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PART I
THE WOODS

CHAPTER I
 BOY AND GIRL

IN THE remote hills of northern Scotland dwelt the clan of Murdock. Of it, one man, John, the generations bred to attunement, so that he, alone of all his people, felt and must respond to the first faint lift of the wave. Therefore, he took ship and sailed west, to better his condition, he thought and said, though his condition was well enough. He landed on the New England coast. There he hewed him a farm from the forest and married and prospered and in due time raised a family. He became a selectman, and afterwards an assemblyman in the legislature. He lived to a good old age, content with his establishment. This was in 1731.

To his numerous children he left a prosperous estate, but to one, Luke, he bequeathed, unknown to himself, also certain hormones, so that when, in the ’70s, the rhythm again surged westward Luke was borne on it over the Alleghanies with Boone into the Dark and Bloody Ground, to better his condition, he said, though his condition, too, was well enough to satisfy his brothers.

From his broad acres and the mansion he had built in the foundation of what was to be an ancestral home, set out another Luke, his son, with his bride, in a covered wagon following Marcus Whitman toward Oregon; and to them, on the journey, and in the covered wagon, a son was born who was named Marcus in the leader’s honor. Luke did not follow Whitman all the way, however. In his case the wave spent itself near the Dalles, on the Columbia River; and there he took up land and raised a family. His wife died in the birth of the third boy John. When the latter had reached the age of twelve Luke was killed by a horse. He had bettered his condition precisely to the extent of three sod-and-wattle shacks, a well and windmill, a corral of greasewood, twenty horses and about six hundred cattle.

His personal accomplishment might have seemed small, but it was a far cry from the Highlands to the Dalles. And there was John.

John stayed with his two brothers on the ranch near the Dalles for three years after their father’s death. Then he tied the roll of his slicker behind his cantle and rode away. He told the brothers he could not stand them any longer, bossing him around; but the impulse of his forthfaring was a deeper compulsion. Possibly the three felt this to be so, for at the last the parting was amicable. It was understood John’s share in the patrimony would be intact for his return and claiming.

So he rode forth on his pinto, driving his remuda of four. His saddle, a rifle under his leg, a pair of slick-leather chaps, a pair of silver-inlaid spurs, a tall slender figure hard as steel wire, a contagious grin and a reckless flick of the eye were all his valuables. He had in addition a few perishables, such as his age of fifteen and the worn and bleached blue jeans he rode in and the modest blanket roll lashed athwart one of the spare horses.

He entertained no definite ideas, so he headed to the southeast, the ranch country of eastern Oregon. He got a job promptly enough, for he was well grown and strong, and men were scarce. He rode boundary and chopped wood and peeled potatoes occasionally, when Wong the cook was pressed, and shod horses and pitched alfalfa hay and strung wire fence and drove chuck wagon. To all these things he was accustomed. He made good at them and at the scores of other jobs that would naturally be shunted toward a willing and handy boy of fifteen. Jim Carston wanted to keep him and offered him man’s wages to stay. But something stronger than his liking for Jim Carston was lifting within him. He tied the roll of his slicker behind his cantle, waved his old Stetson, flashed his gay smile and rode away. He was richer by six months, by some added knowledge of how to do things, some friendly good wishes and a rather ancient forty-five-caliber frontier-model Colt revolver, astoundingly thrust upon him by Wong at the moment of departure. There was also the matter of a few dollars of wages.

For the next ten years John ranged the great basin between the Rockies and the Cascades, seeking, he told himself, to better his condition. He punched cattle as a cowboy; he peeled cayuses as a bronco buster; he acted as sportsmen’s guide in the game country; he prospected with the desert rats, but half-heartedly, for this type of mania quickly wore thin for him; he took a look at the southern mines and shot deer for their commissary, which was well enough, for he liked hunting; he rode as express messenger atop a Concord coach with a sawed-off shotgun across his knees. He was good at all these things. But always, just as his condition looked well toward settled betterment, he rode on. Curiously enough the job that held him longest would seem to have the least adventurous appeal of the lot. In western Washington he stayed for almost a year on a wheat farm. Here was something new to him–and to the country, for that matter. Its owner had progressive ideas and a little capital, and he had brought in the first harvesting machinery. John discovered an enormous aptitude for machinery. It fascinated him. He loved to run it and figure it out and repair it, make it obey. But it could not hold him.

Reckon I’m just a bum, a rolling stone,” he laughed and rode away. Sometimes, on rare occasions, when he took more serious stock of himself, his conscience reproached him. Perhaps he was a bum, just a natural hobo. He would settle down. But deep within him he knew he would not settle down. He had to find something first.

In the spring of 1895 he imagined he had found it, or rather them, for the objects of his search must, it seemed, be two–a woman and a place in work that suited his whole desire. He had no ideals as to the one, or definite ideas as to the other, but he was certain he would know them when he saw them.

This proved to be the case. Riding early one morning into Siler’s Bend, near the Deschutes, he came upon the woman, seated under a cottonwood tree outside the little settlement. This was Sarah Slocum, spinster and orphan: age twenty, schoolteacher, native of Borland, which is west of the Cascades, reduced to penury by the decease of her father after a disastrous law suit, lineal descendant of Joshua Slocum, trader, immigrant of ’51, and therefore also possibly harboring in her life essence the genes and hormones of attunement to the racial urge of which we write. Of these statistics John Murdock remained ignorant until much later. More pressing matters claimed his enterprise; and so masterfully did he press them, and perhaps so predestined were they to fulfillment, that he and the schoolteacher rode out from Siler’s Bend that very afternoon as man and wife.

Where are we going?” she asked.

He waved his hand toward the west.

A place I been saving. I always meant to camp there, but I never got around to it. Now I know why.” The copper bronze of his face deepened. He stared straight ahead. There’s a river,” he chose his words at first a little awkwardly, it comes out from underground full growed. Worth seeing. There’s a lot of big ferns and those wide-leaf things that sort of hide the hole it comes out from, and all of a sudden there she is, wide and cold and full growed, a regular river, just like that! It’s in a pine park, pretty high up in the foothills, so it’s cool. And there’s a lot of green feed and flowers and those birds that sing sort of solemn and slow, like bells. Hi you, Sukey! Git back there!” He slapped his quirt against heavy leather in admonition of the single pack horse. There’s trout there, too,” he added.

They came to the park late in the afternoon. The tall pines stood about it, consulting in whispers. Azaleas and rhododendrons bordered the meadow. The stream was wide and shallow, with small deep pools behind boulders and rims of bracken and saxifrage and tufts of them here and there in the current, like little islands. The horses must be unpacked and off-saddled and belled and hobbled. John did this and set the saddles in a row along a brown log, as though it were a horse’s back, and threw across them the cinches and stirrups and then spread on top the coronas and the saddle blankets, after the cowboy’s neat fashion; after which he took the ax and departed. He made no comments on these activities; nor did he offer any suggestions to Sarah; but this omission was only, the latter sensed, because he assumed she must know what to do. Except in theory this was not the case. She emptied the kyacks of their contents and surveyed the provisions and utensils. Then she gathered some dry sticks and fallen rubbish for a fire and began to arrange them at the base of a boulder. She looked up at the sound of John Murdock’s laugh.

His back and shoulders were piled high with fir-balsam fronds. He looked like a walking green haystack.

Aiming to smoke out a ground hog?” said John. He caught the expression in her eyes. Reckon this is all new to you.” Mysteriously the green haystack swung from his shoulders to the ground and stood upright. John stretched his arms. This party is on me,” said he. You just sit and watch.”

I’m so useless,” she lamented.

Think so?” said John. That was all he said; but something in his manner of saying comforted her. She was content.

She arose to her feet.

How in the world...?” She was curious about the fir-balsam fronds and their inexplicable cohesion and uprightness. Then she saw just the tip of the ax handle protruding from the center of the mass.

Just lay them crisscross across the blade and keep on piling them up,” said John.

But what holds them together? Why don’t they fall off?” she marveled.

They just hold themselves. They don’t fall off.” He was tickled at her amazement over this simple commonplace. That’s our bed. Where’d you wish it?”

I–I don’t know.” Curiously the little park seemed to fall very still. The faint sweet tinkle of the horse bell and the sigh of wind high in the trees were only an embroidery on the texture of waiting silence. She turned her head slowly and looked wide eyed into his face, as though she were seeing it for the first time.

There’s blankets enough for us both, if you want it that way.” His voice was gentle.

No,” said she steadily.

He took her in his arms. Strangely, this was their first kiss. Events had, with them, moved too rapidly: the usual demonstrations were but just catching up. She raised her face simply and confidently. Their lips touched. She closed her eyes. And abruptly they were swept away, clinging to one another.

After a time they drew apart. John Murdock was bewildered and, at that moment, ashamed of himself. In John’s world girls were either nice” or easy.” This was not the way a man felt toward a nice” girl. He had had his women here and there in the natural course of adventure; and he had learned to spot the easy” ones; and the minute you found out they were easy” the game was wide open, and you treated them in any way they would let you treat them. Some went farther than others, but the idea was the same, and they all played back. His desire had caught him unaware: he had yielded blindly to its impulsion. And this girl he had brought with him from Siler’s Bend to the park under the Cascades had played back. A little belatedly, perhaps, but ardently. Her lips had widened to the passion in his kiss, her body had met eagerly the pressure of his. What had he done! He stared at her appalled.

But she did not perceive his panic; nor would she have understood it.

I did not know it was so beautiful to love,” she breathed.

Her eyes were starry: and John again was ashamed–ashamed of that in him which had caused his first shame. And he felt suddenly very humble, and a little reverent, which was quite a new feeling for John Murdock.

They camped together for two magic, ecstatic weeks. Their life was simple enough. Sarah Murdock’s trousseau consisted of just what she had, which had not overburdened Sukey when they left Siler’s Bend. The groom’s presents to the bride were two: a pair of soft-leather, high-heeled short boots, stitched in a bright pattern; and a light stock saddle, a Visalia tree with silver conchas, the most expensive in town.

They rarely stirred outside the tiny park. The enclosure of its great trees contained an all-sufficing world. There is much to be said for after-marriage courtship. John could not get used to the idea. His eyes followed her as she moved about.

Dog gone!” he marveled, it’s always seemed kind of wonderful to me to own a live thing like a horse, but to own a woman–all by myself...”

They caught their trout from behind the boulders, but the pool deepest and farthest downstream they kept for bathing. John had learned to swim in the Columbia, but Sally–she could not long remain Sarah–could only splash.

Where would I learn to swim at Borland!” she cried indignantly. You must teach me.”

She was from the first serenely unself-conscious. John secretly marveled and puzzled over the mystery of women, whose modesty seems to be an affair of the moment’s fashion, and whose giving carries wholeheartedly with it all the minor implications. In face of her matter-of-fact acceptance John actually felt an uneasy guilt that he could not so carelessly let fall tradition.

The afternoons passed quickly, for the ranges towered high to the west, and the sun must early touch their rims. From beneath the trees the shadows lengthened slowly, inch by inch. The shadows had chill fingers. They must dress, set about the necessary affairs of subsistence, postponed in deference to the day. It was the still time. The breeze had fallen. The pines held themselves straight and without movement in a compactness of silence. The birds drowsed. Even the heedless patter of the river seemed to have fallen in tone to a smooth, low muttering. And soon it was night.

One morning Sally was awakened by a touch on her shoulder. She opened her eyes sleepily and sat up in surprise and a little alarm. John was dressed and afoot. The hour was gray, the air chill, the tips of the pines as yet untouched by dawn.

Time’s up,” said John briefly.


Sally had difficulty understanding. Yesterday had been like all the other yesterdays of this golden time. Now, it seemed, they had ended, suddenly, like that!

We’ve got just about six days’ grub left,” John was telling her. Way I figure it, that ought to get us quite a ways. Then I can rustle a job. Gosh,” he answered Sally, got to go sometime. Can’t stay here forever!”

He grinned at her boyishly when she pleaded for another week, another day–it wouldn’t take long to ride down to Siler’s for more groceries–Broke,” he interrupted. No dinero.” His eyes wrinkled humorously as he caught her dismay. Don’t worry, old lady,” said he, we’ll eat.”

I’m not worrying!” she retorted indignantly.

John had, it seemed, thought it all out. They were going north, into Washington State. Why there? Dunno: hunch: never been there. Anyway John was sick of twisting cows and wrangling tenderfeet and pounding alkali. And anyway that’s no life for a woman, and–

Well, what is there different up in Washington State?” she wanted to know.

It’s green,” said John. I reckon this place has got me soft.”

Small indignations were belatedly stirring in Sally. John had no right–he hadn’t–he’d thought this all out and never said a word! And he was laughing at her! Her sense of bafflement focused on an irrelevancy.

And you paid ninety-five dollars for that!” she cried.

He surveyed the beautiful silver-mounted saddle with complacency.

Sure! That’s why we’re broke,” said he easily.

Then Sally noticed that the fire blazed, the breakfast was cooked; that the horses were up and tied to small trees: that, save for the saddling and packing, all was ready for departure.

Come on!” cried John. Rise and shine! We’re hitting the trail!”

He was vibrating, exultant. He had no backward glances for what was ended. He lifted to the future, the unknown.

Sally threw aside the blankets. She was bewildered, hurt, a little sullen. He might have consulted her. He might at least have talked it over! To spring it like this! And he seemed so wholly oblivious. She had been treated as a child! It was not fair! Sally really knew nothing of men.

The grub supply saw them well up along the mountains toward Seattle. They might have gone farther had John any money with which to buy horse feed. As it was, he must graze them. He rejected Sally’s suggestion that a trade-in of some of their superfluously fancy equipment–like the Visalia saddle–would put them in funds. He refused likewise to break the journey for any small-change jobs.

Just delay us getting there,” said he.

Getting where?” asked Sally.

Where we’re going.”

Where’s that?”

I don’t know.” John laughed. He sobered a little at her expression. No, I’m not fooling, honey. It’s a hunch. A real hunch has never failed me yet. I always play ’em.”

That’s just superstition.”

Oh, sure! Sure!”

A futile exasperation leaped within Sally at the facility of this concession. John invariably yielded to her opinions and rarely acted in accordance. As though opinion was not worth bothering about. He turned in his saddle to grin at her, and something leaped between them, something alive and warm and tender, as palpably real a substance as–as a hunch, flashed Sally humorously to herself and felt better.

On the sixth day they struck a wagon road that led up the mountain and followed it and so came at sundown to a sawmill and a dozen or so buildings of various sizes fashioned crudely from rough, unpainted lumber. The tall forest trees crowded close. Through them was a slant of sun. A pungency of dry pine needles and fresh lumber and old sawdust and hot tarweed hung in the air. No one was in sight. They might have thought the place deserted were it not for a clatter of dishes from one of the larger buildings.

John pulled up, hooked his leg over the pommel. Sally moved alongside him. She looked curiously about her, then up into John’s face. His eyes were veiled. He was not seeing. He seemed to Sally curiously withdrawn. Only his nostrils dilated, quivering delicately as a wild beast tests the breeze for subtleties of danger or peace. Illogically Sally’s paltry complacencies of education felt small. Here was a mysterious John to which humbly she must aspire. She did not know John. There were so many of him!

Well, this is it!” John was saying. In his voice was an undertone of fulfillment.


CHAPTER II
 THE SHANTY

HERE, it would seem, John Murdock had found the second element of completion. He had now the woman and the sufficing outlet for his abilities and energies. He had arrived at the place where, like his forebears, he could give over following the restlessness in his blood, could settle down and in real fact better his condition.

For accomplishing the latter was here real opportunity. John’s nature inclined toward the stretch of his muscles in the vigorous out of doors, toward a varied practical application of his excellent brains, and toward the intricacies of mechanics. Here was wide outlet for all three. To be sure, the outfit was small, but it did things in the then modern manner. Bull Kirby drove hard and took no nonsense, nor fraternized with anybody; but he was skilled at placing men where they belonged. He started John as wood monkey for the donkey engine and apparently paid him no more attention. But within a week he transferred him to the mill.

How much do you know about machinery, anyway?” he asked.

Not much. Just what I picked up here and there,” said John. I like it,” he added.

Bull Kirby grunted. Well, you let it alone until you do.”

John flushed. So Bull had caught him running the donkey! A wood monkey has no business fooling with the donkey. But Bull had not called him down: he had put him in the mill.

The outfit was a modest one. It had just one circular saw and a trimmer. Old Paddock, with the assistance of a gangling moron of sixteen, ran the engine room. John and the others constituted the floor crew. Charley Matson was sawyer, in the upper dimness, silent, detached, remote, in the calm weary patience of a god, high on his carriage, his hands resting on the levers, until John and the others had rolled the log in place. It was dim and wide and cool in the mill. The great saw, revolving so rapidly that it seemed to be standing still, hummed in expectancy. Strange black-hooked hands shot up from the floor, hovered hesitantly above the prostrate log, gripped it in savage decision, half turned it one way, quarter turned it the other, altered its position yet a few inches more. They loosed their grasp, hovered for a moment as though to be sure of their satisfaction, then swiftly, silently vanished down into the limbo whence they had been evoked. Of these strange and formidable creatures Charley was the overlord through the little levers beneath his hand.

And then abruptly it seemed that half of the floor leaped without warning into full swift motion, carrying the log and, with it, Charley on his elevated platform. And the humming peace of the dimness was shattered by the saw’s wild shriek of exultance, and above the patient brown back of the log curved high a sawdust plume of triumph. As abruptly these things ceased. With a faint plop the detached slab fell on the moving rollers and was carried away. Like a ghost in silence the carriage shot back to position.

Next to Bull Kirby, Charley Matson was the most important man on the hill. His judgment, and his command of the strange familiars that his touch summoned, determined how much and how little could be made of each individual cut; whether he should set” for a two-inch clear or a two-by-four or a six-by-six or just the one-inch mill run. Each run of the carriage on which he stood meant a new calculation, a new decision. A single uncertainty of touch or judgment could spoil the work of many men. He only was responsible.

Ordinarily Charley would have had no other duties. But here, largely of his own choice, and after the day’s mill run was over, he saw to the comfort and well-being of his faithful djinns and daemons. He inspected and lubricated and tested the complicated mechanics that activated them; he filed and set the saws. Thus John was able to come into contact with him. And that is why, a month or so later, Charley Matson did a most unusual thing in expostulating to Bull Kirby when the latter ordered John out of the mill and into the woods.

He’ll make a good mill man, give him time. He might even,” Charley went to the length of conceding, make a sawyer. He’s a born mechanic.”

Bull Kirby grunted. He would not have explained himself to anybody else, but Charley was unique.

I’ve a notion he may be a born lumberman,” he growled. Only way to know is to find out.”

So John moved outdoors. It was not much of a mill; but it had seemed so to him. Likewise it was not much of a woods layout. They felled the trees by saw and by kerfs chopped from spring boards. They swamped and crosscut by hand. They yanked the logs out to arterial slideways either with horses or donkey engines, according to circumstances. The slideways converged on the mill, and the logs were slid along them by a wire cable hauled over a drum and returned, through blocks suspended to poles planted alongside the slideway, to the big he-donkey that furnished the power. At the mill the logs were sawed about as fast as they could be delivered. The fresh lumber was at once freighted down the mountain in wagons drawn by six, eight, ten mules, and the driver sitting asaddle of one of them, dim in the dust. There were no skidways, no drying yards, no flumes, no booming ponds, few of the customary facilities even of that time. But its lacks measured the strength of its challenge.

The men of the various crews slept in a two-story dormitory and ate at three oilcloth-covered tables running the full length of the cookhouse. Bull Kirby had a dog kennel of his own containing a bunk, a table and two chairs. He washed outside in a tin basin. Charley Matson, the sawyer, Hugh Barkley, the bookkeeper, who also kept the company store, and old man Paddock, the engineer, shared a four-room shanty with a veranda, one of the houses built originally as married quarters. Of these there were half a dozen standing empty; and others, such as the scaler and the stable boss, would have rated separate quarters had they not preferred the vivacity of the bunk house. Indeed only one, other than the Murdocks’, was occupied. Bull Kirby did not favor women about camp. Bull’s experience with women was that they were pleasant but troublous. He had hired Mel Carter without knowing about Clara and had then kept him because he never went back on his word. Bull had no excuse of ignorance in the case of Murdock: a woman obviously accompanied him, and a damn good-looking one, too. Caught him after supper when he felt good natured.

John and Sally were given free pick of the empty shanties. These were all exactly alike: narrow veranda, three rooms in an L so a rectangular roof would cover the whole, rough lumber throughout except for the floors, which were dressed smooth; large room backing the veranda, two smaller rooms filling the L, one with a stove-pipe hole as kitchen, one with a wide slatted bunk, built in, as sleeping quarters; off the kitchen an open lean-to with a rack at one end for the wood pile and a low wide shelf at the other for water pail, wash basin, laundry. Of furnishing there was little, and that home made.

To John there was not much choice, but Sally showed no hesitation. Her selection stood the last in the row, and an outcropping rock ledge had forced it just around the curve of the meadow so that it was to some degree separate. John was a little doubtful.

Won’t be so funny when the rain sets in,” he pointed out. Long way to the cookhouse, and the mud’ll be up to your neck.”

You don’t think for a minute we’re going to eat at the cookhouse!” cried Sally.

Why–everybody else does.”

If,” stated Sally with decision, we’re going to have a house of our own it’s going to be home, and we’re going to live in it.”

This lumber jackin’ is hard work,” he objected. I got to have good cooking to keep up my strength.”

Well–of all the–” She caught on John’s face the wooden expression she had begun to suspect. She made a rush at him which he dodged.

Be good girl,” he warned. Papa spank!”

They came to this new home of theirs from opposite directions but with equal zest. To John it looked good and almost adequate just as it was. In the course of his wandering life John had learned to make himself comfortable, even luxurious, as he saw it, in many an old sod hut or line shack a heap smaller and dirtier and more scantily equipped than this. Needed a drastic cleaning, of course, it hadn’t been occupied for a long time. The rusty old iron stove in the kitchen looked all right. He’d swipe a stove pipe from one of the other empty houses, and maybe a few more chairs and things; if not, he could knock them together out of hours. The camping outfit had most necessities for cooking and such. Might be a few doo-dads to get. A coal-oil lamp would be nice. Nice to get a mattress for the bunk, if they had any at the store. If not, John could get a donkey’s breakfast from the stable boss and fix things up. At this point John’s imagination ran off the deep end. They were all comfortably settled.

Anything you need you can get at the company store,” he told Sally, or they’ll order it for you. They’ll charge it against wages.” His mind ran beyond these immediate considerations to concern itself with Sally. Suddenly he was troubled about Sally.

Going to be kind of tough here for you, I’m afraid,” said he. I don’t know what you’ll find to do. I could keep Pronto up. You might ride. How do you like Mis’ Carter? Looks like a sort of nice little thing. Hope you and her–I have my job, of course, but you–”

He stopped. Sally stood squarely before him, her clenched hands on her hips.

What’s the matter?” he interrupted himself.

Of all the stupid, conceited speeches I ever listened to!” she cried. You and your job! Just because you’ve camped out like a Siwash all your life! Look at this!” She reached up to seize his shoulders and slowly revolved him in a complete circle. Well? Do you think I am going to live in this? Do you think I am going to let us live in this? Don’t you think we’re going to have a home, a real home? And don’t you think it’s a job, a real full-time job, to make this into a home? No, you don’t. You don’t even know what a home is. It’s us; us and something else. And that something else is my job. Dull! Why, I don’t believe I’m going to have enough time!” She gave his shoulders a little shake and dropped her hands. You poor goop!” she laughed in his face. She stood on tiptoe to bestow a butterfly kiss. You do need gentling! And that’s another full-time job!” she added.

Sally bought sparingly and improvised lavishly, measuring carefully her purchases against John’s wages. Hugh Barkley, the bookkeeper and storekeeper, proved a real help. He had suggestions to make out of his knowledge of stocks and prices, and he sent to the city for things he did not keep, to be brought up by the lumber wagons returning empty, and he charged against Sally at the wholesale-cost price. Barkley examined her sternly over the tops of his glasses when she expressed doubt of this arrangement.

We don’t keep it in stock, so there’s no reason we should charge a profit on it,” said he.

The logic of this was obscure, but Sally accepted it with a thankful murmur. Her conscience was easily quieted on sixty dollars a month.

But slowly the bare shack was taking on character. The stained deal table had a top of blue-squared oilcloth. Sally’s half-dozen books she had packed from Siler’s Bend made as brave a show as they could on a shelf above the table. The shelf was Sally’s most heroic effort, for which she had appropriated the piece of dressed lumber and borrowed the tools. John laughed at it and made it over again. Spurred by derision, Sally next day put up another shelf, a long shelf high up, taking enormous pains and pounding cruelly her thumb. She held the thumb behind her while John that evening, his head appraisingly on one side, made his opinion.

That’s a good job, Sally,” he had paid the compliment of a real inspection. Plumb and true. Only thing you might do yet is to countersink the nails.”

How do you do that?” asked Sally. She glowed within. She could not have stood it if John had tried to be funny.

Where’s your hammer, and a big nail–a good big one.”

He showed her, holding the square end of the old-fashioned cut spike against the head of the nail and tapping the spike until the nail was well countersunk below the surface of the wood. Now with a little putty and a piece of sandpaper and maybe some wood stain...” John was getting interested. Here, you try it.” So he noticed the bruised thumb. You got enough things to do without bunging yourself all up!” he cried indignantly. If you got any more things to make, you leave ’em for me.”

But you’ve been working so hard all day,” objected Sally.

Shucks,” John was scornful, this ain’t work, it’s fun. What else you want done?”

Sally might do with another shelf or so in the kitchen. She showed John the place.

What you want there is a cupboard,” decided John. If I had a T-square and chisel and plane–say, where’d you dig up these tools, anyway?”

Mr Barkley loaned them to me.”

Well, you see if you can get him to let you have some more. I’ll pick up some good scrap iron at the mill.”

They returned to the main room, where John again admired the shelf. He reached up to run his hand over it, testing the surface dressing.

Say,” he seemed surprised, what you tack on this edging for? Expecting an earthquake?”

Sally hesitated.

Well, I was going to have them all up, for a surprise. What do you mean, coming home so early? But come here.”

She led the way to the bedroom and threw back the old camp tarpaulin from a corner. It had concealed a set of blue and white china, a wonderful set. There were plates of three sizes and cups and saucers and four platters, and all were quaintly patterned alike with a willow tree and an arched bridge across a pond and a Chinaman about to cross the bridge and two great birds, one in the sky and one on the ground. She watched John with the pride of shining eyes.

John whistled. He was gratifyingly impressed. Where in blazes did them come from?”

The store. See!” Sally breathlessly scooped up a half dozen of the largest plates and flitted back to the large room. John, following, stopped in the doorway. Sally was standing tiptoe to reach the shelf, placing the plates one by one on edge, side by side, behind its shallow rails of edging. She could just make it, precariously. Sally looked mighty pretty that way, reaching up, thought John, and her dress straining against her that-away and her sleeves falling back. She had nice round arms. And when she looked over her shoulder at him, her cheeks all pink from reaching up...

You come here!” ordered John peremptorily.

She dropped to her heels and turned, a little startled by his tone.

Come here!” he repeated. Now turn round. Just as I thought,” said he; funny I never noticed it before!”

She struggled to face him, but he held her tight.

What are you talking about, you idiot!”

Why,” said he, standin’ straight and easy my chin is just an easy fit for the top of your head.” He leisurely disengaged one arm and tilted her chin. I bet that’s so as to make it handy to kiss upside down. Say,” said he after the success of this experiment, did anybody ever tell you that you’re mighty cute?”

Laughing, she twisted to free herself. Did anybody ever tell you that you’re crazy? Let me go!”

Nice crazy?” He squeezed her tighter. Nice crazy?” he insisted. After a moment she nodded. All right.” He opened his arms.

You’re terrible,” she said without conviction. There, don’t you think that looks nice? Help me put up the rest of them.”

They look fine,” John agreed. They stepped back together when the row was completed.

As soon as I can get some hooks we’ll hang the cups underneath. See, they just match the oilcloth.”

Fine,” repeated John. Do we eat off them, or are they just pictures?”

Of course we eat off them!”

Well,” said John placidly, reckon then I’ll have to build you a stepladder.”

Sally’s eyes flashed, but she made no retort. Evidently what was bothering her had not yet occurred to John. She must justify her conscience.

I got the whole set for five ninety-eight,” she said in a small voice.

What!” cried John, aroused.

I know it’s extravagant, and we need so many things, and there’s all the provisions to get yet, and–” The words poured from her with a rush.

But, it appeared, that was not John’s emotion.

You mean to say all that for six dollars?” He shook his head. Somebody’s crazy. Sure you understood right?”

I know it sounds absurd,” she hurried on breathlessly, but Mr Barkley said we might just as well have it. It’s no use to them. It was meant to sell to married hands, and then Mr Kirby decided not to have any more married hands, and they can’t use it in the cookhouse, and they’ve had it for years, and Mr Barkley says he couldn’t get much of anything for it if he sent it back–”

Mr Barkley, Mr Barkley, Mr Barkley,” John cut in. Look here, young woman, I’m a nice easygoing cuss, and I like to live soft and easy and magnificent, but there’s one thing I draw the line at.” He eyed her severely. I won’t be no kept man.”

She stared at him. And suddenly John threw himself into a chair and laughed and laughed and laughed. He tried to recover himself, dashed the tears from his eyes, was again overcome.

If you could only see your face!” he gasped.

But Sally stood coldly waiting.

I shall take the china back tomorrow,” she told him when he had sobered.

Instantly John was on his feet. He tried to take her in his arms. She was rigid.

Why, honey!” he cried all contrition, you didn’t think for one minute I meant–Why, honey, that funny little bald-headed coot–Of course I was fooling.”

She shook her head obstinately. The plates were going back, the borrowed tools were going back, John could do his own buying at the store hereafter. She failed to see any joke in it. She was wholly unreasonable. She would not listen to John. And finally John began to warm a little into anger. Maybe it was a fool thing to say, he fumed to himself, but doggone it, he hadn’t meant anything, and she ought to have sense enough to see it. He wanted to shake her into some sense. Damn the blue china! For one perilous moment John was tempted to smash the blue china. Luckily that impulse passed. He was bewildered, disillusioned, resentful.

Then his eyes widened, and his mouth dropped. Sally was laughing. She laughed and laughed and laughed.

You goop!” she choked at last. "That funny little bald-headed coot!’” she quoted. But he’s nice,” she added in justice. She chortled again at John’s open mouth. He closed it, but he still looked crestfallen.

Keno!” he gave in. Then he rallied. But you are kind of cute,” said he.

Beside the blue plates Sally indulged also in another luxury. She bought some cheap gay-striped material and made curtains for the windows. Except for these two things, her purchases she kept within the bare necessities–and the sixty dollars a month. This was a matter of close figuring. Sixty dollars is not a great sum. The first month she must run over a little, but Barkley said that would be all right. It turned out there was a small rebate allowance if one did not eat at the cookhouse. That was a welcome help.

By now John had begun to be genuinely interested in the house.

Well, what’s new?” was his first greeting when he returned from work. He must be shown the day’s accomplishment before he would begin to clean up. He marveled gratifyingly over the simplest things.

Well now, what do you know! I’d never have thought of that!”

Particularly did he admire the bright curtains, once they were in place. Sally had mentioned curtains. What for curtains, John wanted to know. Keep people from looking in, for one thing. Nobody, pointed out John, was going to climb way out in the middle of that wet meadow just to look in. He did not urge this as an objection, however, merely as the reasonable point of view. If Sally wanted curtains that was all right. When he saw them, in place, he was vastly pleased and surprised. John had thought of curtains as things that wound up on a spring roller. These were pretty!

But Sally would not permit him to linger too long. The table was set. I’ve got a good dinner, and I don’t intend to let you spoil it,” said she.

At the cookhouse the triangle had already rung, and the men were filing in. They looked scrubbed and clean. As a matter of fact, each had merely plunged over-ears into the basin so his head was slick and shining. If John had been eating at the cookhouse he would have been already at table.

I’ve been working hard, honey, I’m hungry,” he expostulated, and honest, I’m perfectly clean–didn’t even sweat my shirt! See!”

If you didn’t work hard enough to sweat your shirt you can’t be as hungry as all that,” said Sally with inexorable logic. Shoo! Your clean shirt is all laid out. And don’t dawdle; we’ve got a pot roast.”

Doggone schoolma’am!” accused John.

Sally chuckled. Well, don’t act like a small boy.”

John retired in the direction of the lean-to back of the kitchen. Here was another of Sally’s simple contrivances. Somewhere she had found an old garden watering pot with which one could sprinkle oneself in a kind of shower. John would never have thought of that. His idea of a bath was to set the wash tub in the middle of the floor and go to it. As that involved heating of water on the stove, considerable contortion, a liberal slopping over and a subsequent mopping up, it was a rite likely to be somewhat spaced in time. Like most out-of-door males John had a healthy instinct for cleanliness but was not bigoted on the subject. To be taken as needed. Sally’s incomprehensible philosophy was more rigid. Whether needed or not, seemed to be her idea.

The flower-pot idea was ingenious, John admitted, but could be improved. Too much, said John, like pulling your own tooth. Again like most out-of-door men, he had a distaste for cold water. Don’t mind jumping in all over, said John, but doggone this slow trickling! Now, if you hung up the flower pot and hitched a string to the end of the spout, then you’d get a steady shower just by pulling the string. He fell into a brown study.

No, I got a better scheme,” said he at last. I’ll rig you up, first chance I get.”

The next Sunday he set about it. He refused to divulge his plan.

You keep me from my work,” she complained. I’ve got to stay out here and see what you are up to.”

The preliminaries, however, were sufficiently obvious. John was a deft handy man. Adjoining the lean-to, overlooking the meadow, he knocked together the framework of a small platform. This he floored with narrow slats set apart so the water would drain through. Atop it he erected a three-sided shelter, open toward the house. Sally thought this was all and agreed it was an improvement. She fetched her watering pot. John loftily waved it aside.

With a brad he punched dozens of holes in the bottom of a five-gallon coal-oil tin from which he had cut the top. He fastened the tin securely between two supports above his shelter.

Now there,” said he, climbing down from his lofty perch, is a shower as is a shower: not one of your measly little trickles!”

And how,” asked Sally sweetly, are you supposed to get any water into it? Or is this an air bath?”

How about that stepladder you spoke of?” suggested John.

If you think,” said Sally with decision, that I’m going to stagger up any stepladder lugging pails of water–and”–she pointed out, carried away by the triumph of her own common sense–the minute you pour in the water it’s going to begin to shower, isn’t it, and how are you–” She broke off short. She had caught John’s wooden expression. She had learned to know that expression.

John was tickled. He’d got a rise out of Sally. He was always solemnly badgering Sally, trying to get a rise out of her. It didn’t work very often. Sally was pretty quick. And it didn’t do to get brash. She generally got back at him. And she never got mad, like some folks would.

Doggone,” he complained once, after a particularly outrageous bit of fooling, try my best, I can’t seem to scare up a real good fight out of you nohow!”

You wouldn’t like it if you did,” said Sally quietly. Somehow it sounded as though she meant that. But next moment she was laughing.

She was laughing now. John was satisfied: he’d got his rise; he was ready now to explain.

Over in the machine shop he’d found an old wing pump. This he would screw up, hand high, to the inside of the shelter. Its outlet he would lead up to the coal-oil can. Its inlet was a rubber hose that went out through an augur hole. You carried out a pail of water and set her down on an outside shelf John would build handy–or two pails of water, hot and cold, some style about this, he interpolated–and stick the hose in it, and then you got inside, under the coal-oil can, and worked the handle of the wing pump and pumped the water up into the can, and–

The water comes out through all the cute little holes,” mocked Sally, and trickles excruciatingly, and you howl. Full set of directions with every package. But, oh, John, I think it’s going to be grand!”

Completed, it turned out to be a weird-looking mechanical contraption. But it worked: and it was grand. John finished it early of a Sunday afternoon, and nothing would do but they must try it at once. The demonstration was entirely successful and delightful but was curtailed and complicated by a knock on the front door.

Good lord!” whispered John in a panic, it’s Clara Carter. What are we going to do? All our clothes are in the front room.”

But Sally remained calm.

Put a towel around you and go get them,” said she.

She’ll bust in, sure as shooting. The door ain’t locked.”

You get ’em.”

Sally gave him a shove. If you don’t hurry she will bust in.”

John managed it. He was scared.

Come in, Clara,” Sally’s voice was tranquil, and sit down. Be with you in a minute.”

John’s demoralization lasted over.

Just suppose she’d come in and caught me!” he said to Sally after Clara had gone.

Well, suppose she had.” Sally was matter of fact.

John was belatedly indignant.

I think you might have done it,” he grumbled. But, it seemed, that would not have done at all. John, with only a towel around him, was respectable enough. Sally, with only a towel around her, would not have been respectable at all: not at three o’clock in the afternoon. This seemed entirely axiomatic to Sally. John gave it up. Anybody who could understand a woman could breed a mule, thought John, reverting to an elegant simile of his cowboy days.

But Sally had news. Clara was going to have a baby. That’s what she had really come for, to tell Sally about it. Clara couldn’t stand it any longer: she had to talk about it to somebody, and Sally was the only other woman.

Ain’t she told Mel?” asked John, or is it going to be a happy surprise?”

Oh, Mel!” Sally’s scorn dismissed Mel. Sally was all excited. She chattered on. John only half listened, wondering idly how a woman could get up all that steam over just a kid.

Huh?” He was startled to full attention by a question. Sure! Sure! It would be fine!” he agreed, trying for the heartiness he sensed as appropriate.

I don’t believe you think so at all!” she accused.

Sure, sure I do!” repeated John. He was guiltily conscious that he really did not give a damn, so he covered the situation by the device that he had discovered sure fire in a crisis. He took her in his arms and patted her back. She snuggled against him.

I wonder why we don’t,” she said wistfully, after a little.

But John was not wholly enlisted in the sentiment of this occasion.

Well,” he suggested with a laugh, if at first we don’t succeed, try, try again.”

She flung away.

John! You’re outrageous!” she cried.

But he refused to be abashed.

Only method I know of,” he insisted.

The construction of the shower bath fired John’s creative interest in nest building. Heretofore he had contented himself with admiring Sally’s efforts. Now he wanted to take part. He spent all of every Sunday, and the hour or so of almost every evening, tinkering on the house. Had it not been known that they were new married, their almost complete self-absorption might have bred active unpopularity. He made a rocking chair with a back by cutting away a barrel and upholstering it with excelsior and sacking and nailing staves on the bottom for rockers.

Try it,” he urged Sally, misunderstanding her look of doubt. Isn’t that comfortable?”

Most comfortable chair I ever sat in,” agreed Sally surprisedly. It did not look comfortable.

Then what’s the matter?” John had by now learned to sense at least some of Sally’s moods.

Well,” Sally hesitated, it’s a grand chair. But–do you think it quite goes with the curtains?”

John looked from the chair to the curtains to the blue china on the shelf.

It’ll go fine out on the porch.” Sally hastened to soften the supposed disappointment. And when we need it we can bring it in...”

But John was not hurt. He was, on the contrary, astounded and delighted by the sudden revelation of a point of view he had never before considered.

Sure! I see!” he cried. It looks sort of clumsy!”

Sally thought that crisis safely past. But some days later, lacking other occupation for the moment, she took down the rawhide kyacks from where, with the packsaddles, they hung overhead in the lean-to, with an idea of cleaning and wrapping the camp equipment they contained. Thus she laid hands on a paper obviously hidden there by John as the last place on earth she would be likely to rummage. Sally took the paper to the blue oilcloth-covered table, where she studied it with knitted brows.

On the face of it was nothing mysterious. The thing was merely a Montgomery Ward & Co. order form. In the space at the top John had printed his name and address. Below, in appropriate columns, he had written a list of numbers, and opposite each a price.

The matter was plain. John was ordering a number of things by mail from Montgomery Ward & Co. He did not want Sally to know about it. The proper thing for her to do, Sally realized, was to put back the paper, say nothing and be properly surprised. She would have done this except for that column of prices. For some moments she stared at them unbelieving. But they were written plainly enough. They totaled nearly two hundred dollars. Had John gone crazy–on sixty dollars a month?

Sally pondered for some time, then took the list and walked down to the company store. Barkley was back in the office.

Have you a Montgomery Ward catalogue I could borrow?” asked Sally from the doorway.

She carried the catalogue to a counter in the empty store and looked in it for the item corresponding to the first number on the list. She stared unbelieving at the picture of it, for the catalogue was lavishly illustrated. It was of a clock, a large clock, that had started out to be round but had decided to break the line purity of its circumference by a succession of swooping convex baroque ornamentations. The text informed her that it was covered with blue velvet.

To match the china!” flashed Sally’s appalled intuition.

Feverishly she turned to the next item. At the end of fifteen minutes she closed the thick volume and sat for some time collecting her ideas and emotions, which were numerous and jumbled. Poor John! Such awful things! Such terrible, terrible monstrosities of fanciness” and elegance” and varnish and imitation carving and fringe and dingle-dangle! Sally was overwhelmed by an impulse to wild laughter as she recalled some of them. She had to stop thinking of them. She couldn’t have hysterics on poor old Hugh Barkley. What if she hadn’t had that fool impulse to drop everything and clean those kyacks, and that stuff had actually come! The thought effectively sobered her. She stared at it and shuddered. Could she have played up and been pleased and surprised, as John had planned? She certainly would have been surprised, all right! Then suddenly a tenderness flooded her heart, and the measure of it was precisely the gap between John’s eager secret anticipation and the atrocities of the Montgomery Ward catalogue. She thought only of John, and his poor, pitiful, blundering little plan; and of how puzzled and hurt and disappointed he was going to be. For just the flash of an instant it occurred to her that she really ought to let the transaction go through. But that was only a flash.

She walked back through the deep dust disturbed and thoughtful. How could she do it? John looked so like a hurt baby when he did not understand. Her heart yearned over John. All the rest of that day she moved apart, asking prayerfully and humbly that she be given wisdom.

The whole crisis flattened out ridiculously. John’s only show of disappointment was when he caught sight of the order form laid out prominently for his eyes.

Oh, shucks!” said he disgustedly, I meant that for a surprise! You would go rummaging around those old kyacks!”

He broke through Sally’s tactful circumlocutions when at last he grasped their purport.

Don’t like ‘em, eh?” said he. Well, you go ahead and pick out what suits you.”

Then–then you don’t care?” faltered Sally.

He looked surprised.

Why, I was just aiming to please you.”

Oh, John! John!” cried Sally, casting herself upon him.

John looked still more surprised. Then he grinned.

Bad as all that, were they?” he surmised shrewdly. Well, well. No call to cry about it.”

He could not make out why she should weep so passionately. Will I ever understand Sally? thought John. Gosh, women are funny critters. What’s all the shooting about? He patted her back. After a time she looked up at him wet faced. She had to know.

John,” she asked seriously, tell me. Did you actually like those things? Did you really want them?”

The intensity of her question brought him up standing.

Why–they looked to me kind of–kind of fancy! Nothing too good for us, old girl.” He tried for the lighter touch.

She continued to stare at him. She thought of John as she had seen him once gazing rapt into a desert sunrise. Oh dear, thought Sally, will I ever understand John! Men are so funny!

That was at once emphasized for her.

You order what suits you,” repeated John. But get the best. I want you to have the best.”

This was Sally’s chance to point a lesson.

But we can’t afford such things,” she objected.

Then it appeared that John had money in the bank in Portland. He was, after all, still a Murdock. When it happened that his wanderings left him a few dollars over from wages, he had sent them in. Never very much, but it mounted up.

You told me you were broke!” accused Sally, a trifle exasperated.

I told you that?” John was genuinely astonished.

She reminded him of their journey, which they had curtailed for lack of funds with which to buy food.

Oh, then!” said John. I just meant I hadn’t any money with me.” And since then? I never thought of it,” said John. Seemed like we had everything we wanted.”

Sally’s mind flashed back across her scrimping sixty-dollar-a-month economies. She looked at John, thought better of speech, threw her hands out in futility. She choked.

What’s funny?” John wanted to know. What are you laughing at?”

At myself,” said Sally. You wouldn’t understand.”


CHAPTER III
 THE WOODS

NATURE always gets her way. Men, and the destinies of men, must move along her course. No price too high to pay. She creates and destroys a million individuals that one may carry her purpose. She safeguards him and sacrifices to him freely and is his fairy godmother of unblemished fortune, as long as he follows freely her urge. She spares him no spur of suffering or tragedy if he lags or strays. But when his impetus is spent she turns from him in divine disregard.

One of each generation, since old John Murdock had so unaccountably turned his face westward, had inherited and must forsake and go. He felt and was stirred by the first quiver of the waters; he was borne irresistibly forward with the wave; he rested only when the wave was spent. To this John had become the attunement. For ten years he had eddied with the indecisive whirls until the urge had defined its direction. He had lifted at last to it, and it had borne him here: and here, it seemed, he was content to rest. His nature was fulfilled. He had the woman, and the work that best suited him. It appeared to John that here, in the lumber woods, he had found all that he needed in life. For the moment he was too happily concerned with the immediate to think far ahead; but vaguely he saw himself, in time, and with more experience, making his way, first as a foreman, then maybe as owner and boss of an outfit like this, or better. Bull Kirby made good money. Decidedly he had here every opportunity any man could ask to better his condition; and that, be it remembered, had ever been, for the Murdocks, the shining star in the western sky.

He was satisfied; but the forces of his destiny were not.

Of a morning in early September John and Sally sat at breakfast. It was just turned daylight, for the days were shortening, and work began at seven o’clock. The door stood open. Sally liked to look out and hear the few birds still singing and drink the cool air after the stove. But it was John who caught sight of an approaching figure.

Here comes Mel Carter,” he told Sally. Wonder what he wants.”

Sally started to her feet, upsetting her chair.

Clara!” she cried. You don’t suppose...?” She ran out to meet Mel. John followed more slowly. Sally was all excited, but John was sure there was nothing seriously wrong. If there had been, Mel would have come on the jump. He was just kind of dragging along Look at him, John grinned in secret amusement, the only other critter in the universe that could look that worried and mournful is an old-fashioned hound dog. You’d think this was the first baby ever borned. Good thing if it would get borned, thought John, then maybe Mel would stop being such a total loss.

John’s reasoning was accurate. Everything was going all right. But Mel was ashamed and embarrassed at his errand. Clara wanted them to come on over. She must see them right away. Wouldn’t give no reason. Just notional. But she’s all stirred up, and–

Of course I’ll go,” agreed Sally soothingly. Don’t you fret for a minute.”

The young man’s sallow face reddened slowly, and he shifted boyishly from one foot to the other.

Lord!” he blurted at length, I feel like a fool!”

You look just a little like one right now,” agreed John with a grin.

She wants to see you, too,” said Mel.

Me!” John was plainly appalled. What she want me for?”

I don’t know–well, it’s a notion she has. It’s just crazy. I told her it was crazy, but she took on so I got scared she’d have hysterics or something and that the baby might–” He appealed to Sally wistfully, Is it always like this, Mis’ Murdock?”

Sometimes–not always–I don’t know. Clara’s high strung.”

Well, it ain’t no fun,” said Mel pathetically. He hesitated. Would you mind coming over, just for a minute?” he asked.

Of course he’ll go,” Sally answered for him. John looked uncomfortable and a trifle furtive. He would have liked to get out of this. He would not know what to do. This was woman’s business.

Sure! Sure!” he agreed with what heartiness he could summon. Sally disappeared. I’ll bring my work,” she flung over her shoulder. Just a minute.”

What seems to be the notion?” John wanted to know a little of what was ahead of him.

She wants me to lay off work today.”

Why?” asked John.

It’s just crazy, I tell you.”

Don’t she give no reason?”

Nothing sensible.”

Well, what did she say?”

Last night she asked me what I was doing today”–it came out at last–and when I told her I was going to rig the blocks on the new chute way she near threw a fit.”

Why?” John was puzzled. What’s there about that?”

I tell you it’s crazy,” protested Mel, but you remember along last spring how Billy Miller was killed by getting smashed in the head by a block? Well, that was enough for her.”

But”–John was patently amazed–that hadn’t anything to do with rigging! That was just a snapback when the cable busted hauling logs!”

I know it. I told her all that. But it was a block done it. That’s enough.” Mel’s voice was bitter.

It’s just a notion.” John repeated the word. She’ll get over it.”

She don’t get over it,” said Mel. She was at it all last night. We didn’t get hardly any sleep. I never saw her like that. It got me scared, I tell you, for fear she’d–I had to halfway promise her–Anyway, I wish you’d talk to her and see if you can’t–”

Can’t what?” John was now looking at him with curious attention.

But Mel couldn’t, or wouldn’t, say. Sally rejoined them, carrying a bag of sewing. They ploughed through the light dust to the Carter’s shanty.

Clara sat rigidly in the center of the little living room, a figure of tragedy. The table had not been cleared of an almost untouched breakfast. Sally crossed swiftly to her. The two men hung back near the door.

I’ve come to keep you company a while, Clara,” she greeted her cheerfully. I’ve brought my work.”

But Clara looked past her.

Where’s John? I want to talk to John.” She paid no attention to the other woman’s greeting.

He’s here.” Sally impatiently motioned the reluctant men forward.

Hullo, Clara!” John responded with a forced heartiness. He fumbled his cap and shifted his feet; but one eyebrow was quirked higher than the other, and his head was tilted the least bit to one side. Sally knew these symptoms of secret relish and appraisal. She cast upon John a glance full of warning that he must take this seriously. The eyebrow slowly subsided. What’s on your mind, Clara?” he asked. There was sympathy in his voice now. Sally flashed at him her appreciation of this. My sympathy is for Mel, you poor prune, he grimaced back. John and Sally did a great deal of this talking together without words. But he listened gravely enough to Clara.

You’re getting excited about nothing, Clara,” said he. There’s no danger in this rigging job at all. None whatever. Why, all you do is to trim down small trees into poles and then splice the blocks to them for the cable return. They aren’t even tall trees.”

There was Billy Miller,” she choked on the words.

But that wasn’t the least bit like this. Then they were hauling on the chutes, and the strain was too much, so that a lashing parted, and the block snapped down.” Patiently he continued to explain, showing logically and clearly that this job of Mel’s and the accident to Miller had not one element in common except the presence in each of a block. Like saying a jack rabbit’s just as dangerous as a grizzly bear just because they’ve both got four legs!” he concluded with a laugh.

Clara uttered a low wail. He’ll be killed; I know he will be killed.” Her voice was stifled.

Good lord! What did the woman want? He’d made it clear enough! And what was the matter with Sally? Why did she look at him that way? He knew that look of comical despair when she thought him exceptionally dense. And then he had his inspiration. Anyway, at the moment it seemed to him his inspiration. It might have been Sally’s silent conveyance to him of what she expected. At least, almost with the first words he spoke, he felt distinctly in her mind an annoyance at his density change to a satisfaction.

Look here, Clara”–he stooped to take the woman’s two hands so that she must look up at him–there’s absolutely no danger in that job, as I told you. But if you feel that way about it, I tell you what let’s do. I was going over today to the new chute we’re putting in on Forty. You know the place. The chute logs are all hauled, and I was going to notch them. Well, Mel can do that just as well as I can, mebbe a little better. He can do that today; and I’ll just rig those blocks. How’s that? That suit you?”

Oh, for Chris’ sake!” Mel burst out, reddening angrily, but subsided under the sudden fierce pressure of Sally’s hand.

How about it, Clara? That suit you? Mel won’t come to much grief on that job–unless he tries to cut his foot off with his own ax.” Even Clara had to smile faintly at the absurdity, for these men were real woodsmen. All right, that’s all fixed!” cried John breezily. Now you and Sally eat you some breakfast.” Though apparently he had had eyes only for the forlorn figure in the chair, he must have noted every detail in the little room.

Oh, haven’t you had your breakfast?” For the first time the woman’s tension relaxed in a pathetic concern of hospitality.

She was just sitting down,” put in John hastily. Oh sure, I’ve et. I always eat first. Come on, you better get stepping. Whistle ought to go any minute now. So long, Clara. Don’t let ’em get you down!” He made a great flourish of departure. The room was filled with bustle and heartiness. What say?” he asked.

I feel such a fool!” said Clara in a small voice. I know you must think me such a fool! But it’s just today. Just to get by today. Today is such a bad day.” She began to cry a little, but softly and easily.

That’s all right. Don’t you think about it. Easy as falling off a greased log. Safe now as a covered bridge.” Under cover of these irrelevancies he made good his retreat. Outside the door he drew his sleeve across his forehead. Whew!” he commented to himself. He felt the touch of Sally’s hand on his arm. She had slipped out quietly after him. She squeezed the arm. Her eyes were shining.

I’m proud of you!” she whispered.

He looked down at her, one eyebrow raised. Shucks!” said he. He grinned maliciously. Go back and eat your breakfast,” he mocked. You must be hungry–you’ve only had eight hot cakes this morning–that I saw.”

I love it in you,” said she.

She flitted back into the house. John stared after her. Now what did she mean by that? Then he hurried to overtake Mel. They trudged along together in silence.

Jees, I feel like a fool!” broke out Mel at last. Of all the goddam–As if I was a kid with a sharp knife...”

John listened to him for a few moments.

Cuss ahead,” he said at last, if it does you any good. Get it out of your system.” Mel muttered off into silence. Well,” said John after a while, there’s your trail. Be good.”

The other hesitated. Don’t think I’m not grateful–to you and Sally,” he blurted out at last. You’re white folks, both of you.”

Oh, go to hell,” said John.

Sally stayed for an hour or so, then, as Clara seemed quite recovered and calm, she returned to her own work at home. She finished and was examining her few books with an idea that perhaps she might find something suited to Clara’s amusement. Thus her back was to the door. John’s voice startled her.

Why, John!” she cried. What on earth?”

Mel Carter’s dead,” said John curtly. Killed.”

She stared at him.

Dead–killed. Come. You got to tell Clara–before–they bring him in.”

Sally snapped into control of herself now. She moved swiftly toward the door.

What was it? What happened?”

They were hurrying together down the dusty road, Sally trotting to keep up with the man’s long strides.

What happened?” she panted.

It was the darnedest thing I ever heard tell of. I wasn’t there. The boys told me. Bat Hitchcock and Dick Barnes were felling an old stub. A hundred yards off the trail. Getting it out of the way for the new skidway. When it fell, near as we can make out, it flicked against a tree, and one of its rotten limbs snapped off, and the hard knot tore loose and came sailing through the air like someone had throwed it–like a bullet–and took Mel right behind the ear. He dropped like he was shot.”

Where is he?” she gasped, out of breath with the pace.

The boys are bringing him in. They sent for me to–”

Yes, yes, hurry! You must stop them–she mustn’t see him until I–”

They understand that.” He indicated a little group waiting at the forest’s edge.

After a little they moved slowly forward bearing their burden. Other men emerged from the office and store and from the mess house. The mill itself fell silent, and its crew appeared, one by one or in small groups, making their way up the road. Ordinarily an accident, even a fatal accident, could not have justified this wholesale desertion of the job. The work must go on. But already the extraordinary circumstances had become known. The men, gathered now in a group about the blanketed form, discussed it, low voiced. Hitchcock and Barnes, the eyewitnesses, had to tell over and over again what they had seen. It was hard to believe. They shook their heads, muttering, still half incredulous. And him absolutely the only man on the trail–and twenty rod or more off!” I never heerd of sich a thing!” One man bethought himself, looked right and left, half shamefacedly slid off his cap. One by one the others bared their heads. They waited, shifting uneasily, watching the closed door.

They stiffened slightly, half in apprehension, half in defiance, as a burly figure thrust from the forest and strode down toward them. This was Bull Kirby, the foreman, the driver of men and the work. How would he take this desertion of their jobs? But Bull Kirby’s face had no anger in it, only concern. Somehow this unexpected and unprecedented forbearance deepened in the men’s minds the unreal and fatal character of the tragedy. He spoke, low voiced, to the fallers and to John. Mis’ Murdock’s in there,” someone volunteered. Bull Kirby nodded. He, too, removed his narrow-brimmed felt hat and ran his fingers through his stiff short curls.

The door opened. Sally’s face was very grave. She beckoned to John.

Have them bring him in,” she told him, low voiced, and then all of you clear out. If I need any help I’ll call for it. I’m taking Clara over to my house.”

Thankfully they left the matter to her. The men went back to work. Only John and Bull Kirby and Hugh Barkley waited, seated on the edge of the narrow veranda. They did not talk. They had little to say to one another until Sally should return to them.

At the end of nearly two hours the door opened behind them. They looked up expectantly. Sally shook her head in warning. They walked away together out of hearing.

She’s quieted down,” said Sally. But she’s in a daze.”

What she want done with Mel?” This from Bull Kirby.

I don’t know.”

Well, we got to do something. You’ll have to ask her soon as you can.”

It won’t do any good. She wouldn’t understand. I tell you she’s dazed.”

You mean off her head?” translated Bull Kirby bluntly. Sally nodded. Kirby pondered. Know anything about Carter?” he asked the bookkeeper. Where he come from or anything?” Barkley shook his head. Well, inquire round, among the men.”

Clara has a sister in Seattle,” volunteered Sally.

Know her name?”

What I came out here to say,” Sally cut across him, is that I think the sooner Mrs Carter gets down the mountain to where she can be taken care of, the better.”

Bull Kirby’s small eyes examined hers. I see,” said he. He pondered further, running his hand back and forth through his thick curls. They waited without suggestions.

All right,” said he presently. His voice was crisp with command. He knew what must be done. He was telling them. Take her down in my light buckboard. You go along and take care of her, Mrs Murdock. John, you drive ’em down. Leave the team at Guffy’s livery. Then you telegraph this sister at Seattle and start on the next train. Get the hospital telephone number from Hugh, here, case you don’t make connection with the sister. Marshall House is decent and reasonable and will treat you right. It’s on Second Street. Come back and pick up the buckboard when you get done, but not before. Hugh’ll give you some money. That’s all.”

And–and poor Mel?” Sally gestured toward the other house.

We’ll tend to that,” said Bull Kirby shortly. Pack your duds. Get going.”

Sally slipped away. Barkley started toward the office.

Well?” Kirby challenged John’s delay.

It struck me–Sally’s pretty smart. She could get on all right after I got her to the railroad–We’re kind of short handed. I could–”

You’ll do nothing of the goddam sort,” snapped Bull, without waiting to hear. You ain’t so goddam much I can’t get along without you–or a dozen more like you. If I find you around here an hour from now, by God, I’ll skin you!”

They drove down the mountain in Bull Kirby’s buckboard. Sally, her arm about Clara, sat in the back seat. John drove alone. It was a long hard ride to the rails, which was one reason Bull Kirby did not make more money. The heavy lumber wagons had pulverized the road. The dust was terrible, for it was still alive with the day’s heat. They breathed through handkerchiefs, and their skins turned gray; and they saw the forest in dim flat planes of slate blue, as through a fog. But evening arose from the valley, and its chill quieted the dust like a cool hand. They were more comfortable then; but the way was tense and long.

They drove in silence. Only once did Clara’s apathy break for a moment. She turned on Sally, seizing her arm in a grip that hurt.

He isn’t dead!” she denied insistently. He’ll be coming in a minute!” She stared intently into Sally’s eyes, as though trying to see through clouded glass. Then her own eyes dulled.

Darkness had fallen before they arrived. The air was clear, and the trappings of the night were of velvet and silver.

Fortunately the sister had received the telegram. She and a competent-looking husband met the train and took charge. But it was nearly four o’clock before John and Sally at last tumbled into bed at the Marshall House, numbed by the fatigues and emotions of the day.

Nevertheless, John slipped out of bed soon after seven. By habit of years he knew he would not sleep again. Moving softly, he dressed without disturbing Sally, scribbled two words for her reassurance–back soon”–and so, shortly, found himself on Second Street. The sky was deep blue. From it came a taut vibrant wind, pungent as crab apples with a flavor strange to John’s nostrils. He did not know the redolence of the sea. John was not wholly ignorant of cities, for occasion had once or twice brought him to Portland, and he had seen Salt Lake. But the substance of his life had been the open. He set off down Second Street, and everything he saw or heard or smelled delighted him.

At this hour the streets were not yet in full activity. Shops were opening, but not as yet settled into the day’s business. John looked into their windows and was amazed and delighted at many of the things he saw, but remembered in time that Sally was funny about buying things. He came to a saloon on the corner and went in and had a glass of beer, which tasted very good even at this hour of the morning, and ate a handful of pretzels and had a few words with the barkeeper. The barkeeper told him to come back later and get a decent handout when the free lunch was going, and that in his opinion Sharkey was going to punch hell outta Fitzsimmons, and how was things in the woods; and John replied that he wouldn’t bet on it, and that things were fine. There were more people in the street when he came out, all going in one direction; and a few wagons loaded with produce; and some wide, low drays drawn by massive horses. The drays one by one turned down a steep side street, and the air was rent by a shrieking of brakes. All these people and things were hurrying purposefully. They were going to work. John sauntered in a luxury of leisure. He was expansive with leisure. His narrow-brimmed lumberjack’s felt hat had just a little cock to it. His movements were loose and slow and flowing with the indolence of trained muscles on vacation. His eyes roved speculatively and humorously. They met full those of the men hurrying. Some of the latter grinned a half response; others bristled like dogs, resenting differences and strangeness.

John came to a cross street. Looking down it, he caught a glint of blue. He turned toward it.

Two girls, on their way home from a dance hall, bent forward against the grade as they climbed the hill. They were wearied, drained of life. But the sight of John’s tall figure plunging merrily down the steep slope brought a spark of interest to their eyes. They stopped short and looked at him, and when he had passed, with no more than an incurious glance, they turned and gazed after him. And then suddenly, seized by impulse, one took the other’s hand, and they raced down the hill after him and separated either side of him, seizing him by the arms, so that all three were projected forward by the momentum, and John had considerable to do to keep his feet and bring them all to a halt. He swung them in front of him and looked down into their laughing faces.

What you trying to do?” he asked. Scare a man to death?”

We like your looks,” said the one with the frizzed yellow hair.

Thanks,” said John. He raised one eyebrow. And what’s your system when you catch ’em on level ground? Use a club?”

Aw, go on!” giggled the one with the smooth yellow hair.

You girls don’t really need no such strong-arm stuff.” John looked them over appraisingly from head to foot. Just give ’em an eyeful and let nature take its course. I’m tellin’ you in hopes of saving human lives. You mighty nigh jerked my head off!”

The two girls dissolved toward each other delightedly. There was nothing professional in their light-heartedness. Somehow their weariness was lifted. They were having a good time.

I bet you’re strong,” said frizzed-hair, the way you fetched us up.” She laid her fingers on his upper arm. Gawd, you’ve got muscle!” she cried. Feel of that, Eloise. Like iron. What’s your job–fishing?”

No,” said John, my job’s to get out mornings and hunt up little girls that get lost out and tell ’em to go straight on home and go to bed.”

Well, come on then,” said Eloise. Sounds all right to me.” She took his arm with an air of proprietorship, warning off the other with her eyes. But John only laughed and disengaged her hand.

You’ve got me all wrong, sister,” said he. I forgot to tell you: I’m a reformed character.”

He gave them each a broad grin, and without other farewell, plunged on down the steep sidewalk, his body swinging back loosely in check of descent. The girls looked after him. They turned and resumed their climb.

John followed the street to its end and so came to the water front. Here were great warehouses. The wide-planked space between the warehouses and the city itself was crisscrossed by a network of railroad tracks. A stubby switch engine snorted back and forth on them, shunting freight cars. Before the warehouses stood the trucks, backed against their closed doors, waiting. The great horses dozed without attention to the puffing engine: the teamsters sat on the tails of the trucks, smoking. Over the roofs John could see the masts of ships. This excited him: he had never seen a ship. But the warehouses presented a blank front of wall and closed doors. John spoke to the teamsters. They answered him civilly enough, but briefly. They had no interest in John. Work began at eight o’clock. He could get out on the wharves when they opened up.

But John had a sudden new impulse. He turned to the left and set out more briskly. After a while he passed the last of the warehouses. An incline sloped steeply down to a long narrow float between tall piles. The float was empty, except for a sea gull atop each pile. From here John could see directly out into the Sound.

He paused for some moments to stare across its waters, lively in the breeze. Then he let himself cautiously down the ramp. The tide was low. He had to cling to the rail and catch his heels in the cross cleats. The tops of the piles were tall above him. He looked up at the gulls, amazed at their indifference to him, then walked out to the end of the float, where he knelt to wet his finger in taste of salt water. He got to his feet again and stood, hat in hand, the wind in his hair. Somehow he was deeply stirred; but he could not have told why.

The high prolonged note of a steam whistle brought him to himself. His interest leaped into lively attention. He climbed the incline and hurried down the water front.

Not until two hours later did he return to the hotel. Sally was still asleep. John hated to awaken her. Sally was sure pretty that way with her hair soft on the pillow, and her cheeks that kind of faint pink she never had when she was awake, and one hand curled up under her chin. But the necessity of sharing drove John too hard for more than a moment’s compunction. He snapped up the roller shade, and the sun flooded the room.

What time is it?” asked Sally sleepily.

John sat on the side of the bed.

Sally, wake up!” he cried. Listen here. I want you to hear about this!”

She opened her eyes and saw that he was fully dressed. She sat up.

What time is it?” she repeated. Good heavens, it’s late!”

What of it?” John was impatient.

Clara!” She leaned forward to snatch at the old-fashioned chain that anchored John’s watch. I ought to have been there hours ago!” She tried to throw off one side of the coverlet. John firmly replaced it and sat on it to hold it down.

Clara’s in good hands,” he told Sally. And it don’t matter one red cent whether you go round there now or this afternoon. You going to behave?”

Sally was going to behave. Now that the sleep was out of her brain she was sorry. John had come in full of enthusiasm about something. Now he was definitely off the boil. Cutting across John’s enthusiasms with some other interest had that effect. Sally would never have done it if she had been fully awake. Now she must restart him.

But curiously enough, it was nothing she said that succeeded in this. She had sat up in bed and shaken loose her hair. Her nightdress had fallen a little way from her shoulders in a straight line just above her breasts. John hardly listened to what she was saying: he was filling his eyes.

Doggone, Sally,” he broke across what she was saying. You look just like a little girl!” He stared at her, his appraisal somehow sharpening. I’m glad your hair is brown,” said he.

It was Sally’s turn to stare. John told her about the two girls, and how they had tried to kidnap me,” as John expressed it; at which Sally felt a tiny leap of shock that she indignantly repressed as silly; and of what they said, and what John had said back.

You ought to have seen their faces!” John was relishing his tale and laughing. They had yellow hair,” he added.

Now he was back easily and warmly on what he had wanted to tell Sally. He mentioned the float, and his sight of the Sound, and of how he had climbed down to the water level. He laughed at himself. I knew it was salt, but I had to taste it!” But these things he passed over quickly.

Then that whistle blowed,” said he, and I looked up. You wouldn’t believe it, but I’d been so wropped up with that water, and all the rest, that I actually hadn’t even seen that mill, laying right there next door, as you might say!”

John spoke of the mill with the same awe he might have felt at first sight of some great cathedral. Probably with more. John knew something of lumber mills.

I hustled right over there,” he told Sally. You never saw anything like it!” For an hour he had wandered about, just looking. He tried to tell Sally what he had seen. There was no order or coherence in what he said. He jumped about, seizing upon what, unrelated, thrust to the foreground in his mind. Sally sank back again to her pillow and listened. She gave over trying to understand. Questions checked him. She was content to lie back and watch his face and dream upon the lovableness of John. Merely the surface of her attended his words, and that too only because they were John’s words, and that he brought her his thrill to share. But in spite of that a picture did grow in her mind, drawn a little by John’s words, but more by the leap of Sally’s imagination.

Acres of low roof on posts, but with no walls. And a row of water barrels, against fire, spaced on the flattened roof tree. That was the mill. And under the roof a maze of machinery. Band saws working continuously in gangs to which, in unending procession, head on, came the brown logs and passed through them, without haste but without pause, and fell away on the other side in boards and beams.

A whole log at a time,” said John. And the sawyer just stands there with a little row of levers in front of him and sizes up the log as it comes along and sets the saws wide or narrow, every which way. I tell you it’s great!” He laughed, and Sally was fleetingly puzzled at an undernote of scorn. She could not know that John was remembering the dark coolness of the little mill on the mountain, and the carriage, with Charley Matson atop, moving back and forth, back and forth, the entire length of the mill, and a whole round trip for each board sawed.

John reached over to touch Sally impressively on the knee.

One of these band saws turns out more in a day than Bull Kirby could cut in a month,” said he. And there are six of them!”

Think of that!” said Sally. But she was not thinking of that: she was thinking that John was the best-looking thing she had ever seen when he was excited this way.

But she did see, in the corner of her mind’s eye, the thick log, and its passing through the narrow, endless, swift bands of steel, and how it held together in the shape of a log until the last instant of its relinquishment and then suddenly fell apart into shining planks. What became of the planks then? Sally asked one of her few questions. Did men carry them away? Must take a lot of men.

There were no men, no men at all. Iron rollers, always revolving, carried them away unattended. You had to follow them down the whole length of the building, farther than you could see, out into the sunshine of the sorting yard. Here were men, in armor of leather, and flat leather palms strapped to their hands against the splinters. As the endless procession of boards came to them they must shunt each one to its own track of revolving rollers, according to its kind and quality. The tracks fanned out like fingers.

That’s some job!” marveled John. You got to know all the grades there are and be able to tell ’em first off. There ain’t much time. The lumber keeps coming. It waits for nobody. And you can’t make a mistake, not and hold your job. Those fellers get high pay.”

You followed the sorted lumber on out along the rollers until you came into the clear open, beyond all the buildings, to where they were piled in the drying yards. Acres of drying yards, as far as you could see, with the square piles of lumber, and streets between like a city, and the sweet shrill wind all through them carrying the spice of fresh pine, and in all the streets iron-rail tracks for flatcars drawn by horses, slow and large, like careful elephants. And over the tops of the lumber piles the masts of ships.

Sally would have liked to have heard about the ships, but John was away off at the other end of the mill. There the wide low opening framed the blue of sky and water. When you went up there and looked out there was an astonishing spread below you of spaced clumps of piles with the long boom poles chained end to end between them, and the pattern of logs floating in the pens thus formed. They lay crowded close in a brown crisscross pattern, content in sleep: but men, small in the distance, ran across them, so that they bobbed and turned, and urged them forward with pike poles, so that a continuous reluctant flow of them drifted toward the mill. Here were two men on the firmer footing of platforms on either side a narrow ramp. Their task it was to nose successive logs against the ramp. The logs obeyed sluggishly, grudgingly. And then all at once some great subaqueous power seized upon them, shook them from lethargy. They came alive. Sally’s imagination was again fired. She saw them, brown and draining, rearing like great beasts out of the deep to follow one another in patient dignity up the incline to their destiny.

At the end of the hour John had, it seemed, fallen in with a man who was some kind of straw boss. At least he was not on any definite job. Name is Snell, Max Snell, said John. Something about John had attracted Max Snell’s interest. He had taken time off to show John around. He had asked John a lot of questions. Finally he had taken John into the office to see the boss.

At this point John stopped short. Sally, raising her eyes to see why, perceived an embarrassment. He was looking at her almost with deprecation, it seemed, as though he had something to say that she was not going to like.

They offered me a job there,” he said at last in a small voice. Wait a minute,” he made haste to anticipate her comment. I didn’t say I was going to take it. I told ’em I was pretty well fixed.”

Sally was startled, but for no more than a moment. Recovered, she examined John in secret amusement.

Would you like to? Take a job there, I mean?” she asked. He asserted stoutly that he was perfectly satisfied where he was. John!” She fixed him warningly.

Well,” he admitted, some ways it wouldn’t be such a bad idea. A man’d learn a lot there, no doubt of that. And if he expected to come, by and by, into owning his own operation–even if it was a small one–why, that would come in handy. Wages are higher here. And of course in an outfit like that there’s always a chance to work up...”

Under her accusing eye he ran down.

You do want to,” she brought him back to the point. He rallied.

I don’t want to do nothing you don’t want to do!” he stated emphatically and with spirit. And that settles it–no matter what it is!”

What makes you think I wouldn’t want to do this?” asked Sally.

John was taken aback. It had never occurred to him that Sally would approve a move so soon!

So soon, what?” Sally was really curious.

The house. After all the fixing up she’d done. Tearing her away from her home. That was the gist of it. But it took a good many more words for John to tell it, and some time for Sally to grasp his conception of an insuperable obstacle. The idea hit her as a shock.

That–that shanty!” she cried and broke into laughter, a compound of incredulity, relief, amusement and tenderness. A great deal of tenderness. John sat helpless, looking at her, his face slowly reddening.

I thought it was kinda nice,” he ventured after a while.

She sobered at once.

It was nice,” she insisted. John was hurt, or at least puzzled; she must reassure John. Nothing else was of importance until she had brought back John. It was our home, and we could live there and be very happy. But don’t you see,” went on Sally, that home is where we are, and that where that is isn’t very important as long as we love each other; and after all we haven’t lived there but a few months. And,” continued Sally, shrewdly reading John’s regrets, we can bring down the things we have bought and have fun fitting them into a new house down here. Everything except the shower bath.” Sally ventured to angle for a smile.

But she did not get it. John still looked doubtful. He was unable to believe that any woman could willingly abandon offhand an abode on which she had lavished such pains, labor and taste to such an incredibly marvelous result. That is how the shanty on the mountain seemed to John. It looked good to him. The contrast to camp, line shack and the stark bare pioneer cabin, Sally, naturally, could not have realized; but she sensed it. She must burn her bridges.

John,” she said, look at me. The house was lovely because it was ours, and you and I lived in it, and we had made it as nice as we could with what we had. And we could be happy in it because we are us. But don’t you see we can be even happier here–with people and comforts and stores and shows to go to once in a while and places to go to and things to see and–and libraries–” Her voice died on the last word. She had begun solely in reassurance of John, but somehow the words had released stifled deeps in her own being.

By God!” cried John, I believe you’d rather!”

Why, of course I’d rather!” Sally was almost sobbing with her own emotion. Of course I’d rather! Oh, John!”

John uttered a great shout.

Defend yourself, woman!” he cried. I’m going to tousle you!”

Eagerly, breathlessly, they talked over ways and means. Sally would stay here, in the hotel. John would take the next train back and return the buckboard and fix things up with Bull Kirby.

But if Mr Kirby needs you?” Sally was stricken. That thought had not before occurred to her. It wouldn’t be fair...”

John had not considered that either. It was a sobering idea. Naturally you couldn’t double-cross Bull Kirby. But he did not long remain depressed. He was confident he could handle Bull Kirby. Bull Kirby was a good sort; he wouldn’t stand in a man’s way. John would fix that and pack up all their transportable goods and send them down with one of the lumber teams.

Somebody’s going to fall heir to a mighty good shower bath!” he grinned in delayed appreciation of Sally’s effort at the shower bath joke. I’ll get back soon as the Lord’ll let me,” he promised. Shouldn’t take long. Three or four days, maybe.

Will they hold the mill job for you?” Sally suddenly had another practical thought.

But that was all right. They didn’t want him for two weeks anyway. John was now all afire to get going.

I’ll look up a train while you’re getting dressed,” said he and was off. In ten minutes he was back, breathless with haste. There’s one leaves in twenty minutes,” he shouted before he was fairly in the room. Think I can just make it.”

Yes, yes!” Sally, too, was afire. Go!”

He dumped a handful of money on the table. I got my ticket. I won’t need more!” He kissed her. You’ll be looking up Clara.”

But, John,” Sally stopped him. Suppose that Mr Kirby won’t–”

He will!” Then John’s exuberance fell momentarily. Well, then I’ll telegraph you word, and you can come on up.” They eyed each other soberly, afraid to say more. She ran to him and buried her face against his body. John,” she said in a muffled voice, I’m going to pray.”


PART II
THE TOWN
 
CHAPTER IV
 THE CITY

JOHN WAS BACK within the promised four days. There had been no trouble arranging matters. Bull Kirby was reasonable. He sent his best wishes for Mrs Murdock. So did Hugh Barkley. Hugh was going to pack the stuff and see it was sent down. And John had found an unexpected purchaser for the horses. “Hated to see them go,” said John; “but what use would we have for them? Got a hundred and fifty dollars for the four–cash. Pretty good for the mountains! How’s Clara getting along?” he inquired belatedly after he had unloaded all his own news.

Clara was going to be all right–in time. She was over the first shock, had come to herself. “Of course, it’s still terrible to her. But,” said Sally, “deep down, she was sort of ready for it, somehow. You remember, that day, how she seemed to have a premonition? I like her sister and her brother-in-law,” observed Sally; “they are kind, simple people, and they have no children, so they are really glad to have Clara.”

The baby?

That, too, was all right. There had been no miscarriage, which was what they had feared. “I was out there twice,” said Sally, “but it’s a long way. He’s some sort of watchman, and they really don’t live in Seattle. You have to take a train. It’s out of town, up toward Everett.”

“Well, we’ll go see them,” said John vaguely, in dismissal of the subject. He examined Sally more closely. “What you got up your sleeve, Pink Cheeks? Out with it! I don’t know much, but I know them symptoms. You’ve got a gleam in your eye!”

But Sally would not tell.

“You come with me, and you’ll find out!” said she.

They took a car line that went up Third Street and took them beyond the Washington Hotel, perched on its clifflike hill, and the steps leading up to it. They descended and walked for a short distance along a street-by-courtesy. In time it would become a real street, but now it was indicated merely by elevated sidewalks two planks wide, and the marks of wheels between them. Almost as far as one could see were evidences of an old forest. Fire-scarred stumps stood high, for the trees had been cut in the wasteful age. Around them the breeze stirred a sea of bracken and bright fireweed. It was typical logged-off land, except that the rectangular arrangement of the sidewalks and four widely scattered new houses insisted that some optimist considered it a real-estate addition.

Sally led the way to the first of the new houses. She had a key. She led John all through the house, which should not have taken long, for it had only four rooms. But it was fresh and clean with paint and varnish and the smell of newness. It had a bathroom with an enamel tub, opening both ways into two bedrooms. It had a front door with frosted glass in the upper half of it, and eight shiny glass windows that slid up and down almost at a touch. To Sally’s impatience, John stopped short at the windows until he understood their system of counterweights. It had a front porch and a back porch, both under roof. The roofs were covered with sawed shingles, and there were gutters at their eaves that would carry rain to a barrel. The kitchen had a brand-new Agate stove, with shiny nickel curlicue ornamentations, and a commodious hot-water back that fed by thermal action into a cylindrical tank in the corner. John stuck there, also, while he figured out how it worked, making little admiring noises with his tongue against his teeth, while Sally plucked at his sleeve. She did not care how it worked, as long as it did work. There was also in the kitchen a deep white-enamel sink, flanked by drainboards of dazzling sandpapered white pine, and over them two nickel faucets. John turned one of the faucets, and it elicited a gasping gurgle, but no water.

“It isn’t turned on yet,” said Sally. “Neither is the gas.”

There was gas! No more lamps! In every room, and a fearful and wonderful overhead affair, that pulled up and down with counterweights, in the ceiling of the living room. In spite of Sally’s disclaimer, John tried one of the jets with a match. He grunted at his failure. John wasn’t saying anything. Sally was doing all the talking. She flitted from room to room as she remembered things to show John. He followed her about more slowly and contemplated gravely what was pointed out to him, but made no comment.

“There!” Sally came at length to an end. “What do you think?”

“Think, what?” John had assumed his wooden expression.

She looked him over disgustedly.

“Don’t be heavy sand!” said she.

“Why,” John became satisfactorily human, “I think it’s fine, of course. It’s pretty grand.” It’s maybe a little too grand, Sally caught the unspoken comment in his voice.

“We can get it for twenty-five dollars a month.”

“What?” John was startled and incredulous. “You sure?”

Sally nodded gravely. “Just that. Of course, it’s worth more. But they’re just starting here. They built these houses to get started. And they want somebody to live in them, you see, and so–”

“How did they come to pick out us?” John was still skeptical.

“They didn’t. I picked out them,” said Sally happily.

John looked down at her flushed cheeks and her eager dancing eyes.

“Reckon it’s lucky it was you and not me they seen first,” said he dryly.

“Then...?”

“Grab it,” said John.

“Then you do like it? Well have to buy some things. It’s unfurnished. And what we’ve got won’t anywhere near–”

“Grab it,” repeated John. “Before they find someone else. Let’s go right on down and do it now. Where do they hang out?”

But, it seemed, such a course was beyond human nature, beyond Sally’s human nature. She had to look over the house first. John supposed they had looked over the house. What more, for the love of Mike, was there to see?

“But now,” said Sally quaintly, “don’t you see, it’s a different house. It’s our house now!”

She moved about. She stood stock still in the middle of floors looking calculatingly about her, a finger on her lip. She perked her head sidewise, her eyes remote. John followed her patiently for a time, trying to make head or tail of the few snatches of phrase she threw out at him from an almost complete inner absorption. “Chintz,” she said, “bright-colored chintz, I think. Not looped back. To draw, on curtain rods.” She nodded her head twice. Then for some time she stared at the bare pine floor. “Rugs,” she remarked and at once disappeared through the kitchen door. Only once did she appeal to John directly, and then he did not catch the drift of her question.

“Can you wax pine?” she wanted to know.

John got tired of it after a while and went outdoors. Sally finished with her vision at last and went in search of him. She found him grubbing about beneath the all-pervasive bracken with a stick. He looked up.

“Say,” said he, “I bet you could grow good spuds in this soil!”

They closed with the real-estate firm. John paid a month’s rent in advance to clinch the deal. He opened a banking account with the small balance of his wages from Bull Kirby and the hundred and fifty dollars from the sale of the horses. At the same time he arranged for the transfer of his savings from the Portland bank. The total made quite a respectable amount. At least they were well enough off so that Sally need not worry about spending money in fixing up the house.

She was eager to get at it and to move from the Marshall House, but she must first make an excursion with John. John had never laid eyes on the sea, and now he wanted to do so before he took up the new job at the mill.

Sally was willing enough, though the excursion was by no means either simple or cheap. It involved a roundabout train journey by way of Tacoma to circumvent the Sound and the towering Olympics. They must stay overnight at a hotel. Sally mentioned these things; but her intuition of John told her that, for some mysterious reason, this was to him more than a pleasure jaunt. She could not fathom the reason as yet, but the compulsion was clear. She sensed that he could not be content without it.
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