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WINTERBOUND





The House on the Hillside




Kay had been so long hunting out her color box, and the light had already begun to change so rapidly, that she gave up the idea of painting with a little sigh and sat, instead, looking out through the window, just noting in her mind the curve and line of the October hillside, the shape of tree and branch. Outside the house, beyond the little space of flower border with its zinnias and marigolds and the bank which Garry had terraced up, dragging big stones from the pasture through hot August days, the hillside dropped away in a slope of gray boulders and red sumac, with the old twisted butternut tree just visible above the second stone wall, the last of its yellow leaves fluttering against the blue sky. Far below came the twist of the road again, winding downhill, and behind it rose hills and more hills, a blaze now of changing reds and purples. If only, Kay thought, one could really get those colors on paper so that they looked like something alive, as they were, not just splotches of this and that, with no shape to them!


It was hard, for Kay’s eye always ran ahead of her hand. She could see just how things looked, know exactly what they meant to her, but when she tried to set them down and make other people see them, too, it was never the same. The pattern always came out different. Garry even, who had no more idea of drawing than a cat, who didn’t care one bit about painting except that she loyally admired everything Kay did, could take a pencil stub in her brown fingers and set down what a tree or a cow looked like, the way it was built, and though her drawing was awkward and crude there could be no mistaking that it was a tree or a cow. That, Father had explained once, was because Garry was interested not so much in what things looked like as in how they were made and the way they grew; she knew that every tree had its roots solidly in the ground, it wasn’t just floating in air, and that the tree’s trunk and the cow’s legs were that exact shape because of the weight they had to support. Her mind took after father’s, that could tell from just looking at some old dug-up bone what sort of an animal it must have belonged to.


There was so much more to being an artist than merely wanting to set down beautiful things, and Kay’s one year at art school had just brought her to the stage of beginning to find this out. And it was going to seem more difficult than ever now, working by herself this winter. For art classes had had to stop with so many other things, and at nineteen, more perhaps than at any other age, life suddenly seems to be slipping by so fast that a year, even a month or a day, is far too precious to be spent on anything except the things one most wants to do. It was as if life were pushing one on and on and there wasn’t a minute to waste. Martin and little Caroline were all right, and even Garry, at sixteen, didn’t seem to have reached that stage yet and perhaps never would, for there always seemed a sense of leisure about Garry’s undertakings, even when she worked her hardest. But Kay was all impatience. It showed in her movements, in her slim nervous build, in many ways that she herself recognized and in countless others that she didn’t suspect.


A straight young figure in blue denim overalls passed the window, and a moment later Garry came in, pausing to drop an armful of fresh logs beside the hearth.


“It’s going to turn cool tonight. I wouldn’t wonder if we get a frost. Did Mother say what time she’d be back?”


“I don’t suppose she’ll be very late. She said she’d get Edna to drive her back if there were a lot of parcels,”


Shopping, on the rare occasions when any of the Ellis family went into town, nine miles distant, usually did mean a lot of parcels; more than any one person could comfortably bring home by the state-road bus.


“What’s for supper?” Garry asked.


“Bread and butter and fish cakes, unless Mother brings something in.”


“Those won’t take long. We might have a cup of tea now while we’re waiting. I got my cold-frame finished. I hope she remembers the putty.”


“It’s time the children were back,” said Kay. “The school bus must have gone by ages ago. Did you see anything of them, Garry?”


“They’re over at Rowe’s, looking at the new calf.” Garry’s voice came back from the kitchen, above the clatter of pump and kettle. “It’s a cute one, all red, with a white star and one white foot.” She lighted the oil stove and came back to wait until the kettle should choose to boil. “Shopping is a pest in the country,” she went on, shifting the wood on the fire to make it burn more cheerfully, her mind still on the cold-frame and its unglazed sash. “It isn’t just thinking of what you want; you’ve got to think of everything you’re going to be likely to want for weeks ahead. There’s one thing about it; you’ve no chance to spend money even if you had it. Which reminds me, I found fifty cents just now in my last year’s sweater pocket. I think it should go on cabbage seed for the future sustenance of the Ellis family.”


“It had better go on a patch for the knees of your overalls,” said her sister, “if you’re really going to wear nothing else all day long.”


Garry poked a brown earth-grimed finger at the tear across her knee. “Pretty far gone. The signs of honest toil. They are the only sensible wear for me, so don’t grumble. If I had your figure, Kay, I might feel like adorning it. Do you remember that one time I went haywire and spent all my money on a printed georgette, and how I looked in it!”


Kay smiled. “You certainly did. No, frilly things never did suit you, you’re right. You aren’t the type. But I would like to design something that you would look perfectly stunning in.” Her slender dark eyebrows drew together in the line that always made the family exclaim: “There – Kay’s at it again!” “Brown velveteen…” She studied Garry’s straight nose and short rumpled hair that just missed being reddish and was more the color of a ripe chestnut. “Something quite plain but very well cut. Like a fencing suit. Even trousers, if you want them.”


“They’ve been designed already, by Sears Roebuck, only they call them pants. So all that really stands between me and perfect elegance is about two dollars fifty. Poor Kay! I know you’re dying to see your whole family clothed in purple and fine linen.”


“Well, I don’t see the sense of people letting themselves go just because they live in the country,” Kay retorted, glancing at her own hands, well kept in spite of housework. Nothing could ever spoil Kay’s hands, long and sensitive, not like Garry’s square blunt fingers that seemed made for doing things and grubbing in the earth. “If you’d spend just ten minutes a day, Garry…”


“You sound exactly like the radio! I comb my hair – well, sometimes – and I brush my teeth. No beautiful young man is ever going to come to me and say ‘Dearest, what I particularly admire about you is your hands! Tell me how you manage to keep them so soft and white.’ Heavens, there goes the kettle!”


She returned bearing two cups, one squat and white, the other, for Kay, belonging to the pretty flowered service of which a few pieces still survived from what Garry called “our palmy days.”


“I do think, as a family,” she went on, settling herself in the armchair, “we showed uncommonly good sense in deciding to stick it out here. I always wanted a winter in the country anyhow and the kids will have the time of their lives. I agree with Mother that the thought of going back to town and hunting the kind of cheap apartment we’d have to put up with, this winter, would be pretty ghastly. Remember those awful places we looked at in the spring, that Cousin Caroline thought would be so nice and suitable, now that we have to ‘economize’ as she likes to call it? Finding this house for the summer was a godsend just when our lease ran out, and now we’ve got some of our own things around it begins to look all right.”


“Do you suppose our unknown landlord would pay for some paint and wallpaper, as long as we’re keeping the place on?” Kay wondered. “Do you think it would be any good asking?”


“Doubt it,” Garry returned. “He seems a queer bird. You know when we first came up here the agent said the owner would rent the place until he needed to use it, but only from month to month. This was always the hired man’s house, Neal Rowe told me, and that’s why there isn’t much land with it. He said he’d rent it just as it stood and he wouldn’t do any fixing up, except repairs. The agent told Mother he thought they were either going to pull this little house down or model it over into a guest house, when they get through fixing the big place up the hill. There was something about it interfering with their view. But that wouldn’t be till some time next year, anyhow.”


“It would be a shame to pull it down. I like this little house, only it does need things done to it, inside.”


Kay looked round the homely low-beamed room she had spent so much care and thought on. The old shreds of paper had been scraped off and a coat of pale yellow calsomine hid the cracked plaster, but that queer drab paint still worried her. The old wide floor boards were pretty, though the old wide cracks between them made sweeping a burden and promised plenty of cold drafts when winter set in. Since their own furniture arrived from town the various odd-come-shorts with which the Ellises had managed during the summer had been banished to the attic, all but one old blue painted cupboard which had moved in from the kitchen, and which now stood, with a big Chinese bowl on it, between the two windows. If the familiar chairs and tables and the low-back couch weren’t exactly early American, as Kay would have liked, they were plain and simple, and the chintz curtains went all right with the yellow walls. But Kay’s real joy was the fireplace, wide and deep with its plain paneled mantel board and stone hearth, and the real Dutch oven at one side. No room could help but be lovely with a fireplace like that. Every time she came in her eyes turned to it with pleasure and it had done much to reconcile her to spending a winter in the house. For Kay was not fundamentally a country person, much as she loved the beauty of hills and sky. City life and all the things that went with it meant much more to her than they did to Garry or the two younger ones. Sometimes those long months ahead, with only the books one already knew by heart, no picture galleries, no parties or concerts or theaters or new films, and no friends near enough to drop in unexpectedly, seemed pretty blank and dreary. Kay believed in what she called civilization, and civilization to her meant just those things. Not that there would have been much chance of theaters this winter in any case, or any concerts except those rather dull affairs for which Cousin Carrie sometimes bought tickets in a good cause, to be passed on generously to her young nieces, just as she passed on occasional dresses that “poor Emily” and the children might be able to use. But at least they would be there if one did have a chance, and there was always the feeling of being close to things, of knowing what was going on if one couldn’t share in it.


Garry, who had a queer trick sometimes of knowing just what was passing in another person’s mind, said now: “You’re the only one it will be tough on, Kay. You’ll miss your galleries and exhibitions and all that stuff!”


“It won’t be for always. Though I had wanted to keep on with the League classes this year. Probably much better for me to try what I can do by myself, instead of looking at what other people are doing and getting discouraged and muddled up in my ideas.” Kay spoke rather more truly than she knew, for she never came home from a picture show without being swept by the desire to do something that would be like something else that she had seen there, in method at least. “And anyway the important thing is that Daddy should for once have this chance to do work that he really enjoys, without having to worry about how we are getting on at home. He’s never had such an opportunity before and I’m thankful Mother persuaded him to take it, and hustled him off before he could change his mind.”


“Yes, poor darling. Short notice is a blessing sometimes,” Garry agreed. “If that other man had fallen sick three weeks before the expedition started instead of five days Daddy would have had all that time to think it over in. All his life he’s wanted to go on a job like this and the only chance he did get before, he had to refuse. I think people should just go ahead and do what they want to do instead of worrying about other people all the time; that way things would work out sensibly all around. Parents especially. You turn some perfectly splendid chance down just because it doesn’t seem to fit in with other things and then find out afterwards you could just as well have taken it, like the time Daddy was asked to go to Asia Minor and Martin came down with typhoid. Scientists shouldn’t have families anyway, but if they do they ought to forget them, once in a while, and I hope Daddy will, from now on.”


“What worried him is that it means a lot of extra expense and less money coming in. But if we manage all right this time he’ll feel freer in the future when the next chance turns up. I wish it would be something where they needed an artist as well, though I don’t suppose there’d ever be a likelihood of that,” Kay sighed.


“You’d be wanting to improve on nature, and combine everything into color harmonies!” There was a sound of cheerful hooting from lower down the hill, and exclaiming, “There’s Edna’s car now!” Garry ran to the door.


Edna – she had a second name, but no one ever used it – had been the stay and comfort of the Ellis family ever since that first day that she drove them up from the station. She was the only woman taxi driver in that district, but the other drivers, far from resenting her competition, always had a good word for her and a friendly greeting whenever they passed on the roads. Being a shrewd person she had managed to build up more or less her own clientele. At the lake, a few miles the other side of town, there were one or two summer hotels and also a few boarding houses of the quiet old-fashioned kind where elderly people liked to stay and would return year after year. These always engaged Edna in preference to any other driver, for she drove carefully and was never in a hurry. Through catering – particularly to her “old ladies,” as she called them all collectively – Edna found enough work to keep her busy through all the summer months. “They like me,” she said, “because I take them for nice poky drives and always ride ’em easy over the bumps.” Edna had an elderly mother herself, so she knew. In addition to her “old ladies” she took any occasional fares that might turn up without cutting into the other taxi drivers’ regular business (which was why they were always ready to recommend her, in turn); she would take you into town for shopping and bring you back again, or, if you preferred, she would do your shopping for you at the charge of ten cents a store; and she was not above calling for the “help,” including the colored maids, at the lake hotels and driving them in to the movies on their nights off. “They’re right nice girls,” she explained. “The other taxis won’t bother with them so they’ve no way to get in and out and can’t pay much anyway, and I take the whole bunch together and bring them back again at a quarter a head. If my old ladies ever got to know it I guess they’d have fits, but they never go riding after dark, so it’s all right.”


In appearance Edna might have been any age; she had probably looked just the same ten years ago and would look no older in ten years’ time. She was New England through and through, with a quick tongue and a good sense of humor, as well as a sharp business mind. A drive with Edna was something more than a mere drive. She knew everyone for miles about, and would always toot her horn when she passed certain houses. (“Monday morning, and her wash ain’t out. I bet she’s off berry picking this minute!”) Gossip was her middle name, and she had a fund of funny stories, for no peculiarity or odd twist of character ever escaped her. Above all, Garry and the younger Ellises loved riding with Edna, especially after dark and along the back roads; her sharp eyes kept constant watch as she drove and she would interrupt one of her long stories to say casually: “There’s a fox up that bank there; just watch now till I put the lights on him.” And she would twist her steering wheel quickly to one side and as quickly back again, and in the momentary flash of headlights there would be the fox standing just where she said, one paw raised, his eyes shining steadily back at you from the darkness.


The two younger ones, twelve-year-old Martin and small Caroline, had heard her coming now and ran out from the Rowes’ barnyard, a little lower down the road. Many drivers would have objected to two children suddenly hurling themselves at the running board just as the car was making that last steep and narrow twist on the hill, but Edna, being Edna, only shouted: “You hang on tight now, young ’uns, and look out for my paint!”


So with Martin clinging on one side and Caroline on the other, the little gray Ford mounted the crest, eased itself cleverly between the big boulder and the fence post and drew up beside the house, discharging its burden of two women, two children, and the accumulated packages of a week’s shopping.


It was lucky Mrs. Ellis was fairly small, for even in the front seat she was wedged round with parcels, and had driven the last seven miles with a large white soup tureen under one arm and a parlor lamp, chimney and all, balanced on her knees, while from the rear the leg of a small upturned table threatened at every minute to poke her in the back. She disengaged herself carefully and stretched her legs with a breath of relief.


“Well, we got everything home safe, thanks to luck and Edna’s driving.”


“Luck is right,” said Edna, reaching behind her to help hand out the bundles. “You never know what you’re liable to find in a car. It reminds me of one time years ago I was walking into town in my best clothes and someone offered me a lift. There was something covered up with newspaper took up the whole floor of the car, and a pie sitting on the back seat. I’d already got one foot in before the silly fool said, ‘Look out for the ice!’ and sure enough I’d stepped on the ice and I slipped and sat right smack on the pie. I was never so embarrassed in my life. It was a custard pie, too,” she added in afterthought.


“Mother’s been to an auction!” Caroline piped, as though the fact were not sufficiently apparent.


“Wasn’t it nice, there was one just outside town, and Edna took me. I got this lamp and the tureen and a little bedside stand for Kay, and a length of rag carpet, oh, and a lot of old junk and garden tools that maybe Garry can use around. And children, I found a stove for the living room! The men are bringing that and the tools and the carpet tomorrow.”


“Yes, she was all set to fetch it home in the car with us,” Edna put in, “but I was sort of afraid it might slip down back of the cushions or something, and we’d lose it on the road.”


There was a laugh, and Mrs. Ellis said: “Edna, you’re an angel on earth to bring all this truck back. I hope we haven’t scratched anything for you.”


“If some of my fussy customers knew the kind of things that go riding in this car when their backs are turned they’d have a big surprise,” Edna told her. “This load’s nothing to it sometimes.”


“Take the groceries, girls,” said their mother. “That parcel is meat, Martin, and the big bag is oranges. Look out, Garry, those are eggs right on top!” For Garry had seized the biggest carton and was hoisting it to her shoulder. “Edna, you can stay and have supper with us, can’t you?”


“Uh-huh.” Edna had two inflections for this characteristic phrase and the present one, the Ellises knew, was negative. “I promised my sister’s young ones I’d take them in to the movies tonight and they’ll have the house down if I’m not back on time.” She climbed in and prepared to back the car around. “When that stove does come, mind you don’t set it where someone’s liable to trip over it without noticing. I’d kind of hate to stub a toe on it myself!”


And she drove away, as they all trooped with their bundles into the house.


The new lamp, a real old parlor relic, with pink roses round its fat china waist, was cleaned and filled, the groceries and provisions stacked in the pantry, and while Garry got supper, it being her turn for the job, Kay bore her little table upstairs to the room they shared together, where it just fitted between her bedhead and the wall. It would have to be brought down again later and scraped, she decided, for the wood underneath was better looking than the dingy pea-green paint with which it had been coated, but meantime it was ready for use, for Kay liked to read in bed and a hand lamp on a bedroom chair had been her best contrivance up to now.


It was the largest of the upstairs rooms, with sloping ceiling and a little alcove room off it where Caroline slept, and which in turn communicated, through a big closet, with her mother’s bedroom. Martin had the little room downstairs next to the pantry – very handy if he got hungry in the night – where he could come and go as he pleased and felt himself very much the man of the household. Anyone looking at the sisters’ bedroom could have told a good deal about the two who shared it. Kay’s side was tidy and orderly, her toilet things set out on the bureau top, cold cream and face powder and the bottle of hand lotion that Garry laughed at. The bed was made just so, a strip of old embroidery and a bowl of autumn flowers on the shelves that held her books, and a few pictures and prints on the whitewashed wall.


On Garry’s side there was one picture, an unframed landscape of Kay’s. On her bureau were a ship’s lantern and various boxes stacked one on another, and the only jar, a wide glass one, had wire gauze for a cover and held not face cream but two tree toads in an improvised garden of pebbles and moss. The bed was pushed against the wall to make room for a large flat table with two shelves above it, and shelves and table were littered with a collection of books, old copies of the National Geographic magazine, newspaper cuttings, seed catalogs, and various zoological and agricultural pamphlets, the whole comprising what Garry called her “reference library,” with an aged typewriter taking up most of the space. Being practical, she had set the table close enough to her bed to enable her to reach any of this attractive literature without too much effort, and a nail in a convenient beam just behind her head served to hang the ship’s lantern on at night.


The whitewashed walls were clean and pleasant, but their plaster showed cracks in many places and they did, in Kay’s opinion, cry aloud for a pretty, old-fashioned wallpaper to cover their bareness. She reverted to the question again that evening at the supper table.


“Do you suppose he’d let us buy some, Mother, and take it off the rent?”


“No,” returned Mrs. Ellis promptly. “We are getting this house very reasonably as it is, and I’m not going to ask anything more. From what Mr. Roberts told us the owner is a busy man and he made it clear that he wouldn’t be bothered over trifles. We’ll have to do it ourselves someday or go without.”


“I bet he’s got loads of money,” Martin put in. “Jimmie Rowe said he drove out here last spring when he was buying the place, and he has a swell car. It was a fat gray-haired man and he had another man with him. It had been raining and their car got stuck on the hill turning around and Jimmie’s father had to go and help them to get out. Jimmie said he seemed kind of snooty, but the other man was all right.”


“He’ll probably have the place all landscaped and lily-pooled, with evergreen plantings and a concrete swimming pool.” It was evident that Kay felt resentful: “I know the kind!”


“Wish he’d let me have a hand in the landscaping, before someone else wrecks it all,” Garry said. She had wandered up to the low, deep-eaved house on the hill many times, and planned just what she would do with the garden if she had a free hand in it, and without disturbing the beautiful old lilac trees and syringa, and the great clumps of lemon lilies and iris that flanked the worn stone doorstep. So much could be done with that garden if only someone didn’t come along and spoil it all with the wrong ideas.


“Jimmie’s father says it’s about the oldest house anywhere around,” Martin went on. “Jimmie and I climbed in through a window one day and it’s got this paneling stuff and all sorts of queer cupboards, and three staircases in it. And the chimney was all full of chimney swallows; you could hear them fluttering around.”


“It certainly is a lovely old house,” said their mother, “and if anyone took a fancy to buy it, in an inconvenient place like this, miles off a good road, it’s probably because they like the place for itself and wouldn’t want to spoil it, though I don’t suppose that simple thought ever entered your heads. To hear you girls talk, anyone might think you had the monopoly of all the good taste there is in the world.”


“But we have, Penny darling, we have,” Garry exclaimed, “and you know it perfectly well! It’s all part of the general brilliance of the up-and-coming young generation – just in the air, you know. Nobody hides their light under a bushel these days.”


“An old-fashioned pint pot would about cover your light very well, and you needn’t call me darling, either,” retorted her mother.


Garry was unabashed.


“Penny always feels guilty when she’s been to an auction,” she explained to the table generally, buttering herself a last slice of bread. “And then she takes it out on us poor innocents. It’s very hard to be young and unappreciated.”


Small Caroline had listened to all this with a grave and preoccupied air. She slid from her chair now and stood for a moment gazing into space.


“Mother, what did Edna mean when she told you to be careful not to trip over the stove?”


Coming on top of Garry’s remark, this made Mrs. Ellis blush unaccountably.


“She meant that a stove is a very hard and unpleasant thing to stub your toes on, and as you are the person who does most of the toe-stubbing around here, she was probably thinking of you.”


“But she said you,” Caroline persisted.


“She meant all of us. Now if you’ve finished your supper you can go out and play till it’s time to dry the silver.”


“Can I go over and play with Shirley?”


“You can not. You can play in the yard.”


“I wish I could go and play with Shirley!”


“If you spend any more time in wishing,” said her mother pleasantly, “it will be too dark to play anywhere, and then you’ll have to go to bed.”


Caroline trailed half-heartedly towards the door, as Kay and Garry began to gather up the plates.


“There’s one of you, anyway,” said Mrs. Ellis, “that’s going to be brought up right.”


A muttered sound reached them, and she added aloud: “What was that you just said, Caroline?”


Caroline faced round, her hand on the screen door. “I only said ‘shucks!’”


Kay smiled, and Garry turned to her mother.


“You see, Penny dear – you’d far better give it up! It isn’t the least use in the world!”



Listeners Hear No Good




“Mother, Mr. Rowe’s going to take apples over to the cider mill. Can we go with him?”


“I don’t know if he wants you…” Mrs. Ellis began.


“He does,” Martin insisted. “He saved it for Saturday so we could all go along.”


“Is Shirley going, too?” For Caroline was hopping in the background, as impatient as her brother.


“Yes. Her mother said she could!”


“Then run along! Caroline, you’d better take a coat.” They dashed off down the road to where Neal Rowe was waiting with his dilapidated truck, already loaded with two empty barrels and the heaped apples, a mountain of them, red and yellow and speckled, that Martin and Jimmie had helped all morning to rake up under the orchard trees. Shirley and Caroline sat in front and the two boys climbed in behind, hollowing a nest for themselves among the apples and holding to the sides of the truck as it lurched and swung down the bumpy road.


It was a clear day, with a sky of that deep burning blue that only comes in fall, and a tang of brush smoke and wild grapes on the air. Virginia creeper and poison ivy were scarlet along the stone walls, and asters and goldenrod still bloomed here and there by the roadside. The mill to which Neal always took his apples was not the big affair down the state road but a smaller one some few miles away, reached by a narrow back road that wound up and down hill, now through woods, now between stony pastures thick with sumac, becoming less and less traveled as it went, till at the last dip it joined the beginning of an old corduroy road crossing a tract of swamp land.


This road had originally been built for logging. Years ago all the big timber had been cut from the swamp and now there was only a sparse second growth, with the old water-logged stumps dotting the ground and here and there a dead tree, gray and gaunt like a skeleton, and everywhere the rank emerald swamp growth thrusting up through the black spongy soil. The air was close and heavy with the smell of rotting wood and stagnant water. There was a legend that bears lived – or had lived – in this swamp, which stretched on either side for a couple of miles, and Jimmie and Martin felt an excited thrill as they peered between the trees, while the little girls pressed close together, staring down fearfully at the dark water that oozed between the logs as the truck pushed slowly forward.


“Don’t know how good this road is any more,” Neal said as he steered carefully, watching his front wheels. “It’s all of a year since I was over it last. If the old truck gets stuck, boys, you’ll have to help pull her out!”


But the old truck didn’t stick, for the swamp water had preserved the logs and the corduroy road, though broken in places, was still good for a long time to come. Soon the skeleton trees and dead stumps gave way to thick undergrowth, alder and scarlet swamp maple, the corduroy to a firmer wagon road, and with the wayside bushes brushing the windshield as the truck forced its way through, they came out again into open country.


“There’s the old house I was born in, and where I lived most of the time I was a boy,” said Neal, pointing presently to a gray weathered frame house with a red barn near it. “There’s the same old woodshed, and the same old pump where I drawed water many a time.”


He slowed up to wave to a youngish man who was splitting wood outside the house.


“Hello, Neal!”


“How’s the folks?”


“Fine. Takin’ your apples over?”


“They ain’t much good this year. I figure we might get a barrel out of the whole lot. Where’s Bert?”


“Over to the mill. They been workin’ there all morning. Guess they’ll be able to put yours through now.” “Gid-dap!” said Neal, addressing the truck.


Two little girls who had come out from the house door stared gravely at the truck and its passengers. The four children stared back. There was a lurch and Martin clutched at the rolling mound of apples behind him. They rode on, turned at a crossroad. The roofs of buildings showed between the trees. They had reached the cider mill.


•   •   •   


In spite of early morning frosts the weather had still held so mild that Garry found plenty to do yet in the garden. She had set the missing glass in her cold-frame, built from a few boards and some old sash found in the cellar and set in a sunny angle by the woodshed. She was sowing cabbage, cauliflower, and lettuce in one side to come up early in the spring, and in the other seeds for the flower garden she still hoped to have next summer. By a contrivance of her own involving various boxes of earth, some old matting, and a considerable portion of the floor space in that part of the shed adjoining the kitchen, she planned to keep the family supplied with salad and fresh parsley during the winter, little realizing as yet what a Connecticut winter could be like.


The famous living-room stove had arrived the day after the auction, and Edna’s dark hints were explained. Requiring the efforts of two men to transport her piecemeal from the truck to the spot where she now stood finally assembled, Big Bertha, as the Ellis children had instantly christened her, belonged to the days when stoves were stoves. Towering and immense, she took up the whole hearth, all but blocking the fireplace that had been Kay’s joy. No modern simplicity of design about Bertha. She was ornate and dreadful, with scrolls and curlicues everywhere about her. Her bulging cast-iron sides displayed a design in high relief, strikingly inappropriate, of storks wading on one leg amid a lake of bulrushes, while her summit, overtopping Mrs. Ellis’s head, was graced by a strange ornament resembling a lopsided funeral urn. But hideous as she was,23 she promised warmth and comfort; she had already an air of presiding over the family welfare, and Mrs. Ellis, feeling guiltily responsible for her looks, defended her warmly.


“It isn’t so easy to pick up a good second-hand stove like that at the beginning of winter, and looks aren’t half as important as comfort, if you can’t have both. If you ask me, we’re pretty lucky….”


But here she was obliged to stop, for Penny’s comment in almost every situation involving minor doubts or criticisms usually began, “we’re pretty lucky” – and the phrase had become a household word.


“It wouldn’t be so easy to pick up that stove any time,” Garry agreed, and Martin giggled promptly.


“Garry might bring some of her boxes of earth in here, and we could train morning-glories up it,” Kay proposed sarcastically. “They’d go well with the storks!” But Caroline had the most practical suggestion.


“We could fence off the fireplace in back with chicken wire and raise baby chicks there. Shirley said they knew a woman and she raised baby chicks in her fireplace all winter, and they slept under the stove to keep warm.” “Heavens!” cried Garry. “Can you see Big Bertha hatching out a family? How would you like a lot of little chicks running about on cast-iron legs?”


“I said back of the stove,” retorted Caroline, who was extremely literal-minded. “And I don’t see why you always make fun of me when I have an idea!”


So far the first official kindling of Big Bertha had been put off, for it was still possible to use the fireplace, even though obscured by her portly presence, and when the logs were blazing and she stood silhouetted against the glow the effect suggested a fat hippopotamus basking genially in the warmth.


On the afternoon that the children drove to the cider mill Garry took a basket and went up the hill for frost grapes. It was a bit late to gather them, but Mrs. Rowe had said they were good for jelly, and Garry knew where there was a big vine, not too high for easy reach, for as a rule frost grapes are like squirrels and cling to the highest branches. She climbed the rise behind the house, crossed two steep pastures, and sat down on the last stone wall to rest and gaze about her. The sun lay warm on the lichen-covered rocks, a woodpecker was busy on a dead chestnut tree close by, and a chipmunk slipped out from a chink in the wall, ran a few inches in his curious jerky way, exactly as if he were being pulled on a wire, Garry thought, stared at her and slipped back again.


How could anyone want to live anywhere but in the country, she wondered, her eyes resting on the valley below her, on the long roof of the old house set among its yellowed maple trees and on the smaller gray roof below it, with smoke curling up from its chimney, a gray wisp on the clear air. Out here it was as though the city did not exist, and so far as Garry was concerned it could cease to exist forever, for she had none of Kay’s hankerings for city life and comforts, and it never cost her a moment’s concern whether the daily paper arrived by the noon mail or not, except for the one day in the week when it had gardening news.


If Garry had any definite ambition beyond the present it was to be a scientist like her father, to go on expeditions, to explore, Central America or anywhere else, it didn’t matter, so long as it was wild. She devoured travel books whenever she could get them and liked to pore over the Atlas. But she was interested in live things, not so much in prehistoric ones or the remains of dead civilizations. She saw life, the whole world as it were, stretching out immeasurably in all directions, radiating from that one tiny unimportant focus which was herself, Margaret Ellis. It was all there, she was just at the beginning of it. There was no hurry at all. It was a play which might begin at any moment. Sooner or later things would happen. Meantime she had the happy faculty of being able to live in the moment and to become very thoroughly engrossed in present interests. Gardening was the chief one. She liked things that she could touch with her hands, plant and tend and make grow. She liked to dig in the earth, handle stones, drive nails into wood, and whatever she did she did thoroughly. It was a family joke about Garry that at nine years old, having been given a small skin horse for a birthday present, she had taken her weekly dime to the secondhand bookstore she passed on the way to school where in one of the outside bargain boxes lay a pile of remaindered copies of a veterinarian handbook entitled: The Horse: Its Care in Sickness and Health. The old bookseller, who had noticed her poring over this work more than once, was so amazed by her choice that he gave her a copy and refused the ten cents for it, and for months after the six-inch steed was housed, fed, groomed, and tended strictly according to the advice in the paper-covered volume, enjoying more sickness than health in the process; for the book contained so many interesting accounts of disease and accident that Garry put him through all in turn, including spavin, glanders, and wrenched shoulder.


Later it was always Garry that the younger children turned to when baby sparrows were picked up in the park, when the guinea pig had colic or the kitten got a bone stuck in its throat, for she kept her head in emergencies, and if she didn’t always know what to do, concealed it by a competent and reassuring air which, with common sense, went a long way towards saving the situation.


With a comfortable stretch she picked up her basket now and set off for the grapevine. The thick tight clusters hung in profusion, dead ripe and beginning to shrivel, sharp and rough to the tongue but filling the air with their wild heady perfume. There were plenty of briars too growing near, and Garry’s bare brown arms were scratched and her shirt torn by the time she had forced her way into the tangle to reach the last dangling bunch that the basket would hold. There were still plenty left to be reached by a little climbing and yanking; she would have to come back tomorrow and bring a bigger basket, although this one was pretty heavy by the time she had packed all the grapes in and pressed them down.


The shortest way home was to follow the stone fence for a little distance till she reached the gap, and then down across the orchard behind the big house. The long grass under the apple trees was strewn still with fruit – none of it very good, Garry decided as she picked up an apple here and there, bit into it and threw it away. The trees needed pruning; they had been neglected for too long.


As she neared the house she remembered what Martin had said about the unfastened window. She set her basket down under one of the big lilac bushes by the kitchen door, deciding to investigate. All the windows on this side seemed tightly closed; she could see nails driven on the inside, just above the lower sash; the old country way of securing an empty house when there are no window locks. A lean-to woodshed barred her way at the end but the door stood ajar. She pushed it open. An old chopping block, some empty paint cans and a barrel, odds and ends of rusted iron – the sort of litter that seems to remain in the woodshed year in, year out, though families come and go. And at the farther end, another door.


Garry never expected it to give to her touch, but it did.


“That’s one on Martin,” she thought triumphantly. “This was probably open all the time!”


There is always a queer feeling about a house that has stood empty for long, especially an old house. The silence in it is deeper than the silence outdoors. One feels the hush not only of the room one is in but of all the other rooms as well, as though the house itself were listening. Without meaning to, Garry found herself treading on tiptoe as she moved.


This was the kitchen, with the big old pantry off it. The living room was beyond, across an entry where stairs went up. There was the paneling, just as Martin had said, and the queer cupboard high in the wall at one side of the big fireplace where a blackened crane still swung below the chimney. How Kay would love this room, and the smaller parlor off it, with its built-in painted corner cupboard! Garry knew enough to tell that the iron latches and hinges on doors and closets were as old as the house itself, and that the irregular split-looking nails which held them in place were the old “butterfly” nails, handmade like the latches themselves.


Kay must come up here sometime, but meanwhile Garry was determined to explore every corner first herself. Such a chance might not come again. She tried another door, and found a twisting staircase that led to a wide landing. More rooms up here, all opening one from another, built around the enormous chimney that took up the whole center of the house. The last one in the chain led back again to the landing, but there must be others beyond, and Garry was just wondering what door she might have overlooked, when to her horror she heard footsteps downstairs, and the sound of voices.


She moved as noiselessly as she could to a front window and peered out. Yes, there was a car, and a girl of about her own age in a white sweater and beret just turning back from it, a parcel in her hand. Probably they had all been out in the garden when she entered the house, and coming from the back she had never seen the car; the house would have hidden it. Just the sort of fix I would get into, Garry thought, as she backed cautiously away and stood listening, wondering just what chance she had of slipping out again unnoticed. Mighty little; these old wide floor boards were sure to creak and it seemed to her that one could have heard a pin drop from one end of the house to the other.


The light measured footstep below sounded startlingly clear now, and a woman’s voice, with an odd foreign lilt to it, exclaimed: “Yes, it is all beautiful, but my poor Charles, you were crazy! You will have to spend a fortune on this place to fix it up. Think of all there is to be done!”


“But Gina, think of the swell time we’ll have doing it!” returned a deeper voice, evidently that of poor Charles.


“Look – I ask you just to look – at that ceiling! The plaster is ready to drop.”


“Look at those old latches!”


So someone at least appreciated the latches. Remembering her mother’s remark – funny how Penny was so invariably right – Garry felt a sudden liking for poor Charles, invisible below her.


“Yes, all that is lovely,” Gina went on. “You are really very lucky, Charles. Not a thing here has been spoiled. You know, sometimes you find an old house like this and everything in it has been taken – everything. And now that there is this rage for old things and anyone will buy, you just cannot trust these country people. They are all the same, everywhere you go. If it were me I would lock this house very well when you leave.”


“You would, would you!” Garry reflected. “Nice for me! And what do you know about country people, anyway?” Poor Charles might be all right, she decided, but this Gina, whoever she was, had altogether too much to say.


“We’ll go round all the windows, just to please you, before we close everything up.”


“Even the latches they take, and the hinges off the closet doors. Anything that will bring a price. I am quite serious. Amy Vankirk, who just bought a house in the Berkshires, told me.”


“Yes, all one needs in the antique business these days is a light truck and a house wrecker. I’ve thought of going into it myself, someday.”


“You laugh, but even you wanted to steal an old rusty lantern hook the time we picnicked in that barn, only it wouldn’t come out.”


“Set a thief to catch a thief! I shall have to search you, Gina, before you leave these premises.”


“Ah, but I have no pockets – see?” Her laughter was swift and musical. Again Garry heard her pacing the floor. “Your old furniture will go nicely here, and there is good space for your pictures.”


“There’s space for dancing, in this room. These boards would wax all right.” That must be the younger girl. “We ought to have parties here, and lots of people. The fireplace will be grand to sit around. Let’s have a big Halloween party here next year!”


“If your friends ever arrive to see you, up that hill. Never will Uncle Maurice forget that time that you stuck in the ditch like two sillies, and the people had to pull you out with horses! He talks of it yet.”


So the snooty man was Uncle Maurice. Well, served him right; he shouldn’t try to bring expensive cars up back roads in the spring.


“Well, it wasn’t so bad today. And the town should do something towards that, another year. I’ll have to speak about it,” Charles decided.


“I like country roads, they’ll be splendid for riding. Charles, we ought to have saddle horses here! There’s the barn to keep them in.” It was the easy happy voice of a girl who had never had to worry or wonder where money came from, and Garry felt her first little twinge of jealousy, for riding was one thing she had always longed to do. “I wonder what sort of people live around here?”


“I don’t know and I don’t care. You can find that out for yourself.” Charles sounded cheerfully indifferent. “I expect to be too busy to bother about them. There’s a family down the road.”


“You mean the small house you have rented – the contadini house?” This was Gina’s precise voice. “That will be so close to us, here! Tell me, what sort of people are they?”


“I don’t know. Roberts rented it to them. There’s a bunch of kids, I believe. Some family from the city that wanted a cheap place.”


Listeners hear no good of themselves, Garry reflected, edging none the less a little nearer to the landing.


“Cheap city people … but that sounds detestable. You should never have left it to him, Charles. I would prefer that they were really contadini – what you would call peasants.”


Cheap city people! If anyone were detestable, Garry thought, it was this Gina woman. But Charles’s voice broke in:


“I would do nothing of the sort, and if you go talking of peasants around here, my dear sister-in-law, people will probably think you mean something to shoot.”


The younger girl giggled, but Gina returned calmly: “At least you can get rid of them quite easily; you have only to say that you need the house.”


Garry’s ears were burning but it was her own fault, she told herself grimly; if she didn’t like what she heard it was just too bad. But that “cheap city people” still rankled. If only they would go outside again, and give her a chance to escape!


“Jane, where is Suzanne? She has run off again. Go and call her; we must go, Charles, it is hours to drive! But I just want to look at the upstairs once more.”


“That settles it,” said Garry to herself. “Might have known I wouldn’t get a break. Wants to make sure where they’re going to put the tiled bathrooms in, I suppose. How about just stepping out and saying I’d dropped in to look over the house? But I’d never get away with it; not with that Gina woman. Better beat it, quick!”


But where? Suddenly she remembered the woodshed ell. There must be a room somewhere at that end. Her feet crunched loudly on some fallen plaster, but it was too late to worry about that as she sped on tiptoe, making for the far end of the house. By luck she found what she had hoped for, a small room with a window giving on the woodshed roof. The window was nailed, but insecurely; in a moment she had wrenched it loose, pushed up the sash as noiselessly as she could, and slipped through.


As she dangled for an instant, her legs over the edge of the shingles, she heard a peculiar and smothered sound below. A small snubby face, with bat ears and bulging scandalized eyes, stared up at her, undoubtedly the missing Suzanne. There was a moment of suspense; then the yelp that had been visibly gathering died in Suzanne’s throat. Evidently the sight of Garry’s overalled legs, hanging as it were from heaven, struck terror to her small-dog soul. She gulped and fled.


Garry let herself drop, snatched her basket, and dodged through the overgrown bushes to the orchard. A moment later, the basket on her arm, she was strolling with careful indifference down the road past the house.


Turning her head, she could see the young man standing by the car, his back turned to her. Too bad; she would have liked to see at last what poor Charles really looked like. Gina was still invisible, but Suzanne was there, still suffering under a sense of outrage and yelping hysterically at the girl in the white beret. But small dogs fortunately can tell no tales.


•   •   •   


The children returned from their expedition at dusk, Martin carrying a gallon jar of new cider and Caroline a smaller brown demijohn to be put aside for vinegar, gifts from the Rowes. They were full of all they had seen on the drive, Martin especially. They had gone through the famous swamp, they’d stopped at a house where an old man had two tame coons in his corn-crib; they had watched the apples being crushed, and the mill was worked by a gas engine like the one Neal used to saw wood, and they had drunk the fresh juice in tumblers as it ran from the press. It was good, Martin said, but not very fizzy yet. Neal Rowe had said it couldn’t hurt anyone, it was just like drinking fresh apples.


Nevertheless it became evident, from Caroline’s increasing air of aloofness, that all was not entirely well within; she refused supper, let Martin do most of the talking, and only roused once to say with an injured air:


“Shirley drank just as much cider as I did, and I don’t see why she hasn’t got just as worse a stomach ache as I’ve got!”


“How do you know she hasn’t?” Kay asked.


“I know she hasn’t, because I asked her coming home on the truck.”


“I expect she is more used to it than you are,” Mrs. Ellis suggested.


“If you ask me, you’re both of you little pigs,” said Garry with sisterly bluntness. “Martin hasn’t got any stomach ache.”


“Martin’s a boy,” Caroline returned, as though that settled the question. “It don’t matter what boys eat an’ drink!”


“If I did have, I wouldn’t talk about it, anyway,” Martin told her, conscious of an uncomfortable tightness about his own waistband but unwilling to admit it. “If you aren’t careful, Caroline, it might all turn to vinegar inside you, because that’s what cider does when you leave the cork out.”


“Then I should think you’d some of you might have told me about it before I went!” Caroline sniffled, and was led off to bed with a hot water bottle for comfort.


“The new people were up at the house again today,” Kay announced as the two girls were washing supper dishes. “Mrs. Rowe saw them drive by.”


“Yes? I thought I noticed a car there, coming home.”


“What’s the joke about it?”


“Oh, nothing. Sometime maybe I’ll tell you.”


And that was all Garry would say.



Across the Road




After Thanksgiving the weather turned suddenly cold – a sharp businesslike cold, with an air of having come to stay. “Nearly an inch of ice on the rain barrel this morning,” Garry would announce cheerfully, warming her chilled fingers as she watched through the window four bobbing heads in woolen caps – Shirley and Caroline, Martin and Jimmie – hurrying down the hill to catch the school bus. Big Bertha did her duty nobly, though her huge stomach seemed to consume as much wood as might run a locomotive until Mary Rowe, slipping over one morning to borrow some coffee, gave them a lesson in the proper setting of drafts.


“Wood stoves are all right,” she said, “but I guess you’ve got to be brought up with them to know their ways. There – now your heat’ll go where it belongs, not all up the stovepipe.”


“Does it often get much colder than this?” asked Kay, who was the shivery one of the family.


“Colder?” Mary Rowe laughed. “It hasn’t started to get cold yet! Why, I haven’t even looked out the children’s heavy underwear. You wait a bit!”


She looked anything but wintry herself, with slim bare ankles above her keds and only a thin windbreaker over her cotton house frock. “I guess this house ought to be pretty comfortable for you. It was when we lived in it.”


“I never knew you lived here,” said Garry.


“Two years, before we bought our place. Before Shirley was born; Jimmie was a baby. The hill keeps the north wind off, but you’ll get it from the south, and that’s a mean wind in winter. How are your windows, pretty tight?”


“They were drafty yesterday,” Mrs. Ellis told her. “That wind seemed to come in everywhere!”


“It’s the old sash. I’ll get Neal to look at them.” She went over and held her hand against the window sills, here and there. “Feel that? I tell you what you do. You get strips of newspaper and fill in all those cracks, poke it right down; that’ll make a difference. There’s plenty of little tricks to make a place comfortable, only you’ve got to know them. If you live in the country long you soon learn!”


Next to Edna, of whom they saw little these days, the Rowes were rapidly becoming the mainstay of the Ellis family. Besides fixing the windows and planing the doors – details which hadn’t mattered so much in warm weather but were important now – it was Neal who helped them bank the house with leaves and earth on the north side and nail over the woodshed cracks; Neal who cut and hauled their cord wood for them and sawed it up, not with the gas engine which, like many of the Rowe possessions, had permanently broken down – “giv’ up the ghost,” as its owner cheerfully remarked – but by means of the faithful truck harnessed to an improvised saw table, till there rose in the side yard a mountain of stove wood which the Ellises innocently imagined would more than last them all winter. It was Mary who advised in all household emergencies and who came miraculously to the rescue – dropping everything to dash bareheaded across the road the time their stovepipe caught fire, which it inevitably did before long, they having supposed that all one needed to do with a stovepipe was to set it up and leave it there.


Martin and Caroline made no bones about preferring the Rowe household to their own. Jimmie was just a year older than Martin, while Shirley and Caroline could almost share birthdays. To see the two little girls together one might easily have taken pink-cheeked Caroline for the country child, for she was far sturdier in build, Shirley being slight and fair, with a pointed elfish face, upturned faintly freckled nose, and gray dark-lashed eyes that looked too big for the rest of her features. While she and Caroline sewed, played dolls, and kept house, Martin and Jimmie were deep in their own plans and occupations. They spent evenings poring over the mail-order catalogs and knew by heart every item in the saddlery, gun, and hunting pages, their chief interests at this moment.


The two were well matched. Jimmie owned a .22 rifle and could be trusted with it, since he took hunting seriously and would have scorned to shoot at a small bird or a squirrel; he had a born instinct for woodcraft and knew the name, habits, and ways of every bird and beast around, while Martin, though he had never handled a gun in his life, had more than the average boy’s knowledge of natural history, and moreover owned a father who knew all about prehistoric animals and dinosaurs’ eggs and was at this very moment away on a scientific expedition in Central America – enough in itself to invest him with an aura of magic and importance to Jimmie, who had never seen a museum or zoo in his life, had access to few books, and had long ago exhausted all that the school library could offer on the subject nearest to his heart. When the two boys were not outdoors together or confabulating in their special corner of the Rowe kitchen, they were usually shut up in Martin’s room at home, deep in his model engine or his microscope, possessions which had taken on new interest since this friendship began; while all Martin’s books in turn found their way across the road in exchange for copies of cowboy stories and other periodical Western literature.


The Rowe kitchen had a special attraction for the younger Ellises. There were other rooms in the house, including all upstairs and the parlor with its old furniture, braided rugs on the oak floor, and a case of stuffed humming birds on the mantelshelf, but compared with the kitchen they might as well have been non-existent. It was in the kitchen that family life centered. It was a long low room (the Rowes, being country people, had preferred to keep the largest room in the house for its original use) with the stove at one end, flanked by a piled wood-box on one side and an old comfortable sofa on the other, set back in a sort of alcove and wide enough for the little girls to play house there of an afternoon and for three-year-old Tommy to take his midday nap on in cold weather, tucked under a patchwork quilt. Behind the stove the old chimney-breast bulged out, making a wide shelf on which the boys liked to sit dangling their legs and watch whatever was cooking on the stove top. An old pine dresser and a chest stood along one side of the room; on the other, Mary’s house plants occupied one sunny window and her sewing machine another. At the far end a row of outdoor coats hung from pegs, with a jumble of rubbers and boots below them, and Neal’s rifle and an old shotgun leaned in the corner next to the back door. Either Sam, the old black-and-tan foxhound, or Dolly, half hound, half pointer, usually lay stretched under the table in the middle of the floor, safe there from being trodden on or stumbled over, while Jimmie’s Ranger, a brown-and-white nondescript and the best woodchuck dog in the neighborhood, shared with three cats the warmer refuge under the stove.


Here, when schoolwork was finished, Martin liked to spend his evenings, discussing plans with Jimmie in the sofa corner, reading at the table under the kerosene lamp, or, if Neal was in a talkative mood, listening to the hunting tales he would tell them as he lounged in the big wooden rocker, pausing now and then to reach out to the wood-box for a fresh stick to put on the stove, while Mary Rowe, who never seemed to sit down except at meals and not always then, moved on errands of her own about the room or just stood, to join in the talk.


Garry, too, like the Rowes’ kitchen, for it was a room she felt thoroughly at home in, and Mary shared her own eagerness about gardening and flowers – especially wild flowers, and would drop whatever she was doing at any moment to look something up in the botany book or to exchange descriptions of plants she had seen or knew, and whereabouts they were to be found. She and Neal between them had at their fingertips, too, the history of every old house, abandoned or occupied, for miles around, of the people who had lived in them and of certain queer things that had happened there, stories just as exciting to Garry as hunting tales were to Martin.


Martin was there one evening – Caroline too, for the next day was a Saturday – when Neal, who had been working late, came in, bringing a draft of cold air with him from the opened door.


“Going to snow before morning,” he said, hanging up his leather jacket and coming over to the stove. “You can smell it coming, on the air.”


“About time,” said Mary. “We’ve had one or two flurries but no real snow yet. Generally it comes earlier than this. Want some supper, Neal? It’s right in the oven here.”


“I had some over to George’s. They were just sitting down to it before I left. But I could do with a slice of that apple pie, if you’ve got any left, and a cup of coffee. And I guess the boys could, too – hey, Martin? Jimmie I don’t have to ask, nor yet Caroline there; she looks like she could eat pie any hour of the day. I guess they don’t feed you right, over home. Kind of wasting away, you are!”


Caroline, never quite sure whether Neal was making fun of her or not, said she guessed she wasn’t hungry, thank you, and sat up a little stiffly on the sofa. But the big coffeepot on the stove was full, there was just pie enough to go round, and Caroline relented when she saw it and shared a plate with Shirley, each drinking in turn from the white cup that held more hot milk than coffee.


The last of the pie had just vanished when Neal, who was rolling a cigarette, turned suddenly, the half-filled paper between his fingers, and old Sam, who had been asleep under the table, lifted his head.


“Hear that?”


From somewhere outside the house there sounded a strangled scream, followed by a horrible blood-curdling wail that made Caroline turn white, while even Jimmie jumped in his chair and Martin’s mouth hung open.


Neal looked from one to the other, smiling.


“I bet that scared the life out of you, huh? Just take a look at Shirley!”


If anything could have made Shirley’s eyes any bigger it was the sound she had just heard as she sat there transfixed.


“Cheer up, Shirley, it’s nothing but an ole gray fox hollerin’!”


Martin drew breath.


“It … didn’t sound like a fox. It sounded like … like someone being killed! I thought foxes barked.”


“They do. Red foxes bark. But the gray foxes, they just holler like that sometimes.” Neal crossed the floor softly and threw open the back door. “Keep the dogs back, Jimmie, and give me the flashlight. He must have been right back of the house here somewheres.”


The boys pressed close beside him in the doorway as the flashlight played here and there on the dark yard, the dim sides of barn and outhouses. The cold fresh air drove past them into the kitchen where the two little girls sat on the sofa, listening.


“Did you shut the chickens up all right, Jimmie?”


“Sure, Dad. Guess he came down nosin’ around the garbage dump.”


Shirley was peering anxiously under the stove, where the three cats still slept undisturbed.


“Gray foxes get cats,” she said in a scared whisper.


“They eat them?” Caroline looked horrified, as well she might.


Shirley nodded. “If they catch ’em outside they do, sometimes. We had a cat last year and a fox got it. The cat ran. Dad says if a cat sits still a fox won’t touch it, only if it runs.”


Caroline sat puzzling this.


“I hate foxes,” said Shirley.


Neal had closed the door again.


“Wouldn’t the dogs chase him?” Martin asked.


“Sure! And then we’d have them hollerin’ up and down the hill all night, keeping you all awake. I’ll put them out on the chain before we go to bed. If they git off by themselves, huntin’, this time of year, they’ll be gone for days.”


“Isn’t that the kind you hunt?”


“I get one once in a while. But their skin isn’t worth much. Not like a good red fox.”


“I remember one fall,” Jimmie said, “there were a lot of them used to hang round in the hollow back there, and one time I went out to the spring after dark and I was coming back with the flashlight and there was a gray fox tracked me all the way back to the house. He kept a-hollerin’, and I’d turn the flashlight on him and he’d run, and then he’d keep a-comin’ again, and I got so mad I threw the flashlight right at him and I had to run home in the dark.”


“Did you say ‘mad,’ Jim,” inquired his father, winking at Martin, “or did you say ‘scared’?”


“I said mad. I wasn’t scared. I knew it was just a gray fox, all right, but any time I hear one of them darn things holler it makes me jump, and it would anyone else, too!”


“How big is a gray fox?” Caroline wanted to know.


“Not as big as you are, Sis!” and Caroline looked relieved. “They’re about so long—” Neal spread his hands apart. “They’re heavier built than a red fox, and sort of low in the body; a red fox is most all fur.”


“Is there anything bigger than foxes?”


“There’s wild cats. There was a lot of ’em round where I lived once. And there used to be a thing they called bobcats; some folks call it a link.”


Martin nodded. “I’ve seen lynxes, in the zoo. They’ve got tufted ears.”


“That was up among the big ledges, the place they call the Cat Rocks still, though I guess there’s nothing much but snakes there now, up over west of here. I don’t suppose there’s been one of those things seen in years,” Neal said.


“There used to be bears,” Jimmie said. “Dad saw a bear once.”


“I was always sure it was a bear, but when I told them at home no one believed me. You know how it is; if Jimmie were to come home one day and tell me he’d seen a tiger I’d just say, ‘Yeah?’ and think no more about it. Though they should have had more sense, for in my grandfather’s day there used to be bears, back round the swamp there. I was going to school across lots by the shortcut – just about Shirley’s size, I was – and all at once I seen it standing up there in a berry patch, and I turned right around quick and came home. ‘I ain’t goin’ to school today,’ I says, but when I told them all I got was a licking. But I went back and found its tracks next day, right along the brook where the ground was soft. Just like a naked foot print. It was a bear, all right. I can see it now, standing there. Of course if it was Jimmie, now, he’d have walked right up to it and made sure!”


“I would not! Not without I had a gun with me.”


“A gun wouldn’t do you any good,” said Martin. “Father knew a man who met a bear right on a narrow ledge of rock and he didn’t have any weapon – he was coming back from fishing – so he just waved his arms and yelled and the bear ran away. He said he was glad he didn’t have a gun, ’cause he might have fired it, and then the bear would have gone for him. It was up near Canada. They had mountain lions there, too; panthers. I guess there wouldn’t be any panthers round here?”


“I wouldn’t like to say there was. But there was a queer thing happened when I was a boy,” Neal said. “I’ve often wondered about it. It was when we were living up in that house I showed you, the time we drove over to the cider mill. The big swamp’s right in back and it used to be pretty wild up in there those days; not much cleared land around. I’d gone over to my aunt’s one day, and I had my brother with me; he was just a bit younger than Jimmie is now. It was getting on dusk and we was coming back by the old corduroy road, not hurryin’ any, and all at once I heard something hollering up the hill back of the swamp, a kind of a long howl: ooh – ooh – ooh!


“I says: ‘Hear that owl, Nate?’ And Nate he looked over his shoulder, sort of quick, and then he looked up at me, but he didn’t say nothing, so I says: ‘Getting latish; we’d better walk a bit faster!’ I knew mighty well that wasn’t no owl we heard, and it wasn’t a wildcat, either, for I’d heard them screeching at night, and I knew what they sounded like. This was bigger and deeper, and it didn’t sound like nothing I’d ever heard before; it was a kind of a hunting cry, if you know what I mean.


“I didn’t want to say nothing, for I didn’t want to get Nate scared, so we just kept right on going, walking as fast as we could, and all the time I could feel him pressin’ up close to me, and then bye-an’-bye we heard it again, a lot nearer this time: Ooh – oo – ooh!


“Then Nate looked at me, an’ I looked at him, and I says: ‘Nate, suppose we run?’ And he grabbed my hand and we started to beat it, quick as we could, and as we ran I heard the holler again, and this time I could tell by the sound it was there on the corduroy road right back of us. It was dark by then in under the trees and I never run so fast in all my life, just dragging the kid along with me, and pretty soon we were near the end of the road. Our own house was quite a ways off still and there was another long piece of woods to pass before we come to it, but there was another house nearer and I figured if we could make that and the folks were up still, we’d go in there and wait for a while before we went on home. So I says: ‘Nate, if you can keep it up till we get to Johnson’s we’ll go in there, and if they’re asleep we’ll wake ’em up.’


“Well, when we got as far as the house there I felt pretty safe. All the folks were in bed – they kept pretty early hours as a rule – and the lights were all out. We crept up close under the front stoop and I said: ‘Nate, I tell you what we’ll do. We’ll just wait here and listen till we hear it holler again, and then we’ll know for sure which way it’s headin’, and if it’s headin’ this way we’ll bang on the door till the folks come down and let us in.’ For I hated to wake everyone up if we didn’t have to, and I knew anyway we could get into the barn or somewheres at a pinch. So we waited, and we listened, and bye-an’-bye sure enough we did hear it. But it wasn’t coming our way any more; either something had scared it or it was tracking something else, for it had turned off and was traveling down the valley. But my knees were still shaking, and so were Nate’s, and we hung round that house quite a bit before we dared start on for home.”


“Did you ever find out what it was?” Martin asked.


“No, I never did. But I know that about that time, or maybe a year or so later, there was two or three people had tales of seeing some big light-colored thing in the woods, different times, and all more or less around the same place. One was a peddler driving home at night, and he saw it, but it made off before he had a chance to see what it was. No one ever did know. But that swamp there joins right up with the woods in back and there’s miles and miles of country out that way used to be pretty wild, and still is. And I’ve figured since that if some big animal ever did get down there from the forests up north it might live around there for years on what it could hunt, deer and things, without a soul ever setting eyes on it except by chance. I could show you places within fifteen miles of right here where we’re sitting that’s as wild as anything you find up north.”


“You’re going to have all these kids good and scared first thing you know,” Mary put in. “That was years ago. If you heard anything howling these days it wouldn’t be anything worse than a fox, like we heard tonight.”


“Well, the land around here hasn’t been farmed, not like it used to be, for quite a while now. People come here and buy up the big places and just keep them the way they are, for summer places or hunting and fishing clubs. The land’s lapsing back to forest in lots of places, and first thing you know the wild things start coming back too.”


It was later than usual when Martin and Caroline got their coats and said goodnight. Listening to Neal’s story they had forgotten the clock, and Shirley was already half asleep in the sofa corner.


“Want me to walk across the road with you?” Neal asked as they stood in the doorway.


Had it been any other evening Martin might have said yes, but tonight pride prevented him. He wouldn’t even take the flashlight Jimmie offered. It was his boast, especially before Caroline, that he never minded the dark.


“Well, I’ll leave the door open awhile, so you can see your way down the path,” Neal said.


Home was, if not exactly across the road, only a hundred yards up the road and then along the little pathway from the bars to the house. By daytime it was only a step, but at night even familiar distances have a curious and uncomfortable way of lengthening themselves out. When Martin and Caroline once left that comforting lane of yellow light flung from the Rowes’ doorway they seemed to step at once into unfathomable blackness. Martin had a queer light feeling in his feet. Even the ground felt strange; the road rose up to meet one unexpectedly and then fell away, and the bushes and rocks all seemed to be in the wrong places. Nor did it help matters that Caroline had a tendency to clutch and stumble against him.


“Look out – what you want to go treading on my feet like that for!” he snapped, but his voice was a whisper. “Leggo, can’t you?”


“It’s – dark!” Caroline whimpered. “I can’t see where I’m going!”


“Then hold my hand and walk where I tell you.”


“I’m scared of the fox.”


“Don’t be so silly! Foxes don’t hurt you. That fox went off ages ago; he’s way up the hill by now.”


Never had home seemed so far away. For a moment Martin almost felt himself in Neal’s shoes, years ago; he thought he knew now just how Neal must have felt on that old corduroy road. Suppose it were true that big things did come down, sometimes, still, from the forests? And the swamp was not so very far away, after all.


It was certainly a mercy that the gray fox did not choose that particular moment to “holler” again, as Neal called it. As it was, a rustling in the dead roadside bushes ahead of them brought Martin to a sharp standstill, his heart pounding, while Caroline let out a strangled squeal. But it was only Garry, groping her way towards them.


“It’s so dark I thought I’d come out and meet you; I saw the door open. You must have been there for hours!”


Caroline clung to her, as she had clung a moment ago to Martin but with far greater confidence. With Garry around nothing could happen.


“Garry, did you hear the fox?”


“I heard something a while back; sounded like a cat fight.”


The road was familiar again. Light showed faintly through the chinks where Kay had drawn the curtains.


“Look out for the rock there, Caroline; here’s where the path turns in. Not a star out! Wasn’t it pretty black coming up the hill there?”


“Not so bad. It’s only a step, anyway,” said Martin.


Next morning there was a queer stillness outside the little house, and it seemed lighter than usual. Martin, first to wake, stumbled to his window and pulled aside the shade. Field and hillside lay smooth and white, blanketed under a three-inch snowfall.



The Boll Weevil




“Two letters for Kay, one for you, Penny, and the newspaper,” Garry announced, stamping the snow off her feet as she came in from the mailbox. “Why I never get any mail in this household I don’t know. I shall start writing letters to myself soon.”


She knew the writing on one of the envelopes she dropped into Kay’s lap and smiled as she slipped it uppermost.


“Nothing from Father?” said Mrs. Ellis. “Well, he never does write often.”


“It’s only ten days,” Garry reminded her. “If Father writes once in three weeks he’s doing wonders. The best way is for us to miss writing to him, once in a while.”


Her mother read through her letter slowly and then sat for a moment holding the thin close-written pages on her knee, her face troubled.


“Nothing wrong with Aunt Margaret?”


“No, she’s all right. Peggy isn’t very well. She was a long time getting over that flu, and now the doctor says she has a spot on her lung and he wants her to go straight off to New Mexico for the winter.”


“Tough luck. Poor Peggy! Is she very bad?” Garry asked, while Kay looked up from her letter.


“No, he thinks the winter out there should put it right. But she has to be pretty careful. The trouble for Aunt Margaret is that she can’t possibly go down there with her now that she has this job and Peggy can’t go alone; there’s got to be someone to look after her. She wants to know if I could go; she says she would rather have me than anyone because she’ll feel so much easier if I’m there, but I don’t see…”


“Could I be any use?” asked Kay quickly.


“My dear, I’d propose it in a minute, but you know how Aunt Margaret is, and you know what Peggy is like. It’s got to be some older person who can keep her in order and make her mind. You’re both too much of an age for you to have any sort of control over her, and it isn’t even as if she were actually ill and had to stay in bed. It was through all this racketing around and late hours that she got sick in the first place, and I imagine that’s one reason why the doctor wants to get her right out of town. No, Kay, I wish you could, for it would be a grand chance for you and perhaps later Aunt Margaret would be glad of it, but you’d be no use just now. And I can’t think of anybody else.”


“Of course you can go,” said Garry promptly. “We can get along here perfectly well by ourselves and it would do you a whole lot of good, too. How long is it for?”


“Aunt Margaret thought for a month or so anyway, till she could make some other arrangement. She really is at her wit’s end, this happening just now. She says she insists on making it a business arrangement; someone would have to go anyway, and Peggy’s uncle is helping with the expenses.”


“Then that settles it. The idea of an Ellis turning down a job, and in New Mexico at that! I call it a rank piece of luck,” Garry decided.


“It wouldn’t be much, I imagine, but at least it would pay for someone to stay here with you while I’m away, and I shall have practically no expenses myself to think of. I do hate to refuse if it can be managed, for Aunt Margaret has always been so good to us and this would be a chance to help her out in return.” Mrs. Ellis’s face cleared as she spoke.


“Yes, when I think of relations I never count Aunt Margaret in with them. She’s quite different,” Garry agreed.


“We won’t need anyone,” Kay said. “Garry and I can manage perfectly and you won’t have to worry about the children, for one of us will write to you every two days. And there are the Rowes right across the way. It isn’t a bit like being alone here.”


“Yes, I’m glad of that; we couldn’t have kinder neighbors. But there has got to be someone in the house; I wouldn’t dream of it otherwise, in winter and all.”


“I don’t suppose it’ll be any worse winter than it is now,” Garry said, “and anyway someone else in the house isn’t going to prevent it. What we will do before you go is to have a telephone put in; then we can always call up if we need to without going across the road in bad weather, and you’ll feel safer about us. That’s much more important. Now you write your wire to Aunt Margaret so as to set her mind at rest and I’ll take it right over to Mary’s, and then we can talk about the rest.”


Garry had a way of clinching matters.


The telephone was put in; hitherto they had managed without it, for the two houses were so near it was very little trouble to slip across. But about the “someone” Mrs. Ellis was firm. Edna would have been the real person but Edna couldn’t leave home, and there was no one else in the neighborhood. In the end, and reluctantly, Cousin Carrie was appealed to, after much groaning from Kay and Garry. Cousin Carrie was interested in various kinds of social work and could generally be relied upon to “know of someone” among her many proteges. She knew of someone now.


“It is difficult,” she wrote, “to find exactly the type of person you want at such short notice, for most of the women I know who are out of jobs and might be glad of such an opportunity are far too young. I think I have been fortunate therefore in getting hold of Mrs. Cummings. She has been living with a married daughter recently but before that worked as housekeeper and caretaker for several good families. She is used to the country and thoroughly reliable, elderly but quite capable of light assistance and general supervision, and with two grown girls in the house that is all that should be necessary. She would be willing to come to you for forty dollars a month and her keep, but I gather that under the circumstances would expect to be treated as one of the family.”


“What else would one expect?” commented Garry when the letter was read aloud. “We’re plain people; no room here for a servants’ hall if we wanted one. But I think if she’s only going to give light assistance and be treated as one of the family forty dollars is a lot of money these days. I’d expect to work for forty dollars a month.”


Mrs. Ellis privately thought so too, for forty dollars all but swallowed up the little sum that her sister would be able to pay her and she had hoped to be able to send something home as well, for little extra comforts. But Cousin Carrie evidently knew, and there was no time to pick and choose, as she reminded herself; the main thing was to have someone responsible in the house.


“What does she mean by ‘general supervision’?” Kay wondered. “She isn’t going to be in charge of us, anyway.”


“It’s Cousin Carrie’s delicate way of suggesting a chaperone,” Garry explained. “Obsolete term, to be found in all good Victorian dictionaries. Look it up, Kay.”


“Don’t be absurd,” said her mother. “Cousin Carrie just means that she’s capable and responsible. She’s probably just some nice middle-aged person who will be glad of a good home and a little change.”


“She’ll probably get the little change, all right,” Garry said. “I don’t know so much about the pleasant home. Don’t look that way, Penny dear! You know we are perfect models always when you aren’t around to set a bad example. I expect she’ll teach me knitting stitches of an evening while Kay reads the paper aloud.”


•   •   •   


Penny was to leave as soon as possible, so the next few days were busy ones. Martin was frankly envious of anyone going to New Mexico; it was just the sort of thing that would happen to a girl and not a boy, who would have known how to appreciate it. He had no sympathy at all for Peggy, and thought her plain lucky. Kay felt secretly a little the same way. She was glad for her mother to have the change and experience but would have given a great deal to be in her shoes, for Santa Fe called up visions of everything she would most have loved, sunlight and color and a world of new impressions, and most likely the chance of meeting painters and writers as well. A great deal of longing and some bitterness of feeling – not for her mother but with life in general – was packed into the suitcase along with the rolled stockings and underwear. Things always happened, she thought, to people who didn’t particularly want them at the moment, never to those who did.


Caroline took the upheaval calmly, as she did most things. Her own small life always went on steadily in the middle of whatever might be whirling about her. But one never knew just what special detail would take root in Caroline’s mind, to be brooded over quietly, and Garry, coming into the tiny alcove room one night to tuck her up, found her sitting up in bed with a deep and thoughtful expression.


“Garry, what is a spot on your lung?”


Garry thought a moment.


“It’s when you’ve had a bad cold and haven’t taken care of it or something, and it gets down in your lungs and starts trouble, and then if you aren’t careful you get t.b.”


“Do you suppose I could have got a spot on my lungs?”


“I don’t think it’s at all likely.”


“Then what,” asked Caroline dramatically, “would you say this is!” And she pulled her flannelette nightgown open, exposing a small red dot on her firm chest.


“That,” said Garry, moving the candle so as to examine it attentively, “is probably a last summer’s mosquito bite.”


“But it’s right where my lungs are, and I’ve had it for months. It doesn’t ever go away.” Caroline’s voice sounded sepulchral.


“That’s because you keep on scratching it,” said her sister, dashing all Caroline’s carefully built dreams of importance to the ground at one unfeeling blow. “Now shut your eyes and go to sleep.”


It seemed only a day between Aunt Margaret’s letter and the final moment when Edna drew up at the house, cheery as usual.


“Just you have a good time and don’t you worry about the family, Mrs. Ellis,” she said, while Garry and Martin were hoisting suitcases into the back of the car. “I’ll drive out once in a while to keep an eye on them. I’d take the whole bunch down to the station now only I’ve got another job and I wouldn’t be able to get them back in the time. Here, I brought a cushion to tuck in back of you. This road’s awful bouncy now the ruts are all frozen up.”


And Mary Rowe came flying across the road, bareheaded as usual.


“Good-bye, and you remember Neal and I are right across the way here. If the chimney burns down or the weather gets too cold, they can all come over and live with us. There’s plenty of room. I mean it. Jimmie wants you to mail him a horned toad from New Mexico if you find one, but I told him you’d be far too busy. And I hope the niece gets well soon!”


“I don’t suppose it will be for more than a few weeks,” Mrs. Ellis said as they crowded round for the last hug. “I expect Aunt Margaret herself may be able to come down there later, or someone else will. Take good care of yourself and write to me every week!”


Then the car was off, growing smaller and smaller as it jolted down the hill. Mary promptly took Caroline back with her to bake cookies with Shirley; Martin went off whistling a little louder than usual to hide his feelings; and the two girls were left to the sympathy of Mrs. Cummings, hovering with a helpful air in the background.


Mrs. Cummings had arrived the day before. Edna drove her up from the station, and Edna’s face was a study as she helped the old lady out. Mrs. Cummings was smiling and voluble and what Garry called “mousey.” She was sure, before she had been ten minutes in the house, that everything was “very nice,” and that she and the dear girls – an expression which enraged Kay from the start – were going to get along very nicely, very nicely indeed. And they mustn’t bother about her or put themselves out in any way, she could make herself comfortable anywhere.


They had arranged for her the little parlor off the living room, which had a fireplace, and which with a little change of furnishings made a very pleasant bedroom. Here, with her trunk and suitcase, she was left to unpack before supper, expressing great contentment that everything was so nice, although Kay, happening to glance back as she left the room, saw her scuttle noiselessly to the bedside and turn up a corner of the mattress to see what it was made of.


On the whole she seemed, as Mrs. Ellis tried to think after a short interview, a pleasant and homey sort of person who would fit without too much difficulty into the household.


But if anything could have made Kay and Garry more homesick in those first few days after their mother left, it was Mrs. Cummings’s presence. Home alone, even empty as it seemed, would not have been so bad, but complicated by a stranger’s presence it was dreadful. Especially one, who, like Mrs. Cummings, seemed to pervade the whole household.


Whatever they might think of Cousin Carrie’s choice, the two girls did their best to make the old lady feel comfortable and at home. With an instinctive sense of how they themselves might feel under similar circumstances in a strange household, they tried to treat her as they would any other middle-aged guest, on a friendly footing, with the inevitable result that Mrs. Cummings became, before very long, rather like the cuckoo in the sparrows’ nest.


Her possessions, and she had a surprising number of them, began to spill over from her own room. Kay, who was perhaps a little exaggerated about orderliness and always tried to keep the house looking its best, had to get used to seeing the old lady’s spectacles, her shawl, her crochet, the sweater she thought she would wear and afterwards took off, the newspaper she thought she was going to read later on, left lying about the living room, or worse, bestowed in certain nooks and receptacles which Mrs. Cummings had adopted, squirrel-like, for her own; one being Kay’s pet Chinese bowl on the cupboard top, another the mantelpiece, which Kay liked to keep in a certain studied arrangement and which the old lady thought particularly adapted for keeping minor articles she was liable to mislay and wanted in full sight. There was only one really good lamp in the living room, and this Mrs. Cummings managed firmly to arrange in such a position on the table that it threw plenty of light on the comfortable armchair she occupied near the stove, and none at all anywhere else.


“I told you she was mousey,” said Garry after a few days.


In the kitchen it was just as bad. She wanted everything arranged in a different way.


“Don’t you think it would be handier if we kept the cups and saucers here and the bread box there?”


“Don’t you think it would be handier if the oranges went into the pantry instead of that blue bowl, and then we’d have the chest free to stack dishes on?”


“Don’t you think…”


Garry, who with Martin’s help looked after the few outdoor chores, had her own troubles. She had always kept the wood-box filled and the stoves attended to, but as early as three o’clock Mrs. Cummings would begin to worry about whether the firewood was going to last through the evening or whether it wasn’t. And then it would be: “Don’t you think, while it’s still nice and light…”


“Take my advice,” said that young woman one morning, sternly setting the blue bowl of oranges back where it had always been kept, “if you let her get one triumph – just one – we’ll be done for.”


Nevertheless and imperceptibly the household began to find itself organized according to Mrs. Cummings’s ideas of comfort. Not that she did very much herself, after the first week, except sit around and keep warm, but she loved to suggest, and Cousin Carrie’s reference to general supervision became only too clear. Meal hours were changed about. Mrs. Cummings ate no breakfast, so she usually began to feel faintish about noon, and supper was an hour earlier so that things could be “got out of the way.” Getting things out of the way and having things “handy,” though apparently contradictory terms, were among her firm beliefs. Worst of all, she referred to the absent Penny frequently and invariably as “your dear Ma.”


Caroline was the one who got along with her best. Over Caroline she seemed to exert a peculiar fascination. Caroline would follow her about, watching her, or with the small girl’s insatiable interest in the conversation of elder persons, sit spellbound listening to Mrs. Cummings’s accounts of the various places she had lived in, all of them, it began gradually to appear, superior in every detail to the Ellis household.


“You’re an old-fashioned one!” Mrs. Cummings would remark to her occasionally. Caroline seemed to take it as a compliment.


More and more often Kay and Garry, as well as the younger ones, took to slipping over to the Rowes.


“What did she come for if she can’t even get the supper by herself once in a while?” Mary asked bluntly one afternoon when Kay explained that she had to hurry home.


“It isn’t that so much,” Kay said. “Garry and I don’t mind doing things; we always have. Only it’s worse than having no one in the house at all. And nothing’s ever quite right, though goodness knows we’ve turned the place upside down to make her comfortable. She says her room’s like an ice box, though she’s got every extra quilt in the house on her bed this minute, with the fireplace as well, and Garry and I were freezing last night. She didn’t seem a bit like that when she first came, but I suppose you never do know how people will turn out.” 


“I tell you, you want to watch her,” said Mary, who had paid more than one visit to the Ellis house. “She reminds me of nothing in the world so much as the boll weevil in that Carl Sandburg record!”


“You can’t tell me a thing about old ladies,” said Edna, who had faithfully driven over one day to see how the family were getting along, and in two minutes had shrewdly summed up the situation. “I’ve had plenty to do with them and I know.” And noticing Kay’s worried face and Garry’s curt cheerfulness she added sensibly: “You’d better all of you pile right in my car this minute and we’ll go down to town to see the movies. I’ve got a free evening and the roads are fine, and I’ll get you back before bedtime.”


The movies – even those that the one local picture house afforded in this off season – followed by hot chocolate at the corner drugstore, seemed like positive dissipation after so many shut-in weeks on the hillside. It was cheerful to see lights and shop windows and people walking about on sidewalks again, and the drive home over frozen roads and under a clear star-lighted sky, singing at the tops of their voices while Edna steered skilfully between the bumps, was almost the best part of the evening. They returned blessing Edna, and with renewed strength to cope with Mrs. Cummings through another week at least.


Neal referred to her cheerfully as “the old gal.” “How’s your old gal getting along?” he would ask the girls whenever he saw them.


“You see, you didn’t start right,” he told them one day. “What you ought to have done was just to have buttered her feet a bit, see, like they do to cats in a strange place. Then she’d have been kept so busy lickin’ the butter off she wouldn’t have no time for complaints.”


“Seems to me we’ve done nothing but butter her feet, ever since she came in the house,” said Garry, “and that’s the whole trouble.”


“Well, we had a little heart to heart talk, out here on the road the other day,” Neal went on. “She told me how terrible everything was in the country, and I told her how terrible everything was in the country, and believe me I could tell her a whole lot more’n she could tell me. I just jollied her along and she took it all like a lamb, and I could see she was getting the impression I was a nice, quiet, intelligent sort of a guy, someone she felt she could have real confidence in. I tell you, what that old soul needs is just to forget her troubles and get out and have a good time for once. Some night I’m going to shave real well and get my best pants on and take her out to one of these country dances over at Warley Center or some place. You see if I don’t!”


But for all Neal’s joking things went from bad to worse.


The brunt of it fell upon Kay, for Garry could always basely find some excuse for outdoor jobs, preferring the biting cold to Mrs. Cummings’s running monologues. The absence of a radio was one grievance; she’d have thought everyone had a radio, these days. But there were plenty of others. It was not pleasant to be reminded continually, in not too roundabout a way, how much better built, better equipped, and better managed other people’s houses were; how Mrs. Cummings’s own daughter had a little house so snug, you wouldn’t believe it, everything was so handy and kept like a new pin; her husband got her an electric egg beater only the other day. How all the other country places Mrs. Cummings had ever lived in before had electricity and furnaces and plumbing; running water upstairs and down, and everything so “nice.” How Mrs. Cummings never could bear stoves, nasty dirty things with all the mess and ashes, and as for pumps – why, hardly anybody these days put up with a pump. So unhandy!


Well-to-do people, it seemed, were what Mrs. Cummings had always been used to. Her last place now, out on Long Island, she’d had her own bathroom with a shower in it, and everything so comfortable. Kay ought to see how people lived, nice people. She managed to convey that poverty, even temporary, was rather a disgrace and that not having certain luxuries stamped one, as it were. Mrs. Sterling had a lovely apartment; she’d often gone there to help with sewing or spring cleaning, and she’d do anything to oblige Mrs. Sterling who was such a nice lady, but if she’d known the sort of place she was coming to – well, there! It couldn’t be helped, so the only thing was to make the best of it.


Even the goaded worm will turn at last and Kay, one morning when the pump had frozen unexpectedly, Big Bertha for some reason refused to draw, and Caroline in the general confusion had forgotten to put on her heavy sweater under her school coat and the omission was only found out too late to remedy, turned upon Mrs. Cummings in exasperation.


“If you were so comfortable at your daughter’s house, Mrs. Cummings, and you really feel that way about everything, I should think you’d better go back there,” she said.


Garry, still tinkering with the pump and a kettle of boiling water in the back kitchen, could hardly believe her ears. It was very seldom that Kay lost her temper, but this was one of the times. Garry recognized that tone, not so very different from Penny’s when Penny got thoroughly mad.


One retort led to another; there was a sharp brief battle of words from which Kay emerged shaken but victorious, with an odd sensation of feeling herself for the first time head of the household in her mother’s absence. Mrs. Cummings retired to her room; lunch, when it came, was a silent and extra-polite meal and later Garry whispered over the dishpan:


“Do you suppose she’s really going?”


“She’s been acting for days as if she wanted to, and I told her she could. She’s probably packing her trunk now. Garry, I just couldn’t have stood another single day of it!”


“I know it, old girl. I’m darn glad you spoke out. Home will be home again, anyway!”


“Mother will be worried, I suppose, and Cousin Carrie furious when she hears, but I just don’t care. We can always get someone else if we have to.”


“No more of Cousin Carrie’s old bats, thank you. Why, Penny would never have stood her a day, I know! To think of all the women out of jobs who’d have been glad to come here if they only knew, and could have a good time with us.” Garry swished the milk pitcher out vigorously.


“Oh, I don’t suppose this place is such a catch! It is uncomfortable and muddly and hard work in winter, but it’s no better for being told about it every minute of the day.”


When Mrs. Cummings emerged, closing the door carefully behind her, it was to call up the station for a taxi, disdaining Edna. But there was only one train a day in winter – Garry could have told her that much – so another uncomfortable twenty-fours hours had still to pass. Mrs. Cummings improved them by being unusually nice to Caroline, managing to treat her with an air of veiled pity. Her silence towards the rest of the family seemed to denote a meek acceptance rather unexpected in her, but Kay was to find a surprise still in store.


“The month is not up for three days yet, Mrs. Cummings, and Mother paid you that before she left, so I don’t think we owe each other anything,” said Kay next morning, feeling a little uncomfortable now the storm was over and hoping for at least a pleasant leave-taking.


“There’s next month’s salary due to me, Miss Ellis,” returned the old lady, having sized up Kay’s inexperience long ago.


“Next month?”


“A month’s pay or a month’s notice, that’s always understood, Miss Ellis. It was you that give the notice, not me. The arrangement as I understood it was for two months at least, and there’s my fares and expenses to be thought of, not to speak of my having thrown over another very good job just to come up here to you, on account of obliging Mrs. Sterling and all, though what I’m to say to her…”


“You needn’t trouble about Mrs. Sterling,” said Kay, white with anger. “I shall tell her myself everything that is necessary. And I think it will be a very long time before she finds you another place!”


Garry, always the level-headed one, was not there at the moment to consult, there was no time to run over and ask Mary about it, and Kay marched upstairs to the little box that held the store of housekeeping money her mother had left, took out four bills, and coming back laid them silently on the table.


She was too angry to mention the matter until after the taxi had driven away, and then she told Garry, who whistled.


“Good Lord, Kay! But she’d no right to it at all!”


“I don’t know, she said she had, and I was just too mad at the whole business to argue with her. I’d rather give her the forty dollars and have done with it, though I suppose I was a fool and I don’t believe one word about that other job she missed taking. We’d have paid it anyhow if she had stayed on.”


“Well, depend upon it, she’ll take good care to steer clear of Cousin Carrie for a while now, anyway, which is something to be thankful for. So Cousin Carrie won’t know a thing and we needn’t have to worry Mother about it all. Cheer up, Kay! We’ve got the house to ourselves again, and it’s only three days to Christmas!”


Mary Rowe’s comment was brief and pointed.


“The old buzzard!” she exclaimed when Garry told her. “To think of getting away with forty dollars like that! Well, if you ask me I don’t know but it’s cheap at the price.”


All the same, the living room, denuded of Mrs. Cummings’s familiar flotsam and jetsam, had an oddly empty look that evening, and Kay and Garry found themselves wondering if after all they had done everything they could to make the old lady’s stay comfortable, and whether they mightn’t have shown a little more patience with her ways – the sort of uncomfortable regret that always attends the departure of people one has disliked but never of those one cares for. Still, as Garry said, it was only three more days to Christmas.



Ways and Means




Christmas day dawned clear and fine; a white Christmas, for there had been a fresh fall of snow overnight. There was no wind, so trees and bushes held their delicate white tracery on every twig, and the dead weeds by the gateway were changed suddenly to things of beauty.


For days past the children had been busily concealing secrets from each other and from their elders. What Christmas shopping there was – for the younger ones only – had been done long ago through the mail-order catalog and had duly arrived and been secreted. Yesterday’s mail had been a heavy and exciting one; even the usually grumpy mailman had a smile for Caroline as she waited by the box. There were thick letters from Father and Mother among the rest, Christmas cards and several gaily tagged parcels, to be opened on Christmas morning.


One from Mother and Peggy, with a slender silver-and-turquoise chain for Kay, an odd little Indian bowl for Garry, a pocket folder of Indian leather work for Martin, and a tiny silver ring shaped like a snake with a turquoise in his head, that just fitted Caroline’s middle finger.


“I wish we could have sent her something,” Kay said as they unpacked the box.


“Your cards were lovely, Kay; she and Father would rather have had those than anything, and she’ll have got Caroline’s kettle holder by now, though goodness knows what she’ll have to use it on, out there.”


“I guess they make tea in New Mexico,” said Caroline, studying the effect of the blue ring on her pink finger.


“There’ll be tea made anywhere where Penny is,” Garry assured her, quick to make amends. “She can always find use for a kettle holder if it’s only to pick things up outdoors when the sun is too hot, and if your pen-wiper doesn’t reach Father quite by Christmas he’ll have it for New Year’s anyway, and that’s just as good. Now hurry up and open the rest!”


Candy from Aunt Margaret and another box of candy for Kay, with no name. Silk stockings, handkerchiefs for Caroline, and a tie for Martin. More stockings and socks, green ski pants for Caroline, an embroidered handkerchief case that must have come from one of Cousin Carrie’s bazaars, a diary, three woolen mufflers and a pretty brown sweater – the relatives had gone in heavily for clothing this year – a white china monkey with glass eyes and a hole in his back to put flowers in, a bottle of bath salts, and a rabbit made of green soap and clad in a pink washcloth.


“Someone must think we don’t take enough baths,” Kay laughed.


“They’re probably right, but just try it this weather, with a tin bathtub in a drafty kitchen! I wish we’d had the bath salts earlier; they might have impressed Mrs. Cummings, anyway,” said Garry. “Now let’s see. One of these boxes of candy will go to the Rowes; that’s fine. Don’t collapse, Martin; we’ll all be there to eat it just the same. We’ll give Neal my diary. It’s swell and useful, but I’d just as soon have one from the ten-cent store next time Edna goes there. Do we need three mufflers in the family?”


“One would be nice for Mary, but I’d rather give her this sweater,” Kay decided. “It’s so pretty and my others are still perfectly good, and I know she’d use this more than she would a muffler.”


“Grand,” said Garry with an extra warmth of tone, for she knew that Kay’s sweaters were far from perfectly good, having seen more than one season’s wear already. “Then the extra muffler will do for Jimmie. Get me that roll of red paper in the table drawer, Caroline, and see if you can smooth some of this ribbon out.”


The room looked Christmas-like with green boughs above the mantelpiece and trailing ground pine in the Chinese bowl. Two days ago Neal had chosen and cut the two little trees, one for each family, taking the children with him on this annual excursion up the hillside, and Kay had trimmed their own from the box of Christmas-tree “orderments,” as Caroline used to call them, saved and put by from year to year and which they had remembered to bring with them even though the packing and moving took place in June. So all the familiar colored balls and dangles and shining gold and silver fruits hung there – or at least as many as the tree would hold – and the waxen Christmas angel, a bit smudgy from repeated handling, smiled from the top branch and the pink spun-glass bird chirped silently just below him, as they had done for so many Christmases before in different surroundings.


“The Christmas angel’s got a regular grin on him,” Martin said, reaching to straighten the old friend, who having lost half a wing soared rather lopsidedly.


“I should think he would,” returned Garry. “There! I think those look all right.”


She surveyed the parcels. No one could really tell, unless they looked hard, that the holly-printed ribbon had been twice used. Christmas dinner was to be at the Rowes, but not till two o’clock, for every Christmas Day Neal went out fox hunting; it was the one date in the year, he said, that he never failed to keep, so the family dinner was put off till his return.


•   •   •   


The children spent the morning coasting, not on the road, which was steep and dangerous and forbidden except in the company of older people, but on the pasture slope behind the Rowes’ barn, where the occasional rocks and bumps were just enough to make the run exciting. Caroline had her new ski pants on, long, warm, and full around the ankles above her arctics, and Shirley had a pair, too, brown ones. Caroline’s had come from a New York store and Shirley’s from the faithful mail-order catalog, but the children decided there was little to choose between them. Wading through the snow, dragging the sled behind them, the little girls looked like two long-legged gnomes, one brown, one green.


Kay and Garry were just setting out for the house when Neal returned, old black-and-tan Sam at his heels. He had his gun over one shoulder, something limp and soft and tawny slung across the other, which he dropped on the snow at their feet.


“Merry Christmas! How’s that for a nice fox?”


“Merry Christmas! Not such a merry Christmas for the fox though,” returned Garry quickly, for she hated to see anything dead and that clean shining fur, the still slim paws and pointed nose gave her a pang of regret for what had been only a little while ago a living flash of speed and pride and beauty. But Neal was so cheerful and pleased about it; a fox skin she knew was worth ten dollars and ten dollars meant a good deal to the Rowe family. “It’s a beauty, Neal! Where did you get it?”


“Up over Crooked Hill. He cost me three hours tracking and a six-mile walk. Well, old Sam and me decided we wouldn’t come home without we’d earned our dinner, and I guess we have.”


“What does he weigh?” Martin asked. The younger ones had gathered eagerly round.


“Not what you’d think. A bit more than a good-sized cat. Mostly all fur, you see; that’s what makes them hard to hit. Lot’s of times you think you’ve hit a fox, and all you hit is his fur.”


“It looks like a dog,” Caroline said. But as she drew nearer there was something not at all like a dog in the slant of the half-closed eyes, the warning lift of the lip above white shining teeth; that subtle difference which always sets apart the wild thing from the tame one, even in death. Not a nice thing to meet, Caroline thought, and remembered the gray fox that had howled behind the barn.


“Want to try a fine warm neckpiece, Caroline?”


But Caroline shrank back as Neal lifted the dead fox from his shoulder.


Mary was waiting for them in the doorway. There was a grand smell of roast goose and mince pie, apple sauce and baking sweet potatoes as they crowded into the kitchen where the big table was already set. A happy joking meal, with the box of candy to finish up with and a bottle of Mary’s special three-year-old dandelion wine to drink a toast to the absent ones.


“What I call a dinner!” said Jimmie.


“Two Christmases ago,” Neal said, “I’d been out of work for quite a spell and we were sitting down round this table here to a nice dish of frankfurters and boiled potatoes. I don’t know how come we happened to get the frankfurters, either, but anyway all at once there was a sort of crash outside, right against the woodshed door, and old Sam he started up and near knocked the table over. I went to open the door, and there outside was standing the prettiest two-year-old buck I ever saw, right there in the yard. Some dogs must have been chasing him and he’d come running down the hill, scared nearly to death, and turned right into the dooryard not knowing which way to go. I looked at him, and he looked at me, and then he got his breath and started off again down the pasture, and I said to Mary: ‘Can you beat that! Here comes our Christmas dinner knocking right at the door, and we can’t touch it! ’”


“You can’t shoot a deer any time?” asked Martin.


“Not just any time, not until they make an open season again, and there hasn’t been that in years. Only if it’s on your own land and you can prove to the game warden they’ve been doing damage. I kind of hate to shoot a deer any time, law or no law, but that was one time I did feel sore about it. There he stood, and there was my gun right in the corner, and just frankfurters for Christmas!”


There was a log fire burning in the parlor, and when the dishes were stacked the four older ones gathered there, while the little girls played house with the doll’s bed and tiny table that Jimmie and Martin had made and painted and the new china tea set and shining pots and pans, and the boys went out again to coast by themselves. Mary brought out a hooked rug she had just started and a boxful of rags ready cut and wound into balls for working, and the sight of the soft faded colors set Kay off immediately on suggestions for design. While their two heads were bent over the hooking frame Garry and Neal played checkers by the fire and Tommy, who had been too excited by Christmas to take his usual nap, rolled and unrolled the colored balls all over the floor with the help of the youngest cat.


It was nearly dusk when they started home, and as Mary stood in the door with them she said: “I’m certainly going to miss you people if you ever go away. I hope you never do!”


“If we do, we’ll come back here every year for Christmas!”


Kay had been so fascinated watching the rug pattern grow under Mary’s fingers that she wanted to start one for herself. Like everything that Kay began it was bound to be something ambitious and unusual. Trunks and closets were rummaged for old material that could be dyed, since very little of the Ellis’s discarded wardrobe was of the colors she wanted. Mary had lent her an extra rugging hook, Neal made a frame, and she wrote off to Edna for dyes and burlap. Garry, who never minded staining her hands, mixed and boiled over the kitchen stove, and the insides of the family saucepans and kettles developed strange hues that refused to scour off. Things hung outdoors were frozen stiff this weather, so the woodshed was draped with lines of dripping color, and Garry’s winter salad, if it ever sprouted at all, threatened to come up striped like Joseph’s coat. Hooking was harder work than Kay realized; her fingertips grew sore tugging the rags through the stiff burlap, but she kept on at it doggedly, neglecting everything else.


Caroline had no part in these activities except to help in cutting up rags, of which she soon tired. The after-Christmas days began to weigh on her heavily. The boys were busy on their own affairs and Shirley was in bed with a cold. She took to hanging aimlessly about, and one morning when the girls wanted to discuss something in peace and quiet Garry turned on her.


“Can’t you for heaven’s sake find something to do, Caroline! With this whole house and the state of Connecticut to play in, you’ve got to stick right under foot every minute. Now go – scat and vamoose. Beat it!”


“I’m going,” Caroline ruffled like an angry chicken. “I was just going anyhow. And you needn’t be so smart either and give yourself all those idiotic airs just because you think you look like Amelia Earhart with your hair that way, ’cause you don’t, even if you do keep her picture stuck away in your bureau drawer to look at when you think nobody knows about it.”


Garry made a feint with the dishcloth, for that particular shaft went home.


“That child gets worse and worse. I don’t know what’s come over her these days,” declared Kay as the kitchen door slammed. “She doesn’t get it from the Rowes, anyway.”


“Did you ever hear Shirley when she gets thoroughly mad?” asked Garry, smiling in spite of herself. “Caroline needs Penny’s stern hand; she’s the only one to keep her in order.”


“She’ll get more than Penny’s hand; she’ll get mine, pretty quick, if she doesn’t mend her ways. I do think little girls when they get that age are absolutely detestable,” Kay seemed to forget that she had ever gone through that same detestable stage herself.


“Well, school begins Monday, praise be. Let’s get back to this bill situation. How do we stand?”


“Nowhere.” Kay bent a worried look on the pile of close-written grocery slips in her hand. “They all come in a bunch. I’ve paid the telephone and I thought I’d paid up the meat market, but now half of last month’s things seem to have come on this. And there’s the grocery. Garry, do you remember that we had four dozen eggs last month? We couldn’t possibly. We were getting eggs from Mary right along.”


“There was the time their hens stopped laying,” Garry remembered. “Mary didn’t have enough to give us. It must have been then.”


“And butter. What we do with butter I don’t know. Penny said to check our slips over every week and I always mean to, but I guess I haven’t. We must have ordered an awful lot of stuff while the Cummings was here; she was forever telling me we were out of things, and I just put them down without looking, I suppose. We did get some extra things over Christmas, and the meat bill’s heavy because I feel with Martin and Caroline walking all that way to the bus every day they’ve got to have good meals when they come home. And then there’s their green vegetables, too. Caroline fusses over cabbage and I always thought spinach was cheap, but here it’s been eighteen cents a pound all this time. And there were Martin’s shoes. Those are extra, but that would only make three dollars off.”


Garry studied the slips spread on the table, whistling softly.


“It does seem a lot, just for eating. What do you do – make the list just as you think?” For so far the housekeeping had been entirely in Kay’s hands.


“I go through the pantry and order what we’re out of and what I think we’ll need. It’s how Penny always did. I guess I’m so scared of running out of things that I get more than we really want, each time. It’s all right, only instead of spending less since Penny left we seem to be spending more,” said Kay ruefully. “We’re going to be awfully short this month when we get everything paid up and I hate to ask for more. She wrote us she had that dentist bill down there and I never told her I paid Mrs. Cummings that extra month. Those forty dollars would just put us right, now.”


“I hope she chokes on them,” said Garry, referring to Mrs. Cummings, not to Penny. “But if she did I suppose we wouldn’t hear about it, so that’s no comfort. I wish there was some way we could make money. The big idea would be to make more, not to spend less. But I don’t suppose there’s a thing.” She gazed round the room. “Rugs. But they take forever to hook, and then who’s going to buy them.”


“All New England is full of hooked rugs. That’s no good. I did have an idea, but it never came to anything. There was a man I met last spring and he saw some of my work and liked it, and he thought maybe he could get me some work illustrating. He knows some magazine people and publishers, and he wanted to show them a few drawings I had. I didn’t hear anything for months and months, and I was kind of hoping about it still, and then he wrote me the other day.” Kay paused. “He said they liked them but it wasn’t the kind of work they wanted, and I didn’t know enough about the way drawings have to be made for reproduction. They all thought what I needed was to take a year in illustrating class before I could turn out anything they’d be able to use. He was quite nice about it, and I guess he took quite a lot of trouble, but there it is.”


“Kay, what a darn shame! You never said a word about it.”


“There wasn’t any good. I wouldn’t have told you now, only I hate to be just sitting round at home as if I wasn’t even trying to do anything.”


“You can draw,” said Garry hotly.


“I can draw, but I can’t draw well enough. Oh, I know all that, but what does make me mad is people wanting to give you good advice and telling you all the things you know for yourself when they don’t even understand your circumstances. I know well enough what I ought to be doing, but I just can’t do it. I need to work and study and see things, and maybe go around and talk to publishers myself, and learn a whole lot I don’t know, but you can’t do all that from up here.”


“Why can’t you go to town for a while. I can look after things.”


“It wouldn’t be any use,” Kay shook her head. “I’ve just got to wait, that’s all. I don’t know why I have to spill all this on you, except that I can’t help getting sore sometimes when there’s such a lot I want to do and no chance of doing it. I think everybody ought to be self-supporting by the time they’re nineteen, and look at me!”


There was a tap at the door. Neal came in.


“Good morning. Did I break up the meeting?”


“Not a bit. We were just having a ways-and-means committee.” Kay bundled the slips back into the table drawer.


“You’re lucky, at that,” Neal grinned. “We can’t even do that over home. We got the ways, but we ain’t always got the means.”


Garry laughed. “Neither have we, always. How’s Shirley?”


“Better. She’s cutting out paper dolls on the sofa. Mary wanted to know could you spare us a little coffee, ’cause I won’t be gettin’ down to the store till around supper time. And I thought I’d just take a look how your woodpile was holdin’ out. I guess there’s likely to be a cold snap coming on most any day, now.”


“More snow?” Kay asked.


“It’s banking up for that, by the looks of it. The way I figure it, we’ll get a good old-fashioned snowfall, an’ then our cold weather’ll follow right back of it. If we do, Garry, I’ll get the old sleigh out and we’ll all go sleigh riding. Pack all the kids in and have a real family party.” 


“Grand!”


Kay didn’t look so happy. “Do you mean it’ll get colder than this?”


“Why, we haven’t had any real cold yet,” Neal told her. “Not what I call cold. This here is just mild ordinary winter weather. You wait and see.”


•   •   •   


That evening, Garry, looking through a pile of papers and magazines that she was tidying up, stopped to reread a few lines that had caught her eye.


“Listen, Kay. Look at this. Here’s the very thing we want.”


It was a copy of a weekly literary review that had come with some other magazines from Cousin Caroline, who remembered the country relatives from time to time when papers accumulated. Garry pointed to the advertisement at the foot of one column:



WANTED. By writer, quiet room and plain board with country family, or would share small cottage. Working privacy essential.


Reasonable. Z.Y.3.




“You mean a sort of paying guest? You’re crazy!”


“I’m not. It would settle our whole question. Listen. She can have the parlor here. It’s warm and quiet, we’ll fix it up nicely and she can shut herself in and write all day if she wants to. And she can have meals with us, or separately. If she wants privacy she needn’t see anything of us if she doesn’t want to; so much the better. That means we won’t have to do any entertaining or bothering about her. And it would be someone staying in the house, too, and that will stop Penny worrying – you know she did, last letter, about our being alone here. And instead of us paying her, she’ll be paying us. I think it’s a swell idea!”


Garry threw the paper down with her characteristic air of having decided everything, once and for all.


“But Garry – we don’t know a thing about the kind of person she is, even. Suppose it’s someone terribly fussy?”


“Only nice people would advertise in that kind of paper, anyway,” said Garry firmly. “And if she’s fussy, she can’t be any fussier than the Cummings was. It says plain board, and heaven knows our board is plain enough to please anyone. When she’s here, maybe we can afford to have it a little fancier. What date is that paper?”


Kay turned it over.


“Three weeks old.”


“Never mind. There’s always a chance she hasn’t found anything to suit her yet. Kay, we’ll have to get that letter written tonight, right now.”


Garry began to rummage in the desk for paper and envelopes.


“It mightn’t be such a bad idea,” Kay considered. “If we only knew…”


“Knew what?” Garry’s head lifted impatiently. “I tell you it’s a swell idea. Sit down here. How would you begin?”


Kay thought it over, staring at the sheet of paper in front of her.


“Dear Madam, having seen your advertisement…”


“No,” said Garry after a moment. “That’s what everybody would write. We don’t want to sound like a tea room or a boarding house. Leave this to me, Kay. We’ve got to write something that will make her interested, to start with.”


She took a pad and pencil and settled herself in the sofa corner, overalled knees drawn up to her chin as usual in moments of deep thought.


“Don’t put a whole lot of stuff that will make her think the place nicer than it is,” Kay advised, beginning after the first shock to get really interested.


“What do you think I am? I’m going to tell her the worst, then there won’t be any come-backs.”


For ten minutes Garry scribbled, with many pauses and a good deal of scratching out. Presently she said: “Listen to this:



“Dear Z.Y.3,


“If you really want a place in the country where you can write in peace and quiet we have a comfortable ground-floor room, with open fireplace. We are four in the family, and my sister is an artist. This is genuine country. We have no modern conveniences except the telephone. You could have plain meals either with us or by yourself and we can undertake that you will not be disturbed in your work unless you want to be, because we are usually pretty busy ourselves. There is no radio and we are seven miles from the railroad. We like it here and I think that you would.


“Yours sincerely,


“Margaret Ellis.




“And a darn good letter too, I call it.”


“Why did you say that about me?” Kay objected.


“To show her the sort of people we are. She’d want to know, if she’s going to live with us. And you can’t say I haven’t been strictly truthful.”


“You’ve been too truthful,” Kay groaned. “Do you suppose anyone in their senses would want to come here, after reading that?”


“Anyone like you or me would. Like me, anyway. And most writers hate radios; that’s why I said we hadn’t got one. So she won’t have that to worry about.”


“She’ll have plenty else! You never said what we would charge.”


“Do I have to? I thought she’d say that. Good Lord, Kay, what should we charge?”


“Five dollars a week?”


“You’re nuts. Fifteen is more like it.”


“Garry, we can’t! There isn’t even a bathroom.”


“I sort of hinted as much, didn’t I? There’s our old zinc tub in the kitchen, and we’ll include Cousin Carrie’s bath salts, free. Now listen here. This has got to cover our grocery bill, don’t forget. Down at that farm over near the lake they charge sixteen a week; Mary told me. But they give you cream, and we don’t have cream. Suppose we charge her fourteen? That’s fifty-six dollars a month, and if you’re a writer and want peace and quiet – and that’s what she’s willing to pay for – you just try living anywhere for fifty-six dollars a month, and see what you get!”


“It seems an awful lot to me.”


“We’ve got to be businesslike,” said Garry. And she added at the foot of the letter: “Would fourteen dollars a week be too much ?”


It was not until after the letter, duly copied and addressed in Garry’s square sturdy hand, had been stamped and left on the mantelpiece for next morning’s mail, and Garry herself was just dropping off to sleep in bed, the covers pulled up to her ears, that there came a dubious whisper from across the dark room.


“Garry … I was thinking. That advertisement never said it was a woman. Suppose it’s a man?”


Garry’s voice was muffled by blankets.


“All the better. If it’s a man we can make him chop our kindling for us. He’ll want some sort of exercise.”


Kay sighed.


“Well, I suppose we’ll know when we get an answer. If we ever do.”


But a good deal was to happen before that answer came.



Winterbound




Neal was right. Next morning there was an ominous grayness in the air. By midday the snow began to fall, first in big whirling flakes, then closer and denser, shutting out the landscape like a white curtain, packing against the door sill and drifting high in the hollows. The children came home from school shouting and red-cheeked, snow clinging thickly to their clothing and sifted down their necks, shaking themselves like dogs as they ran in through the door that Garry held ajar against the rising wind.


“There’s four inches now. If it keeps up, Jimmy says we won’t get down to the state road tomorrow, not unless they get the snow plows out.”


It did keep up. Garry and Martin worked hard bringing in armloads of wood before the big outdoor woodpile should get snowed under, till their fingers were frozen through their wet gloves.


“Gosh, there’s enough here to last us through a blizzard!” Martin exclaimed, dropping his last heavy load on the shed floor.


“So you think,” said Garry darkly. It was her job to tend Big Bertha and she knew how much that monster ate.


By supper time the snow had piled halfway up the windowpanes on the north side of the house, and when Caroline pulled the curtain aside it was to peer out on a white and buried world.


There was no going to school next day. The kitchen door opened onto a snowbank, and Martin stepped out above his knees. Jimmie brought the milk over a good hour later than usual, floundering through unbroken drifts, and between them they shoveled a narrow path as far as the mailbox. Later Neal hitched his two horses to the homemade snow plow, three heavy timbers spiked together to make a rough triangle, and the boys and Caroline clung squealing to the back bar while it swung and slithered down the hill, breaking a track and pushing the snow into high banks against either side of the road.


Down on the lower road the town plow was busily forging its way, an impressive yellow monster that threw the loose snow up in showers as it chugged along. Neal, about to turn his horses at the foot of the hill, drew up and waited with the children to see it pass.


“Hey, what you tryin’ to do – spoil the sledding?” he shouted as the engine drew abreast.


The driver grinned back.


“Better take them horses off of the road before we scrape ’em up!”


Road and hedgerow shimmered through the hot air from the exhaust. The horses’ breath came in white clouds as they stood waiting. Neal’s sturdy figure planted with feet braced well apart on the snow plow, the children in their knitted caps and mufflers, old Sam, the Walker hound, sitting down beside them with his tongue lolling out – the whole made a cheerful picture, sharp cut against the heaped sparkling snow.


“Me an’ my horses, we’re making a decent job of it,” Neal drawled. “By the time you’re finished muckin’ up the road bed with that yaller pushcart we’ll have to get to work an’ pay for havin’ it all put back again.”


“Oh yeah? Didn’t see you at the Grange dance Friday night.”


“You didn’t. My best an’ me was all fixed up to go, but she turned it down at the last minute. Seems she heard you was goin’ to be there. Bad news always gets around, some way. Giddap, Dolly!”


The horses swung round into the cleared road, making a wide circle. The snow-plow driver leaned out and waved. Then they were breasting the hill again, the heavy wooden frame lurching like a ship at sea while the children clung to one another to keep their balance.


“Good as toboggan riding” said Neal. “Hang on tight. When we get back I’ll take a turn round the barn and then we’re through. I’ll clear you a nice track there for sleddin’ on.”


The horses pawed and floundered through the drifts on the pasture slope, where the plow left a wide curving track, smooth and close packed for the sleds to run on, with a soft snow bank on either side.


The bright clear cold was growing steadily colder by afternoon, and a steely haze crept over the hills. Neither of the boys wanted to give up coasting, but Caroline left them early and came back to warm her pink chilled hands at the stove.


Kay was deep in her rug, sorting colors by the window.


“Had enough sledding, Caroline?”


“I guess so.”


“Then take your things off quickly. The snow’s just dripping off you!”


Caroline began to tug in a half-hearted way. She was so long about it that Garry had to come and help.


“Anything happened out there?”


“No…. I just got tired.”


“You’re all chilled through,” said Garry briskly.


“You should have had sense enough to come in before.”


Caroline flounced aside.


“I’m not. I’m burning hot, if you want to know. And I guess my head aches, too.”


Kay and Garry exchanged glances.


“I’ll tuck you up on the sofa and you can take a nap till supper time.”


In spite of Big Bertha the windowpanes were already beginning to freeze over, earlier than they had ever done before. Garry scratched a fingernail across the transparent ice. “Look at that already! It’s going to be pretty cold tonight.”


“Five degrees now,” cried Martin excitedly when he came in, cheeks burned red with the frost. “And it’s going down all the time. Neal says it’ll drop way below zero tonight.”


Caroline felt no better by supper time. She was cross and irritable, drank a glass of hot milk under protest and was tucked up in her bed, which had long ago been shifted into the room where her sisters slept, warmed by the floor register just above Bertha’s towering head. That register made an isle of comfort on which to dress or undress in chilly weather, and the girls were doubly glad of it tonight.


“I’ll make up a good big fire that’ll keep till morning,” Garry said.


She wedged chunk after chunk into Bertha’s cavernous mouth before closing the drafts. But the wind changed during the night; instead of smoldering as they should the logs burned themselves out and when Garry came down in the early morning there was only a handful of graying ashes left. A chill light filtered through the ice-covered windows. In the kitchen everything was frozen solid.


Garry gave one grim look around her, pulled on a windbreaker, and went out in the shed to split fresh kindling, for Martin had forgotten his job in the excitement of sledding yesterday and the wood-box was nearly empty. The pump handle only gave a dismal croak when she took hold of it, but luckily there was still water – or rather ice – in the kettle. She got the kitchen fire started, set the frozen coffeepot over it, and returned to struggle with Bertha.


Martin heard her stirring and stumbled drowsily out in bathrobe and slippers, his teeth chattering.


“What’s happening? Did the fire go out?”


“Oh, no! I’m just trying to keep the heat down!”


Ashes were flying in the room. Garry, poker in hand, turned a smudgy and exasperated face on him.


“Wrap a blanket around you and go sit by the kitchen stove till I come – and keep it going. And watch that coffeepot. I’ll be right out.”


She laid fresh kindling over the still warm ashes, with a fresh log on top, and opened the drafts. Bertha could be depended upon to do her best.


Martin was peering into the percolator. “Do you suppose frozen coffee’s bad for you?”


“No, of course it isn’t; I’ve drunk it dozens of times,” Garry knew her Martin; he had a horrible memory for scraps of information read in newspapers, especially relating to what he called “chemical reactions.” The slightest hesitation on her part, and that precious coffee would have gone straight into the slop pail. She snatched the pot from him barely in time and set it back on the stove. “There’s enough for us two there and I’ll make some fresh as soon as the water’s thawed out. You get some cups out and for heaven’s sake don’t make any racket; I want Kay to go on sleeping till the house has warmed up.”


The kitchen stove was burning cheerfully by now; they sat with their feet on the oven ledge and drank the left-over coffee while little by little the room grew warmer and tiny misted spots appeared on the window-panes.


“Thirty-six,” said Garry presently, going to look at the thermometer which hung by the doorway between the two rooms. “Lord knows what it’s like outside.”


They were to look at that thermometer many times before the day was out. Neal’s cold snap had come with a vengeance. Martin was all set to go to school in spite of the temperature, but learning when Neal came over with the milk that Jimmy was staying home, he thought better of it, and spent the morning across the way instead. Even that short dash across the road made him feel like an arctic explorer.


“Eighteen below last night,” Neal told them. “Mary and I sat up all night to keep the fires going. It’s all of ten below now, or I miss my guess. No sense letting those kids walk down to the school bus and back this weather.”


And yet there was something exhilarating in the cold, Garry thought when she went out into the yard and felt the keen sting of the air against her face, a sort of excitement in knowing what real winter weather could be like.


Kay was worried about Caroline, who huddled near the stove, listless and shivering. Her cheeks were burning and her hands cold and clammy.


“It’s a straight old-fashioned cold,” said Garry. “If Penny were here she’d give her a good dose of something and put her back to bed. I’ll light the drum stove upstairs and we’ll get the room good and warm before she goes up.”


For once Caroline made no objection to anything. All she wanted was to curl up in bed and lie there, and it was this unwonted submissiveness more than anything else that frightened her sisters.


“If only I knew what she felt like, I’d know more what to do,” Kay said helplessly. But Caroline wouldn’t even tell them what she felt like. She lay and snuffled into her handkerchief, refusing all comfort and only wanting Penny – Penny who had always been on hand every time before when she felt sick.


And Penny was in New Mexico.


Garry went over to the Rowes, sure strength in all emergencies, and returned with Mary and the clinical thermometer.


“Hundred and a half,” said Mary. “I don’t believe it’s anything more than a cold. You could call the doctor up, but he’d have eight miles to drive and the roads are awful. Neal says there’ll be hardly a car out today. I tell you what. If her temperature goes up, or if she isn’t any better by tomorrow, why don’t you call Miss Hussey? She’s the district nurse.”


“Would she come?”


“Of course she’ll come. And she hasn’t so far to drive, either. I’d as soon have her as anyone. She was grand when Shirley was sick last spring. And if you need a doctor she’ll tell you right away. I’ll write her number down for you, and I’ll leave the thermometer here.”


She went, and the little wave of reassurance she had brought somehow vanished with her.


“Do you suppose it is anything?” Kay worried.


“Anything” meant pneumonia, Garry knew. That unspoken word hung in the air between them.


“She’d have a worse temperature than that, if it was.”


Miss Hussey, over the telephone, sounded cheerful and unperturbed. There were a lot of bad colds going about just now. Keep the little girl in bed, and she would come over and have a look at her tomorrow.


“Well, I suppose that’s all we can do,” said Kay.


She went upstairs to sit with Caroline. She found Alice in Wonderland on the bookshelves and began to read to her, but in the middle of the Hatter’s tea party the print began to dance up and down before her eyes; her teeth chattered and she was conscious of a steadily growing ache through all her limbs. When Garry came up with a cup of hot tea it was to find two patients instead of one.


“I g-guess it’s flu all right,” Kay said. “I’ve had it before. Anyway we know what it is, now.”


“Everything would happen at once,” Garry thought, as she tucked Kay, too, into bed and marched down to fetch the thermometer and fill fresh hot-water bottles. The kitchen fire had gone down by the time she had Kay fairly settled; the pump was frozen up again and when she did get water boiling at last the kettle tipped over the open stove hole and scalded her wrist as she made a hasty grab to catch it.


Martin ran for the olive oil in the pantry, but that too was a solid lump in the bottle, so all she could do was to smear butter on, biting her lip as Martin wound a bandage round with shaking fingers.


“That’ll be all right; I don’t give a hoot if it is septic – it takes the pain out anyway. Now pull my sleeve down – ouch! Thank goodness it’s my left hand, or we’d be in a worse fix yet.”


It was colder than ever that night. With Kay and Caroline in bed there seemed a gloom over the house. Garry and Martin ate their supper by the stove, and as she glanced at the windows Garry remembered those early winter days when they had asked one another: “Do you suppose it ever gets much colder than this?” This cold was like a living enemy. It seemed to prowl round the house, pushing at the door sills, snatching at every possible cranny to get in, and if it weren’t for the snow which had sealed many of the cracks it would have been worse yet.


No taking chances on the stoves tonight, Garry decided. With Martin’s help she dragged the sofa across the floor, cautiously so as not to wake Kay and Caroline upstairs; Martin brought a mattress and blankets from his own room and together they camped in the circle of Big Bertha’s comforting glow, like sentries round a camp fire.


“Aren’t you going to undress?” Martin asked.


“Not tonight.” She lit the stable lantern, set it on the floor by the stairway with the wick turned low, and lay down on the sofa with her clothes on and the old red comforter from the spare room wrapped about her.


“Then I won’t sleep either.”


“Don’t be silly,” said Garry.


The shadows stretched high on the walls, making queer pictures among the cracks and bulges of the old plaster. Now and again a log shifted in Big Bertha’s interior, sending a little tongue of flame leaping up the stovepipe. Out in the pantry, a rat, undismayed by the cold, was gnawing busily. Garry’s wrist began to bother her. At the time she had been too busy to notice it much, but now the warmth was bringing out the pain.


Martin, for all his determination to keep her company, soon fell asleep, the blankets hugged tightly around him, but Garry lay long awake, watchful for a movement in the room above her, listening, as night drew on and the cold grew more intense, to the strange snapping and creaking of the frost outside – sudden sharp cracks and muffled thuds, as though the house itself were fighting desperately in the grip of the enemy, its old timbers about to fly apart at any moment. Frightening sounds to one who had never heard them before. They seemed to come from underfoot, from all around. One, louder than the rest, cracked like a pistol shot on the stillness, and in the dim light from the lantern she saw Martin’s face, startled and wide-eyed, raised from his mattress.


“What was that?”


“Only the frost cracking, I guess. Go to sleep again.” He snuggled under the blankets.


“I don’t like it. Say … Garry?”


“What?”


“Suppose the whole house was to crack up?”


“It won’t. I guess it’s stood worse frosts than this.”


She got up to put more wood on the kitchen stove and crept halfway up the stairs to listen if Kay or Caroline was stirring. But there was no sound; only the queer watchful emptiness of the house about her, the crackling of the frost outside. It was just two o’clock. She pulled the covers round her once more and settled back to doze.


When she opened her eyes again it was daylight. Martin was awake before her: he had set the kettle over and made fresh coffee. In his anxiety to have it good and strong he had used double measure and let the percolator bubble frantically; Garry winced at the first bitter mouthful, but it did her good.


Kay’s fever had gone down, but she felt weak and miserable. Martin was a tower of strength that morning, helpful as only a boy can be when he suddenly realizes a crisis in the familiar machinery of home life. He brought in wood, swept up the living room, washed the dishes, and kept looking anxiously at Garry as though he expected her, too, at any moment to keel over before his eyes. As a matter of fact she wasn’t feeling any too good herself; her head was buzzing, the floor had a tendency to rise and drop unexpectedly under her feet as she moved about, and more than once she paused in what she was doing to clench her teeth and mutter angrily: “Garry Ellis, just pull yourself together, you blame fool. You can’t get sick now.”


•   •   •   


The morning dragged by and at midday, when Garry had almost given up hope of her, Miss Hussey arrived. The mere sight of her brought comfort. She was stout and motherly and deliberate in her movements. She took off her numerous outer wrappings, unpacked her little black bag on the table, tied a fresh apron over her uniform, and went out into the kitchen to peer into the kettle and poke the fire up, chatting to Garry about the weather and asking after the Rowes (particularly Shirley and Tommy, both of whom, it seemed, she had helped to bring into the world) – as though driving six miles over ice-bound roads in zero weather to look after a family of strangers were quite an everyday matter, as it doubtless was to her.


“Good thing Neal Rowe got that road plowed out before it froze up on him,” she remarked cheerfully, “or I’d have had a hard job getting up here, chains or no chains. It wouldn’t be the first time they’ve had to pull me out of the drifts, either. Sure as we get a real hard cold spell or a big snowfall, someone up the back roads gets sick. I never knew it to fail. And this road’s nothing to where I have to go, sometimes.”


Upstairs she took temperatures, straightened beds, and shook pillows with a masterly hand. She gave Caroline a hospital bath from head to foot, which filled that young person with a sense of great importance and did much to raise her spirits, and she rubbed Kay’s aching limbs with alcohol.


“Now I guess you’re all set for a while,” she said when she rejoined Garry downstairs. “I’ll look in again day after tomorrow if you need me, but I guess you won’t. Keep that child indoors till after the cold spell’s over, and don’t let your sister there get up till she has to. Two or three days in bed ought to put her straight again. How do you feel yourself?”


“All right,” said Garry.


The shrewd eyes rested on her approvingly.


“Don’t overdo it, and if you get any temperature go right to bed and call me up. We don’t want you sick, too, if we can help it. What did you do to your wrist, burn it?”


“The kettle spilled over.”


“I’ll fix it for you.” She unbuckled her bag once more to take out salve and a roll of bandage. “There’s nothing like cold weather for things happening. A day like this, it seems like all your fingers are thumbs and everything you take hold of either spills on you or cuts you or you drop it on your toe. That feel any better?”


“It certainly does. Thanks a lot.” Garry pulled her sleeve down gratefully over the cool soft dressing. “I … we … Mary didn’t say what we owed you for coming.”


“Fifty cents,” said Miss Hussey briskly, buttoning up her coat.


She picked up her little bag again and was gone, driving off down the hill to visit other households in affliction, leaving comfort and cheer behind her.


For five more days the frost held. Kay and Caroline were up and about again but there was no going out except for Martin, who spent long hours skating with Jimmie on the little pond at the foot of the hill. Life was a monotonous round of watching the thermometer and tending stoves.


On the sixth night Garry woke up towards dawn with a sudden queer sensation of something having happened, an unfamiliar feeling in the air. Sitting up in the darkness, it took her a full minute to realize what it was. The cold spell had finally broken.



Garry Finds a Job




Freezing still, but the bitterness had gone from the air. It was good to stand outdoors again, to be able to draw breath freely.


Edna drove over to see them. She had telephoned twice during the combined cold-and-flu siege to ask how they were getting along, but had not been able to visit.


“Just a lame shoulder,” she explained, “but I wouldn’t have dared try and hold the wheel straight over these roads. But I was bound to get up and see you all today, even if I had to drive with my teeth!”


Edna was resplendent in a new hat, a new scarf and sweater, and a pair of smart fur-lined driving gloves, a Christmas gift from one of her devoted “old ladies.”


“I put everything on to show you,” she laughed. “I got a pair of red bedroom slippers, too, and if it wasn’t for driving I’d have worn them. And that reminds me: back in the car there’s a Christmas present we got and couldn’t keep, because we’ve two like it already, so I brought it along for Caroline.”


“Couldn’t you get it exchanged?” Kay asked.


“Not this one you can’t. It comes in all sizes, but only one make.” She went back to the car and returned carrying a square grocer’s carton tied securely with twine. “Open it and see.”


Garry cut the string. There was a stirring and rustling inside, and a black suspicious nose poked out from a nest of tissue paper.


“A coon kitten from the state of Maine,” said Edna. “My aunt and uncle up there have more cats than you can shake a stick at. Every so often they send us one down. He runs a dairy farm there, and the barns are simply running with cats. Summer visitors always like them, so they get rid of a few that way. Uncle is always talking about getting his gun and clearing some of those cats out, but when it comes right down to it he wouldn’t touch a hair of ’em, and there’s plenty of milk and scraps going, so I guess they don’t bother anyone much. This ’un looked real smart to me, but we’ve two cats already and that’s too many for anyone living in town. I wish clothes lasted as long as cats do! Our old Susie will be thirteen next month.”


The coon kitten had hoisted himself out of the carton and was beginning a wary tour of the room. His long thick hair was jet black all over, his eyes a deep glowing amber. While Garry ran for a saucer of milk Kay exclaimed:


“Caroline will love him. He’s just like a Persian, only prettier. Are they always that color?”


“Black or yellow, mostly. Though there was a grand black and white with white paws I remember as a child; he used to run wild in the woods back of the house and no one could ever get near him. You’d just get a glimpse of him sometimes, along towards fall when the hunting began to grow scarce. Aunt has a family of yellow ones, too, but the yellow kittens mostly get picked up by the summer folk. Either black or yellow’s a good color for cats in the country; if you have one of these grays or tabbies they’re like to get taken for a rabbit or a squirrel some fine day, and you lose ’em. Neal Rowe’s more careful with his gun than most, but there’s lots of hunters don’t bother to look twice when they see something moving.”


Caroline had gone back to school that day for the first time. Edna had brought sliced ham and a home-baked pie, so the three of them ate lunch together in the living room while the coon kitten prowled and explored.


“I thought I’d kill two birds with one stone today,” Edna said as she drank her third cup of coffee. “There was a job up this way I’d heard about, but I guess I can’t take it. It’s the woman down here on the state road, right opposite the milk station where the school bus stops. They’ve got a little nursery business called Roadside – raise flowers and seedlings. We always get our tomato and pepper plants from them in spring. The husband’s lame. She had her first baby a few days ago – right in the middle of that cold spell it was – and her sister was staying there but now she’s had to go home and they wanted someone to look after things round the house till Mrs. Collins gets about again. But it would mean going there every day, and I can’t manage it.”


“I didn’t know you took jobs,” Kay said.


“Anything I can get, when the taxi business is slack. I clean folks’ summer cottages and close up for them, and I do spring cleaning once in a while. When you live in the country you learn to turn your hand to most anything. I felt sorry about these folks – she’s a real nice woman – but the most I can do is to try and find someone else for them.”


There was the latest Santa Fe news to be told, scraps from Penny’s letters to be read aloud; all the exchange of local and family gossip that always took place on Edna’s visits. When at last she rose to go Garry said:


“Guess I’ll ride down the road with you a little way, and walk back.”


She pulled on rubber boots and a windbreaker. When they were halfway down the hill she said:


“I’m going after that job myself, if I can get it.”


Edna smiled as her foot pressed down on the brake.


“Good for you. I can drop you right there. She’ll be pretty glad.”


“What does it mean?”


“Housework, getting the dinner – maybe a little washing. Miss Hussey comes in every day, so you won’t have much to do with the baby.”


“I guess I can do all that. I don’t know an awful lot about cooking, but she can tell me how she wants things done.”


“I always said you’d fit in anywhere, all right,” Edna said. “You see, there isn’t much of regular hired help around here, but when folks are in a fix, anyone will do what they can. I guess they haven’t got an awful lot of money, but she’s willing to pay ten dollars a week.”


“That’s ten dollars more than I ever earned before,” Garry returned. “Just the other day I was saying that there wasn’t any way to earn money in the country, and here it is. Only I didn’t want to say anything in front of Kay – not till I know whether I’ve got the job or not.” There was another reason too perhaps, which Edna perfectly understood.


“I remember as well as yesterday,” she said as they turned the corner into the lower road, “the time I was fourteen and I wanted to get a new dress for the church picnic where we lived, and I didn’t have more’n a few cents saved up for it. So I marched off and hired me out, to a woman that took in boarders, to wash dishes and clean the kitchen up twice a day. My aunt was staying on a visit with us, and the way she carried on when she heard about it you’d have thought there was something disgraceful in washing other folks’ dishes instead of one’s own. But my mother was the sensible kind. She said: ‘If Edna wants money let her set to and earn it, and then it’ll mean something to her. As long as there’s dishes to wash, I never heard that it mattered what house you wash ’em in, so long as you wash ’em clean.’ So I got my dress, and a nice dress it was, too. I spent all of eight dollars on it, and that was a lot in those days.”


When Garry reached home a couple of hours later, having trudged the long steep hill road with more buoyancy and self-confidence than she had felt in some time, she found Martin and Caroline already back from school. She entered whistling, tossed her cap on the table and announced:


“Well, I’ve got a job!”


Caroline was too absorbed in the coon kitten to pay any attention, but Martin lifted his head.


“What job?” And Kay exclaimed: “Garry, not that job Edna was talking about? I might have known you were up to something when you sneaked off that way. You can’t do that sort of thing!”


Garry’s chin went up.


“I don’t see why. It wouldn’t be the first time an Ellis turned her lily-white hands to something useful. And I want to tell you that I feel right like a million dollars this minute. I never knew anything could give one such a lift. The only thing is I hate to take their money for doing just everyday things, because I don’t believe by the look of the place they’ve got a cent more than they can manage with, and the woman is a dear. She’s young and pretty – she looks a little bit like you, Kay – and the baby’s a darling. I never saw anything so tiny! If you’d been there yourself, Kay, you wouldn’t have thought twice about it. She was sitting up in bed there with a pink jacket on, with the baby tucked up in a clothes basket beside her, and she was peeling potatoes and hushing the baby at the same time. When I said what I’d come for, she acted kind of scared of me at first because she’d heard we were city people, till I told her all about the family and how we were fixed, and I took the potatoes right out of her hands and started doing them myself, for I thought I’d show her I could do that much, anyway.”


Garry smiled, remembering the expression on Mrs. Collins’s face when the potato bowl was whisked away so promptly. Edna had sensibly refused to come in, feeling that Garry would make her way better alone, as she certainly had. But it was the baby who had really settled the question, for Garry adored all small things, and the sight of her eager face bent over the clothes basket had outweighed any last doubts Mrs. Collins might have had about “city people.”


“Ten dollars a week, and I start tomorrow. I wish it would last all winter, but it won’t. Still, it’s given me a good idea. If I suit all right, I shall get Mrs. Collins to give me a reference. In the country people are always having babies and if I keep in touch with Miss Hussey I might get a lot more jobs when this one’s over.”


Kay had to laugh, for Garry’s ideas always spread in widening circles like a stone thrown into water.


“Wait till you see how you like this one. Are you really sure you want it?”


But Garry was quite serious, even though it meant getting up early every morning to walk the mile and a half to the state road. There was a thrill in having a job of any kind for the first time, and she was still young enough to feel work in another person’s house more of an adventure than a task. She washed dishes, scrubbed pantry shelves, swept floors and cooked dinner in a businesslike way; she did the baby’s laundry without wincing; and she even learned to sterilize feeding bottles and to prepare formulas as though she had been used to it all her life. Miss Hussey, coming in on her visit to bathe the baby, gave her a friendly approving smile.


“Well, well, so you’ve got a new job these days! Not enough to do up home, huh? How’s the family?”


“All fine. Caroline’s back at school again.”


“Good.”


Garry enjoyed these daily visits. She liked Miss Hussey’s brisk cheery ways and amusing gossip, and hurried to get her work forward so that she could watch the bathing and dressing rites. It was all good experience, for she had never had anything to do with a baby as tiny as this, and she learned a lot that she had not known before. Anything small and young Garry loved; baby animals, baby plants, she was used to tending and handling, but this human specimen was something new and every detail of its care absorbed her.


Mrs. Collins, her first shyness worn off, was friendly and talkative, glad of Garry’s company as well as her help. Both she and her husband were newcomers in the neighborhood; before their marriage Mr. Collins had worked for a firm of nursery gardeners and had only started in business for himself three years ago. He was a kindly, rather silent man, lame from a shell wound in the War; Garry rarely saw him except at mealtimes, or when he tiptoed in once or twice during the morning to look at the baby and perhaps stroke its small hand gently with the tip of one finger as though it were some rare and delicate seedling that he was almost afraid to touch. Most of the time he was busy in the greenhouse or potting shed.


Garry longed to talk to him about his work but never quite found the courage. The greenhouse where he raised his plants and cuttings had been built onto the house and opened directly from the small living room; as Garry stood at the kitchen sink rinsing clothes or washing dishes she could see the rows of flowerpots behind the glass panes and whenever the door was opened a warm breath of earth and moisture filled the house. Many a time she was sorely tempted to cross the floor and open that door herself, just to take a sniff and look inside, but she reminded herself sternly that she was there to do chores and keep house, not to indulge her own particular hobby. Still the temptation was very strong and one morning she gave in to it. Her hands happened to be still soapy; the door handle slipped unexpectedly in her grasp and she all but fell down the two steps on to Mr. Collins’s broad back as he stooped over a tray on the lower shelf. He looked taken aback at this entry, but relieved to find it was not an urgent summons for help, and grinned as he pulled her to her feet.


“Those steps are a bit tricky when you aren’t used to ’em,” he said. “Did you hurt yourself any?”


“Not a bit. I’m awfully sorry, but I just had a minute to spare and I’ve so wanted to have a look at your plants. I love greenhouses and I hardly ever get a chance to poke round in them.”


“Look at all you want to,” said Mr. Collins.


He stopped his work good-naturedly to show her round, explained how the house was heated and the moisture controlled, let her linger over the rows of potted seedlings and the cuttings set to root in trays of wet sand. Following him as he limped down the aisle between the growing plants Garry found that here was a man who loved his work and could forget all his awkwardness in talking about it. She was full of eager questions and real understanding, and the time flew till she suddenly remembered the potatoes on the stove and the unset dinner table.


After that she was free of the greenhouse whenever there were odd moments to spare, and as Mrs. Collins was now sitting up and the district nurse’s visits becoming fewer, Garry could generally manage by working at extra speed to gain a little time. When the baby was fed and sleeping, Mrs. Collins settled for her afternoon nap, and the dishes put away, she would slip out and help Mr. Collins. There were plants to spray and water, sometimes seedlings to be re-potted or rooted cuttings set out, empty pots to be scrubbed and stacked away, or potting mold mixed in the big trough at the end of the greenhouse – jobs she enjoyed far more than scraping saucepans and mopping floors.


“Well, I’ll give you a regular job any time you want it,” he said one day jokingly, and Garry took him up at once.


“Would you let me work here, if you want extra help later on?”


“Well, there’s always plenty to do, come spring. But I don’t know as you’d call it a young lady’s work, exactly, except once in a while like now, when you feel in the mood.” He seemed to overlook entirely the kind of work Garry had been doing, this last week. “Handlin’ earth and pots an’ that isn’t any too good on your hands.”


“I’ve handled plenty,” Garry told him. “I’m only a beginner, Mr. Collins, and I wouldn’t want you to pay me. But there’s a whole lot I could learn working with you, and I’d be glad to do it. I could take care of some of the easier jobs and leave you more time for the rest.”


Mr. Collins considered.


“There’s rock-garden plants,” he said. “Folks are crazy about them, right now. If I had money it would pay me to go in for the real Alpines, but there’s plenty others that I’m beginning to have a steady sale for, for there’s one thing they can’t always raise from a packet of seed. Divisions they increase from, mostly. I’ve got a lot of young plants on hand in the cold-frames and I thought I might do a good bit in that line this year. That’ll call for a lot of dividing and settin’ out, and I don’t know but you might try your hand at that, if you’d care to. But we’ll see later on. Come spring you’ll have plenty doing in your own garden.”


“I couldn’t get a promise out of him,” she told Kay that evening, “but I mean to try again in the spring. It’s just the chance I need and I don’t mean to let it slip.”


There was little doing in the way of business at Roadside Nurseries just now. So far not a single customer had stopped by during the week that Garry had spent there, but towards the end of her stay one car actually did draw up, a smart sedan with two well-dressed women in it. Mr. Collins had gone to town that afternoon; Mrs. Collins was giving the baby her two-o’clock bottle, and Garry had just finished her third batch of diapers and was hanging them on the line behind the kitchen stove.


“Good afternoon. I got such nice cyclamens here last year, and my friend was wondering if you had any more.”


Mrs. Collins looked flustered.


“Mr. Collins would know, but he’s out just now. That’s too bad. I suppose you couldn’t…”


Garry turned promptly.


“There are some nice ones just coming into bloom. Would you like to see them?”


She left the washtub, gave a businesslike hitch to her overalls, and led the way into the greenhouse. Roadside Nurseries wasn’t going to miss its one sale of the week if she could help it.


“They’re down at the end here. Mr. Collins had to go into town to see about a new consignment of plants, but I expect I can help you just as well.”


Mr. Collins’s trip had been to arrange for a renewal of his bank loan, as Garry very well knew, being by now practically a member of the family, but that explanation wouldn’t sound quite so impressive. The cyclamens (Garry thanked heaven it was an everyday plant she did know, not something unusual with a long Latin name) were on a warm shelf at the far end of the house, and she led her visitors purposely by the aisle where the best-looking plants and seedlings were ranged. The elder of the two women happened to be a genuine gardener; she had taken a fancy to Garry’s voice and appearance and was inclined to linger more than once on the way to chat about this or that.


“They’re all very nice,” said the younger woman presently, as Garry reached down pot after pot to set before her. “I don’t like dark red so much, do you, Mary? There’s a white one up there … is that the only one you have? It looks rather…”


Garry patiently took the last pot down from its shelf.


“The only one; I’m sorry. But this pale pink is lovely, and it’s full of buds. It ought to be perfect in just a few days.” (What, oh what did Mr. Collins charge for cyclamens?)


The young woman still hemmed and hawed, turning the pots about.


“I saw some just like this in town. They were asking forty-five cents. Isn’t that what you paid last year, Mary?”


Garry looked at the elder woman’s smooth ringed hands, at her companion’s costly fur coat, and thought of the Collins baby, asleep at this moment in a clothes basket under two cheap cotton blankets.


“These are seventy-five cents each,” she said firmly. “They ought to be more, really, but they’re the last we have.”


“That seems very dear, doesn’t it?”


“Detestable female!” thought Garry, and added aloud: “These are particularly well-grown plants, Mr. Collins won’t stock anything that isn’t good.”


“Hm.…” Her eyes rested on Garry inquisitively. “Do you work here all the time?”


“Only when Mr. Collins is short-handed.”


In the end she chose three after much deliberation, while the elder woman, left to wander by herself, had discovered other things that she wanted. Garry swathed the pots carefully, carried them out to the back of the car, and returned proudly to lay six dollars and a fifty-cent piece on the baby’s blanket.


“That’ll help to buy her something useful, I guess!”


“How much did you dare charge them?”


“Seventy-five for the cyclamens and two dollars each for the little evergreens. There are plenty more of the same kind, but those two happened to be standing all by themselves and she took a shine to them. She was so pleased I was scared after that I’d undercharged her, but I’m pretty sure I didn’t,” said Garry. “And I let her have a strawberry begonia for a quarter, just to make up.”


“The first sale in ages.” Mrs. Collins smiled gratefully. “Wait till George hears about it. I guess you brought us luck!”


“The older woman will be back again; she said so, and she likes the place. She’s interested in rock plants, too. I wouldn’t care if we never saw the other one again. Wearing a three-hundred-dollar coat and wants to save thirty cents on flowers!”


“Lots of ’em are that way,” said Mrs. Collins, who had had experience. And she added: “I wish you could stay here always.”


So did Garry. In these ten days she had come to feel so much a part of the little household that when she pulled her rubber boots on for the last time, hung up her apron, and stooped to kiss the small curled fist lying outside the covers it seemed as if she was leaving a part of herself behind. It was with an empty, almost homesick, feeling that she climbed the hill that evening with ten dollars in her pocket (she had stubbornly refused to take more for the extra days), a promise to stand godmother to small Julia when the time came, and a store of new experience and self-confidence that was worth far more to her than any wages.


Much of the snow had melted, but a new light fall had come to cover the unsightly patches of bare earth. It was a soft misty night; there was no wind and though the mercury stood at just about freezing the air felt mild. Just the night for fox hunting, Neal announced. He had long promised the two boys a moonlight fox hunt, and the moon would rise about nine.


When Garry reached home she found Martin all excited. He fairly bolted his supper and was ready long before Neal and Jimmie knocked at the door.


“You wrap up well,” Kay admonished.


“Walkin’ll keep ’em warm,” drawled Neal. “We ain’t settin’ out for the North Pole. That leather jacket’s all you need, son, with a good sweater under it, and I bet you find that too much. I’ll look out for him all right.” He winked at the two girls. “Sorry you ain’t coming, Garry. I reckon if we git one fox apiece that’s all we’ll want to carry, but maybe if we meet up with a fourth one and he’s extra good, we might bring him back for you.”


“I’ll bet you don’t get one!” Garry scoffed.


“Is that kind? Didn’t I pick this night special? Moon just right, everything just right, and old Sam fairly bustin’ hisself to get out on the job. Wait till you hear him singin’, once he hits a good scent. We’re goin’ out over Crooked Hill and work round towards Bear Hollow and the big ledges. I ain’t hunted over there yet this winter and I bet you we pick up something before we’re through.”


His deep leather pockets bulged with a package of sandwiches on one side and a thermos flask on the other. “See you later,” he nodded as he picked up his gun from the corner by the door.


“Why didn’t you go along?” Kay asked when the door had closed behind them.


“It’s Martin’s party,” Garry said. “Besides, I don’t like seeing things shot, even if Neal does the shooting. … Well, it seems funny to be home for keeps again.” She opened the stove door and pushed a fresh log into Big Bertha. “Remember how we hated this stove when Penny first brought it home? I bet if there are any auctions in Santa Fe she’s having the time of her life. Think of all the things she’ll want to bring back with her! – Kay, I want to make something for that baby down the road, and I’ve got to think what.”


“There was that pink sweater wool,” Kay debated. “Only I gave it to Caroline to learn knitting with when she was sick and I guess it’s pretty mussy by now – what’s left of it.”


“Uh-uh. I hate knitting anyway. I’ll go and take a look round.”


She went upstairs, where Kay could hear her dragging trunks out in the room overhead.


“Just the thing,” she exclaimed when she came down again. “That peach robe I got Christmas before last. The front’s worn but the back is all right, and I had it cleaned just before we came up here. It’ll make a grand cot cover.”


“Are you going to cut that up?” Kay looked ruefully at the shimmering quilted silk.


“Can you see me trailing a peach silk negligee around this place – or anywhere else for that matter! It’s lamb’s wool inside, so it will be beautifully warm.” She took the scissors and began to slash. “If I piece a bit more in these two top corners and just turn the edges in all round it makes quite a good-size spread. I can use that pink sewing silk out of your workbox. Kay, now that Penny has to stay longer than she thought, don’t you think it would be fun to get the house fixed up a bit by the time she gets home?”


“I’d love to. Only…”


“There’s this ten dollars; part of it anyway. I might get another job of some kind, and if we ever hear anything from our advertisement woman there’d be some of that money, too.”


“She’d have written long ago if she was coming,” Kay said. “We’ll never hear from her.”


“The old buzzard,” Garry commented. “People just make me sick anyway. I think she might answer even if she isn’t coming.” She spread the silk out, viewing it critically as it lay across her knee. “What’s your trouble now?”


A faint wail had drifted down through the register from the room where Caroline was supposed to be asleep.


“All right. I’ll get him for you.” Garry laid aside her work to hunt round the room for the coon kitten, who, with the ingratitude of all cats towards those who seek to do them undesired kindness, had fled the warmth of Caroline’s bed and was sitting with tucked-in paws as far under the sofa as he could squeeze. “That’s the third time I’ve hauled that wretched kitten upstairs. Nothing will persuade Caroline that coon cats don’t like being cuddled. I hope the next time someone gives her a pet it’ll be a tortoise; at least they can’t run so fast.


“Do you know, Kay,” she went on when they were settled once more, “I had an idea the other day. I don’t know that it’s brilliant, but it might work. Remember those funny pictures you used to make up for the kids when they were little – the Pilliwig family?”


“Those things?” Kay looked puzzled. “Martin used to like them. I haven’t thought of them in years. I don’t even remember how they went.”


“I do. I’d remember Mrs. Pilliwig’s hat and the way the little Pilliwigs looked if I lived to be a hundred. You used to make up the story and draw the pictures as you went along. Kay, I believe if you were to do a series of those, any children’s magazine in the world would want them.”


“But they were just nonsense.”


“Some of the best stuff in the world is nonsense,” said Garry stoutly. “It’s what everyone likes, anyway, and there’s precious little of it that’s any good. Those were fine just because they were nonsense and you weren’t worrying about how they came out, but just went ahead and drew them.”


“Wait a minute. I remember now I once made some on the back of another drawing.”


Kay crossed the room to rummage through a portfolio of old sketches.


“It was when that little Cary girl came to tea. I wanted… Yes, here it is. It’s about the zoo.”


She smiled as she held out the paper for Garry to see. Garry was right. There was life and humor in the ridiculous little figures. There was more, too: a freedom of expression and a sure use of line that Kay didn’t always get in her more studied drawings.


“See what I mean?”


“I don’t know. I might be able to make something out of them if they were better drawn.”


“There you go!” said Garry. “They don’t want to be better drawn. They want to be just like you have them there.”


•   •   •   


“Eleven o’clock.” Neal looked at his wrist watch. “What do you say we push on towards the ledges there and find a place to eat our sandwiches?”


They were halfway up the last rise of hillside. Below them there stretched a bare sparkling slope broken only by the track of their own footsteps and by a few gray boulders thrusting here and there above the snow. Overhead the moon sailed in a sky dotted by tiny scudding clouds.


They had walked for miles, but Martin didn’t even feel tired. There was something in the pure keen air, the dazzle of moonlight on the snow, just the excitement of being out at night in an unfamiliar place, that went to his head like wine and made him feel wider awake, more alert to every sight and sound about him, than ever he had felt in the daytime. Everything looked strange and different. The patches of black shadow cast by bush or pasture wall stood out sharp and distinct; an old twisted wild-apple tree took fantastic shape in the moonlight, and the occasional faint lights of houses snuggled far down in the valley seemed to belong to another world.


So far they had seen one fox only. They were following an old wood road when he crossed their path unexpectedly in a clearing just ahead, a silent furtive shape that stood for a moment, head turned, and vanished. Jimmie had fired, but his hands shook with excitement and when the smoke cleared only some scattered pellet holes in the snow showed where the fox had stood.


“Passed clean through his fur and never touched him,” Neal said, pointing to the marks. “Too bad!”


Across the shoulder of the hill now they could hear old Sam baying on another scent, two high-pitched notes, clear and mournful, like the sound of a bell at intervals on the frosty air. Neal listened.


“He’s working round towards this way. We’ll sit up there by the ledges and wait for him.”


They climbed the slope to a little plateau between flat outcropping ledges of granite. Neal found a sheltered hollow where they could sit, their backs to the rock and facing the open.


“See that big flat rock ledge straight in front of us?” he said. “When a fox is bein’ hunted and he gets far enough ahead, he’ll always make for the highest place he can, so’s he can take a good look round. Once you know that, and you know the country pretty well, you don’t need to waste time followin’ the hounds. You can get a good idea of which way they are workin’ by listenin’ to ’em, and then you go ahead and wait right where you know the fox is bound to come out. He’ll be comin’ up the other side of the hill now, and right there on that flat ledge is where he’ll be likely to show himself, square against the skyline. He ain’t in any hurry, no more’n we are. We’ll hear from old Sam when he’s getting nearer.”


He laid the gun down beside him and pulled the sandwiches out of his pocket.


“Guess some hot coffee’ll taste good. You ain’t cold, Martin?”


“Not a bit.”


They ate their sandwiches and drank their coffee in turn from the little cup on the flask, talking in whispers. At intervals old Sam’s voice reached them on the still air, sometimes nearer, sometimes further off.


“Workin’ in a circle,” Neal said. “He’ll be another half hour, maybe.”


Yesterday’s wind had blown the loose snow from the ledges; in this sheltered angle it was warm and still. Martin finished his sandwich and leaned back against the flat slope of rock, his hands behind his head. Watching the moon as it fled in and out between the small fleecy clouds, rainbow hued in its halo, he felt as if the whole hillside were turning under him, and he sat up suddenly to find everything about him dizzy and strange. 


Neal laughed.


“That’s the way folks get moonstruck. When I was a kid, Mother was always telling me if I lay in the moonlight I’d go looney. That was one of her ideas, and the other was about night air being bad for you. Well, I managed to grow up in spite of both of ’em!”


The sandwiches were gone, the coffee finished. Neal racked his brain for hunting stories to while away the time as the minutes slowly passed. Jimmie was getting chilled and restless; he hated to keep still for long at a stretch, and his missed shot earlier in the evening still rankled. He shifted his position several times to peer about, fidgeted here and there, and finally settled down again facing the other two, the .22 always ready in his hands. For a long time old Sam had been silent.


Suddenly, in the middle of a sentence, Neal’s voice paused. He made a movement towards his gun, then drew his hand noiselessly back, and instead his fingers tightened on Martin’s arm beside him. Martin looked up.


There on the flat rock just above and behind Jimmie’s head stood the fox. Unseen he had crept round behind them and now he was so near that Jimmie, had he known it, could have put out a hand and touched him. Martin could see the drawn-back silent snarl of his lips, the fixed eyes staring. Every hair of his coat stood out sharp and electric like spun glass in the moonlight. For what seemed a full minute he stood there motionless, one paw lifted, while Martin scarcely dared draw breath. Then Jimmie turned his head; the spell was broken. There was a blur and a flurry on the snow, something whipped past them like a flash of color and was gone. Neal rose to his feet, but it was too late.


“What a shot! Oh boy, what a shot!”


“Where – where?” Jimmie clutched at his rifle, staring wildly round.


“Right back of your head! I could have got him easy, but I wouldn’t have risked it. Just sneaked up on us from round those boulders, and us sittin’ here all the time. Well, he got the laugh on us this time, I reckon.”


A moment later old Sam loped up to them, puzzled and disappointed, to stare from one to the other and then thrust his black muzzle reproachfully into Neal’s hand.


“No more hunting tonight,” said Neal cheerfully, shouldering his gun. “That’s settled it, hey, Sam? Don’t know about you boys, but I’m just about chilled through all of a sudden. Guess we’ll make tracks for home, and better luck next time.”


It was as Neal said. For the first time Martin felt suddenly chilled and stiff. The excitement of the evening had dropped from him; drowsiness was creeping through his limbs. There was still a long walk before them, and by the time they had crossed the last stone wall into the pasture and saw the lighted kitchen window shining through the dusk he was ready to drop with sleep.


As he closed his eyes that night he seemed to see again, like a picture flashed on darkness, that swift moonlit vision of the fox in the snow.



On the Crooked Esses




Garry came in bare-headed from the mailbox, two bulky envelopes in her hand.


“Seed catalogs already. Didn’t I tell you it smelled like spring today?” She paused by the drawing board where Kay sat sharpening pencils with a critical air. “You going to be busy working? I thought I’d go for a walk.”


“Fine.”


With Garry, a walk meant a walk. Every once in so often she felt the need to get out alone in the open air and work off her accumulated energy in a long cross-country tramp.


The snow had almost gone – for the time being anyway. Only February, but there was a new blueness in the air, the ground felt elastic underfoot, and runnels of water trickled again in the roadside ditches. Willow shoots were already showing a trace of gold. In the pasture the Rowe cows, turned out for exercise, stood sniffing the breeze, their coats rough and dingy after long weeks in the stable.


Garry set out briskly over the hill. She had planned to go as far as Flat Top, a walk she had taken once with Mary in the early fall. It was a good four and a half miles, past the sugar-maple grove and the old Sullivan house at the crossroads, then up a narrow back road through woods with only a few scattered houses here and there on the way. Snow still lay in patches in the hollows; where the ground had begun to thaw there were deep ruts of mud that made slow going, and it was almost sunset before she passed the last belt of trees and came out on the open wind-swept plateau that gave the hill its name. Time only for a few minutes rest and a hurried look at the view before her before she must turn back.


Three roads met on the top of the hill; it seemed to Garry that it was the right-hand fork she and Mary had taken last fall when they turned to come home. The leaves were still on the trees, then, and she remembered the blaze of red and yellow that had lined the path. Now everything looked different with ground and bushes bare; it was hard to recognize landmarks again, but it did seem, after she had been walking some ten minutes, that the road was a good deal steeper and narrower than she remembered. There were no houses on it, and she was sure they had passed a white-painted house not so very far down. Anyway if it wasn’t the same road it led more or less in the right direction; it would bring her out somewhere at the foot of the mountain, and she pushed on, quickening her pace a little, for dusk was coming on and with sunset the air had turned suddenly sharp and cold.


There was no mistake about it now; she had never been on this road before. It took a sudden zigzag twist, and as she peered down she could see the hillside drop away in a series of steep ledges.


“Well, here goes,” Garry thought. “Good thing I’m on foot and not in a car; no car could ever take that turn.”


As she stood, looking about, there was a stir and a crash in the bushes, something leaped out to dash past her. A deer, and a big one too; she caught the white bobbing flash of its tail as it sped down and round the bend. A moment later she heard the clatter of shod hoofs on the road below, and the sound of a girl’s voice.


“Scared the horse and no wonder,” sprang to her mind as she ran hurriedly down, for there was no mistaking that sudden startled scraping of iron on stones. “What a place to bring a horse up anyway!”


Rounding the next corner she came upon them; a pretty bay with a white blaze on his forehead, pulling at the end of the reins as his rider, her feet braced in the middle of the road, tried desperately to hold him back. The girl turned a frightened face as Garry ran down – and with reason: if the horse went over the edge of the road he would plunge straight down the ledges to the foot of the mountain.


Garry caught at the reins, and together they pulled him to a standstill. She knew the rider at once; it was the girl she had seen from the window of the old house that day last fall. There was dirt on her scarlet coat and leather breeches, blood oozing from a deep scratch over one eye. She had taken a nasty fall but had kept hold of the reins, and the horse must have dragged her as he plunged.


They looked at one another and drew breath.


“A close call,” said Garry. “I bet that deer scared him out of a year’s growth! He must have run square into you.”


“It looked as big as a church!” There was a little catch in her voice; she reached up to pat the horse’s trembling neck. “I’m lucky you came. I couldn’t have held him alone another second, and if I once stopped pulling he’d have backed over the edge.”


“Good thing you fell off, or you’d both have gone.” Garry glanced at the drop before them. “How did you get on this road in the first place?”


“We were following an old wood track and it came out right above here. It was getting late and I thought this would bring us down the hill all right.”


“It pretty nearly did, at that!”


She admired the girl’s pluck, for it had nearly been a nasty accident and it was only chance that Garry had arrived when she did. Probably this road was never traveled from one year’s end to another. For the first time she felt glad she had missed her own way that afternoon.


“Are you hurt much?”


“Only bruised, I guess. Starlight slipped too, that’s the only reason I managed to keep hold of him. It doesn’t matter about me, but I’m scared he’s strained a muscle somewhere, and he isn’t my own horse, worse luck. I’m just staying with some friends for a few days, and they let me take him out.” She ran a hand anxiously down the satiny sweat-marked leg. “See that? It isn’t much, but it’ll stiffen up with the cold. I guess I’ll have to begin walking him before it does.”


Garry helped to brush her off, wiped the blood that had dried on her forehead, and together they began to lead the horse down hill. He set his feet cautiously, limping a little at each step.


“My name’s Jane Bassett.”


“Mine’s Margaret Ellis, but they call me Garry.”


“I like that. The worst of my name is that you can’t do anything with it; it’s too short. Have you any idea where this road goes to?”


“Only vaguely. I was walking over Flat Top and I got onto it by mistake coming back. I suppose it leads somewhere, but it doesn’t look as if anyone ever used it, and I don’t blame them.”


“It’s for all the world like a letter S, only crookeder.”


Garry stopped short. Suddenly it came to her mind – the Crooked Esses. Neal had spoken once of a place called the Crooked Esses, somewhere the other side of Flat Top. But if this was it, she must be miles out of her way.


“I believe I do know, now,” she said. “Your saying that made me think of it. Neal Rowe was telling us once. It used to be an old wagon road, and it ought to come out somewhere near a place called East Warley. But if it’s the one I’m thinking of it gets a lot worse further on.”


“We’ll take a chance on it anyhow. East Warley is near where I’m staying.” Jane took a fresh grip on the bridle, trying to conceal the fact that she was limping more than a little herself.


“Couldn’t you ride if I give you a hand up?”


“It would put too much weight on him. I don’t mind walking. But I’m awfully glad you came along. I’d hate to be in a fix like this all alone, and not knowing the country. Whereabouts do you live?”


Garry told her.


“My brother has just got a place right near there. We haven’t moved in yet; there’s a lot to be done to the house first, but I expect we’ll be up there this spring. We’ll be neighbors – isn’t that grand?”


“I know.” Garry laughed. “You see, we’re the people he rented the little house to.”


“You…? Why on earth didn’t he tell me! He just said there was a family there but he never told me a word about them.”


“We never even met him. Mother took the house through an agent. But I did see you once before.” And Garry told her about the time she had been so nearly trapped in the old house. She left out the overheard conversation but made an amusing story of her ignominious escape over the woodshed roof and of Suzanne’s scandalized face below. Jane was eager to hear more about the family and Garry had to give her a brief picture of Kay and Martin and Caroline, of their Christmas and the time they had during the cold spell, ending up with her own adventure at Roadside Nurseries, feeling that since Jane was so inclined to be friendly she might as well know the worst, as Kay would have called it, right from the beginning.


It was growing darker every minute. Garry had hoped to reach the bottom of the hill before the winter dusk shut in entirely, but already the daylight had gone. The road sloped more steeply at every turn. Here and there it was washed out in places and they had to pick their way across fissures and over loose rocks. Worst of all, a thin skim ice was beginning to form after the day’s thaw, making it hard to keep one’s footing.


Presently they came to a halt altogether, and even Garry looked dismayed. It was as though the road in front dropped away entirely, leaving only dark space before them.


“Looks like a bad bit,” she said doubtfully. “You wait here while I go on ahead a little way and see what it’s like.”


She walked on cautiously, feeling her way foot by foot. The road was there all right, but it took a steep corkscrew turn that felt more like a staircase than a road. By daylight it mightn’t have been so bad, but in this blackness one had to trust to luck for the next step.


“If the worst comes to the worst we can sit down and slide,” she thought, prospecting a few paces further before turning back to where Jane stood waiting by the shivering horse.


“It’s pretty steep, but I think we can get him down it.”


They took hold of the bridle, one on each side, but for all their coaxing Starlight now refused to budge. He had seen what lay ahead and he didn’t trust it, and the icy skim underfoot was making him increasingly nervous.


“Tell you what we’ll do.” Garry might not know much about horses but she generally found some inspiration in emergencies. “It’s the slippery ground that worries him. We’ll tie something over his feet so he can get a better grip.”


Right then was the moment when a good old-fashioned petticoat would have come in useful, she decided, glancing down at her shabby corduroy breeches and woolen socks, while Jane feeling in the pockets of her own smart red jacket could only produce a silk handkerchief, so small and wispy that it set them both giggling as she pulled it out.


“Wait a minute.” Garry stripped off windbreaker and sweater and began tugging at the faded hickory shirt she wore underneath.


“You can’t – you’ll catch cold!”


“No I won’t.” She set a foot on one sleeve and gave a yank, tearing the stuff neatly from neck to hem. “We’ll tie it over his front hoofs and see how it works.”


It was a bungling job but they managed somehow. “Patent non-skids!” said Garry as she tied the last knot. “Now, old boy, let’s see how you like it.”


Starlight didn’t like it at all, but after some pawing and fidgeting he found he could at least set hoof to the ground now without slithering, and little by little they coaxed him down the slope. It proved to be the steepest zigzag and the last; at the bottom they struck level ground and the worst of their troubles were over, though not all. The road continued a short distance, only to lose itself in a grass-grown track that seemed to lead presently through a swamp, for they could feel rather than see the half-rotted planks that had been laid underfoot across the worst places. Here in the hollow it was blacker than ever; more than once they thought they had lost the narrow track entirely. Jane’s riding boots, never meant for walking, had blistered her heel so that every step produced a raw twinge, and Garry had gone ankle-deep through skim ice into the thick mud. They had to fight their way through undergrowth that closed in on either side and as Garry pushed the stiff bushes apart she exclaimed: “I’ll say no one has been over this road in years! It’s worse than the jungle.”


“Don’t you ever have a moon up here?” Jane wailed.


“Not when you want it, you don’t. It’s due to rise tonight about two-thirty. We might see it yet!” She was thinking of Kay, probably worried to death at home.


At last the track widened. They came out on a gravel road and saw lights in the distance – East Warley.


In the little general store, smelling of cheese and bacon and hot stove, Jane ran to the telephone while Garry talked to the storekeeper, who looked surprised to see the two scratched and muddy figures that burst in upon him, blinking at the light.


“East Warley. That’s seven miles from home,” she said. “Guess I’ll call Kay up if you’re through.”


“They’re sending a car right over for me,” Jane told her. “We can drive you home first. Heavens, but I’m hungry!” She looked at her wrist watch for the first time. “Do you know that we were two hours and a half coming down that road?”


She found change in her pockets, and they bought crackers and cheese and chocolate, and ate them sitting by the stove while they waited. The house where Jane was staying was not very far off; it seemed only a few minutes before they heard the crunch of tires outside. A groom took charge of Starlight, who had been sheltered in the wagon shed behind the store, and the two girls climbed into the station wagon.


After that long slow walk it felt strange to be spinning so swiftly through the darkness.


“Drop me just at the turn of the road by Roadside Nurseries,” said Garry. “I’ll walk up the hill.”


Jane protested, but Garry was firm. “It’s only a short bit, and if I don’t stretch my legs a little now I’ll be all stiffened up. Thanks a lot, and remember the Crooked Esses!”


“As long as I live.” Jane reached out a hand from the car. “So long. I’ve got to go back tomorrow, worse luck, and I’m joining Mother in Bermuda. But first chance I get I’ll be over to see you, and don’t forget it!”


Jane went back to the comfort of a steaming bath and tray dinner on the library sofa; Garry to lounge at ease in the armchair beside Big Bertha, while Martin pulled off her sodden shoes, Kay ran to make hot tea, and Caroline hunted and warmed her slippers.


“Heavens, you’d think I’d been to the North Pole,” she grumbled, secretly pleased with these little attentions, since she was not usually the one to get them.


“We kept some supper in the oven for you,” Caroline said, “but it got all dried up while we were busy worrying.”


This announcement, so typical of the household, set everyone laughing, and Garry exclaimed: “Do you remember the time Penny and I took that long walk and got lost? All the way home we kept our spirits up thinking about supper, and when we got back the kitchen stove was cold and you were all out on the road hunting for us! Never mind; I ate up half the grocery store while we were waiting, so I’m all right this time.”


“Tell me about this girl.” Kay set the teapot down and pulled her chair up to the stove.


“Nice, and no nonsense; you’ll like her. If the rest of the family are anything like she is we’ll be lucky. Charles sounds all right, even if he was snooty about renting the house to us. There is a sister-in-law that’s a pain in the neck – bossy kind, but Jane seems to get along with her all right. Maybe she won’t be up here much; I think they travel a lot, anyway, from what Jane told me.” For the half hour in the grocery store had covered quite a little exchange of confidences. “It’s going to seem strange with other people living up here, after all this time with just the Rowes and ourselves. I don’t know whether I’ll like it or not.”


She was thinking of the long quiet months when the hillside seemed just to belong to them, two friendly families hemmed round in their own little personal world.


“I shall. It’ll be a new place to visit,” returned Caroline, who was naturally social-minded and foresaw possibilities. “I like seeing people and going places, and up here there isn’t anybody but just us’n the Rowes, and all the girls at school live way off and if they did ask me I couldn’t ever go ’cause we haven’t any car.”


“Then you’d better learn to keep your hair brushed and your stockings pulled up,” Kay told her. “If you start practicing now you’ll be all ready by spring.”


Caroline looked ready to glower, but the smile in Kay’s eyes made up for her words, and Garry added quickly:


“Cheer up, Caroline. Here’s two strangers in my teacup this very minute, a great big fat one and a funny little thin one – see? Now shut your eyes and wish three times, and we’ll see which of them comes true!”



“Z. Y. 3.”




Kay was working hard on the Pilliwig family. She showed nothing to Garry as yet, but the little sheaf of finished drawings laid away in the pine blanket chest where she kept her belongings was growing steadily. Easier to work now, too, when her fingers were no longer so stiffened by cold and it was possible to use her drawing table by the window instead of sitting hunched by the stove with a board on her knees. The first few attempts had been wooden and lifeless. In the beginning her mind seemed a complete blank, but by degrees the spirit of the thing took hold of her, new ideas cropped up, and the drawings gained in freedom as she began to find a real enjoyment in their invention.


Garry had started seed-flats indoors, and her precious boxes, covered with odd panes of glass, filled every available sunny window space upstairs and down. She watered and shifted, covered and uncovered, a dozen times a day according to the temperature, and woe betide anyone who moved a box or carelessly opened a window at the wrong moment. She had cauliflowers in the living room and tomatoes on the shelf behind the kitchen stove, and waged a continual war with the coon kitten, who took a diabolic pleasure in scratching up the seeds the instant her back was turned. In the intervals of caring for her vegetable infants she found time to walk down the hill and visit small Julia, seven weeks old now and fast outgrowing the clothes basket in which she slept proudly under the peach-colored silk quilt. It was on her return from one of these visits that Kay, deep in the weekly letter from Santa Fe, waved a hand to a letter and a postcard propped on the mantelshelf. The postcard was a greeting from Jane, a view of Bermuda with a very blue sea and a very white beach. The typewritten envelope was addressed to Miss Margaret Ellis and bore a New York postmark.


Garry, opening it, gave a sudden whoop.


“You see – she’s coming after all!”


“Who?” Kay looked up from her letter.


“That woman. The one we wrote to. She’s coming next week.”


“Garry, you’re fooling!”


“I’m not. Listen here.”


She read aloud:



“Dear Miss Ellis,


“I am sorry to have been so long answering your letter. If you still feel inclined to put me up I shall be very glad to come to you on the proposed terms, and will arrive on the afternoon train next Monday, the twenty-first. If by any chance you have altered your plans and find this no longer convenient, please wire me at above address.


“Yours very sincerely,


“Emily Humbold. (Z.Y.3.)




“Good for her!”


Kay looked scared. “I’d given up all idea of it. She’ll find the place awful, Garry. We can’t possibly let her come!”


“Try and stop her,” Garry returned. “She sounds pretty businesslike about it, if you ask me. I like that. And she hasn’t asked one single question either. I told you that letter would produce an effect!”


“Turned her brain, more likely, if she’s read all you wrote her and still wants to try it out. We’ll just have some sort of crank or lunatic on our hands and you’ll have to deal with it all,” said Kay with an air of washing her hands of the whole business. “I’ll do my best, but I bet you she won’t stay a week, once she finds out what it’s really like.”


“Well, that’ll be fourteen dollars anyway, and if she doesn’t stay we can always charge her for the month ahead, like that old devil of a Cummings did; no good having experiences if you don’t learn something by them. I shall be the business and practical head of the family. All you need do is to be a pleasant dignified hostess and lend the right atmosphere. And help with the meals. Heaven knows I’m no cook. All they ever ate at the Collins’s was fried potatoes and stew.”


“Atmosphere!” Kay looked round at the room, littered with her own work, the rugging frame, temporarily neglected, leaning in one corner with a tangle of cut rags beside it, and Garry’s seed-flats and boxes everywhere in evidence. “Do you suppose we’ll ever get the place to look like anything again?”


“Leave it to me. I told her we were a busy family, and we might as well preserve the effect. Let’s see: today’s Thursday. We’ve got four whole days to fix up in.”


“We’ll need them,” said Kay darkly.


Once the wire was sent – “Perfectly all right, will expect you Monday.” – even Garry herself felt a little daunted, with a sensation of bridges definitely burned behind her. It would have been one thing for the unknown Z.Y.3 to have arrived during those first days when they were still all excited about the project; it was quite another to have her turning up now after all these weeks, a real and actual person. But having started the business Garry was determined to see it through all the same, and spent the next two days in a fury of sweeping and scrubbing, dragging unwanted articles up to the attic and carrying others down, till in the end Kay had to admit that the guest room at least looked presentable. Ever since Mrs. Cummings sternly shook its dust from her feet it had become mainly a glory hole for this and that. Cleared out now and tidied, with new curtains and the best bedspread (long known in the Ellis family as the White Elephant) carefully displayed, Kay’s one finished rug on the floor and a fine old farmhouse pine table, one of Penny’s auction weaknesses, set for a desk between window and fireplace with a bookshelf above it of Garry’s contriving, it had quite a comfortable air.


“Thank heaven you didn’t cut those old damask curtains up for rugs,” Garry said. “I hung the faded part where it doesn’t show, and the red makes the room look warmer. All the furniture’s waxed, and a job it was, too. The White Elephant looks pretty awful, but it’s brand new and it ought to impress her, and there isn’t a thing else we could use; I hunted through every trunk up there. I hate frilly things myself.”


The White Elephant, a flounced and billowy affair of sea-green rayon taffeta, certainly seemed to have been wafted by some strange mistake into its present setting. The original motive power, as usual, had been Cousin Carrie, on the occasion of “doing over” her own guest room three years ago.


“It doesn’t go with the rest. We never did have the sort of room it belongs to, anyway. (“Thank God!” Garry murmured.) You can bring down the hand-woven cover off my bed and I’ll use the extra army blanket instead.” This was generous on Kay’s part, but since Garry had set the pace she felt bound to keep up with it. “We’ll bring in that small easy-chair from the living room; she’ll want something comfortable to sit in.”


“A gentle hint to stay in her own quarters, you really mean!”


“Well…” They both laughed, remembering Mrs. Cummings and her trailing possessions. “How about cushions? We could spare a few.”


“To recline on in the intervals of composition. We might get a few hints from Emily Post on furnishings for the literary worker. I suppose she’ll bring her own typewriter, but I did remember an ash tray!”


A good deal of joking went into the final preparations, but as train time drew near they were beginning to feel a little qualmish, especially Garry, who had undertaken to do the honors. A kind of reverent hush descended on the household, relieved by occasional nervous giggles. Martin and Caroline looked unnaturally slick about the head and scrubbed about the face, and Caroline in particular kept up an aimless wandering about the room which drove her sisters to desperation.


“Can’t you for goodness’ sake act naturally instead of prowling like a panther in a cage?” Kay demanded. “Take a book and read. Play paper dolls. Do something!”


There was a smothered explosion from Martin, and Caroline retorted: “Well, you said not to get the room all mussed up, and all my books…”


“‘Let’s be talking,’” quoted Garry, and her reminder of the nervous family in Dickens’s pages, trying to appear at ease, set them all off so completely that Kay was still choking when they heard the car just outside.


“There she is!”


Garry, feeling the eyes of the assembled family on her back, strode to the breach. She could hear Edna’s voice, cheery and conversational as she climbed out of the car, which was a relief; none of that disapproving silence which had shrouded Mrs. Cummings’s arrival. Suitcases, typewriter, and rug bundle were handed out; Garry was just hurrying down the front path when a volley of soprano yelps, issuing apparently from the very bosom of the tweed-coated figure coming to meet her, made her jump. A deep voice said:


“Shut up, Arabella, this instant. Don’t be such a little fool. – Are you Miss Margaret Ellis?”


“I’m so glad you came. Pretty cold still, isn’t it? Hello, Edna!”


Garry’s prepared speech had forsaken her. They shook hands – a hearty grip – and in the glare of the car lights she saw thrusting from Miss Emily Humbold’s broad chest a tiny head, the size and color of a small russet orange, with two wrathful eyes glaring from a ruff of tawny fur. Arabella.


“She won’t bite; she just enjoys being disagreeable, that’s all.” Miss Humbold picked up the larger of the two suitcases and followed Garry indoors.


“My sister Kay, Miss Humbold. And Martin and Caroline.” Garry hoped her voice didn’t sound as nervous as she felt, for introductions always muddled her and just now she was feeling anything but the competent “Miss Ellis” who had composed that famous letter. But Kay came to her rescue.


“I do hope you had a comfortable journey up. Would you like to take your things off or sit down and get warm first?”


Miss Humbold pulled off her hat – a plain sensible hat with no nonsense about it. Very like its owner, Garry decided instantly, after one look at the square face, short grizzled hair, and keen eyes.


“Splendid, thank you. We came over the bumps in fine style. Where’s my nice taxi lady, by the way? I owe her money, which isn’t so important, and a great deal of gratitude which is. She rescued me from a pink-eyed young man who seemed to have no idea who you were or where you lived, but insisted on trying to take me there just the same.”


“That was Eddie Cregan,” Edna said, bringing in the luggage. “I guess he don’t know much about the roads this side of town. He don’t know much about anything as a matter of fact, but that never stops him.” She carried the remaining bags through to the bedroom, “That’ll be two dollars, so long as you’re staying with the Ellises here, and I won’t charge you nothing extra for the bumps!”


“Can’t you stay a minute?” This from Garry.


“Mm-mm. I got to get back.” Edna always kept business and pleasure strictly separate. She nodded to Martin, rumpled Caroline’s carefully slicked hair in passing, and added to her late client: “Don’t you go letting that Saint Bernard loose till I get safe in the car, now!”


As the door closed behind her Miss Humbold exclaimed: “I don’t know when I’ve enjoyed a drive so much!” A remark which established her credit immediately in the Ellis family.


The parlor bedroom looked cozy with red curtains drawn and a fire on the open hearth. Kay and Garry had taken a lots of pains with it – pains that were not wasted, as they could see by the pleased look on their guest’s face.


“It’s just what I like: a room you can work and be comfortable in, and no frills. And that open fire is grand!”


“We’ve got a small stove, but we thought you’d rather have it this way. And there’s all the wood you want for burning. Supper will be ready in just a few minutes, and I’ll bring you some hot water.” Garry cast an anxious glance at the room’s one blot, in her opinion – a little painted washstand tucked away in one corner. “We wanted to give you a screen for that, but there’s not one in the house. Maybe I could fix something else. I guess I warned you this was real country, and all we have is a tin bathtub!”


“I hoped I was going to wash at the pump, from your letter.”


“Not this weather!” Garry laughed and Caroline, hanging in the background, gave a smothered snicker.


“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time,” said Miss Humbold cheerfully. “Anyway it’s all nonsense, washing in the country. What I like is a little healthy dirt; not city dirt, but the kind that goes with outdoors and a good country appetite. Which reminds me, I’d better feed Arabella now, and then she’ll be more settled.”


The tiny Pomeranian was sidling about the floor uneasily. Her small nose worked; her round eyes that seemed just on the brink of tears were fixed imploringly on her mistress, her slender legs, no thicker than a pencil, trembled with suspicion. Garry stooped to put out a hand, but at her movement there was a startling transformation. The thin legs stiffened, Arabella’s ears went back and she gave a sharp venomous growl like the warning of a rattlesnake.


“Don’t mind her; she’s apt to go off like an alarm clock that way. Just pay no attention to her and she’ll be all right,” Miss Humbold said.


Supper was an easier and more informal meal than any of them had expected. Even Caroline, who had good behavior written all over her, sat at first with her hands in her lap and only lifted her eyes to say “please” and “thank you,” began to unbend; Martin got past the yes-and-no stage and found himself talking naturally, and Garry felt the weight of responsibility dropping rapidly from her shoulders.


“You see,” she said to Kay over the dish-washing, while Miss Humbold was unpacking, “she’s nice. We’re going to get along all right.”


“A good beginning, if we can manage to keep it up. How was the supper?” For that had been Kay’s anxiety.


“Fine!”


Tapping at the door later, to make sure their guest had everything needed for the night, Garry found her stretched comfortably in the armchair, her feet to the fire and an open book on her knee. A blue eiderdown lay across the foot of the bed and from a dent in its fold Arabella’s sharp little eyes peered out, a faint sleepy growl sounded no louder than a sigh.


Evidently Arabella, too, was at home.


There are some people who seem able to settle into a household without, as Garry put it, causing a single ripple. Miss Emily Humbold was one of them. She asked no questions, she had an amazing knack of knowing where everything was without being told, she went her own way and expected the rest of the family to go theirs. She slept late, breakfasted in her room, and sometimes they saw scarcely anything of her till supper time. Long after the girls had gone to bed at night they could still hear the brisk tapping of her typewriter in the room below.


Her habits fascinated Caroline, who had been told beforehand that Miss Humbold was a writer, and that writers were never under any circumstances to be disturbed at work. Passing the open door one day she saw Miss Humbold, cigarette in hand, engaged in pacing up and down the floor, and stood staring at her in open curiosity.


“Kay said you were busy writing a book.”


“I am,” said Miss Humbold, pausing.


“Is that how you do it?”


“It’s how I do most of it.”


“Goodness, I should think you’d get tired. I should think…”


“Caroline!” Kay’s voice sounded a warning from the kitchen, but Caroline only gave a little wriggle.


“I should think it would be lots easier if you sat down.”


“I have tried that,” said Miss Humbold, “but it doesn’t work nearly as well. You see, everybody has their own way of doing things. I like to write walking up and down, but sometimes in town that’s a nuisance to other people, so that’s why I wanted to come to the country. Country floor boards are so much stronger.”


Caroline looked from the solid wide flooring to Miss Humbold’s even more solid figure, and decided that Miss Humbold was probably right.


“Do you s’pose you’ll get it finished soon? I just keep hoping you won’t ’cause Garry says when you do you’ll go back to the city again, and I don’t want you to.”


Miss Humbold’s booming laughter rang out.


“I tell you one thing,” she said, nodding confidentially, “but don’t you go telling anyone else. It’s going to be a mighty funny book if I ever do get it finished!”


•   •   •   


In spite of her peculiar methods of book writing Miss Humbold was a person after Caroline’s own heart. She liked going for walks, and whenever possible she took Caroline and Shirley with her. She had a way of talking nonsense with such solemnity that the little girls were never quite sure how far to believe her, but when it came to serious matters she took a profound interest in everything, liked to discuss a question from every possible angle, and could out-argue even Caroline herself.


Arabella was less adaptable. She still flitted noiselessly about the house, reserved and dignified, resisting all approaches. Her one object in life was to guard Miss Humbold in a world beset, according to Arabella, with incalculable dangers.


Neal always affected terror when he caught sight of her pattering at Miss Humbold’s heels. “You watch that bloodhound of yours,” he would call. “I’m scared she’s goin’ to tear my old Sam to pieces if she once gets a sight of him. We ain’t none of us safe with a savage animal like that roamin’ the country!”


And when he dropped in at the house he would first poke his head cautiously round the door. “You sure you got that bloodhound chained safe?”


“That little thing’s got me beat,” he admitted to Miss Humbold one evening when they were all gathered round the stove in the Rowes’ kitchen, Arabella as usual on her mistress’s knee. “It isn’t often I can’t make friends with a dog, but she won’t have a word to say to you. She’s no bigger’n a ball of knittin’ wool but she’s got the spirit of a dog ten times her size, and I bet you if she ever was scared of anything she’d be too proud to let on!”


It was Garry who first succeeded in making friends with her, and that by accident.


From the beginning Arabella and the coon cat had been at daggers drawn. In the house there was no chance of trouble, but on this morning Miss Humbold was at work and Arabella had wandered out by herself. Usually she kept close to the house, but there was something today in the sunshine and the smell of the air tempting to a small dog and she forgot her caution. It was the chance for which the coon cat had been waiting.


Both he and the Rowes’ old tomcat were out in the field below the house, watching each other at a distance as cats will, for there was no love lost between the two of them, but at the sight of Arabella all differences were forgotten: here was a common enemy. They exchanged glances, and each began to stroll forward, stalking her. Arabella saw them. It was an awful moment for a little dog. Her tail drooped; slowly and with dignity she turned round and prepared to retreat.


Garry, coming round the corner of the house, was just in time to see her headed for the stone steps leading up to the terrace, the two cats bearing down upon her, one on either side, with a businesslike air. Arabella, brought up in an apartment, managed stairs with great difficulty. These were high and steep and they must have loomed to her like a mountain. Painfully but proudly she made the ascent step by step, her head held high, never once looking behind her, and it was not until she reached the top that Garry saw actual tears rolling down her cheeks.


She held out her arms, and for the first time Arabella sprang into them, burying her little nose in Garry’s neck. The ice was finally broken.



Company




With spring in the offing, the days passed quickly. There were still occasional flurries of snow that lay for a few hours and melted again – “poor man’s manure” Neal called it, welcoming the good it did to the fields – but in the damp hollows skunk cabbage was already uncurling, song sparrows were singing in the leafless boughs of the apple trees and every sugar maple along the roadside bore its hanging sap pail. Year after year, Mary Rowe declared that she wouldn’t be bothered with syrup-making, but every spring she gave in, and it was the children’s task after they got home from school to make the rounds of the scattered trees by fence and wood lot, empty the little sap buckets into a big milk pail, and carry the clear watery sap back to be dumped into the flat sugaring-pan over the outdoor fireplace. Twenty gallons to a gallon of syrup, Mary reckoned, and that meant a good many trips back and forth.


Feeling like millionaires with Emily Humbold’s fourteen dollars a week rolling in steadily, Kay and Garry had ordered paint and wallpapers from the mail-order catalog, and for days past the house had been turned upside down, to the horror of Arabella and the coon cat who both loathed the pervading smell of turpentine. The hated drab of the living-room woodwork had given place to a soft pinkish lilac that suited the pale yellow walls, and a deeper shade of pumpkin yellow was chosen for kitchen and pantry. Wallpapers had taken longer to decide upon, for most of the patterns were either too elaborate or too modern for Kay’s taste, but they found at last a tiny sprig pattern for Penny’s bedroom, a rosebud chintz for Caroline who liked gay color, and an old-fashioned trellis design in brown on a light background that just suited their own room. Papering had to wait for warmer weather but the painting was almost done, and Kay was counting the days until Bertha, her winter’s duties nobly ended, could be dismantled and carried out piecemeal to the woodshed and the room begin to look at last as it should.


Kay had thrown herself into the job with energy, glad of something to take her mind off her own problems. The Pilliwigs were finished. They had already gone to two publishers and come promptly back again, and Kay was beginning to feel the old hopelessness about trying to do anything from this small corner of the world. Stamps cost money; she was all for giving up and putting the drawings aside, but Garry was insistent and she had sent them off again now for the third time, with no greater hopes of success. Meanwhile the house was something she could give her mind to at least, and with more rewarding effect.


The color in the living room was all right, she decided, touching the mantel shelf gingerly with a finger to see if yesterday’s final coat was dry. It was a queer shade; there had been an awful moment when neither she nor Garry felt quite sure about it, but in the end it proved exactly what she wanted, something that took warm tones in the shadow and seemed to change in color with the changes of light in the room.


One more coat to the pantry shelves, and then everything would be fairly straight. She pulled on her rubber gloves, picked out the yellow paint brush, and set to work.


Emily Humbold, driven from her typewriter not so much by the smell of paint as by what she called one of her “woolly spells,” which overtook her every so often, had spent the morning happily trundling manure in a wheelbarrow from the Rowes’ barnyard to the new flower border which Garry was making on the south side of the house. If anyone had told the Ellises a month ago that their literary paying guest would spend her free time wheeling manure or shifting rocks they would have been much surprised. But it was Emily who had marched over to borrow the wheelbarrow that morning, and would relinquish it to no one; it was Emily who had dragged or excavated most of the big rocks to finish the terrace that Garry had begun last year.


“My parents made a big mistake sending me to college,” she said one day. “They should have brought me up to be a road maker or a stone mason. Think of all this solid bone and muscle going to waste!”


It didn’t go to waste here, for there was plenty of use for it. With Emily Humbold on one end of a crowbar, even the most stubborn rock was bound to yield.


She sat on the empty wheelbarrow now, a sturdy figure in her short tweed skirt and gray sweater, watching Garry dig. The smell of burning brush drifted over from across the road where Neal too was making ready for spring.


A gray roadster, coming up the hill, slowed up by the bars and stopped, and Garry turned her head just in time to see a young man bearing down upon them, waving his hat.


“Is it Emily, or do my eyes deceive me? Emily, of all people, and having a thoroughly good time as usual!”


Arabella crouched under the wheelbarrow, broke into a volley of barking, and Miss Humbold picked her up before she turned a calm face on the visitor.


“Our absentee landlord. Well, well!”


She held out a broad grimy paw across Arabella’s head and added to Garry: “This is my nephew Charles, in case you never met him. I believe he owns another small neglected property somewhere up the road.”


Garry felt her cheeks burn, remembering the last occasion when she had seen this same Charles, and wondering if Jane had told him about it.


“I never knew…”


“No, it isn’t a thing one would boast about,” Emily put in. “I daresay you never expected to see me up here, did you?”


“One can expect to see you anywhere,” Charles retorted, sitting on the edge of the wheelbarrow beside her. “The last time I saw you was two years ago. You were on all fours, crawling out of a cave somewhere in the Ozark Mountains. Never shall I forget that vision! So when I spotted you just now – what brought you up here anyway?”


“Nothing to do with you, so you needn’t get so suspicious. I came on the perfectly good invitation of some nice people whom I had never even met, and I’m having the time of my life.”


“So I see. Well, I hope they’re beginning to know by now just what they’ve let themselves in for!” He smiled at Garry. “A visit from my Aunt Emily is rather like an earthquake; you’re never quite the same again. I’ve known people who actually barricade their doors when they see her coming.”


“An Ellis fears nothing,” said Emily loftily. “That’s one reason why we get along together so well.” She rose, brushing the earth from her skirt. “Don’t for heaven’s sake go telling the rest of the family where I am, now. I came up here to collect my scattered brains and have a quiet place to work in, which only shows that one can never hope to get away with anything in this world. Since you don’t seem to have troubled to meet your tenants before, you might as well come in now and get it all over with.”


She linked her arm in her nephew’s and marched him up to the house, while Garry flew round behind the woodshed to poke her head through the kitchen window and warn Kay of their unexpected caller. The kitchen was a mess; saucepans and dishes piled haphazard on floor and table together with all the other contents of the pantry, including half a cold ham and the remains of yesterday’s stew in a soup tureen, while Kay, in a paint-smeared smock and with a blue handkerchief tied over her head, stood putting the last touches on the pantry shelves. Garry, not wanting to raise her voice, went through a mysterious pantomime, her head framed in the open window, and Kay was just exclaiming: “For heaven’s sake can’t you say what you want!” when Emily and Charles appeared on the threshold.


Garry ducked promptly, leaving Kay to pick her way across the household chattels.


“I’m afraid we’re in an awful mess; won’t you go through to the living room and I’ll be right in.”


She dragged her gloves off, not sure from Garry’s pantomime and this sudden descent of their landlord (for Garry had managed to convey that much) whether he hadn’t come to demand the house back at a week’s notice and racking her brains guiltily to remember if she had sent off last month’s rent check on the proper day. Emily Humbold meantime was enjoying the situation; it was a chance to pay off some old scores against this nephew who always made fun of her, and she forced Charles to admit that he had never set foot in the little house before, except on the first day he came to look over the property, and that it was no thanks to him, as she sternly put it, that the walls hadn’t crumbled and the roof fallen in on his tenants’ heads.


“You’re just typical of all these property owners who disgrace the housing situation in this country,” she boomed at him. “You rent places out without taking the slightest interest in their upkeep. Come on, Garry; while we’ve got him here you’d better show him all the cracks you had to stuff up this winter, and all the places where the roof leaks. And how about that kitchen pump, while we’re at it?”


“You just shut up; you’re as bad as Arabella, every bit!” Charles told her. “Miss Ellis, I hope you weren’t too awfully uncomfortable this winter. I left everything to the agent, but I had meant to come up here myself sometime and make sure.”


There was a great difference between the house as he had seen it on that first visit, with unscraped walls and smoky ceilings, the dust and litter of its last occupancy still strewing the floors, and the way it looked now. Kay got over her first shyness as she showed him what they had done, and in a few minutes they were deep in the discussion of beams and floor boards, Dutch ovens and old pine paneling, for this was something about which she felt thoroughly at home and could talk freely.


Garry beckoned Emily out into the kitchen, and pulled the door to.


“You never told us about Mr. Bassett being your nephew, all this time.”


Emily Humbold smiled, for there was something accusing in Garry’s voice.


“Listen, young woman. I’ll tell you exactly how the whole thing happened. When I got your letter I liked it. Out of nearly fifty answers it was the only one that was frank and sensible and friendly, and with a sense of humor, too. But it reached me late. I’d already taken a room for a month in a farmhouse up in New York state and your letter was forwarded on to me there. I put it aside and I thought maybe I’d write to you anyway; I wish now I had. Then…” she paused a second, “I happened to be spending the week-end with some friends in East Warley the same time that Jane was there. She told me what happened on that ride she took. And that settled me. I put two and two together and I went straight back and packed up my things, and I wrote to you the week after. I wasn’t going to tell you all this, but as things have happened I might just as well. I heard Charles had bought a house somewhere out this way, but until Jane told me about your helping her that afternoon and who you were I’d never connected your letter with this place at all.”


“It wasn’t anything. It just happened we both got lost on the same road, and if it wasn’t for her horse getting scared we might never have met at all.”


“I suppose Jane never told you that she’d taken a turn of the rein round her wrist, like the young idiot she is, and that with the horse dragging that way she couldn’t have let go if she’d wanted to? Well, think it over. I happen to be rather fond of Jane.”


“So that was it. I thought she looked scared.” Garry was sober, remembering that drop of the ledges and Jane’s face when she first caught up with her. “No, she never told me that.”


“She wouldn’t. You and I and Jane are the only ones that know it now. Charles would have given her the devil, for she’s ridden enough to have more sense, but I guess all he’ll ever know is that she lost her way and you helped her home. We’ll leave it at that. Only I did want you to know sometime how I felt about it.”


Garry looked at the kitchen clock, perched temporarily on the bread box. “How about some lunch?”


“Can we do it?”


“I guess so. There’s cold ham and potato salad, and we’ll have something hot to drink with it if I can ever get at the stove again!” Garry laughed. “Take him off for a walk, and Kay and I will fix things. I didn’t mean to act mad, and it was just my darn pride anyway, for I spent one whole evening composing that letter and I did think I’d turned out a masterpiece, though Kay swore you’d never want to come once you’d read it!”


“Little she knew me!” Emily retorted.


As they strolled up the hill towards the Bassett house, Emily said to her nephew:


“I hope you realize those young people did every bit of the work on that place themselves, and that they spent their own earnings buying the paint and wall paper. You can see for yourself what they’ve made of it. That eldest girl has a real feeling for line and arrangement, and her taste is instinctive, though she hasn’t much experience. You might do worse than let her have a hand in experimenting with your place. She’s restless and ambitious, but she puts her whole heart in anything she undertakes, and though she’s all for painting just now I think she’d do a great deal better in work of this kind, if she had a chance to find it out for herself.”


“She’s done a nice job there, and she knows quite a lot; I found that out. I did feel a bit ashamed, but when I told the agent to let the house to year-round tenants I was thinking of local people, and how could I know it would be anyone like this? How about the rest of the family?”


“The father is an archaeologist, away on a two-year expedition. The mother is in New Mexico at this minute, taking care of some sick relative. The girls undertook to manage for themselves this winter, and they have certainly done it.”


“How did you come into the picture?”


“Through advertising for a place to board – the kind I wanted. Garry saw the ad and answered it, and I wish you’d seen her letter. I’ll show it to you someday. Sort of ‘I’ll tell you the worst, and if you still like it you can take a chance.’” Emily chuckled. “I decided a young woman with that much sense was worth knowing. They’ve turned the house upside down for my comfort, I pay them fourteen dollars a week and they’re scared that’s too much.”


“That the red-headed one?” Charles asked.


“She’s the business head of the family, and a lot more too. She’s keen on gardening and wants to go in for it practically – take a job with some nurseries down the road, if she can get it. She might, for she isn’t afraid of work, or of anything else for that matter.”


“She’d be a nice friend for Jane. They’re about the same age.”


“I thought of that, too,” said Emily innocently.


Lunch was all ready when they returned, with a transformed Kay as hostess, and after there was another visit to the big house, Emily this time staying at home to work, as she said, but actually feeling that the three young people would get on more easily alone.


Garry, entering respectably through the front door this time, wandered off by herself to explore the upper rooms once more, leaving Charles and Kay below. It was the first time Kay had set foot in the house and nothing could drag her at first from the big living room with its lovely old paneling and perfect proportions, nor the entry with its graceful curving stair rail and wide fanlight above the door. Sagging floors, crumbling plaster, meant nothing to her, for the gracious spirit of the old house still survived its years of neglect and disrepair, and her quick eyes saw only the beauty that care and money could so easily restore.


“When I first saw this one room,” Charles told her, “I knew I wanted the place. I didn’t care what the rest of it was like. Half the family still think I’m crazy, for there’s a fortune to be spent on it that I haven’t even got and it may be years before we get all the work done. My mother hasn’t seen it yet, but I can count on her; she feels the way I do about old places, and Jane is happy anywhere in the country.”


“When will you start work on it?”


“As soon as possible. I’m going to talk to Neal Rowe. He’s a good workman and he knows a lot about old houses. He’s lived in this part of the country all his life, and if I put him in charge I can trust to things being done the way I want them. I shall be here off and on myself, and as soon as the place is habitable I hope to move into it, even if it means camping at first.”


Charles had to leave early for the long drive back to town, but not until he had had his talk with Neal, and Garry could hardly wait till supper was cleared before flying across the road to learn the result, for she knew what a job like this would mean to the Rowe family.


“Did you hear the news?” Neal greeted her. “If the old truck was working I’d go down the hill this minute and buy ice cream for the crowd.”


“Is it really settled? Hurrah!”


Neal nodded. “Steady work for pretty near the whole summer. Tuesday he’ll be back, and we’re to go over the place together. He wants me to hire the men and look after the whole job for him. I told him I knew every inch of that house inside and out, for an uncle of mine farmed the place for five years when I was a kid. There’s two closed-up fireplaces in the upper rooms there he never even knew about. We’ll start work next week if the weather holds up. How about me hiring you, Garry, just for a beginning? Want to get up on the roof there and start ripping shingles? That’s a nice easy job that should just about suit you!”


“Fine with me, but you’d better get Emily on it. She’d be a grand hand.”


Neal laughed.


“Emily? We won’t be able to keep Emily off it, not if I know her. She as good as offered yesterday to do my spring plowing for me. Said she’d always had a hankering to hold a plow handle and feel what it was like. Maybe I’ll let her try it out yet.”


“She’d make a good job of it, too,” Mary defended. “Believe me, anything that Emily Humbold undertook to do, she’d do it and do it well, and don’t you make any mistake!”


•   •   •   


The old truck was put into working order forthwith – Neal was already promising himself a new one before the summer was out – and in the next week or so it made many trips up and down the hill, where the gray roadster, too, was by now a familiar visitor. Then came the spring thaw, when the deep frost was slowly working itself out of the ground and for ten days the hill was axle-deep in mud. Cars could go neither up nor down, and the two households were almost as completely shut off from the world as they were by the winter snows. Mail was left on the lower road to be fetched by the children, who picked their way along the fence banks and floundered in rubber boots through a sea of yellow mire to reach the school bus. Mud and more mud, but the pasture was turning greener day by day, pussy willows were out in the swamps, and Mary Rowe, standing at her open kitchen window, was sure she had heard the first robin in the apple orchard.


A letter from Santa Fe. In a few weeks now Penny would be coming home.



Ready for Penny




Every day now the sound of hammers rang busily on the air, where Neal and his helpers were at work on the big house. The old ragged shingles were gone – without Emily’s help – and already the new roof showed raw and bright above the thickening tree tops. A regular eyesore, Garry thought as she looked across every morning from the kitchen window, though time and weather would soon tone it down to the familiar gray that she loved. But she liked the smell of new lumber, the sounds of work and activity that seemed as much a part of spring as the call of robins or the blue gleam of the little Quaker Ladies dotting the pasture slope.


Charles Bassett managed to spend a good part of his time on the hillside, staying at the Rowes and only driving back to town for occasional trips. They saw a good deal of him at the little house, for scarcely a day passed that he did not drag Kay off with him to consult about one thing or another in connection with the work.


It was after one of these brief absences in town that he brought his brother and sister-in-law up with him to see the alterations, and Garry’s early opinion of Gina changed when she came upon her sitting under the Rowes’ apple trees making dandelion chains for Tommy, with Caroline and Shirley one on either side.


“I like her,” Caroline said after the car had driven off. “I wish she was going to live here all the time.”


“I guess her bark’s worse than her bite, after all,” Garry admitted to Kay that evening, and was a little surprised to have her sister turn on her roundly.


“I don’t see where you ever got that idea of her in the first place. I think she’s awfully nice and very friendly. Foreigners may strike you as different, but that’s only because you haven’t met very many, or the right kind, before. You do make up your mind in such queer ways about people before you even know anything about them, and it’s a great mistake!”


Garry took the rebuke meekly; not for worlds would she have told her sister where that particular idea did come from, and she was gladder than ever now that she had kept her own council at the time.


“You know, Garry,” Kay went on, setting the supper tumblers in an even row as she dried them, “I think it would do you a world of good if you took a little trouble to be friendly with the right kind of people when you get a chance. I don’t suppose you’re going to vegetate in the country all your life, and you’re old enough to take a little social interest in people if you’re ever going to.”


“Don’t get on with them,” said Garry, wringing the dish mop out with a vicious twist.


“You just don’t want to, that’s all.”


Garry was thinking: “Don’t for heaven’s sake let’s have this all over again!” for it was an old grievance of Kay’s, though during the winter there had been little to bring the question up. Now, like the spring-time violets, it was rearing its head once more. Everyone couldn’t be the same. Kay got along with one kind of person, she herself with another, and that was all there was to it.


There was a faintly noticeable change in Kay these days; she was a little bit on the defensive, a little bit – and rather suddenly – the grown-up sister. She was stricter with Caroline, more than usually fussy about the household generally. It was all a part of the change that had come over the whole hillside since the hammers first began to ring on the old house.


“Just as I knew it would be,” Garry thought resentfully. “Everything comfortably settled and going along nicely, and then there’s got to be an upheaval. I wish city people would stay in the city. Once we thought this place was quiet and look at it now – it’s like an anthill!”


She worked off much of her discontent in the garden – “eating worms,” as Mary Rowe called that particular frame of mind in which all the world seems out of joint – finding a contrary pleasure in wearing her oldest slacks and most disreputable sweaters, and taking comfort only in Emily, a consoling person whom one could never imagine, under any circumstances, shaken or influenced by whatever went on around her. Kingdoms might totter and skies fall, but Emily, thank heaven, would always remain the same. Emily and Mary Rowe, vastly different to the casual eye but alike in more ways than one, which was perhaps why they got along so well together.


•   •   •   


It was during the week of warm weather – almost like a bit of June tumbled out of place from the calendar – that Martin created a diversion.


On Saturday morning he and Jimmie had set out early for a walk, with sandwiches in their pockets. Emily was enjoying one of her hard-working spells when the typewriter clacked incessantly; Kay, after an early lunch, had gone for a drive with Charles, and it was only at four o’clock that Garry, busy outdoors, realized with a start that neither of the boys had yet returned. She ran across the road, where Shirley and Caroline were playing.


“They’re late,” said Mary, “but they’ll turn up. They were going to the Falls, back of the old Judd place, and they can’t get lost anywhere round there. I’d worry if there was one alone, but there’s two of them and they’ve both got sense. If they aren’t back by the time Neal gets in I’ll have him take the truck down along the road there and look for them.”


Time went on, and still there were no boys. At five Garry began to get worried. She had gone back to look at the kitchen clock for the tenth time when Shirley and Caroline came flying across the road.


“Jimmie and Martin are back, and Martin got bit by a snake up at the Falls and he’s got his leg all tied up and Jimmie says…”


For a second Garry’s heart stood still. She saw Martin coming slowly up the path, a scared and white-faced Jimmie beside him, with Mary Rowe, almost as scared, at their heels. Martin’s stocking was pulled down; he had a blood-stained handkerchief twisted round his leg and it seemed to Garry’s horrified eyes that he swayed a little as he walked. Copperheads … was it Neal who had said once there were copperheads up at the Falls? Martin’s body felt already limp as she got him into a chair. There was a horrible sick feeling deep inside her, but her voice managed to sound steady.


“What kind of snake was it, Martin? Did you see it?”


“Of course I saw it – I had it in my hands. I don’t know what kind of snake it was. Anyway the darn thing bit me. Don’t be scared, Garry. I’ve fixed the bite anyway.”


“It was a spotted adder!” Jimmie insisted.


“It was not!”


“It was too!”


“Wasn’t I holding it? I ought to know. Get me the snake book, Garry.”


Little by little the story came out. The boys had reached the Falls and had gone in wading before they ate their lunch. Martin had found the snake on a rock ledge where it had crawled out into the sunshine, half torpid still from its winter sleep. It seemed dead, and he was playing with it when it suddenly came to in the warmth of his hand, twisted round and bit him unexpectedly on his bare leg. Up till then apparently he had been quite positive it was a harmless snake, but after that bite he wasn’t so sure. Horrid doubts rose in his mind. He began to think maybe it wasn’t such a harmless snake after all; its very markings looked different. But he knew what to do, and being Martin, he was thorough about it. He pulled out his pocketknife, set his teeth, and began to hack. The knife was blunt, and by the time he was through and the handkerchief tourniquet tightly and professionally twisted, his leg was beginning to throb in real earnest, and it throbbed more and more as he limped down the road, leaning on Jimmie’s shoulder, to the farmhouse at the foot of the Falls, where they rested some time before the farmer drove them part way home in his car.


“But that must have been hours ago! Why didn’t you telephone, do something! You mean you just sat there like two idiots, waiting for symptoms?”


“Well, I…”


“Well, we…”


There seemed a gap here in the story; just what had happened no one could make out. Garry’s hands shook as she pulled the bandage off. There was a deep purple welt where the twisted linen had cut into Martin’s leg and below it a nasty-looking mess of crisscross slashes.


“Shall I call the doctor?” Mary asked. “He has snake serum.”


Caroline began to whimper, but Emily Humbold peered closely through her glasses.


“H-m. Did it hurt much when it first bit you?”


“It – no, it didn’t. I don’t remember. It just bit me.”


“If it had been a poisonous snake you’d have felt it, all right; I know that much. Four hours ago… I guess you’ll be spared to us, Martin.”


Garry insisted: “Martin, listen. Are you perfectly sure you’d know a copperhead if you saw one?”


“Of course would!” Martin sounded irritable and unsteady. “I tell you it wasn’t a copperhead; it was some other kind of snake. If you get me the darn snake book I’ll find it. It wasn’t till after it bit me that I thought maybe it looked kind of funny, and Jimmie got scared and the book says…”


Emily chuckled.


“That’s right – when you do a job, do it thoroughly! Better get some hot water and iodine, Garry, and we’ll wash this off.”


Bathed and re-bandaged, the wounded hero was left to rest on the sofa, poring over the snake book, while Caroline kept awed watch beside him. Emily went back to her typewriter. Garry, getting supper in the kitchen, turned an anxious eye from time to time towards the other room. In spite of Emily’s words she was still uneasy. There was something queer about Martin; the way he acted, the way he looked. His eyes seemed unnatural, his face flushed. Supposing Emily was wrong – supposing snake poison could begin to work hours afterwards? Caroline tiptoed in.


“Garry, I wish you’d come and look at Martin. He’s breathing in an awful f-funny way!”


Garry crossed the floor in two strides. Martin certainly was breathing in a funny way. The snake book had slipped to the floor; he lay with his face half burrowed into the sofa pillow, and when Garry shook him, gently at first, then harder, he only gave a faint groan.


Coma … people did pass into a coma from snake venom. But it evidently wasn’t coma in Martin’s case. He sat up suddenly, stared at Garry with a greenish face, and thrusting her violently aside made a sudden dash for the back door.


It was at just that moment that Mary Rowe came hurrying over, opening the front door just as Martin disappeared at the back.


“Garry – what’s the matter?”


“It’s Martin. We’ve got to have the doctor! He’s been looking awfully queer and dopey, and just this minute…”


Mary laughed.


“That’s what I came over to tell you. Neal says don’t worry about Martin. When he and Jimmie got to telling about that house where they stopped, it set me thinking, and I just got the whole truth out of Jimmie this minute. They told the man there what had happened and I guess you know what the first aid for snake bite is, anywhere in the country – corn whiskey or applejack – and that man had no more sense than to fill Martin up with it instead of calling a doctor or letting us know. That’s why they were so late coming back, only neither of them wanted to own up about it. I thought that story of just sitting in the house for three hours sounded fishy!”


Garry drew a breath. “So that’s it! Mary, I was so scared!”


“Well, you don’t have to be. Neal says there’s never been a copperhead found anywhere near the Falls since he can remember, and what bit Martin must have been a milk snake; they will if you handle them roughly, especially in early spring when they’re half torpid. I guess what really ailed him wasn’t the snake, it was the cure!”


•   •   •   


Martin recovered from both his remedies, self-inflicted and otherwise, with no worse reminder than a sore leg, and for several days no one was so inconsiderate as to mention snake bites in his presence. He and Jimmie were deep now in a new enterprise, the building of a cabin down by the little brook which ran through a corner of the Rowes’ wood-lot, in which they could retreat from the world and live the simple life all alone. Neal told them they might have the lumber from an old shed which he had long intended to tear down, in return for the work of cleaning the site up tidily after them; Mary promised them the disused laundry stove in the woodshed to cook over, and Garry a set of camp dishes, feeling that she owed Martin something for the lecture she had given him that evening in his bedroom after the snake episode. Building was in the air, and with a job of their own the boys were no longer hanging round the big house, interrupting the work and getting into mischief, a respite which Neal declared was cheap enough at the price of a bundle of shingles and a few pounds of nails.


The general fever had taken Shirley and Caroline, too. Left out of this venture they took possession of the disused corn-crib which had long been a bone of contention. The sides had been boarded over, the roof was fairly water-tight, and the girls promised Caroline the leftovers of wall paper when the upstairs papering was through. That task was in full swing now, and Caroline followed every movement jealously, sighing as the rolls diminished one by one, and casting anguished looks at each slash of the scissors.


“We got two more rolls than it said to for your room, so there’ll be plenty left over, and you needn’t go pouncing on all those scraps and snippets as if they were so much gold! Here – you can have all these borders we aren’t using, now, only for the love of heaven take it off somewhere and get out of the way!”


For with the lack of a stepladder Garry was perched uneasily on a soap box and a bedroom chair, which threatened at every moment to topple beneath her. Papering wasn’t quite such a simple job as it had seemed at first; the paste stuck to everything but the walls, and the lengths of paper, smoothed down carefully as they were hung, broke out next instant in creases and blisters that no coaxing and patting would reduce.


“Don’t worry. All that is supposed to come out afterwards as it dries,” Kay remarked easily, looking on.


“I hope it does! This piece looks worse than chicken pox. I got the other side pretty even. Penny’s room ought to be better. It’s got a small pattern and it’s easier to match.”


Penny’s room had been left till the last, so they could have more practice in the meantime. It was Garry who did most of the actual work; Kay was better at laying paint on than in wrestling with refractory objects like wall paper and paste brushes, and there was only one paste brush at that, so her share was chiefly in holding the lengths up, which she could do more easily, being the taller, while Garry smoothed and patted.


“It would be funny if after fixing this place all up we had to move right out of it,” Garry said, eyeing the last bare strip of wall in Caroline’s room.


“What do you mean?”


“Well, if they wanted the house back we’d have to. I was thinking of that this morning.”


“I don’t believe they will. Charles wouldn’t be remodeling this house for another year or so. Maybe he won’t even then; he likes what we’ve done to it so much that I guess it’ll stay the way it is. Though it would be nice to have water piped down and a bathroom put in where the pantry is now, and if they’re going to get electric light carried up the hill…”


Evidently Kay was changing her mind about the country considerably, in spite of what she might say about “vegetating.” But perhaps that only applied to the winters. Garry gave her a quick look, but all she said was:


“No more frozen pumps! That would be a comfort, anyway.”


Kay went downstairs to wash her hands and set the potatoes over for lunch; Garry pasted the last strip and hung it in place. The room looked nice with its gay rosebuds and little garlands. On the wall that was finished yesterday the paper lay smooth and taut, every telltale bubble vanished. She gave it a last critical look, set the windows wide open so the place could dry out, and went down to get in a precious half hour in the garden before midday.


One third of the vegetable patch behind the house was already dug up and raked, and Garry had planted two rows of early peas that should be up in another week. There was lettuce two inches high in the cold-frame and she was longing for the time to set out the cabbage and cauliflower seedlings already growing rank and leggy in their boxes. No one round here planted garden before May, Mary Rowe said, but Garry had her own ideas about starting things early. Meantime there was plenty to do, for weeds were coming up thick and fast in her pet cold-frame along with the lettuce and radishes, and the last few days had given her no time to attend to them.


It seemed she had barely settled down to work before Caroline came lagging round the corner of the house.


“I wanted to go down by the brook where the boys are, and Martin an’ Jimmie are just awful mean and they started getting funny, and they say it’s their place, an’ Martin…”


“Well, they’ve only got Saturdays and after school to work in, and I guess they don’t want you tagging round and hindering them,” Garry returned, feeling a strong sympathy just then with the young house builders who wanted to make the most of their free moments. “Go ahead and start fixing your own place; there’s plenty to do.”


“We can’t till we get the wall paper. You said you’d make us paste this afternoon, and I thought maybe—”


“Then think again! I’m not going to stop my work and make you paste right this minute, if that’s what you’re after. Can’t I get one half hour quiet to myself?”


Caroline edged off before firing her parting shot.


“Well, anyway I just came round by the kitchen an’ the potatoes have started to burn, so I guess…”


Garry sat back violently on her heels.


“Oh, Lord! Where’s Kay?”


“I saw her going up the road a while back. I did pull the saucepan off, Garry, but I guess you better look at them.”


“I guess I had!”


Garry fled to the kitchen, where an only too-familiar smell of burned saucepan greeted her nose; the kitchen clock marked twelve-thirty. Creamed sauce still to make for the mince, and the salad not even prepared.


“You think anyone wouldn’t walk off up the road without a word and leave potatoes to look after themselves all morning! What on earth’s got into Kay anyway, these days?” she muttered as she clattered round. “I’ll attend to all this. You go wash your hands, Caroline, and get the table set, quick. And then go up the hill and tell Kay dinner’s ready.”


Everything was done, the cream sauce made, the rescued potatoes keeping hot in the oven, before Caroline returned, alone and important.


“Where’s Kay? Did you find her?”


“She said to go ahead and start. She an’ Charles…”


“Mr. Bassett,” Garry corrected.


“Well, you all call him Charles!”


“What grown-up people do doesn’t include little girls. I suppose they were busy measuring or something.”


“They weren’t busy either,” Caroline burst out. “If you want to know, they were just sittin’ out on a rock back of the house, going chu-chu-chu about nothing at all with their heads together, and when I told Kay dinner was ready all she said was to run along and not come bothering.”


Garry drew a long breath, staring at the minced ham.


“Heavens!” she thought to herself. “I wish Penny would hurry up and come back!”



Kay’s Day




As a matter of fact there had been something rather odd about Penny’s letters lately. Usually she wrote long and gossipy accounts of everything, the people she met, all the little things that she and Peggy had been doing. But her last few letters had seemed unaccountably flat; tame notes referring to this and that but giving no particular news, except that everything was all right and she hoped to be home before long. If not exactly constrained they were so unlike her natural self that Kay grew quite concerned.


“Isn’t she funny? She doesn’t mention a single thing that was in our last letters, and she must have had them by now. I just don’t make it out. She might tell us a little more.”


“Maybe she’s just fed up with the place and can’t think of anything new to write about,” Garry suggested.


Kay frowned. “The whole thing is so sort of detached and funny, but the writing looks all right. She couldn’t be having a nervous breakdown or something, and Peggy not wanting to tell us?”


“Not Penny. I tell you, Kay, she’s been writing long letters all winter and now she’s suddenly got bored with it. That’s what it reads like to me. It’s the sort of stuff you write when you have to fill a page in and don’t know what to say. I’ve done it myself.”


But that explanation didn’t satisfy Kay, haunted by visions of a changed and preoccupied Penny, too busy with her own thoughts and affairs to be interested in other people’s. Nothing about their own eagerness to have her home again, but just pleasant little references to the weather and sitting in the sun. If that was what a winter in New Mexico did to one…


Meantime she stitched away at the curtains she was making for Penny’s room, pale green glazed chintz with a piping of dull rose to go with the new wall paper. Martin had given up the best part of one precious holiday to scraping and waxing the old painted bureau that had always looked so shabby, while Caroline hung about disconsolately until Garry had a bright idea.


“I tell you what. You make her a dish garden. You can use that flat blue bowl on the top pantry shelf. Fix it with moss and Quaker ladies and it’ll look lovely on her window ledge.”


“But they’ll die before Penny gets here,” objected Caroline, who had been counting the days off one by one on the grocery calendar in the kitchen, seeing in her mind’s eye the long space yet to cover before the little black crosses reached to the end of the month.


“If they do you can always get fresh ones. Don’t be such a misery, but go and start it right now. Take a basket and you can have my trowel to dig them up with; it’s out there by the cold-frame.”


The arranging and rearranging of that dish garden took most of Caroline’s attention for days to come. She planted it over at least a dozen times, and whenever she was needed to set the table or dry the silver it always happened that she was busy “fixing Penny’s garden,” but at least it gave her something to think about during the days of waiting. For there was still no news of the exact date of Penny’s arrival, and still those brief pleasant letters arrived at intervals of a few days each, regular as clockwork.


“Suppose she never did come home,” said Garry one morning. “Suppose we just keep getting these queer letters day by day, and nothing else ever happens. Suppose…”


But at this gruesome suggestion Caroline began to snivel, and Kay said sharply: “Don’t tease the child like that! You’re getting her all worked up.”


“I was only fooling. Don’t be silly, Caroline.”


“Well, when you’re fooling you sound like you weren’t fooling, and I don’t like it!”


“Ambrose Bierce just disappeared and nobody ever found him,” said Martin, who kept curious and unexpected bits of information stored in his mind, to produce usually at inopportune moments. “And Neal said there was a man once lived over on Seven Hill and one day he just walked out of his front door and nobody ever saw him again.”


“Which is exactly,” said Garry, “what I would like to do myself, one of these days.”


She wandered out into the spring sunshine where Emily was playing ball with Arabella. Hands clasped round her knees, she sat watching the tiny racing figure, so like a skein of orange wool blown to and fro by the wind, until Emily said abruptly: “That’ll do,” put the ball in her pocket and turned, while Arabella dropped panting on the grass.


“What’s the trouble?”


“Spring,” said Garry, digging her fingers viciously into the soft earth beside her. “Doesn’t it ever get you that way? I’m cross and disagreeable and restless. I want to do something and I don’t know what I want to do. I’d like to walk out on everything and go some place where I’d never been before – and stay there!”


“Heavens!” said Emily, looking at her with interest.


“I mean it.”


“I’m sure you do. Everyone gets like that once in a while. Usually it’s the result of too much family. I know all the symptoms. It gets you all of a sudden, like measles.” She spoke jokingly but her sharp eyes lingered on Garry’s face, for she had been well aware of those symptoms for some time. It had been a long winter, and most of its responsibilities had fallen on Garry’s shoulders, sturdy, but not sturdy enough to go on forever without rebellion. “Did you ever sit down and think,” she went on cheerfully, “just what you would do if you suddenly came into a fortune? Not a big fortune, but a nice comfortable-sized one, that you could do what you liked with.”


“I know exactly what I’d do,” said Garry, falling promptly into the game. “I’d send Kay to Europe for two years, first of all. I’d have Martin prepared for college. Then I’d see that Penny and Caroline were settled somewhere comfortably – or they could go on a trip if they wanted to.”


“In fact, everyone nicely placed.” Emily nodded, thoroughly enjoying this little insight. “You make me think of a hen with a bunch of chickens. And then what?”


Garry grinned suddenly.


“Then I’d take what money I might need for emergencies myself, and put it in a bank some place. And I’d start out and work my way all around the country, taking different jobs just as they happened and trying any darn thing I fancied that would support me for as long as I was interested in it. It may sound crazy,” she went on, ruffling Arabella’s orange mane as she spoke, “but I’ve often wondered whether a person couldn’t do that if they really set their mind to it, and I’d like to try it out. Maybe I’d get clear across the continent and maybe I wouldn’t get any further than the next township, but I’d have a swell time trying.”


“What kind of jobs?”


“Anything. I don’t mean swanky jobs. Any old thing that would pay my way as I went along. There’s nearly always something that somebody wants done, if you look around you.”


“True,” said Emily.


“I’d like to know what it feels like to wait on table or work in a store or pick fruit, or … oh, just the sort of things anyone could do.”


“You might advertise,” said Emily meanly.


“If I did,” Garry retorted, “I bet I’d write an ad that would get me the kind I want, anyway. Hello, there’s the mailman.”


She jumped up and strolled down to the gateway where the dusty creaking car had just come to a pause on its way downhill. A queer sort of castle in the air, Emily Humbold thought, watching the straight swing of her shoulders, but there was one thing about Garry; she never wove schemes about things that she couldn’t do.


“All for you, as usual. There’s a card about some auction; we’ll keep that for Penny. Oh, and a letter for Kay.”


Kay was indoors, turning the last hem on Penny’s curtains. She looked at the envelope heading.


“Another refusal. Well, they’ve taken a little longer about it, this time.”


“Open it and see. Heavens, Kay, don’t be such a poke! What did I tell you?”


For Kay’s face had changed as she read the closely typewritten page.


“They like it. It’s some woman writing and she wants me to come there and talk it over with her. She doesn’t say for certain, but it sounds as if they were interested.” The color had rushed into Kay’s cheeks. “Look, Garry, do you suppose that really does mean anything?”


“Of course it does. Do you imagine she’d drag you all the way up to town to talk it over if it didn’t.”


“She only says ‘if I’m likely to be in town any time soon.’”


“You’re likely to be in town tomorrow morning. You’ll make that eight-o’clock train if I have to push you on it.” Garry had taken prompt command of the situation. “You’ll have time to see these people and settle everything, and get the afternoon train back again. Edna will take you down.”


There was no need for Edna or the train journey either, for as soon as Charles heard the news he offered to drive Kay into the city and back. He had business in town himself that could just as well be done tomorrow as any other day. It was to be an early start, with breakfast along the road, and as Kay swallowed a hasty cup of coffee next morning she gave a last anxious look at the plain tailored suit, carefully pressed the night before from its winter creases, the town shoes that Garry had finally located after long search in one of the attic trunks, and Cousin Carrie’s Christmas silk stockings, useful now for the first time.


“Do I look all right?”


“Fine. Stop at the first decent store you come to and buy gloves, and you can leave that old pair in the car. And remember – act big and don’t let them talk you down. And don’t you sign any contract till Emily has looked it over for you. Good-bye and good luck!” Garry waved vigorously as the roadster sped down the hill, feeling that she had done her best, anyway, towards launching Kay on the high road to success.


With the children off to school ten minutes earlier than usual, there was a long and tranquil day ahead. Garry basked in the feeling of freedom and leisure that comes over any member of a family, no matter how united, when all the other members are comfortably off and out of the way. She tidied the house, baked a chocolate cake for supper, feeling unusually energetic, and set it to cool while she wandered over to the Rowes’, to find Mary busy over her washtub in the kitchen while Tommy amused himself with a saucepan, a strainer, and a pail of soapsuds, making soup with the gravel outside the back door. It was long since she had had a good gossip with Mary, and the time flew until Neal’s overalled figure, suddenly blocking the doorway, reminded her of lunch and a hungry Emily waiting across the road.


“Half the day gone,” Garry thought guiltily. “And I was going to get Penny’s curtains up and the rest of the garden dug.”


“I expect I’ll have to be packing my things before so very long,” Emily remarked casually as they sat over their coffee in the living room.


“You?” Garry stared at her in sudden dismay. “Indeed you won’t. Why, you’re one of the family. Penny would be furious if you were gone before she got here, after all we’ve written about you. We want you to stay all summer. Unless you don’t like it any more,” she added. “Maybe you’ve got something else to do.”


“I’d rather stay, if it’s all right really. For a while anyway. Charles has a room planned for me up at his house, when he ever gets it done. But I like it better here. There’ll be so many comings and goings up at that place and I’m like Arabella – I enjoy quiet. Besides, I’m an incorrigibly untidy person, as you know, and by the time they get the house up there all planned and perfect there won’t be any place in it for untidiness.”


Their eyes met and they both smiled, sharing the same ideas about comfort as opposed to perfection.


“Isn’t it funny how things turn out!” Garry looked through the window and up the hill to where the new shingles caught the sunlight. “When we first came to live here we used to wonder about that house, and Kay was always saying how she’d love to have a hand in the fixing over of it. Ever since I can remember we’ve always joked about ‘Kay’s ideas’ and teased her about wanting everything just so. With us I guess it’s been mostly a case of plenty to fix and nothing to fix it with, but now she’s really got a chance to show what she can do for once.”


Penny’s curtains could wait till tomorrow, she decided as she stacked the lunch dishes. Kay still had to sew the rings on, and Penny couldn’t possibly be home for another week, since they had had another of those queer noncommittal letters only the day before yesterday. The garden was another matter; it was too good a day to spend indoors, and when the kitchen was tidy she took spade and rake and set to work.


It was a pleasant drowsy afternoon. Robins were busy round the apple trees where pale sticky buds were already unfolding, and the click of Emily’s typewriter sounded lazily through the open window. Arabella wandered out presently, picking her ladylike way over the fresh-turned earth, with one eye on the coon cat who sat erect and motionless among the pasture weeds, watching a mole-run. Kay wouldn’t be back till five at the earliest, but Garry was so impatient to know the result of that journey that she found herself listening every moment for the possible hum of a car down the valley. But the children came back from school, supper was over and cleared away, before at last the roadster drew up at the gate.


It needed only one look at Kay’s face to know the news.


“It’s all settled – they’re going to use it. Oh Garry, you don’t know how I feel! Hey, look out!”


For Garry had seized her in a sudden whirl that nearly landed them both on the floor.


“Never mind. I’ve squashed your hat, but you can buy a new one now. What happened? Sit down and tell me all about it.”


“It’ll be published this fall. There’s some work I’ve got to do on it still; one picture to draw over again, and the end papers. I never thought about those. But that won’t take very long. I must have stayed there two hours and she was perfectly grand; showed me some of the other books they are making, and just how things are printed, and the sort of colors one can use – ever so many things I’d never known about and always wanted to. I never knew there was so much went to making just one book! And the best of it is, it’s got me started on new ideas now, and I can’t wait to begin on them.”


“It’s the feeling of having really made a beginning that counts so much,” she said later that evening, after Charles had gone, the last remnants of the chocolate cake were finished, and she and Garry were sitting curled on the sofa watching the flames in the open fireplace – for evenings were still chilly. “When I saw all those other things there today my own stuff began to look pretty awful. I just hated to look at it, spread out there. I could see all the mistakes I’d made and all that I might have put into it and hadn’t. But I guess everyone feels that way when you come to measure up, the first time. I haven’t got any illusions about it, either. But it did make me feel that the next thing I try I’ll be able to do a lot better, and if they do like my stuff at all I’m going to try hard, and I’ll turn out something very different. Garry, I’m so glad you made me stick at those drawings, even if they did seem silly. It’s just groping along by oneself that’s so awful; I got into a kind of muddle this winter when it didn’t seem as if anything was worth trying. Charles gave me a good talking to coming back in the car today. We nearly quarreled over it, but I guess he was right.”


Garry looked sharply up; there was a little flush on Kay’s cheeks, but she went on quickly: “Oh, I know what’s back of your mind, but you don’t have to worry. We’re just good friends and he’s got work to think about and so have I, but he’s the first person I’ve ever met that I can really talk to about things, and who understands.”


“That’s how it always begins,” thought Garry, giving a poke to the smoldering logs.


“I don’t mean that you don’t. I only mean…”


“I know just what you mean,” said Garry, sitting back on her heels. “You mean someone outside the family, someone who hasn’t watched you grow up and who doesn’t think they know all about you. That’s exactly why I like Emily and Mary Rowe. When I want to spill things over I can spill it over to them, and it’s all right. They don’t get their feelings hurt and they don’t immediately think that anything you happen to say has some relation to something or other they happened to say or do ten months back. I know!”


“Well, that’s how I do feel. And that’s why…”


A prolonged and dismal hoot broke suddenly on the stillness.


“Listen!” said Garry. She dropped the poker and moved to the open window. “Sounds like some car in trouble down the hill there.”


Kay joined her. They stood looking out down the road to where on the first twisting rise two headlights blinked uncertainly, while the grating whine of gears sounded, stopped, and began again.


“Stalled on the first turn. Someone who doesn’t know the road, or they’re out of gas.”


“Maybe it’s Neal,” Kay said.


“Neal’s back ages ago. It’s after eleven now. Besides, that doesn’t sound like his car.”


“Well, we don’t have to help them out. Garry, I’m going to bed. That drive made me so sleepy!”


But Garry still stood there, peering out. The car had started anew, hung for a moment doubtfully, then lurched forward, taking the zigzag climb with much wobbling and groaning but a dogged determination that brought it at last, with a final burst of power, just abreast of their own gateway, where it stalled again for good. A slim figure got out, and with one amazed look Garry tore the front door open and ran down the path.


“Penny!”


“It’s me. I never thought I’d make it. I’ve had that wretched hill on my mind ever since I started out. Did I wake the whole countryside up?”


“But Penny – Kay, come here!” Garry shook the small figure to make sure it was real. “You mean you learned to drive and you drove all that way alone!”


“Every inch of it.” Penny waved her hand at the shabby flivver, dust-colored, with dried mud caked to the axles, and one crumpled fender visible in the dim glow from the headlights. “We bought that wreck down there for forty dollars and Peggy said if I wanted to drive it back I could keep it, and there it is. I’d planned to creep up and take you all by surprise, seeing it was after dark, and then I had to stall on the hill! The horn was an accident; I leaned on the button. Well, I’ve stalled my way half across the country, come to that, but I got here!”


They hugged, held each other at arm’s length to stare, and hugged again.


“You’re looking grand!”


She was. A grimy and disheveled Penny when they dragged her indoors to the lamplight, almost as dust-smeared as the car, but amazingly sun tanned, firm of muscle under her khaki flannel shirt and with a new light of assurance in her eyes.


“Where are the rest of you?”


But Martin had already stumbled out of bed, roused by the sound of the car, Caroline came trailing down in her nightgown, only half awake; Emily Humbold loomed in her doorway, stalwart in striped pajamas, clutching an outraged Arabella who had no opinion at all of midnight strangers falling from the skies like this. A state of happy confusion in which everyone talked at once and nobody listened and news went in at one ear and out at the other, since nothing seemed particularly important except the great fact that Penny was home again, until suddenly she said:


“Father’s coming back in June, for a few weeks. I didn’t write about it because he didn’t want me to tell you until he was quite sure. He’ll be busy most of the time but he’ll be able to get up here for a little while anyway.”


“He is? Oh, grand! And Kay’s sold a book. What do you think of that?”


“You’re not fooling? Kay, let me look at you! Tell me about it.”


“I’ll tell you tomorrow. There’s too much else to think about now. Penny, we have missed you so!”


“If you ask me, you’ve done remarkably well without me!” Penny looked happily round on the familiar room in which her mind had lived for so much of the time that she was away.


“But Penny, those letters!” Garry suddenly remembered. “How on earth…”


The old guilty expression came over their mother’s face, what they always used to call “Penny’s auction look.”


“Well, you see… I didn’t want to tell you what I was doing because I knew you’d be worried. So I wrote all those letters ahead and gave them to Margaret – I told you she is down there with Peggy now? – and I numbered them all and told her to mail one every four days. And I had her forward yours to me along the road so I’d know you were all right.”


“Worried! Do you know you had us crazy?” demanded Garry. “We thought you were having a nervous breakdown or something, from those letters, and didn’t want to tell us. They were so absolutely unlike you. Someday I’m going to make you read them over, every one, and you’ll see!”


“Well, it’s awfully hard to make up letters ahead of time that way, but I did think I’d done them pretty well. And then I got to the point where I simply had to write you postcards, but I didn’t dare mail them so I had to put them by, and today I dumped the whole lot in the mailbox in some little New York town I came through. You’ll get them tomorrow, all in one bunch. When that postmaster sorts the mail I guess he’ll think someone was crazy.”


“He wouldn’t be far wrong, either. Now we know where the strain comes from in this family!”


“Sheer guilty conscience,” Penny confessed. “I felt so selfish, having a perfectly good time all by myself without you knowing. It was the first time in years I’ve ever done exactly as I pleased, with no one to consider. I could stop when I chose and go on when I chose. I slept in any odd tourist camp I took a fancy to. I didn’t have to stop and eat unless I felt like it and I didn’t have to talk to a single soul unless I chose. I had a perfectly marvelous time.”


Garry nodded. She, more than anyone else, knew exactly how Penny had felt. This growing-up business – perhaps it didn’t after all make so much difference as one thought. Or did anyone really grow up at all?


“Well, I guess we’ll forgive you. Only next time…”


“There won’t be a next time,” Penny sighed happily. “I’m going to stay put, now.”


“We were going to have everything fixed up to welcome you, and here we’re still at sixes and sevens and your curtains aren’t hung and your bed isn’t made and all that’s ready is Caroline’s dish garden,” Kay laughed. “If she hasn’t just un-fixed it all over again!”


“I didn’t. It’s right here. I’m going to get fresh violets tomorrow.”


Caroline looked with self-satisfaction at the little bowl of moss and flowers on the table at Penny’s elbow, over which she had labored so persistently.


“Do we have to go to school tomorrow?” Martin asked.


“No, you don’t, but you have to go to bed tonight.” Penny jumped up. “Do you realize it’s tomorrow now, and I haven’t even got my suitcase out of the car!”


“I’ll fetch the flashlight.”


They stood in the doorway looking out over the quiet hillside. The night air was damp and mild, filled with the smell of earth and of springtime; from down in the valley came the glad minor chorus of the peepers in the swamp. Across the road the lantern in the Rowes’ kitchen gleamed faintly through the tangled apple boughs. There was a light in an upper room too, that only Kay’s eyes saw and rested on, before she turned to slip her arm round Penny’s waist with a little sigh of contentment.


“It’s good to have you back!”


“It’s good to be back.”


Garry stretched her arms, waiting for Martin to bring the suitcase. It was more than a gesture; she had a feeling as though something had slipped from her shoulders. It was a little like the feeling she had had that night when she woke up in the darkness and knew all at once that the cold snap had broken; a sense of something different in the air, a feeling of security and comfort, that everything, now, was going to be all right.
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