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THE town had a name but no shape, no street, no
core. It was simply five buildings, flung without thought upon
the dusty prairie at the eastern edge of Dakota, and these stood
gaunt and hard-angled against the last of day's streaming
sunlight. The railroad, which gave the town a single pulse beat
once a day, came as a black ribbon out of emptiness, touched this
Coraopolis with hurried indifference, and moved away into equal
emptiness. The five buildings were alone in a gray-yellow space
which ran outward in all directions, so empty that the tiring eye
never saw where earth ended and sky began. There were no trees in
this world, no accents, no relieving interruptions; nothing but
the gray soil rolling on and a short brown grass turned crisp and
now ready to fade when winter temperatures touched it.

The train—a wood-burning engine and three
coaches—had paused and had gone, leaving one woman and one
man on the cinders in front of the depot shed; the woman fair and
round-bodied and slightly smiling at the land as if it pleased
her. Beside her stood a collectreadreaion of trunks and valises.

Nobody walked abroad, nobody met the train. These two were
alone, facing the mute buildings whose western window panes
burned yellow in the sunlight. From this cinder platform ran a
sinuous pathway through the short grass to a frame building, two
stories high, three hundred feet away; in front of the building
were a wagon and a team and a pair of saddled ponies. Far out on
the prairie a gauzy spiral of dust signaled the passage of
riders, inbound or outbound. The man, somewhat farther down the
platform, took his view of the town, looked at the woman and her
luggage, and moved forward.

"That," he said, pointing toward the two-story building, "is
probably the hotel. I presume you are going there. I'll take your
light luggage."

She was not more than twenty-five, he thought; she had gray
eyes and a pleasantly expressive mouth and her glance, turned
upon him, was self-possessed. She smiled and said: "Thank you,"
and when he took up her valises and turned to the winding pathway
she followed him without comment.

There had been a sharp and bright and full sun all day. Now it
settled westward and seemed to melt into a shapeless bed of gold
flame as it touched the far-away mountains; with its passage the
air at once chilled and small streaks of breeze came out of the
north with the smell of hard weather. Winter crouched yonder on
the rim of the horizon and one day or one night, in the space of
an hour, would turn this land black and bitter, shriveling every
living thing exposed to it. He knew this land, or land like it;
and the feeling of again being in it expanded his tissues and
sharpened his zest for living. Yet for all its goodness it was
like a smiling and beautiful woman, whose lavish warmth and
generosity sprang up from those same strongly primitive sources
which could make her cruel.

The wall of the hotel had a door and a set of windows opening
up the dusty earth; and a single railroad tie lay before the door
to serve as a step. The man paused to permit the girl to go
before him into the place; and then followed. There was a narrow
hall and a steep stairway splitting the building into equal
halves. To the right of the hall a broad doorway opened into a
saloon; another doorway on the left led to a ladies' parlor and
office. He followed the girl into the parlor and set down the
suitcases, waiting back while she signed the register. The
hotelkeeper was a neat and large and taciturn woman. She said,
"Together or separate?" When she found out, she said to the girl:
"You can take Number Three." As the man stepped up to the
register, she watched him a moment, estimating him; and then gave
the girl another quick inspection.

He signed his named in a steady-slanting motion, Kern
Shafter, and his pen momentarily hesitated and then
continued, Cincinnati, O. It was a slight flaw in his
certainty, at once noticed by the hotel woman; her glance held
him a longer moment, not so much with interest or suspicion but
with a cold steadiness. He laid the pen down, at the same time
reading the name of the girl written directly above his own. It
was: Josephine Russell, Bismarck, D.T.

"You take Seven," said the hotel woman to Shafter. She spoke
to both of them with an inclusive glance. "If you're northbound
on the stage, it's at half-past four in the mornin'. We serve
breakfast at four."

Josephine Russell said: "May I have the key to my room?"

"They were carried away in people's pockets a long time ago.
If you shut your door it will stay shut. If you're afraid, prop a
chair against the inside knob." She added in a small, grim tone:
"You needn't be afraid. I don't stand for anything in this house.
You'll have to carry your own luggage. I've got no man handy. Not
that men are very handy."

Shafter turned to the valises and carried them up the stairs
and waited for the girl to go ahead of him. She led the way down
the hall and stepped inside Number Three. She walked across the
room to the window and turned to watch him, one last flare of
sunlight coming through her window, running over the curve of her
shoulders, deepening her breasts. She had removed her hat and he
observed that her hair was a dense black; even so she seemed fair
of complexion to him. Perhaps it was the way her lips were shaped
against her face or the way her eyes held their smiling.

"I appreciate your help," she said. "Do you think my trunk
will be safe on the station platform until morning?"

"I'll bring it to the hotel," he said, and went away.

She remained where she was a moment, her head slightly tilted
as she watched the doorway, idly thinking of him. He had worn a
cravat which looked as though it might have been the present of
some woman. His clothes were excellent clothes for this part of
the land, and smiling came easily to him. Yet his hands, she
recalled, were very brown; and the palms were square and thick.
She swung about and observed that the sun had gone, leaving the
land with a strange, thin, glass-colored light. The horsemen out
on the prairie were seemingly no nearer now than they had been
fifteen minutes before.

But all of it pleased her: the raw running of the earth, the
great empty arc of the sky, the smells rendered out by the warm
day and the curt bite of approaching winter, this sprawled little
town that served as a rendezvous for homesteaders and cow hands
and drifters fifty miles roundabout, the sound of men's voices in
the saloon below; for Josephine Russell was a western girl
returned from a trip east, and this West eased her with its
familiar things. She hummed a little song as she took the grime
of coach travel from her and prepared herself for supper; she
stood awhile, watching the last glow of the disappeared sun fade
in the high sky. Suddenly, then, the prairie all around her was
dark and the shapes of the town's other buildings were
sharp-edged shadows in the swift night. She turned down the stairs to
the dining room.

There was no door to shut out the barroom and she looked
directly into it when she reached the foot of the stairs,
noticing that Shafter now sat at a poker table with four other
men. He had removed his coat for comfort and sat back in his
chair with a long cigar burning between his lips. He seemed
cheerful, he seemed content...

At four the next morning she came half asleep down the stairs
and saw him again, at the same table and in the same chair,
finishing up an all-night game. Later, she watched him come into
the dining room. He had quickly shaved and, although he showed
the lack of sleep, he had the same air of being pleased with
everything around him. She smiled at him when he looked toward
her, and got his smile back. He had a kind of ease with him, as
though he had settled the question of himself and his future, had
arrived at a decision and had shrugged off many of the worries or
the ambitions that made other men exhaust themselves. His hair
was black and bushy and his face was of the long, thick-boned
sort, browned by weather and showing the small seams of
experience around his eyes. He had quick eyes which looked about
him and saw the people and the situations which surrounded him;
and it was this kind of watchfulness which inclined her to the
belief that he was either western, or had long been in the West.
All western men had that same awareness of their
surroundings.

The breakfast was bacon and hot cakes and fried potatoes and
bitter coffee. Afterwards she walked to the waiting stage in time
to see Shafter lift her luggage into the boot. He said to her: "I
never saw a stage that wouldn't go off without somebody's
luggage. I put a trunk and three valises up there. Is that
all?"

"Yes," she said, and stepped into the coach. A pair of young
men came aboard and sat on the opposite seat, facing her; a huge
man entered, sized up the seating capacity and squeezed himself
beside her. Shafter was last, throwing away the unsmoked end of a
cigar as he came. He had a long overcoat on his arm and as soon
as he took place between the two younger men he opened the coat
and laid it over her lap.

"It will be cold for an hour or so," he said.

Daylight flowed over the land in gray, chill waves; the smell
of dust lay rank and still upon the earth and all sounds had a
brittleness in the air. The brake rod struck sharp against the
metal bracket and the driver's hearty cursing put the four horses
in motion. They lumbered across the baked earth, leather braces
groaning; they turned the hotel's corner with the cry of one
townsman coming up from behind: "Don't forget to tell Mike I'll
be there tomorrow night!" Suddenly the town disappeared and they
were rolling onward, with the coach wheels lifting and dripping
an acrid dust.

The coach swayed and shuddered as it struck deeper depressions
and the impact went through the five passengers closely crowded
on the two seats. The big man sat with his hands on his knees,
his bulk spilling against Josephine Russell. He made some small
effort to pull himself together but found it impossible; and sat
still, a horsy smell flowing from his clothes. He turned his head
and grinned at her. "These rigs sure never were made for an
ord'nary-size man."

She smiled at him, saying nothing. The smile encouraged him
and he said: "I shot buff'lo here five years ago. Ain't none on
this side of the Mizzoura anymore."

Early morning's dullness was on them. Josephine Russell had,
woman fashion, settled herself to endure discomfort as gracefully
as possible. The two younger men, each pushed into his corner,
looked vacantly out upon the land, while Kern Shafter planted his
feet solidly on the coach floor and, using the two men on either
side of him as supports, fell promptly asleep.

Josephine Russell passed time's monotony by letting herself be
curious about him. He knew how to relax completely in odd
circumstances and had dropped asleep almost at once, his chin
touching his chest, the long full line of his mouth softening.
The wrinkles at the edge of his temples disappeared when his eyes
were closed and the squareness of his upper body went away. She
had noticed earlier that when he stood still he carried himself
at a balance, which was something civilians didn't often do. He
was slightly under six feet; he had big hands and heavy legs. In
a country that somehow impelled men to grow sweeping mustaches,
burnsides, imperials or Dundrearies, he had remained
clean-shaven; and he showed some kind of taste in his clothes and
appearance. In the West such a thing was noticeable. He had fine
manners with women and he knew how to be easy and smooth with
them. That was noticeable, too. Her eyes narrowed slightly on him
as she thought that this perhaps explained his reason for being
out here; men who came west nearly always had reasons, some of
which were gallant and some of which were sordid.

Time dragged on and the day grew warm. Sunlight struck through
the coach window, burning on Shafter's face. He was instantly
awake at that hot touch, motionless but with his eyes fully open.
He looked at the coat still on Josephine's lap, and bent forward
and took it and stowed it in a roll beneath his feet; and fell
asleep again. The four horses went on at a walk, at a run, at a
walk, each change of pace producing its agreeable break and its
new discomforts. The wheels lifted the dust in ropy, dripping
sheets and this dust traveled as a pall over and around the
coach, setting up a landmark that could be seen miles distant;
its gauze clouds rolled inside the coach, laying its fine film on
everything, and crept into nostril and lung. The morning's
coolness was absorbed by the first full rush of sunlight; a
dust-stale heat began to collect.

The big man, cramped in the corner of the seat, rolled his
eyes around him and, by a series of cautious and self-conscious
movements of his arm, burrowed into his pocket and found a cigar.
He lighted it and dragged deeply on the smoke, his face growing
bland and happier at once. Clouds of smoke spread through the
coach and the big man made an ineffectual effort with his hand to
sweep them away from Josephine.

The first smell of it woke Shafter at once. He opened his eyes
and watched the big man steadily. The big man felt the weight of
the glance but avoided it by looking out the window; he sighed
heavily, he clenched the cigar between his teeth, he rolled it
around his mouth, he took three rapid drags on it, and then
irritably stared at Shafter. He held the glance with some
defiance, but at last he pitched the cigar out of the window,
whereupon Shafter again fell asleep.

At noon the coach, struggling against the endlessness of
space, dipped into a coulee and drew before a drab, squat
building which sat in a yard littered by tin cans and empty
bottles. The passengers moved painfully from their confinement,
ate dinner and returned reluctantly to their seats. The big man
climbed beside the driver, replacing a slim, wild-haired youth
who took his seat inside with a glowering silence. Coach and
horses struggled up the coulee's side, faced the rolling sea of
grass again, and resumed the steady march. The overhead sun
pressed upon the coach, building up a trapped, sulky heat inside;
and the dust began to drift up through the cracked floorboards in
small, twining eddies. Shafter noticed how the dust touched and
clung to the girl's hair; and noticed how the sun played against
her face, against the gentle crease of her lips. Humor lived
there, even in this discomfort. She had been looking through the
window, but felt his glance and met it coolly, now not
smiling.

He turned his glance, staring upon the land and the land's
gray-brown monotony. Haze came down on the far edges of the world
but in that haze indistinct shapes moved—the only motion to
be seen anywhere. He watched those shapes for half an hour and
noticed them gradually drift in. Presently he knew what they were
and his eyelids came closer together and a different expression
reached his face. The driver's voice drifted down through the
squealing and the coarse grinding noise of wheels and straps and
double tree chains. "Always about here." But the coach's speed
neither increased nor decreased.

It was a file of young Indians, slanting forward through the
western sunlight on little patch-colored ponies. The Indians rode
with a spraddled, keeling motion, their bronze-bare legs shining
in the sun. Some of them were breech-clouted only and some wore
white man's trousers and white man's shirts dropped outside; a
hundred yards from the stage they wheeled and ran abreast of it,
the little ponies controlled by single braided rawhide lines
attached to their lower jaws. One Indian slowly drew an arrow
back in his bow, aimed it, made an imaginary shot, and relaxed
the bow; he flung up one finger derisively, whereupon the whole
party wheeled and raced away. The driver's voice came down again,
windy and relieved. "Agency bucks, but you never know whut
they're up to."

Josephine Russell's face was steady and sharp and hardened,
but she said nothing. She looked at Shafter.

He said: "Indian kids, just playing at trouble. Nothing to
fear."

The sullen young man with the mop of wild hair had remained
rigidly drawn together during the affair. Now he relaxed and
spoke. "You live in this country?"

"No."

"Then you don't know. There's always trouble. Meet those kids
where they thought they had a chance and it would of been
different."

"No use worrying about things that don't happen."

The youngster was inclined to be intolerant of this apparent
greenhorn, and the presence of a woman made him accent his own
frontier wisdom. "If you'd seen what I seen out here—people
scalped and whole families with their heads busted in—you
wouldn't be so easy about it."

"If it had been spring or summer," said Shafter, "I would have
been worried. But winter's coming. These Indians will be on the
reservation, eating government beef. They will be good Indians,
until spring comes again."

The youngster disliked his point of view being overthrown and
he gave Shafter a hard, scowling glance and was evidently tempted
to set him in his proper place by a few bolder words. Shafter
took the lad's beetling glance and held it, and presently the lad
reconsidered his intentions and only said, "If you'd seen what I
seen," and reached into his pocket, producing a plug of tobacco
from which he chewed an enormous lump and pouched it against one
cheek.

Occasionally the stage rolled down the side of the coulee,
struck rocky bottom with painful impact and tilted upward,
throwing the passengers violently around the seats. The heat
clung on with the westering sun and the dust was a screen through
which the passengers viewed each other with blurred vision. It
dampered normal breathing; it coated the faces of all and
presently these faces turned oil-slick and this wetness grew gray
and streaky as it formed small rivulets across the dust. The
smell of the coach became rank with the odors of bodies rendering
out their moisture and the confinement turned from discomfort to
actual pain. Shafter noticed that Josephine Russell had taken
firm control of herself, pressing back her feelings, and from
this he realized she was feeling the ordeal. Now and then, aware
of her bedraggled appearance, she pressed her handkerchief
against her face.

The road had swung directly into the blast of the low burning
sun and therefore it was a surprise when the stage wheeled to a
stop before a raw and ungainly house standing alone in all this
emptiness. The driver got down, grunting as his feet struck; he
called back, "Night stop," and walked away. A man moved from the
house toward the horses, and one by one the weary passengers
lifted themselves from the vehicle and tried their cramped legs.
Shafter stood by, giving the girl a hand down. For a moment he
supported her, seeing a faintness come to her face; she touched
him with both arms, she held him a little while and then,
embarrassed, she stepped away. Shafter climbed to the boot of the
coach and sorted amongst the luggage. "Which will you need for
overnight?"

"The small gray one," she said.

He found it and brought it down. He stood a moment, surveying
the house; he looked to an upper window and saw a woman there,
staring out upon the coach. He gave the girl a quick side glance
and noticed she had not seen the woman; a short and darker
expression crossed his face and he led the way over the packed
yard to the door. Three great hounds lifted up and growled at him
but a voice—a woman's sharp voice—came out of the
house, cowing them.

Josephine Russell murmured: "Are there nothing but women
hotelkeepers in eastern Dakota?" She had made a more deliberate
appraisal of the place and now she gave Shafter a sober glance.
"Is it all right?"

"It will have to be," he said.

A woman met them in the half light of the long front room; a
woman once young, and still not old in point of years. She stood
back, ample-bosomed and careless of dress; her eyes were ready
for Shafter and had warmth for him, but they turned cool and
watchful when they swung to the girl. There was a moment—a
long and unsure moment—while she studied them. Shafter said
in a short voice: "You have a room for this lady?"

"Take the one at the top of the stairs. On the left."

He followed Josephine up the stairs. She stopped before a door
and looked back at him a moment, and then opened the door and
stepped into the room and stood in the center of it, looking on
without expression at the room's furniture, at the rough blankets
on the bed. He put down her suitcase and went to the window; he
pried it open and looked out, and turned back to her. Her glance
came over to him and he saw a slight flicker of embarrassment,
calm and self-possessed as she was.

He said: "A hell of a place."

She shrugged her shoulders. "But the only place." Then she
said: "Are you going to be around here tonight?"

"Yes," he said. He looked at the door when he left the room
and saw that there was no key; he closed the door and walked down
the stairs. The woman who ran this doubtful desert shelter stood
nearby, waiting for him.

He said: "Is that room all right?"

She shrugged her shoulders. "Yes. But I don't ask the genteel
to come here."

"This is a stage stop, isn't it?"

"Let it stop some other place," she said. Then she laughed,
and her lips were full and heavy and red. "But there's no other
place. Do you want a room?"

He said, "No," and color came to him and he turned out to the
porch. He walked around the house, sizing it up, its windows
blanked out by drawn green roller shades, its paintless angles,
its unloveliness. There was an outside stairway running up the
east wall, on which he laid a moment's attention; behind the
house was another porch, and water and basin. He washed here and
beat the dust from his clothes, and resumed his circle of the
house. The sun dropped in a silent crash of light and, coming
from an apparent nowhere, riders shaped themselves against the
sudden twilight. He sat on the porch steps, watching them reach
the yard, wheel and step off; all men stamped by their trade,
booted and spurred and dusty and scorched by the sun, turned dry
by the heat and hollow-hungry, careless and nervous of eye,
watching everything and nothing. There was a bar farther back in
the house and out of it lights presently rose, and the sound of
men talking—and of women talking. He got up and crossed the
main room. He paused at the doorway of the bar and had his look
at the women; he moved to the bar and took his drink, and stood
with his elbows on the bar until he heard the dinner triangle
banging. Then he went on to the dining-room door and waited for
Josephine.

She came down the stairs and paused to look around; when her
eyes found him he saw the relieved lightening of her face. She
came up to him, smiling a little, and went into the dining room
with him. He saw her glance touch the dozen men at the table and
coolly take in the woman at its head—and the two other
women also present. She knew them at once, he realized; it was
the faintest break on her face, soon covered. After that she took
her place and she never looked at them again.

The big plates and platters came circling around, were emptied
and carried away by a China boy to be refilled. One man, already
drunk, talked steadily; but otherwise the crowd was silent and
hungry and ate without conversation. Small talk was a custom of
the East; out here men resented making a ceremony out of a meal
and wasted no time on it. Ten minutes after they had entered the
room, most of the men had finished, and had gone on to the bar;
in a little while the rest of the group had deserted the table,
leaving Shafter and Josephine to themselves. She sipped at her
coffee, tired but relaxed. Through his cigar smoke he watched the
lamplight shining against the gray of her eyes, he observed the
sweetness and the humor restlessly living in her lip corners. She
caught his glance and held it, thoughtfully considering him,
making her own silent observations concerning him. Racket began
to spread from the saloon and a woman's voice grew strident. The
girl shrugged her shoulders and rose from the table.

He followed her back to the big front room and he observed
that she stopped at the stairs and looked toward the second floor
with an expression of distaste. Suddenly she wheeled toward him
and took his arm and they went out of the house and strolled
along the vague road. A sickle moon lay far down in the sky,
turned butter yellow by the haze in the air, and the stars were
great woolly-crystal masses overhead. Sharp-scented dust rose
beneath their feet, the fragrance of the earth was
strong—the harsh and vigorous emanations of the earth
itself. He felt the girl's body sway as she walked; he felt the
warmth of her body, the warmth of her thoughts. The desert ran
blackly away, formless and mysterious, and far out on the flats a
coyote called.

"Do you know this country?" she asked.

"I know the West," he said. "I put in some time in the
Southwest."

"Do you like it?"

"It's better than what I've had lately."

They went half a mile onward, slowly pacing; and turned back.
The lights of the house gushed from a dozen windows—the
only light and the only warmth in all this empty stretch of
space; and the sound of laughter, sharply shrill, rode in the
little wind.

She said: "What is your name?"

"Kern Shafter. I regret that you have to stay here
tonight."

She didn't answer that until they had reached the porch. Then
she murmured: "It will do," and passed into the house. At the
foot of the stairs she turned to him and asked a question she had
asked once before. "You'll be here?"

"Yes," he said. "Good night."

She nodded her head slightly by way of answer, and climbed the
stairs.

After she had gone into her room Shafter left the house and
went to the coach standing in the yard. He climbed to the boot
and found his valise and took out a revolver. He sat on the top
of the coach and hefted the gun idly in his palm, feeling its
familiar weight, its accustomed and comfortable reality. He
thrust it inside his trouser band and lay back to smoke out his
cigar while the depth of night increased. The moon's light had no
effect on the blind blackness; this yard, touched by house
lights, was an island in all the surrounding emptiness. The stars
sharply glistened and the scented wind lifted; and mystery closed
down and loneliness moved in, with its questions and its far
wonder. He sat still, brooding over things behind him, over old
injuries still burning and old memories still sweet. When he had
thought of them and had felt the heat of them, he closed his mind
upon them; and yet, like the leaks in a dam gate, there were
apertures in his will and his resolution, through which little
seepages of memory still came. He stretched out full length,
feeling the goodness of the wind and the ease that came to him.
Looking at the sky, he seemed to grow longer and broader, and the
space inside him was less crowded. He thought: "I have made one
right decision," and felt the peace of knowing it.

With the night also came the quick chill of winter not far
away; the starglow had its frigid glitter, the far unseen
distance had its threat of storm. Other riders came out of the
night, dropped off before the house and moved in, to add to the
growing noise. Shafter dropped from the coach and returned to the
main room. He found a pair of chairs and drew them together,
sitting on one and laying his feet on the other. The big woman
who ran the place found him here, so placed that he had a view of
the stairs and the doorway of the room directly above.

She stopped before him, smiling down. She lifted his hat and
threw it aside and, still with her half smile, ran one finger
along the edge of his head. "Your woman will be all right."

"Not mine," he said.

"I guess," she said, "you wouldn't have much trouble with a
woman, if you wished. I know your kind."

"No," he said, "you don't."

"Don't tell me what I don't know," she said, half sharp with
him. But her brief smile came back as she continued to watch him.
"You don't need to curl up like a hound in front of her door. It
will get noisy, but nothing will happen."

"Nothing will," he agreed.

"You plan to stay here all night? Right here?"

"Yes."

She ceased to smile. She spoke in a soft, jeering, faintly
envious tone. "That's romantic, isn't it? You fool." Suddenly she
dropped a hand on his stomach, on the shape of the revolver
beneath his coat. "I wouldn't flourish that thing around here.
There's a couple men in the bar who could shoot that diamond ring
off your finger without scratching your skin."

"Ah," he said, and grinned, "tough ones."

She was puzzled at his reaction. Her lips indecisively
loosened while she watched him. He lay back on his chair, a quiet
man who didn't seem to care about many things, who didn't give
himself away. He dressed well and she knew, without giving it a
thought, that he was far above her and perhaps had only a scorn
for her. She hated men like that, even more than she hated the
rough ones who came here to this house with their appetites; she
hated them with a hard desire to use her claws on them—the
fashionable, cool ones—and pull them down to her. But she
didn't find herself hating this man. It was as she had said
before to him: he had a way that women liked and an appeal that
women would answer. But he didn't seem to care.

She started to touch him again but checked the gesture. "My
God," she murmured, "this is a lonely place. Sometimes...If
you're crazy enough to sit here all night I'll bring you a
blanket later. Maybe some hot coffee."

"I'll be here," he said. She had swung away, but she checked
and turned, her eyes scanning him with a small break of hope.
Hard living had begun to etch its lines along her face, yet she
still was a pretty woman in a loose, heavy, physical way.
Carefulness of dress would have done much for her, but she had
forgotten to care. She shrugged her shoulders and walked into the
saloon, which grew increasingly noisy.

Josephine's room was ceiled with rough lumber whose edges
never quite lay together. There was a single window, with a green
roller shade discolored by sun and in-beating rain. A lighted
lamp stood on a table made up of fragments of boxes which once
had contained canned goods; above the table a blemished mirror
hung askew. The bed was a four-poster made of solid mahogany, the
possible derelict of some wagon train passing through, and on it
lay lumpy quilts and a pillow without a slip. The floor had once
been covered with a lead-colored paint, but this now had largely
broken away so that it was a kind of leprous gray and brown.

Josephine stood in the middle of the room, remembering the
people downstairs and hearing the noise which now came up in
growing stridency; particularly she heard the voices of the
women. She shrugged her shoulders and walked to the bed, pulling
back the quilt to explore the two blue army blankets which served
as sheets. She bent, looking closely at the blankets; she peeled
back the blankets and studied the mattress. She bent still
farther down, running a finger along its stitched edge. "At least
there are no bedbugs," she thought, and got ready for bed.

She propped the room's lone chair against the door-knob,
turned out the light and stood a moment at the window, watching
the yard. She saw a man lying on top of the coach, smoking a
cigar, and though it was intensely black beyond the range of
house lights, she thought she recognized the shape of Shafter's
shoulders. The thought of him, vagrant and curious and slightly
warm, held her still for a little while; then she crept into
bed.

There were men in the adjoining rooms, their lights coming
through the warped joining of the wall boards, their voices quite
plain as they exchanged stories, each worse than the one before.
She rested, still and wide awake, listening to a fight begin and
go through the house in grunting, crashing, falling echoes. Some
man yelled out his cursing and a gun exploded and a woman
screamed; afterwards a man rushed into the night and presently
rode away at a dead run. Near midnight someone came slowly up the
stairs, his body making a weight on the flimsy wood. He crawled
along the hall, his hands scraping the wall. He touched the knob
of the door and stopped, and she heard the knob turn and the door
give; after that, she heard another traveler come lightly up the
steps. One soft word was said and a sharp blow struck, sending
one of the men against the wall. Presently that one fell down the
stairs in a tumbling, rocketing fashion. The man who had so
lightly come upward now went down with the same soft footfalls.
Josephine thought: "He's watching out for me," and thought of
Shafter, again with relief. Little by little some kind of order
crept into this wild house as its inmates fell asleep, and its
guests rode away.
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AT one o'clock, Shafter left his seat at the
foot of the stairs and went into the barroom. Everybody had gone
except one drunk stretched dead to the world across the pool
table, and one gloomy houseman cleaning up the debris. Shafter
got a glass of whisky and carried it to a table and sat down; the
woman who seemed to run this place came up from some other
quarter of the house and took a chair across from him. The flame
of her vitality obviously burned low, for she sat with her elbows
on the table, supporting her head, staring at the table's green
felt top. She murmured:—

"Hard way to make a living, isn't it?"

He said nothing and presently his silence made her lift her
glance to him. He smiled at her and pushed his drink over the
table. She looked at it a long while, all the brightness faded
out of her. "No," she murmured, "I hate the sight of it." She
looked up at the barman. "Go get us some coffee, Bill." Then she
noticed the drunk on the pool table and a raspiness came to her
voice. "Roll that dumb beast off there before he digs his spurs
into a thousand dollars' worth of woodwork." The barkeep was a
taciturn and a literal man. He moved to the table, put both arms
under the sleeping drunk and gave him a short shove. The drunk
fell loosely, striking in sections, at the knees and then at the
shoulders. His head slammed hard on the floor and his mouth flew
open. He rolled slightly, threshed his arms, and ceased to move.
Bill went on toward the back of the house.

"Look at him," said the woman in bitter disgust, pointing to
the drunk. "That's a man. That's what they all look like. He'll
sober up, eat breakfast and go away. But he'll be back in a
couple days. That's what I've got to make my living from."

He said: "Feel this way every night?"

"Every night."

"Time to move on then."

"One place is no better than another," she said, and looked at
him with a small revival of interest. When she realized he had
been steadily watching her, she pulled herself straight and ran
her hands lightly over her hair. "Do I look as bad as I
feel?"

"What's your name?"

"May," she said. "There's another May here, but she's
Straight-Edge May."

"All women are beautiful, May."

"You fool," she murmured, "don't talk like that. You don't
mean it. Even if you did mean it, it would get a woman like me to
thinking about things she shouldn't anymore." But his words had
lifted her; they had revived her spirits. "You've knocked around,
haven't you?"

"Yes."

"Running from something."

He showed her his smile again, that easy and careless smile
which changed him, which took the darkness out of him. He had
sympathy for her but he let it show in his eyes rather than spend
words on it. He sat with her and took her as she was. "Everybody
runs from something, May. Or runs after something."

"In trouble?"

"No. I don't have to watch what's behind me."

"You've never had to come to places like this for your fun,
either," she said, judging him with her wealth of man-knowledge.
"Your kind uses theater tickets and bonbons, and back rooms at
fashionable restaurants."

For the second time this night, she caught him off guard,
causing him to flush. "May," he said. "Let's talk about the
weather."

She regarded him closely, amused that she could embarrass him
but also puzzled by it; embarrassment was a rare thing in a man
and somewhat beyond her limits of experience. She shrugged her
shoulders. "I guess I don't know much about your kind. I only met
one like you. That was a long time ago. If I knew where he was
now I'd write him a letter and let him know just how I turned out
after he got through with me." A small tinge of bitterness got
into her voice. "Maybe it would make him add something extra on
the collection plate next time he went to church."

"How do you know he goes to church, May?"

"It's fashionable for his kind to marry somebody respectable
and go to church, and buy his way into heaven. No doubt, when he
gets sentimental, he sometimes thinks, 'I wonder where she is
now.' Not that he's sorry. His kind of man is proud of one good
sinful memory. As for the woman, she can just look out for
herself." She bent toward him and showed him an old, old anger.
"I don't like your kind of men." But as soon as she said it, her
mouth softened. "But I like you. I guess that explains how I got
here."

Bill came in with two cups of coffee, black and hot and rank,
and moved back to his dismal chores. Shafter dumped his whisky
into the coffee and drank it slowly. He was loose in the chair,
he was thoroughly at rest, enjoying the small tastes and sounds
and colors around him. She thought to herself, as she studied
him: "I'd figure him a genteel bum, except that he threw George
Dixon down the stairs." That made her speak up. "You're too quick
for your own good. Dixon didn't mean to go into the lady's room.
He was just drunk."

"There is only one way to handle Dixons," he said.

"He may come back," she said. "He's a mean one."

"If you hit Dixons hard," he said, "they don't come back. If
you hit them soft, they do."

She said: "You uncover yourself just a little bit at a time.
You get different as you go. Is there anything I can do for
you?"

He looked at her with a greater attention. "How's that,
May?"

"Do you need a stake? I've got plenty of money."

He didn't immediately answer and he didn't smile at her again.
He finished his coffee, and rose. Her glance remained on him.

"Didn't hurt your feelings, did I?" she wanted to know.

He shook his head. "No, May, you made me feel fine. But I
don't need it."

She followed him from the barroom to the front room. "You
don't need to stay down here anymore. Take the room across the
hall from your lady."

He turned on her, looking down, the quietness of his eyes and
the expression in them giving her goodness. She wanted to touch
him, to reach up and lay her fingers through his black hair; she
wanted to come close upon him and lift her mouth for him. But she
stood back, a realist who knew that for him she was a vessel long
since drained empty; it was the first time in many years she had
felt that way about a man.

"Why did you offer me the grubstake, May?"

"People can always hope," she said. "Maybe you would have
taken it. Maybe you would have stayed."

He moved to the stairs and turned back there, one hand lying
heavy-spread on the railing. "Remember what I told you," he said.
"All women are beautiful."

She shook her head, darkened by what she wanted and couldn't
have. "If you wish to be kind, never say that to a woman like
me." She watched him all the way up the stairs.

And she was at the foot of the stairs at five in the morning
when, following breakfast, he turned out of the house. She had
taken pains with her hair; she had pressed away the lines about
her eyes with cold towels, and she had put on the dress she used
for trips to Fargo. But she didn't speak to him as he went by,
for he had Josephine with him, and she knew exactly what her
station was. After they had gone out, she moved to the porch,
watching the stage swing around in the yard. She saw him bend and
look through the window at her; and she stood still and watched
the stage roll away through its dust and become at last a point
in the distance.

The man who had been capsized from the table the night before
now moved out of the house in painful slowness. He stopped beside
her, puzzled as to the soreness of his bones. "By God," he said,
"it must of been a big night. Somebody ride a horse through the
barroom, May? I been stepped on, all over."

"No," she said. "You just fell down."

"Must of been from the roof," he murmured and went on to his
horse. He groaned when he went into the saddle; he turned and
waved a hand. "See you soon, May."

She still watched the stage, but she said, with a piece of a
smile: "All right, Tom. Be good and come again."



THE coach ran along the twin ruts of the road,
outward upon the prairie, under the rising flood of clear and
brilliant sunshine. For the space of half an hour, the world
stood bathed in morning's freshness, in its coolness, in its
bright cleansing light; and for that half hour the horizons were
sharp lines in the distance. Then the coolness went away and the
faint fog began to rise and the enveloping dust settled within
the coach and the monotony of the ride gripped them again. Three
of the passengers had dropped off at the night station, leaving
only the heavy man, Josephine and Shafter inside. Shafter propped
his shoulders in the corner of the coach, braced his feet on the
floor and fell asleep.

When he awoke, there was a series of small, ragged up-and-down
black strokes against the emptiness and the horses had smelled
their destination and were now running freely without the urging
of the driver; somewhat later the stage moved into the mouth of
Fargo's main street, passed a row of raw-boarded houses to either
side, turned a corner and stopped at a depot shed standing beside
a single track.

The driver got down, shouting, "Fargo, and yore train's in
sight," and went up to the boot, throwing down the luggage
without regard for the contents. Shafter stepped out and gave
Josephine a hand; he found her luggage and piled it near the
track, standing back to light a cigar. The train had come out of
the east, its progress singing forward on the rails and its
whistle hoarsely warning the town. Townsmen strolled up to break
the day's tedium and to touch again for an instant that East out
of which they had come; to catch, in the train's steamy bustle,
the feeling of motion and excitement and freedom which had
impelled most of them to come west but which they had lost as
soon as they had taken root here.

Josephine turned to Shafter and regarded him with soberness.
"You have been kind. If I should not see you again, let me wish
you all good luck."

"I'll be on the train."

"Bismarck?" asked Josephine, and showed him a remote pleasure
with her eyes.

He nodded instead of speaking; for the engine coasted by with
its bell steadily clanging and its exhausts ejaculating gusts of
steam. Two baggage cars and five coaches growled to a jerky stop,
and passengers looked curiously through the grimed car windows;
and an army captain stepped to the runway and began a vigorous
constitutional, his cap slanted rakishly on a head of long,
bright red hair. The conductor stood on the runway and shouted,
"Fargo—Fargo, twenty minutes for lunch!"

Passengers now descended and ran for the lunchroom sitting at
the edge of the platform. Josephine meanwhile turned to the
train, whereupon Shafter gave her an arm up the nearest coach
platform, collected her luggage and carried it into the car. He
stowed his own valise on an empty seat and left the train,
crossing to the lunchroom. Some of the passengers had seated
themselves along a table, before a row of dishes prepared for
hasty service; and other passengers, unable to find seats,
reached over the heads of the fortunate ones and improvised
sandwiches for themselves. Shafter noticed a pile of lunch boxes
made up, took two of them, paid the bill and returned to
Josephine.

"You never know when these trains get where they're going," he
said, leaving a lunch box with her.

He returned to his own seat and began on his meal. The engine
bell had begun to sound again and the conductor stood on the
runway, crying "Bo-o-o-ard," to summon passengers from the
lunchroom. The engine released its brakes and gave a first hard
chuff, sending a preliminary quiver through the coaches.
The train slid forward, gathering speed, while a woman on the
train began to scream as a last man rushed from the lunch-room,
sprinted along the runway and caught the grab rails of the last
coach. The gathered townsmen cheered this extra touch of
melodrama, and the engine whistled its throaty farewell as it
gathered speed, and the vacuum of its passage lifted eddies of
dust and paper on the tracks. It left behind the smell of steam
and coal smoke and warm lubricating oil; it left behind the
memory of liveliness and motion and it left behind, in the heart
of more than one townsman, the half-formed decision to pull up
his roots again, as he had before, and move into that bright West
whose unknown distances held perpetual promise of fortune and
adventure.

The coaches, castoffs of other lines in the East, swayed with
the not yet thoroughly settled grade of this new railroad,
stretched taut on their couplings, and slammed together when the
engine slightly abated speed. Cinders pelted the windows and
smoke streamed back the length of the train; and the engine
whistle laid out its hoarse notice upon the land. Here and there
a siding ran briefly beside the main line and here and there a
yellow section shanty stood lonely in the sun. Out in the
distance an occasional antelope band, startled from grazing, fled
away in beautiful smoothness. Once in a great while Shafter saw a
ranch house or a rider, or cattle. Propping his feet on the
opposite seat, he fell asleep, and later woke to find the train
stopping at a town that was four little shanties facing the
tracks; and slept again until he heard the conductor cry,
"Bismarck!"

The town's gray out-sheds and slovenly shanties and corrals
slid forward and its main street appeared—one long row of
saloons, stores, livery barns and freighter sheds crowded side by
side, unevenly joined and roughly thrown together. The train
stopped, heads bobbed beside the car windows and presently people
came in to search for friends. Shafter picked up his valise and
left the coach.

The sun was down and coolness already began to move over the
earth. There had been rain in Bismarck, turning the yellow dust
gray and slick, and coating the boots of the gathered crowd. An
army ambulance stood near the track, held by a cavalry corporal,
and a pair of ladies crossed to it and were whirled away.
Josephine Russell meanwhile descended, walked to a gray-haired
man and kissed him. The gray-haired man took her luggage and
turned off, but for a moment Josephine Russell paused to look
back at Shafter. Impulse moved her to him.

"I wish you luck," she said.

"I'll remember your wish," he answered and lifted his hat to
her and watched her walk on. She was an alert, happy woman; she
had presented him with that fair and serene face which he most
admired, and as he looked at her retreating shape he had his
slight regret—the regret of a man who sees beauty and grace
disappear.

The cars were now empty, the engine had been uncoupled and
moved on; for this was the farthest west of the railroad, in this
year of 1875. Beyond Bismarck was the yellow Missouri, and beyond
the Missouri lay the unknown lands of the Sioux where,
intermittently for ten years, little columns and detachments of
the army had marched and fought, had won and had been defeated.
Shafter lifted his valise and moved toward a wagon wherein sat a
driver. He spoke to the driver:—

"Where's Fort Abraham Lincoln?"

The driver pointed a finger southwesterly. "Along that road,
four miles to the Point. Ferry there." Then he said: "Get
in."

Shafter dumped his valise into the wagon's bed and took place
beside the driver who now set his team down the street at a trot.
At the end of the street the road moved in dog-leg fashion up and
down and around little folds of earth, past an occasional house,
past Indians riding head down and indifferent, their toes pointed
outward, their shoulders stooped. The team kept up an easy
mincing trot, making a little melody of harness chains, and so
covered four miles, coming then to a highland upon which sat a
collection of houses sitting apart and facing all directions.
Beyond this highland the terrain rolled into bottom lands and
reached the Missouri. Beyond the river stood the fort on its
bluff, its line of houses square and trim and formidable. The
driver slammed on his brakes as the wagon descended the grade to
the ferry dock; and pointed at the houses to either hand.

"If you got money to spend, don't come here. This is the
Point. It's off the military reservation. It is a bad place, my
friend." He let go the brakes and the wagon rolled to the deck of
a river steamer, once glamorous but now converted to something
little better than a scow with steam; on the pilot house a gilded
sign gave its name, THE UNION. The name was its only substantial
part, for when the lines were cast off the ancient engines shook
the boat in all its frames. They surged forward through the near
shore's back eddy, came upon the middle channel and were seized
by a current that lay deceptively beneath this murky river's
surface. The Union shuddered throughout, paused and lost
steerage way. It skewed across the current, fell five hundred
yards downriver, and reached slack water on the far side; with
its engines racking its ancient frame, it worked slowly upstream
and nosed into the slip. The wagoner released his brakes, whipped
his team into a run and went up the grade to the top of the
bluff. When he reached it he sat back and blew out a breath.

"Damn boat someday is goin' to keep going right on down to
Yankton. Or blow up."

The walls of this fort were formed by the back edges of
barracks, storehouses, officers' quarters and stables, all these
facing a great parade ground running a thousand feet or better in
each direction. The teamster drew before the guardhouse post,
said "Commissary," and was waved in.

"You know where the adjutant's office might be?" asked
Shafter.

"Down there by the end of the quartermaster building."

"Thanks for the ride," offered Shafter and dropped off with
his valise. He went along the east side of the parade ground,
traveling on a board walk which skirted troop quarters; and as he
passed these long barracks he heard the clatter of dishes coming
up from the mess hall in the rear of each barrack. This was
supper time, the sun just dropping below the ridge to the west of
the fort; and the ceremony of retreat was not far away, for
orderlies were now cutting out of the stable area, leading horses
across the parade to Officers' Row. He had just reached the
doorway of the adjutant's office when the trumpeter at the guard
gate blew first call.

He stepped inside in time to see a huge, tall first lieutenant
clap on a dress helmet with its plume, thrust the chin strap into
place and hook up his sword. Dundreary whiskers grew in silken
luxury along his jowls, out of which showed a big-fleshed mouth,
a solid nose and a pair of darkly sharp eyes. He looked at
Shafter. He said, "Yes?" and started for the door. "Yes?"

"I'll wait until the lieutenant returns from retreat," said
Shafter.

The lieutenant said, "Very well," and flung himself through
the door, followed by a sergeant major empurpled with years of
weather and hard living. A corporal remained behind in the
office, his arm hanging from a sling.

Shafter watched five cavalry companies file out from the
stables to the parade ground. The hark of officers came sharp
through the still air. "Column right! Left into line! Com-m-pany,
halt!" Horsemen trotted briskly here and there, lifting quick
puffs of dust from the hard parade. One by one, the five
companies came into regimental front, each company mounted on
horses of matched color, each company's guidon colorfully waving
from the pole affixed in the stirrup socket of the guidon
corporal's stirrup. For a moment the regiment remained still,
each trooper sitting with a grooved ease in his McClellan, legs
well down and back arched, saber hanging on loosened sling to
left side, carbine suspended from belt swivel to right, dress
helmet cowled down to the level of his eyes. Thus the Seventh sat
in disciplined, impassive form—a long double rank of dark,
largely mustached faces—homely, burned faces, Irish faces,
seasoned and youthful faces, faces of solid value and faces of
wildness—all pointed frontward to the company commander and
to the adjutant now taking his report. Presently, the adjutant
wheeled his horse, trotted it fifty feet forward and came to a
halt before a slim shape poised lithe and watchful on his
mount.

Even at this distance Shafter recognized the commanding
officer—that long, bushy fall of almost golden hair which
even the cowling of the dress helmet could not conceal, that
sweeping tawny dragoon's mustache which sharpened the bony,
hawkish nose and accented the depth of eye sockets, that sinuous
and muscularly restless body now held in momentary restraint
against its own incessant rebellion. There sat the man who was a
living legend, the least-disciplined and poorest scholar of his
West Point class of 1861; whose wild charges and consuming love
of naked action had turned him into a major general by brevet at
the age of twenty-five and who was, in the shrunken peacetime
army, Lieutenant-Colonel of the Seventh Cavalry and its commander
by virtue of the absence of Colonel Sturgis. Everybody in America
knew the face of the man; it was a household familiarity, the
thin lips half concealed by the waterfall mustache, the hungry
boniness of the jaw, the blue inset eyes seeking attention,
seeking any audacity to prove the right to attention.

Custer's arm answered the adjutant's salute with a swift
nervous jerk. A word was spoken. The band burst into a quick
march, still stationary on the right of the line. The officers of
the regiment rode slowly front and center, formed a rank and
moved upon the commanding officer. Shafter heard the brittle
crack of an officer's voice halt them. He watched them salute
Custer, and receive his return salute, after which they took
place behind him. Suddenly now the band swung around and marched
down the front of the regiment, in full tune, and wheeled and
marched back. Silence came completely; all the shapes upon this
parade turned still as the massed buglers tossed up their
trumpets and sounded retreat. Hard upon the heels of the last
trumpet note the little brass cannon at the foot of the flagpole
boomed out, its echo rocketing into the western ridge and out
across the Missouri. The flag began to descend and the band
struck up a national air. Shafter pulled his heels together and
removed his hat; he stood balanced, facing the flag as it slid
down the pole toward the trooper waiting to receive it. In the
ensuing quiet, Custer's strident voice carried the length and
breadth of the parade.

"Pass in review!"

The first sergeants, now commanding the companies, wheeled
about, harking their stiff calls. The band broke into a march
tune, the regimental front broke like a fan and came into platoon
column; it turned the corners of the parade and passed before the
commanding officer with hard dust smoking up around it. Down at
the far end of the parade ground, each company pulled away toward
its own stable. The ceremony was done.

Out by the flagstaff the officers surrendered their horses and
moved idly along the walk toward their quarters. The adjutant
took his last orders and departed. An orderly galloped forward to
take Custer's horse, but the general swung his mount and flung it
headlong across the parade, wheeled and raced it back. Arriving
before his quarters he sprang to the ground, tossed over the
reins and stamped up the porch of his house; it had been one
sudden outburst of energy which could no longer be dammed up.

Shafter meanwhile stepped back into the adjutant's office.
Presently the adjutant came in, slightly sweating; he removed his
dress hat and laid it on a desk, he unbuckled his saber and hung
it to a peg on the wall and, having done this, he looked at
Shafter.

"Well, sir."

"I should like to enlist in this regiment," said Shafter.

"Where are you from?"

"Ohio."

"How was it you did not enlist at the nearest recruiting
service?"

"I prefer to pick my regiment."

"That involved considerable train fare," observed the
adjutant, and took time to consider Shafter with a very cool eye.
"Normally we are recruited from Jefferson Barracks. Still, we can
enlist you." He turned to the corporal with the bad arm. "Get an
enlistment form, Jackson. Get a doctor's blank, too."

Jackson searched another desk for the required forms and the
adjutant lowered his rather massive frame into a chair and
considered the work on his desk. The corporal sat down at another
desk and beckoned Shafter before him. "Name?" he said, and began
to take Shafter's history. "Recent address? Next of kin?"

"No next of kin."

"No next of kin."

"Closest friend, then."

"None," said Shafter.

The corporal leaned back and chewed his pen a moment, looking
at Shafter. The adjutant raised his head to consider this new
recruit. "Are you that alone in this world?" he asked, with some
skepticism. But he nodded at the corporal and murmured, "Let it
go." Both the corporal and the lieutenant, Shafter realized, were
thinking the same thing: that he was another drifter running from
a past. These regiments on the border had many such men; it was
an old story.

"Birthplace, parents' names? Age, weight, color of hair and
eyes? Height? Distinguishing marks?" The clerk rattled off the
inquiries and scrawled them down. It grew late and he was
impatient to be free—to join the poker game at troop
barrack, to meet a woman across the river at the Point, to
sleep—or perhaps simply to sit idle and dream of the
comfort and the freedom of civilian life. Shafter quietly
supplied the answers required of him, thinking of that same
civilian life with no regrets and no particular warmth. Insofar
as he had a home, this army post would satisfy him completely;
the uniform would be the answer to his wants. He heard men come
into the adjutant's office behind him. He heard the adjutant
say:—

"It is slightly late, Doctor. But could you examine this man
for enlistment?"

"Yes."

Shafter turned and saw the doctor, standing by the adjutant's
desk. But his eyes lingered on the man only a moment; for there
was another officer now in the room, a captain looking out from
beneath the rim of his dress helmet at Shafter, with a keen
attention. He was a heavy, stocky man with a broad practical
face, with a heavy sand-colored mustache guarding his upper
mouth. It was a serviceable, unemotional Irish countenance, a
face disciplined by duty and routine and largely beyond the whims
of excitement. Shafter looked back at him gravely. The doctor
said, "Step in the room," pointing to a doorway back of the
adjutant, "and strip."

He followed Shafter, he waited, his mind obviously on other
things. He took a mechanical survey of Shafter's naked frame and
pointed to the thick whitened welt of a scar that made a
foot-long crescent on Shafter's left flank, above the hip "What was
that?"

"Saber cut."

"Ah," said the doctor, and made his tapping inspection of
Shafter's chest. "How old?"

"Thirty-two."

The doctor completed the rest of his routine in silence and
motioned for Shafter to resume his clothes, meanwhile himself
leaving the room. He sat down at the edge of the adjutant's desk,
completing the physical form. "He'll do physically," he said to
the adjutant.
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