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I 

ERIC HERMANNSON’S SOUL  

It was a great night at the Lone Star schoolhouse—a night when 
the Spirit was present with power and when God was very near 
to man. So it seemed to Asa Skinner, servant of God and Free 
Gospeller. The schoolhouse was crowded with the saved and 
sanctified, robust men and women, trembling and quailing 
before the power of some mysterious psychic force. Here and 
there among this cowering, sweating multitude crouched some 
poor wretch who had felt the pangs of an awakened conscience, 
but had not yet experienced that complete divestment of rea-
son, that frenzy born of a convulsion of the mind, which, in  
the parlance of the Free Gospellers, is termed “the Light.” On 
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the floor before the mourners’ bench lay the unconscious figure 
of a man in whom outraged nature had sought her last resort. 
This “trance” state is the highest evidence of grace among the 
Free Gospellers, and indicates a close walking with God. 

Before the desk stood Asa Skinner, shouting of the mercy 
and vengeance of God, and in his eyes shone a terrible earnest-
ness, an almost prophetic flame. Asa was a converted train gam-
bler who used to run between Omaha and Denver. He was a 
man made for the extremes of life; from the most debauched 
of men he had become the most ascetic. His was a bestial face, a 
face that bore the stamp of Nature’s eternal injustice. The fore-
head was low, projecting over the eyes, and the sandy hair was 
plastered down over it and then brushed back at an abrupt right 
angle. The chin was heavy, the nostrils were low and wide, and 
the lower lip hung loosely except in his moments of spasmodic 
earnestness, when it shut like a steel trap. Yet about those coarse 
features there were deep, rugged furrows, the scars of many a 
hand-to-hand struggle with the weakness of the flesh, and about 
that drooping lip were sharp, strenuous lines that had con-
quered it and taught it to pray. Over those seamed cheeks there 
was a certain pallor, a greyness caught from many a vigil. It was 
as though, after Nature had done her worst with that face, some 
fine chisel had gone over it, chastening and almost transfigur-
ing it. Tonight, as his muscles twitched with emotion, and the 
perspiration dropped from his hair and chin, there was a certain 
convincing power in the man. For Asa Skinner was a man pos-
sessed of a belief, of the sentiment of the sublime before which 
all inequalities are leveled, that transport of conviction which 
seems superior to all laws of condition, under which debauch-
ees have become martyrs; which made a tinker an artist and a 
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camel-driver the founder of an empire. This was with Asa Skin-
ner tonight, as he stood proclaiming the vengeance of God. 

It might have occurred to an impartial observer that Asa  
Skinner’s God was indeed a vengeful God if he could reserve 
vengeance for those of his creatures who were packed into the 
Lone Star schoolhouse that night. Poor exiles of all nations;  
men from the south and the north, peasants from almost ev-
ery country of Europe, most of them from the mountainous, 
night-bound coast of Norway. Honest men for the most part, 
but men with whom the world had dealt hardly; the failures 
of all countries, men sobered by toil and saddened by exile, 
who had been driven to fight for the dominion of an untoward 
soil, to sow where others should gather, the advance guard of a 
mighty civilization to be. 

Never had Asa Skinner spoken more earnestly than now. He 
felt that the Lord had this night a special work for him to do. 
Tonight Eric Hermannson, the wildest lad on all the Divide, sat 
in his audience with a fiddle on his knee, just as he had dropped 
in on his way to play for some dance. The violin is an object of 
particular abhorrence to the Free Gospellers. Their antagonism 
to the church organ is bitter enough, but the fiddle they, regard 
as a very incarnation of evil desires, singing forever of worldly 
pleasures and inseparably associated with all forbidden things. 

Eric Hermannson had long been the object of the prayers 
of the revivalists. His mother had felt the power of the Spirit 
weeks ago, and special prayer-meetings had been held at her 
house for her son. But Eric had only gone his ways laughing, 
the ways of youth, which are short enough at best, and none 
too flowery on the Divide. He slipped away from the prayer-
meetings to meet the Campbell boys in Genereau’s saloon, or 
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hug the plump little French girls at Chevalier’s dances, and 
sometimes, of a summer night, he even went across the dewy 
cornfields and through the wild-plum thicket to play the fiddle 
for Lena Hanson, whose name was a reproach through all the 
Divide country, where the women are usually too plain and too 
busy and too tired to depart from the ways of virtue. On such 
occasions Lena, attired in a pink wrapper and silk stockings and 
tiny pink slippers, would sing to him, accompanying herself on 
a battered guitar. It gave him a delicious sense of freedom and 
experience to be with a woman who, no matter how, had lived 
in big cities and knew the ways of town folk, who had never 
worked in the fields and had kept her hands white and soft, her 
throat fair and tender, who had heard great singers in Denver 
and Salt Lake, and who knew the strange language of flattery 
and idleness and mirth. 

Yet, careless as he seemed, the frantic prayers of his mother 
were not altogether without their effect upon Eric. For days he 
had been fleeing before them as a criminal from his pursuers, 
and over his pleasures had fallen the shadow of something dark 
and terrible that dogged his steps. The harder he danced, the 
louder he sang, the more was he conscious that this phantom 
was gaining upon him, that in time it would track him down. 
One Sunday afternoon, late in the fall, when he had been drink-
ing beer with Lena Hanson and listening to a song which made 
his cheeks burn, a rattlesnake had crawled out of the side of the 
sod house and thrust its ugly head in under the screen door. He 
was not afraid of snakes, but he knew enough of Gospellism to 
feel the significance of the reptile lying coiled there upon her 
doorstep. His lips were cold when he kissed Lena goodbye, and 
he went there no more. 
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The final barrier between Eric and his mother’s faith was his 
violin, and to that he clung as a man sometimes will cling to 
his dearest sin, to the weakness more precious to him than all 
his strength. In the great world beauty comes to men in many 
guises, and art in a hundred forms, but for Eric there was only 
his violin. It stood, to him, for all the manifestations of art; it 
was his only bridge into the kingdom of the soul. 

It was to Eric Hermannson that the evangelist directed his 
impassioned pleading that night. 

“Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? Is there a Saul here tonight 
who has stopped his ears to that gentle pleading, who has 
thrust a spear into that bleeding side? Think of it, my brother; 
you are offered this wonderful love and you prefer the worm 
that dieth not and the fire which will not be quenched. What 
right have you to lose one of God’s precious souls? Saul, Saul, why 
persecuted thou me?” 

A great joy dawned in Asa Skinner’s pale face, for he saw that 
Eric Hermannson was swaying to and fro in his seat. The minister 
fell upon his knees and threw his long arms up over his head. 

“O my brothers! I feel it coming, the blessing we have prayed 
for. I tell you the Spirit is coming! Just a little more prayer, broth-
ers, a little more zeal, and he will be here. I can feel his cooling 
wing upon my brow. Glory be to God forever and ever, amen!” 

The whole congregation groaned under the pressure of this 
spiritual panic. Shouts and hallelujahs went up from every lip. 
Another fi gure fell prostrate upon the fl oor. From the mourn-
ers’ bench rose a chant of terror and rapture: 

“Eating honey and drinking wine, 
Glory to the bleeding Lamb! 
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I am my Lord’s and he is mine, 
Glory to the bleeding Lamb!” 

The hymn was sung in a dozen dialects and voiced all the 
vague yearning of these hungry lives, of these  people who had 
starved all the passions so long, only to fall victims to the barest 
of them all, fear. 

A groan of ultimate anguish rose from Eric Hermannson’s 
bowed head, and the sound was like the groan of a great tree 
when it falls in the forest. 

The minister rose suddenly to his feet and threw back his 
head, crying in a loud voice: 

“Lazarus, come forth! Eric Hermannson, you are lost, going 
down at sea. In the name of God, and Jesus Christ his Son, I 
throw you the life line. Take hold! Almighty God, my soul for 
his!” The minister threw his arms out and lifted his quivering 
face. 

Eric Hermannson rose to his feet; his lips were set and the 
lightning was in his eyes. He took his violin by the neck and 
crushed it to splinters across his knee, and to Asa Skinner the 
sound was like the shackles of sin broken audibly asunder. 

II 

For more than two years Eric Hermannson kept the austere 
faith to which he had sworn himself, kept it until a girl from 
the East came to spend a week on the Nebraska Divide. She was 
a girl of other manners and conditions, and there were greater 
distances between her life and Eric’s than all the miles which 
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separated Rattlesnake Creek from New York City. Indeed, she 
had no business to be in the West at all; but ah! across what  
leagues of land and sea, by what improbable chances, do the  
unrelenting gods bring to us our fate! 

It was in a year of financial depression that Wyllis Elliot  
came to Nebraska to buy cheap land and revisit the country 
where he had spent a year of his youth. When he had graduated 
from Harvard it was still customary for moneyed gentlemen 
to send their scape-grace sons to rough it on ranches in the 
wilds of Nebraska or Dakota, or to consign them to a living 
death in the sagebrush of the Black Hills. These young men did 
not always return to the ways of civilized life. But Wyllis Elliot 
had not married a half-breed, nor been shot in a cowpunch-
ers’ brawl, nor wrecked by bad whisky, nor appropriated by a 
smirched adventuress. He had been saved from these things by 
a girl, his sister, who had been very near to his life ever since 
the days when they read fairy tales together and dreamed the 
dreams that never come true. On this, his first visit to his fa-
ther’s ranch since he left it six years before, he brought her with 
him. She had been laid up half the winter from a sprain re-
ceived while skating, and had had too much time for reflection 
during those months. She was restless and fi lled with a desire 
to see something of the wild country of which her brother had 
told her so much. She was to be married the next winter, and 
Wyllis understood her when she begged him to take her with 
him on this long, aimless jaunt across the continent, to taste 
the last of their freedom together. It comes to all women of her 
type—that desire to taste the unknown which allures and ter-
rifies, to run one’s whole soul’s length out to the wind—just 
once. 
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It had been an eventful journey. Wyllis somehow under-
stood that strain of gypsy blood in his sister, and he knew where 
to take her. They had slept in sod houses on the Platte River, 
made the acquaintance of the personnel of a third-rate opera 
company on the train to Deadwood, dined in a camp of rail-
road constructors at the world’s end beyond New Castle, gone 
through the Black Hills on horseback, fished for trout in Dome 
Lake, watched a dance at Cripple Creek, where the lost souls 
who hide in the hills gathered for their besotted revelry. And 
now, last of all, before the return to thraldom, there was this 
little shack, anchored on the windy crest of the Divide, a little 
black dot against the flaming sunsets, a scented sea of cornland 
bathed in opalescent air and blinding sunlight. 

Margaret Elliot was one of those women of whom there are 
so many in this day, when old order, passing, giveth place to  
new; beautiful, talented, critical, unsatisfied, tired of the world 
at twenty-four. For the moment the life and  people of the Di-
vide interested her. She was there but a week; perhaps had she 
stayed longer, that inexorable ennui which travels faster even 
than the Vestibule Limited would have overtaken her. The 
week she tarried there was the week that Eric Hermannson was 
helping Jerry Lockhart thresh; a week earlier or a week later, 
and there would have been no story to write. 

It was on Thursday and they were to leave on Saturday. Wyl-
lis and his sister were sitting on the wide piazza of the ranch-
house, staring out into the afternoon sunlight and protesting 
against the gusts of hot wind that blew up from the sandy river 
bottom twenty miles to the southward. 

The young man pulled his cap lower over his eyes and 
remarked: 
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“This wind is the real thing; you don’t strike it any-
where else. You remember we had a touch of it in Algiers 
and I told you it came from Kansas. It’s the keynote of this 
country.” 

Wyllis touched her hand that lay on the hammock and con-
tinued gently: 

“I hope it’s paid you, Sis. Roughing it’s dangerous business; it 
takes the taste out of things.” 

She shut her fingers firmly over the brown hand that was so 
like her own. 

“Paid? Why, Wyllis, I haven’t been so happy since we were 
children and were going to discover the ruins of Troy together 
some day. Do you know, I believe I could just stay on here for-
ever and let the world go on its own gait. It seems as though the 
tension and strain we used to talk of last winter were gone for 
good, as though one could never give one’s strength out to such 
petty things any more.” 

Wyllis brushed the ashes of his pipe away from the silk hand-
kerchief that was knotted about his neck and stared moodily off 
at the skyline. 

“No, you’re mistaken. This would bore you after a while. 
You can’t shake the fever of the other life. I’ve tried it. There 
was a time when the gay fellows of Rome could trot down into 
the Thebaid and burrow into the sand hills and get rid of it. But 
it’s all too complex now. You see we’ve made our dissipations 
so dainty and respectable that they’ve gone further in than the 
flesh, and taken hold of the ego proper. You couldn’t rest, even 
here. The war cry would follow you.” 

“You don’t waste words, Wyllis, but you never miss fire. I 
talk more than you do, without saying half so much. You must 
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have learned the art of silence from these taciturn Norwegians. 
I think I like silent men.” 

“Naturally,” said Wyllis, “since you have decided to marry 
the most brilliant talker you know.” 

Both were silent for a time, listening to the sighing of the 
hot wind through the parched morning-glory vines. Margaret 
spoke first. 

“Tell me, Wyllis, were many of the Norwegians you used to 
know as interesting as Eric Hermannson?” 

“Who, Siegfried? Well, no. He used to be the flower of the 
Norwegian youth in my day, and he’s rather an exception, even 
now. He has retrograded, though. The bonds of the soil have 
tightened on him, I fancy.” 

“Siegfried? Come, that’s rather good, Wyllis. He looks like a 
dragon-slayer. What is it that makes him so different from the 
others? I can talk to him; he seems quite like a human being.” 

“Well,” said Wyllis, meditatively, “I don’t read Bourget as 
much as my cultured sister, and I’m not so well up in analysis, 
but I fancy it’s because one keeps cherishing a perfectly unwar-
ranted suspicion that under that big, hulking anatomy of his, 
he may conceal a soul somewhere. Nicht wahr?” 

“Something like that,” said Margaret, thoughtfully, “except 
that it’s more than a suspicion, and it isn’t groundless. He has 
one, and he makes it known, somehow, without speaking.” 

“I always have my doubts about loquacious souls,” Wyllis re-
marked, with the unbelieving smile that had grown habitual 
with him. 

Margaret went on, not heeding the interruption. “I knew 
it from the first, when he told me about the suicide of his 
cousin, the Bernstein boy. That kind of blunt pathos can’t be 
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summoned at will in anybody. The earlier novelists rose to it, 
sometimes, unconsciously. But last night when I sang for him 
I was doubly sure. Oh, I haven’t told you about that yet! Bet-
ter light your pipe again. You see, he stumbled in on me in the 
dark when I was pumping away at that old parlour organ to 
please Mrs. Lockhart. It’s her household fetish and I’ve forgot-
ten how many pounds of butter she made and sold to buy it. 
Well, Eric stumbled in, and in some inarticulate manner made 
me understand that he wanted me to sing for him. I sang just 
the old things, of course. It’s queer to sing familiar things here 
at the world’s end. It makes one think how the hearts of men 
have carried them around the world, into the wastes of Iceland 
and the jungles of Africa and the islands of the Pacific. I think 
if one lived here long enough one would quite forget how to 
be trivial, and would read only the great books that we never 
get time to read in the world, and would remember only the 
great music, and the things that are really worth while would 
stand out clearly against that horizon over there. And of course 
I played the intermezzo from Cavalleria Rusticana for him; it goes 
rather better on an organ than most things do. He shuffl  ed his 
feet and twisted his big hands up into knots and blurted out 
that he didn’t know there was any music like that in the world. 
Why, there were tears in his voice, Wyllis! Yes, like Rossetti, I 
heard his tears. Then it dawned upon me that it was probably the 
first good music he had ever heard in all his life. Think of it, to 
care for music as he does and never to hear it, never to know 
that it exists on earth! To long for it as we long for other perfect 
experiences that never come. I can’t tell you what music means 
to that man. I never saw any one so susceptible to it. It gave him 
speech, he became alive. When I had finished the intermezzo, 
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he began telling me about a little crippled brother who died and 
whom he loved and used to carry everywhere in his arms. He 
did not wait for encouragement. He took up the story and told 
it slowly, as if to himself, just sort of rose up and told his own 
woe to answer Mascagni’s. It overcame me.” 

“Poor devil,” said Wyllis, looking at her with mysterious eyes, 
“and so you’ve given him a new woe. Now he’ll go on wanting 
Grieg and Schubert the rest of his days and never getting them. 
That’s a girl’s philanthropy for you!” 

Jerry Lockhart came out of the house screwing his chin over 
the unusual luxury of a stiff white collar, which his wife in-
sisted upon as a necessary article of toilet while Miss Elliot was 
at the house. Jerry sat down on the step and smiled his broad, 
red smile at Margaret. 

“Well, I’ve got the music for your dance, Miss Elliot. Olaf 
Oleson will bring his accordion and Mollie will play the organ, 
when she isn’t lookin’ after the grub, and a little chap from 
Frenchtown will bring his fiddle—though the French don’t 
mix with the Norwegians much.” 

“Delightful! Mr. Lockhart, that dance will be the feature of 
our trip, and it’s so nice of you to get it up for us. We’ll see the 
Norwegians in character at last,” cried Margaret, cordially. 

“See here, Lockhart, I’ll settle with you for backing her in 
this scheme,” said Wyllis, sitting up and knocking the ashes out 
of his pipe. “She’s done crazy things enough on this trip, but to 
talk of dancing all night with a gang of half-mad Norwegians 
and taking the carriage at four to catch the six o’clock train out 
of Riverton—well, it’s tommy-rot, that’s what it is!” 

“Wyllis, I leave it to your sovereign power of reason to decide 
whether it isn’t easier to stay up all night than to get up at three 
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in the morning. To get up at three, think what that means! No, 
sir, I prefer to keep my vigil and then get into a sleeper.” 

“But what do you want with the Norwegians? I thought you 
were tired of dancing.” 

“So I am, with some  people. But I want to see a Norwegian 
dance, and I intend to. Come, Wyllis, you know how seldom it is 
that one really wants to do anything nowadays. I wonder when 
I have really wanted to go to a party before. It will be some-
thing to remember next month at Newport, when we have to 
and don’t want to. Remember your own theory that contrast is 
about the only thing that makes life endurable. This is my party 
and Mr. Lockhart’s; your whole duty tomorrow night will con-
sist in being nice to the Norwegian girls. I’ll warrant you were 
adept enough at it once. And you’d better be very nice indeed, 
for if there are many such young Valkyries as Eric’s sister among 
them, they would simply tie you up in a knot if they suspected 
you were guying them.” 

Wyllis groaned and sank back into the hammock to con-
sider his fate, while his sister went on. 

“And the guests, Mr. Lockhart, did they accept?” 
Lockhart took out his knife and began sharpening it on the 

sole of his plowshoe. 
“Well, I guess we’ll have a  couple dozen. You see it’s pretty 

hard to get a crowd together here any more. Most of ’em have 
gone over to the Free Gospellers, and they’d rather put their 
feet in the fire man shake ’em to a fiddle.” 

Margaret made a gesture of impatience. “Those Free Gospel-
lers have just cast an evil spell over this country, haven’t they?” 

“Well,” said Lockhart, cautiously, “I don’t just like to pass 
judgment on any Chris tian sect, but if you’re to know the cho-
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sen by their works, the Gospellers can’t make a very proud 
showin’, an’ that’s a fact. They’re responsible for a few suicides, 
and they’ve sent a good-sized delegation to the state insane asy-
lum, an’ I don’t see as they’ve made the rest of us much better 
than we were before. I had a little herdboy last spring, as square 
a little Dane as I want to work for me, but after the Gospellers 
got hold of him and sanctified him, the little beggar used to get 
down on his knees out on the prairie and pray by the hour and 
let the cattle get into the corn, an’ I had to fire him. That’s about 
the way it goes. Now there’s Eric; that chap used to be a hustler 
and the spryest dancer in all this section—called all the dances. 
Now he’s got no ambition and he’s glum as a preacher. I don’t 
suppose we can even get him to come in tomorrow night.” 

“Eric? Why, he must dance, we can’t let him off,” said Marga-
ret, quickly. “Why, I intend to dance with him myself!” 

“I’m afraid he won’t dance. I asked him this morning if he’d 
help us out and he said, ‘I don’t dance now, any more,’ ” said 
Lockhart, imitating the laboured English of the Norwegian. 

“ ‘The Miller of Hof bau, the Miller of Hof bau, O my Prin-
cess!’ ” chirped Wyllis, cheerfully, from his hammock. 

The red on his sister’s cheek deepened a little, and she 
laughed mischievously. “We’ll see about that, sir. I’ll not admit 
that I am beaten until I have asked him myself.” 

Every night Eric rode over to St. Anne, a little village in the 
heart of the French settlement, for the mail. As the road lay 
through the most attractive part of the Divide country, on sev-
eral occasions Margaret Elliot and her brother had accompanied 
him. Tonight Wyllis had business with Lockhart, and Margaret 
rode with Eric, mounted on a frisky little mustang that Mrs. 
Lockhart had broken to the sidesaddle. Margaret regarded her 
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escort very much as she did the servant who always accompa-
nied her on long rides at home, and the ride to the village was 
a silent one. She was occupied with thoughts of another world, 
and Eric was wrestling with more thoughts than had ever been 
crowded into his head before. He rode with his eyes riveted on 
that slight figure before him, as though he wished to absorb it 
through the optic nerves and hold it in his brain forever. He 
understood the situation perfectly. His brain worked slowly, but 
he had a keen sense of the values of things. This girl represented 
an entirely new species of humanity to him, but he knew where 
to place her. The prophets of old, when an angel first appeared 
unto them, never doubted its high origin. 

Eric was patient under the adverse conditions of his life, but 
he was not servile. The Norse blood in him had not entirely 
lost its self-reliance. He came of a proud fisher line, men who 
were not afraid of anything but the ice and the devil, and he 
had prospects before him when his father went down off the 
North Cape in the long Arctic night, and his mother, seized by 
a violent horror of seafaring life, had followed her brother to 
America. Eric was eighteen then, handsome as young Siegfried, 
a giant in stature, with a skin singularly pure and delicate, like 
a Swede’s; hair as yellow as the locks of Tennyson’s amorous 
Prince, and eyes of a fierce, burning blue, whose flash was most 
dangerous to women. He had in those days a certain pride of 
bearing, a certain confidence of approach, that usually accom-
panies physical perfection. It was even said of him then that he 
was in love with life, and inclined to levity, a vice most unusual 
on the Divide. But the sad history of those Norwegian exiles, 
transplanted in an arid soil and under a scorching sun, had 
repeated itself in his case. Toil and isolation had sobered him, 
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and he grew more and more like the clods among which he la-
boured. It was as though some red-hot instrument had touched 
for a moment those delicate fibers of the brain which respond 
to acute pain or pleasure, in which lies the power of exquisite 
sensation, and had seared them quite away. It is a painful thing 
to watch the light die out of the eyes of those Norsemen, leav-
ing an expression of impenetrable sadness, quite passive, quite 
hopeless, a shadow that is never lifted. With some this change 
comes almost at once, in the first bitterness of homesickness, 
with others it comes more slowly, according to the time it takes 
each man’s heart to die. 

Oh, those poor North men of the Divide! They are dead 
many a year before they are put to rest in the little graveyard on 
the windy hill where exiles of all nations grow akin. 

The peculiar species of hypochondria to which the exiles of 
his  people sooner or later succumb had not developed in Eric 
until that night at the Lone Star schoolhouse, when he had 
broken his violin across his knee. After that, the gloom of his 
people settled down upon him, and the gospel of maceration 
began its work. “If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out” et cetera. The 
pagan smile that once hovered about his lips was gone, and he 
was one with sorrow. Religion heals a hundred hearts for one 
that it embitters, but when it destroys, its work is quick and 
deadly, and where the agony of the cross has been, joy will not 
come again. This man understood things literally: one must  
live without pleasure to die without fear; to save the soul it was 
necessary to starve the soul. 

The sun hung low above the cornfields when Margaret and 
her cavalier left St. Anne. South of the town there is a stretch of 
road that runs for some three miles through the French settle-
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ment, where the prairie is as level as the surface of a lake. There 
the fields of flax and wheat and rye are bordered by precise rows 
of slender, tapering Lombard poplars. It was a yellow world that 
Margaret Elliot saw under the wide light of the setting sun. 

The girl gathered up her reins and called back to Eric, “It 
will be safe to run the horses here, won’t it?” 

“Yes, I think so, now,” he answered, touching his spur to his 
pony’s fl ank. They were off like the wind. It is an old saying in 
the West that newcomers always ride a horse or two to death 
before they get broken in to the country. They are tempted by 
the great open spaces and try to outride the horizon, to get to 
the end of something. Margaret galloped over the level road, 
and Eric, from behind, saw her long veil fluttering in the wind. 
It had fluttered just so in his dreams last night and the night 
before. With a sudden inspiration of courage he overtook her 
and rode beside her, looking intently at her half-averted face. 
Before, he had only stolen occasional glances at it, seen it in 
blinding flashes, always with more or less embarrassment, but 
now he determined to let every line of it sink into his memory. 
Men of the world would have said that it was an unusual face, 
nervous, finely cut, with clear, elegant lines that betokened an-
cestry. Men of letters would have called it a historic face, and 
would have conjectured at what old passions, long asleep, what 
old sorrows forgotten time out of mind, doing battle together 
in ages gone, had curved those delicate nostrils, left their un-
conscious memory in those eyes. But Eric read no meaning in 
these details. To him this beauty was something more than 
colour and line; it was a flash of white light, in which one can-
not distinguish colour because all colours are there. To him it 
was a complete revelation, an embodiment of those dreams of 
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impossible loveliness that linger by a young man’s pillow on 
midsummer nights; yet, because it held something more than 
the attraction of health and youth and shapeliness, it troubled 
him, and in its presence he felt as the Goths before the white 
marbles in the Roman Capitol, not knowing whether they were 
men or gods. At times he felt like uncovering his head before 
it, again the fury seized him to break and despoil, to find the 
clay in this spirit-thing and stamp upon it. Away from her, he 
longed to strike out with his arms, and take and hold; it mad-
dened him that this woman whom he could break in his hands 
should be so much stronger than he. But near her, he never  
questioned this strength; he admitted its potentiality as he ad-
mitted the miracles of the Bible; it enervated and conquered 
him. Tonight, when he rode so close to her that he could have 
touched her, he knew that he might as well reach out his hand 
to take a star. 

Margaret stirred uneasily under his gaze and turned ques-
tioningly in her saddle. 

“This wind puts me a little out of breath when we ride fast,” 
she said. 

Eric turned his eyes away. 
“I want to ask you if I go to New York to work, if I maybe 

hear music like you sang last night? I been a purty good hand to 
work,” he asked, timidly. 

Margaret looked at him with surprise, and then, as she stud-
ied the outline of his face, pityingly. 

“Well, you might—but you’d lose a good deal else. I shouldn’t 
like you to go to New York—and be poor, you’d be out of atmo-
sphere, some way,” she said, slowly. Inwardly she was thinking: 
There he would be altogether sordid, impossible—a machine who would carry 
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one’s trunks upstairs, perhaps. Here he is every inch a man, rather picturesque; 
why is it? “No,” she added aloud, “I shouldn’t like that.” 

“Then I not go,” said Eric, decidedly. 
Margaret turned her face to hide a smile. She was a trifle 

amused and a trifle annoyed. Suddenly she spoke again. 
“But I’ll tell you what I do want you to do, Eric. I want you to 

dance with us tomorrow night and teach me some of the Nor-
wegian dances; they say you know them all. Won’t you?” 

Eric straightened himself in his saddle and his eyes flashed 
as they had done in the Lone Star schoolhouse when he broke 
his violin across his knee. 

“Yes, I will,” he said, quietly, and he believed that he deliv-
ered his soul to hell as he said it. 

They had reached the rougher country now, where the road 
wound through a narrow cut in one of the bluffs along the 
creek, when a beat of hoofs ahead and the sharp neighing of 
horses made the ponies start and Eric rose in his stirrups. Then 
down the gulch in front of them and over the steep clay banks 
thundered a herd of wild ponies, nimble as monkeys and wild 
as rabbits, such as horse-traders drive east from the plains of  
Montana to sell in the farming country. Margaret’s pony made 
a shrill sound, a neigh that was almost a scream, and started 
up the clay bank to meet them, all the wild blood of the range 
breaking out in an instant. Margaret called to Eric just as he  
threw himself out of the saddle and caught her pony’s bit. But 
the wiry little animal had gone mad and was kicking and  biting 
like a devil. Her wild brothers of the range were all about her, 
neighing, and pawing the earth, and striking her with their 
forefeet and snapping at her flanks. It was the old liberty of the 
range that the little beast fought for. 
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“Drop the reins and hold tight, tight!” Eric called, throw-
ing all his weight upon the bit, struggling under those frantic 
forefeet that now beat at his breast, and now kicked at the wild 
mustangs that surged and tossed about him. He succeeded in 
wrenching the pony’s head toward him and crowding her with-
ers against the clay bank, so that she could not roll. 

“Hold tight, tight!” he shouted again, launching a kick at a 
snorting animal that reared back against Margaret’s saddle. If  
she should lose her courage and fall now, under those hoofs— 
He struck out again and again, kicking right and left with all 
his might. Already the negligent drivers had galloped into the 
cut, and their long quirts were whistling over the heads of the 
herd. As suddenly as it had come, the struggling, frantic wave 
of wild life swept up out of the gulch and on across the open 
prairie, and with a long despairing whinny of farewell the pony 
dropped her head and stood trembling in her sweat, shaking 
the foam and blood from her bit. 

Eric stepped close to Margaret’s side and laid his hand on her 
saddle. “You are not hurt?” he asked, hoarsely. As he raised his 
face in the soft starlight she saw that it was white and drawn and 
that his lips were working nervously. 

“No, no, not at all. But you, you are suffering; they struck 
you!” she cried in sharp alarm. 

He stepped back and drew his hand across his brow. 
“No, it is not that,” he spoke rapidly now, with his hands 

clenched at his side. “But if they had hurt you, I would beat 
their brains out with my hands, I would kill them all. I was 
never afraid before. You are the only beautiful thing that has 
ever come close to me. You came like an angel out of the 
sky. You are like the music you sing, you are like the stars 
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and the snow on the mountains where I played when I was a 
little boy. You are like all that I wanted once and never had, 
you are all that they have killed in me. I die for you tonight, 
tomorrow, for all eternity. I am not a coward; I was afraid 
because I love you more then Christ who died for me, more 
then I am afraid of hell, or hope for heaven. I was never afraid 
before. If you had fallen—oh, my God!” He threw his arms 
out blindly and dropped his head upon the pony’s mane, 
leaning limply against the animal like a man struck by some 
sickness. His shoulders rose and fell perceptibly with his la-
boured breathing. The horse stood cowed with exhaustion 
and fear. Presently Margaret laid her hand on Eric’s head and 
said gently: 

“You are better now, shall we go on? Can you get your 
horse?” 

“No, he has gone with the herd. I will lead yours, she is not 
safe. I will not frighten you again.” His voice was still husky, but 
it was steady now. He took hold of the bit and tramped home 
in silence. 

When they reached the house, Eric stood stolidly by the po-
ny’s head until Wyllis came to lift his sister from the saddle. 

“The horses were badly frightened, Wyllis. I think I was 
pretty thoroughly scared myself,” she said as she took her  
brother’s arm and went slowly up the hill toward the house. 
“No, I’m not hurt, thanks to Eric. You must thank him for tak-
ing such good care of me. He’s a mighty fine fellow. I’ll tell you 
all about it in the morning, dear. I was pretty well shaken up 
and I’m going right to bed now. Good night.” 

When she reached the low room in which she slept, she sank 
upon the bed in her riding dress, face downward. 
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“Oh, I pity him! I pity him!” she murmured, with a long sigh 
of exhaustion. She must have slept a little. When she rose again, 
she took from her dress a letter that had been waiting for her 
at the village post-office. It was closely written in a long, an-
gular hand, covering a dozen pages of foreign note-paper, and 
began: 

My Dearest Margaret: If I should attempt to say how like a winter hath 

thine absence been, I should incur the risk of being tedious. Really, it takes 

the sparkle out of everything. Having nothing better to do, and not caring 

to go anywhere in particular without you, I remained in the city until Jack 

Courtwell noted my general despondency and brought me down here to his 

place on the sound to manage some open-air theatricals he is getting up. As 

You Like It is of course the piece selected. Miss Harrison plays Rosalind. I 

wish you had been here to take the part. Miss Harrison reads her lines well, 

but she is either a maiden-all-forlorn or a tomboy; insists on reading into the 

part all sorts of deeper meanings and highly coloured suggestions wholly out 

of harmony with the pastoral setting. Like most of the professionals, she exag-

gerates the emotional element and quite fails to do justice to Rosalind’s facile 

wit and really brilliant mental qualities. Gerard will do Orlando, but rumor 

says he is épris of your sometime friend, Miss Meredith, and his memory is 

treacherous and his interest fitful. 

My new pictures arrived last week on the Gascogne. The Puvis de 

Chavannes is even more beautiful than I thought it in Paris. A pale dream-

maiden sits by a pale dream-cow and a stream of anemic water flows at her 

feet. The Constant, you will remember, I got because you admired it. It is 

here in all its florid splendour, the whole dominated by a glowing sensuosity. 

The drapery of the female figure is as wonderful as you said; the fabric all 

barbaric pearl and gold, painted with an easy, effortless voluptuousness, and 

that white, gleaming line of African coast in the background recalls memories 
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of you very precious to me. But it is useless to deny that Constant irritates me. 

Though I cannot prove the charge against him, his brilliancy always makes me 

suspect him of cheapness. 

Here Margaret stopped and glanced at the remaining pages 
of this strange love-letter. They seemed to be filled chiefly with 
discussions of pictures and books, and with a slow smile she laid 
them by. 

She rose and began undressing. Before she lay down she 
went to open the window. With her hand on the sill, she hesi-
tated, feeling suddenly as though some danger were lurking 
outside, some inordinate desire waiting to spring upon her in 
the darkness. She stood there for a long time, gazing at the in-
finite sweep of the sky. 

“Oh, it is all so little, so little there,” she murmured. 
“When everything else is so dwarfed, why should one expect 
love to be great? Why should one try to read highly coloured 
suggestions into a life like that? If only I could find one thing 
in it all that mattered greatly, one thing that would warm 
me when I am alone! Will life never give me that one great  
moment?” 

As she raised the window, she heard a sound in the plum 
bushes outside. It was only the house-dog roused from his 
sleep, but Margaret started violently and trembled so that she 
caught the foot of the bed for support. Again she felt herself 
pursued by some overwhelming longing, some desperate ne-
cessity for herself, like the outstretching of helpless, unseen 
arms in the darkness, and the air seemed heavy with sighs of 
yearning. She fled to her bed with the words, “I love you more 
than Christ who died for me!” ringing in her ears. 
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III 

About midnight the dance at Lockhart’s was at its height. 
Even the old men who had come to “look on” caught the 
spirit of revelry and stamped the floor with the vigor of old 
Silenus. Eric took the violin from the Frenchmen, and Minna 
Oleson sat at the organ, and the music grew more and more 
characteristic—rude, half mournful music, made up of the 
folksongs of the North, that the villagers sing through the 
long night in hamlets by the sea, when they are thinking of 
the sun, and the spring, and the fi shermen so long away. To 
Margaret some of it sounded like Grieg’s Peer Gynt music. She 
found something irresistibly infectious in the mirth of these 
people who were so seldom merry, and she felt almost one  
of them. Something seemed struggling for freedom in them 
tonight, something of the joyous childhood of the nations 
which exile had not killed. The girls were all boisterous with 
delight. Pleasure came to them but rarely, and when it came, 
they caught at it wildly and crushed its fluttering wings in 
their strong brown fingers. They had a hard life enough, 
most of them. Torrid summers and freezing winters, labour 
and drudgery and ignorance, were the portion of their girl-
hood; a short wooing, a hasty, loveless marriage, unlimited 
maternity, thankless sons, premature age and ugliness, were 
the dower of their womanhood. But what matter? Tonight 
there was hot liquor in the glass and hot blood in the heart; 
tonight they danced. 

Tonight Eric Hermannson had renewed his youth. He was 
no longer the big, silent Norwegian who had sat at Margaret’s 
feet and looked hopelessly into her eyes. Tonight he was a 
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man, with a man’s rights and a man’s power. Tonight he was 
Siegfried indeed. His hair was yellow as the heavy wheat in 
the ripe of summer, and his eyes flashed like the blue water 
between the ice packs in the north seas. He was not afraid of 
Margaret tonight, and when he danced with her he held her 
fi rmly. She was tired and dragged on his arm a little, but the 
strength of the man was like an all-pervading fluid, stealing 
through her veins, awakening under her heart some name-
less, unsuspected existence that had slumbered there all these 
years and that went out through her throbbing finger-tips to 
his that answered. She wondered if the hoydenish blood of 
some lawless ancestor, long asleep, were calling out in her to-
night, some drop of a hotter fluid that the centuries had failed 
to cool, and why, if this curse were in her, it had not spoken 
before. But was it a curse, this awakening, this wealth before 
undiscovered, this music set free? For the first time in her life 
her heart held something stronger than herself, was not this 
worth while? Then she ceased to wonder. She lost sight of the 
lights and the faces and the music was drowned by the beat-
ing of her own arteries. She saw only the blue eyes that flashed 
above her, felt only the warmth of that throbbing hand which 
held hers and which the blood of his heart fed. Dimly, as in a 
dream, she saw the drooping shoulders, high white forehead 
and tight, cynical mouth of the man she was to marry in De-
cember. For an hour she had been crowding back the memory 
of that face with all her strength. 

“Let us stop, this is enough,” she whispered. His only an-
swer was to tighten the arm behind her. She sighed and let that 
masterful strength bear her where it would. She forgot that 
this man was little more than a savage, that they would part at 
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dawn. The blood has no memories, no reflections, no regrets 
for the past, no consideration of the future. 

“Let us go out where it is cooler,” she said when the music 
stopped; thinking, I am growing faint here, I shall be all right in the open 
air. They stepped out into the cool, blue air of the night. 

Since the older folk had begun dancing, the young Norwe-
gians had been slipping out in couples to climb the windmill 
tower into the cooler atmosphere, as is their custom. 

“You like to go up?” asked Eric, close to her ear. 
She turned and looked at him with suppressed amusement. 

“How high is it?” 
“Forty feet, about. I not let you fall.” There was a note of 

irresistible pleading in his voice, and she felt that he tremen-
dously wished her to go. Well, why not? This was a night of the 
unusual, when she was not herself at all, but was living an un-
reality. Tomorrow, yes, in a few hours, there would be the Ves-
tibule Limited and the world. 

“Well, if you’ll take good care of me. I used to be able to  
climb, when I was a little girl.” 

Once at the top and seated on the platform, they were silent. 
Margaret wondered if she would not hunger for that scene all 
her life, through all the routine of the days to come. Above them 
stretched the great Western sky, serenely blue, even in the night, 
with its big, burning stars, never so cold and dead and far away 
as in denser atmospheres. The moon would not be up for twenty 
minutes yet, and all about the horizon, that wide horizon, which 
seemed to reach around the world, lingered a pale white light, 
as of a universal dawn. The weary wind brought up to them the 
heavy odours of the cornfields. The music of the dance sounded 
faintly from below. Eric leaned on his elbow beside her, his legs 
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swinging down on the ladder. His great shoulders looked more 
than ever like those of the stone Doryphorus, who stands in his 
perfect, reposeful strength in the Louvre, and had often made 
her wonder if such men died forever with the youth of Greece. 

“How sweet the corn smells at night,” said Margaret 
nervously. 

“Yes, like the flowers that grow in paradise, I think.” 
She was somewhat startled by this reply, and more startled 

when this taciturn man spoke again. 
“You go away tomorrow?” 
“Yes, we have stayed longer than we thought to now.” 
“You not come back any more?” 
“No, I expect not. You see, it is a long trip halfway across the 

continent.” 
“You soon forget about this country, I guess.” It seemed to 

him now a little thing to lose his soul for this woman, but that 
she should utterly forget this night into which he threw all his 
life and all his eternity, that was a bitter thought. 

“No, Eric, I will not forget. You have all been too kind to 
me for that. And you won’t be sorry you danced this one night, 
will you?” 

“I never be sorry. I have not been so happy before. I not be 
so happy again, ever. You will be happy many nights yet, I only 
this one. I will dream sometimes, maybe.” 

The mighty resignation of his tone alarmed and touched 
her. It was as when some great animal composes itself for death, 
as when a great ship goes down at sea. 

She sighed, but did not answer him. He drew a little closer 
and looked into her eyes. 

“You are not always happy, too?” he asked. 
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“No, not always, Eric; not very often, I think.” 
“You have a trouble?” 
“Yes, but I cannot put it into words. Perhaps if I could do 

that, I could cure it.” 
He clasped his hands together over his heart, as children do 

when they pray, and said falteringly, “If I own all the world, I 
give him you.” 

Margaret felt a sudden moisture in her eyes, and laid her 
hand on his. 

“Thank you, Eric; I believe you would. But perhaps even 
then I should not be happy. Perhaps I have too much of it 
already.” 

She did not take her hand away from him; she did not dare. 
She sat still and waited for the traditions in which she had al-
ways believed to speak and save her. But they were dumb. She 
belonged to an ultra-refined civilization which tries to cheat 
nature with elegant sophistries. Cheat nature? Bah! One gen-
eration may do it, perhaps two, but the third—Can we ever rise 
above nature or sink below her? Did she not turn on Jerusalem 
as upon Sodom, upon St. Anthony in his desert as upon Nero 
in his seraglio? Does she not always cry in brutal triumph: “I 
am here still, at the bottom of things, warming the roots of life; 
you cannot starve me nor tame me nor thwart me; I made the 
world, I rule it, and I am its destiny.” 

This woman, on a windmill tower at the world’s end with a 
giant barbarian, heard that cry tonight, and she was afraid! Ah! 
the terror and the delight of that moment when first we fear 
ourselves! Until then we have not lived. 

“Come, Eric, let us go down; the moon is up and the music 
has begun again,” she said. 
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He rose silently and stepped down upon the ladder, put-
ting his arm about her to help her. That arm could have 
thrown Thor’s hammer out in the cornfields yonder, yet it 
scarcely touched her, and his hand trembled as it had done in 
the dance. His face was level with hers now and the moonlight 
fell sharply upon it. All her life she had searched the faces of 
men for the look that lay in his eyes. She knew that that look 
had never shone for her before, would never shine for her on 
earth again, that such love comes to one only in dreams or  
in impossible places like this, unattainable always. This was  
Love’s self, in a moment it would die. Stung by the agonized 
appeal that emanated from the man’s whole being, she leaned 
forward and laid her lips on his. Once, twice and again she 
heard the deep respirations rattle in his throat while she held 
them there, and the riotous force under her heart became an 
engulfing weakness. He drew her up to him until he felt all  
the resistance go out of her body, until every nerve relaxed 
and yielded. When she drew her face back from his, it was  
white with fear. 

“Let us go down, oh, my God! let us go down!” she muttered. 
And the drunken stars up yonder seemed reeling to some ap-
pointed doom as she clung to the rounds of the ladder. All that 
she was to know of love she had left upon his lips. 

“The devil is loose again,” whispered Olaf Oleson, as he saw 
Eric dancing a moment later, his eyes blazing. 

But Eric was thinking with an almost savage exultation of 
the time when he should pay for this. Ah, there would be no 
quailing then! If ever a soul went fearlessly, proudly down to 
the gates infernal, his should go. For a moment he fancied he 
was there already, treading down the tempest of flame, hug-
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ging the fiery hurricane to his breast. He wondered whether in 
ages gone, all the countless years of sinning in which men had 
sold and lost and flung their souls away, any man had ever so 
cheated Satan, had ever bartered his soul for so great a price. 

It seemed but a little while till dawn. 
The carriage was brought to the door and Wyllis Elliot and 

his sister said goodbye. She could not meet Eric’s eyes as she 
gave him her hand, but as he stood by the horses head, just as 
the carriage moved off, she gave him one swift glance that said, 
“I will not forget.” In a moment the carriage was gone. 

Eric changed his coat and plunged his head into the water 
tank and went to the barn to hook up his team. As he led his 
horses to the door, a shadow fell across his path, and he saw 
Skinner rising in his stirrups. His rugged face was pale and 
worn with looking after his wayward flock, with dragging men 
into the way of salvation. 

“Good morning, Eric. There was a dance here last night?” he 
asked, sternly. 

“A dance? Oh, yes, a dance,” replied Eric, cheerfully. 
“Certainly you did not dance, Eric?” 
“Yes, I danced. I danced all the time.” 
The minister’s shoulders drooped, and an expression of pro-

found discouragement settled over his haggard face. There was 
almost anguish in the yearning he felt for this soul. 

“Eric, I didn’t look for this from you. I thought God had set 
his mark on you if he ever had on any man. And it is for things 
like this that you set your soul back a thousand years from God. 
O foolish and perverse generation!” 

Eric drew himself up to his full height and looked off to  
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where the new day was gilding the corn-tassels and flooding 
the uplands with light. As his nostrils drew in the breath of the 
dew and the morning, something from the only poetry he had 
ever read flashed across his mind, and he murmured, half to 
himself, with dreamy exultation: 

“ ‘And a day shall be as a thousand years, and a thousand 
years as a day.’ ” 





THE SCULPTOR’S FUNERAL  

A group of the townspeople stood on the station siding of a lit-
tle Kansas town, awaiting the coming of the night train, which 
was already twenty minutes overdue. The snow had fallen 
thick over everything; in the pale starlight the lines of bluffs 
across the wide, white meadows south of the town made soft, 
smoke-coloured curves against the clear sky. The men on the 
siding stood first on one foot and then on the other, their hands 
thrust deep into their trousers pockets, their overcoats open, 
their shoulders screwed up with the cold; and they glanced from 
time to time toward the southeast, where the railroad track 
wound along the river shore. They conversed in low tones and 
moved about restlessly, seeming uncertain as to what was ex-
pected of them. There was but one of the company who looked 
as though he knew exactly why he was there; and he kept con-
spicuously apart; walking to the far end of the platform, re-
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turning to the station door, then pacing up the track again, his 
chin sunk in the high collar of his overcoat, his burly shoulders 
drooping forward, his gait heavy and dogged. Presently he was 
approached by a tall, spare, grizzled man clad in a faded Grand 
Army suit, who shuffled out from the group and advanced with 
a certain deference, craning his neck forward until his back 
made the angle of a jack-knife three-quarters open. 

“I reckon she’s-agoin’ to be pretty late agin tonight, Jim,” he 
remarked in a squeaky falsetto. “S’pose it’s the snow?” 

“I don’t know,” responded the other man with a shade of 
annoyance, speaking from out of an astonishing cataract of red 
beard that grew fiercely and thickly in all directions. 

The spare man shifted the quill toothpick he was chew-
ing to the other side of his mouth. “It ain’t likely that anybody 
from the East will come with the corpse, I s’pose,” he went on 
refl ectively. 

“I don’t know,” responded the other, more curtly than 
before. 

“It’s too bad he didn’t belong to some lodge or other. I like an 
order funeral myself. They seem more appropriate for  people 
of some repytation,” the spare man continued, with an ingra-
tiating concession in his shrill voice, as he carefully placed his 
toothpick in his vest pocket. He always carried the flag at the 
G.A.R. funerals in the town. 

The heavy man turned on his heel, without replying, and 
walked up the siding. The spare man shuffled back to the un-
easy group. “Jim’s ez full ez a tick, ez ushel,” he commented  
commiseratingly. 

Just then a distant whistle sounded, and there was a shuf-
fling of feet on the platform. A number of lanky boys of all ages 
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appeared as suddenly and slimily as eels wakened by the crack 
of thunder; some came from the waiting-room, where they had 
been warming themselves by the red stove, or half asleep on the 
slat benches; others uncoiled themselves from baggage trucks or 
slid out of express wagons. Two clambered down from the driv-
er’s seat of a hearse that stood backed up against the siding. They 
straightened their stooping shoulders and lifted their heads, 
and a flash of momentary animation kindled their dull eyes at 
that cold, vibrant scream, the world-wide call for men. It stirred 
them like the note of a trumpet; just as it had often stirred the 
man who was coming home to-night, in his boyhood. 

The night express shot, red as a rocket, from out the east-
ward marsh lands and wound along the river shore under the 
long lines of shivering poplars that sentinelled the meadows, 
the escaping steam hanging in grey masses against the pale sky 
and blotting out the Milky Way. In a moment the red glare from 
the headlight streamed up the snow-covered track before the 
siding and glittered on the wet, black rails. The burly man with 
the dishevelled red beard walked swiftly up the platform to-
ward the approaching train, uncovering his head as he went. 
The group of men behind him hesitated, glanced questioningly 
at one another, and awkwardly followed his example. The train 
stopped, and the crowd shuffled up to the express car just as the 
door was thrown open, the spare man in the G.A.R. suit thrust-
ing his head forward with curiosity. The express messenger ap-
peared in the doorway, accompanied by a young man in a long 
ulster and travelling cap. 

“Are Mr. Merrick’s friends here?” inquired the young man. 
The group on the platform swayed and shuffl  ed uneasily. 

Philip Phelps, the banker, responded with dignity: “We have 



36  \ \  W IL L A  C AT HER  

come to take charge of the body. Mr. Merrick’s father is very 
feeble and can’t be about.” 

“Send the agent out here,” growled the express messenger, 
“and tell the operator to lend a hand.” 

The coffin was got out of its rough box and down on the 
snowy platform. The townspeople drew back enough to make 
room for it and then formed a close semicircle about it, looking 
curiously at the palm leaf which lay across the black cover. No 
one said anything. The baggage man stood by his truck, waiting 
to get at the trunks. The engine panted heavily, and the fireman 
dodged in and out among the wheels with his yellow torch and 
long oil-can, snapping the spindle boxes. The young Bostonian, 
one of the dead sculptor’s pupils who had come with the body, 
looked about him helplessly. He turned to the banker, the only 
one of that black, uneasy, stoop-shouldered group who seemed 
enough of an individual to be addressed. 

“None of Mr. Merrick’s brothers are here?” he asked 
uncertainly. 

The man with the red beard for the first time stepped up 
and joined the group. “No, they have not come yet; the family 
is scattered. The body will be taken directly to the house.” He 
stooped and took hold of one of the handles of the coffi  n. 

“Take the long hill road up, Thompson, it will be easier on 
the horses,” called the liveryman as the undertaker snapped the 
door of the hearse and prepared to mount to the driver’s seat. 

Laird, the red-bearded lawyer, turned again to the stranger: 
“We didn’t know whether there would be any one with him or 
not,” he explained. “It’s a long walk, so you’d better go up in 
the hack.” He pointed to a single battered conveyance, but the 
young man replied stiffl  y: “Thank you, but I think I will go up 
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with the hearse. If you don’t object,” turning to the undertaker, 
“I’ll ride with you.” 

They clambered up over the wheels and drove off in the star-
light up the long, white hill toward the town. The lamps in the 
still village were shining from under the low, snow-burdened 
roofs; and beyond, on every side, the plains reached out into 
emptiness, peaceful and wide as the soft sky itself, and wrapped 
in a tangible, white silence. 

When the hearse backed up to a wooden sidewalk before a 
naked, weather-beaten frame house, the same composite, ill-
defined group that had stood upon the station siding was hud-
dled about the gate. The front yard was an icy swamp, and a 
couple of warped planks, extending from the sidewalk to the 
door, made a sort of rickety footbridge. The gate hung on one 
hinge, and was opened wide with difficulty. Steavens, the young 
stranger, noticed that something black was tied to the knob of 
the front door. 

The grating sound made by the casket, as it was drawn from 
the hearse, was answered by a scream from the house; the front 
door was wrenched open, and a tall, corpulent woman rushed 
out bareheaded into the snow and flung herself upon the coffi  n, 
shrieking: “My boy, my boy! And this is how you’ve come home 
to me!” 

As Steavens turned away and closed his eyes with a shudder 
of unutterable repulsion, another woman, also tall, but flat and 
angular dressed entirely in black, darted out of the house and 
caught Mrs. Merrick by the shoulders, crying sharply: “Come, 
come, mother; you mustn’t go on like this!” Her tone changed 
to one of obsequious solemnity as she turned to the banker: 
“The parlour is ready, Mr. Phelps.” 
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The bearers carried the coffin along the narrow boards, 
while the undertaker ran ahead with the coffin rests. They bore 
it into a large, unheated room that smelled of dampness and 
disuse and furniture polish, and set it down under a hanging 
lamp ornamented with jingling glass prisms and before a “Rog-
ers group” of John Alden and Priscilla, wreathed with smilax. 
Henry Steavens stared about him with the sickening conviction 
that there had been some horrible mistake, and that he had 
somehow arrived at the wrong destination. He looked painfully 
about over the clover-green Brussels, the fat plush upholstery; 
among the hand-painted china placques and panels and vases, 
for some mark of identification, for something that might once 
conceivably have belonged to Harvey Merrick. It was not until 
he recognized his friend in the crayon portrait of a little boy in 
kilts and curls, hanging above the piano, that he felt willing to 
let any of these  people approach the coffi  n. 

“Take the lid off , Mr. Thompson; let me see my boy’s face,” 
wailed the elder woman between her sobs. This time Steavens 
looked fearfully, almost beseechingly into her face, red and 
swollen under its masses of strong, black, shiny hair. He flushed, 
dropped his eyes, and then, almost incredulously, looked again. 
There was a kind of power about her face—a kind of brutal 
handsomeness, even; but it was scarred and furrowed by vio-
lence, and so coloured and coarsened by fiercer passions that 
grief seemed never to have laid a gentle fi nger there. The long 
nose was distended and knobbed at the end, and there were 
deep lines on either side of it; her heavy, black brows almost met 
across her forehead, her teeth were large and square, and set far 
apart—teeth that could tear. She filled the room; the men were 
obliterated, seemed tossed about like twigs in an angry water, 
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and even Steavens felt himself being drawn into the whirlpool. 
The daughter—the tall, raw-boned woman in crêpe, with 

a mourning comb in her hair which curiously lengthened her 
long face—sat stiffly upon the sofa, her hands, conspicuous 
for their large knuckles, folded in her lap, her mouth and eyes 
drawn down, solemnly awaiting the opening of the coffi  n. Near 
the door stood a mulatto woman, evidently a servant in the 
house, with a timid bearing and an emaciated face pitifully sad 
and gentle. She was weeping silently, the corner of her calico 
apron lifted to her eyes, occasionally suppressing a long, quiv-
ering sob. Steavens walked over and stood beside her. 

Feeble steps were heard on the stairs, and an old man, tall 
and frail, odorous of pipe smoke, with shaggy, unkept grey hair 
and a dingy beard, tobacco stained about the mouth, entered 
uncertainly. He went slowly up to the coffin and stood roll-
ing a blue cotton handkerchief between his hands, seeming so 
pained and embarrassed by his wife’s orgy of grief that he had 
no consciousness of anything else. 

“There, there, Annie, dear, don’t take on so,” he quavered 
timidly, putting out a shaking hand and awkwardly patting her 
elbow. She turned with a cry, and sank upon his shoulder with 
such violence that he tottered a little. He did not even glance 
toward the coffin, but continued to look at her with a dull, 
frightened, appealing expression, as a spaniel looks at the whip. 
His sunken cheeks slowly reddened and burned with miser-
able shame. When his wife rushed from the room, her daughter 
strode after her with set lips. The servant stole up to the cof-
fin, bent over it for a moment, and then slipped away to the 
kitchen, leaving Steavens, the lawyer, and the father to them-
selves. The old man stood trembling and looking down at his 
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dead son’s face. The sculptor’s splendid head seemed even more 
noble in its rigid stillness than in life. The dark hair had crept 
down upon the wide forehead; the face seemed strangely long, 
but in it there was not that beautiful and chaste repose which 
we expect to find in the faces of the dead. The brows were so 
drawn that there were two deep lines above the beaked nose, 
and the chin was thrust forward defiantly. It was as though the 
strain of life had been so sharp and bitter that death could not 
at once wholly relax the tension and smooth the countenance 
into perfect peace—as though he were still guarding some-
thing precious and holy, which might even yet be wrested from 
him. 

The old man’s lips were working under his stained beard. 
He turned to the lawyer with timid deference: “Phelps and the 
rest are comin’ back to set up with Harve, ain’t they?” he asked. 
“Thank ’ee, Jim, thank ’ee.” He brushed the hair back gently 
from his son’s forehead. “He was a good boy, Jim; always a good 
boy. He was ez gentle ez a child and the kindest of ’em all—only 
we didn’t none of us ever onderstand him.” The tears trickled 
slowly down his beard and dropped upon the sculptor’s coat. 

“Martin, Martin. Oh, Martin! come here,” his wife wailed 
from the top of the stairs. The old man started timorously: 
“Yes, Annie, I’m coming.” He turned away, hesitated, stood for a 
moment in miserable indecision; then reached back and patted 
the dead man’s hair softly, and stumbled from the room. 

“Poor old man, I didn’t think he had any tears left. Seems as 
if his eyes would have gone dry long ago. At his age nothing cuts 
very deep,” remarked the lawyer. 

Something in his tone made Steavens glance up. While the 
mother had been in the room, the young man had scarcely seen 
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any one else; but now, from the moment he first glanced into 
Jim Laird’s florid face and blood-shot eyes, he knew that he had 
found what he had been heartsick at not finding before—the 
feeling, the understanding, that must exist in some one, even 
here. 

The man was red as his beard, with features swollen and 
blurred by dissipation, and a hot, blazing blue eye. His face was 
strained—that of a man who is controlling himself with diffi-
culty—and he kept plucking at his beard with a sort of fierce 
resentment. Steavens, sitting by the window, watched him turn 
down the glaring lamp, still its jangling pendants with an an-
gry gesture, and then stand with his hands locked behind him, 
staring down into the master’s face. He could not help wonder-
ing what link there could have been between the porcelain ves-
sel and so sooty a lump of potter’s clay. 

From the kitchen an uproar was sounding; when the dining-
room door opened, the import of it was clear. The mother was 
abusing the maid for having forgotten to make the dressing for 
the chicken salad which had been prepared for the watchers. 
Steavens had never heard anything in the least like it; it was 
injured, emotional, dramatic abuse, unique and masterly in its 
excruciating cruelty, as violent and unrestrained as had been 
her grief of twenty minutes before. With a shudder of disgust 
the lawyer went into the dining-room and closed the door into 
the kitchen. 

“Poor Roxy’s getting it now,” he remarked when he came 
back. “The Merricks took her out of the poor-house years 
ago; and if her loyalty would let her, I guess the poor old thing 
could tell tales that would curdle your blood. She’s the mulatto 
woman who was standing in here a while ago, with her apron 
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to her eyes. The old woman is a fury; there never was anybody 
like her for demonstrative piety and ingenious cruelty. She 
made Harvey’s life a hell for him when he lived at home; he was 
so sick ashamed of it. I never could see how he kept himself so 
sweet.” 

“He was wonderful,” said Steavens slowly, “wonderful; but 
until to-night I have never known how wonderful.” 

“That is the true and eternal wonder of it, anyway; that it 
can come even from such a dung heap as this,” the lawyer cried, 
with a sweeping gesture which seemed to indicate much more 
than the four walls within which they stood. 

“I think I’ll see whether I can get a little air. The room is 
so close I am beginning to feel rather faint,” murmured Steav-
ens, struggling with one of the windows. The sash was stuck, 
however, and would not yield, so he sat down dejectedly and 
began pulling at his collar. The lawyer came over, loosened the 
sash with one blow of his red fist and sent the window up a few 
inches. Steavens thanked him, but the nausea which had been 
gradually climbing into his throat for the last half hour left 
him with but one desire—a desperate feeling that he must get 
away from this place with what was left of Harvey Merrick. Oh, 
he comprehended well enough now the quiet bitterness of the 
smile that he had seen so often on his master’s lips! 

He remembered that once, when Merrick returned from a 
visit home, he brought with him a singularly feeling and sug-
gestive bas-relief of a thin, faded old woman, sitting and sewing 
something pinned to her knee; while a full-lipped, full-blooded 
little urchin, his trousers held up by a single gallows, stood be-
side her, impatiently twitching her gown to call her attention 
to a butterfly he had caught. Steavens, impressed by the tender 
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and delicate modelling of the thin, tired face, had asked him 
if it were his mother. He remembered the dull flush that had 
burned up in the sculptor’s face. 

The lawyer was sitting in a rocking-chair beside the coffi  n, 
his head thrown back and his eyes closed. Steavens looked at 
him earnestly, puzzled at the line of the chin, and wondering 
why a man should conceal a feature of such distinction under 
that disfiguring shock of beard. Suddenly, as though he felt the 
young sculptor’s keen glance, he opened his eyes. 

“Was he always a good deal of an oyster?” he asked abruptly. 
“He was terribly shy as a boy.” 

“Yes, he was an oyster, since you put it so,” rejoined Steav-
ens. “Although he could be very fond of people, he always gave 
one the impression of being detached. He disliked violent emo-
tion; he was reflective, and rather distrustful of himself—ex-
cept, of course, as regarded his work. He was surefooted enough 
there. He distrusted men pretty thoroughly and women even 
more, yet somehow without believing ill of them. He was de-
termined, indeed, to believe the best, but he seemed afraid to 
investigate.” 

“A burnt dog dreads the fire,” said the lawyer grimly, and 
closed his eyes. 

Steavens went on and on, reconstructing that whole miser-
able boyhood. All this raw, biting ugliness had been the portion 
of the man whose tastes were refi ned beyond the limits of the 
reasonable—whose mind was an exhaustless gallery of beau-
tiful impressions, and so sensitive that the mere shadow of a 
poplar leaf flickering against a sunny wall would be etched and 
held there forever. Surely, if ever a man had the magic word in 
his finger tips, it was Merrick. Whatever he touched, he revealed 
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its holiest secret; liberated it from enchantment and restored it 
to its pristine loveliness, like the Arabian prince who fought the 
enchantress spell for spell. Upon whatever he had come in con-
tact with, he had left a beautiful record of the experience—a 
sort of ethereal signature; a scent, a sound, a colour that was 
his own. 

Steavens understood now the real tragedy of his master’s 
life; neither love nor wine, as many had conjectured; but a blow 
which had fallen earlier and cut deeper than these could have 
done—a shame not his, and yet so unescapably his, to hide in 
his heart from his very boyhood. And without—the frontier 
warfare; the yearning of a boy, cast ashore upon a desert of new-
ness and ugliness and sordidness, for all that is chastened and 
old, and noble with traditions. 

At eleven o’clock the tall, flat woman in black crêpe entered 
and announced that the watchers were arriving, and asked 
them “to step into the dining-room.” As Steavens rose, the law-
yer said dryly: “You go on—it’ll be a good experience for you, 
doubtless; as for me, I’m not equal to that crowd tonight; I’ve 
had twenty years of them.” 

As Steavens closed the door after him he glanced back at  
the lawyer, sitting by the coffin in the dim light, with his chin 
resting on his hand. 

The same misty group that had stood before the door of 
the express car shuffled into the dining-room. In the light of 
the kerosene lamp they separated and became individuals. The 
minister, a pale, feeble-looking man with white hair and blond 
chin-whiskers, took his seat beside a small side table and placed 
his Bible upon it. The Grand Army man sat down behind the 
stove and tilted his chair back comfortably against the wall, 
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fi shing his quill toothpick from his waistcoat pocket. The two 
bankers, Phelps and Elder, sat off in a corner behind the dinner-
table, where they could finish their discussion of the new usury 
law and its effect on chattel security loans. The real estate agent, 
an old man with a smiling, hypocritical face, soon joined them. 
The coal and lumber dealer and the cattle shipper sat on oppo-
site sides of the hard coal-burner, their feet on the nickel-work. 
Steavens took a book from his pocket and began to read. The 
talk around him ranged through various topics of local inter-
est while the house was quieting down. When it was clear that 
the members of the family were in bed, the Grand Army man 
hitched his shoulders and, untangling his long legs, caught his 
heels on the rounds of his chair. 

“S’pose there’ll be a will, Phelps?” he queried in his weak 
falsetto. 

The banker laughed disagreeably, and began trimming his 
nails with a pearl-handled pocket-knife. 

“There’ll scarcely be any need for one, will there?” he que-
ried in his turn. 

The restless Grand Army man shifted his position again, 
getting his knees still nearer his chin. “Why, the ole man says 
Harve’s done right well lately,” he chirped. 

The other banker spoke up. “I reckon he means by that 
Harve ain’t asked him to mortgage any more farms lately, so as 
he could go on with his education.” 

“Seems like my mind don’t reach back to a time when Harve 
wasn’t bein’ edycated,” tittered the Grand Army man. 

There was a general chuckle. The minister took out his 
handkerchief and blew his nose sonorously. Banker Phelps 
closed his knife with a snap. “It’s too bad the old man’s sons 
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didn’t turn out better,” he remarked with reflective authority. 
“They never hung together. He spent money enough on Harve 
to stock a dozen cattle-farms, and he might as well have poured 
it into Sand Creek. If Harve had stayed at home and helped  
nurse what little they had, and gone into stock on the old man’s 
bottom farm, they might all have been well fixed. But the old 
man had to trust everything to tenants and was cheated right 
and left.” 

“Harve never could have handled stock none,” interposed 
the cattleman. “He hadn’t it in him to be sharp. Do you remem-
ber when he bought Sander’s mules for eight-year olds, when 
everybody in town knew that Sander’s father-in-law give ’em 
to his wife for a wedding present eighteen years before, an’ they 
was full-grown mules then?” 

Every one chuckled, and the Grand Army man rubbed his 
knees with a spasm of childish delight. 

“Harve never was much account for anything practical, 
and he shore was never fond of work,” began the coal and lum-
ber dealer. “I mind the last time he was home; the day he left, 
when the old man was out to the barn helpin’ his hand hitch 
up to take Harve to the train, and Cal Moots was patchin’ up 
the fence, Harve, he come out on the step and sings out, in his 
ladylike voice: ‘Cal Moots, Cal Moots! please come cord my  
trunk.’ ” 

“That’s Harve for you,” approved the Grand Army man 
gleefully. “I kin hear him howlin’ yet, when he was a big feller 
in long pants and his mother used to whale him with a rawhide 
in the barn for lettin’ the cows git foundered in the cornfield 
when he was drivin’ ’em home from pasture. He killed a cow of 
mine that-a-way onct—a pure Jersey and the best milker I had, 
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an’ the ole man had to put up for her. Harve, he was watchin’ 
the sun set acrost the marshes when the anamile got away; he 
argued that sunset was oncommon fine.” 

“Where the old man made his mistake was in sending the 
boy East to school,” said Phelps, stroking his goatee and speak-
ing in a deliberate, judicial tone. “There was where he got his 
head full of trapseing to Paris and all such folly. What Harve 
needed, of all  people, was a course in some first-class Kansas 
City business college.” 

The letters were swimming before Steavens’s eyes. Was it 
possible that these men did not understand, that the palm on 
the coffin meant nothing to them? The very name of their town 
would have remained forever buried in the postal guide had it 
not been now and again mentioned in the world in connection 
with Harvey Merrick’s. He remembered what his master had  
said to him on the day of his death, after the congestion of both 
lungs had shut off any probability of recovery, and the sculptor 
had asked his pupil to send his body home. “It’s not a pleasant 
place to be lying while the world is moving and doing and bet-
tering,” he had said with a feeble smile, “but it rather seems as 
though we ought to go back to the place we came from in the 
end. The townspeople will come in for a look at me; and after 
they have had their say, I shan’t have much to fear from the  
judgment of God. The wings of the Victory, in there”—with a 
weak gesture toward his studio—“will not shelter me.” 

The cattleman took up the comment. “Forty’s young for a 
Merrick to cash in; they usually hang on pretty well. Probably 
he helped it along with whisky.” 

“His mother’s  people were not long lived, and Harvey never 
had a robust constitution,” said the minister mildly. He would 
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have liked to say more. He had been the boy’s Sunday-school 
teacher, and had been fond of him; but he felt that he was not 
in a position to speak. His own sons had turned out badly, and it 
was not a year since one of them had made his last trip home in 
the express car, shot in a gambling-house in the Black Hills. 

“Nevertheless, there is no disputin’ that Harve frequently 
looked upon the wine when it was red, also variegated, and 
it shore made an on common fool of him,” moralized the  
cattleman. 

Just then the door leading into the parlour rattled loudly 
and every one started involuntarily, looking relieved when 
only Jim Laird came out. His red face was convulsed with anger, 
and the Grand Army man ducked his head when he saw the 
spark in his blue, blood-shot eye. They were all afraid of Jim; 
he was a drunkard, but he could twist the law to suit his cli-
ent’s needs as no other man in all western Kansas could do; and 
there were many who tried. The lawyer closed the door gently 
behind him, leaned back against it and folded his arms, cocking 
his head a little to one side. When he assumed this attitude in 
the court-room, ears were always pricked up, as it usually fore-
told a flood of withering sarcasm. 

“I’ve been with you gentlemen before,” he began in a dry, 
even tone, “when you’ve sat by the coffins of boys born and 
raised in this town; and, if I remember rightly, you were never 
any too well satisfied when you checked them up. What’s the 
matter, anyhow? Why is it that reputable young men are as 
scarce as millionaires in Sand City? It might almost seem to a 
stranger that there was some way something the matter with 
your progressive town. Why did Ruben Sayer, the brightest 
young lawyer you ever turned out, after he had come home 
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from the university as straight as a die, take to drinking and  
forge a check and shoot himself? Why did Bill Merrit’s son die 
of the shakes in a saloon in Omaha? Why was Mr. Thomas’s son, 
here, shot in a gambling-house? Why did young Adams burn 
his mill to beat the insurance companies and go to the pen?” 

The lawyer paused and unfolded his arms, laying one 
clenched fist quietly on the table. “I’ll tell you why. Because you 
drummed nothing but money and knavery into their ears from 
the time they wore knickerbockers; because you carped away at 
them as you’ve been carping here to-night, holding our friends 
Phelps and Elder up to them for their models, as our grand-
fathers held up George Washington and John Adams. But the 
boys, worse luck, were young, and raw at the business you put 
them to; and how could they match coppers with such artists 
as Phelps and Elder? You wanted them to be successful rascals; 
they were only unsuccessful ones—that’s all the difference. 
There was only one boy ever raised in this borderland between 
ruffianism and civilization who didn’t come to grief, and you 
hated Harvey Merrick more for winning out than you hated all 
the other boys who got under the wheels. Lord, Lord, how you 
did hate him! Phelps, here, is fond of saying that he could buy 
and sell us all out any time he’s a mind to; but he knew Harve 
wouldn’t have given a tinker’s damn for his bank and all his 
cattle-farms put together; and a lack of appreciation, that way, 
goes hard with Phelps. 

“Old Nimrod, here, thinks Harve drank too much; and this 
from such as Nimrod and me! 

“Brother Elder says Harve was too free with the old man’s 
money—fell short in fi lial consideration, maybe. Well, we can 
all remember the very tone in which brother Elder swore his 
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own father was a liar, in the county court; and we all know that 
the old man came out of that partnership with his son as bare as 
a sheared lamb. But maybe I’m getting personal, and I’d better 
be driving ahead at what I want to say.” 

The lawyer paused a moment, squared his heavy shoulders, 
and went on: “Harvey Merrick and I went to school together, 
back East. We were dead in earnest, and we wanted you all to 
be proud of us some day. We meant to be great men. Even I,  
and I haven’t lost my sense of humour, gentlemen, I meant to 
be a great man. I came back here to practise, and I found you 
didn’t in the least want me to be a great man. You wanted me 
to be a shrewd lawyer—oh, yes! Our veteran here wanted me 
to get him an increase of pension, because he had dyspepsia;  
Phelps wanted a new county survey that would put the widow 
Wilson’s little bottom farm inside his south line; Elder wanted 
to lend money at 5 per cent a month, and get it collected; old 
Stark here wanted to wheedle old women up in Vermont into 
investing their annuities in real-estate mortgages that are not 
worth the paper they are written on. Oh, you needed me hard 
enough, and you’ll go on needing me; and that’s why I’m not 
afraid to plug the truth home to you this once. 

“Well, I came back here and became the damned shyster you 
wanted me to be. You pretend to have some sort of respect for 
me; and yet you’ll stand up and throw mud at Harvey Merrick, 
whose soul you couldn’t dirty and whose hands you couldn’t 
tie. Oh, you’re a discriminating lot of Chris tians! There have 
been times when the sight of Harvey’s name in some Eastern 
paper has made me hang my head like a whipped dog; and, 
again, times when I liked to think of him off there in the world, 
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away from all this hog-wallow, doing his great work and climb-
ing the big, cleanup-grade he’d set for himself. 

“And we? Now that we’ve fought and lied and sweated and 
stolen, and hated as only the disappointed strugglers in a bit-
ter, dead little Western town know how to do, what have we 
got to show for it? Harvey Merrick wouldn’t have given one 
sunset over your marshes for all you’ve got put together, and 
you know it. It’s not for me to say why, in the inscrutable wis-
dom of God, a genius should ever have been called from this 
place of hatred and bitter waters; but I want this Boston man 
to know that the drivel he’s been hearing here to-night is the 
only tribute any truly great man could ever have from such 
a lot of sick, side-tracked, burnt-dog, land-poor sharks as the 
here-present financiers of Sand City—upon which town may 
God have mercy!” 

The lawyer thrust out his hand to Steavens as he passed  
him, caught up his overcoat in the hall, and had left the house 
before the Grand Army man had had time to lift his ducked 
head and crane his long neck about at his fellows. 

Next day Jim Laird was drunk and unable to attend the fu-
neral services. Steavens called twice at his office, but was com-
pelled to start East without seeing him. He had a presentiment 
that he would hear from him again, and left his address on the 
lawyer’s table; but if Laird found it, he never acknowledged it. 
The thing in him that Harvey Merrick had loved must have 
gone under ground with Harvey Merrick’s coffin; for it never 
spoke again, and Jim got the cold he died of driving across the 
Colorado mountains to defend one of Phelps’s sons who had got 
into trouble out there by cutting government timber. 





A WAGNER MATINEE 

I received one morning a letter, written in pale ink on glassy, 
blue-lined note-paper, and bearing the post-mark of a little 
Nebraska village. This communication, worn and rubbed,  
looking as though it had been carried for some days in a coat 
pocket that was none too clean, was from my uncle Howard 
and informed me that his wife had been left a small legacy by 
a bachelor relative who had recently died, and that it would be 
necessary for her to go to Boston to attend the settling of the 
estate. He requested me to meet her at the station and render 
her whatever services might be necessary. On examining the 
date indicated as that of her arrival, I found it no later than to-
morrow. He had characteristically delayed writing until, had I 
been away from home for a day, I must have missed the good 
woman altogether. 
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The name of my Aunt Georgiana called up not alone her 
own figure, at once pathetic and grotesque, but opened before 
my feet a gulf of recollection so wide and deep that, as the let-
ter dropped from my hand, I felt suddenly a stranger to all the 
present conditions of my existence, wholly ill at ease and out of 
place amid the familiar surroundings of my study. I became, in 
short, the gangling farmer-boy my aunt had known, scourged 
with chilblains and bashfulness, my hands cracked and sore 
from the corn husking. I felt the knuckles of my thumb tenta-
tively, as though they were raw again. I sat again before her par-
lour organ, fumbling the scales with my stiff, red hands, while 
she, beside me, made canvas mittens for the huskers. 

The next morning, after preparing my landlady somewhat, 
I set out for the station. When the train arrived I had some dif-
ficulty in finding my aunt. She was the last of the passengers to 
alight, and it was not until I got her into the carriage that she 
seemed really to recognize me. She had come all the way in a 
day coach; her linen duster had become black with soot and her 
black bonnet grey with dust during the journey. When we ar-
rived at my boarding-house the landlady put her to bed at once 
and I did not see her again until the next morning. 

Whatever shock Mrs. Springer experienced at my aunt’s ap-
pearance, she considerately concealed. As for myself, I saw my 
aunt’s misshapen figure with that feeling of awe and respect for 
which we behold explorers who have left their ears and fingers 
north of Franz Josef Land, or their health somewhere along the 
Upper Congo. My Aunt Georgiana had been a music teacher at 
the Boston Conservatory, somewhere back in the latter sixties. 
One summer, while visiting the little village among the Green 
Mountains where her ancestors had dwelt for generations, she 
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had kindled the callow fancy of the most idle and shiftless of all 
the village lads, and had conceived for this Howard Carpenter 
one of those extravagant passions which a handsome country 
boy of twenty-one sometimes inspires in an angular, spectacled 
woman of thirty. When she returned to her duties in Boston, 
Howard followed her, and the upshot of this inexplicable in-
fatuation was that she eloped with him, eluding the reproaches 
of her family and the criticisms of her friends by going with 
him to the Nebraska frontier. Carpenter, who, of course, had 
no money, had taken a homestead in Red Willow County, fifty 
miles from the railroad. There they had measured off their 
quarter section themselves by driving across the prairie in a 
wagon, to the wheel of which they had tied a red cotton hand-
kerchief, and counting off its revolutions. They built a dugout 
in the red hillside, one of those cave dwellings whose inmates 
so often reverted to primitive conditions. Their water they got 
from the lagoons where the buffalo drank, and their slender 
stock of provisions was always at the mercy of bands of roving 
Indians. For thirty years my aunt had not been farther then 
fifty miles from the homestead. 

But Mrs. Springer knew nothing of all this, and must have 
been considerably shocked at what was left of my kinswoman. 
Beneath the soiled linen duster which, on her arrival, was the 
most conspicuous feature of her costume, she wore a black stuff 
dress, whose ornamentation showed that she had surrendered 
herself unquestioningly into the hands of a country dress-
maker. My poor aunt’s figure, however, would have presented 
astonishing difficulties to any dressmaker. Originally stooped, 
her shoulders were now almost bent together over her sunken 
chest. She wore no stays, and her gown, which trailed unevenly 
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behind, rose in a sort of peak over her abdomen. She wore ill-
fitting false teeth, and her skin was as yellow as a Mongolian’s 
from constant exposure to a pitiless wind and to the alkaline 
water which hardens the most transparent cuticle into a sort of 
fl exible leather. 

I owed to this woman most of the good that ever came my 
way in my boyhood, and had a reverential affection for her. 
During the years when I was riding herd for my uncle, my aunt, 
after cooking the three meals—the first of which was ready at 
six o’clock in the morning—and putting the six children to 
bed, would often stand until midnight at her ironing-board, 
with me at the kitchen table beside her, hearing me recite Latin 
declensions and conjugations, gently shaking me when my 
drowsy head sank down over a page of irregular verbs. It was 
to her, at her ironing or mending, that I read my first Shake-
speare, and her old text-book on mythology was the first that 
ever came into my empty hands. She taught me my scales and 
exercises, too—on the little parlour organ which her husband 
had bought her after fifteen years, during which she had not so 
much as seen any instrument, but an accordion that belonged 
to one of the Norwegian farm-hands. She would sit beside me 
by the hour, darning and counting, while I struggled with the 
“Joyous Farmer,” but she seldom talked to me about music, and 
I understood why. She was a pious woman; she had the con-
solations of religion and, to her at least, her martyrdom was 
not wholly sordid. Once when I had been doggedly beating out 
some easy passages from an old score of  Euryanthe I had found 
among her music books, she came up to me and, putting her 
hands over my eyes, gently drew my head back upon her shoul-
der, saying tremulously, “Don’t love it so well, Clark, or it may 
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be taken from you. Oh! dear boy, pray that whatever your sacri-
fice may be, it be not that.” 

When my aunt appeared on the morning after her arrival, 
she was still in a semi-somnambulant state. She seemed not 
to realize that she was in the city where she had spent her 
youth, the place longed for hungrily half a lifetime. She had 
been so wretchedly train-sick throughout the journey that she 
had no recollection of anything but her discomfort, and, to 
all intents and purposes, there were but a few hours of night-
mare between the farm in Red Willow County and my study 
on Newbury Street. I had planned a little pleasure for her that 
afternoon, to repay her for some of the glorious moments she 
had given me when we used to milk together in the straw-
thatched cowshed and she, because I was more than usually 
tired, or because her husband had spoken sharply to me, 
would tell me of the splendid performance of the Huguenots she 
had seen in Paris, in her youth. At two o’clock the Symphony 
Orchestra was to give a Wagner programme, and I intended to 
take my aunt; though, as I conversed with her, I grew doubtful 
about her enjoyment of it. Indeed, for her own sake, I could 
only wish her taste for such things quite dead, and the long 
struggle mercifully ended at last. I suggested our visiting the 
Conservatory and the Common before lunch, but she seemed 
altogether too timid to wish to venture out. She questioned 
me absently about various changes in the city, but she was 
chiefly concerned that she had forgotten to leave instructions 
about feeding half-skimmed milk to a certain weakling calf, 
“old Maggie’s calf, you know, Clark,” she explained, evidently 
having forgotten how long I had been away. She was further 
troubled because she had neglected to tell her daughter about 
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the freshly-opened kit of mackerel in the cellar, which would 
spoil if it were not used directly. 

I asked her whether she had ever heard any of the Wagnerian 
operas, and found that she had not, though she was perfectly fa-
miliar with their respective situations, and had once possessed 
the piano score of The Flying Dutchman. I began to think it would 
have been best to get her back to Red Willow County without 
waking her, and regretted having suggested the concert. 

From the time we entered the concert hall, however, she was 
a trifle less passive and inert, and for the first time seemed to 
perceive her surroundings. I had felt some trepidation lest she 
might become aware of the absurdities of her attire, or might 
experience some painful embarrassment at stepping suddenly 
into the world to which she had been dead for more than a 
quarter of a century. But, again, I found how superficially I had 
judged her. She sat looking about her with eyes as impersonal, 
almost as stony, as those with which the granite Rameses in a 
museum watches the froth and fret that ebbs and flows about 
his pedestal—separated from it by the lonely stretch of cen-
turies. I have seen this same aloofness in old miners who drift 
into the Brown Hotel at Denver, their pockets full of bullion, 
their linen soiled, their haggard faces unshaven; standing in 
the thronged corridors as solitary as though they were still in a 
frozen camp on the Yukon, conscious that certain experiences 
have isolated them from their fellows by a gulf no haberdasher 
could bridge. 

We sat at the extreme left of the first balcony, facing the arc 
of our own and the balcony above us, veritable hanging gar-
dens, brilliant as tulip beds. The matinée audience was made 
up chiefly of women. One lost the contour of faces and figures, 
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indeed any effect of line whatever, and there was only the colour 
of bodices past counting, the shimmer of fabrics soft and firm, 
silky and sheer; red, mauve, pink, blue, lilac, purple, ecru, rose, 
yellow, cream, and white, all the colours that an impressionist 
finds in a sunlit landscape, with here and there the dead shadow 
of a frock coat. My Aunt Georgiana regarded them as though 
they had been so many daubs of tube-paint on a palette. 

When the musicians came out and took their places, she 
gave a little stir of anticipation, and looked with quickening in-
terest down over the rail at that invariable grouping, perhaps 
the first wholly familiar thing that had greeted her eye since 
she had left old Maggie and her weakling calf. I could feel how 
all those details sank into her soul, for I had not forgotten how 
they had sunk into mine when I came fresh from ploughing 
forever and forever between green aisles of corn, where, as in a 
treadmill, one might walk from daybreak to dusk without per-
ceiving a shadow of change. The clean profiles of the musicians, 
the gloss of their linen, the dull black of their coats, the beloved 
shapes of the instruments, the patches of yellow light thrown 
by the green shaded lamps on the smooth, varnished bellies 
of the ’cellos and the bass viols in the rear, the restless, wind-
tossed forest of fiddle necks and bows—I recalled how, in the 
first orchestra I had ever heard, those long bow strokes seemed 
to draw the heart out of me, as a conjurer’s stick reels out yards 
of paper ribbon from a hat. 

The first number was the Tannhäuser overture. When the 
horns drew out the first strain of the Pilgrim’s chorus, my Aunt 
Georgiana clutched my coat sleeve. Then it was I fi rst realized 
that for her this broke a silence of thirty years; the inconceiv-
able silence of the plains. With the battle between the two mo-
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tives, with the frenzy of the Venusberg theme and its ripping of 
strings, there came to me an overwhelming sense of the waste 
and wear we are so powerless to combat; and I saw again the 
tall, naked house on the prairie, black and grim as a wooden 
fortress; the black pond where I had learned to swim, its margin 
pitted with sun-dried cattle tracks; the rain gullied clay banks 
about the naked house, the four dwarf ash seedlings where the 
dish-cloths were always hung to dry before the kitchen door. 
The world there was the fl at world of the ancients; to the east, 
a cornfield that stretched to daybreak; to the west, a corral that 
reached to sunset; between, the conquests of peace, dearer 
bought than those of war. 

The overture closed, my aunt released my coat sleeve, but 
she said nothing. She sat staring at the orchestra through a dull-
ness of thirty years, through the films made little by little by 
each of the three hundred and sixty-five days in every one of 
them. What, I wondered, did she get from it? She had been a 
good pianist in her day I knew, and her musical education had 
been broader than that of most music teachers of a quarter of 
a century ago. She had often told me of Mozart’s operas and 
Meyerbeer’s, and I could remember hearing her sing, years ago, 
certain melodies of Verdi’s. When I had fallen ill with a fever in 
her house she used to sit by my cot in the evening—when the 
cool, night wind blew in through the faded mosquito netting 
tacked over the window and I lay watching a certain bright star 
that burned red above the cornfield—and sing “Home to our 
mountains, O, let us return!” in a way fit to break the heart of a 
Vermont boy near dead of homesickness already. 

I watched her closely through the prelude to Tristan and 
Isolde, trying vainly to conjecture what that seething turmoil of 
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strings and winds might mean to her, but she sat mutely star-
ing at the violin bows that drove obliquely downward, like the 
pelting streaks of rain in a summer shower. Had this music any 
message for her? Had she enough left to at all comprehend this 
power which had kindled the world since she had left it? I was in 
a fever of curiosity, but Aunt Georgiana sat silent upon her peak 
in Darien. She preserved this utter immobility throughout the 
number from The Flying Dutchman, though her fingers worked 
mechanically upon her black dress, as though, of themselves, 
they were recalling the piano score they had once played. Poor 
old hands! They had been stretched and twisted into mere ten-
tacles to hold and lift and knead with; the palm, unduly swol-
len, the fingers bent and knotted—on one of them a thin, worn 
band that had once been a wedding ring. As I pressed and gently 
quieted one of those groping hands, I remembered with quiver-
ing eyelids their services for me in other days. 

Soon after the tenor began the “Prize Song,” I heard a quick 
drawn breath and turned to my aunt. Her eyes were closed, but 
the tears were glistening on her cheeks, and I think, in a mo-
ment more, they were in my eyes as well. It never really died, 
then—the soul that can suffer so excruciatingly and so inter-
minably; it withers to the outward eye only; like that strange 
moss which can lie on a dusty shelf half a century and yet, if 
placed in water, grows green again. She wept so throughout the 
development and elaboration of the melody. 

During the intermission before the second half of the con-
cert, I questioned my aunt and found that the “Prize Song” 
was not new to her. Some years before there had drifted to 
the farm in Red Willow County a young German, a tramp 
cow-puncher, who had sung in the chorus at Bayreuth, when 
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he was a boy, along with the other peasant boys and girls. Of 
a Sunday morning he used to sit on his gingham-sheeted bed 
in the hands’ bedroom which opened off the kitchen, cleaning 
the leather of his boots and saddle, singing the “Prize Song,” 
while my aunt went about her work in the kitchen. She had 
hovered about him until she had prevailed upon him to join 
the country church, though his sole fitness for this step, in so 
far as I could gather, lay in his boyish face and his possession of 
this divine melody. Shortly afterward he had gone to town on 
the Fourth of July, been drunk for several days, lost his money 
at a faro table, ridden a saddled Texas steer on a bet, and disap-
peared with a fractured collar-bone. All this my aunt told me 
huskily, wanderingly, as though she were talking in the weak 
lapses of illness. 

“Well, we have come to better things than the old Trovatore at 
any rate, Aunt Georgie?” I queried, with a well meant eff ort at 
jocularity. 

Her lip quivered and she hastily put her handkerchief up to 
her mouth. From behind it she murmured, “And you have been 
hearing this ever since you left me, Clark?” Her question was 
the gentlest and saddest of reproaches. 

The second half of the programme consisted of four num-
bers from the Ring, and closed with Siegfrieds funeral march. 
My aunt wept quietly, but almost continuously, as a shallow 
vessel overflows in a rain-storm. From time to time her dim 
eyes looked up at the lights which studded the ceiling, burning 
softly under their dull glass globes; doubtless they were stars in 
truth to her. I was still perplexed as to what measure of musi-
cal comprehension was left to her, she who had heard noth-
ing but the singing of Gospel Hymns at Methodist services in 
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the square frame schoolhouse on Section Thirteen for so many 
years. I was wholly unable to gauge how much of it had been 
dissolved in soapsuds, or worked into bread, or milked into the 
bottom of a pail. 

The deluge of sound poured on and on; I never knew what 
she found in the shining current of it; I never knew how far 
it bore her, or past what happy islands. From the trembling of 
her face I could well believe that before the last numbers she 
had been carried out where the myriad graves are, into the grey, 
nameless burying grounds of the sea; or into some world of 
death vaster yet, where, from the beginning of the world, hope 
has lain down with hope and dream with dream and, renounc-
ing, slept. 

The concert was over; the  people fi led out of the hall chat-
tering and laughing, glad to relax and find the living level again, 
but my kinswoman made no effort to rise. The harpist slipped 
its green felt cover over his instrument; the flute-players shook 
the water from their mouthpieces; the men of the orchestra 
went out one by one, leaving the stage to the chairs and music 
stands, empty as a winter cornfield. 

I spoke to my aunt. She burst into tears and sobbed plead-
ingly. “I don’t want to go, Clark. I don’t want to go!” 

I understood. For her, just outside the door of the concert 
hall, lay the black pond with the cattle-tracked bluffs; the tall, 
unpainted house, with weather-curled boards; naked as a tower, 
the crook-backed ash seedlings where the dish-cloths hung to 
dry, the gaunt, moulting turkeys picking up refuse about the 
kitchen door. 





PAUL’S CASE 

A  S t u  d  y  i  n  Te  m  p  e  r  a  m  e n  t  

It was Paul’s afternoon to appear before the faculty of the Pitts-
burgh High School to account for his various misdemeanours. 
He had been suspended a week ago, and his father had called at 
the Principal’s office and confessed his perplexity about his son. 
Paul entered the faculty room suave and smiling. His clothes 
were a trifle out-grown and the tan velvet on the collar of his 
open overcoat was frayed and worn; but for all that there was 
something of the dandy about him, and he wore an opal pin in 
his neatly knotted black four-in-hand, and a red carnation in 
his buttonhole. This latter adornment the faculty somehow felt 
was not properly significant of the contrite spirit befitting a boy 
under the ban of suspension. 

Paul was tall for his age and very thin, with high, cramped 
shoulders and a narrow chest. His eyes were remarkable for a 
certain hysterical brilliancy, and he continually used them in 
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a conscious, theatrical sort of way, peculiarly offensive in a boy. 
The pupils were abnormally large, as though he were addicted 
to belladonna, but there was a glassy glitter about them which 
that drug does not produce. 

When questioned by the Principal as to why he was there, Paul 
stated, politely enough, that he wanted to come back to school. 
This was a lie, but Paul was quite accustomed to lying; found it, 
indeed, indispensable for overcoming friction. His teachers were 
asked to state their respective charges against him, which they 
did with such a rancour and aggrievedness as evinced that this 
was not a usual case. Disorder and impertinence were among 
the offences named, yet each of his instructors felt that it was 
scarcely possible to put into words the real cause of the trouble, 
which lay in a sort of hysterically defiant manner of the boy’s; in 
the contempt which they all knew he felt for them, and which 
he seemingly made not the least effort to conceal. Once, when 
he had been making a synopsis of a paragraph at the blackboard, 
his English teacher had stepped to his side and attempted to 
guide his hand. Paul had started back with a shudder and thrust 
his hands violently behind him. The astonished woman could 
scarcely have been more hurt and embarrassed had he struck at 
her. The insult was so involuntary and definitely personal as to 
be unforgettable. In one way and another, he had made all his 
teachers, men and women alike, conscious of the same feeling 
of physical aversion. In one class he habitually sat with his hand 
shading his eyes; in another he always looked out of the window 
during the recitation; in another he made a running commen-
tary on the lecture, with humorous intention. 

His teachers felt this afternoon that his whole attitude was 
symbolized by his shrug and his flippantly red carnation flower, 
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and they fell upon him without mercy, his English teacher lead-
ing the pack. He stood through it smiling, his pale lips parted 
over his white teeth. (His lips were continually twitching, and 
he had a habit of raising his eyebrows that was contemptuous 
and irritating to the last degree.) Older boys than Paul had bro-
ken down and shed tears under that baptism of fire, but his set 
smile did not once desert him, and his only sign of discomfort 
was the nervous trembling of the fingers that toyed with the 
buttons of his overcoat, and an occasional jerking of the other 
hand that held his hat. Paul was always smiling, always glanc-
ing about him, seeming to feel that people might be watching 
him and trying to detect something. This conscious expres-
sion, since it was as far as possible from boyish mirthfulness, 
was usually attributed to insolence or “smartness.” 

As the inquisition proceeded, one of his instructors repeated 
an impertinent remark of the boy’s, and the Principal asked 
him whether he thought that a courteous speech to have made 
a woman. Paul shrugged his shoulders slightly and his eyebrows 
twitched. 

“I don’t know,” he replied. “I didn’t mean to be polite or im-
polite, either. I guess it’s a sort of way I have of saying things 
regardless.” 

The Principal, who was a sympathetic man, asked him 
whether he didn’t think that a way it would be well to get rid of. 
Paul grinned and said he guessed so. When he was told that he 
could go, he bowed gracefully and went out. His bow was but a 
repetition of the scandalous red carnation. 

His teachers were in despair, and his drawing master voiced 
the feeling of them all when he declared there was something 
about the boy which none of them understood. He added: “I 
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don’t really believe that smile of his comes altogether from in-
solence; there’s something sort of haunted about it. The boy is 
not strong, for one thing. I happen to know that he was born in 
Colorado, only a few months before his mother died out there 
of a long illness. There is something wrong about the fellow.” 

The drawing master had come to realize that, in looking 
at Paul, one saw only his white teeth and the forced animation 
of his eyes. One warm afternoon the boy had gone to sleep at 
his drawing-board, and his master had noted with amazement 
what a white, blue-veined face it was; drawn and wrinkled like 
an old man’s about the eyes, the lips twitching even in his sleep, 
and stiff with a nervous tension that drew them back from his 
teeth. 

His teachers left the building dissatisfi ed and unhappy; hu-
miliated to have felt so vindictive toward a mere boy, to have 
uttered this feeling in cutting terms, and to have set each other 
on, as it were, in the grew some game of intemperate reproach. 
Some of them remembered having seen a miserable street cat 
set at bay by a ring of tormentors. 

As for Paul, he ran down the hill whistling the Soldiers’ 
Chorus from Faust looking wildly behind him now and then to 
see whether some of his teachers were not there to writhe un-
der his light-heartedness. As it was now late in the afternoon 
and Paul was on duty that evening as usher at Carnegie Hall, he 
decided that he would not go home to supper. When he reached 
the concert hall the doors were not yet open and, as it was chilly 
outside, he decided to go up into the picture gallery—always 
deserted at this hour—where there were some of Raffaelli’s  
gay studies of Paris streets and an airy blue Venetian scene or 
two that always exhilarated him. He was delighted to find no 
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one in the gallery but the old guard, who sat in one corner, 
a newspaper on his knee, a black patch over one eye and the 
other closed. Paul possessed himself of the place and walked 
confidently up and down, whistling under his breath. After a 
while he sat down before a blue Rico and lost himself. When he 
bethought him to look at his watch, it was after seven o’clock, 
and he rose with a start and ran downstairs, making a face at 
Augustus, peering out from the cast-room, and an evil gesture 
at the Venus of Milo as he passed her on the stairway. 

When Paul reached the ushers’ dressing-room half-a-dozen 
boys were there already, and he began excitedly to tumble into 
his uniform. It was one of the few that at all approached fitting, 
and Paul thought it very becoming—though he knew that the 
tight, straight coat accentuated his narrow chest, about which 
he was exceedingly sensitive. He was always considerably excited 
while he dressed, twanging all over to the tuning of the strings 
and the preliminary flourishes of the horns in the music-room; 
but tonight he seemed quite beside himself, and he teased and 
plagued the boys until, telling him that he was crazy, they put 
him down on the floor and sat on him. 

Somewhat calmed by his suppression, Paul dashed out to  
the front of the house to seat the early comers. He was a model 
usher; gracious and smiling he ran up and down the aisles; 
nothing was too much trouble for him; he carried messages 
and brought programmes as though it were his greatest plea-
sure in life, and all the  people in his section thought him a 
charming boy, feeling that he remembered and admired them. 
As the house filled, he grew more and more vivacious and ani-
mated, and the colour came to his cheeks and lips. It was very 
much as though this were a great reception and Paul were the 
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host. Just as the musicians came out to take their places, his 
English teacher arrived with checks for the seats which a prom-
inent manufacturer had taken for the season. She betrayed 
some embarrassment when she handed Paul the tickets, and a 
hauteur which subsequently made her feel very foolish. Paul was 
startled for a moment, and had the feeling of wanting to put 
her out; what business had she here among all these fine people 
and gay colours? He looked her over and decided that she was 
not appropriately dressed and must be a fool to sit downstairs in 
such togs. The tickets had probably been sent her out of kind-
ness, he reflected as he put down a seat for her, and she had 
about as much right to sit there as he had. 

When the symphony began Paul sank into one of the rear 
seats with a long sigh of relief, and lost himself as he had done 
before the Rico. It was not that symphonies, as such, meant any-
thing in particular to Paul, but the first sigh of the instruments 
seemed to free some hilarious and potent spirit within him;  
something that struggled there like the Genius in the bottle 
found by the Arab fi sherman. He felt a sudden zest for life; the 
lights danced before his eyes and the concert hall blazed into 
unimaginable splendour. When the soprano soloist came on, 
Paul forgot even the nastiness of his teacher’s being there and 
gave himself up to the peculiar stimulus such personages always 
had for him. The soloist chanced to be a German woman, by no 
means in her first youth, and the mother of many children; but 
she wore an elaborate gown and a tiara, and above all she had 
that indefinable air of achievement, that world-shine upon her, 
which, in Paul’s eyes, made her a veritable queen of Romance. 

After a concert was over Paul was always irritable and 
wretched until he got to sleep, and tonight he was even more 
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then usually restless. He had the feeling of not being able to let 
down, of its being impossible to give up this delicious excite-
ment which was the only thing that could be called living at all. 
During the last number he withdrew and, after hastily chang-
ing his clothes in the dressing-room, slipped out to the side 
door where the soprano’s carriage stood. Here he began pacing 
rapidly up and down the walk, waiting to see her come out. 

Over yonder the Schenley, in its vacant stretch, loomed big 
and square through the fine rain, the windows of its twelve 
stories glowing like those of a lighted card-board house under 
a Christmas tree. All the actors and singers of the better class 
stayed there when they were in the city, and a number of the big 
manufacturers of the place lived there in the winter. Paul had 
often hung about the hotel, watching the  people go in and out, 
longing to enter and leave school-masters and dull care behind 
him forever. 

At last the singer came out, accompanied by the conduc-
tor, who helped her into her carriage and closed the door with 
a cordial auf wiedersehen, which set Paul to wondering whether 
she were not an old sweetheart of his. Paul followed the car-
riage over to the hotel, walking so rapidly as not to be far from 
the entrance when the singer alighted and disappeared behind 
the swinging glass doors that were opened by a negro in a tall 
hat and a long coat. In the moment that the door was ajar, it 
seemed to Paul that he, too, entered. He seemed to feel him-
self go after her up the steps, into the warm, lighted building, 
into an exotic, a tropical world of shiny, glistening surfaces and 
basking ease. He reflected upon the mysterious dishes that were 
brought into the dining-room, the green bottles in buckets of 
ice, as he had seen them in the supper party pictures of the Sun-
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day World supplement. A quick gust of wind brought the rain 
down with sudden vehemence, and Paul was startled to find  
that he was still outside in the slush of the gravel driveway; that 
his boots were letting in the water and his scanty overcoat was 
clinging wet about him; that the lights in front of the concert 
hall were out, and that the rain was driving in sheets between 
him and the orange glow of the windows above him. There it 
was, what he wanted—tangibly before him, like the fairy world 
of a Christmas pantomime, but mocking spirits stood guard 
at the doors, and, as the rain beat in his face, Paul wondered 
whether he were destined always to shiver in the black night 
outside, looking up at it. 

He turned and walked reluctantly toward the car tracks. 
The end had to come sometime; his father in his night-clothes 
at the top of the stairs, explanations that did not explain, hast-
ily improvised fictions that were forever tripping him up, his 
upstairs room and its horrible yellow wall-paper, the creaking 
bureau with the greasy plush collarbox, and over his painted 
wooden bed the pictures of George Washington and John Cal-
vin, and the framed motto, “Feed my Lambs,” which had been 
worked in red worsted by his mother. 

Half an hour later, Paul alighted from his car and went  
slowly down one of the side streets off the main thoroughfare. 
It was a highly respectable street, where all the houses were 
exactly alike, and where business men of moderate means be-
got and reared large families of children, all of whom went to 
Sabbath-school and learned the shorter catechism, and were 
interested in arithmetic; all of whom were as exactly alike as 
their homes, and of a piece with the monotony in which they 
lived. Paul never went up Cordelia Street without a shudder 
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of loathing. His home was next the house of the Cumberland 
minister. He approached it tonight with the nerveless sense of 
defeat, the hopeless feeling of sinking back forever into ugliness 
and commonness that he had always had when he came home. 
The moment he turned into Cordelia Street he felt the waters 
close above his head. After each of these orgies of living, he ex-
perienced all the physical depression which follows a debauch; 
the loathing of respectable beds, of common food, of a house 
permeated by kitchen odours; a shuddering repulsion for the 
flavourless, colourless mass of every-day existence; a morbid de-
sire for cool things and soft lights and fresh flowers. 

The nearer he approached the house, the more absolutely 
unequal Paul felt to the sight of it all; his ugly sleeping cham-
ber, the cold bathroom with the grimy zinc tub, the cracked 
mirror, the dripping spiggots; his father, at the top of the stairs, 
his hairy legs sticking out from his night-shirt, his feet thrust 
into carpet slippers. He was so much later than usual that there 
would certainly be inquiries and reproaches. Paul stopped short 
before the door. He felt that he could not be accosted by his fa-
ther tonight; that he could not toss again on that miserable bed. 
He would not go in. He would tell his father that he had no car 
fare, and it was raining so hard he had gone home with one of 
the boys and stayed all night. 

Meanwhile, he was wet and cold. He went around to the 
back of the house and tried one of the basement windows, 
found it open, raised it cautiously, and scrambled down the 
cellar wall to the floor. There he stood, holding his breath, ter-
rified by the noise he had made, but the floor above him was si-
lent, and there was no creak on the stairs. He found a soap-box, 
and carried it over to the soft ring of light that streamed from 
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the furnace door, and sat down. He was horribly afraid of rats, 
so he did not try to sleep, but sat looking distrustfully at the 
dark, still terrified lest he might have awakened his father. In 
such reactions, after one of the experiences which made days 
and nights out of the dreary blanks of the calendar, when his 
senses were deadened, Paul’s head was always singularly clear. 
Suppose his father had heard him getting in at the window 
and had come down and shot him for a burglar? Then, again, 
suppose his father had come down, pistol in hand, and he had 
cried out in time to save himself, and his father had been hor-
rified to think how nearly he had killed him? Then, again, 
suppose a day should come when his father would remember 
that night, and wish there had been no warning cry to stay his 
hand? With this last supposition Paul entertained himself until 
daybreak. 

The following Sunday was fine; the sodden November chill 
was broken by the last flash of autumnal summer. In the morn-
ing Paul had to go to church and Sabbath-school, as always. On 
seasonable Sunday afternoons the burghers of Cordelia Street 
always sat out on their front “stoops,” and talked to their neigh-
bours on the next stoop, or called to those across the street in 
neighbourly fashion. The men usually sat on gay cushions 
placed upon the steps that led down to the sidewalk, while the 
women, in their Sunday “waists,” sat in rockers on the cramped 
porches, pretending to be greatly at their ease. The children 
played in the streets; there were so many of them that the place 
resembled the recreation grounds of a kindergarten. The men 
on the steps—all in their shirt sleeves, their vests unbuttoned— 
sat with their legs well apart, their stomachs comfortably pro-
truding, and talked of the prices of things, or told anecdotes of 
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the sagacity of their various chiefs and overlords. They occa-
sionally looked over the multitude of squabbling children, lis-
tened affectionately to their high-pitched, nasal voices, smiling 
to see their own proclivities reproduced in their offspring, and 
interspersed their legends of the iron kings with remarks about 
their sons’ progress at school, their grades in arithmetic, and 
the amounts they had saved in their toy banks. 

On this last Sunday of November, Paul sat all the afternoon 
on the lowest step of his “stoop,” staring into the street, while 
his sisters, in their rockers, were talking to the minister’s daugh-
ters next door about how many shirt-waists they had made in 
the last week, and how many waffles some one had eaten at the 
last church supper. When the weather was warm, and his fa-
ther was in a particularly jovial frame of mind, the girls made 
lemonade, which was always brought out in a red-glass pitcher, 
ornamented with forget-me-nots in blue enamel. This the girls 
thought very fine, and the neighbours always joked about the 
suspicious colour of the pitcher. 

Today Paul’s father sat on the top step, talking to a young 
man who shifted a restless baby from knee to knee. He hap-
pened to be the young man who was daily held up to Paul as 
a model, and after whom it was his father’s dearest hope that 
he would pattern. This young man was of a ruddy complex-
ion, with a compressed, red mouth, and faded, near-sighted 
eyes, over which he wore thick spectacles, with gold bows that 
curved about his ears. He was clerk to one of the magnates of a 
great steel corporation, and was looked upon in Cordelia Street 
as a young man with a future. There was a story that, some five 
years ago—he was now barely twenty-six—he had been a trifle 
dissipated, but in order to curb his appetites and save the loss 
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of time and strength that a sowing of wild oats might have en-
tailed, he had taken his chief ’s advice, oft reiterated to his em-
ployees, and at twenty-one had married the first woman whom 
he could persuade to share his fortunes. She happened to be an 
angular school-mistress, much older than he, who also wore 
thick glasses, and who had now borne him four children, all 
near-sighted, like herself. 

The young man was relating how his chief, now cruising 
in the Mediterranean, kept in touch with all the details of the 
business, arranging his office hours on his yacht just as though 
he were at home, and “knocking off work enough to keep two 
stenographers busy.” His father told, in turn, the plan his cor-
poration was considering, of putting in an electric railway plant 
at Cairo. Paul snapped his teeth; he had an awful apprehension 
that they might spoil it all before he got there. Yet he rather 
liked to hear these legends of the iron kings, that were told and 
retold on Sundays and holidays; these stories of palaces in Ven-
ice, yachts on the Mediterranean, and high play at Monte Carlo 
appealed to his fancy, and he was interested in the triumphs 
of these cash boys who had become famous, though he had no 
mind for the cash-boy stage. 

After supper was over, and he had helped to dry the dishes, 
Paul nervously asked his father whether he could go to George’s 
to get some help in his geometry, and still more nervously asked 
for car fare. This latter request he had to repeat, as his father, 
on principle, did not like to hear requests for money, whether 
much or little. He asked Paul whether he could not go to some 
boy who lived nearer, and told him that he ought not to leave 
his school work until Sunday; but he gave him the dime. He was 
not a poor man, but he had a worthy ambition to come up in 



PAUL’S  C A SE  / /   77  

the world. His only reason for allowing Paul to usher was, that 
he thought a boy ought to be earning a little. 

Paul bounded upstairs, scrubbed the greasy odour of the 
dish-water from his hands with the ill-smelling soap he hated, 
and then shook over his fingers a few drops of violet water from 
the bottle he kept hidden in his drawer. He left the house with 
his geometry conspicuously under his arm, and the moment 
he got out of Cordelia Street and boarded a downtown car, he 
shook off the lethargy of two deadening days, and began to live 
again. 

The leading juvenile of the permanent stock company 
which played at one of the downtown theatres was an acquain-
tance of Paul’s, and the boy had been invited to drop in at the 
Sunday-night rehearsals whenever he could. For more than a  
year Paul had spent every available moment loitering about 
Charley Edwards’s dressing-room. He had won a place among 
Edwards’s following not only because the young actor, who 
could not afford to employ a dresser, often found him useful, 
but because he recognized in Paul something akin to what 
churchmen term “vocation.” 

It was at the theatre and at Carnegie Hall that Paul really 
lived; the rest was but a sleep and a forgetting. This was Paul’s 
fairy tale, and it had for him all the allurement of a secret love. 
The moment he inhaled the gassy, painty, dusty odour behind 
the scenes, he breathed like a prisoner set free, and felt within 
him the possibility of doing or saying splendid, brilliant, po-
etic things. The moment the cracked orchestra beat out the 
overture from Martha, or jerked at the serenade from Rigoletto, 
all stupid and ugly things slid from him, and his senses were 
deliciously, yet delicately fired. 
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Perhaps it was because, in Paul’s world, the natural nearly 
always wore the guise of ugliness, that a certain element of 
artificiality seemed to him necessary in beauty. Perhaps it was 
because his experience of life elsewhere was so full of Sabbath-
school picnics, petty economies, wholesome advice as to how 
to succeed in life, and the unescapable odours of cooking, that 
he found this existence so alluring, these smartly-clad men and 
women so attractive, that he was so moved by these starry apple 
orchards that bloomed perennially under the limelight. 

It would be difficult to put it strongly enough how convinc-
ingly the stage entrance of that theatre was for Paul the actual 
portal of Romance. Certainly none of the company ever sus-
pected it, least of all Charley Edwards. It was very like the old 
stories that used to float about London of fabulously rich Jews, 
who had subterranean halls there, with palms, and fountains, 
and soft lamps and richly apparelled women who never saw 
the disenchanting light of London day. So, in the midst of that 
smoke-palled city, enamoured of figures and grimy toil, Paul 
had his secret temple, his wishing carpet, his bit of blue-and-
white Mediterranean shore bathed in perpetual sunshine. 

Several of Paul’s teachers had a theory that his imagina-
tion had been perverted by garish fiction, but the truth was 
that he scarcely ever read at all. The books at home were not 
such as would either tempt or corrupt a youthful mind, and 
as for reading the novels that some of his friends urged upon 
him—well, he got what he wanted much more quickly from 
music; any sort of music, from an orchestra to a barrel organ. 
He needed only the spark, the indescribable thrill that made 
his imagination master of his senses, and he could make plots 
and pictures enough of his own. It was equally true that he was 
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not stage-struck—not, at any rate, in the usual acceptation of 
that expression. He had no desire to become an actor, any more 
than he had to become a musician. He felt no necessity to do 
any of these things; what he wanted was to see, to be in the at-
mosphere, float on the wave of it, to be carried out, blue league 
after blue league, away from everything. 

After a night behind the scenes, Paul found the school-
room more than ever repulsive; the bare floors and naked 
walls; the prosy men who never wore frock coats, or violets in 
their button-holes; the women with their dull gowns, shrill 
voices, and pitiful seriousness about prepositions that govern 
the dative. He could not bear to have the other pupils think, 
for a moment, that he took these  people seriously; he must 
convey to them that he considered it all trivial, and was there 
only by way of a jest, anyway. He had autograph pictures of 
all the members of the stock company which he showed his 
classmates, telling them the most incredible stories of his fa-
miliarity with these  people, of his acquaintance with the solo-
ists who came to Carnegie Hall, his suppers with them and the 
flowers he sent them. When these stories lost their effect, and 
his audience grew listless, he became desperate and would bid 
all the boys good-bye, announcing that he was going to travel 
for awhile; going to Naples, to Venice, to Egypt. Then, next 
Monday, he would slip back, conscious and nervously smil-
ing; his sister was ill, and he should have to defer his voyage 
until spring. 

Matters went steadily worse with Paul at school. In the itch 
to let his instructors know how heartily he despised them and 
their homilies, and how thoroughly he was appreciated else-
where, he mentioned once or twice that he had no time to fool 
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with theorems; adding—with a twitch of the eyebrows and a 
touch of that nervous bravado which so perplexed them—that 
he was helping the  people down at the stock company; they 
were old friends of his. 

The upshot of the matter was, that the Principal went to 
Paul’s father, and Paul was taken out of school and put to work. 
The manager at Carnegie Hall was told to get another usher 
in his stead; the doorkeeper at the theatre was warned not to 
admit him to the house; and Charley Edwards remorsefully 
promised the boy’s father not to see him again. 

The members of the stock company were vastly amused 
when some of Paul’s stories reached them—especially the 
women. They were hardworking women, most of them sup-
porting indigent husbands or brothers, and they laughed rather 
bitterly at having stirred the boy to such fervid and florid in-
ventions. They agreed with the faculty and with his father that 
Paul’s was a bad case. 

The east-bound train was ploughing through a January snow-
storm; the dull dawn was beginning to show grey when the en-
gine whistled a mile out of Newark. Paul started up from the 
seat where he had lain curled in uneasy slumber, rubbed the  
breath-misted window glass with his hand, and peered out. The 
snow was whirling in curling eddies above the white bottom 
lands, and the drifts lay already deep in the fields and along the 
fences, while here and there the long dead grass and dried weed 
stalks protruded black above it. Lights shone from the scattered 
houses, and a gang of labourers who stood beside the track 
waved their lanterns. 
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Paul had slept very little, and he felt grimy and uncomfort-
able. He had made the all-night journey in a day coach, partly 
because he was ashamed, dressed as he was, to go into a Pull-
man, and partly because he was afraid of being seen there by 
some Pittsburgh business man, who might have noticed him 
in Denny & Carson’s office. When the whistle awoke him, he 
clutched quickly at his breast pocket, glancing about him with 
an uncertain smile. But the little, clay-bespattered Italians 
were still sleeping, the slatternly women across the aisle were 
in open-mouthed oblivion, and even the crumby, crying babies 
were for the nonce stilled. Paul settled back to struggle with his 
impatience as best he could. 

When he arrived at the Jersey City station, he hurried  
through his breakfast, manifestly ill at ease and keeping a sharp 
eye about him. After he reached the Twenty-third Street sta-
tion, he consulted a cabman, and had himself driven to a men’s 
furnishing establishment that was just opening for the day. He 
spent upward of two hours there, buying with endless reconsid-
ering and great care. His new street suit he put on in the fitting-
room; the frock coat and dress clothes he had bundled into the 
cab with his linen. Then he drove to a hatter’s and a shoe house. 
His next errand was at Tiffany’s, where he selected his silver and 
a new scarf-pin. He would not wait to have his silver marked, he 
said. Lastly, he stopped at a trunk shop on Broadway, and had 
his purchases packed into various traveling bags. 

It was a little after one o’clock when he drove up to the Wal-
dorf, and after settling with the cabman, went into the offi  ce. 
He registered from Washington; said his mother and father had 
been abroad, and that he had come down to await the arrival of 
their steamer. He told his story plausibly and had no trouble, 
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since he volunteered to pay for them in advance, in engaging 
his rooms; a sleeping-room, sitting-room and bath. 

Not once, but a hundred times Paul had planned this entry 
into New York. He had gone over every detail of it with Char-
ley Edwards, and in his scrap book at home there were pages of 
description about New York hotels, cut from the Sunday papers. 
When he was shown to his sitting-room on the eighth fl oor, he 
saw at a glance that everything was as it should be; there was but 
one detail in his mental picture that the place did not realize, so 
he rang for the bell boy and sent him down for flowers. He moved 
about nervously until the boy returned, putting away his new 
linen and fingering it delightedly as he did so. When the fl owers 
came, he put them hastily into water, and then tumbled into a 
hot bath. Presently he came out of his white bathroom, resplen-
dent in his new silk underwear, and playing with the tassels of his 
red robe. The snow was whirling so fiercely outside his windows 
that he could scarcely see across the street, but within the air was 
deliciously soft and fragrant. He put the violets and jonquils on 
the taboret beside the couch, and threw himself down, with a 
long sigh, covering himself with a Roman blanket. He was thor-
oughly tired; he had been in such haste, he had stood up to such 
a strain, covered so much ground in the last twenty-four hours, 
that he wanted to think how it had all come about. Lulled by the 
sound of the wind, the warm air, and the cool fragrance of the 
flowers, he sank into deep, drowsy retrospection. 

It had been wonderfully simple; when they had shut him 
out of the theatre and concert hall, when they had taken away 
his bone, the whole thing was virtually determined. The rest 
was a mere matter of opportunity. The only thing that at all 
surprised him was his own courage—for he realized well 
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enough that he had always been tormented by fear, a sort of ap-
prehensive dread that, of late years, as the meshes of the lies he 
had told closed about him, had been pulling the muscles of his 
body tighter and tighter. Until now, he could not remember the 
time when he had not been dreading something. Even when he 
was a little boy, it was always there—behind him, or before, or 
on either side. There had always been the shadowed corner, the 
dark place into which he dared not look, but from which some-
thing seemed always to be watching him—and Paul had done 
things that were not pretty to watch, he knew. 

But now he had a curious sense of relief, as though he had at 
last thrown down the gauntlet to the thing in the corner. 

Yet it was but a day since he had been sulking in the traces; 
but yesterday afternoon that he had been sent to the bank with 
Denny & Carson’s deposit, as usual—but this time he was in-
structed to leave the book to be balanced. There was above two 
thousand dollars in checks, and nearly a thousand in the bank 
notes which he had taken from the book and quietly transferred 
to his pocket. At the bank he had made out a new deposit slip. 
His nerves had been steady enough to permit of his returning 
to the office, where he had finished his work and asked for a full 
day’s holiday tomorrow, Saturday, giving a perfectly reasonable 
pretext. The bank book, he knew, would not be returned before 
Monday or Tuesday, and his father would be out of town for the 
next week. From the time he slipped the bank notes into his 
pocket until he boarded the night train for New York, he had 
not known a moment’s hesitation. It was not the first time Paul 
had steered through treacherous waters. 

How astonishingly easy it had all been; here he was, the 
thing done; and this time there would be no awakening, no fig-
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ure at the top of the stairs. He watched the snow flakes whirling 
by his window until he fell asleep. 

When he awoke, it was three o’clock in the afternoon. He 
bounded up with a start; half of one of his precious days gone 
already! He spent more than an hour in dressing, watching ev-
ery stage of his toilet carefully in the mirror. Everything was 
quite perfect; he was exactly the kind of boy he had always 
wanted to be. 

When he went downstairs, Paul took a carriage and drove up 
Fifth Avenue toward the Park. The snow had somewhat abated; 
carriages and tradesmen’s wagons were hurrying soundlessly 
to and fro in the winter twilight; boys in woolen muffl  ers were 
shovelling off the doorsteps; the avenue stages made fine spots 
of colour against the white street. Here and there on the cor-
ners were stands, with whole flower gardens blooming under 
glass cases, against the sides of which the snow flakes stuck and 
melted; violets, roses, carnations, lilies of the valley—some-
how vastly more lovely and alluring that they blossomed thus 
unnaturally in the snow. The Park itself was a wonderful stage 
winter-piece. 

When he returned, the pause of the twilight had ceased, 
and the tune of the streets had changed. The snow was falling 
faster, lights streamed from the hotels that reared their dozen 
stories fearlessly up into the storm, defying the raging Atlan-
tic winds. A long, black stream of carriages poured down the 
avenue, intersected here and there by other streams, tending 
horizontally. There were a score of cabs about the entrance of 
his hotel, and the driver had to wait. Boys in livery were run-
ning in and out of the awning stretched across the sidewalk, up 
and down the red velvet carpet laid from the door to the street. 
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Above, about, within it all was the rumble and roar, the hurry 
and toss of thousands of human beings as hot for pleasure as 
himself, and on every side of him towered the glaring affi  rma-
tion of the omnipotence of wealth. 

The boy set his teeth and drew his shoulders together in a 
spasm of realization; the plot of all dramas, the text of all ro-
mances, the nerve-stuff of all sensations was whirling about 
him like the snow flakes. He burnt like a faggot in a tempest. 

When Paul went down to dinner, the music of the orches-
tra came floating up the elevator shaft to greet him. His head 
whirled as he stepped into the thronged corridor, and he sank 
back into one of the chairs against the wall to get his breath. 
The lights, the chatter, the perfumes, the bewildering medley of 
colour—he had, for a moment, the feeling of not being able to 
stand it. But only for a moment; these were his own  people, he 
told himself. He went slowly about the corridors, through the 
writing-rooms, smoking-rooms, reception-rooms, as though 
he were exploring the chambers of an enchanted palace, built 
and  peopled for him alone. 

When he reached the dining-room he sat down at a table near 
a window. The flowers, the white linen, the many-coloured wine 
glasses, the gay toilettes of the women, the low popping of corks, 
the undulating repetitions of the Blue Danube from the orchestra, 
all flooded Paul’s dream with bewildering radiance. When the 
roseate tinge of his champagne was added—that cold, precious 
bubbling stuff that creamed and foamed in his glass—Paul won-
dered that there were honest men in the world at all. This was 
what all the world was fighting for, he reflected; this was what  
all the struggle was about. He doubted the reality of his past. 
Had he ever known a place called Cordelia Street, a place where 
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fagged-looking business men got on the early car; mere rivets in 
a machine they seemed to Paul—sickening men, with combings 
of children’s hair always hanging to their coats, and the smell of 
cooking in their clothes. Cordelia Street—Ah! that belonged to 
another time and country; had he not always been thus, had he 
not sat here night after night, from as far back as he could re-
member, looking pensively over just such shimmering textures, 
and slowly twirling the stem of a glass like this one between his 
thumb and middle finger? He rather thought he had. 

He was not in the least abashed or lonely. He had no espe-
cial desire to meet or to know any of these people; all he de-
manded was the right to look on and conjecture, to watch the 
pageant. The mere stage properties were all he contended for. 
Nor was he lonely later in the evening, in his loge at the Met-
ropolitan. He was now entirely rid of his nervous misgivings, 
of his forced aggressiveness, of the imperative desire to show 
himself different from his surroundings. He felt now that his 
surroundings explained him. Nobody questioned the purple; 
he had only to wear it passively. He had only to glance down at 
his attire to reassure himself that here it would be impossible 
for any one to humiliate him. 

He found it hard to leave his beautiful sitting-room to go to 
bed that night, and sat long watching the raging storm from his 
turret window. When he went to sleep, it was with the lights 
turned on in his bedroom; partly because of his old timidity, 
and partly so that, if he should wake in the night, there would 
be no wretched moment of doubt, no horrible suspicion of yel-
low wall-paper, or of Washington and Calvin above his bed. 

Sunday morning the city was practically snow-bound. Paul 
breakfasted late, and in the afternoon he fell in with a wild San 
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Francisco boy, a freshman at Yale, who said he had run down for 
a “little flyer” over Sunday. The young man offered to show Paul 
the night side of the town, and the two boys went out together 
after dinner, not returning to the hotel until seven o’clock the 
next morning. They had started out in the confiding warmth 
of a champagne friendship, but their parting in the elevator was 
singularly cool. The freshman pulled himself together to make 
his train, and Paul went to bed. He awoke at two o’clock in the 
afternoon, very thirsty and dizzy, and rang for ice-water, coffee, 
and the Pittsburgh papers. 

On the part of the hotel management, Paul excited no sus-
picion. There was this to be said for him, that he wore his spoils 
with dignity and in no way made himself conspicuous. Even 
under the glow of his wine he was never boisterous, though he 
found the stuff like a magician’s wand for wonder-building. His 
chief greediness lay in his ears and eyes, and his excesses were 
not offensive ones. His dearest pleasures were the grey winter 
twilights in his sitting-room; his quiet enjoyment of his flowers, 
his clothes, his wide divan, his cigarette and his sense of power. 
He could not remember a time when he had felt so at peace 
with himself. The mere release from the necessity of petty ly-
ing, lying every day and every day, restored his self-respect. He 
had never lied for pleasure, even at school; but to be noticed 
and admired, to assert his difference from other Cordelia Street 
boys; and he felt a good deal more manly, more honest, even, 
now that he had no need for boastful pretensions, now that he 
could, as his actor friends used to say, “dress the part.” It was 
characteristic that remorse did not occur to him. His golden 
days went by without a shadow, and he made each as perfect as 
he could. 
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On the eighth day after his arrival in New York, he found 
the whole affair exploited in the Pittsburgh papers, exploited 
with a wealth of detail which indicated that local news of a sen-
sational nature was at a low ebb. The fi rm of Denny & Carson 
announced that the boy’s father had refunded the full amount 
of the theft, and that they had no intention of prosecuting. The 
Cumberland minister had been interviewed, and expressed his 
hope of yet reclaiming the motherless lad, and his Sabbath-
school teacher declared that she would spare no effort to that 
end. The rumour had reached Pittsburgh that the boy had been 
seen in a New York hotel, and his father had gone East to fi nd 
him and bring him home. 

Paul had just come in to dress for dinner; he sank into a 
chair, weak to the knees, and clasped his head in his hands. 
It was to be worse than jail, even; the tepid waters of Corde-
lia Street were to close over him finally and forever. The grey 
monotony stretched before him in hopeless, unrelieved years; 
Sabbath-school, Young  People’s Meeting, the yellow-papered 
room, the damp dish-towels; it all rushed back upon him with 
a sickening vividness. He had the old feeling that the orchestra 
had suddenly stopped, the sinking sensation that the play was 
over. The sweat broke out on his face, and he sprang to his feet, 
looked about him with his white, conscious smile, and winked 
at himself in the mirror. With something of the old childish 
belief in miracles with which he had so often gone to class, all 
his lessons unlearned, Paul dressed and dashed whistling down 
the corridor to the elevator. 

He had no sooner entered the dining-room and caught the 
measure of the music than his remembrance was lightened by 
his old elastic power of claiming the moment, mounting with 
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it, and finding it all suffi  cient. The glare and glitter about him, 
the mere scenic accessories had again, and for the last time, 
their old potency. He would show himself that he was game, he 
would finish the thing splendidly. He doubted, more than ever, 
the existence of Cordelia Street, and for the first time he drank 
his wine recklessly. Was he not, after all, one of those fortu-
nate beings born to the purple, was he not still himself and in 
his own place? He drummed a nervous accompaniment to the 
Pagliacci music and looked about him, telling himself over and 
over that it had paid. 

He reflected drowsily, to the swell of the music and the chill 
sweetness of his wine, that he might have done it more wisely. 
He might have caught an outbound steamer and been well out 
of their clutches before now. But the other side of the world had 
seemed too far away and too uncertain then; he could not have 
waited for it; his need had been too sharp. If he had to choose 
over again, he would do the same thing tomorrow. He looked 
affectionately about the dining-room, now gilded with a soft 
mist. Ah, it had paid indeed! 

Paul was awakened next morning by a painful throbbing in 
his head and feet. He had thrown himself across the bed with-
out undressing, and had slept with his shoes on. His limbs and 
hands were lead heavy, and his tongue and throat were parched 
and burnt. There came upon him one of those fateful attacks 
of clear-headedness that never occurred except when he was  
physically exhausted and his nerves hung loose. He lay still and 
closed his eyes and let the tide of things wash over him. 

His father was in New York; “stopping at some joint or 
other,” he told himself. The memory of successive summers on 
the front stoop fell upon him like a weight of black water. He 
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had not a hundred dollars left; and he knew now, more than 
ever, that money was everything, the wall that stood between 
all he loathed and all he wanted. The thing was winding itself 
up; he had thought of that on his first glorious day in New York, 
and had even provided a way to snap the thread. It lay on his 
dressing-table now; he had got it out last night when he came 
blindly up from dinner, but the shiny metal hurt his eyes, and 
he disliked the looks of it. 

He rose and moved about with a painful eff ort, succumb-
ing now and again to attacks of nausea. It was the old depres-
sion exaggerated; all the world had become Cordelia Street. Yet 
somehow he was not afraid of anything, was absolutely calm; 
perhaps because he had looked into the dark corner at last and 
knew. It was bad enough, what he saw there, but somehow not 
so bad as his long fear of it had been. He saw everything clearly 
now. He had a feeling that he had made the best of it, that he 
had lived the sort of life he was meant to live, and for half an 
hour he sat staring at the revolver. But he told himself that was 
not the way, so he went downstairs and took a cab to the ferry. 

When Paul arrived at Newark, he got off the train and took 
another cab, directing the driver to follow the Pennsylvania 
tracks out of the town. The snow lay heavy on the roadways 
and had drifted deep in the open fields. Only here and there 
the dead grass or dried weed stalks projected, singularly black, 
above it. Once well into the country, Paul dismissed the car-
riage and walked, floundering along the tracks, his mind a 
medley of irrelevant things. He seemed to hold in his brain  
an actual picture of everything he had seen that morning. He 
remembered every feature of both his drivers, of the toothless 
old woman from whom he had bought the red flowers in his 
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coat, the agent from whom he had got his ticket, and all of his 
fellow-passengers on the ferry. His mind, unable to cope with 
vital matters near at hand, worked feverishly and deftly at sort-
ing and grouping these images. They made for him a part of 
the ugliness of the world, of the ache in his head, and the bitter 
burning on his tongue. He stopped and put a handful of snow 
into his mouth as he walked, but that, too, seemed hot. When 
he reached a little hillside, where the tracks ran through a cut 
some twenty feet below him, he stopped and sat down. 

The carnations in his coat were drooping with the cold, he 
noticed; their red glory all over. It occurred to him that all the 
flowers he had seen in the glass cases that first night must have 
gone the same way, long before this. It was only one splendid 
breath they had, in spite of their brave mockery at the winter 
outside the glass; and it was a losing game in the end, it seemed, 
this revolt against the homilies by which the world is run. Paul 
took one of the blossoms carefully from his coat and scooped a 
little hole in the snow, where he covered it up. Then he dozed a 
while, from his weak condition, seeming insensible to the cold. 

The sound of an approaching train awoke him, and he 
started to his feet, remembering only his resolution, and afraid 
lest he should be too late. He stood watching the approach-
ing locomotive, his teeth chattering, his lips drawn away from 
them in a frightened smile; once or twice he glanced nervously 
sidewise, as though he were being watched. When the right 
moment came, he jumped. As he fell, the folly of his haste oc-
curred to him with merciless clearness, the vastness of what he 
had left undone. There flashed through his brain, clearer than 
ever before, the blue of Adriatic water, the yellow of Algerian 
sands. 
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He felt something strike his chest, and that his body was be-
ing thrown swiftly through the air, on and on, immeasurably 
far and fast, while his limbs were gently relaxed. Then, because 
the picture making mechanism was crushed, the disturbing 
visions flashed into black, and Paul dropped back into the im-
mense design of things. 



THE ENCHANTED BLUFF 

We had our swim before sundown, and while we were cooking 
our supper the oblique rays of light made a dazzling glare on the 
white sand about us. The translucent red ball itself sank behind 
the brown stretches of cornfield as we sat down to eat, and the 
warm layer of air that had rested over the water and our clean 
sand bar grew fresher and smelled of the rank iron-weed and 
sunflowers growing on the flatter shore. The river was brown 
and sluggish, like any other of the half-dozen streams that wa-
ter the Nebraska corn lands. On one shore was an irregular line 
of bald day bluffs where a few scrub oaks with thick trunks and 
flat, twisted tops threw light shadows on the long grass. The 
western shore was low and level, with cornfields that stretched 
to the skyline, and all along the water’s edge were little sandy 
coves and beaches where slim cottonwoods and willow saplings 

.fl ickered 



9 4  \ \  W IL L A  C AT HER  

The turbulence of the river in springtime discouraged mill-
ing, and, beyond keeping the old red bridge in repair, the busy 
farmers did not concern themselves with the stream; so the 
Sandtown boys were left in undisputed possession. In the au-
tumn we hunted quail through the miles of stubble and fodder 
land along the flat shore, and, after the winter skating season was 
over and the ice had gone out, the spring freshets and flooded 
bottoms gave us our great excitement of the year. The channel 
was never the same for two successive seasons. Every spring the 
swollen stream undermined a bluff to the east, or bit out a few 
acres of cornfield to the west and whirled the soil away to de-
posit it in spumy mud banks somewhere else. When the water 
fell low in midsummer, new sand bars were thus exposed to dry 
and whiten in the August sun. Sometimes these were banked so 
firmly that the fury of the next freshet failed to unseat them; 
the little willow seedlings emerged triumphantly from the yel-
low froth, broke into spring leaf, shot up into summer growth, 
and with their mesh of roots bound together the moist sand 
beneath them against the batterings of another April. Here and 
there a cottonwood soon glittered among them, quivering in 
the low current of air that, even on breathless days when the 
dust hung like smoke above the wagon road, trembled along 
the face of the water. 

It was on such an island, in the third summer of its yellow 
green, that we built our watch fi re; not in the thicket of danc-
ing willow wands, but on the level terrace of fine sand which 
had been added that spring; a little new bit of world, beautifully 
ridged with ripple marks, and strewn with the tiny skeletons  
of turtles and fi sh, all as white and dry as if they had been ex-
pertly cured. We had been careful not to mar the freshness of 
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the place, although we often swam to it on summer evenings 
and lay on the sand to rest. 

This was our last watch fire of the year, and there were rea-
sons why I should remember it better than any of the others. 

Next week the other boys were to file back to their old places 
in the Sandtown High School, but I was to go up to the Divide 
to teach my first country school in the Norwegian district. I 
was already homesick at the thought of quitting the boys with 
whom I had always played; of leaving the river, and going up 
into a windy plain that was all windmills and cornfields and 
big pastures; where there was nothing wilful or unmanageable 
in the landscape, no new islands, and no chance of unfamiliar 
birds—such as often followed the watercourses. 

Other boys came and went and used the river for fishing or 
skating, but we six were sworn to the spirit of the stream, and 
we were friends mainly because of the river. There were the two 
Hassler boys, Fritz and Otto, sons of the little German tailor. 
They were the youngest of us; ragged boys of ten and twelve, 
with sunburned hair, weather-stained faces, and pale blue eyes. 
Otto, the elder, was the best mathematician in school, and 
clever at his books, but he always dropped out in the spring 
term as if the river could not get on without him. He and Fritz 
caught the fat, horned catfish and sold them about the town, 
and they lived so much in the water that they were as brown 
and sandy as the river itself. 

There was Percy Pound, a fat, freckled boy with chubby cheeks, 
who took half a dozen boys’ story-papers and was always being 
kept in for reading detective stories behind his desk. There was 
Tip Smith, destined by his freckles and red hair to be the buff oon 
in all our games, though he walked like a timid little old man 
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and had a funny, cracked laugh. Tip worked hard in his father’s 
grocery store every afternoon, and swept it out before school in 
the morning. Even his recreations were laborious. He collected 
cigarette cards and tin tobacco-tags indefatigably, and would 
sit for hours humped up over a snarling little scroll-saw which 
he kept in his attic. His dearest possessions were some little pill 
bottles that purported to contain grains of wheat from the Holy 
Land, water from the Jordan and the Dead Sea, and earth from 
the Mount of Olives. His father had bought these dull things 
from a Baptist missionary who peddled them, and Tip seemed to 
derive great satisfaction from their remote origin. 

The tall boy was Arthur Adams. He had fine hazel eyes 
that were almost too reflective and sympathetic for a boy, and 
such a pleasant voice that we all loved to hear him read aloud. 
Even when he had to read poetry aloud at school, no one ever 
thought of laughing. To be sure, he was not at school very 
much of the time. He was seventeen and should have fi nished 
the High School the year before, but he was always off some-
where with his gun. Arthur’s mother was dead, and his father, 
who was feverishly absorbed in promoting schemes, wanted to 
send the boy away to school and get him off his hands; but Ar-
thur always begged off for another year and promised to study. 
I remember him as a tall, brown boy with an intelligent face, 
always lounging among a lot of us little fellows, laughing at us 
oftener than with us, but such a soft, satisfied laugh that we felt 
rather flattered when we provoked it. In after-years  people said 
that Arthur had been given to evil ways as a lad, and it is true 
that we often saw him with the gambler’s sons and with old 
Spanish Fanny’s boy, but if he learned anything ugly in their 
company he never betrayed it to us. We would have followed 
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Arthur anywhere, and I am bound to say that he led us into 
no worse places than the cattail marshes and the stubble fields. 
These, then, were the boys who camped with me that summer 
night upon the sand bar. 

After we finished our supper we beat the willow thicket for 
driftwood. By the time we had collected enough, night had fallen, 
and the pungent, weedy smell from the shore increased with the 
coolness. We threw ourselves down about the fire and made an-
other futile effort to show Percy Pound the Little Dipper. We had 
tried it often before, but he could never be got past the big one. 

“You see those three big stars just below the handle, with 
the bright one in the middle?” said Otto Hassler; “that’s Orion’s 
belt, and the bright one is the clasp.” I crawled behind Otto’s 
shoulder and sighted up his arm to the star that seemed perched 
upon the tip of his steady forefinger. The Hassler boys did seine-
fishing at night, and they knew a good many stars. 

Percy gave up the Little Dipper and lay back on the sand, 
his hands clasped under his head. “I can see the North Star,” 
he announced, contentedly, pointing toward it with his big toe. 
“Anyone might get lost and need to know that.” 

We all looked up at it. 
“How do you suppose Columbus felt when his compass 

didn’t point north any more?” Tip asked. 
Otto shook his head. “My father says that there was another 

North Star once, and that maybe this one won’t last always. I 
wonder what would happen to us down here if anything went 
wrong with it?” 

Arthur chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry, Ott. Nothing’s apt to 
happen to it in your time. Look at the Milky Way! There must 
be lots of good dead Indians.” 
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We lay back and looked, meditating, at the dark cover of the 
world. The gurgle of the water had become heavier. We had of-
ten noticed a mutinous, complaining note in it at night, quite 
different from its cheerful daytime chuckle, and seeming like 
the voice of a much deeper and more powerful stream. Our 
water had always these two moods: the one of sunny complai-
sance, the other of inconsolable, passionate regret. 

“Queer how the stars are all in sort of diagrams,” remarked 
Otto. “You could do most any proposition in geometry with ’em. 
They always look as if they meant something. Some folks say ev-
erybody’s fortune is all written out in the stars, don’t they?” 

“They believe so in the old country,” Fritz affi  rmed. 
But Arthur only laughed at him. “You’re thinking of Napo-

leon, Fritzey. He had a star that went out when he began to lose 
battles. I guess the stars don’t keep any close tally on Sandtown 
folks.” 

We were speculating on how many times we could count a 
hundred before the evening star went down behind the corn-
fields, when someone cried, “There comes the moon, and it’s as 
big as a cart wheel!” 

We all jumped up to greet it as it swam over the bluffs behind 
us. It came up like a galleon in full sail; an enormous, barbaric 
thing, red as an angry heathen god. 

“When the moon came up red like that, the Aztecs used to 
sacrifice their prisoners on the temple top,” Percy announced. 

“Go on, Perce. You got that out of Golden Days. Do you believe 
that, Arthur?” 

I appealed. 
Arthur answered, quite seriously: “Like as not. The moon 

was one of their gods. When my father was in Mexico City he 
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saw the stone where they used to sacrifice their prisoners.” 
As we dropped down by the fire again some one asked 

whether the Mound-Builders were older than the Aztecs. When 
we once got upon the Mound-Builders we never willingly got 
away from them, and we were still conjecturing when we heard 
a loud splash in the water. 

“Must have been a big cat jumping,” said Fritz. “They do 
sometimes. They must see bugs in the dark. Look what a track 
the moon makes!” 

There was a long, silvery streak on the water, and where the 
current fretted over a big log it boiled up like gold pieces. 

“Suppose there ever was any gold hid away in this old river?” 
Fritz asked. He lay like a little brown Indian, close to the fire, 
his chin on his hand and his bare feet in the air. His brother 
laughed at him, but Arthur took his suggestion seriously. 

“Some of the Spaniards thought there was gold up here 
somewhere. Seven cities chuck full of gold, they had it, and 
Coronado and his men came up to hunt it. The Spaniards were 
all over this country once.” 

Percy looked interested. “Was that before the Mormons 
went through?” 

We all laughed at this. 
“Long enough before. Before the Pilgrim Fathers, Perce. 

Maybe they came along this very river. They always followed 
the watercourses.” 

“I wonder where this river really does begin?” Tip mused. 
That was an old and a favorite mystery which the map did not 
clearly explain. On the map the little black line stopped some-
where in western Kansas; but since rivers generally rose in 
mountains, it was only reasonable to suppose that ours came 
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from the Rockies. Its destination, we knew, was the Missouri, 
and the Hassler boys always maintained that we could embark 
at Sandtown in floodtime, follow our noses, and eventually ar-
rive at New Orleans. Now they took up their old argument. “If 
us boys had grit enough to try it, it wouldn’t take no time to get 
to Kansas City and St. Joe.” 

We began to talk about the places we wanted to go to. The 
Hassler boys wanted to see the stockyards in Kansas City, and 
Percy wanted to see a big store in Chicago. Arthur was inter-
locutor and did not betray himself. 

“Now it’s your turn, Tip.” 
Tip rolled over on his elbow and poked the fire, and his eyes 

looked shyly out of his queer, tight little face. “My place is awful 
far away. My Uncle Bill told me about it.” 

Tip’s Uncle Bill was a wanderer, bitten with mining fever, 
who had drifted into Sand town with a broken arm, and when 
it was well had drifted out again. 

“Where is it?” 
“Aw, it’s down in New Mexico some wheres. There aren’t 

no railroads or anything. You have to go on mules, and you 
run out of water before you get there and have to drink canned 
tomatoes.” 

“Well, go on, kid. What’s it like when you do get there?” 
Tip sat up and excitedly began his story. 
“There’s a big red rock there that goes right up out of 

the sand for about nine hundred feet. The country’s f lat 
all around it, and this here rock goes up all by itself, like a 
monument. They call it the Enchanted Bluff down there, 
because no white man has ever been on top of it. The sides 
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are smooth rock, and straight up, like a wall. The Indians 
say that hundreds of years ago, before the Spaniards came, 
there was a village away up there in the air. The tribe that 
lived there had some sort of steps, made out of wood and 
bark, hung down over the face of the bluff, and the braves 
went down to hunt and carried water up in big jars swung 
on their backs. They kept a big supply of water and dried 
meat up there, and never went down except to hunt. They 
were a peaceful tribe that made cloth and pottery, and they 
went up there to get out of the wars. You see, they could 
pick off any war party that tried to get up their little steps. 
The Indians say they were a handsome  people, and they 
had some sort of queer religion. Uncle Bill thinks they were 
Cliff-Dwellers who had got into trouble and left home. They 
weren’t fighters, anyhow. 

“One time the braves were down hunting and an awful 
storm came up—a kind of waterspout—and when they got 
back to their rock they found their little staircase had been 
all broken to pieces, and only a few steps were left hanging 
away up in the air. While they were camped at the foot of  
the rock, wondering what to do, a war party from the north 
came along and massacred ’em to a man, with all the old 
folks and women looking on from the rock. Then the war 
party went on south and left the village to get down the 
best way they could. Of course they never got down. They 
starved to death up there, and when the war party came 
back on their way north, they could hear the children cry-
ing from the edge of the bluff where they had crawled out, 
but they didn’t see a sign of a grown Indian, and nobody has 
ever been up there since.” 
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We exclaimed at this dolorous legend and sat up. 
“There couldn’t have been many people up there,” Percy de-

murred. “How big is the top, Tip?” 
“Oh, pretty big. Big enough so that the rock doesn’t look  

nearly as tall as it is. The top’s bigger than the base. The bluff is 
sort of worn away for several hundred feet up. That’s one rea-
son it’s so hard to climb.” 

I asked how the Indians got up, in the first place. 
“Nobody knows how they got up or when. A hunting party 

came along once and saw that there was a town up there, and 
that was all.” 

Otto rubbed his chin and looked thoughtful. “Of course 
there must be some way to get up there. Couldn’t people get a 
rope over someway and pull a ladder up?” 

Tip’s little eyes were shining with excitement. “I know a 
way. Me and Uncle Bill talked it over. There’s a kind of rocket 
that would take a rope over—life-savers use ’em—and then 
you could hoist a rope ladder and peg it down at the bottom 
and make it tight with guy ropes on the other side. I’m going to 
climb that there bluff, and I’ve got it all planned out.” 

Fritz asked what he expected to find when he got up there. 
“Bones, maybe, or the ruins of their town, or pottery, or 

some of their idols. There might be ’most anything up there. 
Anyhow, I want to see.” 

“Sure nobody else has been up there, Tip?” Arthur asked. 
“Dead sure. Hardly anybody ever goes down there. Some 

hunters tried to cut steps in the rock once, but they didn’t get 
higher than a man can reach. The Bluff’s all red granite, and 
Uncle Bill thinks it’s a boulder the glaciers left. It’s a queer 
place, anyhow. Nothing but cactus and desert for hundreds 
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of miles, and yet right under the Bluff there’s good water and 
plenty of grass. That’s why the bison used to go down there.” 

Suddenly we heard a scream above our fire, and jumped 
up to see a dark, slim bird floating southward far above us—a 
whooping crane, we knew by her cry and her long neck. We ran 
to the edge of the island, hoping we might see her alight, but she 
wavered southward along the rivercourse until we lost her. The 
Hassler boys declared that by the look of the heavens it must be 
after midnight, so we, threw more wood on our fire, put on our 
jackets, and curled down in the warm sand. Several of us pre-
tended to doze, but I fancy we were really thinking about Tip’s 
Bluff and the extinct  people. Over in the wood the ring doves 
were calling mournfully to one another, and once we heard a 
dog bark, far away. “Somebody getting into old Tommy’s melon 
patch,” Fritz murmured sleepily, but nobody answered him. By 
and by Percy spoke out of the shadows. 

“Say, Tip, when you go down there will you take me with 
you?” 

“Maybe.” 
“Suppose one of us beats you down there, Tip?” 
“Whoever gets to the Bluff first has got to promise to tell the 

rest of us exactly what he finds,” remarked one of the Hassler 
boys, and to this we all readily assented. 

Somewhat reassured, I dropped off to sleep. I must have 
dreamed about a race for the Bluff, for I awoke in a kind of fear 
that other  people were getting ahead of me and that I was los-
ing my chance. I sat up in my damp clothes and looked at the 
other boys, who lay tumbled in uneasy attitudes about the dead 
fire. It was still dark, but the sky was blue with the last wonder-
ful azure of night. The stars glistened like crystal globes, and 
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trembled as if they shone through a depth of clear water. Even 
as I watched, they began to pale and the sky brightened. Day 
came suddenly, almost instantaneously. I turned for another 
look at the blue night, and it was gone. Everywhere the birds 
began to call, and all manner of little insects began to chirp and 
hop about in the willows. A breeze sprang up from the west and 
brought the heavy smell of ripened corn. The boys rolled over 
and shook themselves. We stripped and plunged into the river 
just as the sun came up over the windy bluffs. 

When I came home to Sand town at Christmas time, we  
skated out to our island and talked over the whole project of 
the Enchanted Bluff, renewing our resolution to find it. 

Although that was twenty years ago, none of us have ever  
climbed the Enchanted Bluff. Percy Pound is a stockbroker in 
Kansas City and will go nowhere that his red touring car can-
not carry him. Otto Hassler went on the railroad and lost his 
foot braking; after which he and Fritz succeeded their father as 
the town tailors. 

Arthur sat about the sleepy little town all his life—he died 
before he was twenty-five. The last time I saw him, when I 
was home on one of my college vacations, he was sitting in a 
steamer chair under a cottonwood tree in the little yard behind 
one of the two Sandtown saloons. He was very untidy and his 
hand was not steady, but when he rose, unabashed, to greet me, 
his eyes were as clear and warm as ever. When I had talked with 
him for an hour and heard him laugh again, I wondered how it 
was that when Nature had taken such pains with a man, from 
his hands to the arch of his long foot, she had ever lost him in 
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Sandtown. He joked about Tip Smith’s Bluff, and declared he 
was going down there just as soon as the weather got cooler; he 
thought the Grand Canyon might be worth while, too. 

I was perfectly sure when I left him that he would never get 
beyond the high plank fence and the comfortable shade of the 
cottonwood. And, indeed, it was under that very tree that he 
died one summer morning. 

Tip Smith still talks about going to New Mexico. He mar-
ried a slatternly, unthrifty country girl, has been much tied to a 
perambulator, and has grown stooped and grey from irregular 
meals and broken sleep. But the worst of his diffi  culties are now 
over, and he has, as he says, come into easy water. When I was 
last in Sand town I walked home with him late one moonlight 
night, after he had balanced his cash and shut up his store. We 
took the long way around and sat down on the schoolhouse 
steps, and between us we quite revived the romance of the lone 
red rock and the extinct  people. Tip insists that he still means 
to go down there, but he thinks now he will wait until his boy 
Bert is old enough to go with him. Bert has been let into the 
story, and thinks of nothing but the Enchanted Bluff. 





I 

THE BOHEMIAN GIRL  

The transcontinental express swung along the windings of the 
Sand River Valley, and in the rear seat of the observation car a 
young man sat greatly at his ease, not in the least discomfited 
by the fi erce sunlight which beat in upon his brown face and 
neck and strong back. There was a look of relaxation and of 
great passivity about his broad shoulders, which seemed al-
most too heavy until he stood up and squared them. He wore 
a pale flannel shirt and a blue silk necktie with loose ends. 
His trousers were wide and belted at the waist, and his short 
sack coat hung open. His heavy shoes had seen good service. 
His reddish-brown hair, like his clothes, had a foreign cut. He 
had deep-set, dark blue eyes under heavy reddish eyebrows. 
His face was kept clean only by close shaving, and even the 
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sharpest razor left a glint of yellow in the smooth brown of 
his skin. His teeth and the palms of his hands were very white. 
His head, which looked hard and stubborn, lay indolently in 
the green cushion of the wicker chair, and as he looked out 
at the ripe summer country a teasing, not unkindly smile 
played over his lips. Once, as he basked thus comfortably, a 
quick light flashed in his eyes, curiously dilating the pupils, 
and his mouth became a hard, straight line, gradually relax-
ing into its former smile of rather kindly mockery. He told  
himself, apparently, that there was no point in getting ex-
cited; and he seemed a master hand at taking his ease when 
he could. Neither the sharp whistle of the locomotive nor the 
brakeman’s call disturbed him. It was not until after the train 
had stopped that he rose, put on a Panama hat, took from the 
rack a small valise and a flute case, and stepped deliberately 
to the station platform. The baggage was already unloaded, 
and the stranger presented a check for a battered sole-leather 
steamer trunk. 

“Can you keep it here for a day or two?” he asked the agent. 
“I may send for it, and I may not.” 

“Depends on whether you like the country, I suppose?” de-
manded the agent in a challenging tone. 

“Just so.” 
The agent shrugged his shoulders, looked scornfully at 

the small trunk, which was marked. “N.E.,” and handed out a 
claim check without further comment. The stranger watched 
him as he caught one end of the trunk and dragged it into the 
express room. The agent’s manner seemed to remind him of 
something amusing. “Doesn’t seem to be a very big place,” he 
remarked, looking about. 
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“It’s big enough for us,” snapped the agent, as he banged the 
trunk into a corner. 

That remark, apparently, was what Nils Ericson had wanted. 
He chuckled quietly as he took a leather strap from his pocket 
and swung his valise around his shoulder. Then he settled his 
Panama securely on his head, turned up his trousers, tucked 
the flute case under his arm, and started off across the fields. 
He gave the town, as he would have said, a wide berth, and cut 
through a great fenced pasture, emerging, when he rolled un-
der the barbed wire at the farther corner, upon a white dusty 
road which ran straight up from the river valley to the high 
prairies, where the ripe wheat stood yellow and the tin roofs 
and weathercocks were twinkling in the fierce sunlight. By the 
time Nils had done three miles, the sun was sinking and the 
farm wagons on their way home from town came rattling by, 
covering him with dust and making him sneeze. When one of 
the farmers pulled up and offered to give him a lift, he clam-
bered in willingly. The driver was a thin, grizzled old man 
with a long lean neck and a foolish sort of beard, like a goat’s. 
“How fur ye goin’?” he asked, as he clucked to his horses and 
started off. 

“Do you go by the Ericson place?” 
“Which Ericson?” The old man drew in his reins as if he ex-

pected to stop again. 
“Preacher Ericson’s.” 
“Oh, the Old Lady Ericson’s!” He turned and looked at Nils. 

“La, me! If you’re goin’ out there you might ’a’ rid out in the au-
tomobile. That’s a pity, now. The Old Lady Ericson was in town 
with her auto. You might ’a’ heard it snortin’ anywhere about 
the post-office er the butcher shop.” 
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“Has she a motor?” asked the stranger absently. 
“ ‘Deed an’ she has! She runs into town every night about 

this time for her mail and meat for supper. Some folks say 
she’s afraid her auto won’t get exercise enough, but I say that’s 
jealousy.” 

“Aren’t there any other motors about here?” 
“Oh, yes! we have fourteen in all. But nobody else gets  

around like the Old Lady Ericson. She’s out, rain er shine, over 
the whole country, chargin’ into town and out amongst her 
farms, an’ up to her sons’ places. Sure you ain’t goin’ to the 
wrong place?” He craned his neck and looked at Nils’ flute case 
with eager curiosity. “The old woman ain’t got any piany that I 
knows on. Olaf, he has a grand. His wife’s musical; took lessons 
in Chicago.” 

“I’m going up there tomorrow,” said Nils imperturbably. He 
saw that the driver took him for a piano tuner. 

“Oh, I see!” The old man screwed up his eyes mysteriously. 
He was a little dashed by the stranger’s non-communicativeness, 
but he soon broke out again. 

“I’m one o’ Miss Ericson’s tenants. Look after one of her 
places. I did own the place myself oncet, but I lost it a while back, 
in the bad years just after the World’s Fair. Just as well, too, I say. 
Lets you out o’ payin’ taxes. The Ericsons do own most of the 
county now. I remember the old preacher’s fav’rite text used 
to be, ‘To them that hath shall be given.’ They’ve spread some-
thing wonderful—run over this here country like bindweed. 
But I ain’t one that begretches it to ’em. Folks is entitled to what 
they kin git; and they’re hustlers. Olaf, he’s in the Legislature 
now, and a likely man fur Congress. Listen, if that ain’t the old 
woman comin’ now. Want I should stop her?” 
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Nils shook his head. He heard the deep chug-chug of a motor 
vibrating steadily in the clear twilight behind them. The pale 
lights of the car swam over the hill, and the old man slapped 
his reins and turned clear out of the road, ducking his head 
at the first of three angry snorts from behind. The motor was 
running at a hot, even speed, and passed without turning an 
inch from its course. The driver was a stalwart woman who sat 
at ease in the front seat and drove her car bareheaded. She left 
a cloud of dust and a trail of gasoline behind her. Her tenant 
threw back his head and sneezed. 

“Whew! I sometimes say I’d as lief be before Mrs. Ericson as 
behind her. She does beat all! Nearly seventy, and never lets 
another soul touch that car. Puts it into commission her-
self every morning, and keeps it tuned up by the hitch-bar 
all day. I never stop work for a drink o’ water that I don’t 
hear her a-churnin’ up the road. I reckon her darter-in-laws 
never sets down easy nowadays. Never know when she’ll pop 
in. Mis’ Otto, she says to me: ‘We’re so afraid that thing’ll 
blow up and do Ma some injury yet, she’s so turrible ven-
turesome.’ Says I: ‘I wouldn’t stew, Mis’ Otto; the old lady’ll 
drive that car to the funeral of every darter-in-law she’s got.’ 
That was after the old woman had jumped a turrible bad 
culvert.” 

The stranger heard vaguely what the old man was saying. 
Just now he was experiencing something very much like home-
sickness, and he was wondering what had brought it about. The 
mention of a name or two, perhaps; the rattle of a wagon along 
a dusty road; the rank, resinous smell of sunflowers and iron-
weed, which the night damp brought up from the draws and 
low places; perhaps, more than all, the dancing lights of the 
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motor that had plunged by. He squared his shoulders with a 
comfortable sense of strength. 

The wagon, as it jolted westward, climbed a pretty steady 
up-grade. The country, receding from the rough river valley, 
swelled more and more gently, as if it had been smoothed out 
by the wind. On one of the last of the rugged ridges, at the end 
of a branch road, stood a grim square house with a tin roof 
and double porches. Behind the house stretched a row of bro-
ken, wind-racked poplars, and down the hill slope to the left 
straggled the sheds and stables. The old man stopped his horses 
where the Ericsons’ road branched across a dry sand creek that 
wound about the foot of the hill. 

“That’s the old lady’s place. Want I should drive in?” “No, 
thank you. I’ll roll out here. Much obliged to you. Good 
night.” 

His passenger stepped down over the front wheel, and the 
old man drove on reluctantly, looking back as if he would like 
to see how the stranger would be received. 

As Nils was crossing the dry creek he heard the restive 
tramp of a horse coming toward him down the hill. Instantly 
he flashed out of the road and stood behind a thicket of wild 
plum bushes that grew in the sandy bed. Peering through the 
dusk, he saw a light horse, under tight rein, descending the hill 
at a sharp walk. The rider was a slender woman—barely visible 
against the dark hillside—wearing an old-fashioned derby hat 
and a long riding skirt. She sat lightly in the saddle, with her 
chin high, and seemed to be looking into the distance. As she 
passed the plum thicket her horse snuffed the air and shied. She 
struck him, pulling him in sharply, with an angry exclamation, 
“Blázne!” in Bohemian. Once in the main road, she let him out 
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into a lope, and they soon emerged upon the crest of high land, 
where they moved along the skyline, silhouetted against the 
band of faint colour that lingered in the west. This horse and 
rider, with their free, rhythmical gallop, were the only moving 
things to be seen on the face of the flat country. They seemed, 
in the last sad light of evening, not to be there accidentally, but 
as an inevitable detail of the landscape. 

Nils watched them until they had shrunk to a mere mov-
ing speck against the sky, then he crossed the sand creek and 
climbed the hill. When he reached the gate the front of the 
house was dark, but a light was shining from the side windows. 
The pigs were squealing in the hog corral, and Nils could see 
a tall boy, who carried two big wooden buckets, moving about 
among them. Halfway between the barn and the house, the 
windmill wheezed lazily. Following the path that ran around 
to the back porch, Nils stopped to look through the screen 
door into the lamplit kitchen. The kitchen was the largest 
room in the house; Nils remembered that his older brothers 
used to give dances there when he was a boy. Beside the stove 
stood a little girl with two light yellow braids and a broad, 
flushed face, peering anxiously into a frying pan. In the 
dining-room beyond, a large, broad-shouldered woman was 
moving about the table. She walked with an active, springy 
step. Her face was heavy and florid, almost without wrinkles, 
and her hair was black at seventy. Nils felt proud of her as he 
watched her deliberate activity; never a momentary hesita-
tion, or a movement that did not tell. He waited until she 
came out into the kitchen and, brushing the child aside, took 
her place at the stove. Then he tapped on the screen door and 
entered. 
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“It’s nobody but Nils, Mother. I expect you weren’t looking 
for me.” 

Mrs. Ericson turned away from the stove and stood staring 
at him. “Bring the lamp, Hilda, and let me look.” 

Nils laughed and unslung his valise. “What’s the matter, 
Mother? Don’t you know me?” 

Mrs. Ericson put down the lamp. “You must be Nils. You 
don’t look very different, anyway.” 

“Nor you, Mother. You hold your own. Don’t you wear 
glasses yet?” 

“Only to read by. Where’s your trunk, Nils?” 
“Oh, I left that in town. I thought it might not be convenient 

for you to have company so near threshing-time.” 
“Don’t be foolish, Nils.” Mrs. Ericson turned back to the  

stove. “I don’t thresh now. I hitched the wheat land onto the 
next farm and have a tenant. Hilda, take some hot water up to 
the company room, and go call little Eric.” 

The tow-haired child, who had been standing in mute 
amazement, took up the tea-kettle and withdrew, giving Nils a 
long, admiring look from the door of the kitchen stairs. 

“Who’s the youngster?” Nils asked, dropping down on the 
bench behind the kitchen stove. 

“One of your Cousin Henrik’s.” 
“How long has Cousin Henrik been dead?” 
“Six years. There are two boys. One stays with Peter and one 

with Anders. Olaf is their guardeen.” 
There was a clatter of pails on the porch, and a tall, lanky 

boy peered wonderingly in through the screen door. He had a 
fair, gentle face and big grey eyes, and wisps of soft yellow hair 
hung down under his cap. Nils sprang up and pulled him into 



T HE  BOHEMI A N  G IRL  / /   115  

the kitchen, hugging him and slapping him on the shoulders. 
“Well, if it isn’t my kid! Look at the size of him! Don’t you know 
me, Eric?” 

The boy reddened under his sunburn and freckles, and 
hung his head. “I guess it’s Nils,” he said shyly. 

“You’re a good guesser,” laughed Nils giving the lad’s hand 
a swing. To himself he was thinking: “That’s why the little girl 
looked so friendly. He’s taught her to like me. He was only six 
when I went away, and he’s remembered for twelve years.” 

Eric stood fumbling with his cap and smiling. “You look just 
like I thought you would,” he ventured. 

“Go wash your hands, Eric,” called Mrs. Ericson. “I’ve got 
cob corn for supper, Nils. You used to like it. I guess you don’t 
get much of that in the old country. Here’s Hilda; she’ll take  
you up to your room. You’ll want to get the dust off you before 
you eat.” 

Mrs. Ericson went into the dining-room to lay another 
plate, and the little girl came up and nodded to Nils as if to let 
him know that his room was ready. He put out his hand and she 
took it, with a startled glance up at his face. Little Eric dropped 
his towel, threw an arm about Nils and one about Hilda, gave 
them a clumsy squeeze, and then stumbled out to the porch. 

During supper Nils heard exactly how much land each of 
his eight grown brothers farmed, how their crops were com-
ing on, and how much livestock they were feeding. His mother 
watched him narrowly as she talked. “You’ve got better look-
ing, Nils,” she remarked abruptly, whereupon he grinned and 
the children giggled. Eric, although he was eighteen and as tall 
as Nils, was always accounted a child, being the last of so many 
sons. His face seemed childlike, too, Nils thought, and he had 
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the open, wandering eyes of a little boy. All the others had been 
men at his age. 

After supper Nils went out to the front porch and sat down 
on the step to smoke a pipe. Mrs. Ericson drew a rocking-chair 
up near him and began to knit busily. It was one of the few Old 
World customs she had kept up, for she could not bear to sit 
with idle hands. 

“Where’s little Eric, Mother?” 
“He’s helping Hilda with the dishes. He does it of his own 

will; I don’t like a boy to be too handy about the house.” 
“He seems like a nice kid.” 
“He’s very obedient.” 
Nils smiled a little in the dark. It was just as well to shift the 

line of conversation. “What are you knitting there, Mother?” 
“Baby stockings. The boys keep me busy.” Mrs. Ericson 

chuckled and clicked her needles. 
“How many grandchildren have you?” 
“Only thirty-one now. Olaf lost his three. They were sickly, 

like their mother.” 
“I supposed he had a second crop by this time!” 
“His second wife has no children. She’s too proud. She tears 

about on horseback all the time. But she’ll get caught up with, 
yet. She sets herself very high, though nobody knows what for. 
They were low enough Bohemians she came of. I never thought 
much of Bohemians; always drinking.” 

Nils puffed away at his pipe in silence, and Mrs. Ericson knit-
ted on. In a few moments she added grimly: “She was down 
here tonight, just before you came. She’d like to quarrel with 
me and come between me and Olaf, but I don’t give her the 
chance. I suppose you’ll be bringing a wife home some day.” 
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“I don’t know. I’ve never thought much about it.” 
“Well, perhaps it’s best as it is,” suggested Mrs. Ericson hopefully. 

“You’d never be contented tied down to the land. There was rov-
ing blood in your father’s family, and it’s come out in you. I expect 
your own way of life suits you best.” Mrs. Ericson had dropped into 
a blandly agreeable tone which Nils well remembered. It seemed 
to amuse him a good deal and his white teeth flashed behind his 
pipe. His mother’s strategies had always diverted him, even when 
he was a boy—they were so flimsy and patent, so illy proportioned 
to her vigor and force. “They’ve been waiting to see which way I’d 
jump,” he reflected. He felt that Mrs. Ericson was pondering his 
case deeply as she sat clicking her needles. 

“I don’t suppose you’ve ever got used to steady work,” she 
went on presently. “Men ain’t apt to if they roam around too 
long. It’s a pity you didn’t come back the year after the World’s 
Fair. Your father picked up a good bit of land cheap then, in the 
hard times, and I expect maybe he’d have give you a farm. It’s 
too bad you put off comin’ back so long, for I always thought he 
meant to do something by you.” 

Nils laughed and shook the ashes out of his pipe. “I’d have 
missed a lot if I had come back then. But I’m sorry I didn’t get 
back to see father.” 

“Well, I suppose we have to miss things at one end or the 
other. Perhaps you are as well satisfied with your own do-
ings, now, as you’d have been with a farm,” said Mrs. Ericson 
reassuringly. 

“Land’s a good thing to have,” Nils commented, as he lit an-
other match and sheltered it with his hand. 

His mother looked sharply at his face until the match burned 
out. “Only when you stay on it!” she hastened to say. 
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Eric came round the house by the path just then, and Nils 
rose, with a yawn. “Mother, if you don’t mind, Eric and I will 
take a little tramp before bedtime. It will make me sleep.” 

“Very well; only don’t stay long. I’ll sit up and wait for you. I 
like to lock up myself.” 

Nils put his hand on Eric’s shoulder, and the two tramped 
down the hill and across the sand creek into the dusty highroad 
beyond. Neither spoke. They swung along at an even gait, Nils 
puffing at his pipe. There was no moon, and the white road and 
the wide fields lay faint in the starlight. Over everything was 
darkness and thick silence, and the smell of dust and sunfl ow-
ers. The brothers followed the road for a mile or more without 
finding a place to sit down. Finally, Nils perched on a stile over 
the wire fence, and Eric sat on the lower step. 

“I began to think you never would come back, Nils,” said the 
boy softly. 

“Didn’t I promise you I would?” 
“Yes; but  people don’t bother about promises they make to 

babies. Did you really know you were going away for good when 
you went to Chicago with the cattle that time?” 

“I thought it very likely, if I could make my way.” 
“I don’t see how you did it, Nils. Not many fellows could.” 

Eric rubbed his shoulder against his brother’s knee. 
“The hard thing was leaving home—you and father. It was 

easy enough, once I got beyond Chicago. Of course I got aw-
ful homesick; used to cry myself to sleep. But I’d burned my 
bridges.” 

“You had always wanted to go, hadn’t you?” 
“Always. Do you still sleep in our little room? Is that cot-

tonwood still by the window?” 
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Eric nodded eagerly and smiled up at his brother in the grey 
darkness. 

“You remember how we always said the leaves were whis-
pering when they rustled at night? Well, they always whispered 
to me about the sea. Sometimes they said names out of the ge-
ography books. In a high wind they had a desperate sound, like 
someone trying to tear loose.” 

“How funny, Nils,” said Eric dreamily, resting his chin on his 
hand. “That tree still talks like that, and ’most always it talks to 
me about you.” 

They sat a while longer, watching the stars. At last Eric whis-
pered anxiously: “Hadn’t we better go back now? Mother will  
get tired waiting for us.” They rose and took a short cut home, 
through the pasture. 

II 

The next morning Nils woke with the first flood of light that 
came with dawn. The white-plastered walls of his room re-
flected the glare that shone through the thin window shades, 
and he found it impossible to sleep. He dressed hurriedly and 
slipped down the hall and up the back stairs to the half-story 
room which he used to share with his little brother. Eric, in a 
skimpy nightshirt, was sitting on the edge of the bed, rubbing 
his eyes, his pale yellow hair standing up in tufts all over his 
head. When he saw Nils, he murmured something confusedly 
and hustled his long legs into his trousers. “I didn’t expect you’d 
be up so early, Nils,” he said, as his head emerged from his blue 
shirt. 
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“Oh, you thought I was a dude, did you?” Nils gave him 
a playful tap which bent the tall boy up like a clasp knife. 
“See here; I must teach you to box.” Nils thrust his hands 
into his pockets and walked about. “You haven’t changed 
things much up here. Got most of my old traps, haven’t  
you?” 

He took down a bent, withered piece of sapling that hung 
over the dresser. “If this isn’t the stick Lou Sandberg killed him-
self with!” 

The boy looked up from his shoe-lacing. 
“Yes; you never used to let me play with that. Just how did 

he do it, Nils? You were with father when he found Lou, weren’t 
you?” 

“Yes. Father was going off to preach somewhere, and, as we 
drove along, Lou’s place looked sort of forlorn, and we thought 
we’d stop and cheer him up. When we found him father said 
he’d been dead a  couple days. He’d tied a piece of binding twine 
round his neck, made a noose in each end, fixed the nooses 
over the ends of a bent stick, and let the stick spring straight; 
strangled himself.” 

“What made him kill himself such a silly way?” 
The simplicity of the boy’s question set Nils laughing. He 

clapped little Eric on the shoulder. “What made him such a silly 
as to kill himself at all, I should say!” 

“Oh, well! But his hogs had the cholera, and all up and died 
on him, didn’t they?” 

“Sure they did; but he didn’t have cholera; and there were 
plenty of hogs left in the world, weren’t there?” 

“Well, but, if they weren’t his, how could they do him any 
good?” Eric asked, in astonishment. 
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“Oh, scat! He could have had lots of fun with other  people’s 
hogs. He was a chump, Lou Sandberg. To kill yourself for a 
pig—think of that, now!” Nils laughed all the way downstairs, 
and quite embarrassed little Eric, who fell to scrubbing his face 
and hands at the tin basin. While he was parting his wet hair at 
the kitchen looking glass, a heavy tread sounded on the stairs. 
The boy dropped his comb. “Gracious, there’s Mother. We must 
have talked too long.” He hurried out to the shed, slipped on his 
overalls, and disappeared with the milking pails. 

Mrs. Ericson came in, wearing a clean white apron, her black 
hair shining from the application of a wet brush. 

“Good morning, Mother. Can’t I make the fire for you?” 
“No, thank you, Nils. It’s no trouble to make a cob fire, and 

I like to manage the kitchen stove myself.” Mrs. Ericson paused 
with a shovel full of ashes in her hand. “I expect you will be 
wanting to see your brothers as soon as possible. I’ll take you up 
to Anders’ place this morning. He’s threshing, and most of our 
boys are over there.” 

“Will Olaf be there?” 
Mrs. Ericson went on taking out the ashes, and spoke be-

tween shovels. “No; Olaf ’s wheat is all in, put away in his new 
barn. He got six thousand bushel this year. He’s going to town 
today to get men to finish roofing his barn.” 

“So Olaf is building a new barn?” Nils asked absently. 
“Biggest one in the county, and almost done. You’ll likely 

be here for the barn-raising. He’s going to have a supper and a 
dance as soon as everybody’s done threshing. Says it keeps the 
voters in good humour. I tell him that’s all nonsense; but Olaf 
has a head for politics.” 

“Does Olaf farm all Cousin Henrik’s land?” 
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Mrs. Ericson frowned as she blew into the faint smoke curl-
ing up about the cobs. “Yes; he holds it in trust for the children, 
Hilda and her brothers. He keeps strict account of everything 
he raises on it, and puts the proceeds out at compound interest 
for them.” 

Nils smiled as he watched the little flames shoot up. The 
door of the back stairs opened, and Hilda emerged, her arms 
behind her, buttoning up her long gingham apron as she came. 
He nodded to her gaily, and she twinkled at him out of her little 
blue eyes, set far apart over her wide cheekbones. 

“There, Hilda, you grind the coffee—and just put in an ex-
tra handful; I expect your Cousin Nils likes his strong,” said 
Mrs. Ericson, as she went out to the shed. 

Nils turned to look at the little girl, who gripped the coffee 
grinder between her knees and ground so hard that her two 
braids bobbed and her face flushed under its broad spattering of 
freckles. He noticed on her middle finger something that had 
not been there last night, and that had evidently been put on 
for company: a tiny gold ring with a clumsily set garnet stone. 
As her hand went round and round he touched the ring with 
the tip of his finger, smiling. 

Hilda glanced toward the shed door through which Mrs. 
Ericson had disappeared. “My Cousin Clara gave me that,” she 
whispered bashfully. “She’s Cousin Olaf ’s wife.” 



III 
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Mrs. Olaf Ericson—Clara Vavrika, as many people still called 
her—was moving restlessly about her big bare house that 
morning. Her husband had left for the county town before his 
wife was out of bed—her lateness in rising was one of the many 
things the Ericson family had against her. Clara seldom came 
downstairs before eight o’clock, and this morning she was even 
later, for she had dressed with unusual care. She put on, how-
ever, only a tight-fi tting black dress, which  people thereabouts 
thought very plain. She was a tall, dark woman of thirty, with 
a rather sallow complexion and a touch of dull salmon red in 
her cheeks, where the blood seemed to burn under her brown 
skin. Her hair, parted evenly above her low forehead, was so 
black that there were distinctly blue lights in it. Her black eye-
brows were delicate half-moons and her lashes were long and 
heavy. Her eyes slanted a little, as if she had a strain of Tartar 
or gypsy blood, and were sometimes full of fiery determination 
and sometimes dull and opaque. Her expression was never al-
together amiable; was often, indeed, distinctly sullen, or, when 
she was animated, sarcastic. She was most attractive in profile, 
for then one saw to advantage her small, well-shaped head and 
delicate ears, and felt at once that here was a very positive, if not 
an altogether pleasing, personality. 

The entire management of Mrs. Olaf ’s household devolved 
upon her aunt, Johanna Vavrika, a superstitious, doting woman 
of fifty. When Clara was a little girl her mother died, and Jo-
hanna’s life had been spent in ungrudging service to her niece. 
Clara, like many self-willed and discontented persons, was re-
ally very apt, without knowing it, to do as other  people told her, 
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and to let her destiny be decided for her by intelligences much 
below her own. It was her Aunt Johanna who had humoured 
and spoiled her in her girlhood, who had got her off to Chicago 
to study piano, and who had finally persuaded her to marry 
Olaf Ericson as the best match she would be likely to make 
in that part of the country. Johanna Vavrika had been deeply 
scarred by smallpox in the old country. She was short and fat, 
homely and jolly and sentimental. She was so broad, and took 
such short steps when she walked, that her brother, Joe Vavrika, 
always called her his duck. She adored her niece because of her 
talent, because of her good looks and masterful ways, but most 
of all because of her selfishness. 

Clara’s marriage with Olaf Ericson was Johanna’s particular 
triumph. She was inordinately proud of Olaf ’s position, and she 
found a sufficiently exciting career in managing Clara’s house, 
in keeping it above the criticism of the Ericsons, in pampering 
Olaf to keep him from fi nding fault with his wife, and in con-
cealing from every one Clara’s domestic infelicities. While Clara 
slept of a morning, Johanna Vavrika was bustling about, seeing 
that Olaf and the men had their breakfast, and that the cleaning 
or the butter-making or the washing was properly begun by the 
two girls in the kitchen. Then, at about eight o’clock, she would 
take Clara’s coffee up to her, and chat with her while she drank 
it, telling her what was going on in the house. Old Mrs. Eric-
son frequently said that her daughter-in-law would not know 
what day of the week it was if Johanna did not tell her every 
morning. Mrs. Ericson despised and pitied Johanna, but did not 
wholly dislike her. The one thing she hated in her daughter-
in-law above everything else was the way in which Clara could 
come it over  people. It enraged her that the aff airs of her son’s 
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big, barnlike house went on as well as they did, and she used to 
feel that in this world we have to wait overlong to see the guilty 
punished. “Suppose Johanna Vavrika died or got sick?” the old 
lady used to say to Olaf. “Your wife wouldn’t know where to 
look for her own dish-cloth.” Olaf only shrugged his shoulders. 
The fact remained that Johanna did not die, and, although Mrs. 
Ericson often told her she was looking poorly, she was never ill. 
She seldom left the house, and she slept in a little room off the 
kitchen. No Ericson, by night or day, could come prying about 
there to find fault without her knowing it. Her one weakness 
was that she was an incurable talker, and she sometimes made 
trouble without meaning to. 

This morning Clara was tying a wine-coloured ribbon about 
her throat when Johanna appeared with her coffee. After put-
ting the tray on a sewing table, she began to make Clara’s bed, 
chattering the while in Bohemian. 

“Well, Olaf got off  early, and the girls are baking. I’m going 
down presently to make some poppy-seed bread for Olaf. He 
asked for prune preserves at breakfast, and I told him I was out 
of them, and to bring some prunes and honey and cloves from 
town.” 

Clara poured her coffee. “Ugh! I don’t see how men can eat 
so much sweet stuff. In the morning, too!” 

Her aunt chuckled knowingly. “Bait a bear with honey, as 
we say in the old country.” 

“Was he cross?” her niece asked indifferently. 
“Olaf? Oh, no! He was in fine spirits. He’s never cross if you 

know how to take him. I never knew a man to make so little 
fuss about bills. I gave him a list of things to get a yard long, and 
he didn’t say a word; just folded it up and put it in his pocket.” 
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“I can well believe he didn’t say a word,” Clara remarked 
with a shrug. “Some day he’ll forget how to talk.” 

“Oh, but they say he’s a grand speaker in the Legislature. He 
knows when to keep quiet. That’s why he’s got such influence 
in politics. The  people have confidence in him.” Johanna beat 
up a pillow and held it under her fat chin while she slipped on 
the case. Her niece laughed. 

“Maybe we could make people believe we were wise, Aunty, 
if we held our tongues. Why did you tell Mrs. Ericson that Nor-
man threw me again last Saturday and turned my foot? She’s 
been talking to Olaf.” 

Johanna fell into great confusion. “Oh, but, my precious, the 
old lady asked for you, and she’s always so angry if I can’t give 
an excuse. Anyhow, she needn’t talk; she’s always tearing up 
something with that motor of hers.” 

When her aunt clattered down to the kitchen, Clara went 
to dust the parlour. Since there was not much there to dust, 
this did not take very long. Olaf had built the house new for 
her before their marriage, but her interest in furnishing it had 
been short-lived. It went, indeed, little beyond a bathtub and 
her piano. They had disagreed about almost every other arti-
cle of furniture, and Clara had said she would rather have her 
house empty then full of things she didn’t want. The house was 
set in a hillside, and the west windows of the parlour looked 
out above the kitchen yard thirty feet below. The east windows 
opened directly into the front yard. At one of the latter, Clara, 
while she was dusting, heard a low whistle. She did not turn at 
once, but listened intently as she drew her cloth slowly along 
the round of a chair. Yes, there it was: 
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I dreamt that I dwelt in ma-a-arble halls. 

She turned and saw Nils Ericson laughing in the sunlight, 
his hat in his hand, just outside the window. As she crossed the 
room he leaned against the wire screen. “Aren’t you at all sur-
prised to see me, Clara Vavrika?” 

“No; I was expecting to see you. Mother Ericson telephoned 
Olaf last night that you were here.” 

Nils squinted and gave a long whistle. “Telephoned? That  
must have been while Eric and I were out walking. Isn’t she en-
terprising? Lift this screen, won’t you?” 

Clara lifted the screen, and Nils swung his leg across the 
window-sill. As he stepped into the room she said: “You didn’t 
think you were going to get ahead of your mother, did you?” 

He threw his hat on the piano. “Oh, I do sometimes. You see, 
I’m ahead of her now. I’m supposed to be in Anders’ wheat-field. 
But, as we were leaving, Mother ran her car into a soft place be-
side the road and sank up to the hubs. While they were going 
for the horses to pull her out, I cut away behind the stacks and 
escaped.” Nils chuckled. Clara’s dull eyes lit up as she looked at 
him admiringly. 

“You’ve got them guessing already. I don’t know what your 
mother said to Olaf over the telephone, but he came back look-
ing as if he’d seen a ghost, and he didn’t go to bed until a dread-
ful hour—ten o’clock, I should think. He sat out on the porch 
in the dark like a graven image. It had been one of his talkative 
days, too.” They both laughed, easily and lightly, like people 
who have laughed a great deal together; but they remained 
standing. 
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“Anders and Otto and Peter looked as if they had seen 
ghosts, too, over in the threshing field. What’s the matter with 
them all?” 

Clara gave him a quick, searching look. “Well, for one thing, 
they’ve always been afraid you have the other will.” 

Nils looked interested. “The other will?” 
“Yes. A later one. They knew your father made another, but 

they never knew what he did with it. They almost tore the old 
house to pieces looking for it. They always suspected that he 
carried on a clandestine correspondence with you, for the one 
thing he would do was to get his own mail himself. So they 
thought he might have sent the new will to you for safekeeping. 
The old one, leaving everything to your mother, was made long 
before you went away, and it’s understood among them that it 
cuts you out—that she will leave all the property to the others. 
Your father made the second will to prevent that. I’ve been hop-
ing you had it. It would be such fun to spring it on them.” Clara 
laughed mirthfully, a thing she did not often do now. 

Nils shook his head reprovingly. “Come, now, you’re 
malicious.” 

“No, I’m not. But I’d like something to happen to stir them 
all up, just for once. There never was such a family for having 
nothing ever happen to them but dinner and threshing. I’d al-
most be willing to die, just to have a funeral. You wouldn’t stand 
it for three weeks.” 

Nils bent over the piano and began pecking at the keys with 
the finger of one hand. “I wouldn’t? My dear young lady, how do 
you know what I can stand? Yo u wouldn’t wait to find out.” 

Clara flushed darkly and frowned. “I didn’t believe you 
would ever come back—” she said defiantly. 
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“Eric believed I would, and he was only a baby when I went 
away. However, all’s well that ends well, and I haven’t come back 
to be a skeleton at the feast. We mustn’t quarrel. Mother will be 
here with a search warrant pretty soon.” He swung round and 
faced her, thrusting his hands into his coat pockets. “Come, 
you ought to be glad to see me, if you want something to hap-
pen. I’m something, even without a will. We can have a little 
fun, can’t we? I think we can!” 

She echoed him, “I think we can!” They both laughed and 
their eyes sparkled. Clara Vavrika looked ten years younger 
than when she had put the velvet ribbon about her throat that 
morning. 

“You know, I’m so tickled to see mother,” Nils went on. “I 
didn’t know I was so proud of her. A regular pile driver. How 
about little pigtails, down at the house? Is Olaf doing the square 
thing by those children?” 

Clara frowned pensively. “Olaf has to do something that 
looks like the square thing, now that he’s a public man!” She 
glanced drolly at Nils. “But he makes a good commission out of 
it. On Sundays they all get together here and figure. He lets Pe-
ter and Anders put in big bills for the keep of the two boys, and 
he pays them out of the estate. They are always having what 
they call accountings. Olaf gets something out of it, too. I don’t 
know just how they do it, but it’s entirely a family matter, as 
they say. And when the Ericsons say that—” Clara lifted her 
eyebrows. 

Just then the angry honk-honk of an approaching motor 
sounded from down the road. Their eyes met and they began 
to laugh. They laughed as children do when they can not con-
tain themselves, and can not explain the cause of their mirth 
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to grown  people, but share it perfectly together. When Clara 
Vavrika sat down at the piano after he was gone, she felt that she 
had laughed away a dozen years. She practised as if the house 
were burning over her head. 

When Nils greeted his mother and climbed into the front 
seat of the motor beside her, Mrs. Ericson looked grim, but she 
made no comment upon his truancy until she had turned her 
car and was retracing her revolutions along the road that ran by 
Olaf ’s big pasture. Then she remarked dryly: 

“If I were you I wouldn’t see too much of Olaf ’s wife while 
you are here. She’s the kind of woman who can’t see much of 
men without getting herself talked about. She was a good deal 
talked about before he married her.” 

“Hasn’t Olaf tamed her?” Nils asked indifferently. 
Mrs. Ericson shrugged her massive shoulders. “Olaf don’t 

seem to have much luck, when it comes to wives. The first one 
was meek enough, but she was always ailing. And this one has 
her own way. He says if he quarreled with her she’d go back to 
her father, and then he’d lose the Bohemian vote. There are a 
great many Bohunks in this district. But when you find a man 
under his wife’s thumb you can always be sure there’s a soft spot 
in him somewhere.” 

Nils thought of his own father, and smiled. “She brought 
him a good deal of money, didn’t she, besides the Bohemian  
vote?” 

Mrs. Ericson sniffed. “Well, she has a fair half section in her 
own name, but I can’t see as that does Olaf much good. She 
will have a good deal of property some day, if old Vavrika don’t 
marry again. But I don’t consider a saloonkeeper’s money as 
good as other  people’s money.” 
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Nils laughed outright. “Come, Mother, don’t let your preju-
dices carry you that far. Money’s money. Old Vavrika’s a mighty 
decent sort of saloonkeeper. Nothing rowdy about him.” 

Mrs. Ericson spoke up angrily. “Oh, I know you always stood 
up for them! But hanging around there when you were a boy 
never did you any good, Nils, nor any of the other boys who 
went there. There weren’t so many after her when she married 
Olaf, let me tell you. She knew enough to grab her chance.” 

Nils settled back in his seat. “Of course I liked to go there, 
Mother, and you were always cross about it. You never took the 
trouble to find out that it was the one jolly house in this country 
for a boy to go to. All the rest of you were working yourselves 
to death, and the houses were mostly a mess, full of babies and 
washing and fl ies. Oh, it was all right—I understand that; but 
you are young only once, and I happened to be young then. 
Now, Vavrika’s was always jolly. He played the violin, and I used 
to take my flute, and Clara played the piano, and Johanna used 
to sing Bohemian songs. She always had a big supper for us— 
herrings and pickles and poppy-seed bread, and lots of cake and 
preserves. Old Joe had been in the army in the old country, and 
he could tell lots of good stories. I can see him cutting bread, 
at the head of the table, now. I don’t know what I’d have done 
when I was a kid if it hadn’t been for the Vavrikas, really.” 

“And all the time he was taking money that other  people 
had worked hard in the fields for,” Mrs. Ericson observed. 

“So do the circuses, Mother, and they’re a good thing. People 
ought to get fun for some of their money. Even father liked old Joe.” 

“Your father,” Mrs. Ericson said grimly, “liked everybody.” 
As they crossed the sand creek and turned into her own 

place, Mrs. Ericson observed, “There’s Olaf ’s buggy. He’s stopped 
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on his way from town.” Nils shook himself and prepared to 
greet his brother, who was waiting on the porch. 

Olaf was a big, heavy Norwegian, slow of speech and move-
ment. His head was large and square, like a block of wood. When 
Nils, at a distance, tried to remember what his brother looked 
like, he could recall only his heavy head, high forehead, large 
nostrils, and pale blue eyes, set far apart. Olaf ’s features were 
rudimentary: the thing one noticed was the face itself, wide and 
flat and pale; devoid of any expression, betraying his fifty years 
as little as it betrayed anything else, and powerful by reason of 
its very stolidness. When Olaf shook hands with Nils he looked 
at him from under his light eyebrows, but Nils felt that no one 
could ever say what that pale look might mean. The one thing 
he had always felt in Olaf was a heavy stubbornness, like the 
unyielding stickiness of wet loam against the plow. He had al-
ways found Olaf the most difficult of his brothers. 

“How do you do, Nils? Expect to stay with us long?” 
“Oh, I may stay forever,” Nils answered gaily. “I like this  

country better than I used to.” 
“There’s been some work put into it since you left,” Olaf  

remarked. 
“Exactly. I think it’s about ready to live in now—and I’m 

about ready to settle down.” Nils saw his brother lower his big 
head (“Exactly like a bull,” he thought). “Mother’s been per-
suading me to slow down now, and go in for farming,” he went 
on lightly. 

Olaf made a deep sound in his throat. “Farming ain’t learned 
in a day,” he brought out, still looking at the ground. 

“Oh, I know! But I pick things up quickly.” Nils had not 
meant to antagonize his brother, and he did not know now why 
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he was doing it. “Of course,” he went on, “I shouldn’t expect to 
make a big success, as you fellows have done. But then, I’m not 
ambitious. I won’t want much. A little land, and some cattle, 
maybe.” 

Olaf still stared at the ground, his head down. He wanted to 
ask Nils what he had been doing all these years, that he didn’t 
have a business somewhere he couldn’t aff ord to leave; why he 
hadn’t more pride than to come back with only a little sole-
leather trunk to show for himself, and to present himself as the 
only failure in the family. He did not ask one of these questions, 
but he made them all felt distinctly. 

“Humph!” Nils thought. “No wonder the man never talks, 
when he can butt his ideas into you like that without ever say-
ing a word. I suppose he uses that kind of smokeless powder on 
his wife all the time. But I guess she has her innings.” He chuck-
led, and Olaf looked up. “Never mind me, Olaf. I laugh without 
knowing why, like little Eric. He’s another cheerful dog.” 

“Eric,” said Olaf slowly, “is a spoiled kid. He’s just let his 
mother’s best cow go dry because he don’t milk her right. I was 
hoping you’d take him away somewhere and put him into busi-
ness. If he don’t do any good among strangers, he never will.” 
This was a long speech for Olaf, and as he finished it he climbed 
into his buggy. 

Nils shrugged his shoulders. “Same old tricks,” he thought. 
“Hits from behind you every time. What a whale of a man!” He 
turned and went round to the kitchen, where his mother was 
scolding little Eric for letting the gasoline get low. 
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IV 

Joe Vavrika’s saloon was not in the county seat, where Olaf and 
Mrs. Ericson did their trading, but in a cheerfuller place, a little 
Bohemian settlement which lay at the other end of the county, 
ten level miles north of Olaf ’s farm. Clara rode up to see her 
father almost every day. Vavrika’s house was, so to speak, in the 
back yard of his saloon. The garden between the two buildings 
was in closed by a high board fence as tight as a partition, and in 
summer Joe kept beer tables and wooden benches among the 
gooseberry bushes under his little cherry tree. At one of these 
tables Nils Ericson was seated in the late afternoon, three days 
after his return home. Joe had gone in to serve a customer, and 
Nils was lounging on his elbows, looking rather mournfully 
into his half-emptied pitcher, when he heard a laugh across the 
little garden. Clara, in her riding habit, was standing at the back 
door of the house, under the grapevine trellis that old Joe had 
grown there long ago. Nils rose. 

“Come out and keep your father and me company. We’ve 
been gossiping all afternoon. Nobody to bother us but the 

She shook her head. “No, I never come out here any more. 
Olaf doesn’t like it. I must live up to my position, you know.” 

“You mean to tell me you never come out and chat with 
the boys, as you used to? He has tamed you! Who keeps up these 
fl ower-beds?” 

“I come out on Sundays, when father is alone, and read the 
Bohemian papers to him. But I am never here when the bar is 
open. What have you two been doing?” 

”.fl ies 
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“Talking, as I told you. I’ve been telling him about my trav-
els. I find I can’t talk much at home, not even to Eric.” 

Clara reached up and poked with her riding-whip at a white 
moth that was fluttering in the sunlight among the vine leaves. 
“I suppose you will never tell me about all those things.” 

“Where can I tell them? Not in Olaf ’s house, certainly. 
What’s the matter with our talking here?” He pointed persua-
sively with his hat to the bushes and the green table, where the 
flies were singing lazily above the empty beer glasses. 

Clara shook her head weakly. “No, it wouldn’t do. Besides, I 
am going now.” 

“I’m on Eric’s mare. Would you be angry if I overtook you?” 
Clara looked back and laughed. “You might try and see. I 

can leave you if I don’t want you. Eric’s mare can’t keep up with 
Norman.” 

Nils went into the bar and attempted to pay his score. Big 
Joe, six feet four, with curly yellow hair and mustache, clapped 
him on the shoulder. “Not a Goddamn a your money go in my 
drawer, you hear? Only next time you bring your flute, te-te-te-
te-te-ty.” Joe wagged his fingers in imitation of the flute player’s 
position. “My Clara, she come all-a-time Sundays an’ play for 
me. She not like to play at Ericson’s place.” He shook his yel-
low curls and laughed. “Not a Goddamn a fun at Ericson’s. You 
come a Sunday. You like-a fun. No forget de flute.” Joe talked 
very rapidly and always tumbled over his English. He seldom 
spoke it to his customers, and had never learned much. 

Nils swung himself into the saddle and trotted to the west of 
the village, where the houses and gardens scattered into prairie 
land and the road turned south. Far ahead of him, in the de-
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clining light, he saw Clara Vavrika’s slender figure, loitering on 
horseback. He touched his mare with the whip, and shot along 
the white, level road, under the reddening sky. When he over-
took Olaf ’s wife he saw that she had been crying. “What’s the 
matter, Clara Vavrika?” he asked kindly. 

“Oh, I get blue sometimes. It was awfully jolly living there 
with father. I wonder why I ever went away.” 

Nils spoke in a low, kind tone that he sometimes used with 
women: “That’s what I’ve been wondering these many years. 
You were the last girl in the country I’d have picked for a wife 
for Olaf. What made you do it, Clara?” 

“I suppose I really did it to oblige the neighbours”—Clara 
tossed her head.  “People were beginning to wonder.” 

“To wonder?” 
“Yes—why I didn’t get married. I suppose I didn’t like to 

keep them in suspense. I’ve discovered that most girls marry  
out of consideration for the neighbourhood.” 

Nils bent his head toward her and his white teeth flashed. 
“I’d have gambled that one girl I knew would say, ‘Let the neigh-
bourhood be damned.’ ” 

Clara shook her head mournfully. “You see, they have it on 
you, Nils; that is, if you’re a woman. They say you’re beginning 
to go off. That’s what makes us get married: we can’t stand the 
laugh.” 

Nils looked sidewise at her. He had never seen her head  
droop before. Resignation was the last thing he would have ex-
pected of her. “In your case, there wasn’t something else?” 

“Something else?” 
“I mean, you didn’t do it to spite somebody? Somebody who 

didn’t come back?” 
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Clara drew herself up. “Oh, I never thought you’d come 
back. Not after I stopped writing to you, at least. That was all 
over, long before I married Olaf.” 

“It never occurred to you, then, that the meanest thing you 
could do to me was to marry Olaf?” 

Clara laughed. “No; I didn’t know you were so fond of  
Olaf.” 

Nils smoothed his horse’s mane with his glove. “You know, 
Clara Vavrika, you are never going to stick it out. You’ll cut 
away some day, and I’ve been thinking you might as well cut 
away with me.” 

Clara threw up her chin. “Oh, you don’t know me as well 
as you think. I won’t cut away. Sometimes, when I’m with fa-
ther, I feel like it. But I can hold out as long as the Ericsons can. 
They’ve never got the best of me yet, and one can live, so long 
as one isn’t beaten. If I go back to father, it’s all up with Olaf in 
politics. He knows that, and he never goes much beyond sulk-
ing. I’ve as much wit as the Ericsons. I’ll never leave them unless 
I can show them a thing or two.” 

“You mean unless you can come it over them?” 
“Yes—unless I go away with a man who is cleverer than 

they are, and who has more money.” 
Nils whistled. “Dear me, you are demanding a good deal. 

The Ericsons, take the lot of them, are a bunch to beat. But I 
should think the excitement of tormenting them would have 
worn off by this time.” 

“It has, I’m afraid,” Clara admitted mournfully. 
“Then why don’t you cut away? There are more amusing 

games than this in the world. When I came home I thought it 
might amuse me to bully a few quarter sections out of the Eric-
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sons; but I’ve almost decided I can get more fun for my money 
somewhere else.” 

Clara took in her breath sharply. “Ah, you have got the other 
will! That was why you came home!” 

“No, it wasn’t. I came home to see how you were getting on 
with Olaf.” 

Clara struck her horse with the whip, and in a bound she 
was far ahead of him. Nils dropped one word, “Damn!” and 
whipped after her; but she leaned forward in her saddle and 
fairly cut the wind. Her long riding skirt rippled in the still air 
behind her. The sun was just sinking behind the stubble in a 
vast, clear sky, and the shadows drew across the fields so rap-
idly that Nils could scarcely keep in sight the dark figure on the 
road. When he overtook her he caught her horse by the bridle. 
Norman reared, and Nils was frightened for her; but Clara kept 
her seat. 

“Let me go, Nils Ericson!” she cried. “I hate you more than 
any of them. You were created to torture me, the whole tribe of 
you—to make me suffer in every possible way.” 

She struck her horse again and galloped away from him. 
Nils set his teeth and looked thoughtful. He rode slowly home 
along the deserted road, watching the stars come out in the 
clear violet sky. They flashed softly into the limpid heavens, like 
jewels let fall into clear water. They were a reproach, he felt, to a 
sordid world. As he turned across the sand creek, he looked up 
at the North Star and smiled, as if there were an understand-
ing between them. His mother scolded him for being late for 
supper. 
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V 

On Sunday afternoon Joe Vavrika, in his shirt sleeves and carpet 
slippers, was sitting in his garden, smoking a long-tasseled por-
celain pipe with a hunting scene painted on the bowl. Clara sat 
under the cherry tree, reading aloud to him from the weekly 
Bohemian papers. She had worn a white muslin dress under 
her riding habit, and the leaves of the cherry tree threw a pat-
tern of sharp shadows over her skirt. The black cat was dozing 
in the sunlight at her feet, and Joe’s dachshund was scratching 
a hole under the scarlet geraniums and dreaming of badgers. 
Joe was filling his pipe for the third time since dinner, when he 
heard a knocking on the fence. He broke into a loud guffaw and 
unlatched the little door that led into the street. He did not call 
Nils by name, but caught him by the hand and dragged him in. 
Clara stiffened and the colour deepened under her dark skin. 
Nils, too, felt a little awkward. He had not seen her since the 
night when she rode away from him and left him alone on the 
level road between the fields. Joe dragged him to the wooden 
bench beside the green table. 

“You bring de flute,” he cried, tapping the leather case under 
Nils’ arm. “Ah, das-a good! Now we have some liddle fun like 
old times. I got somet’ing good for you.” Joe shook his finger 
at Nils and winked his blue eye, a bright clear eye, full of fire, 
though the tiny bloodvessels on the ball were always a little dis-
tended. “I got somet’ing for you from”—he paused and waved 
his hand—“Hongarie. You know Hon-garie? You wait!” He 
pushed Nils down on the bench, and went through the back 
door of his saloon. 
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Nils looked at Clara, who sat frigidly with her white skirts 
drawn tight about her. “He didn’t tell you he had asked me to 
come, did he? He wanted a party and proceeded to arrange it. 
Isn’t he fun? Don’t be cross; let’s give him a good time.” 

Clara smiled and shook out her skirt. “Isn’t that like father? 
And he has sat here so meekly all day. Well, I won’t pout. I’m 
glad you came. He doesn’t have very many good times now any 
more. There are so few of his kind left. The second generation 
are a tame lot.” 

Joe came back with a flask in one hand and three wine 
glasses caught by the stems between the fingers of the other. 
These he placed on the table with an air of ceremony, and, 
going behind Nils, held the flask between him and the sun, 
squinting into it admiringly. “You know dis, Tokai? A great 
friend of mine, he bring dis to me, a present out of Hongarie. 
You know how much it cost, dis wine? Chust so much what it 
weigh in gold. Nobody but de nobles drink him in Bohemie. 
Many, many years I save him up, dis Tokai.” Joe whipped out 
his official corkscrew and delicately removed the cork. “De old 
man die what bring him to me, an’ dis wine he lay on his belly 
in my cellar an’ sleep. An’ now,” carefully pouring out the 
heavy yellow wine, “an’ now he wake up; and maybe he wake 
us up, too!” He carried one of the glasses to his daughter and 
presented it with great gallantry. 

Clara shook her head, but, seeing her father’s disappoint-
ment, relented. “You taste it first. I don’t want so much.” 

Joe sampled it with a beatific expression, and turned to Nils. 
“You drink him slow, dis wine. He very soft, but he go down 
hot. You see!” 
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After a second glass Nils declared that he couldn’t take any 
more without getting sleepy. “Now get your fiddle, Vavrika,” he 
said as he opened his flute case. 

But Joe settled back in his wooden rocker and wagged his 
big carpet slipper. “No-no-no-no-no-no-no! No play fiddle now 
any more: too much ache in de finger,” waving them, “all-a-
time rheumatiz. You play de flute, te-tety-te-tety-te. Bohemie 
songs.” 

“I’ve forgotten all the Bohemian songs I used to play with 
you and Johanna. But here’s one that will make Clara pout. You 
remember how her eyes used to snap when we called her the 
Bohemian Girl?” Nils lifted his flute and began “When Other 
Lips and Other Hearts,” and Joe hummed the air in a husky 
baritone, waving his carpet slipper. “Oh-h-h, das-a fine mu-
sic,” he cried, clapping his hands as Nils finished. “Now ‘Marble 
Halls, Marble Halls’! Clara, you sing him.” 

Clara smiled and leaned back in her chair, beginning softly: 

“I dreamt that I dwelt in ma-a-arble halls, 
With vassals and serfs at my knee,” 

and Joe hummed like a big bumblebee. 
“There’s one more you always played,” Clara said quietly, “I 

remember that best.” She locked her hands over her knee and 
began “The Heart Bowed Down,” and sang it through with-
out groping for the words. She was singing with a good deal of 
warmth when she came to the end of the old song: 

“For memory is the only friend 
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That grief can call its own.” 

Joe fl ashed out his red silk handkerchief and blew his nose, 
shaking his head. “No-no-no-no-no-no-no! Too sad, too sad! I 
not like-a dat. Play quick somet’ing gay now.” 

Nils put his lips to the instrument, and Joe lay back in his 
chair, laughing and singing, “Oh, Evelina, Sweet Evelina!” Clara 
laughed, too. Long ago, when she and Nils went to high school, 
the model student of their class was a very homely girl in thick 
spectacles. Her name was Evelina Oleson; she had a long, swing-
ing walk which somehow suggested the measure of that song, 
and they used mercilessly to sing it at her. 

“Dat ugly Oleson girl, she teach in de school,” Joe gasped, 
“an’ she still walks chust like dat, yup-a, yup-a, yup-a, chust 
like a camel she go! Now, Nils, we have some more li’l drink. 
Oh, yes-yes-yes-yes-yes-yes-yes! Dis time you haf to drink, 
and Clara she haf to, so she show she not jealous. So, we all 
drink to your girl. You not tell her name, eh? No-no-no, I no 
make you tell. She pretty, eh? She make good sweetheart? I 
bet!” Joe winked and lifted his glass. “How soon you get 
married?” 

Nils screwed up his eyes. “That I don’t know. When she says.” 
Joe threw out his chest. “Das-a way boys talks. No way for 

mans. Mans say, ‘You come to de church, an’ get a hurry on 
you.’ Das-a way mans talks.” 

“Maybe Nils hasn’t got enough to keep a wife,” put in Clara 
ironically. “How about that, Nils?” she asked him frankly, as if 
she wanted to know. 

Nils looked at her coolly, raising one eyebrow. “Oh, I can 
keep her, all right.” 



T HE  BOHEMI A N  G IRL  / /   143  

“The way she wants to be kept?” 
“With my wife, I’ll decide that,” replied Nils calmly. “I’ll give 

her what’s good for her.” 
Clara made a wry face. “You’ll give her the strap, I expect, 

like old Peter Oleson gave his wife.” 
“When she needs it,” said Nils lazily, locking his hands be-

hind his head and squinting up through the leaves of the cherry 
tree. “Do you remember the time I squeezed the cherries all 
over your clean dress, and Aunt Johanna boxed my ears for me? 
My gracious, weren’t you mad! You had both hands full of cher-
ries, and I squeezed ’em and made the juice fly all over you. I 
liked to have fun with you; you’d get so mad.” 

“We did have fun, didn’t we? None of the other kids ever had 
so much fun. We knew how to play.” 

Nils dropped his elbows on the table and looked steadily 
across at her. “I’ve played with lots of girls since, but I haven’t 
found one who was such good fun.” 

Clara laughed. The late afternoon sun was shining full in 
her face, and deep in the back of her eyes there shone some-
thing fiery, like the yellow drops of Tokai in the brown glass 
bottle. “Can you still play, or are you only pretending?” 

“I can play better than I used to, and harder.” 
“Don’t you ever work, then?” She had not intended to say it. 

It slipped out because she was confused enough to say just the 
wrong thing. 

“I work between times.” Nils’ steady gaze still beat upon 
her. “Don’t you worry about my working, Mrs. Ericson. You’re 
getting like all the rest of them.” He reached his brown, warm 
hand across the table and dropped it on Clara’s, which was cold 
as an icicle. “Last call for play, Mrs. Ericson!” Clara shivered, and 
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suddenly her hands and cheeks grew warm. Her fingers lin-
gered in his a moment, and they looked at each other earnestly. 
Joe Vavrika had put the mouth of the bottle to his lips and was 
swallowing the last drops of the Tokai, standing. The sun, just 
about to sink behind his shop, glistened on the bright glass, on 
his flushed face and curly yellow hair. “Look,” Clara whispered, 
“that’s the way I want to grow old.” 

VI 

On the day of Olaf Ericson’s barn-raising, his wife, for once in 
a way, rose early. Johanna Vavrika had been baking cakes and 
frying and boiling and spicing meats for a week beforehand, but 
it was not until the day before the party was to take place that 
Clara showed any interest in it. Then she was seized with one of 
her fitful spasms of energy, and took the wagon and little Eric 
and spent the day on Plum Creek, gathering vines and swamp 
goldenrod to decorate the barn. 

By four o’clock in the afternoon buggies and wagons began 
to arrive at the big unpainted building in front of Olaf ’s house. 
When Nils and his mother came at five, there were more than 
fifty  people in the barn, and a great drove of children. On the 
ground floor stood six long tables, set with the crockery of seven 
flourishing Ericson families, lent for the occasion. In the mid-
dle of each table was a big yellow pumpkin, hollowed out and 
filled with woodbine. In one corner of the barn, behind a pile 
of green-and-white striped watermelons, was a circle of chairs 
for the old  people; the younger guests sat on bushel measures 
or barbed-wire spools, and the children tumbled about in the 
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haymow. The box stalls Clara had converted into booths. The 
framework was hidden by goldenrod and sheaves of wheat, and 
the partitions were covered with wild grapevines full of fruit. At 
one of these Johanna Vavrika watched over her cooked meats, 
enough to provision an army; and at the next her kitchen girls 
had ranged the ice-cream freezers, and Clara was already cut-
ting pies and cakes against the hour of serving. At the third stall, 
little Hilda, in a bright pink lawn dress, dispensed lemonade  
throughout the afternoon. Olaf, as a public man, had thought it 
inadvisable to serve beer in his barn; but Joe Vavrika had come 
over with two demijohns concealed in his buggy, and after his 
arrival the wagon shed was much frequented by the men. 

“Hasn’t Cousin Clara fixed things lovely?” little Hilda whis-
pered, when Nils went up to her stall and asked for lemonade. 

Nils leaned against the booth, talking to the excited little 
girl and watching the  people. The barn faced the west, and the 
sun, pouring in at the big doors, filled the whole interior with a 
golden light, through which filtered fine particles of dust from 
the haymow, where the children were romping. There was a 
great chattering from the stall where Johanna Vavrika exhibited 
to the admiring women her platters heaped with fried chicken, 
her roasts of beef, boiled tongues, and baked hams with cloves 
stuck in the crisp brown fat and garnished with tansy and pars-
ley. The older women, having assured themselves that there 
were twenty kinds of cake, not counting cookies, and three 
dozen fat pies, repaired to the corner behind the pile of water-
melons, put on their white aprons, and fell to their knitting 
and fancywork. They were a fi ne company of old women, and 
a Dutch painter would have loved to find them there together, 
where the sun made bright patches on the fl oor and sent long, 
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quivering shafts of gold through the dusky shade up among the 
rafters. There were fat, rosy old women who looked hot in their 
best black dresses; spare, alert old women with brown, dark-
veined hands; and several of almost heroic frame, not less mas-
sive than old Mrs. Ericson herself. Few of them wore glasses, 
and old Mrs. Svendsen, a Danish woman, who was quite bald, 
wore the only cap among them. Mrs. Oleson, who had twelve 
big grandchildren, could still show two braids of yellow hair as 
thick as her own wrists. Among all these grandmothers there 
were more brown heads than white. They all had a pleased, 
prosperous air, as if they were more than satisfied with them-
selves and with life. Nils, leaning against Hilda’s lemonade 
stand, watched them as they sat chattering in four languages, 
their fingers never lagging behind their tongues. 

“Look at them over there,” he whispered, detaining Clara as 
she passed him. “Aren’t they the Old Guard? I’ve just counted 
thirty hands. I guess they’ve wrung many a chicken’s neck and 
warmed many a boy’s jacket for him in their time.” 

In reality he fell into amazement when he thought of the 
Herculean labours those fifteen pairs of hands had performed: 
of the cows they had milked, the butter they had made, the 
gardens they had planted, the children and grandchildren they 
had tended, the brooms they had worn out, the mountains of 
food they had cooked. It made him dizzy. Clara Vavrika smiled 
a hard, enigmatical smile at him and walked rapidly away. Nils’ 
eyes followed her white figure as she went toward the house. He 
watched her walking alone in the sunlight, looked at her slen-
der, defiant shoulders and her little hard-set head with its coils 
of blue-black hair. “No,” he reflected; “she’d never be like them, 
not if she lived here a hundred years. She’d only grow more bit-
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ter. You can’t tame a wild thing; you can only chain it.  People 
aren’t all alike. I mustn’t lose my nerve.” He gave Hilda’s pigtail 
a parting tweak and set out after Clara. “Where to?” he asked, as 
he came upon her in the kitchen. 

“I’m going to the cellar for preserves.” 
“Let me go with you. I never get a moment alone with you. 

Why do you keep out of my way?” 
Clara laughed. “I don’t usually get in anybody’s way.” 
Nils followed her down the stairs and to the far corner of the 

cellar, where a basement window let in a stream of light. From 
a swinging shelf Clara selected several glass jars, each labeled 
in Johanna’s careful hand. Nils took up a brown flask. “What’s 
this? It looks good.” 

“It is. It’s some French brandy father gave me when I was  
married. Would you like some? Have you a corkscrew? I’ll get 
glasses.” 

When she brought them, Nils took them from her and put 
them down on the window-sill. “Clara Vavrika, do you remem-
ber how crazy I used to be about you?” 

Clara shrugged her shoulders. “Boys are always crazy about 
somebody or another. I dare say some silly has been crazy about 
Evelina Oleson. You got over it in a hurry.” 

“Because I didn’t come back, you mean? I had to get on, you 
know, and it was hard sledding at first. Then I heard you’d mar-
ried Olaf.” 

“And then you stayed away from a broken heart,” Clara 
laughed. 

“And then I began to think about you more than I had since 
I first went away. I began to wonder if you were really as you had 
seemed to me when I was a boy. I thought I’d like to see. I’ve had 
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lots of girls, but no one ever pulled me the same way. The more I 
thought about you, the more I remembered how it used to be— 
like hearing a wild tune you can’t resist, calling you out at night. 
It had been a long while since anything had pulled me out of my 
boots, and I wondered whether anything ever could again.” Nils 
thrust his hands into his coat pockets and squared his shoulders, 
as his mother sometimes squared hers, as Olaf, in a clumsier man-
ner, squared his. “So I thought I’d come back and see. Of course 
the family have tried to do me, and I rather thought I’d bring out 
father’s will and make a fuss. But they can have their old land; 
they’ve put enough sweat into it.” He took the flask and filled the 
two glasses carefully to the brim. “I’ve found out what I want from 
the Ericsons. Drink skoal, Clara.” He lifted his glass, and Clara took 
hers with downcast eyes. “Look at me, Clara Vavrika. Skoal!” 

She raised her burning eyes and answered fiercely: “Skoal!” 

The barn supper began at six o’clock and lasted for two hilari-
ous hours. Yense Nelson had made a wager that he could eat two 
whole fried chickens, and he did. Eli Swanson stowed away two 
whole custard pies, and Nick Hermanson ate a chocolate layer 
cake to the last crumb. There was even a cooky contest among the 
children, and one thin, slablike Bohemian boy consumed sixteen 
and won the prize, a ginger-bread pig which Johanna Vavrika had 
carefully decorated with red candies and burnt sugar. Fritz Swei-
heart, the German carpenter, won in the pickle contest, but he 
disappeared soon after supper and was not seen for the rest of 
the evening. Joe Vavrika said that Fritz could have managed the 
pickles all right, but he had sampled the demijohn in his buggy 
too often before sitting down to the table. 
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While the supper was being cleared away the two fi ddlers 
began to tune up for the dance. Clara was to accompany them 
on her old upright piano, which had been brought down from 
her father’s. By this time Nils had renewed old acquaintances. 
Since his interview with Clara in the cellar, he had been busy 
telling all the old women how young they looked, and all the 
young ones how pretty they were, and assuring the men that 
they had here the best farmland in the world. He had made 
himself so agreeable that old Mrs. Ericson’s friends began to 
come up to her and tell how lucky she was to get her smart 
son back again, and please to get him to play his flute. Joe 
Vavrika, who could still play very well when he forgot that  
he had rheumatism, caught up a fiddle from Johnny Oleson 
and played a crazy Bohemian dance tune that set the wheels 
going. When he dropped the bow every one was ready to 
dance. 

Olaf, in a frock coat and a solemn made-up necktie, led the 
grand march with his mother. Clara had kept well out of that 
by sticking to the piano. She played the march with a pompous 
solemnity which greatly amused the prodigal son, who went 
over and stood behind her. 

“Oh, aren’t you rubbing it into them, Clara Vavrika? And 
aren’t you lucky to have me here, or all your wit would be 
thrown away.” 

“I’m used to being witty for myself. It saves my life.” 
The fiddles struck up a polka, and Nils convulsed Joe Vavrika 

by leading out Evelina Oleson, the homely schoolteacher. His 
next partner was a very fat Swedish girl, who, although she was 
an heiress, had not been asked for the first dance, but had stood 
against the wall in her tight, high-heeled shoes, nervously fin-
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gering a lace handkerchief. She was soon out of breath, so Nils 
led her, pleased and panting, to her seat, and went over to the 
piano, from which Clara had been watching his gallantry. “Ask 
Olena Yenson,” she whispered. “She waltzes beautifully.” 

Olena, too, was rather inconveniently plump, handsome in a 
smooth, heavy way, with a fine colour and good-natured, sleepy 
eyes. She was redolent of violet sachet powder, and had warm, 
soft, white hands, but she danced divinely, moving as smoothly 
as the tide coming in. “There, that’s something like,” Nils said 
as he released her. “You’ll give me the next waltz, won’t you? 
Now I must go and dance with my little cousin.” 

Hilda was greatly excited when Nils went up to her stall 
and held out his arm. Her little eyes sparkled, but she declared 
that she could not leave her lemonade. Old Mrs. Ericson, who 
happened along at this moment, said she would attend to that, 
and Hilda came out, as pink as her pink dress. The dance was 
a schottische, and in a moment her yellow braids were fairly 
standing on end. “Bravo!” Nils cried encouragingly. “Where did 
you learn to dance so nicely?” 

“My Cousin Clara taught me,” the little girl panted. 
Nils found Eric sitting with a group of boys who were too 

awkward or too shy to dance, and told him that he must dance 
the next waltz with Hilda. 

The boy screwed up his shoulders. “Aw, Nils, I can’t dance. 
My feet are too big; I look silly.” 

“Don’t be thinking about yourself. It doesn’t matter how 
boys look.” 

Nils had never spoken to him so sharply before, and Eric 
made haste to scramble out of his corner and brush the straw 
from his coat. 
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Clara nodded approvingly. “Good for you, Nils. I’ve been 
trying to get hold of him. They dance very nicely together; I 
sometimes play for them.” 

“I’m obliged to you for teaching him. There’s no reason why 
he should grow up to be a lout.” 

“He’ll never be that. He’s more like you than any of them. 
Only he hasn’t your courage.” From her slanting eyes Clara shot 
forth one of those keen glances, admiring and at the same time 
challenging, which she seldom bestowed on any one, and which 
seemed to say, “Yes, I admire you, but I am your equal.” 

Clara was proving a much better host than Olaf, who, once 
the supper was over, seemed to feel no interest in anything  
but the lanterns. He had brought a locomotive headlight from 
town to light the revels, and he kept skulking about as if he 
feared the mere light from it might set his new barn on fire. His 
wife, on the contrary, was cordial to every one, was animated 
and even gay. The deep salmon colour in her cheeks burned  
vividly, and her eyes were full of life. She gave the piano over to 
the fat Swedish heiress, pulled her father away from the corner 
where he sat gossiping with his cronies, and made him dance a 
Bohemian dance with her. In his youth Joe had been a famous 
dancer, and his daughter got him so limbered up that every one 
sat around and applauded them. The old ladies were particu-
larly delighted, and made them go through the dance again. 
From their corner where they watched and commented, the 
old women kept time with their feet and hands, and whenever 
the fiddles struck up a new air old Mrs. Svendsen’s white cap 
would begin to bob. 

Clara was waltzing with little Eric when Nils came up to them, 
brushed his brother aside, and swung her out among the dancers. 
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“Remember how we used to waltz on rollers at the old skating 
rink in town? I suppose  people don’t do that any more. We used 
to keep it up for hours. You know, we never did moon around as 
other boys and girls did. It was dead serious with us from the be-
ginning. When we were most in love with each other, we used to 
fight. You were always pinching people; your fingers were like lit-
tle nippers. A regular snapping turtle, you were. Lord, how you’d 
like Stockholm! Sit out in the streets in front of cafés and talk all 
night in summer. Just like a reception—officers and ladies and 
funny English  people. Jolliest  people in the world, the Swedes, 
once you get them going. Always drinking things—champagne 
and stout mixed, half-and-half; serve it out of big pitchers, and 
serve plenty. Slow pulse, you know; they can stand a lot. Once 
they light up, they’re glowworms, I can tell you.” 

“All the same, you don’t really like gay  people.” 
“I don’t?” 
“No; I could tell that when you were looking at the old 

women there this afternoon. They’re the kind you really ad-
mire, after all; women like your mother. And that’s the kind 
you’ll marry.” 

“Is it, Miss Wisdom? You’ll see who I’ll marry, and she won’t 
have a domestic virtue to bless herself with. She’ll be a snapping 
turtle, and she’ll be a match for me. All the same, they’re a fine 
bunch of old dames over there. You admire them yourself.” 

“No, I don’t; I detest them.” 
“You won’t, when you look back on them from Stockholm 

or Budapest. Freedom settles all that. Oh, but you’re the real 
Bohemian Girl, Clara Vavrika!” Nils laughed down at her sul-
len frown and began mockingly to sing: 
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“Oh, how could a poor gypsy maiden like me 
Expect the proud bride of a baron to be?” 

Clara clutched his shoulder. “Hush, Nils; every one is look-
ing at you.” 

“I don’t care. They can’t gossip. It’s all in the family, as 
the Ericsons say when they divide up little Hilda’s patrimony 
amongst them. Besides, we’ll give them something to talk about 
when we hit the trail. Lord, it will be a godsend to them! They 
haven’t had anything so interesting to chatter about since the 
grasshopper year. It’ll give them a new lease of life. And Olaf 
won’t lose the Bohemian vote, either. They’ll have the laugh on 
him so that they’ll vote two apiece. They’ll send him to Con-
gress. They’ll never forget his barn party, or us. They’ll always 
remember us as we’re dancing together now. We’re making a 
legend. Where’s my waltz, boys?” he called as they whirled past 
the fiddlers. 

The musicians grinned, looked at each other, hesitated, and 
began a new air; and Nils sang with them, as the  couples fell 
from a quick waltz to a long, slow glide: 

“When other lips and other hearts 
Their tale of love shall tell, 
In language whose excess imparts 
The power they feel so well.” 

The old women applauded vigorously. “What a gay one he is, 
that Nils!” And old Mrs. Svendsen’s cap lurched dreamily from 
side to side to the flowing measure of the dance. 
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“Of days that have as ha-a-p-py been, 
And you’ll remember me.” 

VII 

The moonlight flooded that great, silent land. The reaped 
fields lay yellow in it. The straw stacks and poplar windbreaks 
threw sharp black shadows. The roads were white rivers of 
dust. The sky was a deep, crystalline blue, and the stars were 
few and faint. Everything seemed to have succumbed, to have 
sunk to sleep, under the great, golden, tender, midsummer 
moon. The splendour of it seemed to transcend human life 
and human fate. The senses were too feeble to take it in, and 
every time one looked up at the sky one felt unequal to it, 
as if one were sitting deaf under the waves of a great river 
of melody. Near the road, Nils Ericson was lying against a 
straw stack in Olaf ’s wheat field. His own life seemed strange 
and unfamiliar to him, as if it were something he had read 
about, or dreamed, and forgotten. He lay very still, watching 
the white road that ran in front of him, lost itself among the 
fields, and then, at a distance, reappeared over a little hill. At 
last, against this white band he saw something moving rap-
idly, and he got up and walked to the edge of the field. “She 
is passing the row of poplars now,” he thought. He heard the 
padded beat of hoofs along the dusty road, and as she came 
into sight he stepped out and waved his arms. Then, for fear 
of frightening the horse, he drew back and waited. Clara had 
seen him, and she came up at a walk. Nils took the horse by 
the bit and stroked his neck. 
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“What are you doing out so late, Clara Vavrika? I went to the 
house, but Johanna told me you had gone to your father’s.” 

“Who can stay in the house on a night like this? Aren’t you 
out yourself?” 

“Ah, but that’s another matter.” 
Nils turned the horse into the field. 
“What are you doing? Where are you taking Norman?” 
“Not far, but I want to talk to you tonight; I have something 

to say to you. I can’t talk to you at the house, with Olaf sitting 
there on the porch, weighing a thousand tons.” 

Clara laughed. “He won’t be sitting there now. He’s in bed by 
this time, and asleep—weighing a thousand tons.” 

Nils plodded on across the stubble. “Are you really go-
ing to spend the rest of your life like this, night after night, 
summer after summer? Haven’t you anything better to do 
on a night like this than to wear yourself and Norman out 
tearing across the country to your father’s and back? Besides, 
your father won’t live forever, you know. His little place will 
be shut up or sold, and then you’ll have nobody but the Eric-
sons. You’ll have to fasten down the hatches for the winter 
then.” 

Clara moved her head restlessly. “Don’t talk about that. I try 
never to think of it. If I lost father I’d lose everything, even my 
hold over the Ericsons.” 

“Bah! You’d lose a good deal more than that. You’d lose your 
race, everything that makes you yourself. You’ve lost a good 
deal of it now.” 

“Of what?” 
“Of your love of life, your capacity for delight.” 
Clara put her hands up to her face. “I haven’t, Nils Ericson, 
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I haven’t! Say anything to me but that. I won’t have it!” she de-
clared vehemently. 

Nils led the horse up to a straw stack, and turned to Clara, 
looking at her intently, as he had looked at her that Sunday after-
noon at Vavrika’s. “But why do you fight for that so? What good is 
the power to enjoy, if you never enjoy? Your hands are cold again; 
what are you afraid of all the time? Ah, you’re afraid of losing it; 
that’s what’s the matter with you! And you will, Clara Vavrika, 
you will! When I used to know you—listen; you’ve caught a wild 
bird in your hand, haven’t you, and felt its heart beat so hard that 
you were afraid it would shatter its little body to pieces? Well, 
you used to be just like that, a slender, eager thing with a wild 
delight inside you. That is how I remembered you. And I come 
back and find you—a bitter woman. This is a perfect ferret fight 
here; you live by biting and being bitten. Can’t you remember 
what life used to be? Can’t you remember that old delight? I’ve 
never forgotten it, or known its like, on land or sea.” 

He drew the horse under the shadow of the straw stack. 
Clara felt him take her foot out of the stirrup, and she slid 
softly down into his arms. He kissed her slowly. He was a delib-
erate man, but his nerves were steel when he wanted anything. 
Something flashed out from him like a knife out of a sheath. 
Clara felt everything slipping away from her; she was flooded 
by the summer night. He thrust his hand into his pocket, and 
then held it out at arm’s length. “Look,” he said. The shadow of 
the straw stack fell sharp across his wrist, and in the palm of his 
hand she saw a silver dollar shining. “That’s my pile,” he mut-
tered; “will you go with me?” 

Clara nodded, and dropped her forehead on his shoulder. 
Nils took a deep breath. “Will you go with me tonight?” 
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“Where?” she whispered softly. 
“To town, to catch the midnight flyer.” 
Clara lifted her head and pulled herself together. “Are you 

crazy, Nils? We couldn’t go away like that.” 
“That’s the only way we ever will go. You can’t sit on the bank 

and think about it. You have to plunge. That’s the way I’ve always 
done, and it’s the right way for  people like you and me. There’s 
nothing so dangerous as sitting still. You’ve only got one life, one 
youth, and you can let it slip through your fingers if you want to; 
nothing easier. Most  people do that. You’d be better off tramping 
the roads with me than you are here.” Nils held back her head 
and looked into her eyes. “But I’m not that kind of a tramp, Clara. 
You won’t have to take in sewing. I’m with a Norwegian shipping 
line; came over on business with the New York offi  ces, but now 
I’m going straight back to Bergen. I expect I’ve got as much money 
as the Ericsons. Father sent me a little to get started. They never 
knew about that. There, I hadn’t meant to tell you; I wanted you 
to come on your own nerve.” 

Clara looked off across the fields. “It isn’t that, Nils, but 
something seems to hold me. I’m afraid to pull against it. It 
comes out of the ground, I think.” 

“I know all about that. One has to tear loose. You’re not 
needed here. Your father will understand; he’s made like us.  
As for Olaf, Johanna will take better care of him than ever you 
could. It’s now or never, Clara Vavrika. My bag’s at the station; I 
smuggled it there yesterday.” 

Clara clung to him and hid her face against his shoulder. 
“Not tonight,” she whispered. “Sit here and talk to me tonight. 
I don’t want to go anywhere tonight. I may never love you like 
this again.” 
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Nils laughed through his teeth. “You can’t come that on 
me. That’s not my way, Clara Vavrika. Eric’s mare is over there 
behind the stacks, and I’m off on the midnight. It’s goodbye, 
or off across the world with me. My carriage won’t wait. I’ve 
written a letter to Olaf; I’ll mail it in town. When he reads it he 
won’t bother us—not if I know him. He’d rather have the land. 
Besides, I could demand an investigation of his administration 
of Cousin Henrik’s estate, and that would be bad for a public 
man. You’ve no clothes, I know; but you can sit up tonight, 
and we can get everything on the way. Where’s your old dash, 
Clara Vavrika? What’s become of your Bohemian blood? I used 
to think you had courage enough for anything. Where’s your 
nerve—what are you waiting for?” 

Clara drew back her head, and he saw the slumberous fire in 
her eyes. “For you to say one thing, Nils Ericson.” 

“I never say that thing to any woman, Clara Vavrika.” He 
leaned back, lifted her gently from the ground, and whispered 
through his teeth: “But I’ll never, never let you go, not to any 
man on earth but me! Do you understand me? Now, wait here.” 

Clara sank down on a sheaf of wheat and covered her face 
with her hands. She did not know what she was going to do— 
whether she would go or stay. The great, silent country seemed 
to lay a spell upon her. The ground seemed to hold her as if by 
roots. Her knees were soft under her. She felt as if she could not 
bear separation from her old sorrows, from her old discontent. 
They were dear to her, they had kept her alive, they were a part 
of her. There would be nothing left of her if she were wrenched 
away from them. Never could she pass beyond that skyline 
against which her restlessness had beat so many times. She 
felt as if her soul had built itself a nest there on that horizon at 
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which she looked every morning and every evening, and it was 
dear to her, inexpressibly dear. She pressed her fingers against 
her eyeballs to shut it out. Beside her she heard the tramping 
of horses in the soft earth. Nils said nothing to her. He put his 
hands under her arms and lifted her lightly to her saddle. Then 
he swung himself into his own. 

“We shall have to ride fast to catch the midnight train. A last 
gallop, Clara Vavrika. Forward!” 

There was a start, a thud of hoofs along the moonlit road, 
two dark shadows going over the hill; and then the great, still 
land stretched untroubled under the azure night. Two shadows 
had passed. 

VIII 

A year after the flight of Olaf Ericson’s wife, the night train was 
steaming across the plains of Iowa. The conductor was hur-
rying through one of the day coaches, his lantern on his arm, 
when a lank, fair-haired boy sat up in one of the plush seats and 
tweaked him by the coat. 

“What is the next stop, please, sir?” 
“Red Oak, Iowa. But you go through to Chicago, don’t you?” 

He looked down, and noticed that the boy’s eyes were red and 
his face was drawn, as if he were in trouble. 

“Yes. But I was wondering whether I could get off at the next 
place and get a train back to Omaha.” 

“Well, I suppose you could. Live in Omaha?” 
“No. In the western part of the State. How soon do we get 

to Red Oak?” 
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“Forty minutes. You’d better make up your mind, so I can 
tell the baggageman to put your trunk off.” 

“Oh, never mind about that! I mean, I haven’t got any,” the 
boy added, blushing. 

“Run away,” the conductor thought, as he slammed the 
coach door behind him. 

Eric Ericson crumpled down in his seat and put his brown 
hand to his forehead. He had been crying, and he had had no 
supper, and his head was aching violently. “Oh, what shall I 
do?” he thought, as he looked dully down at his big shoes. “Nils 
will be ashamed of me; I haven’t got any spunk.” 

Ever since Nils had run away with his brother’s wife, life at 
home had been hard for little Eric. His mother and Olaf both 
suspected him of complicity. Mrs. Ericson was harsh and fault-
finding, constantly wounding the boy’s pride; and Olaf was al-
ways setting her against him. 

Joe Vavrika heard often from his daughter. Clara had al-
ways been fond of her father, and happiness made her kinder. 
She wrote him long accounts of the voyage to Bergen, and of 
the trip she and Nils took through Bohemia to the little town 
where her father had grown up and where she herself was born. 
She visited all her kinsmen there, and sent her father news of 
his brother, who was a priest; of his sister, who had married 
a horse-breeder—of their big farm and their many children. 
These letters Joe always managed to read to little Eric. They 
contained messages for Eric and Hilda. Clara sent presents, 
too, which Eric never dared to take home and which poor little 
Hilda never even saw, though she loved to hear Eric tell about 
them when they were out getting the eggs together. But Olaf 
once saw Eric coming out of Vavrika’s house—the old man had 
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never asked the boy to come into his saloon—and Olaf went 
straight to his mother and told her. That night Mrs. Ericson 
came to Eric’s room after he was in bed and made a terrible 
scene. She could be very terrifying when she was really angry. 
She forbade him ever to speak to Vavrika again, and after that 
night she would not allow him to go to town alone. So it was a 
long while before Eric got any more news of his brother. But old 
Joe suspected what was going on, and he carried Clara’s letters 
about in his pocket. One Sunday he drove out to see a German 
friend of his, and chanced to catch sight of Eric, sitting by the 
cattle pond in the big pasture. They went together into Fritz  
Oberlies’ barn, and read the letters and talked things over. Eric 
admitted that things were getting hard for him at home. That 
very night old Joe sat down and laboriously penned a statement 
of the case to his daughter. 

Things got no better for Eric. His mother and Olaf felt that, 
however closely he was watched, he still, as they said, “heard.” 
Mrs. Ericson could not admit neutrality. She had sent Johanna 
Vavrika packing back to her brother’s, though Olaf would much 
rather have kept her than Anders’ eldest daughter, whom Mrs. 
Ericson installed in her place. He was not so highhanded as 
his mother, and he once sulkily told her that she might better 
have taught her granddaughter to cook before she sent Johanna 
away. Olaf could have borne a good deal for the sake of prunes 
spiced in honey, the secret of which Johanna had taken away 
with her. 

At last two letters came to Joe Vavrika: one from Nils, in-
closing a postal order for money to pay Eric’s passage to Ber-
gen, and one from Clara, saying that Nils had a place for Eric 
in the offices of his company, that he was to live with them, 



162  \ \   W IL L A C AT HER 

and that they were only waiting for him to come. He was to 
leave New York on one of the boats of Nils’ own line; the cap-
tain was one of their friends, and Eric was to make himself 
known at once. 

Nils’ directions were so explicit that a baby could have  
followed them, Eric felt. And here he was, nearing Red Oak, 
Iowa, and rocking backward and forward in despair. Never 
had he loved his brother so much, and never had the big world 
called to him so hard. But there was a lump in his throat 
which would not go down. Ever since nightfall he had been 
tormented by the thought of his mother, alone in that big 
house that had sent forth so many men. Her unkindness now 
seemed so little, and her loneliness so great. He remembered 
everything she had ever done for him: how frightened she had 
been when he tore his hand in the corn-sheller, and how she 
wouldn’t let Olaf scold him. When Nils went away he didn’t  
leave his mother all alone, or he would never have gone. Eric 
felt sure of that. 

The train whistled. The conductor came in, smiling not un-
kindly. “Well, young man, what are you going to do? We stop at 
Red Oak in three minutes.” 

“Yes, thank you. I’ll let you know.” The conductor went 
out, and the boy doubled up with misery. He couldn’t let his 
one chance go like this. He felt for his breast pocket and crack-
led Nils’ letter to give him courage. He didn’t want Nils to be 
ashamed of him. The train stopped. Suddenly he remembered 
his brother’s kind, twinkling eyes, that always looked at you as 
if from far away. The lump in his throat softened. “Ah, but Nils, 
Nils would understand!” he thought. “That’s just it about Nils; he 
always understands.” 
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A lank, pale boy with a canvas telescope stumbled off the 
train to the Red Oak siding, just as the conductor called, “All 
aboard!” 

The next night Mrs. Ericson was sitting alone in her 
wooden rocking-chair on the front porch. Little Hilda had 
been sent to bed and had cried herself to sleep. The old 
woman’s knitting was on her lap, but her hands lay mo-
tionless on top of it. For more than an hour she had not 
moved a muscle. She simply sat, as only the Ericsons and 
the mountains can sit. The house was dark, and there was 
no sound but the croaking of the frogs down in the pond 
of the little pasture. 

Eric did not come home by the road, but across the fields, 
where no one could see him. He set his telescope down softly in 
the kitchen shed, and slipped noiselessly along the path to the 
front porch. He sat down on the step without saying anything. 
Mrs. Ericson made no sign, and the frogs croaked on. At last the 
boy spoke timidly. 

“I’ve come back, Mother.” 
“Very well,” said Mrs. Ericson. 
Eric leaned over and picked up a little stick out of the grass. 
“How about the milking?” he faltered. 
“That’s been done, hours ago.” 
“Who did you get?” 
“Get? I did it myself. I can milk as good as any of you.” 
Eric slid along the step nearer to her. “Oh, Mother, why did 

you?” he asked sorrowfully. “Why didn’t you get one of Otto’s 
boys?” 
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“I didn’t want anybody to know I was in need of a boy,” said 
Mrs. Ericson bitterly. She looked straight in front of her and her 
mouth tightened. “I always meant to give you the home farm,” 
she added. 

The boy stared and slid closer. “Oh, Mother,” he faltered, “I 
don’t care about the farm. I came back because I thought you 
might be needing me, maybe.” He hung his head and got no 
further. 

“Very well,” said Mrs. Ericson. Her hand went out from her 
suddenly and rested on his head. Her fingers twined themselves 
in his soft, pale hair. His tears splashed down on the boards; 
happiness filled his heart. 
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