
        
            
                
            
        

    










Edgewater People




Mary E. Wilkins
Freeman









Sarah Edgewater

Dorena went out of the
room. She went airily, leaving a trail of strong perfume, her first
minor assertion of real emancipation, and Sarah Edgewater realized
that the beginning of the end, which she had secretly dreaded for
years, had come.

Dorena had given
notice.

She had given it
regretfully, even emotionally. She was too much like her mother,
who had lived and died in the service of the Edgewater family, not
to feel loving misgivings at leaving her "Miss Sarah." But Dorena
was in love with a handsome young man, as light-colored as she, and
he was insistent.

"I'd rather be daid, than
tell po' Miss Sarah," Dorena had wailed but she had told her.

Sarah sitting, magazine in
hand, had heard her with calm dignity and kindness. She was aware
of the situation and respected it. When Dorena left she would be
quite alone. She would fall to depths of spiritual woe which she
could not as yet fathom; but she showed no dismay.

"You may go up in the
attic, Dorena," she said, "and select anything you would like; then
Sam can come and take them away to your new house."

Sarah Edgewater was a good
woman. In the midst of her dismay, her more than dismay, her utter
panic, a thrill of pure pleasure in the delight of this other woman
upon a threshold which she had herself never crossed, the threshold
of complete earthly life, came over her. A smile enhanced the
effect of her handsome face. Sarah Edgewater, although middle-aged,
was a very handsome woman. Her thick dark hair rose strongly from
her full temples in fine waves. Her color was clear red and white.
She was a large woman, but not stout. Only her eyes might have
betrayed her inmost self to an astute observer. They were of such a
deep blue as to seem black, and they were set in wistful fashion,
although their outlook was clear and level.

When she heard Dorena
pounding about overhead, her eyes, despite her smile, were tragic.
She realized what Dorena's going would mean. She, Sarah, would then
be left alone in the great Edgewater house. She thought, in a sort
of panic, of woman after woman, who might, who would, come to live
with her. She knew, of course, the perfect practicability of
obtaining another servant in Dorena's place. But along with Sarah's
abnormal dread of solitude, was another trait even more insistent,
the reluctance to admit strangers into that solitude. Not one woman
of whom she thought could ever be possible as a home sharer, and
she shuddered at the thought of a strange servant. Dorena and her
mother and grandmother, and two sisters and a brother, had been the
only servants who had ever reigned in the Edgewater family. After
dinner that night, when Dorena told her about a girl whom she might
secure to fill her place, Sarah shook her head.

"We will not discuss that,
Dorena," she said.

Dorena was half sobbing.
"What will you do, Miss Sarah?" she lamented.

"I am glad you found so
many things you like in the attic," said her mistress,
sweetly.

Sarah Edgewater felt a
thrill of real delight in the delight of another, and she enjoyed
many such thrills during the next few weeks. She engineered the
making of Dorena's trousseau and gave her a beautiful
wedding.

"It has been just like
white folks," Dorena said, with exultation, as she and her husband
set off for their honeymoon.

Then the thrills were over
for Sarah, also the pleasure in unselfishness. For a few days after
the wedding sheer hard physical labor blinded her to the situation,
but there came a day when the house was entirely set to rights, and
she faced it. She faced it with head up. Sarah was no coward. She
had won heights of physical and mental stress without flinching,
but this was different. This was no cowardice, rather an
idiosyncrasy deep-rooted in obscure heredity, which had been
awakened and grafted upon her very soul by untoward circumstance, a
tragedy of life, years before.

Ever since her girlhood,
there had been over the strong, handsome creature, the horror of
solitude, of some day living alone. Now it had come. She reasoned
with herself, but the situation was beyond reason. It was a primal
fact. Many live and die without encountering primal facts which are
beyond the power of humanity to evade. She might as well have
reasoned with a rock-rib of the earth.

Sarah had been one of a
large family. There had been many children. There had been uncles
and aunts. Parents and grandparents had lived to ripe old ages. Now
all were dead, except one brother whom Sarah never saw (he lived in
the far West) and one sister, who meant worse than none to
her.

This sister Laura had
brought to Sarah the terrible tragedy of her life, the tragedy
which had distorted her character. She was slightly Sarah's senior,
and had never had a lover when Sarah, in their long-distant
girlhoods, had come home from a visit to an aunt in a Middle West
city with a lover in her wake. No girl but would have been proud of
her conquest of this handsome young man, Thomas Ellerton, with his
stately carriage of head, with his crest of fair hair tossing over
his full forehead, with his ready wit, his good family, his
profession in which he seemed sure to succeed. He was a physician,
and, Doctor Edgewater having just retired, there was no regular
practitioner in the village. Young Ellerton was to settle there,
take his father-in-law's practice, live in the Edgewater house, and
have the elder physician's office.

But Thomas Ellerton did not
marry Sarah. He married her sister Laura, and the indignant old
father would not have him in the house and would have resumed his
practice and ousted him from that had his health permitted. As it
was he made the practice as small as he was able, without employing
direct denunciation. Laura had been not only treacherous, but cruel
and bold with regard to her treachery. She had known, the beautiful
elder sister, who had never had lovers at her feet, that she could
easily have her own way with her sister's. But the time was ripe
when Sarah brought Thomas Ellerton home. In the first place, Laura
had been indignant because Sarah, and not herself, had been invited
to make the visit which had led to so much. Now, when another had
had the chance, she thought it only fair play to seize the
winnings.

Laura was so lovely that at
the first glance poor Thomas, although he would have clung fast to
honor, had no power to do so. If the loveliness had not been
coupled with unscrupulousness there might have been a fair combat.
But Laura's pretended coyness was the subtlest of advances. Since
Dorena's mother, who was in charge then, had been ill, Laura
assumed that, lover or no lover, it was Sarah's turn, after her
vacation, to take charge of the housekeeping. The mother was
delicate, an old grandmother was past work. Through hot, unbecoming
days of that old summer, Sarah had drudged in the kitchen na•vely
concocting toothsome dishes to please her lover, while Laura, clad
in cool muslins, was teaching him lessons of love.

One day, Sarah, flushed
with heat, her black hair stringy over her temples, her kitchen
apron on, found them sitting, lover-wise, in the grape-arbor. A
sudden suspicion had at last seized her. She had been frying
crullers and had left the boiling fat on the stove: her father,
passing through the kitchen, had rescued the house from the
consequences. Suspicion had seized him also. He followed Sarah and
saw a tableau in the grape-arbor. Flickered over by a green waltz
of leaf shadows there sat Laura, angel-faced, with lovely folds of
golden hair over her ears, in a blue muslin gown making her slim
length ruffle to the wind like a blue flower. There sat Thomas
Ellerton, deadly white, yet with a bold front, for he was a man in
spite of his yielding to the wiles of beauty. His arm was around
that tiny waist of Laura's. He had scorned to remove it. There
stood Sarah, magnificent, silent, tousled, flushed, redolent of
crullers, before them. She did not accuse. She only observed, with
the silence which is as loud as a trumpet call. She was swallowing
the awful wisdom of the world with regard to the falseness and
treachery of love, but she was silent. Doctor Edgewater spoke. He
was a choleric man with a ready tongue. He used language not in
accordance with the tenets of the orthodox faith. Sarah looked at
him. "Let them alone, Father," she said.

Then she returned to the
house and the hot kitchen. She cleaned the kettle which had been
scorched; she put in more fat; and then she finished the
crullers.

Laura continued sitting in
the arbor. She was doing some fine embroidery on linen, and a queer
smile altered the lovely contours of her face, which was not
angelic as she sat temporarily unobserved. She was not in the least
disturbed. Beside her, while she embroidered, sat the man, his head
in his hands. He was overwhelmed. Laura was ready at a second's
notice, if he should raise his head, to drop her embroidery and
also be overwhelmed.

When at last Thomas raised
his heavy head and glanced at her with shamed eyes, her embroidery
slipped into her lap, her golden head drooped onto his shoulder.
She sighed, a lovely sigh of womanly sorrow and remorse. Thomas,
poor simpleton, thought he understood that exquisite
sigh.

"We could not help it,
could we, dearest?" he murmured, and the golden head against his
breast moved in negation. "I know I have acted like a brute," said
Thomas, and, to do him justice, not fatuously, but
sincerely.

Laura reached up one slim
hand and patted his cheek consolingly. She was full of such little
tricks. Sarah had disdained them, and thereby rendered her fortress
less impregnable. Now Laura's pat of lily-white hand seemed to set
him back on his pedestal. "Of course, if I had seen you
first " he said.

"Love," whispered Laura,
"goes where it is sent."

"I am sorry for her," said
Thomas.

"Some think Sarah handsomer
than I," murmured Laura, with subtle angling.

"Handsomer than you! Why,
Laura!"

Laura smiled secretly
against her lover's shoulder. She knew that in reality Sarah was
handsomer. She reflected upon cosmetics and homemade aids to
beauty, of which Sarah had no need, but she also reflected with pleasure that Sarah, who knew, was
to be trusted. At the moment there was the stain of ripe
strawberries upon the soft curves of her cheeks, and the tip of her
chin and lobes of her little ears. Her gold hair had been burnished
with a fragrant oil, which Sarah had seen her preparing.

Laura was secure; but one
thing she dreaded, and that was her father's continued wrath. When
Thomas said presently that, under the circumstances, she had better
take the night stagecoach to an aunt of his, one Madam Lucretia
Ellerton who lived only twenty-five miles away, that he of course
would accompany her, and that they would be wedded as soon as might
be from Madam Ellerton's, she made no demur. By nightfall both were
gone.

After the wedding they
returned and settled in the old Squire Amidon mansion. It was the
only available house in the village, directly across the road from
Doctor Edgewater's. Sarah could see from her window her sister in
her bridal finery emerge from her front door with Thomas. Sarah
saw; she scorned to evade the seeing. When her mother, who was a
gentle, mild-spirited soul, delicate in health, wept, Sarah cheered
her.

"Do you think I mind,
Mother?" she said. "Better to live unmarried than to have a husband
who can so easily turn. 'Tis not a weathercock I thought to have,
but a man."

"And Laura has not your
looks," commented the mother gently, as she did everything. "Were
it not for the "

"Hush, Mother," said Sarah.
"No need for you to weep, nor for Father to use strong words. Both
shame me, and I have no need of pity."

Doctor Edgewater never
spoke again to his daughter Laura. He never entered her home.
However, he did not live long to cherish rancor. He died suddenly
when Laura had not been married two years. No mention of her was
made in her father's will. Her brother and other sisters had been
given legacies, but to Sarah, after her mother, the old home and
the bulk of the property was left.

Madam Edgewater lived to be
very old, and Sarah cared for her. She saw her sister and Thomas
enter and re-enter their home. She saw their children toddle about
the doors. She seldom met any of them. Sarah did not often attend
the simple village festivities, and Laura was kept very much at
home by the care of her children. Moreover, her health became
delicate. But whenever they did meet, the keenest of observers
discerned nothing which was not faultless toward her recreant lover
and the sister who had played her false. But Sarah's manner was not
Sarah. Underneath her calm dignity, even affability, was hatred of
her sister so intense that at times it seemed even to her that she
bore about with her a thing of evil. Thomas she did not hate. She
thought of him not at all. When the war came and he went as
surgeon, she saw him go away without a thrill. He came home soon,
invalided. He took up his practice, but was not successful. He died
not long after peace was declared. Laura was left with five
children.

Then Sarah went across the
street for the first time. It was her simple duty, not to be
shirked. Her mother was dead by that time, and she was living alone
with Dorena and Dorena's mother. Laura was helpless, still, in her
helplessness there was triumph over her sister. Laura receiving
benefits was despicable, a shame to herself. Sarah took up the
youngest child to hush it, and Laura snatched it away.

"Old maids don't know how
to handle children," said she.

"You are quite right,"
agreed Sarah. "They do not, and I am an old maid." The child,
little Imogen, cried to return to her aunt, but Sarah put her
gently away.

Sarah, hating Laura as she
did, marvelled at Laura's hatred of her when she had had her will
and had despoiled her. She did not know what Laura knew, that deep
in the heart of that dead man had never ceased to burn with a clear
flame love for the woman who was true and worthy, and that always
he had classed his wife with himself, as betrayers and
fellow-sinners. Also Sarah, with her direct hatred, did not suspect
the existence of a hatred which is subtler and more deadly, the
hatred of the wrong-doer for the victim of the wrong, which is the
very boomerang of the soul. In that way Laura hated
Sarah.

Laura was a foolish mother,
but the fact of her utter selfishness made it possible for her
untrained children to grow and be worth-while, for they learned
self-reliance and self-denial early. The winter after the death of
Thomas, the eldest girl, Amy, obtained a position in the village
school. She had a meager salary. Tom, the one boy, was next in age
to Amy. He gave up school and became a clerk in the village
drug-store.

Tom was a singularly
handsome, happy-natured boy. He had been quick in school, and his
father had cherished the wish of a college course and a profession
for him. The boy had his dreams, but when his father died he gave
up dreaming with the loveliest unquestioning alacrity. Tom was one
of the blessed of the earth, to whom the narrow way is the only one
wherein he can turn his feet. Young Tom fairly danced in his narrow
way.

He often waited upon his
aunt Sarah Edgewater when she came to the drug-store. He was the
only one of the family with whom she realized no constraint. He
used, that good, happy, handsome, loving boy, to make a little dart
of pleasure when she entered the door. She never hesitated to
inquire of him concerning his sister and the children. Young Tom
was most optimistic.

"We are getting on like hot
cakes, Aunt Sarah," was his favorite reply.

After Sarah was left alone
he made a surreptitious call upon her one evening on his way home
from the store. It was three days after Dorena's wedding. He saw
the sitting-room in his aunt's house still lighted, and he ran up
to the front door and clanged the knocker. Sarah opened the door
speedily, and something in her face shocked the boy. She was
ghastly white, but there was something else. In his aunt's great,
dark eyes was almost inhuman terror, which leaped into immense
relief at the sight of him.

"Come in, Tom," she said in
a fervent voice, and the boy followed her in, wondering.

Sarah entertained young
Tome with currant wine, ham sandwiches, and seed cakes. He ate with
voracity. His fare at home was not so dainty. Sarah inquired for
his mother and the children; how Amy got on with her school. Only
with regard to Amy did the boy's wonderful optimism fail him for a
moment. His laughing mouth drooped.

"I feel sorry for Amy, Aunt
Sarah," he said.

"Why?"

"Oh, well, Walter Dinsmore,
young Doctor Dinsmore, you know, has called on her, and he is
trying to take Father's practice, but it is up-hill work. He is so
young; still he gets on very well and he thinks a lot of Amy. He
has talked it over with me. Walter is straight. He does seem
straight, don't you think so?"

Sarah nodded.

"Well, he is in earnest,
and as far as Amy is concerned he could manage. He makes enough to
get married and look out for her; but there are Mother and the
children, and I don't begin to earn enough. I am only eighteen, you
know, Aunt Sarah. Walter can't marry Amy as things are now. She
wouldn't think so herself. Amy is a good girl. She wouldn't shirk
her duty to Mother and the younger ones, but Walter doesn't think
he ought to say anything to her or pay any more attention to her.
He says she is so pretty that some rich man might fancy her, and
she could get married. He says he's willing to wait till he's
eighty, but he won't bind her. I tried to make him tell Amy, but he
won't. And now he hasn't been near her for weeks, and I can see she
is bothered, though she's got plenty of grit. Amy is the sort to do
up her hair just as nice if she were going to be hung. But she
doesn't know, and she does feel hurt. I promised Walter I wouldn't
tell her, and I suppose after a while she'll get used to it?" Tom
regarded his aunt anxiously with a question in his eyes.

"Girls like Amy always get
used to it," she assured him, and there was something pitiful and
grim in her voice. She thought Amy must be such a girl as she
herself had been. She also thought that the young doctor would
never wait until Amy's mother died and three young sisters became
self-supporting.

However, Tom looked
relieved. "I supposed girls like Amy did get over things," he said,
comfortably. "I know I could."

Sarah regarded the boy
devouring seed cakes, with a look of love. "It seems easy for you
to give up anything," she said.

"It is," replied the boy,
simply. "These cakes are good."

When Tom arose at last to
go he started to see the expression of terror appear again in his
aunt's eyes, at least the dawn of it. He did not dream what caused
it.

"Don't you feel well?" he
said. He even patted her large black silk shoulder, this adorable,
loving boy who might have been her very own, her young bulwark
between her and all the terrors of the world.

"I am very well," she said,
and smiled, controlling her tremulous lips with an
effort.

"I can come in now and then
on my way from the store," stated the boy diffidently, "if you
would like to have me, Aunt Sarah. I get out early two nights a
week."

Sarah beamed at him. "Come
whenever you can," said she, "and I will have a better luncheon to
offer you than I had to-night."

"Oh, that was bully!
Couldn't have been better," said Tom.

After he had gone down the
front walk, Sarah sat down again, and the dreadful thing which had
come to her on the first night of her utter loneliness in the house
assailed her. It was beyond reason that a woman of such strength of
body and mind could be so overcome by nothing. She told herself
that. She laughed, she sneered at herself, but it was of no avail.
She prayed; it was of no avail. Sarah Edgewater was abject before
the horror of which she had lived in horror all her life. She was
simply alone in the house. That was all. The village was peaceful.
The inhabitants were harmless. Seldom did a tramp appear at a door.
Her sister's house, where that loving, ready boy dwelt, was within
hearing distance of her dinner-bell. She had a telephone. She kept
no valuables which could tempt thieves. There was absolutely no
reason for her to fear material harm. She was not superstitious;
she had no recognized fear of the immaterial, but nothing could
alter the fact of her awful panic before solitude. And always the
worst of it was it was not what she had
imagined solitude was, not what she had thought. Her wildest dreams
had not compassed it. For solitude was in reality not solitude. It
was its antithesis. Sarah, alone, was in the midst of cruelly
pressing throngs. No room in the empty house was empty.

There was the horror. She
had thought to be in deadly fear of vacancy, of emptiness, and
there was none. Not a room in the house but she knew filled to the
door, not a room but whose windows were crammed with faces. And it
was the more terrible because of the strangeness and vagueness of
the faces. She imagined none of the former inhabitants of the
house, none of the old friends and neighbors crowding those
dreadful rooms, but throngs upon throngs of people whom she had
never seen, whose faces and forms and personalities were wholly
strange to her. They might not be evil, they might not be good.
That did not seem to matter. What did matter was the throngs which
people solitude to an imaginative soul crowding upon her very life,
striving to press her out of her home and her life.

That night Sarah did not go
to bed. She did not sleep. All through the weary hours she watched
and shuddered, and vainly prayed, and knew herself dastardly, and
yet could not get the victory. When at last dawn came she welcomed
it like a lover. She realized that never before had she appreciated
the incalculable blessing of the rising of the sun upon human
despair and need, bringing with it a new opportunity. She stirred
the kitchen fire, made coffee, cooked breakfast. She felt more
herself, although still haunted, still sorely pressed by solitude.
But solitude by day was not solitude by night. One could be borne
for a long time without madness the
other, perhaps not. After Sarah had finished her breakfast she
stood at the window of her sitting-room, watering some geraniums
which stood in pots on a little stand. She started, for over the
thick green foliage crowned with scarlet blossoms she saw the young
doctor hurrying to the door of her sister's house opposite. Then
Mrs. Widner, a neighbor who was a kind soul, ready to respond in
case of illness, went running up the walk, then young Tom raced out
and down the street, and was soon back. Curtains in the windows of
her sister's room slid up and down.

Sarah knew that Laura must
be either seized with sudden illness or was dead. She watched, her
heart beating hard. She expected every moment to see the undertaker
drive up in his sad wagon, but after a while Miss Susan Bellows,
who went out nursing, was driven up to the gate in a buggy from the
livery-stable. Susan got out and hastened up the walk. Young Tom
opened the door. Then, after a little, the doctor and Tom came out
and went down the street. Sarah knew that Laura must be ill, and
not at the point of death. She watched, and the doctor and Tom did
not return. Sarah put on her hat and coat and hurried to the
drug-store. Luckily young Tom was alone there. He was ready with
the news in spite of the long feud between his mother and aunt.
"Mother has had a shock, Aunt Sarah," he said,
pantingly.

"A bad one?" Sarah was very
pale.

"She will get over it,
Dinsmore says. That is" Tom
hesitated "she won't die, but she will be helpless a long time. She won't be
able to get up, and oh, Aunt Sarah, you
wouldn't know poor Mother."

All unconsciously, young
Tom's face twitched. Sarah understood. Laura's face was piteously
drawn to one side.

"You have Susan Bellows,"
she said.

"Yes, she was just home
from a case."

"Let me know if I can do
anything," said Sarah, and went out.

Young Tom gazed after her.
He thought her rather abrupt, but never did he doubt her sympathy.
Late in the afternoon she was there again. Tom told her in response
to her question that his mother was quiet, there was no
change.

That day a revelation had
come to Sarah Edgewater. Sitting with solitude, she had for the
first time understood the face of solitude. Perhaps her mental
vision had been cleared by the shock of her sister's illness. She
realized that the solitude before which she was appalled beyond
reason was no bodily thing, but a matter of the inmost soul. She
realized that what she had stood in such mortal dread of since her
sister's betrayal of her was not the emptiness of closed chambers
in a house made by hands, but the awful emptiness of a human soul
meant by nature to be inhabited by love and tenderness and
solicitude for others, and by that of others for her. She knew
herself for the dreadful region of solitude, inhabited, in lieu of
its rightful dwellers, by vague phantoms of wakeful dreams of
horror. Then came, not love for her stricken sister, something
better beyond love, a pity and forgiveness which gave the woman who
had so wronged her the semblance of Christ Himself, knocking for
admittance at her door of life.

Sarah, being essentially
honest, could not even then admit that her sister had done no
wrong. She had done wrong and, moreover, as one who loved it. Sarah
saw her as she was treacherous, wickedly
exultant in treachery, cruel, petty yet
this heavenly feeling for her illuminated her heart. Laura was
dearer to her, she had more claim upon her than if she had never
wronged her. Sarah had hated her, now she owed an enormous debt
contracted by that hatred. The question was how to pay that debt.
That very day she had been to see her lawyer, and a portion of her
property was now settled upon her sister and her children. That
afternoon, when Amy had come home from school, Sarah saw the
lawyer's carriage before her sister's gate. When he came out he
stopped for a minute to tell her.

"I did not see Mrs.
Ellerton," he said, "but Miss Ellerton and the others seemed
overjoyed. You have done a good deed, Miss Edgewater."

Sarah wondered if any of
them would come over to see her. All of the children came as soon
as Tom got home from the drug-store and had been told the news. Tom
and his sister Amy headed the little procession. Tom was flushed
and beaming, Amy was beautiful. She was a slender, flame-like young
creature. She sprang to her aunt with outstretched arms and lips
ready for kissing, and clung to her as she had never clung to her
own mother. Amy had plenty of acumen. She had grasped the
situation. She grasped it now. When she embraced her aunt she also
embraced her own speedy happiness in life. Besides Amy, there were
Margy, Violetta, and Imogen. Margy, a long-legged little girl with
deep blue eyes of understanding and wistfulness beneath dark brows,
was much like her aunt. To her Sarah's heart turned with utmost
love from the first. She sat with Margy in her lap while she talked
with the others and made plans. Tom was to go to college, of
course, and later practise medicine. Amy well, they all knew about Amy. They laughed and Amy
blushed. They talked about clothes, they talked of little pleasure
trips. Still, all the time, the thought of Laura alone with her
nurse across the road was with them. Tom wondered about that and
blundered in his speech.

"But, Aunt Sarah," he
stammered, "you Mother
I thought "

For the first and last time
there was in his voice accusation of his mother. Tom loved her, but
insensibly he knew her for just what she was a woman of the type which perhaps shames women more than
the really vicious of their sex. He knew his mother
weak, vain, selfish to self-idolatry,
treacherous, gloating over her treachery not a mother in the fullest sense of the word. He had never
before admitted it. He now admitted it only by his voice, by a tone
of an honest, boyish voice.

Sarah put Margy down. She
stood up and faced the little group wisely, lovingly, kindly. All
had known, however dimly, something of the matter. She spoke once
for all.

"That," she said, "is
past."

Tom moved toward her and
kissed her, this dear boy who might have been her own.

Amy, who was a subtler
female thing, stammered out something. "I don't think she
" she began.

Sarah, also female,
understood. "She need not see me because of this," she
said.

Amy flushed, and again
threw her arms around her aunt.

Sarah watched them trooping
home across the street; she turned about and faced her room in
which they had chattered and laughed, but the awful loneliness was
gone. That night she slept well, with a feeling that all the empty
chambers were filled as they used to be.

After that the solitude
oppressed her no more in the old way. Amy was married. Tom went to
college, the younger children, especially Margy, ran in and out at
will, yet all was not well with her. There was in the heart of the
woman one last unconquered cell of loneliness. She knew why, but
she did not know her best course. Day after day she studied the
situation. Laura was better. She sat by the window in her old
place. The nurse, Susan Bellows, remained. Laura would never be
well again, but she was able to sit up for hours every day. The
distortion of her face had disappeared. She could speak, but her
poor little futile tasks of life no longer called her. There was no
reason, as far as her health was concerned, why Sarah should not
cross the street, as she longed to do, but she knew what Amy had
meant by her stammering speech that night. She understood how cruel
with a refinement of cruelty may be the sight of a benefactor whom
one has injured. She understood that the metaphorical coals of fire
may be the very coals of hell burning to torture past human
endurance. She knew why Laura might not want to see her, might not
want her to carry out the plan which was dear to her, of having all
under her own roof in the old Edgewater homestead, with Laura
established in her old room, newly decorated with the dainty blue
she had always loved. Amy and her husband could continue to live in
the house opposite. In that she would make improvements. But the
strongest reason for Sarah's hesitation was a subtler one. She had
known her sister well. She wondered what the effect of her advance
toward reconciliation would be. She wondered if the sight of her in
her sister's house would bring upon that poor face the mean triumph
which she had seen in it during bygone years, the mean triumph
which had dishonored. Better she should never go, willing as she
was, even suffering to go as she was, than to see that.

But there came a day one
summer when she saw Laura at the window and knew her to be alone in
the house. Tom had gone off with a tennis-racket. Amy had gone away
with her husband. Margy was driving with Mrs. Widner in her little
pony carriage. The other children had gone away with two little
girl-friends to buy candy. Even Susan Bellows, the nurse, had
strolled down the street, with her black sun umbrella bobbing
overhead.

Sarah hesitated; she knew
what it might mean: she was about to offer a pearl of pity, of
regret, of forgiveness, and the offer might do incalculable harm.
Then straight across the street she went. Laura had been dozing.
She did not see her sister until she stood before her. She looked
at Sarah, great, handsome, mature woman. Sarah looked at her,
fragile, still lovely. Her gold hair veiled with thin burnished
glory her thin temples, her cheeks were delicately pink. Sarah
gazed, Laura gazed. Sarah's expression was noble, wonderful, yet
apprehensive. She watched fearfully for the look which she dreaded
in her sister's face. It did not come. Instead, an expression
resembling Sarah's own, in spite of the difference in features,
stole over it. She smiled at Sarah. Sarah smiled at her.

"I thought I would come
over," said Sarah.

"I am glad you did,"
replied Laura.

Sarah sat down in a chair
opposite at the other window. A soft wind laden with the fragrance
of roses in bloom out in the yard came through the open windows.
"How are you feeling to-day?" asked Sarah.

It was commonplace, with
healing in its wings.

"Better," said
Laura.









The Old Man of the
Field

It was in February when
Margy Ellerton, sitting at her book with Miss Lucretia Norris, her
governess, looked out of the window and cried in dismay, "Oh, they
are carrying poor old Mr. Rice away to the almshouse. Brother Tom
told Aunt Sarah yesterday that they were thinking of
it."

Miss Norris had sentiment.
"Poor old Mr. Rice!" she said. "How he will miss his home!"
Lucretia Norris said this, regardless of the fact that she knew
perfectly well Old Man Rice would be much better off in the
almshouse, that he had bibulous tendencies which would easily
involve his setting himself and his house on fire any night and
being reduced to ashes before succor could reach him. She knew,
also, from trustworthy sources that his house was squalid beyond
description. But she pictured poor old Rice confined in the
almshouse, unable to prowl about fields and woods, which were as
much his natural haunts as those of any aged wild four-footed
creature.

Margy was inconsolable. She
wept. "Poor old Mr. Rice!" she lamented. "He has brought me flowers
from the swamp every spring since I can remember. I could never go
for them myself because the swamp is so wet, and poor old Mr. Rice
got his feet sopping wet."

"It was a wonder he did not
have pneumonia," said Miss Norris.

"It was not so much the
lovely things he brought, but he was so happy about it. It is
wicked for people to take away an old man's happiness when it is a
good happiness, like bringing wild flowers to me."

"You had better continue
your lesson, dear," said Miss Norris, with a sigh. She was entirely
of Margy's mind. Her heart ached when the poor-house wagon had
passed. In that wagon on a bed of straw lay Old Man Rice, covered
with old gaily colored quilts, which were violently tumultuous,
though he was sick with grip. Lucretia Norris, as well as Margy,
thought how pitiful it would be if the old man, after he had
recovered, were to be kept in captivity. Old Man Rice, alien to the
world at large, a gentle reprobate, harming himself to the extent
of his ability, and only harming his race by the mere fact of his
being a derelict with whom collision would not result in disaster,
only in annoyance, was, nevertheless, chosen comrade of Nature.
Nature had her secrets all unveiled for Old Man Rice.

He knew that the shadows on
the snow were of the loveliest blue; he knew that there were tints
as of roses in grain-fields, and purple depths, like water depths,
between ripening cornstalks. He knew where all the flowers lived
and died and found resurrection. Old Man Rice was a constant
visitor on resurrection days of flowers and wild fruits.

Sarah Edgewater came in,
and Margy told her. Anything which disturbed her beloved niece
Margy disturbed her. When young Doctor Tom Ellerton came home she
consulted him.

"It does seem a shame,"
said Sarah; "they might have left that poor old man in peace. He
did nobody any harm, and he did take so much comfort roaming the
fields."

"Not much roaming to be
done now," said Tom, glancing out of the window. The broad field
was covered with high lights of snow patches.

"I know that," admitted
Sarah; "but spring is coming, and I am not sure that even now that
old man might not get comfort going about hunting for signs of
it."

"He has a bad case of
grip," Tom replied, pleasantly. Tom was always pleasant. "He would
have died up there. Aunt Sarah, that shack is
indescribable."

"Will they let him out
after he has recovered?"

"I don't believe they will.
The town authorities think he ought to be taken care
of."

"Town authorities!"
repeated Sarah, with high old head. "Town authorities have always
simply made me sick. When that poor old man is over the grip he has
a perfect right to come home. It is home to him. He is happy
there."

"Well, Aunt Sarah," said
Tom, "they will keep him away from rum, too."

"What of that?" inquired
Sarah, with recklessness. "Oh yes, you can stare! Old Man Rice
drinks no more rum than plenty of men who are not on the town, and
when he drinks he always shows a great deal of sense. He carries it
home and just stays in his house until he is over it."

Tom laughed a great laugh.
"Aunt Sarah, you are shocking!" said he.

"I don't care, it's true,"
said Sarah.

"You can't deny," said Tom,
"that there is great danger of the old man, during one of these
sensible seclusions of his, setting his house on fire and being
burned to ashes."

Sarah, as she grew old, had
obstinacy which was unmovable. "We all have to die sometime," said
she. "I say the town authorities have no right. Every human being
should live just as he pleases as long as he harms nobody else. I
believe in freedom. Besides, Margy is worrying herself sick over
it," said she.

That afternoon Sarah and
Miss Norris and Margy went to the almshouse to inquire for poor Old
Man Rice. As they stopped before the building they distinctly heard
him, for there was an upper window open. He was lamenting his fate.
Now and then he coughed hoarsely. Then the wailing voice
recommenced.

"Let me go home," was the
burden of his tale. "I tell ye, I am going home. This is a free
country. The Edgewaters let me squat on their field twenty-odd year
ago, and I've got a right there. I tell ye I'm goin'
home!"

Sarah hitched the bay mare
and covered her. She then left Margy and Miss Norris in the sleigh
while she entered the almshouse for a talk with the matron. When
she reappeared the matron, a large, very good-natured-looking
woman, was with her.

"You will find that what I
say is true," she said to Sarah, "if you go there and
look."

"Won't they let him out?"
Margy inquired, anxiously, as they drove away.

"No, Margy, they will not,"
replied her aunt. "And he is not fit to go now. He has considerable
temperature, and " Sarah hesitated. The
matron of the almshouse had told her what were wellnigh unspeakable
things for a New England housekeeper to mention. She repeated
things in horrified whispers. Miss Norris shivered disgustedly, but
Margy looked straight ahead with brave eyes of
disbelief.

"I don't believe one word
of it. They just don't want to let him go," said she, with fine
disregard of the utter lack of benefit which Old Man Rice could
confer to make his presence so desired, even in an
almshouse.

"I asked Mrs. White," Sarah
continued, "if she thought, when he got better and spring came,
they would allow him to roam about the woods and fields, as he has
always been accustomed to do, and she said that if Mr. Rice got
well enough to tramp, he would have to work."

"He won't like to work in
the house," lamented Margy. "He wants to pick flowers and wild
berries!"

"Well, maybe they will let
him," soothed her aunt.

But Margy wept. Then
suddenly she sat up straight, and her mouth tightened. "They shall
not keep him," she said to herself. There was much of her aunt
Sarah in Margy. She felt entirely able to cope successfully with
the town authorities.

Later, Margy, seated beside
Miss Norris, working on a centerpiece with daisies in white silk,
reflected. She had an odd little smile which made her childish face
inscrutable. Margy was becoming pretty as rapidly as possible,
considering the disadvantages of growth with its accompaniments of
too much length in one place, and too little girth in another. Her
face was already charming. She resembled her aunt Sarah, but with
the delicacy and tender, appealing fragility of extreme youth. She
had Sarah's coloring; her brilliant red and white, her massy
darkness of hair and soft intensity of eyes which looked back under
black brows. Margy wore a gown of blue wool, however, which
insisted upon the blue of her eyes, and her hair was tied with wide
blue ribbon in a great bow over her left ear.

The two little sisters next
to Margy, Violetta and Imogen, were twelve and eleven years old,
respectively, and so nearly of a size that they were often taken
for twins. Following a fancy of their mother, Laura Ellerton, who
lay peacefully helpless in her pretty room up-stairs, they had
always dressed alike. Both wore brown frocks, brown boots, and
brown hair-ribbons. As they were pink-cheeked, golden-haired little
girls, the brown suited them. They sat side by side, reading out of
one book. They read at exactly the same rate of speed, and each was
ready to turn a page at the same second. They agreed about many
things, but Violetta had the stronger character of the two; in
fact, she was possessed of a strangely adventurous spirit. It was
at this adventurous little girl that Margy stole glances,
reflective glances, as they all sat together that night in February
after the ride to the almshouse. Margy pinned considerable faith on
Violetta for assistance in her plans for the release, a little
later on, of Old Man Rice.

She was obliged to wait
until Saturday morning. Saturday was a fine day, warm for the
season. The snow was melting and everywhere ran tiny brown
rivulets. Once Margy, walking with Violetta to the post-office,
thought she heard a bluebird, but Violetta insisted that it was a
crow, and Margy, who had her mind intent upon more important
things, yielded.

"Let it be a crow," said
she.

"It was a crow," said
Violetta. Violetta, in her usual brown, walked along on thin
brown-stockinged legs with a little hopping gait. Margy, clad in
dark blue, walked at her side with a long graceful stride like her
aunt Sarah's.

"You feel with me that it
must be done," said Margy.

"Of course," responded the
hopping Violetta, briskly, "it must be done. Poor old Mr. Rice must
be taken away from that awful place. But I don't see how we can do
much just yet."

Margy frowned reflectively.
"I don't," said she. "I know Jacky Widner will help, but
that house of Mr. Rice's has to be cleaned, and
we can't do that until it is a little later."

"It is real warm to-day,"
said Violetta, gazing at the brown rivulets the earth seemed all in sinuous motion with them. "If March
comes in like a lion and goes out like a lamb, then we can clean
the house. While March is going out like a lamb, you know,
Margy."

Then they reached the
post-office, and Jacky Widner stood in the doorway.

"Hullo, Jacky!" said
Violetta.

"Hullo!" returned Jacky. He
took off his cap and said good-morning to Margy. He and Margy had
passed beyond the childish halloos of greeting, although they were
still children together.

"Jacky," whispered
Violetta, "walk along a little way with Margy and me. We want to
tell you something."

Jacky obeyed. He was a
charming boy. He had curly hair, and, close-cropped though it was,
the curliness showed. His head looked like a moir pattern done in
shades of brown. He had a ready, good-natured laugh, but his eyes
were keen and steady, of a lighter blue than Margy's. The three
walked on. They talked of Old Man Rice. Jacky agreed to do his
part.

"When March is going out
like a lamb," said Violetta, "we will clean poor old Mr. Rice's
house. I will steal soap and rags and kettles and things. We will
get them all there gradually. Then we will watch our
chance."

"I can get a broom up
there, all right," said Jacky.

"We will set a day for it
when nobody is likely to interfere," said Margy.

"When March is going out
like a lamb," said Violetta, "Margy and I will have it all planned,
and you will do the work we can't, Jacky."

"Of course," said
Jacky.

There came a Saturday, when
March was certainly going out like the mildest of lambs, when
Violetta by a subtle course of hints had instigated Imogen to beg
to be taken to Boston and Sarah Edgewater had yielded to the
request for a holiday. Sarah with Imogen and Lucretia Norris
started on the nine-o'clock train. Mrs. Ellerton's room was on the
other side of the house, and Saturday was always a busy day with
the nurse, Susan Bellows, who, moreover, was not curious, nor given
to looking out of windows. Doctor Tom Ellerton had some out-of-town
calls to make, and the coast was entirely clear. Jacky Widner,
Margy, and Violetta streaked across the field with pails, soap,
rags, and broom.

The three reached the
little dingy hut in the midst of the yellow-green field. The snow
had all gone, and the grass was spongy and deepening in color. A
bluebird flew out of the distance and perched on a bit of broken
fence. Spring was at hand.

"I heard frogs last night,"
said Jacky Widner.

He held the broom over his
shoulder like a bayonet. He looked brave, but in spirit was
bewildered. How was a boy to clean a house? Margy and Violetta,
although they concealed it, felt a bit of dismay before that tigh
[...]
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