HE stood at the bar of a Bowery café, cheek by jowl with me, gazing mournfully into his empty stein; his eye was moist and his face florid, also a tear coursed down his bulbous nose and hung tremulous at the end.
“Hard luck, partner?” I ventured.
“Hart luck? Ach Himmel, de vorst ever! Don’t you could see it?”
“Hm-m-m, well, you do look a little to the bad. Tipping your elbow, or how?”
“Elbow, ja . . . und teuf’lish luck. I don’t look like I vonce vas somedings, eh? But I vas, sure t’ing; I useter get drei tollar a day und all de beer I vanted—I vas a echo vonce! Now vot vas I? Nix! Absolutely nix, ach Gott!”
“You were a—a what?” I felt decently familiar with most of the symptoms, but this was a new one on me.
“A echo, ja—drei tollar a day und Pils’ner, down to Blatz’s Biergarten at Sout’ Orange. Hundurts of Chermans useter come dere on Sundays und sit und trink by leetle round tables, trink und holler und jodel. Blatz he gif me drei tollar a day (und beer) to set on a ledge behind de bushes at de odder side de ravine, ain’t it, und be der echo. Fourteen times I echoed, each time fainter as de last; I had a strong voice in dem days, also I could jodel goot. It vas hart on de t’roat, some of dem hot Sundays, but it vas a goot job, yust de same, drei tollar a day und beer, ja! Und now—”
He gazed critically at the bottom of his stein.
“Kellner!” I commanded, “here, fill this up and keep it full!”
Presently he resumed, sighing.
“Chermans vas great peoples, you know, to vander ‘round lookin’ at de sceneries, und trink und jodel und make echoes. So venn Blatz’s Biergarten opened mit de announcement dat dere vas a fourteen-times echo in der glen opposite, de business growed like prairie-fire, und ve both made goot moneys, ‘specially me, mit mine drei tollar a day und—”
“Yes, yes,” I interposed, “I know all about that! But what happened? What loosened up your hold on the cinch?”
“Und beer,” he concluded, undisturbed. “De business growed und ve vas happy—till Schwartz come! You see, noboddy never knowed noddings about it except’n’ me und Blatz—und Schwartz!”
He blew froth from a fresh bumper.
“Ach, Schwartz! If dere vas any Hell, I hopes me Schwartz he sizzle up pooty black in de bottom part, nicht wahr? Blatz vas to blame, al-so, dough he never meant no harm. Blatz vas a goot man, foist rate! He pick me up after mine Elsa skip out mit some rich feller und take all my savings vot I had in der Chermania Bank und leave me auf mine uppers. Yes, he take me in yust venn de Biergarten open und gif me de job as echo. Two summers I stayed mit him, und all de time der Biergarten gettin’ more und more famous, till Turnvereins und Schützenfesters begun to come from all ofer Essex County. Der second summer dey voiked me pooty near crazy, for a fact, but my t’roat vas strong und I vas villin’, mit drei tollar a day—und beer!
“Vell, one day in Yuly, a stranger—dis Schwartz—dropped in mit a big thirst; he come in, set down to a round table und ordered some bier. Dere vas only two or t’ree odder people dere; it vas a veekday, und dull. After he drunk him a few he call Blatz und say:
“ ‘I hear me you got one goot echo in dis here ledge, eh?’
“ ‘Sure t’ing!’ say Blatz, rubbin’ his hants togedder und schmilin’, so. ‘Sure t’ing! Dere ain’t no echo dis side of der Schwabenwald can touch dis one!’
“ ‘So?’ say der stranger. ‘So? I try me him, ain’t it?’
“He stood up, took some long breat’s, opened his mout’, und holler like one of dem steam-sireens:
“ ‘Oooohé-e-e-ee! Yoch-hé-e-e-ee !’
“ ‘Yoch-hé-e-e-ee . . ée . . hé . . ee . . !’ Fourteen times I went me so, Yoch-hé!
“ ‘Ei du lieber Augustine!’ went der stranger, more loud.
“ ‘Augustine . . tine . . ine . . ine . . !’ went me. “ ‘How you like dat?’ say Blatz, grinnin’ like a cat eatin’ cream. ‘Dat vas pooty goot, ain’t it?’ “ ‘Ja, goot, goot, very goot. I been all ofer de woild huntin’ der best echoes, und I ain’t never found noddings no better as dis. Vait! I try me a jodel on him!’
“ ‘Laa-lee-oo-lee-ooooooooo . . .’
“Laa-lee-oo-lee-ooo-OO-OO-oooo. . .!”
“ ‘Ausgezeichnet! Fourteen times! Und so loud! She have de real kvality of der human voice, al-so—der timbre, vot? I always say, venn I find me a echo mit der timbre, den I buy me dot spot und build me ein house—I live dere und echo him mornings, noons, und nights. All ve Chermans like an echo, but I, I lofe it! She vas mine hobby! Haf you effer fought you sell dis place, eh?’
“ ‘Um-m-m, vell, no,’ say Blatz, lookin’ ferry gloomy, dough I knowed his heart vas yumpin’ fer choy. ‘No, der place vas a pooty goot inwestments und I like to hold on; still, I might possibly consideration it, if you vas villin’ to pay vat it’s vorth. I got a goot Biergarten here, gewiss, all on account of dot echo—folks dey comes for miles aroundt, Schutzenfesters und all sorts Vereins; it’s a goot business. I ain’t sure I vant to sell out; still I might.’
“ ‘Vell, I ain’t sure I vants to buy—not yust yet, alretty. I knows me anodder place I get der same number of echoes out in Ohio, und I can buy dirt cheap. Money ain’t no special objections to me, sure, but still, I ain’t vant to t’row it avay. I drop in again in a few days und try him vonce more, ain’t it? Goot-by!’
“Den he vent avay, dat stranger. I vish me he stay avay, oi! oi! Perhaps den I haf me der sinch now und not be a Bow’ry bum. Ach Gott! “Dat night, after shuttin’-up times, Blatz he make some talks mit me.
“ ‘You hear vat dat feller ask?’ he say. ‘He’s sure got der echo-bug in his head und he vant to build him a house here—money ain’t no considerationments vatsoeffer. If he vas only pleased he buy der place, ten, fifteen t’ousand, perhaps, vat only cost twelfe hundurt. He’s got more money dan anyone can have und be decent, und ve—dat is I—vant to pry off a goot bunch. I do de right t’ing by you; I gif you a hundurt tollar cash if you keeps dis up—I write it in a contract! Only echo anodder veek, und you makes easy money.’
“ ‘Vat?’ say I, mit outraged honesties. ‘Vat? You vas tryin’ to corruptionate me for ein hundurt tollar? Nix on your life! Effery man has his price, mine freund, und I—vell, I ain’t runnin’ no bargain-counter! Ein hundurt?
Aber nit! Who vas makin’ dis real estate waluable, you oder me? Who vas all der cheeses? ME! Venn I don’t echo no more, dis place vas nix vorth. Two t’ousand tollar vas more like somedings, ja! Zwei t’ousand, or I don’t echo me, not vonce more yet, sure t’ing!’
“ ‘Zwei t’ousand? Ach Gott im Himmel! You vants to ruination me, eh?’ Blatz he twist his hands togedder like dey vas fly’s legs und almost make some real tears come out of his pig-eyes. Dere vas some Yiddisher in Blatz, somewheres; pullin’ teeth vas pretzels und beer ‘side of makin’ him loosen up on der currency.
“I had one hard time mit Blatz, a reg’lar inwerted auction, ja, und had to t’reaten him somet’ing fierce before I could bring him to a compromise of fifteen hundurt. I knowed vell und he knowed I knowed he couldn’t find anodder goot echo inside of a veek at de shortest; der stranger vas comin’ in a couple of days, al-so. Blatz vas sure in one tight place, ain’t it, so venn I wrote out der agreement he signed her mournfulsome, sweatin’ blood at effery pore.
“ ‘Aber, fifteen times you echo for dis! Mind now!’ he say savage, glarin’ out der eyes.
‘Fifteen echoes or de contract don’t went!’ I say ja, all right; it vas in der contract written, all dat und a lot more.
“ ‘All right, gewiss!’ say I. ‘Bring on your man, und venn he don’t go right up to Z, I’ll handle him. Bring on your lamb; I sheer him, jawohl!’
“On der third day de stranger he drop in und he echo me ‘most to death. Blatz set him in a different place where he could fifteen echoes get, und he got ‘em, effery one. Himmel! I vas all of a sweatiness venn he finish—ein hour und forty minutes, mit jodels und foolishnesses. My t’roat feel like someone tip ash-barrels down it hinunter; I vas nigh to boisting, but I t’ought me of der fifteen hundurt und hung on. At last der stranger got enough und quit; him und Blatz had some long talks; denn he vent avay.
“ ‘His name vas Schwartz und he’s yust about make up his mind to buy,’ say Blatz to me, venn I come strollin’ in accidental-like, dat evenin’. ‘He like der timbre better as effer, und he’s tickled to death mit der fifteen times. Dere vas only one fly in der honig, ain’t it? Dat is, he know a place in Sout’ Car’liny where he get him sixteen echoes, only down dere de timbre vas no goot. But der sixteen times vas a great inducements. Don’t you could make sixteen venn dis here chunk of ready money drops in termorrow? He vas yust about ripe enough to pick und ve don’t must let him went.’
“ ‘Sixteen ?’ say I. ‘Um Gottes Willen!’
“ ‘Ja, sixteen,’ plead Blatz. ‘Strain your t’roat yust dis vonce und gif him so many vot he find in Sout’ Car’liny. Money, man, money! It mean great big money! Yust so soon ve close out for cash, you gets your fifteen hundurt und ve both fade avay sudden for some place where dere don’t vas no extraditionments! For Gott’s sake, keep it up!’
“Vell, oi! oi! I remembers me dat last day still! Golden Fortune yust at de finger-ends und flyin’ avay quick; broken ribs und gebusted Zukunft—vat you call de future, nicht wahr? All dat voik und sweat und damage to der vocal strings, vot for? Nix, mine freund, absolutely nix, except eggsperience und bitter knowledges, ach, bitter, bitter!
“Der stranger, Schwartz, he come again nex’ day, like he said, und ach Himmel, what for a miseries! All de odder voik vas noddings side of dat. But de voik wasn’t der vorst part, like you vas goin’ to see pooty soon alretty. Blatz he took der stranger to anodder spot, which he told him vas a secret, und say:
“ ‘Now turn loose, mine freund, und you goin’ to see she echo ‘bout one t’ousand times better as Sout’ Car’liny, sure thing!’
“Oh, it vas schrecklich! Der high C, der jodelling, der grand opera! I done it goot, effery bit; I vould haf done it all goot till de very end, sixteen times, veaker und veaker, so—but, oi! oi! der stranger begun to sing him one song, ‘Oh, Jugendslieb,’—my song, our song! Elsa und me used to sing it, no one but us! I wrote it for Elsa, I taught it to her—ve used to sing it in der moonlight in Schwaben, long und long ago.
“Venn I heard dat, heard ‘Oh, Jugendslieb,’ mine heart yump up like a gemsbock, yump und leap, und some chills run around my spinal backbone like a ants’ nest mit der cover off; but I stilled mine heart so quick I could, und echoed—a poor, veak echo it must have been, dough. I felt so shaky und queer-like I can’t tell it; yet I peeked out der bushes und looked across at der stranger, Schwartz. He vas not pleased, he turn to Blatz und say:
“ ‘Vat’s der matter mit your echo, eh? She got some tonsilidis, maybe? Pfui! She sound like she got one frog in her t’roat!’
“ ‘Der vind don’t vas right, I guess,’ say Blatz, frownin’, ‘but try her again. P’r’aps she do better alretty!’
“Dat stranger, Schwartz, vat he do den? He open wide his mout’ und holler mit a jodel: “ ‘Oh, Elsa-a-a-aa! Yoché, Elsa-a-a-aa!’
“Gott im Himmel! A red-faced bloat like him hollerin’ mine Elsa’s name at me!
Someding vent like blood before mine Augen— I knowed efferyding, all! I yumped, ein, zwei, drei yumps, down to der bottom of der ravine;
I climb, scramble, tear mine way up der odder side—I rush among der tables! I run mit rage against dat stranger, Schwartz, him starin’ mit eyes of wonder, like Blatz, too, both breat’less.
“ ‘Elsa! Yoché, Elsa!’ I holler loud like some thunderings. ‘Take dat for Elsa! Take dat for Jugendslieb!’ Den I smeck him mit all der muscles of de arms, so, on der fat mout’, der mout’ dat sing und jodel und kiss avay mine Elsa. ‘Take dat,’ I holler, ‘you jodellin’ robber, you Schweinhund, you!’
“Der stranger, Schwartz, he fall down pooty quick onto der back und bleed und bleed out of der mout’, und look like he vas dreamin’; und I stand ofer him shakin’ my fists und bellowin’ und darin’ him to get up so I can knock him hinunter once more yet, harder as before.
“ ‘Ho, stand up, stand up, you echo-lover!’ I hollers. ‘Stand up once again und I fix you! I vas a echo mineself und I veigh two hundurt und fifty. You steal mine Elsa und my moneys vat I had in der Chermania Bank! You voik me mos’ to death t’ree days! Now I get me even, mit mine hands! Get up, get up!’
“He still laid dreamin’, so I double up my fists hard und smeck him where he vas on der ground—but Blatz, mit a roar, hurl himself on my back mit a strangle-hold. Blatz he must haf weighted close onto t’ree hundurt, so I fall down on der ground mit him on de top of me.
“ ‘Gewalt!’ holler Blatz. ‘Help! Help mit der crazy man! Gewalt!’ “Der stranger, Schwartz, managed someway to vake up yust so soon he see help vas at hand; he get up sort of dazed, ain’t it, still spittin’ blood, but mad like some bees venn you poke ‘em in der house alretty.
“ ‘Ach, Blatz, you Lügner!’ he hiss. ‘You lyin’ hypocrite! You’ll went in der chail for dis conspirations! But first you settle mit me!’ Und he yump on Blatz, like sev’ral t’ousands of bricks hinunter.
“Der fight vas triangular, ain’t it, mit me at der base. Der stranger he vas fightin’ Blatz (und me); Blatz he vas fightin’ der stranger (und me); I vas fightin’ efferyding in sight, ach Gott! It vas a hot day, too, und very dusty, rollin’ round mit der tables, chairs, steins, und stale beer, all tipped ofer promiscuous. Pooty soon I don’t can see noddings, but I keep both fists busy und mine teeth al-so; I got sev’ral goot bites on some leg, und all I know is dat it vasn’t mine. I vas verrückt, ja—I fought like a t’ousand teufels. Und it lasted quite a while.
“Ve fought all over der place und come to der edge of der ravine, where de steep part is.
“ ‘Ofer mit him!’ I heard Blatz grunt. ‘Ofer mit der crazy man dat say he vas a echo!
Heave-ho!’
“Someding hit me auf mine jaw so I let go mine hold; den dey t’rowed me down der ravine hinunter, und I rolled, und der bushes vas pricklesome und der rocks vas sharp; der bottom vas deep down, al-so. So I broke me t’ree Rippen—ribs, you say?—und cut mine head und didn’t know noddings until I vaked up in der crazy-house, ain’t it? Ach Himmel!
Me in a bed in der crazy-house mit rags onto mine head—me mitout a chob und locked in der bug-house, for why? Yust because I smeck der man dat stole mine Elsa mit all de money in der Chermania Bank und den vanted me to echo aboudt it, nicht wahr?
“Dey let me out in six mont’s, mitaus money nor voik nor noddings. So I vander on der Bow’ry und Park Row und trink me stale beer. Where der stranger go? I neffer knowed; but I heard Blatz he haf to shut down soon on account of der public indignations. Elsa? Pfui! Don’t talk aboudt her! Was weiss ich, anyvay? Nix! All I know is I got me no chob nor money nor noddings alretty. I vish der stranger, Schwartz, he neffer haf der echo-bug und come into Blatz’s Biergarten; I vish I still got t’ree tollar a day (und beer); I vish, oi! oi! I vas a echo once more yet, ain’t it?”
SEE there? That’s Africa!”
Dr. Paul Willard gestured far across the night to where, in the vast dark, a spurt of flame glowed like a blood-ruby, died, then trembled forth again.
“Africa?” the girl questioned vaguely. A nameless awe crept round her heart, in presence of that unseen emptiness looming away to the inverted bowl of sky—a fathomless sky, spattered with great refulgent stars, among which, overhead, the funnels of the Sutherland traced smoky patterns. “Africa?”
“A little corner of it, anyway,” the doctor answered, smiling at her tone. “Cape Roxo light. By two bells of the middle watch we’ll be off the coast of Guinea, running through Bissagos Islands—a bad place at best. I never liked it, and I’ve surgeoned on ‘old Suth’ for more than seven years. Don’t like it now, its reefs and cannibal wreckers and all, even with Captain Lockhart on the bridge.”
The girl made no answer, but she leaned her arms across the rail, swaying as the ship rolled, and gazed out into the unknown. Steadily the Strathglass liner clove the fugitive seas, creaming them astern in surges that hissed away into the black.
He risked a side glance at her.
Never had she seemed quite so beautiful to him as under the lantern light which gleamed upon her heavy yellow braids of hair, her frost-white gown. At sight of her delicate, somewhat pale face, his smile waned. No living man—least of all Willard, in the passion which had obsessed him ever since Ethel Armstrong and her crippled uncle had set foot upon the Sutherland’s deck—could have felt amusement in presence of that gentle, earnest seriousness.
“Somehow, do you know,” she mused at length, “I feel a bit afraid? It’s all so empty! And just to know that Africa is over there.” A gesture rounded out the thought. “I sha’n’t quite like it till we’re at the quay in Cape Town.”
“When you’ll immediately forget the trip, the boat, and—everyone on board?” he led along; but she ignored the opening. Her mood was far from banter. The doctor, too, repented of his speech, the clumsiness of which jarred upon the majesty and wonder of that tropic night. “Oh, well, you’ll see things differently tomorrow,” he retrieved himself. “Quite differently, when the big red sun rolls up over the coast and splashes gold across the sea.”
“Perhaps,” she half assented. “But tomorrow is so far away. I think I’ll go below. This air stifles me.”
He nodded.
“Yes; I understand. I used to feel it so myself, before I got quite used to it.” His powers of speech had never seemed more pitifully crude.
He helped her down the steep companionway. Then, after a perfunctory good night from her, came up again to the quarterdeck.
“Great guns, what gloom!” he muttered. “Why, India ink is pale beside it. I don’t half like the way these offshore swells are running, either—with Bissagos still ahead of us. Can’t say I’m used to this particular bit of Africa even now. No wonder that she—Ethel—feels so shuddery.”
A moment he pondered in silence.
“That’s an upper-class privilege, anxiety is. A mere proletarian like me has no right to it. No, nor yet to look at an upper-class woman. For such, we aren’t real men—just official objects.”
He leaned upon the railing where her arms had lain, and for a long time stared off across the dark where, on Cape Roxo, winked that dim, retreating eye of flame.
THE doctor found no sleep till long past midnight. Even with his cabin window slid far back, the tepid land breeze choked him, and his thoughts were weft of hot rebellion, longings, and misery. He tossed wide-eyed in his berth, heard the ship’s bell dole out the eternal hours, then the halves, torturing himself with images of Cape Town and the approaching separation, which (only too well he knew) must be forever. Midnight was long gone, when he lost himself in troublous dreams of distant inaccessible things, never to be reached by him.
Toward early morning something flung him back to consciousness—a grinding, raking craunch that shivered the whole fabric of the ship, and roused him to the knowledge he was struggling on his cabin floor, which slanted dizzily. He clambered up, mazed and wit-struck for a moment, groped for the electric-button, and snapped on the light.
As the glare dazzled him, the Sutherland pitched nauseously again; and far below he heard a hideous gnawing and rasping, as of stony Titan jaws devouring steel. Then came sharp cries, oaths, and orders hoarsely bawled, and heavy feet that ran unsteadily along the decks. The pulsing engines suddenly grew still.
“Bissagos Reef! Ethel!” These were his only thoughts.
He leaped into some clothes, snatched his revolver, jerked open the cabin door, and ran out in his shirt-sleeves to the main saloon. It was already filled with grotesque, excited passengers. A babel swelled tumultuously, with high-pitched questions, curses, and screams.
“Steady!” he shouted. “Steady, now! No danger if you all keep cool!”
Hands clutched at him; he staved them off. “Lord!” thought he. “What cattle human beings in a panic are!”
He heard the purser’s voice that reinforced his own—heard other officers—knew that for a moment his presence might be spared.
“I must go!” he told himself; for in the thickening mob he caught no glimpse of Ethel or the invalid.
“I’ve got to find them anyway!”
He shoved by main force, along the up-tilted floor, toward their cabins. From behind him, on the aft staircase, Captain Lockhart’s mellow Scotch voice boomed out: “We’re good for fufteen mennets yet! No danger if ye’ll tak’ it easy—all han’s to th’ boats! Weemen fairrst!”
Suddenly he came on Ethel and her palsied uncle. The old man’s halting steps had held her back. A flash of potent admiration lightened through Willard’s soul at the vision of the girl, pale and afraid, yet not startled or hastened from her duty.
She came onward, helping the pitiful, twisted figure, step by step—a figure doubly grotesque now, in scant, disheveled clothing, with sweat of pain on the knit brow and terror staring from the widened eyes. She looked, the doctor thought, most dignified and noble in her long, loose dressing gown, over which the yellow braids hung to below her girdle. A sort of fine simplicity enshrouded her. And though he had witnessed bold, hard men in peril, he thought that never had he seen so brave a thing as that gently bred girl holding back her steps, timing her pace to the hobbling of the senile creature who now clung to her for safety.
“What is it—tell me! Are we going down?” she cried to him, her voice trembling a little, but quite clear above the uproar of the crowd or the grinding and tearing of the ship. Her look was full of confidence; even in her fear he found no trace of panic. “Are we lost? What’s happened, can you tell me?”
“We’re on Bissagos—probably no danger.” His body shielded her from the stampeding pack that weltered past them, herded by a dozen of the officers and crew. His nerves were ice. He felt nothing save joy and high elation at this chance to save her life, at this thought that Ethel now was looking up to him, trusting him for guidance and deliverance.
“We mayn’t break up—for some time yet!” he shouted, bending toward her. “No danger—lots of boats—the mainland near! Come on, though— there’s no time to lose!”
He stooped and gathered the cripple in his arms, then lurched ahead through the wild mob. Ethel followed; he felt the grasp of her hand upon his shoulder, and strange, mad thoughts seethed up in him.
Thus presently, jostling and buffeted, they won through the panic and the uproar of the open lower deck, which shelved off sickeningly to the very water’s edge.
The night still gloomed impenetrable round the wounded ship. The wind had risen and whipped furiously the wild, green flares which flung sick shadows over the features of the dead.
Momently the waves boiled in spume-vortices over the sunken reef, sweeping the bulwarks, drenching the mad throng. At every heave and slide of the impaled monster a ghastly discord rose—
“She’s going! Breaking up!” It mingled with the liner’s sirens and exhaust, which were ripping the sky with diapasons of appeal.
A rocket screeched aloft, and by its glare the doctor saw a slashing, clawing frenzy at the rail— saw the davits rock and shudder as the boats were wrenched outboard and the horde swarmed them, bursting all constraint.
“No chance for us there—with your uncle.” Willard made her understand. “They’d crush him in a second. We’ll have to wait.”
He saw her nod. “Talk about women being cowards!” flashed the thought through his mind.
Drawing her back into the shelter of a bulk, he put the cripple gently down. The old man, stunned, said nothing, but crouched low, with blinking eyes. Willard and the girl leaned up against the wall, bracing their feet upon the deck, which every moment settled at a steeper pitch.
Now they could look down on the hideous fight. They saw the captain’s huge frame overtopping all, dominant as his voice that blared out in command. They caught a gleam of pistol steel in his hand—a spike of flame—and someone pitched across the rail.
“Bairns and th’ weemen fairrst!” his brave old sea cry rang. Then, like lightning, a sudden something smote the captain’s head, and he was seen no more. Hell burst its bounds; panic reaped its certain due.
“DON’T look! You mustn’t!” Willard cried, shielding from her the tragedy of the long-boat as a tackle jammed and spilled two-score clutching, yelling creatures in the swirl. The boat flailed—a giant pendulum—and shaking loose the few that clung to thwarts or gunwales, splintered to fragments on the liner’s iron skin.
An instant, black, fighting things were sown broadcast upon the roaring sea—things that shrieked, went down bubbling, rose, then, with crisped fingers, disappeared forever.
“There’s been an accident—don’t look!”
“I’m not afraid,” he heard her answer, but the hand that grasped his arm trembled. He loved her for the very fear she knew so well to hold in leash.
A shudder ran through the wreck—a roar that boomed above the sirens’ bellowing—then, where the bows had been, gaped a vast black emptiness, with death-screams choked by upswirling brine. A third of the whole ship had broken free and, with its fearful toll, had foundered like a plummet.
The Sutherland, eased by this loss, ground back upon the reef more firmly than before, and settled at a safer pitch, but her survivors deemed their end was now upon them, and fought each other starkly at the boats. All but one of the green flares had burned away, and by this ghastly dim virescence Willard saw men trampled and women hurled aside.
“Safer aboard than anywhere with madmen!” he cried in the girl’s ear. “Don’t move! Stay where you are!”
He drove down into the wolf-pack—his duty called him there—and smote with hard fists that came back reddened from his blows, striving to scatter the crazed brutes. But in the dark and tumult he could compass nothing. A blow clipped his temple; he felt the blood run hot, but he only dashed it from his eyes and struck the harder, striving to wedge through and split the mob.
He saw foul knife-play, heard the first mate grunt and double up, got sights of hands that strangled and glimpsed blind primitive anarchy as a second boat was launched.
It foundered straightway, from gross overcrowding. Amid the drowning wretches, breaking off their hand-grasps, a third boat was got away with only five oars, her gunwales shipping water at each sea. Then went the life-raft. He helped fling it overboard, aided some to jump in safety, and vainly tried to hold back others who leaped out at random—who missed and sank, with never a human hand held out to them for salvage.
“Better stay here! Safer on the ship!” he shouted to the lessening fugitives, but no one heeded him. When at last they all were gone—some to death, some to uncertain struggles with the night and the sea—when all had disappeared save a few limp figures rolling in the scuppers, he climbed back, bleeding, up the slippery deck to Ethel.
He found her in the bulkhead corner, kneeling in the gloom over a prostrate something that neither stirred nor spoke.
“What! Can I help?” he cried.
She shook her head, raising her hand silently, and he forbore. He understood. The old man’s heart had lashed itself to bursting with the panic and the stress. Now, out of all the throng, only one woman and one man were left.
The doctor’s wisdom kept his lips from platitudes. He turned, and left Ethel to herself a moment, gazing off landward. The ship was utterly dark now, for the last flare had burned to ash, the dynamos had stopped, and all the lights were dead. The steam-pipes’ roar had dwindled to a sibilant murmur, drowned by the lash and crumble of the surges on the reef. Under the great passionless stars the wreck lay spent and weary, crushed to death, unmoved by even the heaviest seas.
Quite suddenly the doctor noticed a little speck of light far in the gloom, then another—many specks, that lay where he half guessed the shore must be. Puzzled, he knit his brows.
“It can’t be that any have reached land yet. Those can’t be fires. Never knew campfires to crawl that way.”
Dully he watched the sparks creep, come together, then separate. They almost seemed to be advancing toward the ship.
Then the truth hit him, and he stumbled back. “Merciful Heaven! the Guinea blacks—the wreckers of Bissagos!”
HE stooped to Ethel tenderly. “Listen,” said he. “We must get away from here. It’s death to stay!”
She clung to him. He drew her up—away. She was only a blur in the night, but intuition told him that her face was wet with tears.
“Death?” she asked. “The wreck won’t last till morning?”
“It’s not that. There’s something—something else. You’d better know at once. See there—off there to shoreward?”
“Those lights, you mean?”
“Lights, yes. They’re torches—in canoes. They’re coming. They mustn’t find us here, or—”
“I understand. But can we go, and leave the— the—”
“Nobody must be left. There couldn’t be a finer burial than the sea! I’ll take you into the saloon, then come back here and do what must be done.”
She understood, and yielded nobly. He led her off along the steep deck, after a silent moment by her uncle’s body. He brought her safely to the main saloon, struck a match and found his bearings.
“All you need do is sit quite still in here. I won’t be gone five minutes.” Then he left her.
The work was harder than he had expected, for there was a lantern to be found and lighted, and— there were other difficulties. After a while the task was done.
When he came back to her, his pockets crammed with provisions and cartridges, a bandolier of canvas supporting revolvers and two magazine-rifles, she greeted him with a pale, thin smile. By the lantern light that glimmered sickly through the mocking splendor of the place, he saw her eyes brimming with tears, but she was calm and full of courage.
“We’ve got to find and launch a boat, or something, right away.”
“Come, then, let’s be about it,” she replied. “There can’t be many boats left, can there?”
“Hardly two or three. The port-side’s stripped.
We’ll soon find out.”
He helped her up across the saloon floor, which slanted like a house roof, and they issued out upon the larboard side. The wind could not strike here; and the waves, too, thirty-odd feet below, broke with less furious lashings.
Willard held the lantern high with his right hand. His left clutched the rail. Ethel steadied herself on him. Thus they worked their way slowly aft, stumbling over twisted cordage, litter, flotsam and jetsam of the tragedy.
As they neared the first boat Willard’s heart died within him. What he might have guessed was true—the careening of the ship had swung the boats far inboard against their davits, so that nothing short of half a dozen men could now have got them over the rail, even had not the falls been twisted into knots and tangles.
He knew at once the prime futility of an attempt. Even to have got a life-raft over they must have rigged tackles, and time was now so short. A real fear shuddered through his veins. Too well he knew what manner of men the Guinea wreckers were. His hand slid, as by instinct, to the butt of his revolver. Before a single black should come nigh her he knew a better way.
“Impossible?” asked Ethel almost coolly. “Perhaps there’s something better at the stern.”
They forced a way, sliding, slipping, and clinging to whatever handholds offered. Under the counter they heard the waves run hissing. The wind whipped them as they worked out from the shelter of the after-cabin; it blew the lantern out. And as they stopped, breathing heavily in the dark, they saw once more the dancing fire sparks, heaving and tossing with the waves, and drawing very nigh. They could even see that the sparks were torches, harried by the wind; and once, in a lull, they heard a wild-pitched, minor chant that wailed and mourned across the vacant reaches of the night, with throbbings of many cadent drums.
The woman trembled at this sound, and Willard drew her close to him.
“Don’t be afraid,” he soothed her. “They shall never get you.” “Swear to that.”
“I needn’t. You know how true it is.” “No time, now?”
“No time. We’ll have to hold the fort. They probably don’t know we’re here, so it’ll be a fine surprise party. Lots of arms on board. You can shoot?”
“Try me.”
Thus, on the instant, their campaign took form.
“THEY’LL board us midships on the port side,” Willard planned. “They’re after loot, and—and— well—edibles. Now we, I take it—”
“Can barricade the stern here?”
“Yes—rake ‘em down by dozens. Except for knives and assegais, they’re probably not armed.”
“How many do you make them?”
“A good thousand. See, there must be more than fifty of those big sea-going barracas. But what are a thousand naked blacks against magazine rifles? They can’t rush us all at once. Come, though,” he added hastily, “this won’t do. We’ve to get things ready for ‘em—quick, at that.”
He dragged up cordage, with her help; piled sail-cloth, debris, chains, anything that fell to hand in the port and starboard gangways. And thus they built a strong, entrenched position, whence they could sweep unmercifully the narrow approaches. By the vague light of the stars they toiled, and saw their work was good.
“We’ll lie low now,” panted the doctor. “If they don’t see us, well and good. Otherwise a finish fight. In case they drive us, there’s the aft companion to the upper deck. We can make a mighty fine killing from up there before they ever get us.”
Without another word he drew from his pockets box on box of cartridges, broke the seals, and poured them out upon the deck. He set to loading all his arsenal, then laid part at the starboard barricade, the rest to port. Then, where some sail- cloth touched the wooden cabin, he drenched the place with lantern oil.
“Now, let the guests arrive,” said he. “Refreshment’s ready.”
“They’re almost here,” she whispered presently. “See there?”
Cautiously they peeked over the solid iron bulwark, and started with surprise. The Guinea men had loomed up almost in a moment from the night. The bulks of their long canoes were adumbrated by the guttering torches at each prow, surging upward, dipping, sliding over the hungry, lapping tongues of sea. Swarming they came. Everywhere flicked a swash of paddle-blades, everywhere swung innumerable black bodies in rhythm with the crooning plunder-song. The drums were silent, all save one that pulsed incessantly.
With a flesh-tingling wail of dissonance, the Guinea blacks teemed up about the Sutherland. A hum and murmur of barbaric voices filled the night. The acrid smoke from the torches stung the watchers’ nostrils as they crouched, gripping their rifles.
“See,” whispered Willard. “They’re boarding now.”
A sullen glow blurred up behind the port-rail midships. Then a blotch of flame wounded the shadows, and by this raw, wind-lashed beacon they saw the wreckers scramble in herds across the rail, their black, muscular bodies gleaming with sweat. Lights glinted from steel blades and spearheads.
“Armed for bloody work!” thought Willard, but he held his peace.
They clotted in a shifting mass, with cries like beasts; cracked, wild laughter; gibberish. And still they came, and came, and came.
“Heavens, what an onslaught!” Willard groaned. “It seems a shame to wait.”
“Maybe they’ll never think of coming aft?” breathed the girl.
“Heaven knows! They’re in the saloon now. Hark! They’re plundering—looking for the dead!”
Lights gleamed from the windows; noises rose within. The ship swarmed like a gigantic anthill, with this fetid crew. And now the watchers saw numberless black fellows crowding to the rail with loot, tossing it to waiting canoe-men. The whole scene blent and ran together like a nightmare. Ethel shut her eyes to it, bowed her head and waited.
“Ready!”
The doctor’s hissed command aroused her. With sudden paralyzing dread she looked. A mob of the cursed ghouls were scouting toward them up the gangway.
Blear-faced and hideous they came, peering with brandished torches for what they might find. Ethel saw their little evil eyes; their red-dyed teeth as they grinned, jabbering; their shovel-headed spears.
“Now!” yelled the doctor. Night split wide-open with the fire from their rifles; crackling echoes smashed back from the cabin. Ethel looked.
She saw a struggling, screaming ruck that fled, a tangled heap jammed in the gangway—a heap that quivered.
There was no time for looking. Into her hands the doctor thrust another rifle.
“At the thick of ‘em!” he shouted, and again death spouted from the barricade. Up to the sky shrilled a chorus of mad fear, so poignant, so unspeakable that they knew the rout was utter.
The wreckers made no stand. They lunged off in ripe clusters from the rail, swam for their dear black lives, and lost full many. Some reached their fellows in the boats; cries, howls, demoniac execrations dwindled as the barracas foamed away.
The doctor wiped his face with a torn sleeve and stood erect.
“They’ll be back soon,” said he. “Stay here; I’m going to investigate. If I whistle, look alive for orders.”
He pressed a revolver into her hand, clambered the barricade and was gone. The darkness swallowed him.
She crouched behind the barricade, waiting, wondering, thrilling with the first imperative command which ever, as a woman, had been given her. The mastery of it steadied her, and was sweet.
It almost made her forget the aching shoulder where the rifle-butt had plunged, and the dizzy swimming of her head.
The moments lagged eternal. What if some evil chance should fall and he should never come? She trembled at the thought. Suddenly and for the first time in her whole life she realized what manner of thing the comradeship of man may be, how very needful, very dear.
“Come back! Come back!” her lips formed the words there in the night—words which she dared not bring to utterance.
She heard a sudden wild noise on the sea. “They’re coming back!” she shuddered.
Then, all at once, sounded a clear, low whistle on the starboard side.
“Drop a line here, and make it fast!” a voice rose up to her.
Not understanding, just obeying with a strange, new happiness in her fear, she tugged a rope from the tangled barricade, cross-looped it firmly on a chock, and flung it overboard. She heard it swish and strike the water—felt it tauten. The voice rose again: “First-rate, so far. I’m coming up!”
She peered across the rail. From the wreckers’ fleet a nearing tumult wafted. The torches now were blazing not five hundred fathoms off.
“Hurry!” she cried. “Hurry, or it will be too late!”
Staring down into the dark, she could just see a dim mass toiling up the rope. Then, quite suddenly, the doctor swarmed to the rail—was over it.
“We’ve got to rush!” he panted. “Found a mighty handy craft banging at the end of a liana- cord—obliging of ‘em to have left it! By dropping off to starboard, they may never know we’re gone; at least, not till we’ve made a start. You gather up the cartridges. We’re apt to need ‘em. I’ll take the guns.”
She filled her bosom with the leaden deaths, while he, with his knife, slit out a square of tarpaulin, wrapped the guns in it, and lashed them with a cord. He made a loop and slung the bundle over his head.
Then a match r-r-rasped, and eager little flames licked at the barricade, fingering the oil-soaked cabin wall.
“Good-by, old Suth!” the doctor whispered hoarsely to himself.
A moment there was silence—then the doctor faced her.
“Come!” said he. “Come, now! Are you afraid?”
“Afraid—with you?”
AND it befell that, just before the breaking of the day, a man and woman, all disheveled, weary, black with powder-grime, resting on their paddles in a huge, uncouth barraca, turned and gazed back over the heaving ocean-breast to the distant tower of flame that bloodied the horizon.
Neither spoke. There was no need of words as the swift dawn flared up the sky. The sea crimsoned; fantom blues and opals spread abroad; luminous greens rimmed the far crescent of the western heaven as the last few watchful stars faded in the glory of another day.
“See?” said the man, pointing ahead.
The woman from her place in the bow looked far across the painted waters where a thin-drawn blur of smoke trailed slowly landward.
“See there? Two hours more and we’ll be with—well, people again. Two hours more, and this will all be over, all be at an end for me— everything. I know how it will be! Just as I said last night, things will seem different to you—by the light of day. It is useless for me to hope otherwise.” “No, no,” she answered, while her paddle dragged. “Not Africa—not you!”
As the full broad circle of the sun kissed the sea suddenly to gold, a song rose to the man’s brave, eager lips. Strongly he plunged his paddle, urging the long barraca northward up the coast of Africa, over the bosom of the morning sea.
INTO the stagnant heat of the “Bald Eagle,” right at the desert’s edge—heat that rendered languid even the forced profanity of the poker- players and flattened the beverages to tangless poison—fell the mangled stranger, like a bolt from the blue.
Just how he came, or whence, who could tell? A groan, a gasp, a limping shuffle, a creak of the swinging back door, and there he was. A skeleton of a man, brush-bearded, overhung with rags, powdered with dust which had caked on face and neck and clogged his bloodshot eyes—eyes that lagged and blinked, half blind, wholly terrible. Into his matted hair he thrust his fingers; he swayed a moment, then, like an empty gunny-sack, flattened into a chair, fell face down across a table, gasped, “Water!” and thereafter grew very still.
One moment, no response. Then chairs scraped, necks craned, men crowded toward him; and, over all, rose the voice of Buck Dawson:
“Water—hell! Hey, Bo, a slug o’ Five-X!
Jump!”
But, as Bo Squires, behind the bar, stood rooted, Buck’s own paw swiped up a long-necker, slopped four fingers into a fly-specked glass, and (just a second later, as Chato Andrews pulled back the stranger’s head) emptied it down the blackened throat. Some of the stuff trickled through the man’s beard and drizzled off upon his naked, bony chest.
Gulping, babbling broken odds and ends of speech, the derelict caved again. Two or three in the crowd tried to hold him up, but Chato interfered.
“Aw, drop him, you ring-boned pintos!” he bellowed angrily. “Kain’t you-all see as how he’s plumb winded? Let him rest, you, ef he ‘lects to. Why—look a’ thar!”
Staring, he pointed with a horn-like forefinger at the floor beside the stranger’s right foot.
There, slowly widening, spread a trickle of blackish blood. They saw that the man’s boot was all sodden and seepy, with a bullet-hole obliquely through the ankle. His trouser-knees were torn as if from crawling far, far, over rocks and sand. His hands were just one great articulated rawness— nails worn down to the quick, fingers stripped of their skin.
“Scratchin’ fer water, where thar wa’n’t none!” squeaked the voice of old Pop Hadlock. “What in Tophet has he went ag’in’?”
Chato whipped out a seven-inch blade and slit the cloth, exposing the lip of a ghastly tear in the flesh of the leg high up on the calf—a wound clumsily dressed with a band of shirting that had slipped half off.
Something like a communal oath of commiseration escaped the gang.
“An’ he ain’t bled to death yit?” marveled Dexter, of Tres Picos. “Well, durned ef he ain’t got vytality! Reminds me of—”
“Here, Bo! One o’ them ‘ar towels!” Chato interrupted. A moment later he was kneeling to bind the gap. “Chuck another gargle inta him, some un!” he commanded.
Shorty McGeoch tried to obey; but the stranger, getting a grip on the table-edge, shook his ghastly head. They heard his breath catch. Up came his face, white as a clown’s under its mottles of dirt.
Still blind-seeming, he bleared around. Then a sort of smile cracked his parchment lips, and he held up one hand as if for silence.
Shaking, it fell again, and with it the babel. “What—what day—?” he whispered. It was hardly even a whisper; yet not a puncher in the Bald Eagle but heard its every syllable. “Boys, what day is—this?”
Blank astonishment; then Chato answered: “Friday. Why?”
The stranger shook his head again.
“Three whole days since—I left him,” they heard him mutter. Then, louder:
“Where am I?”
“Bald Eagle, at Rawlin’s.”
“Rawlin’s? Then I must ha’—went north. Didn’t couldn’t—tell—”
His voice tailed off to nothing, though his lips still moved.
McGeoch brought the glass to the mumbling mouth. The stranger blinked.
“No, no!” he objected. “Water—that’s all!”
“Git him some—ef you-all kin find any!” cried Chato. “No ‘countin’ fer tastes. Humor him, kain’t you?”
With wolf-eagerness the derelict guzzled the lukewarm slop that Squires shoved across the bar to McGeoch.
“An’ a riata,” he continued haltingly. “A—? What fer?”
“Why, to string—me!” “String you?”
Dexter’s voice was the only one that audibly gave vent to the universal stupefaction.
“Bug-house?” judged Dawson, behind his palm, to Shorty.
The stranger, blinking, trying to lick his lips with a tongue all swollen and cracked, coughed:
“A riata! Yes, that’s what—I said. Reckon that’s what I—lived t’ git here—for!”
IT must have been a full minute by the tin alarm- clock back of the bar before anybody moved or tried to speak. Down dropped the stranger’s head again. He lay there motionless, wheezing slowly, his hands still gripping the table.
Round him the cow-men ringed themselves, staring blankly. Chato rubbed the blunt nose that had given him his Greaser nickname. Pop Hadlock twitched his long mustachios. Shorty leaned an elbow on the table, and, his left hand on his cartridge-belted hip, bored at the man point-blank with eager eyes. The others, each in his own way, tried to digest that astonishing pronunciamento. Then out of the stillness rose Squires’ judgment:
“I’ve seed ‘em took ‘most every way, by Judas Priest! but this sort o’ bug has got me skun!” And on his hard, close-cropped skull his knuckles tapped out his opinion.
The stranger roused again. Into his forespent body the Five-X had whipped a little life.
“No, not buggy,” he thickly articulated. “I ain’t that, not by a million miles. Know what I’m a- sayin’. It’s right, too. Strung I’d oughta be, an’ must be—what’s left o’ me to string. Huh? Don’t you git me lucid? With a boss-rustler plumb virtuous beside o’ me? Listen!”
THEY listened, hushed into tension. But for a time the stranger brought no words to utterance. He just sat there at the table, swinging a little from side to side, hands holding fast, eyes blearing. The blood-pool at his foot clotted and crusted. His face, beneath the beard and dirt, had gone the color of soggy pie-crust.
Pop Hadlock made as if to stir him in the ribs, but Chato stayed the old man’s hand.
“Cut that!” he warned. “Kain’t you-all let him tell it the way he ‘lects to? We’ll git it soon enough! An’—”
Breaking the silence where one heard only the deep breathing of the punchers and the tick-tack of the impertinent clock, the stranger blurted in a raw, hasty, inhuman voice:
“There was him an’ me. Just us two—savvy? Jackman. That was him. I’m Ryerson. Sam Ryerson—yes, sir. Sam K.”
A sort of wondering murmur hummed into audibility. Two or three of the men glanced at one another. And Buck Dawson, peering into the stranger’s face, let his list drop upon the table with a half-breathed imprecation.
“Sam K. Ryerson,” the wounded man went on. “An’ I ain’t a-goin’ to let nobody tie my laig up, nohow. Hell! What ‘d be the use, when I’m done through with her? Sam K. I reckon you-all have heard o’ me, down here south o’ the Gila. Mebbe some o’ you have even seen me, though you wouldn’t noways place me now. No matter.”
He lapsed.
“Go on!” growled Buck. “Huh?”
“How in hell ‘d you ever git here, hey?”
“Oh, that? Say, I dropped the faro a spell back. All along o’—Jackman. Him an’ me squared it an’ took up with prospectin’. Got it? Lost! Burned, cooked, frizzled! An’ starved! An’ no water! Only them damn mirages—you savvy—lakes an’ such, here an’ there an’ nowhere. An’ turkey-buzzards, leetle specks of ‘em, miles high, jest a-waitin’, waitin’.
“Down on his knees—savvy? Clawin’ at the hard bed o’ the dry creek, rippin’ his nails off. Tongue lollin’ like a bust-winded cayuse, an’ one hand jest a-goin’ fer to grab one o’ them little brown lizards out from behind a rock, ‘cause, you see, we hadn’t had one damn bite fer—oh, fer weeks, I reckon.
“ ‘O you liz! Come yere, you little son-of-a- gun! I need you!’ barks Jackman, an’ snatches. But liz, she ain’t there. Then I—”
DAWSON laid a hand on the bowed shoulders. “See here, pard,” said he, “ ‘pears like there’s a gap in your fences, an’ your thoughts is some stampeded. Round ‘em up, now, an’ let’s have it straight!”
The ex-gambler kept a moment’s silence, blinking, while his mouth twisted into a dumb grin. Then, at last—
“Prospectin’ with Jackman,” he wheezed. “Say, where was I, boys?”
“Huntin’ water,” prompted McGeoch. “Cut that all out. Cut out lizards an’ et cet. We know. Give us what happened. How you-all got that bum shaft.” He pointed at the wounded leg. “An’ Jackman, where he is!”
“Jackman—oh!” gulped the wreck. Then silence again.
“Must ha’ crawled here, I reckon,” he opined, brightening. This tangible reality cheered and steadied him. “Why, yes, sure!” he affirmed. “I sure did crawl. But that must ha’ been after I went fer to shoot Tamale an’ hit myself. ‘Cause, you see—”
McGeoch shook him impatiently, despite Chato’s growling prohibition.
“Say, can’t you stick to it, pard?” he queried peevishly. “Here—take this!” And he proffered the glass.
This time the gambler accepted it eagerly.
“Why, I am a-keepin’ to it,” he protested. “Tamale, that’s the burro, see? Well, after me an’ her leaves Jackman—leaves him a-settin’ in the sand, you savvy—an’ strikes out—’cause, you see, Tamale can’t carry us both—
“We gits lost, Tamale an’ me does,” he went on, after a pause. “Lost entire. Pretty soon I can’t stand it no longer. I ‘lights, an’ pulls my gun.
“ ‘Now, Tamale,’ says I, ‘you got blood in you, an’ I’m a-goin’ to have some. It’s wet, anyhow.’
“So I shoots. But things is rip-rarin’ so, round an’ round like, that—damn me if I don’t plug my own self plumb through the ankle. Ain’t that a joke, hey?” He cackled into a laugh. “I goes fer to hit Tamale, an’ hits my own self!
“Well,” he went on in a dead voice, with singsong intonations, “well, after that, I passes away some consid’able. Next thing, there’s that she-devil of a burro rippin’ away at my laig with her yaller teeth, suckin’ my blood. I has to plunk her five times—five, that’s right—afore I drops her. Now, ain’t that a—”
“What happened?” insisted McGeoch, voicing the universal eagerness, while Pop swore under his breath. “We-all ain’t pinin’ fer no news about burros—no, nor yet lizards or sich. It’s you an’ this yere Jackman we wants to hear about. Savvy that?
How come you to git the critter, an’ not him?”
THE ex-crook appeared to think for a moment, holding himself intent.
“Him?” he cried thickly. A faint flush oozed through his pasty skin. “Ho, ain’t I told you that yit? Well, say! An’ that’s what I come fer! What— I—come—fer!”
The assembled punchers elbowed closer.
“There was Jackman down on his knees,” recommenced the wreck, “an’ here was a little brown lizard, back of a stone, so-fashion. Well— oh, say, I done told you that a’ready, didn’t I? Excuse me, pards. After that, y’ see, Jackman says to me, says he—
“ ‘Sam,’ says he, ‘it ain’t no use. We’re done fer if we hangs together. But one of us might git away. One.’
“That’s what he says, damned if he don’t! An’ I could prove it, too, if he was here, which he ain’t. Well—”
“Yes, yes?”
“Well, then, so we talks things over, settin’ in the alkali, an’ agrees to split. One of us to take Tamale, you savvy. An’ one of us, by that there same agreement, knows he got fer to cash in. Yes, sir; got fer to croak—pantin’, tongue bloatin’ out, skull crackin’, brains oozin’ out—same as ‘most always happens when the desert gits a man—you- all knows!
“Well, then, which one is it a-goin’ to be? That there’s the question.
“ ‘You go, Sam,’ says he to me. ‘You’re younger ‘n what I be. Ten year, mebbe more. Take the devil an’ pull your freight,’ says he. ‘I’ll stay.’
“ ‘No,’ says I. ‘No. We-all can’t settle it that-a- way. This yere has got to be done proper an’ decent—done right,’ says I. Yet, all that time, you savvy—well, wait. You’ll see why I ast fer that there riata. Listen!”
“We’re a-listenin’!”
“Keep right on. ‘This yere has got to be done right,’ says I. So I takes a quarter out o’ my pocket. A quarter, you savvy? One what I’d had a long, long time. You bet I had!
“ ‘Flip fer it?’ says I. “Jackman, he nods.
“ ‘First go, or two out o’ three?’
“ ‘Two out o’ three,’ says he.
“He’s lookin’ almighty bad, Jackman is, an’ he’s tremblin’ when he says that.
“ ‘You toss an’ I’ll holler,’ says I, an’ hands him the quarter. He flips her with his thumb, O.K.
“Up she spins, flickerin’ in the sun, an’ down she spuds into the sand.
“ ‘Heads,’ says I, an’ so it was. Jackman, he smiles kind of, an’ pitches ag’in.
“ ‘Tails!’ I calls her, an’ loses. Oh, yes, I loses that time, all right enough. You’ll see. “ ‘Well, anyway, this time settles it,’ says Jackman, his mouth a-workin’ so he can’t hardly make no sound at all, but game, game! Well, then—”
THE voice of the narrator died down to nothing. Chato and Pop Hadlock spilled another drink into him, unresisting, and after a little while he went along:
“There was a little brown lizard, you savvy.
Both of us tried fer t’ ketch him, but—” But the old man interrupted with: “Say, drap that varmint, you, an’ give us the third toss-up, kain’t ye?”
“Oh, say, I told you that already, didn’t I, ‘bout that there pestiferous reptile? Excuse me, boys. Where was I? Tossin’ up—that’s it. Well, then,
Jackman spins her the third time, an’ down she comes.
“ ‘Heads!’ says I.”
The stranger stopped short. All about him, the silence became lethal.
Squires burst out: “An’ it was?”
“Why, fer sure! Why wouldn’t it be? Heads it was, all right, all right. So then me an’ Tamale hiked. Jackman, he set still.”
A long pause. Then spoke McGeoch:
“Well, boys, that was sure rough. Rough it was, but sich like kain’t always be helped in these yere parts. Our friend here seems to be a-sufferin’ from a case of inflamed conscience. I think he done acted plumb justifiable, an’ I motions we-all exonerates him. Anybody differ?”
Up tottered the wounded man. By the table he stood, his lips writhen into a sardonic laugh, his eyes glazed and wide.
“Turkey-buzzards,” he creaked. “Pickin’ an’— pickin’ away. An’—here’s what—done—it!”
Into his pocket he fumbled a palsied hand, swaying the while. Out he fetched a coin.
“Look, you-all!” he shouted, as if with a last gush of breath; and flung the coin so high that it clicked against the ceiling-poles.
THEN he fell, knocking the table over. The glass spangled into slivers. In the hubbub, some one clapped a foot down on the gyrating coin and it spiraled over the floor. And, even before McGeoch and Chato had lifted the body, a cry went up:
“Gawd’s sake! Look! Look a’ yere!”
On to the bar, close beside where they had laid the ex-gambler, Hadlock slapped the quarter.
“Heads?” queried Squires. He turned it over. “Heads ag’in! Heads! Both sides!”
Then, through the sudden hush, Chato gave judgment.
“Boys,” said he, laying his ear against the derelict’s chest and holding up a significant hand. “Boys, I reckon as how this yere deceased has saved us a power o’ hard rope-pullin’, after all!”
THE telegram arrived just as Tim Spurling, diver, was at breakfast with his wife in the kitchen. A leisurely, skimpy breakfast.
When a fellow’s out of work, been out of work for more than six months, why hurry? The wire said:
CAN YOU COME IMMEDIATELY CRYSTAL LAKE RECOVER BODY STOP WIRE DECISION COLLECT URGENT DR S W OLIVIER
Spurling’s lip tightened as he shoved the message over to his wife.
“Well, job at last!” he grunted. “And we need it, somethin’ fierce!”
“Yes, but going down after a body ain’t—” “Tain’t what I like, Blanche, that’s a bet. Allus gives me the crawls, handlin’ a stiff. But beggars can’t be choosers. And then, too, case like this—”
“Well?”
“So much a day. Tain’t like a contract job, or salvagin’ stuff that the position of it’s known. Carcasses drift round on the bottom. Ain’t nobody can tell how long it’ll take to locate one, and so—”
Blanche Spurling shot him a quick glance. She asked:
“You mean, even if you found a body, you could let on you hadn’t and get more pay?”
“Well, why not?”
“Wouldn’t that be cheating, or stealing, or getting money under false pretenses? Couldn’t they jail you for that, if it was found out?”
“Who’s to find out anythin’, underwater?” he retorted defiantly. “And besides, the way times is— Then, too, what we just found out about Bill—”
The diver’s wife sat brooding a moment. Not even the shaft of July sunlight slanting in through the window could make the table and kitchen other than drear and ugly. With an abstracted air the woman smoothed the hair back and away from her forehead, revealing deeper wrinkles than her thirty- six years should have graven there. Her brown eyes, studying the telegram, appeared to see through and beyond it; perhaps even away to the Arizona desert which alone, so their family doctor told them, could yet save the life of Bill, their only son.
“Yes, it’s T.B.,” the doctor had bluntly affirmed. “But it’s only beginning. Send the boy out West, and you can still save him. But if he stays here—”
“Us, send the kid West?” Spurling had queried. “Where would we get the jack to do that? Us, with our rent three months overdue, and a grocery bill with whiskers on it! Where would we get the dough?”
“Sorry. That part of it is beyond me, Spurling. All I can do is tell you what’s wrong with the boy, and recommend the treatment. He’s positively got to have a change of climate, or—well—”
And the case had stood right there. T.B. No cash to be had, no job, nothing to borrow on. And Bill, hardly sixteen, and their only child.
“Judas!” Spurling had ejaculated. “What a hell of a rough toss!”
His fist, hard clenched, had seemed knotted against whatever gods there be.
AND now, this job! Incredible, yet true. Things, after all, sometimes happened like that. Tim Spurling and his wife, silent a moment in the untidy dreariness of their little kitchen, eyed each other and felt hope reborn. This new job; did it not mean a chance for Bill?
“There, there, Blanche old kid! Don’t cry!”
Spurling went round the table and clumsily patted her shoulder.
“What’s there to cry for now, baby? Things is beginnin’ to come right for us, now, ain’t they? We’re beginnin’ to get the breaks at last, ain’t we?” “Yes,” she admitted. “But say, Timmy, how’d you happen to get this here job, anyhow, I wonder?”
The diver scratched his unshaven chin; a square chin and a hard one.
“Search me! Reckon maybe it’s ‘cause I’m the nearest diver to Crystal Lake they could get hold of.”
“Yes, that’s prob’ly the reason.” “Here, what you cryin’ for, now?”
“I’m not crying, Tim! That’s just something that got in my eye.”
Blanche dried her eyes on her apron, then reached for Tim’s hand a moment, and held it clasped in both her own hands, roughened by dishwater and the washtub. Her caress was awkward. Lack of practice, in the matter of caresses, had made it so.
Silence fell. Through that silence a muffled cough echoed from the next room—an ominous, deadly sound.
“But we’ll soon fix all that now, kid,” Spurling growled. “Job like this will bring a hell of a lot o’ dough.”
“How much, Timmy?”
“Hundred a day, at the very least. Maybe more. Depends on how much the stiff’s family’s got. Even though I got to pay my helper ten or twelve bucks per, there’ll be a swell clean-up.”
“Who you going to take along for a helper?” “Jim McTaggart. He’s ‘bout the only guy I’ll trust to handle the pump and hose for me. When you’re down on the bottom and your life depends on another guy bein’ steady and reliable, the best ain’t none too good!”
“That’s right, too,” Blanche agreed. “Oh, if anything was to happen to you— But tell me, how many days’ll you need, to find—it?”
“How do I know? Depends on a lot o’ things. Size o’ the lake, how deep, and the like o’ that. This here job—if I have any kind o’ luck—might run into thick kale.”
Silence again. Blanche broke in.
“That there telegraph boy, out at the front door. He’s waiting.”
“Yeah, that’s right. Gotta send an answer, ain’t I?”
Tim fished out a pencil from his pocket. slip you fer this here job?”
“Well, four, five hundred bucks, maybe,
Bending over the disordered table, he scrawled on the yellow blank:
Leaving at once. T.H. SPURLING.
THREE hours later Tim Spurling and Jim McTaggart stepped onto the platform of the little station at Crystal Lake. He and Jim helped unload the diving gear from the baggage car, also the air pump. Two huge boxes contained this equipment, at which a duly impressed little knot of people gazed with silent wonder.
“Take you out to the lake, four miles,” said a loose-lipped man with a small truck. “Mr. Eccles— him that had his son drownded—told me to git you out there.”
“Oh, all right,” Spurling agreed. “Gimme a hand and we’ll load the stuff.”
When he and McTaggart and the truckman had loaded the equipment they got aboard, McTaggart sitting on the boxes in the truck body. Out of the village they jolted and away into the hills.
“Terrible thing to happen, ain’t it?” asked Spurling.
“Sure is,” the truckman agreed. “Havin’ millions, like old man Eccles, don’t pervent trouble. Only kid he’s got, too.”
“Yeah, I heard about it on the train. Only sixteen years old, they was tellin’ me. Yest’day p.m. They say he was a good swimmer. Quite a champ. He dove off a raft and never come up. Must of got a cramp or somethin’.”
“I reckon so,” assented the truckman. “Say, buddy.” His voice lowered. “I got a few words fer you before we git out to the lake. Can I talk to you confidential-like?”
“Why, sure. What’s on your chest?” Spurling’s blue eye showed surprise. “What’s the idea?”
“This here is just fer you, see? Not him!” The driver’s tone was below the hearing of McTaggart, on those boxes in the rear of the jolting, rattling truck. “How’d you like to clean up a nice little bundle o’ jack?”
“Jack? What you mean, jack?”
“A real bundle, that’s what I mean.”
“Sure I’d like it,” Spurling asserted. “That’s what I’m here for—big wages.”
“Ah, I don’t mean wages!” scornfully said the truckman, as they struck into a pine-arched road through forested hills. “How much they goin’ to dependin’ on how long it takes me to bring up the stiff. They ain’t easy to locate.”
“Hell, that ain’t a bundle! That’s jest chicken feed. S’posin’ you seen a way to grab off ten times that—five G’s. How ‘bout that?”
“Five G’s! Holy cripes, man! What’re you talkin’ about?”
“Pipe down!” the truckman warned. “If he gets wise,” and the truckman nodded backward, “it’s all off. This has got to be a man-to-man deal, ‘tween me and you. Say, buddy, can I talk cold turkey and be sure you won’t blow it?”
“Sure you can—though I ain’t agreein’ to nothin’ till I know what’s what.”
“And not to blame, neither. Well, anyhow, it’s like this. If you go down and make all the motions of tryin’ to find the body, but don’t find it, don’t let it never be found at—”
“You mean,” cut in Spurling, his heart beginning to pound, “you mean you’ll slide me five grand?”
“Yeah. That is, not me, exactly. But somebody’ll hand it to me to hand you. It’ll be worth that, to ‘em, and a good bit more. Git me?”
“No, damn ‘f I do!” the diver asserted, careful to keep McTaggart from overhearing. “Why the hell would it be worth thick money to anybody to keep a kid’s carcass from bein’ brung up?”
WELL, I ain’t exactly sayin’, buddy. But if I was to tell a fairy story, kind of, I might say as how once upon a time there was a lady, and she had a weak heart and her health was awful poorly. And she had a whale of a lot o’ coin. Well, she made a will, leavin’ a big wad to a certain relation. But then her son got drownded and she said she was goin’ to change that will and leave the money for a memorial library to remember him by. And the fact that she couldn’t git the boy’s body was drivin’ her crazy, or mebbe killin’ her. If she got it—”
“If she got it she’d prob’ly pull through and not die or go nuts. And she’d change the will and the relative would lose the dough?”
“Say, you got a headpiece on you, mister, as is a headpiece!” The truckman nodded warm approval. “You don’t hafta be told to come in outta the rain. And if you make a good job of it, why, mebbe that five grand might be stretched a bit, too. Savvy?
Well, what say, buddy?”
“Hunh! Gee, I dunno!” And Spurling scratched his unshaven chin. His hand trembled slightly. In his throat, rapid pulses were beating “Five grand or even a bit more, eh?”
“That’s right. Think it over, bo, but think fast. We’ll be to the lake now, almost right off. Well?”
Spurling’s head swam. His senses blurred. Money! Thick money! It all jumbled up with Blanche, Arizona, Bill and a dry cough, unpaid rent, debts, misery, and despair. And then, out of it all, he heard the voice of Blanche:
“You mean, even if you found a body, you could let on you hadn’t and get more pay?”
“Well, why not?” echoed his own answer. “Wouldn’t that be cheating, or stealing, or getting money under false pretenses?”
“Who’s to find out anythin’, underwater? And besides, the way times is— And then, too, our Bill with the T.B.”
Suddenly he straightened up. His brain cleared. The whirling stopped.
“Nix!” he exclaimed.
“Nix what?” asked the driver.
“Nix on that stunt. I couldn’t do it. Thanks, a heck of a lot, but nothin’ doin’.”
“The hell you say! Why not?”
“Well—” And Tim seemed studying his fingernails. “It ain’t the way us divers does business, that’s all. What we’re hired to risk our lives to do, we allus does the best we can. Ourn ain’t a gyp game, for any diver as is a diver. So thanks, mister, but forget it!”
“Aw, hell, don’t be a simp!”
“Never mind about that simp part of it!” And Tim’s jaw grew taut. “I said ‘No,’ didn’t I? Well, that means no! N-i-x, no! So—great weather we’re havin’, ain’t it? Reckon it’ll rain, to-morrer?”
MANY cars stood parked near the steamboat landing at Crystal Lake. Reporters and photographers had gathered. On the wharf a knot of curiosity-seekers thrilled with pleasurable anticipation as the truck backed up and as two husky men and a very grumpy-looking driver unloaded two huge boxes. The audience tautened, as the stage began to be set for a stirring real-life drama.
Now, with a businesslike air, a gray and thin little wisp of a man came forward.
“You’re Spurling, the diver, of course?”
“Yeah, that’s me.”
“I’m Doctor Olivier. Coroner, as well as physician to the family of the victim. Glad you’re here, Spurling. This is a terrible thing to happen.”
“Sure, I know. I heard all about it, on the train and comin’ out from the depot. Young feller named Gordon Eccles, just ‘bout sixteen years old.”
“Yes, that’s right. He was diving from that float out there.” The doctor pointed a lean finger at a raft with a springboard, some two hundred yards from shore. “I hardly see how it could have happened. He was a first-rate swimmer. Must have had a cramp.”
“Sure, he must.” And Spurling nodded his tousled head. “Happened yest’day p.m.?”
“Yes, about five o’clock. He never came up, at all. And—”
“Been any draggin’ for him?” asked Spurling, while morbid folk crowded around.
“Dragging? Yes. Work has been carried on for hours, but no results. And the boy’s parents— especially his mother—nearly insane. Their only child. What does all their money mean to them, now?”
“Not much, I reckon.”
“And what,” the doctor asked, “is your charge for this kind of work?”
“Me and my helper,” replied Spurling, his blue eyes narrowing appraisingly, “two hundred a day.”
“Two— Well, I suppose that’s quite all right. How long is the work likely to require?”
“That depends. What’s the depth, out there?”
“Sixty feet or so. Maybe more.” “Any currents?”
“So I understand. The lake is fed by springs. The outlet is a mile below here.” Doctor Olivier pointed. “But you can find the body, surely?”
“With any kind o’ luck, and if I have what I need to work with.”
“What else do you need besides what you’ve brought?” the doctor queried, while the spectators absorbed it all with keenest interest. Among them stood the truckman, his face drawn into lines of disappointment and harsh malice.
“What else do I need? Well, I got to have plenty o’ rope, and a sixteen-foot ladder weighted at one end, and somethin’ to dive off of and hold my equipment—somethin’ mighty solid.”
“That’s all arranged. We’ve had a float built.” The doctor pointed where a massive float lay moored at the end of the wharf. “There’s a motorboat lashed to it, too. Take you anywhere you want to go, with your equipment and helper.”
“Fine!”
Spurling walked to the wharf end, stood and peered down, inspecting the float. He noted the quality of its huge beams. No cost had been spared. “Hell!” thought he. “Maybe I’d oughta of asked two hundred and fifty!”
A LONG gray car swung to a stop at the steamer landing. Out of this car, as a chauffeur opened the door, a man came stumbling. This man was fifty-odd, and he looked seventy. His legs shook. Sunken, dead-seeming eyes blinked in the July sun, out of a lined and waxen face.
“Him?” grunted the diver, with a jerk of the head.
The doctor nodded.
The drowned boy’s father advanced uncertainly. Eager cameras clicked. Pencils danced across notebooks. Not every day could Harrison T. Eccles, financial colossus, be caught in agony for the world’s delectation.
“Are you the diver?” he asked, in a perfectly flat voice that seemed to be the voice of some queer mechanism. “Yes, sir.”
“How soon can you get to work? It’s very important.”
“Right off.”
“And how long—”
“Well, as I was just tellin’ the doctor, it all depends. It’s all accordin’ to depths and currents, and the like o’ that.”
“Of course. But you’ll do your best—your quickest! I’m not appealing to you for my own sake. It’s his mother. She—she’s—”
“Sure, I know, mister! Reckon I know what a mother thinks of her son. I’d oughta!”
“You have a son, too?”
“Yeah. Just one. And he’s—but never mind. I’ll do what I can. Can’t promise nothin’, o’ course. It’s that uncertain, divin’ is. But whatever I can do I will!”
The millionaire’s thin hand went out. The diver’s massive one enfolded it.
“Reckon I oughta know what an only son means!” repeated Spurling. “And you can count on me, mister, for all I’m worth!”
Under the watchful eyes of the crowd now constantly growing, and the bitter, hostile gaze of the truckman, Spurling and McTaggart unloaded their equipment from the wharf onto the waiting raft. Doctor Olivier meantime sent for a rope and a ladder, weighted as the diver had specified.
Presently Spurling, McTaggart, and the doctor got aboard the raft. With them they took three reliable workmen to help with the air pump and to do other work. The pump and diving gear, when laboriously lowered by ropes to the raft, fascinated the spectators now lining the string-piece. The atmosphere fairly vibrated with electric tensions of excitement. Never had Crystal Lake known so thrilling a day as this.
Presently the motorboat towed the float out to the raft whence young Eccles had taken his fatal plunge. Spurling had the float anchored there with long ropes lashed to heavy grate bars.
The drowned boy’s father drove away. Silent and hollow-eyed, he went back to his stricken wife.
It lay not in human nature for him to stay there on that wharf, waiting for those deep and cold waters to give up the dead.
But it lay very much in human nature for townsfolk and gentlemen of the press to snatch all the boats available, and hover around the scene. A couple of newsreel scouts set up a movie camera in a boat and began grinding out footage.
“Now then,” Spurling directed McTaggart, “let’s get busy and unpack. We got to test the pump. Sixty, seventy foot; that’s quite a dive!”
“Think you’ll locate the body close by here?” queried the doctor.
“Search me! Might be ‘most anywhere, by now. Might even o’ drifted out the lake, down the outlet—no tellin’. We got to keep tryin’, movin’ round till we locate it.”
“When is it likely to rise?” cut in a reporter, from a boat that had edged near.
“Can’t say,” the diver answered. “In this here cold water tain’t likely to rise, at all. And, by the way, you get out o’ there! Think I want to get all balled up with a bunch o’ butters-in? Scram!”
He turned to help McTaggart bolt the heavy iron flywheels and handles to the pump shaft, to test the compression on the air gauges, then to unpack the diving suit.
The workmen were meantime lashing the weighted ladder to the edge of the float. A quarter of it rose in air; the rest hung down into the pale- green waters, so cold, so deadly.
UNPACKED, the diving suit sprawled on the float, with oddly turned-in feet, with loose arms tipped by rubber wrists. The suit looked like a fantastic burlesque of a body, a bizarre mockery of humanity.
Then, Spurling laid out the massive metal breastplate and the goggly-eyed helmet, its windows crisscrossed by thick bars. His brain seemed humming, as he worked. Five grand! Five thousand smackers! And Bill with the T.B.! And far below, a dead boy’s body—the body of an only son—and somewhere, a mother going mad and dying.
“Hell, I got to buck up!”
Spurling bucked up. He forced himself to unroll and to examine the black rubber hose whereon his very life was to depend. Painstakingly he inspected the lifeline, and connected hose to pump, making sure all joints were tight and absolutely perfect.
His mind seemed blurred and queerly confused, but his hands were deft as he oiled the helmet valves. Sitting down on the float he took off his worn shoes, tucked his trousers into his socks, soaped his hands, then struggled into the heavy suit.
Around Tim’s neck McTaggart now laced the apron. Tim Spurling had already lost much of his human semblance, had assumed the guise of some extraordinary monster. He lubricated his soaped hands with water, then drew on the rubber bands that were to keep his arms dry.
“All right, the breastplate!” he directed, while reporting went on apace, and townsfolk thrilled. Even Doctor Olivier forgot to feel professional sympathy for the bereaved millionaire and his wife, in the interest of watching this singular procedure of a diver preparing for his work.
Rare sensation, this; a diver descending into fashionable Crystal Lake, for the body of a magnate’s only son!
“Gimme a drag, Mac,” ordered Spurling. “I gotta have a drag before I go down!”
Mac lighted a cigarette for him. Puffing deep lungfuls of smoke, Spurling stood up and let his helper fit the breastplate studs into the rubber collar of the dress. McTaggart made the plate fast. Faint tinks of metal sounded, blending with a quiet lap- lap-lap of water round the float. At a little distance, conversation buzzed, speculation passed from boat to boat. Now or then more cars arrived at the wharf. More, ever more curiosity-seekers gathered there.
Bright sun, cheerful sky, and dazzling clouds all made it gay, all of them mocked the mystery of human grief.
“Now, them shoes!” Spurling commanded.
His helper drew on the heavy rubber shoes, buckled them over the clumsy feet of the diving suit.
“Weights, Mac.”
“Goin’ to use the foot weights, too?”
“Nope. I’ll chance it without ‘em. Can get round better with just the belt.”
MCTAGGART fitted on the leather belt, sagging with more than eighty pounds of leaden pigs. He fastened the buckles that, in case of accident, Spurling could unsnap in a jiffy for quick ascent. Then he tied the lifeline under his chief’s arms and secured it to the breastplate stud. After screwing the air hose firmly to the plate, he led it under Spurling’s left arm and fastened it in front. “Ready for the helmet, now?”
“Yep!” And Spurling, with a final eruption of smoke, threw the cigarette away. “Get ready to start the poison, there. Take it easy, boys, but keep goin’. Start twistin’, now!”
As the huge round helmet closed over his head, and with a quarter-turn was screwed home and fastened, he became wholly unreal. His eyes peered dimly from those cross-barred windows, as though from another world.
Two men at the handles of the ponderous wheels, began slowly and steadily turning. Mac tapped his “O.K.” on the helmet. Spurling dragged himself to the ladder. Clumsily he wallowed down it.
Now his suit began puffing with air. As the water took him, he moved more easily. Down, down he sagged; then with a crab-like, sidewise motion, slid off the ladder. McTaggart, at the edge of the float, held the lifeline and air hose in careful, experienced hands.
As Spurling sank, the line still partly supported him. Cameras did their best. Pencils leaped. Boats crowded in, despite Mac’s snarled warnings to stand clear. With a swirling twist, Spurling wavered down into the lake. His vast eyes of glass and metal blurred away into the cold green deeps. They faded, vanished. A line of bubbles rose and broke, flinging fine spray into the summer air.
Water eddied round the float. Steadily the line and hose, paid out by the watchful Mac, ran away.
Already far below, the diver was sinking down and down, into regions of unreality and dream.
SPURLING felt not the slightest uneasiness, so far as just the diving itself was concerned. Hundreds of times he had been down, often in swift rivers or in the sea itself, far deeper than this. Many a time he had risked his life exploring perilous wrecks where rotten timbers might have fallen and jammed, where octopuses and sharks might have lurked. This job, now, in a sheltered lake was different.
“Cinch!” thought he. “If it wasn’t for bein’ a stiff that I’m after, it’d be a cinch!”
How he hated diving and groping for stiffs!
Oh, yes, he’d recovered not a few, in his time, from wrecks. But they made bad salvage. They were liable to do such singular and gruesome things. Under the compelling urge of water, they sometimes moved so convincingly, in ghastly imitation of life.
Once, he remembered, he had been fairly terrified away from a job by a body that had refused to be salvaged; a body that, three separate times, had jerked itself free from his grasp. Spurling had had to come up, take off his suit, and gulp nearly a pint of raw liquor before he’d been able to go down again and discover that the body— an old sea captain—had been caught in a loose bight of rope.
And Spurling had never forgotten that nerve- tingling experience. It had made him corpse shy. But as for the mere diving, itself—why, nothing to it!
“It’s only the damn stiff I don’t like,” thought he, as he slid down, ever down into the darkening waters. “That’s all, just the stiff. How I hate to handle ‘em! But two hundred smackers a day—”
Looking out through the thick glass, he perceived a vague greenish light, still faintly shot through by slanting sun rays. A certain uneasiness had begun to develop in the hinges of his jaw. He opened his mouth, shut it, to loosen the pressure on his eardrums; and constantly he swallowed.
“Oughta have a wad o’ gum to chaw,” he reflected. That always helped. Too bad he’d forgotten the gum. But never mind; he’d get by without it. Only the lack of it somehow disconcerted him.
His ears commenced to feel as if he had a cold. But that was nothing. Many a time, diving, he’d suffered real pain, especially on top of his head. When that grew too severe it meant coming up. But as yet, nothing bothered Tim Spurling; nothing but his grim errand.
All sensations of weight were vanishing now; strangely fading away. Gravitation claimed hardly more than thirty pounds, from his hundred and eighty of bone and muscle, from his ponderous gear, lead weights and all. Never did a human being move, atop the earth, as lightly as now Spurling when he set foot on the hard, rock-tossed floor of Crystal Lake.
“Gee! Well, I’m down, anyhow!” he said to himself, as he gave Mac the “on bottom” and the “O.K.” signal. Dimly an unreal, isolated, mysterious world surrounded him. Everything had grown eerie and unnatural.
A sense of utter isolation, of supreme unreality possessed the diver. He was only about seventy feet away from other men, but he might have been a million miles. Far from imaginative though he was, still he sensed this extraordinary unreality which always took place in every dive.
Startled fishes flicked away; or, growing bolder, circled, backed, and nosed waveringly about him. One bumped the glass of his helmet. It sounded like a small volcanic explosion. Regularly, tunk-tunk- tunk, something pulsated in his crackling ears. That slight noise of the pump was comforting. Yes, after all there must be another world; a world of reality, where men dwelt. A world in which McTaggart was keenly watching; in which the diver’s wife was waiting; in which Bill, their son—
Thoughts of the boy stabbed Spurling. For a time he had forgotten the boy, the doctor, the verdict of T.B. Now all this surged back sickeningly. Spurling remembered why he was here, what he had come for.
“Hell of a job!” he growled, inside his goggle- eyed helmet. “But I gotta do it. We need the money, and I gotta go through!”
He stood on the bottom of the lake, peering about him in that unreal and ghostly dimness. Off at his right he could just make out the grate bars that anchored his diving float, and beyond them two immense cubes of concrete with ring bolts, that held the swimming raft. Vague ropes led upward. Muted though all illumination now was, his vision was growing used to it. He perceived this watery world in hues of green gloom. Sinuous plants waved mysteriously beckoning arms. Off at one side lay a jet-black patch—the shadow of his diving float, far above.
“Where the devil an’ all, now, is that stiff?” Vainly he looked. Nothing at all in guise of a drowned body was visible. He felt his air pressure rising a bit too high. To lower it, he slightly cracked his pet cock valve. Crowding upward, bubbles chased one another toward the surface.
The job he had to do, Spurling realized, might be long. Had currents drifted the body, the raft would have to be moved. No telling how much time it might take.
“But it’s a hundred and eighty-five bucks a day, clear, for me,” he thought. “And we gotta have at least five hundred, to save Bill. Three days’ll give us the five, and a little over. I only wisht it would take three days!”
WHEN, almost before this desire had registered, he saw the object of his search.
Yes, there it lay, hardly twenty feet from one of the big concrete cubes. Dim though the down- filtering light was, none the less that light revealed the son of Eccles, the millionaire, sunk in a hollow amid plant-grown boulders.
The boy lay on his right side, clad in a blue bathing suit. The face was averted; one arm outstretched as if in final, agonized protest against death.
Spurling’s first reaction was an exultant: “Found him, by gosh!”
But on the instant a devastating thought surged through his brain:
“One day’s work—only a hundred and eighty- five bucks. And—and how about my kid?”
A little dazed, groping more perhaps in mind than in body, he started toward the other man’s son. Against smothering resistance at that great depth, he walked with circumspect caution, lest he lose his footing. Once that should happen, quick as a flash he might turn topsy-turvy, hang upside down, helpless and imperiled. His own life—no, he mustn’t lose that, now!
Almost weightless, he moved. His heart was pounding thickly as an overtaxed pump.
“Our Bill! What about our Bill, I’d like to know?”
Yes, furiously, Tim Spurling, diver, was thinking about his only son. A sick and quivering sensation gripped and shook him. Only one day’s work.
“What the blazes good is one day’s work to us, now?”
After all that Blanche and he had hoped and planned on, from this job, just one day’s work. What the blazes, indeed?
He thought of Blanche, mother of the boy now doomed to death. Then his mind nickered round to this drowned boy’s mother and father.
“They’ll suffer, if this kid don’t come up. Sure they’ll suffer like the flames o’ hell, if I don’t bring him up. Yeah, but what about us?”
Over him surged the words of the loose-lipped truckman:
“If you make a good job of it, why, mebbe that five grand might be stretched a bit, too.”
Five grand, and then some! Five thousand dollars and more, plus his wages for a few days’ work—all of six thousand or better! And for what? Why, for just doing nothing at all. For just seeing nothing, down there where nobody could check up on him. For just finding nothing, bringing up nothing.
Had ever a man in all this world been left so starkly alone with his own conscience? In all of life, could any possibility exist, for Tim Spurling, of so much money being won by so little effort? Money, money that now meant life itself to his boy, life to little family!
TIM felt strangely dizzy and sick. Heart pounding and air pump throbbing hammered his brain with maddening tempo, as he stood there in that green gloom and peered down at the corpse, and tried to think.
Just a dead body, the body of a very rich man’s son. That was all—cold flesh and bones. And what on earth good, in bringing that up? Oh, yes, of course, it would give back to a father and a mother the thing they longed for; a lifeless thing, but still passionately desired. Without it, of course they’d agonize.
“But how ‘bout us, if our kid dies? How ‘bout us, watchin’ our Bill die? How many dead boys is one live boy worth?”
Tim Spurling seemed to hear words, echoes of his own speech hardly an hour ago:
“Nix on that stunt. I couldn’t do it. Thanks, a heck of a lot, but nothin’ doin’!”
And then the truckman:
“The hell you say! Why not?”
“Well, it ain’t the way us divers does business, that’s all. What we’re hired to risk our lives for, we allus does the best we can. It ain’t a gyp game, for any diver as is a diver. So thanks, mister, but forget it!”
Already he was stooping to pick up the body. It would weigh almost nothing. A signal on the cord, and with the millionaire’s son in his arms, Tim Spurling could in less than no time be back up there at the diving float. Already he was reaching for the body.
But there before him, suddenly he beheld— plain as if reality—the pinched, hollow, and suffering face of his own boy. The terror-stricken and hopeless eyes of his wife. Eyes now all too often red with secret weeping.
“What a fool I am!” growled the diver, his brain clearing. “This here kid don’t go up, now nor never! I don’t locate him, and no other diver don’t, neither. And that is that!”
Still stooping, what he picked up was not the body, but a weed-grown rock. Then another, and still another, and many more. Presently the body had vanished under layers of stones which so perfectly masked it that never could any diver locate it, no matter what his skill might be.
“Six thousand bucks!” thought Tim Spurling, as he straightened up from this macabre task. “I’ll put in at least three days, and collect both ways. Make a good job of it, while I’m at it. And any man as wouldn’t do the same, to save his own boy’s life, he’d be a quitter an’ a coward, on top o’ bein’ a poor damn fool!”
All of a sudden very weak and trembling, he wanted to regain the upper air. Then after a while he could go down again, could continue the fictitious search. But for now, he must quit a spell.
TIM twitched the signal rope, felt an upward pull, saw the lake bottom slide down and away. Down, away, with that pile of stones under which lay a secret that only he knew. Only he, in all this world! Light strengthened, pressure steadily diminished. And then quite suddenly he saw the weighted bottom of the ladder. He grappled it, climbed up, emerged monstrous and dripping, his helmet goggling over the edge of the float.
McTaggart and a couple of others gripped and hoisted him. Up and out he came, while cameras were busy and eager eyes watched from boats and from the float. Sitting down on the edge of the float, he motioned for McTaggart to unscrew his helmet and take it off.
“Whew!” he breathed, deep-lunged and glad of air not pumped through a rubber hose. “Gimme a drag!”
“Find anythin’?” Mac eagerly queried. “Not yet.”
Another voice cut in—a trembling voice, a woman’s:
“But you will? You will?”
Astonished, Spurling turned his head. He blinked in the sunshine that cut his eyes after the vague obscurity of the depths. Beside the float he saw a motor launch, all brass and varnish, with a uniformed mechanician at its gleaming engine. In wicker chairs, aft, a man and a woman were sitting—Eccles and his wife.
“Look a here, mister!” Spurling reproved the millionaire. He felt aggrieved, to have these two hanging round while he was at work. “See here, now. You hadn’t oughta be here. This here ain’t no place for you two!” His clumsy, rubber-gloved hand sketched a crude gesture. “No place, ‘tall!”
“I know it,” the magnate assented, while listeners stretched their ears. Eccles, for all the heat of that July day, was shivering. His body shook as with a palsy. “I know it, but—”
“I had to come. I had to!” put in his wife. “I couldn’t stay away and wait—”
Spurling’s lip tightened with acid disapproval. An extraordinary and grotesque figure—with his head, seemingly far too small, projecting up out of that vast suit—he looked at the dead boy’s mother. And what he saw was human agony, raw and bleeding.
The diver understood. The woman’s sunken eyes and pale lips, her deep-lined face, told the whole story. This story was underscored by her quivering fingers that tightly clutched the arms of the wicker chair.
“If you only knew,” the mother half-whispered. “If you could only understand what it means to lose an only son!”
“Reckon I do ma’am,” answered the diver. “Or reckon I will, pretty soon.”
“Why—how—”
“Well, I got a kid o’ my own, see? ‘Bout the same age as yours was, and he’s dyin’. Arizona’s all that’ll save him. But Arizona ain’t for us. Huh! Fat chance we got o’ that!”
“Oh!” breathed Mrs. Eccles comprehendingly, while the reporters pounced on a wonderful human- interest story. “You mean you’ve got a—”
TELL me,” the millionaire brusquely cut in. “You haven’t found anything, yet? No sign, no indication?”
“Nothin’, so fur. Not yet.”
“But you will? You’re going down again, right away?”
“Yeah, pretty soon. Quick as I rest up, a little, and get this cold out o’ my bones.”
“And you’ll find my son?” asked the mother.
“You will, won’t you?” “Well, gee, I’ll try.”
“No, no! Promise you’ll find him. Oh, don’t you see, you’ve got to?”
Tim Spurling began to feel very queer and sick again. Something seemed to have hold of his guts and to be twisting them. He blinked as he looked that woman fair in the eyes. Between the float and the motor launch extended a distance of not more than four feet. Between Tim Spurling, workman, and those two millionaires, stretched infinity. But something strove to bridge that infinity.
Under the compulsion of this something, under the fever of that stricken woman’s look—that appealing, agonized, crucified look—Spurling felt his plans all riven, cast awry and wrecked.
“Hell!” he tried to rally himself. “Don’t be a quitter and a fool!”
But it was no good. For the woman was speaking again.
“Your own boy—you say he’s very ill?” “Yes. T.B.”
“What’s his name?”
“William. But o’ course we call him just Bill.” “And how old?”
“Sixteen, ma’am. Your boy—same age?”
She nodded. He saw tears gleaming in her faded eyes.
“Please get away from here,” he begged. “I’m goin’ down again right away, and when I come up mebbe you better not be here.” He appealed to the millionaire. “See here, Mr. Eccles. Get her out o’ here. Won’t you take her away, please?”
“He’s right, Valerie,” the magnate assented. “We really ought to go.” He gave a word of command to the mechanic at the engine. Then, to Spurling: “You’re going down again, right now?”
“Yeah. Just as quick’s I have a smoke and a bit of a rest. And you can count on me. I’ll do the best I can!”
As the powerful engine started, and the motorboat purred away with those two lonely, sorrowful, rich, death-stricken figures, Tim Spurling gazed after them with tragic eyes.
“The best I can, for you,” he thought. “That means the worst for us!” Aloud: “You there, Mac—light me a tack, can’t you? Gee, that water’s awful cold, down there. I sure need a smoke. I sure need it worse’n I ever needed one in all my life!”
TIM SPURLING, that same evening, stood on the platform of the Crystal Lake station with McTaggart, his helper. Their diving gear, all boxed up again, was waiting to be lifted aboard the baggage car of the 7:17, that had already whistled far up Swiftwater Valley.
“Damn short job, Tim,” Mac was complaining. “Seems like we ain’t got no luck at all.”
“Mebbe yes, mebbe no. What’s good for one, is bad for another. Everybody can’t have all they want.”
“Sure, I know. But—”
Down the road swept a long gray car. It slowed, stopped at the station. A chauffeur opened its door. Out stepped Eccles.
The last fading of sunset over the mountains showed his face, which though still grief-ravaged was more at peace. He even managed a wan bit of a smile as he came toward the diver.
“I wanted to thank you again, before you left,” he said, quite simply. “We’ll never forget it, my wife and I. Never forget what you’ve done for us.”
“Oh, that? Well, it’s just my job, I reckon.” “Perhaps. But at any rate, we want to send your boy something. You’ll take it to him, won’t you?” “Send my boy somethin’?” And Spurling’s eyes widened. McTaggart was all curiosity. “Why— what could—”
“It’s a memorial. Something in memory of our own lad.”
The envelope from Eccles’s pocket passed to Tim Spurling’s hand. Amazed, the diver stared at it.
“This here; it’s—”
“Call it life, if you will,” smiled Eccles. “It’s a check made out to William Spurling. I’ve signed it. Your boy can fill in the amount. Be sure he makes it enough to get him well and strong. To keep his hold on life—life that, once gone, can never be brought back by all the millions in this world!”
More loudly echoed the train whistle. A glimmering headlight sparkled into view.
“Why, my gosh, I—I been paid, already,” stammered the diver. “I can’t take this and—” “You’re not taking it. It’s your boy’s. Goodbye,
Spurling, good luck to you and yours!”
A handclasp. A silent look that passed, not now between workman and millionaire, but from man to man, father to father. Then Eccles, turning, was gone.
The headlight glare strengthened. Brakes began to grind. The train slowed at the station.
“Gee whiz, Tim!” ejaculated McTaggart, as his chief’s face was for a moment brilliantly illuminated. “What the devil? Why, you’re cryin’!” “The hell I am!” Spurling indignantly retorted. “It’s just a cinder in my eye. This damn soft coal, and all! If you don’t know when a feller’s got a cinder in his eye— Say, gimme a drag, can’t you? I sure need it!”