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It had been a panting hot day; a day when those who
could sought shelter of shade, while those compelled
to work stopped often and shook the dripping perspiration
from their brows. The heat seemed to hang
quivering in the air, abating, yet not appearing to
abate; Mithras, god of light, the cause of it all, burned
red in the west, and, like an impressionist painter recklessly
lavish with his colours, had prodigally splashed
all the far horizon with gold and crimson, while as the
sun sank still lower behind a radiant cloud its rays
were flung into the sky like the spokes of a gigantic
wheel of glory; or if the sex of the simile be changed
and Mithras be transformed into a goddess, this deity
of the day coquettishly prepared to leave the scene of
her triumphs, flirting open a fan of dazzling gossamer
before making the farewell bow and quitting for the
night her throne in the heavens.

Two very young men lay prone on their backs in a
fence corner. The grass under them was parched, dry
and warm, providing a comfortable couch. Straw hats
with broad brims somewhat ragged at the rim concealed
the two faces, but the buzzing flies bothered
the boys, who sometimes struck out wildly at them,
like men warding off danger in drowsiness. If a
blow of this kind removed the hat, its owner groped
for it dreamily and drew it over his face again. At
last the elder of the two rose to a sitting posture,
letting his hat slide to the ground, and passed his shirt
sleeve across his bedewed brow, drawing a deep breath
as he did so. His was a clean-cut face, beaming with
intelligence and glorified with a latent touch of enthusiasm.
A young man with such a face might become
anything—a revivalist preacher whose throbbing
words would sweep thousands toward repentance;
a statesman holding empire in his hands; a college professor
moulding the untrained ambitions of young
men; a politician, perhaps; a speculator, maybe; but
whatever sphere of activity the future reserved for
him, he would be an enthusiast always, ever believing
fervently in himself and his cause, and yet a dreamer
too—there lay a danger to his success—a dreamer and
a theorist, who might not be able, with the alchemy
of practicality, to transmute the abstract into the real.
No lines marked or marred his smooth face; it was as
yet an unwritten page; but there glowed from it the
steady white light of promise, like the effect of a lamp
behind a frosted pane.

“Jim, you lazy beggar, get up and look at this sunset.”

Jim, his fingers interlaced behind the back of his
head, did not move, but drowsily murmured:

“What’s a-matter with it?” the words coming sleepily
from under the tattered brim of the straw hat.

“Matter with it? Nothing, except that it’s simply
glorious; looks like a glimpse of the gates of heaven.”

Jim disentangled his fingers, stretched his arms as
far as they would go, and yawned wearily; then, still
gaping prodigiously at the risk of a broken jaw, arose
slowly.

“Fine open countenance, Jim,” said his comrade,
which remark, being an old and well-worn phrase, Jim
ignored, glanced at the sunset and said:

“It’s going to be another hot day to-morrow.”

Jim’s eyes speedily fell from the glowing sunset to
the earth, and now, in spite of the heat, some energy infused
itself throughout his lanky frame. He saw part
way down the hill, at the side of the road by which
they sat, a scraggy little horse, attached to a dilapidated,
four-wheeled light waggon.

“Back there, you fool!” cried Jim, jumping to his
feet. “Where d’ye think you’re a-going, anyhow?
Want to get down the hill again? Thunder, you made
fuss enough coming up.”

The young man ran down the hill, took the patient,
unresisting pony by the bridle, made it describe a semi-circle
at some risk of upsetting the waggon, led the animal
up the hill past where the enthusiast still sat admiring
the sunset, then giving the horse a hearty slap
on the flank left it facing the east to crop the side-road
grass again.

“Say, Ben, this horse is just like you; it hasn’t
enough sense to pound sand. Think of its not knowing
any better than to go fooling down that hill again!”

“I tell you what I’d like to see,” said Ben, as Jim
seated himself once more on the side of the ditch. “I’d
like to see a real Italian sunset. One of them must be
worth a voyage across the Atlantic.”

“Well, I’ve seen Italian labourers, and in seeing
them I’ve had all I want of Italy. What I’d like to see
is a way of earning my living. This here peddling’s
no good, Ben. There’s no money in it; too many in
the business. We’re not ruined by Chinese cheap
labour, as that Western fellow said, but we might as
well be. There’s enough of American cheap labour to
knock us out.”

“Do you know, Jim, I think where we have made
our mistake in life is through going in for little things
instead of big. It is just as easy to go in for a big
thing as for a small one.”

“Meaning profits, do you?”

“Meaning everything. I wish I had gone to that
university. It wouldn’t have cost any more than
Stormboro Academy; for, after all, the main charge at
college is the living expenses, and we could have lived
as cheaply here as there. Then when we were through
we should have had something at the back of us. The
University of Michigan means something; Stormboro
Academy means nothing ten miles from that town.
That’s where I think we made the initial mistake, and
that’s what I was referring to when I said that if you’re
going for a thing go for the biggest of the kind that’s
to be had.”

Ben spoke with the discouraged air of a disappointed
man of twenty-one, who realises when it is too late the
criminal waste of years that have gone before, and
fears that his life is wrecked because of mistakes past
remedy. The silence of the other showed that he
too, shared the gloomy forebodings of his comrade.
He gazed down over the fair town toward the sunset,
his brow vexed with the ruffling of passing
thought, as a placid lake is rippled by a sudden current
of wind. The grim pessimism of youth over-shadowed
the two lads, and the possibilities of the
future were as effectually hidden from them as was
the beauty of the scene which lay before their eyes.
Ben had wished himself in Italy, too ignorant to know
that, spread out before him like a banquet of vision,
was as fair a landscape as Italy could show, while the
sunset was a display of chromatic celestial fire, such as
could be seen in no country but America, outvieing in
lavish splendour the more famous, but not more gorgeous,
sunsets of the Orient. The physical eye of the
young man saw the picture, but his mental eye beheld
the sunset of his imagination, and he sighed for Italy.

In the immediate foreground lay embowered amidst
vivid green a town whose loveliness, with its polychromatic
background, seemed more like an exaggerated
theatre-spectacle than a specimen of quiet country
scenery. The broad carmine disk of the setting sun
was sharply cut by the great dome of the university
buildings, giving the effect of a shapely cameo environed
with crimson. From the tall square pile supporting the
lofty dome, which bore a striking resemblance to St.
Peter’s, in Rome, projected, on either side, the college
wings, giving to the whole edifice a stately and dignified
appearance. Various departments of scholarly activity
were housed in structures that formed a cluster round
the domed rotunda, scattered here and there with little
regard to symmetrical arrangement. From this educational
core the town radiated in all directions, every
avenue double-lined with trees, roofs peeping above the
sea of foliage which circled the whitish college houses
as the green periphery of Damascus surrounds the
snowlike minarets of that ancient capital. The silver
ribbon of a river ran past the town, and as far as the
eye could see lay a rolling country, smiling like a garden.
Such is the city of Ann Arbor, the home of the
state University of Michigan.

“After all, Ben, the main thing is the learning; it
doesn’t so much matter where you get it. Six times
seven is exactly forty-two in the university as it is in the
academy. It isn’t where you come from, but what you
can do, now that you’ve left there; that’s the way I look
at it.”

“Do you mean to hold that a diploma from Yale is
no better than a certificate from Stormboro?” asked
Ben.

“I don’no. Let’s go and test it. I’m getting
hungry, and we haven’t made enough money to-day to
buy one square meal. Let’s whip up old Trigonitus
here and journey to the farmhouse. I’ll tell ’em you’re
a Yale man and that I’m from Stormboro, and we’ll
find out whether you fare better than I do.”

“Oh, now you’re talking nonsense, and you know it.
Here’s what confronts us. We’ve spent four years at
Stormboro Academy, and we’ve been graduated, which
means, I take it, that we have learned all they can
teach us. The certificate we have received is a sort of
receipt for four years’ time duly paid to the school. We
have the receipt and the knowledge, the question is what
are we going to do with it.”

“Which? The receipt or the knowledge?”

Ben ignored this flippant question, and the other
after shouting at the horse, which showed an inclination
to wander again, went on.

“That pony also seems to regret he was not allowed to
go to Ann Arbor college, probably having yearnings
to come out as the educated horse in a circus. Well,
Ben, what’s on your mind? Out with it. Got another
scheme?”

“I’ve got a hundred of them.”

“Yes, I know, but I want only one, and I’d like that
one to be workable. Four weeks ago, according to
you, there was a fortune in peddling. A fortune?
Yes, and ever so much besides. We would travel
round the world and see things.”

“And don’t we?”

“Yes. We were to accumulate health and strength
in the glorious open air after our confinement in stuffy
college rooms.”

“Well, don’t we?”

“After having filled ourselves full of theoretical
knowledge we were to add practical information direct
from the people.”

“Don’t we?”

“Yes, we get the opinions of farmers on the great
tramp question when we ask for something to eat,
but their opinions have a certain monotony; they are
all in agreement that the dogs should be set on us.
Then we were to make fifty per cent. on everything we
sold, and the money was to flow in on us. Now ask
‘Doesn’t it?’ and I’ll answer you.”

“Well, you see, Jim, the peddling business is on the
wrong basis.”

“You bet it is!”

“Hold on a minute. We should offer the people a
better article at a cheaper price than they can get elsewhere.”

“Impossible combination, Ben.”

“Not at all. This trade simply wants to be revolutionised
from the top, and we, unfortunately, are
working away at the bottom. There are too many
middlemen’s profits before the goods get to us.”

“Why, hang it all, Ben, we’re middlemen ourselves,
mighty darn middling, too, I think.”

“Yes, but we earn our percentage by bringing the
goods right to people’s doors.”

“Oh, that’s no good, Ben. The farmers take their
produce to other people’s doors. The fatal weakness
of our position is that we want cash for our stuff, and
won’t take truck. Now, if you could say that the
price of this paper of needles was two eggs instead of
five cents you might do some business. The man at the
village store does that, so how can we hope to compete
with him on a cash basis? It can’t be done, and the
sooner we recognise that, the less time we’ll lose. We
can’t lose money, because we haven’t got it.”

“But other fellows make money. I don’t like the
thought of giving up when there are men in the business
making it pay.”

“The others know how and we don’t. We ought
to have gone to a pedlars’ college if we wanted to
earn money at this trade. What’s the use of quadratic
equations here? Hello! Who’s this chap coming
up the hill in such a hurry? A pedlar, too, I’ll
bet a dollar; let’s ask him how he works the oracle.
He’s in a smaller way of business than the firm of McAllister
& Co., for he carries what he owns on his back.”

Silence fell on the two comrades and partners as the
newcomer approached. The sun had set, but a luminous
twilight held the land, and the new breeze brought
with it a promise of the night’s coolness rather than the
reality. The pedestrian proved to be a stalwart young
man of twenty or thereabouts, well set up, with broad
shoulders, a bull neck, and a face of stern determination.

“Hello, boys,” he cried, in a voice loud and boisterous,
but with a ring of good nature in it.

“Hello,” replied Jim, “how are you making it?”

“Pretty cursedly hot at the present moment of
speaking. Say are youse in the peddling line, too?”

“We are. And doing so well at it that my pard
and I were thinking of buying the university building
as a residence, only I don’t like the cupola, while he
wants to put a balcony round it, as there would be such
a good view. Not being able to agree on the subject,
here we sit discussing the matter.”

The stalwart man unslung the pack that was strapped
over his shoulders and placed it on the ground, taking
no notice of Jim’s raillery. It was evident that something
more serious occupied his thoughts.

“Say, have youse got a licence?”

“For peddling? Certainly. We’ve got all the modern
improvements, except the knack of selling our wares.”

“Say, let’s have a look at it.”

“What! Are you an inspector disguised as one of the
fraternity?”

“I’m a pedlar all right enough, but I never had a licence,
and they tell me I must get one. Ever been asked
for it?”

“Oh, often, but never by another pedlar.”

“Let’s have a look at it.”

Ben, who had the document in question, took it out of
an inside pocket and handed it to the stranger, who
glanced over the paper, then looked inquiringly at Jim.

“Your name McAllister?”

Jim threw his thumb in the direction of his comrade.

“My friend’s name’s McAllister. I’m the silent partner.

“Thanks,” said the stranger, coolly folding up the licence
again; but instead of handing it back to its owner
he put it in one of his own pockets.

“Now, what do you mean by that?” demanded Jim.

“Oh, it’s all right, fellers; I want to borrow it for a little,
so that I can rest with a mind at ease. They’ve
chased me all over town, and I’m about tired out. I
thought I was going to get away from the cursed place
by doubling on them and making for the depot, but there
wasn’t a train for two hours going anywhere, so I had
to make a circuit, and take to the woods.”

“That’s all very well, but if the authorities come down
on you for your licence, and you show ours, what’s to become
of us when we are questioned? If they come thus
far after you, they are sure to demand our papers.”

“Is that your rig?”

“Yes.”

“Very well, it will be mine until later. You are
merely two students come up for a breath of air from
your boarding house. See? I’m the only pedlar in this
outfit. See? I believe that’s no lie, either.”

Saying this, the pedlar rose, lifted his pack, and flinging
it over the tailboard of the light waggon, spoke soothingly
to the horse, which had lifted its head and pricked
up its ears. Then he returned to the ditch and sat down
again, pulling out a pipe as he did so.

“Well, stranger,” said Jim, “for square downright
cheek I never saw that equalled! Never! You first take
our licence, then you appropriate our horse and waggon,
without even saying ‘By your leave.’ I don’t want to
flatter you, but for brazen impudence I think you beat
the record.”

“Thanks. It’s no flattery. Still, I am delighted to
think we understand each other. Now, if an official
comes I should be pleased if you will let me do the lying.
I’m an expert, and you amateurs will merely bungle the
matter. I ask this as a favour.”

“Very well. The moment he comes we will stick to the
truth and tell him we are not students at the university,
but pedlars, and that you have stolen our licence.”

“Oh, no you won’t. Truth can be carried to excess,
like everything else. You understand my plan. Now
will you fall in with it, or won’t you, that’s the question?
If you won’t just say so like men, and then I’ll lick you
both and have it over.”

Jim rose at this with clenched fist, indignant; the challenger
did not move from his place, but looked lowering
at him across the shallow ditch, evidently on the alert
should the other mean business. Ben, however, held up
his hand and addressed his comrade.

“Jim, what’s the matter with you? This man is in the
same line as ourselves; like us he’s a stranger in a strange
land, and if he’s in trouble and we can help him, we’re
going to do it.”

“McAllister, you’re a white man; shake!” said the
stranger, suddenly projecting his powerful paw across
the ditch. They shook, and Jim sat down again, grumbling
that this was all very well, but they would get themselves
into trouble, and anyhow he did not like the
stranger’s method of asking for assistance. The stranger
took a jackknife from his trousers pocket, picked up a
bit of stick that had been stranded on the bank when the
dry ditch was in flood, began shaping it to a point with
long strokes of the blade, tapering it at last with minute
care, as if it were intended for some particular purpose,
which it was not.

The silence that fell upon the group after peace had
been so nearly broken was at last disturbed by the distant
whirr of buggy wheels, like the murmur of some
gigantic insect in the still summer evening. The vehicle
came in sight at the foot of the hill and rapidly began to
ascend. “It’s a shame to push a horse up a hill like
that,” said the big pedlar, glancing towards the approaching
conveyance, which contained two persons. “I expect
they know I’ve taken to the country, and a man in a
buggy will be searching all the roads that lead out of Ann
Arbor.”

The horse was pulled up sharply at the brow of the
hill, and a dapper man sprang nimbly to the ground.
The big pedlar was carefully and laboriously rounding
the end of the stick, which under the deft manipulations
of the blade had taken on somewhat the shape of a stiletto
without the cross bar. He seemed to have no curiosity
regarding the advent of the carriage passenger,
his whole attention being occupied by the cabinet work
in hand. His knife was marvellously sharp and cut
through the aromatic Michigan pine as if it were
cheese.

“You were peddling in town this afternoon, I believe?”
said the dapper man advancing.

“Who? Me?”

“Yes. Do you deny it?”

“Wouldn’t think of contradicting a gentleman.”

“Well, I’d just like to see your licence, if you please.”

“Mine?”

“Yes, yours—if you have one.”

“Licence for what? I don’t sell no liquor.”

“Licence for peddling—you know what I mean. Produce
it.”

“Oh, you want to see it.”

“Yes, I do.”

“You want to see the licence.”

“Yes, sir.”

“My licence.”

“Yes, and I don’t want to stay here all night either.”

“Certainly not. Certainly not. Yet it’s nice up here on
top of the hill. And say, Ann Arbor’s a nice town, isn’t
it? Nice people there, I should judge. So these university
students tell me.”

“Look here, my man; I’m not here to discuss the town
or the people of Ann Arbor. Will you stop whittling for
a minute and give me your attention? If you’ve got a licence,
I want to see it; if you haven’t, I must trouble you
to come back with me.”

“In the buggy? It won’t hold three very handily.
These side bars have such awfully narrow boxes; still,
they’re good for speed. There’s more style about ’em than
a phaeton, although a phaeton’s comfortable. But a combination
of a good trotter and a light side bar’s hard to
beat, either on the track or for general finish and natty
appearance. This a livery rig, or your own?”

“Will you walk down town with me peaceably, or
shall I have to arrest you?”

“Oh, thanks, but I’m not going down town. Seen all
I wanted of the place this afternoon; rather in a hurry,
but still I got a very good idea of its layout. Nice place.
Say, I didn’t sell a thing in Ann Arbor; so help me, I
didn’t. Give you my word of honour as a gentleman I
didn’t. Oath on a stack of Bibles I didn’t.”

“That makes no difference. You tried to.”

“Is that the law?”

“That’s the law, and I ask you to respect it.”

“Oh, I do. I’m a law-abiding citizen, I am. What
would we be without the law? Anarchists, that’s what
we’d be. And I respect the guardians of the law, too.
Always have done so. I’m a stickler for law.”

“I’m very glad to hear it. Will you show me your
licence or walk down town with me?”

“I don’t have to walk. That’s my rig there. I’d better
drive down with you.”

“Very well, come along. Where was that horse and
waggon when you were peddling in town to-day?”

“Trying to peddle, you mean. Oh, I always leave my
horse out in the country and take in a shoulder pack with
me. Saves any amount of trouble, for that horse is apt to
be a bit lively on the streets, as you can very well see.
There’s a bit of blood in that horse, although you might
not think so. Pure Kentucky stock; bought him in Lexington.
You see by the shape of him that—”

“I can’t talk here all night, you know.”

“You don’t need to. I’m always willing to do the
talking in whatever company I am. Sorry I can’t offer
you a drink; however, we can get that in the village.”

The young man rose slowly to his feet, stretched himself
lazily and yawned, bringing down his arms with a
resounding slap against his sides and thighs.

“Come, now, have you got any licence?” asked the
official.

“Have I? Well, now what kind of licence did you
want, state, town or county?”

“Any one of the three will do.”

“Oh, that’s good. Now you’ve asked a number of questions
about me. Suppose I ask some about you. You’re
an inspector of licences, you tell me. State of Michigan,
county of Washtenaw or town of Ann Arbor?”

“Town of Ann Arbor, where you were peddling.”

“Trying to peddle. Perhaps you think I haven’t got
a licence?”

“I know you haven’t. I’ve heard of you before, and
we’ve been laying for you, and now we’ve got you.”

“Oh, that’s the state of the case is it?” cried the
pedlar truculently, advancing on the other with clenched
fists, while his adversary retreated step by step. “Do you
know what I’m going to do with you?”

“Yes. You are going to accompany me quietly, and
not make a fool of yourself. I will call on the three here
in the name of the state to assist an officer of the law, if
you attempt violence.”

“If it comes to violence I can readily take care of
the four of you including the horse and buggy. Do you
know what I’m going to do with you?”

“I know what I’m going to do with you. I arrest you
for resisting a duly qualified officer of the law.” Saying
this the official whipped out of his pocket a gleaming revolver.
Before he could raise it the firm hand of the
pedlar darted like a hawk on the officer’s wrist and the
revolver went off harmlessly with a sharp smiting crack,
the bullet raising a spit of dust on the road. Ben and
Jim sprang to their feet, the former shouting, “Don’t
resist an officer.” The horse in the buggy reared on its
hind legs, the other in the waggon barely raised its head,
in spite of its Kentucky blood, which should have been
responsive to the click of such a weapon.

The pedlar, smiling faintly, gently detached the
fingers of his opponent from the butt of the pistol, withdrew
it from the reluctant hand and slipped the deadly
instrument into his own coat pocket. Then he said
as calmly as if the conversation had not been interrupted:

“Do you know what I’m going to do with you?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Why, I’m going to show you my licence, as you seem
so anxious to look at it.” Saying this the young man
patted his coat, above and beneath, slapped his trousers as
if not sure where he kept the paper, then finally drew it
from an inside pocket and handed it deferentially to the
officer. The latter, somewhat bewildered, unfolded the
document and scrutinised it suspiciously, holding it up so
that the last tinges of light from the evening sky illuminated
it faintly.

“Shall I strike a match? I try to peddle ’em, you
know.”

“Your name’s McAllister, is it?”

“Yes. Christened Benjamin. Commonly known as
Ben; Ben the pedlar.”

“Where did you get this paper?”

“At Lansing. Isn’t that written down there?”

“Why did you make such efforts to evade me in town
to-day if you had this licence?”

“Bless you, how was I to know that you merely
wanted the licence? Evade you? You bet. I thought
you were after me for grand larceny, or had found out I
had just escaped from state prison at Jackson. Thunder!
If I’d known you only wanted the licence, it would have
saved me a foot race.”

“How am I to know that you are the person named
in this paper?”

“Is that a conundrum? I give it up. How? What’s
the answer?”

Perhaps the frivolous and often insulting nature of
the pedlar’s replies did more to convince the officer that
he was on the wrong track than if the demeanour of the
culprit had been cringing and supplicative. It did not
seem possible that a man who was not sure of his legal
standing could be so independent and impertinent. Be
that as it may the officer folded the paper and handed
it back, receiving in exchange the revolver which the
pedlar with a flourish presented to and not at him.

“Thank you,” said the officer. “Good evening.”

“O dear me, no. The discussion’s just in its prime.
You must listen to me for a while, me boy. Now, you
seem to have some queer ideas about the importance of
your official position which I’d like put right before we
part. The citizens of these United States are sovereigns
that delegate to youse whatever power ye’r swinging.
In consequence of this, the two positions of an ordinary
citizen and an official take on the status of master
and servant. An official shud keep his eye peeled to
carry out his duties with this fact in view, and to take
care that his acts are sort of whitewashed with courtesy
and justice where they come into contact with the
liberty of a citizen.”

“I quite agree with you.”

“Begobs, sur, ye can’t do otherwise. It must be the
constant endeavour of an official to confine himself
shtrictly to the limits of the power enthrusted to him,
be the people, because the moment he oversteps that
power he becomes a tyrant, a thing not to be borne in this
free land.”

“All that is admitted. If you are referring to me in
this harangue, I would call your attention to the fact
that I have not exceeded my rights nor infringed on
yours. I have at all times stood ready to show the authority
under which I act.”

“You were not ready a short time since. If you are
ready now so much the better. I request you to show me
by what right you asked to see my licence.”

“Certainly. I never refused it. There is my warrant.”

The pedlar examined the paper handed to him as carefully
as the official had perused his licence.

“It is just as I suspected,” he said at last. “You had
every right to stop me within the town limits of Ann
Arbor, but the moment your buggy wheels crossed the
boundary line of that town you were N. G., and your
authority wint up a tree. When you hopped out of this
rig and accosted me, more especially when you made a
demand for the production of papers, you were performing
an act of tyranny or in simpler words ye were acting
the pirate. But when you pulled a gun on me, that
outside the boundaries of Ann Arbor you had no right
to carry, and when you discharged it, you at once placed
yourself in the category of such criminals as the holder-up
of a train or the highway robber. The moment your
weapon came into view I should have been legally justified
in killing you in your tracks, and any jury or judge
in this land would have held that I done right. Now
what have you to say for yourself?”

The official stood with one foot on the ground and the
other elevated, resting on the buggy step. His right hand
grasped an iron stanchion rising from the seat end of the
vehicle. All motion seemed stricken from him by the
sudden change in the manner of the pedlar, and for a time
he made no reply to the question so sternly asked him.
The driver of the buggy sat with dropped jaw, looking
like one hypnotised at the towering man in the
road, whose strong face, with its fierce, overhanging,
shaggy brows, and its massive, obstinate jaw, took on a
strange light from the glow of the evening sky as he
stood erect facing the west. He made no threatening
gestures, no gestures at all, in fact, but his voice had a
deep, accusing ring in it that thrilled his listeners,
especially the two young men seated by the roadside, who
seemed to forget, under the spell of his eloquence, that
this man, from whom all levity had suddenly fallen, was
fraudulent, standing thus stoutly for the rights of a citizen
on the insecure foundation of a false name and purloined
credentials. He had assumed all the dignity of an
implacable and just judge, and his victim seemed to
cower before his impregnable statement of the case. At
last the official spoke, with a poor attempt at nonchalance:

“I have no desire to carry this matter any further,
if you haven’t.”

“Then the first thing I want from you is an abject
apology, given in the presence of these three men, before
whom you infringed upon my rights,” said the pedlar,
sternly.

“Very well; I have no hesitation in saying that I am
sorry I acted as I did, and I ask you—abjectly, if you like—to
pardon me.”

There came an instant change in the rigid attitude of
the accuser, the old semi-sarcastic smile parted his firm
lips, and a humorous twinkle again lit up his eye.

“That’s all right and ’nuf sed. A man can’t do more
than say he’s sorry, at least not much more, unless the
injured person is a pedlar and in that case the overbearing
tyrant can help to grease the wheels of legitimate
commerce. You see, from circumstances over which I
had mighty little control, I did no business to-day. He
who runs may read, perhaps, if the print is large enough,
but I give you my word he can’t engage in traffic. Say,
officer, I’ve got some of the finest writing paper and envelopes
here you ever see. Made by the Eagle paper
works of Limestone, Mass. Such paper has never before
been sold in the West at the price I am offering it. I give
it to you straight that official utterances penned on this
paper, if you can pen utterances, command a respect they
could never otherwise obtain short of parchment. And
only a quarter a package; twenty-five cents takes the lot.
What do you say, officer?”

While he went glibly on he had taken from the tail of
the waggon his black knapsack, and with a deftness
that indicated long practice threw off the clasps and split
the box in two, throwing back each hinged half on his
knee, thus displaying the wares within.

“Oh, I see,” remarked the inspector dryly, “I am to be
a purchaser, am I? Is this a compulsory addition to the
apology?”

“Of course not. The apology came quite naturally
because you were a gentleman, and this trading follows
just as naturally because ye want to help in a business
revival. You insist on having the package of stationery?
Very good; it’s yours. Now paper and envelopes
are useless ’less ye’ve pens. Here’s the very finest
pen in the market. Dodd’s celebrated Jumping Juniper.
Ten in a box and dirt cheap at a quarter. You will
have ’em, eh? Right you are. Sold again and got the tin.
That makes half a dollar. Bottle of ink? No? Got in
your autumn stock of the fluid. All right; we pass that.
How about pencils, in case your ink gets frozen during
August? Ten for fifty cents, half a dollar takes the lot.
Best in the world, made especially for the Michigan
market with lead so firm and unbreakable that they are
often extracted by the wives of our pioneers to use as
knitting needles. Some of our best statesmen have acquired
their arithmetic with these pencils, while wearing
the stockings knit by their leads. With the assistance of
these pencils an official can send in a bill for expenses to
the government that will bring in double what he paid
out, a thing that can be done with no other brand.
Must have the whole packet? I thought so. That
totals up to a dollar.”

“Just take one of the pencils and make out your account
for two dollars; if you are satisfied to let it go at
that, I am.”

“Oh, no. This is the only travelling aggregation on the
road where you get the worth of your money either in
the big tent or at the side shows, so here you are for
buttons. Button, button, who’s got the button? Why,
you have, of course. These cards of assorted buttons
are the last rock of refuge to the lonely bachelor, and the
light and blessing of the happy home. Sixteen cards of
variegated buttons for a dollar, and you never made a
better bargain in your life. Well, here’s the whole outfit.
Two dollars; thank you, sir, and I’ll make out a receipt
next time I’m in the neighbourhood. Sorry to have
put you to the trouble of coming out all this distance for
your goods. I’d cheerfully have called on you either
at your residence or at your office. Will know where to
drop in when I’m on my next round. Good-evening.”

The pedlar stood in the road and watched the buggy
turn round and drive rapidly down the hill toward the
town of twinkling lights. Then he said to the two sitting
there, “Peddling’s a business like everything else.
It all depends on knowing how to do it. See?”


CHAPTER II
 “HE’LL TURN YOUR CURRENT IN A DITCH”
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Ben McAllister the actual rose to his feet, crossed
the ditch and stood on the darkening road confronting
Ben McAllister the apocryphal. Jim followed his example.
During the last few minutes McAllister’s sensitive mind
had undergone some extreme variations, and the result
of alternate tension and relaxation was now depression,
as if he had been through a mental debauch and was
suffering from the consequent headache. He was a fervent
lover of truth. Probably some of his ancestors had
died for it, and heredity, quite unsuspected by himself,
had mixed in his make-up the ingredients of which martyrs
are made. There existed deep down in his nature a
stratum of undeveloped religious enthusiasm which
might some day change him into a fanatic. He was not
cognisant of these things, for no country is so unknown
to a young man as the labyrinths of his own soul. Ben’s
estimate of himself depicted a simple-minded person with
an eager desire to get on in the world, honestly of course,
with an exaggerated estimate of the powers of others
and an undue depreciation of his own, yet doggedly determined
to do the best with the resources given him, a
resolution modified by the constantly recurring fear that
he would not know how to make the best use of the opportunities
that might befall him.

His nerves had tingled as he listened to the pedlar’s
denunciation of tyranny, and his back stiffened as he
heard the rights of citizenship so eloquently laid down;
but when a moment later the serious mask was jauntily
tossed aside for the comic and Ben realised that the
fervid declamation was for the occasion only and not
from the heart—that conviction played no part in the
oratory—and more especially when he saw the pedlar
turn to commercial uses, almost blackmail indeed, the
dilemma of the victim with whom he verbally played,
McAllister experienced a sensation of loathing that made
further communication with the charlatan almost impossible.

He looked at his comrade expecting to find in his face
some reflection of the feeling that animated his own
breast, but he saw no trace of such. There was, instead,
an undeniable expression of admiration for the business
dexterity which had so successfully extracted good money
from a situation which at one time seemed desperate.
Jim shared the almost universal veneration for the player
with the trump card who takes the odd trick.

“If you will return to me my licence,” said Ben
slowly, “we will get on with our journey. It’s late.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” inquired the
stranger with genial curiosity.

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I’m bound for the same place.”

“I want my licence.”

“Oh, see here. We ain’t going to part company just
yet. I’ve taken a notion to you fellows. You stood by
me like a couple of bricks, and a man does not pick up a
real friend on the road every day. No, sir; I ain’t going
to let go of you so quick as all that; besides, I can see
that you don’t know any more about peddling than a
couple of infants. Say, you shouldn’t be allowed out on
the road alone, especially at night. I’m going to take care
of you.”

“The first thing I want is my licence; after that we
can talk of the future. I lent you the licence, it served
your turn; now give it back to me if you are an
honourable man.”

“I never claimed to be an honourable man, though
I’m not such a liar as you think. I’m a pedlar. Besides,
you wouldn’t know what to do with the licence if you had
it.”

“It’s mine,” persisted Ben.

“Of course it’s yours. Who denies it? Although you
must admit that possession’s nine points, and I’ve got
possession. Fact is, the ownership of the paper is a debatable
question, and I’m quite willing to go into it on the
most amicable and conciliatory basis. You see I’m like
the man with the tiger by the tail, I don’t know whether
to hang on or let go. I must have time to turn round.
That fellow who went down the hill may get madder and
madder the more he thinks about the business, and I for
one wouldn’t blame him. Trouble is the livery stable
man. The story will be too good to keep, and by this
time to-morrow it will be all over the town. Everybody
will be shouting across the street to that inspector, ‘Is
this your day for buying stationery?’ or ‘How are you
stocked on buttons?’ Now he’s going to have revenge;
that’s human nature. He’ll put the state authorities on
to me, and I simply daren’t let go this paper till I get one
of my own. You see my fix.”

“Still,” expostulated Jim, standing up for his friend,
who made no reply to this statement of the case, “the
paper is ours, all the same. If you think we can’t get it
back, you are mistaken. All we’ve got to do is to go
down the hill to that official, tell him the truth and send
the sheriff after you.”

“I’ll tell you why you can’t do that,” said the pedlar
with great good nature. “You sat there without saying
a word while I bluffed him. You didn’t wag a jaw when
I held him up and sold things to him. Then was your
time to speak or forever after hold your peace, as the
marriage ceremony has it. You, in a way, compounded a
felony, if it was a felony. Whatever it was, anyhow,
you’re in it, and you can’t help yourselves. By the way,
have youse got any money?”

“Do you want that, too?” asked Jim.

“I wouldn’t mind. Still, we don’t need the cash, except
perhaps for a bite to eat, and sometimes not even
for that if we strike a white man. As for a bedroom,
there’s nothing beats a barn with a nice hay-mow in it
this time of the year; but I think we ought to be getting
farther from town, where the farmers are not so suspicious
and don’t keep their barns locked.”

“As my friend has already said, the first proviso is the
giving back of our property. We want the licence,”
said Jim.

“Then don’t let’s waste time, but discuss the matter
as we go along.”

Saying this the pedlar carried his black box once more
to the waggon, flung it in, patted the patient horse, gathered
up the reins and climbed into the rickety seat as if
he were proprietor of the conveyance. Behind the one
seat were two square receptacles which held the goods
the young men had been endeavouring to turn into
money.

“Come on, youse, if you’re coming,” commanded the
pedlar, crying over his shoulder to the two indistinct
figures that stood irresolute some distance back on the
road.

“What are we to do?” whispered Ben in accents of despair.
“I don’t like that fellow at all and don’t want to
travel in his company, yet he seems quite capable of driving
off with our horse, waggon and licence if we don’t
go with him.”

“Say! Are youse coming, or are ye not?” shouted
the stranger.

“Well, there is only one of three things to do,” commented
Jim, “go with him, let him drive off with our
property, or take our property from him.”

“Can we, do you think? That is, can we take it from
him?”

“We can try.”

“For the third and last time, are youse coming with
me?” repeated the pedlar.

The two comrades rapidly approached the side of the
waggon, and the pedlar, chortling to himself, sat as far
over to the driving end of the seat as he could, to make
room for them.

“I think there’s space enough for the three of us,
but if the middle man finds himself uncomfortably
crowded, he can easily step back and get a very good
place on one of them boxes.”

Jim was the spokesman of their new resolve, and his
voice was angry.

“For the third and last time, as you said yourself, or
for the fourth or fifth or sixth and last, will you give up
that licence, or shall we have to take it from you?”

“Do you mean that?” cried the pedlar, dropping the
reins.

“Every word of it.”

With a whoop the intruder sprang into the air clear
of the waggon, flinging his arms aloft as if he were about
to fly. Before there was time for the two to jump he was
down upon them, an arm around each neck like Samson
grasping the pillars, bearing them to the ground as if a
tree had fallen upon them. When they realised what
had happened he had a hand clutching each throat and a
knee on each breast, holding them absolutely helpless.
There was no trace of annoyance or malice in his voice as
he spoke.

“Is it a coercion act ye would be after puttin’ on me?
Is that the way one gentleman should address another?
Will ye give it up, says you, or shall we take it from
ye? Thunder and turf! the answer to that question is
plain enough. Ye’ll take it from me. And now set to
work at it, an’ let me know when you get it.”

There was now little doubt of his nationality, for
while he did not talk with a brogue, there was nevertheless
an accent in his sentences brought on by the excitement
of the encounter that distinctly pointed to Irish extraction
at least.

Jim made some laudable attempts to strike his assailant
in the face, which ineffectual blows the uppermost man
easily evaded by holding back his head and tightening
his grip on Jim’s throat. This caused a cessation of
efforts which the under man speedily recognised to be
unavailing.

“It’s your time to call the game now, so what are ye
going to do about it? I’m quite comfortable here for the
night. Are youse as content?”

“Let us up!” gasped Ben. “We had no intention of
resorting to violence.”

“Is it resorting to violence? And sure if ye did it
would be against the most peaceable man in all this world,
the more shame to you; a man simply thirsting for friendship;
and we’ll take it from ye, says you. Now, I’m
equally ready for a scuffle or a hug, whichever ye like;
for a smack in the jaw or a shake of the hand each
entirely welcome and returned with cordiality.”

“Where’s your liberty of the citizen, and your freedom
of the highway now, you flannel-mouthed Paddy; you
Irish hoodlum!” cried Jim, who was displeased and too
much excited to speak diplomatically, which proved to be
a tactical mistake in the circumstances, evidenced by an
increased tightening of the grip and weightier pressure
of the knee.

“And that’s one lie to your credit, for I’m as good an
American as you are, in spite of the fact that I was born
in the old sod, but left it when I was less than two years
old, and that was as reasonably early as one could be expected
to recognise an original mistake; but as good as
you are and as bad as I am, I am as good as you are,
as bad as I am. Do ye hear that, now? And as
for them things you speak of on the highway, they go
right down fornenst a threat, as you’ll be able to testify
ever after. Liberty and freedom are all very well taken
in moderation, like the truth we were discussing a while
since, but too much of anything is bad for a person.
Avoid excess, me boy, if ye want to live long and have a
peaceful time on the earth.”

“It’s an interesting subject, and I would rather argue
it out on my feet, if you don’t mind,” said Jim more
calmly.

“Right you are, and sense is returning to you,” replied
their oppressor, without, however, making a motion to
relieve them. “Will ye be decent comrades to me for a
day or two, and will ye let the licence rest until I have
it clear in my mind what is best to be done with it?”

“Yes, yes,” said the parties of the second part, thoroughly
defeated. The victor sprang from them as nimbly
as he had descended upon them, and a moment later was
industriously brushing the dust from their coats, as if
their fall had been a deplorable accident which he sympathetically
regretted.

He was the first to climb into the waggon, taking the
reins again as if the question of his leadership and possession
had been amicably settled. Touching up the unambitious
horse with the beech gad which took the place
of a whip, they jogged along in the darkness toward the
east, while he rattled on, giving advice and relating experiences
as if nothing untoward had marred the serenity
of their companionship. The other two for the most part
kept silence, oppressed by the feeling that they were in a
measure the guests of the driver, and rather intruders on
his hospitality.

“You see, there is nothing to be made on the main
thoroughfare, because there’s too many travelling that
way. Our dodge is to get off on a side road as soon as
we can, and then folks are glad to meet us. I don’t suppose
you could get a bed or a meal of victuals from here
clear through to Detroit, that is, for nothing, and the
nearer you come to a big town the harder it is to forage.
I always strike in for the unfrequented districts when I
want something to eat and don’t want to pay for it.

“Now I propose not to continue east toward Wayne
county, but to strike angleways north toward Oakland, or
angleways south toward Monroe county, whichever way
you say, or shall we leave it to chance and take the first
cross-road we come to? It makes no sort of differ to me,
so I leave it for you boys to call the game.” The pedlar
said this with an air of accommodating magnanimity that
resembled the gracious condescension of a monarch.
There was no reply for some minutes, then McAllister,
who was above everything good natured and wished
to relieve the tension of the situation, said:

“I guess Monroe county would suit Jim best.”

“Then Monroe it is. Do you know anybody there?”

“His name’s Monro, that’s all,” returned Ben.

“Oh, I see. Be gubs, we’re all M’s. Mine’s Maguire;
Patrick Maguire. You’ll be saying that’s Irish next.”

“Oh, no. It strikes me as Norman-French,” replied
Jim sullenly.

Maguire laughed.

“True for ye,” replied the Irishman. “It’s Norman
New York, that’s what it is, and that’s where I’m working
my way back. There’s no money in the West, or at
least if there is, them that have it don’t want to part with
it. It doesn’t seem to me I get my share among these
pine woods millionaires and steamboat kings between here
and Chicago. I hope there’s better luck waiting me in
the East. I tell you what it is, boys, we’re going to stand
a mighty good chance of being hungry to-night. We
fooled too long at the top of the hill, for people go to
bed early in these rural districts, making up by that
infamy the still more atrocious crime of early rising.
Here, get a move on you.”

He applied the switch to the back of the listless horse,
that ambled along through the night, the silence of which
the waggon disturbed by the screeching of the axles.

“Say, boys, you ought to keep your axles greased.
Make it easier for the horse, and not so melodious, as we
jog along life’s weary way.”

“You ought to grease them,” said Jim. “We have
nothing to do with this rig.”

Maguire laughed loudly.

“That’s so. I forgot. I’ll attend to it in the morning.
Hello, stranger, where are you off to this time o’
night?”

Maguire pulled up the horse, which evinced no desire
to proceed against the will of its driver, and a man appeared
out of the darkness, approaching in a friendly
way, coming to a halt and placing his foot on the hub
of the front wheel, peering up at them as if to learn
whether he had been accosted by neighbours or not. Anyhow,
he was disposed to have a friendly chat.

“I’m a-goin’ home, where be you a-goin’?”

“Well, we’re looking for a hotel, perhaps you can give
us some directions.”

“I thought you were strangers, fur I didn’t recognise
the horse as belonging to these parts. Guess ye kind of
got out of yer way, hain’t ye? Ye won’t find no hotels in
this district, leastways I never hear tell of ’em. Won’t
find a tavern nearer than Ann Arbor or Ypsilanti, and
there they do stick it on to ye. A dollar a day, a dollar
a day every time, an’ don’t you forget it. If a man’s got
plenty of money, all right; if not, the best thing he can do
is keep away from them.”

“They do sock it to you, don’t they?”

“You bet. I donno jest where ye cud stay; ye see
folks is pretty busy jest now, an’ full up with hired men.
Ain’t looking fur a job harvesting, be ye? fur if that’s
the case I guess there won’t be no trouble. Hands is
powerful skase this season; most always are, come to
think of it.”

“Well, we wouldn’t object to a job if we found one
to suit us, at least we would take supper and bed to-night,
and then see about the job in the morning after breakfast.”

“I guess us farmers gets lots o’ such chances as that.
It don’t happen ye be pedlars, do it?”

“It happens kind of that way.”

“Well, them sort of folks don’t jest ’pear to be real
pop’lar in the country, most farmers ’lowin’ they’re sort
o’ cheats, puttin’ it straight like, and meanin’ no offence,
present company bein’ excepted, in a manner o’
speakin’.”

“Certainly, certainly; we’re all of us frauds more or
less, excepting the farmers who wouldn’t cheat in measure
or quality if you paid ’em for it.” The man with his
foot on the hub laughed heartily at this.

“Well, them as don’t cheat finds it mighty hard to
make a livin’ nowadays. Didn’t ust to be so in the old
times, but I donno, I donno. Guess take ’em year in an’
year out, folks is pretty much the same, straight along.
Kin ye bind grain?”

“I don’t know about binding it, but I would guarantee
to eat some of the product if I got a chance. You see, we
ain’t so much looking for a harvest field to-night as a
supper table.”

“How far’d ye come?”

“We drove from Ann Arbor.”

“Well, your horse looks about done out, and I guess
it ain’t much of a horse when it isn’t done out. Get left
on a trade?”

“No. Bought it for cash.”

“Want to make a dicker? I’ve got one I’ll trade ye fur
fifteen dollars to boot, an’ then I’d be losing money, for I
don’t see much in that there horse.”

“Of course you don’t, because you’re no judge of
horse flesh. That’s a Kentucky bred animal. There’s
blood in that horse, and it can do its good mile in two
hours without turning a hair, and I’ve got money to bet
that it can.”

“Ye hev, eh? I’ve got a wooden horse at home’ll beat
that nag o’ yourn, even start from a hilltop—providin’ th’
hill’s steep enough.”

The man laughed boisterously at his own humour,
being thus always sure of an appreciative audience. Jim
spoke up:

“This arranging of horse trades and horse races is all
very well at the proper time, but this isn’t the time. I’m
hungry, and the question I’d like to see discussed is where
are we going to get something to eat. I suppose you
couldn’t give us a snack?”

“O good Lord, no,” cried the man hastily, taking his
foot down from the hub and retiring modestly a few
steps back into the darkness, his sense of hospitality evidently
taking fright at the thought of three persons and a
horse. “I’m on a small place a long way from here, livin’
in a kind of shanty at that, an’ my old woman’s gone to
bed long ago, an’ I expect I’ll catch gally-wast as it is fur
bein’ out s’late m’self. No. I’ll tell ye what to do. You
go right on till you come to the schoolhouse, you’ll see th’
lights in it at the next turn, everybody in the section’s
there, ’cept me, an’ I’ve just left. If you say you want
a job to-morrow you’ll have lots o’ chances fur supper
to-night.”

“What’s on at the schoolhouse? Prayer meeting, singing
school, magic lantern show, or what?”

“No, tain’t one or t’other; it’s an ’lection meeting.”

“What! An election at this time of the year?”

“Well, a sorter kinder ’lection in a way of speakin’,
’special ’lection fur this here district an’ the ’joinin’ one.
Seems kinder stupid to put it right in th’ middle ah harvest
time, but that’s all them folks knows what fixes up
them things. Ye see the question comes down to this:
Ditch or no ditch?”

“Well, that’s perfectly clear ... as clear as ditch-water.
Which side are you on?”

“Oh, say, Maguire,” protested Jim, “I’m on the side of
supper, and hang the ditch. Let’s get on, there’s no use
in pottering away here. I believe Ben’s asleep as it is,
and I know the horse dropped off long ago.”

“Now, you keep your hair on. Don’t you fret. If you
want to succeed in a neighbourhood you must post yourself
on the subject that interests that neighbourhood. Go
on about this here ditch, stranger.”

The stranger, seeing that there was no further hint of
attack on his larder, had advanced again and had replaced
his cowhide boot on the hub, quite palpably prepared to
spend the night in amiable converse, in spite of his
formerly expressed fear of his wife.

“Well, I’m agin it myself; so’s most o’ them at the
schoolhouse, and that’s why we met to take steps for a
veto at the polls. Ye see they think they want a big ditch
t’ dreen a swamp a few miles from here, an’ put a tax on
all the property all round to pay fur it, so much a year
fur ten years. Well, we say let them as wants this ditch
pay fur it.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“Well, the other fellows don’t want to do that; they
say it’s for the improvement of all this part of the country,
and so all this part of the country ought to be taxed
fur it.”

“That seems reasonable, too. So you’re going to vote
on it. Which side’s going to win?”

“Well, I cud tell ye that better day after ’lection. It’s
about nip an’ tuck, six o’ one and half a dozen o’ t’other.”

“All right. Most interesting situation. Thanks ever
so much. Think they won’t all have left the schoolhouse
by the time we can get there?”

“Well, I guess not if ye hurry.”

“Oh, we’ve just got the animal for speed. Good-night.
Git up, there.”

The harvest moon had risen while they talked and had
gradually outlined the beauties of the landscape as
a picture is slowly developed on a photographic plate.
The plaintive cry of the whippoorwill came from a neighbouring
thicket, ending abruptly in a “kuh-whip” as the
screeching waggon approached. The schoolhouse proved
to be a wooden structure with three windows on each
side and a small porch and double door at the end facing
the road. It stood some distance back from the thoroughfare
near the centre of a plot half an acre or so in area,
surrounded by a board fence. The gate had been taken
off its hinges and had disappeared, and the ground
was as barren as a similar piece of the great desert. Not
a tree nor a shrub nor a flower gladdened the eye in
the educational yard, although this was a land of trees,
shrubs and flowers.

The lights were out in the schoolhouse, and the meeting
had dispersed, but a number of enthusiasts lingered round
the gateway, some leaning against the fence, others seated
on the inclined board, which from its rain-shedding function
was nailed to the top of the cedar posts at an angle
slightly less than that of the roof of a house, and thus, on
occasion, formed a somewhat insecure elevated bench.
Some smoked and listened. Others laid down the law in
animated fashion.

“Good-evening, gentlemen,” cried Maguire, pulling up
opposite the group.

“Evenin’,” came the answering salutation from several,
all talk ceasing for the moment.

“Well, gentlemen,” said Maguire, facing round to
them, dropping the reins and throwing his right leg over
the end of the seat, letting his foot swing easily, “this is
going to be a pretty close contest.”

“You bet it is,” cried one, a trace of astonishment in
his voice at being accosted by a stranger who showed
such familiarity with purely local affairs.

“The chances are, gentlemen, that this here ditch is
going to be dug, and every spadeful taken out of the
trench takes a portion of cash out of your pockets, and,
as times go, there ain’t any too much money there now
compared with the amount of work you have to put in to
accumulate it. Now, offhand, the way it strikes a sane
man without interest in the question either way is that
whoever wants that there ditch dug let them put their
hands in their own pockets and pay for it, and meanwhile
keep their claws out of your purses and mine.”

“Hear, hear!” “Bully fur you!” “That’s the way to
talk!” “That hits the nail on the head!” “Now you’re
shouting!” were some of the cries that greeted these sentiments
expressed from the light waggon.

“You got a vote in these parts?” inquired a cautious
old farmer who was leaning against the gate-post.

“No, I ain’t, but I got something that’s a darned sight
better; I’ve got a proposal to make and the brains and
the energy to back it. You hear the toot of my bazoo.
I’m a pedlar myself and I go all over this country, and I
hear what people are talking about. They talk freely
with me, because they know I haven’t a vote, and I’m
here to-day and gone to-morrow, so it don’t make no
difference one way or t’other, an’ I talk free with them,
just as I do with you and everybody else. All right.
Consequence is that the way you’re a-going on you’re
going to get licked, an’ that’s what’s the matter with the
hoss.”

“Oh, I don’t know ’bout that,” demurred a bystander.

“Of course you don’t: that’s why I’m telling ye. See?
You’ll know about it after the voting, but that’ll be too
late. Now’s the time to know, when it will do some good.
I tell you, you’re licked at this present moment, and you
don’t need to take the trouble of going to the polls at all,
because your staying home will only make the ditch majority
bigger and won’t affect the result. The taxes will
be there just the same. Now, what you lack is organisation;
you want a machine on this thing. But organisation
takes time and you haven’t the time to spare at this
season of the year. Think of the darn fool idea of bringing
on a vote right in the middle of harvest! That shows
you how much those in authority know of the wants of the
farming community. Now, I’ll take hold of this organisation
business, and I’ve got two good men here to help
me. We’ll first canvass the section and find out how
everybody is going to vote. Just as it is in this crowd,
there will be some fellows on the fence.” (There was a
laugh at this, and Maguire, warming with his theme,
stood up in the waggon.) “Very well, it’s the simplest
possible question in addition and subtraction. Say we
want five or ten—we find that out when the canvass is
finished—we’ve got to induce five or ten of those fellows
on the fence to come down, and to come down in our yard
at that.”

“Whatter you goin’ to make out of it?” asked the
cautious individual.

“Now that’s the way I like to hear a man talk,” continued
Maguire, admiringly. “What am I going to make
out of it? If I told you I was doing this for my health,
or because I simply loved this farming community, you’d
know I was a liar, wouldn’t you—or a politician, which
is exactly the same thing? Now, as I told you, I’m a
pedlar, and if I make a good living at it that’s simply
because I sell goods at a price about half, and less than
half you could get them elsewhere, same quality. You
needn’t laugh, I can prove it to you now if anybody’s
got some cash in his pocket. Any gentleman oblige me
by handing up a dollar and see how much I give for it?
No takers? This isn’t market day I suppose. No gentleman’s
entitled to question my remarks unless he stands
ready to test ’em by producing the coin. It’s a case of put
up or shut up. Well, as I was saying, I’ve made money
at this business simply because nobody can compete with
me. That’s right. I’m giving it to you straight. Why,
one of the biggest officials in Ann Arbor, this very evening,
got out a livery stable rig and followed me along the
Ypsilanti road and bought two dollars’ worth of goods
from me, and it paid him to do it, too, after settling for the
buggy and all. You can ask these two young men who are
with me if you won’t take my word for it, and I never
saw either of them before to-day; ain’t it just as I state
it, boys?” (appealing to Ben and Jim). “You saw him
follow me and you heard the very first words he spoke.
‘Are you the fellow that was peddling in Ann Arbor this
afternoon?’ he says. You heard him, and you saw me
sell him the goods and get the two dollars, now didn’t
you?”

“Yes,” said Ben. “He did follow you in a buggy, and
you did sell him two dollars’ worth of goods, but—”

“Why, of course. I wouldn’t give you any guff, for
I know ’twouldn’t be any use. But I hope to be struck
in my tracks if it isn’t true. Well, then, I expect to do a
good deal of business in this district, and the better I’m
known the more business I’ll do, and when I leave you’ll
all be after me, like that fellow in Ann Arbor.”

“What’ll you be trying to get away with? Horses?”

“That’s all right, boys; I can take a joke as well as the
next man. I don’t need no horses, because I’ve got the
best nag in the place, as you can see for yourselves.
Racing stock, that animal is. Got overheated winning the
Darby at Louisville, and has been trying to get rested ever
since. No, gentlemen; I don’t ask a cent for organising
this campaign and putting the other fellows in the ditch
they don’t want to pay for, but I’d like to have a little of
your good will, and when you come to do business with
me—any article not found satisfactory, money cheerfully
refunded. And now—to come to the point, for it’s getting
late—and I don’t seem to be able to get a word in
edgeways in this discussion—who’s the leader on our side
of the fence, or I should say on our side of the ditch?”

Several answered promptly: “Byfield. Step forward,
Byfield. He’s asking for you.”

“All right, Mr. Byfield, what do you say?” queried
Maguire, glancing over the assemblage, when an elderly
man who had taken no part in the debate, hitherto stepped
forward and cleared his throat. Maguire fastened his
gaze on Byfield as if he had known all along who he
was.

“I guess it’s pretty much as the stranger says,” remarked
Byfield slowly, “and we’ll need all the help we
can get. If these men don’t want any cash out of pocket,
I guess it might pay us to listen to what their plans are;
but I for one don’t guarantee anything.”

“Certainly not and ’nuff sed,” proclaimed Maguire,
cordially. “Well, as I remarked, it is getting late and
everybody wants to go home. I know I’m tired, for
we came lickety-blinder all the way from Ann Arbor to
be present at this meeting and nearly arrived too late, all
on account of this official delaying us. I’ll see you in
the morning, Mr. Byfield, and lay my plans before you,
and now if you will oblige us by telling me the way to the
nearest hotel we’ll be jogging on, for we took such a hurried
supper at Ann Arbor that I want to get something
more to eat.”

“As fur a hotel,” said Byfield, solemnly, “there ain’t
any, but if you don’t mind roughing it a bit you could
come with me. I kin give you a place to put the horse,
and a bed in the loft if you don’t mind sleeping three
together.”

“Oh, anything will do for us. I’d rather sleep in the
hay-mow than anywhere else. These boys will take to the
loft, and I’ll bunk in the hay. Lord! I know how crowded
things are at a farmhouse in harvest time. I was raised
on a farm. Well, boys, so long. See you later.”

With this he took up the reins and drove slowly down
the road, the farmer refusing his gracious offer of a ride,
saying he preferred to walk by the side of the waggon,
one son and a hired man following in the wake. The rest
of the people dispersed, some going one way and some another,
their voices carrying far in the still evening air.

Byfield was silent, and Maguire, having accomplished
what he set out to accomplish, seemed to have no further
desire to speak. Ben and Jim had got out of the democrat
and were walking together close behind it, talking to
each other in whispers.

“What are we to do to get back the licence and secure
possession of our belongings again? The more I see of
this fellow the less I like him, and I don’t propose to be
dragged through life after him in this manner,” said
Ben.

The practical minded Jim replied:

“I’m content to be dragged in his wake until we have
something to eat and a night’s rest. He seems to be
heading in the direction of those two requisites with a directness
that arouses my admiration. To-morrow, with
the help of some of the farm hands and a few of the
neighbours, we will drag the licence from him if he
won’t give it up peaceably. I rather imagine that the
reason he doesn’t want to room with us is because he
fears we will regain possession of it while he is asleep.”

“I shouldn’t wonder.”

“Well, we’ll tackle the question and him to-morrow
when we’re fresh.”

The procession turned through an open gateway into
an ample farmyard, walled in on three sides by a
group of buildings comprising barns, stables, drivehouses
and sheds. The hired man, who had evinced a warm admiration
of Maguire’s oratorical gifts, assisted expertly
at the unhitching of the horse.

The house, a short distance from the barns, was, like
them, of wood, and although it needed a coat of paint
was nevertheless a homelike and comfortable-looking
structure, shaded by clustering locust trees. A well with
a board roof over it, having underneath the roof a roller
round which was coiled many turns of rope that testified
to the depth of the excavation, was situated near the rear
of the house. One end of the rope was attached to a full
bucket that rested on the ledge. Maguire lifted the
bucket to his lips and took a long, satisfying drink, refreshing
on a warm night.

There was not a light visible in the house, and the party
went round to the back and entered the kitchen. Here the
son had lighted a candle, and had occupied the time the
others spent at the stables in setting out bread, butter, a
pitcher of milk and some corned beef. The silent farmer
made no complaint that the pedlar and his two comrades
did not do ample justice to the fare thus spread before
them.


CHAPTER III
 “LET ME BUY YOUR FRIENDLY HELP”
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Ben and Jim thought Farmer Byfield rather a quiet,
reserved man the evening they first met him, but they laboured
under no such delusion next morning. The
farmer’s voice rang through the house in vibrant tones
that rendered all further sleep impossible, as indeed was
the intention.

“Get up; get up,” he cried. “What’s the matter with
you? Want to lie in bed all day? Think it’s Sunday, I
s’pose, and here it’s half-past four if it’s a minute, and no
one to feed the horses yet. Say, Sam, d’you hear?”

“Oh, I hear all right enough,” growled Sam, the eldest
son, sleepily. “Nobody could help hearing if he was
alive, and within a mile of the house.”

“Get up, then. Ought t’have been out long ago. Looks
like rain too; thought last night it did.”

“No such luck,” murmured the hired man. But they
all got up nevertheless, yawning industriously.

The farmer had put time forward when he said it was
half-past four. It was not so late in the day, and there
was still time to do a good morning’s work. Every clock
in the house was deliberately set from half to three-quarters
of an hour fast, and for some occult reason they were
always kept thus far in the future, although they deceived
nobody. Byfield had been afoot for some time and had
already set the fire going in the kitchen stove before calling
the others. A successful farmer differs from the Centurion
of Scripture in that he says “come” instead of
“go.”

The first to appear was not one of those called so vociferously,
but a strikingly handsome and healthy young
girl of about eighteen, her large eyes lustrous and dewy
with sleep. Her father had placed the kettle on the stove,
where it was already singing, and the girl, hardly yet
awake, set herself to the preparation of the ample and
early breakfast. Presently, in the broad pan, were frying
the disks of potato sliced from those boiled the day before,
simmering and browning, of delicious odour, a scent
for a hungry man to sniff appetisingly in the keen, cool
air of the morning. From another pan the no less temptsome
aroma of frying ham mingled with that of the bubbling
coffee in the capacious tin coffee-pot, set back
on the top of the stove near the oven. Lottie was spreading
the tablecloth when her brother came in, rubbing his
eyes.

“Hello, Lot,” was his greeting, “we raked in three
young men for you last night—two in the loft and one
out in the barn. You pays your money and takes your
choice.”

“You keep quiet,” answered the girl; “it’s time you
were out at the stables. Breakfast will be ready before
you have the horses fed.”

“It won’t be ready sooner’n I am, and as for the horses,
what does a fellow keep a father for? I tell you, Lot, that
fellow out in the barn can talk. You ought to hear him;
just like a streak. I guess his tongue is hung on a
swivel.”

“Who is he? Another hired man?”

“No, I guess they’re all three pedlars. The fellow outside’s
got a horse and rig you wouldn’t give ten cents for.”

Lottie gave expression to an impatient ejaculation of
contempt. A hired man was a poor enough creature in
her estimation, but he was a prince to a pedlar. The
hired man had passed through the kitchen while brother
and sister were talking together, and had gone quietly
out. Ben and Jim now appeared, and gave a cordial
“good-morning” to the pair, which was returned with
warmth, at least by Sam.

“If you fellows want to wash,” said Sam, as if it were
a custom the observance of which might be open to conscientious
objection, “there’s a tin basin out on the stoop,
and water in the rain barrel under the eaves-trough.”

Lottie seemed barely to cast a glance at the young men,
but there was an unmistakable air of town about them
that swiftly mitigated her previous disdainful classification
of them as pedlars. While they were conversing with
her brother she went quietly to the stoop, whisked away
the soiled towel that hung on a peg under the veranda and
substituted a clean one.

“I wonder if your friend is up yet, and if he has given
his horse a feed. The nag looked as if he needed one
badly last night.”

“The horse is ours, not his,” said Ben.

“That so? I thought he owned the whole outfit.”

“He talks as if he owned the earth,” put in Jim.

“Oh, isn’t he a friend of yours?”

“We never saw him till last evening. We’ve been trying
to do a little in the peddling line—mighty little it was,
too—during the last few weeks, and this man came on us
while we were resting near Ann Arbor. He hadn’t
any—”

“Still we don’t know anything against him,” interrupted
the conscientious Ben, who, with a glance at his
companion, intimated that perhaps it was just as well not
to talk too freely in the presence of strangers, a hint which
Jim accepted in silence.

“Of course,” continued Ben, “we don’t know anything
much in his favour either. All I wanted to say was,
that you are about as well acquainted with him as we
are.”

“Oh, I see. I thought you were all the one crowd.”

“No, Ben and I are the one crowd. Mr. Maguire is
the other,” said Jim.

They were out on the stoop at the side of the kitchen,
and the farm boy of twenty still lingered near them as
they put the tin basin and the collected rain to their uses.
There was little in their conversation that indicated a
college training, yet there was an undefinable something
that fascinated Sam and held him in bondage. He saw in
them advance agents of the great and stirring world of
which he knew little except by hearsay, and they presented
to him all the mystery of things unknown, although
in point of fact they were probably quite as innocent and
ignorant of the ways of the city as he. The farmer approached
from the barn and interrupted the conference.
“Say, Sam, where ye been all morning? Get a move on
you and help the hired man.”

Sam achieved the requisite motion, and the three walked
together to the farm buildings some distance from the
house, greeted in advance by the boisterous laughter of the
hired man, which led Ben and Jim to the accurate conclusion
that Maguire was up and holding some converse
with the help.

“Hello, boys!” roared Maguire, when the three hove
in sight. “This is a fine time in the morning to be getting
astir. If I were paying you wages you would hear from
me. This man and I and father having done all the
chores, now you appear on the scene. I’ve fed Rosinante,
and the grateful animal said to me, ‘I suppose those two
cusses are asleep yet.’ A merciful man’s merciful to his
beast.”

“Or even to some one else’s beast,” commented Jim.

“Quite so, quite so. The horse doesn’t mind as long’s
somebody puts down the hay.”

The hired man laughed heartily.

“Jest hear him talk! You’d think he’d been up fur
hours, an’ the square fact is I come durn near feeding
him to the horses myself. He says I stuck the pitchfork
in his leg as ’twas. I tell him I took him fur fodder
’cause he’s so green,” and this time the hired man was
merry over his own wit.

“That’s about right,” admitted Maguire, “the only
drawback in sleeping on a hay-mow is that some fool will
come along before it’s hardly light and try to jam you
down the horse’s manger before you’re awake. Still, I
suppose he thinks all flesh is grass and as all grass becomes
hay by and by, he should therefore throw any
tramp found in a mow down to the horses. Is that your
idea?”

“Jest about it,” chuckled the hired man.

“We would like to have a little talk with you privately,”
said Monro to Maguire.

“What! Before breakfast? Not likely. Business
transacted at this office only during business hours. Call
upon a man of business in hours of business, only on business,
transact your business and go about your business,
and give him time to attend to his business, or words to
that effect. Eh, hired man? Isn’t that right? That’s
my motto, and I’m giving it to ’em straight, as the old
woman said.”

“You bet,” agreed the hired man.

When the morning’s work about the barn was finished,
they all went together to the house and in to breakfast.
Here, for a wonder, Maguire was momentarily nonplussed,
for he had not expected to see so pretty a girl at the table.
The night’s lodging in the hay had left on the young man
many a particle to attest the nature of his bedding, and his
hair was powdered with clover seed. It was one of
Patrick’s principles to make himself entirely at home
wherever he was, and his method of doing this was to
appear as much as possible like his host, so he had allowed
the reminiscences of the hay-mow to remain on his person,
a neglect which he regretted as soon as he saw before
him the trim figure of the fair Lottie. The farmer was
already seated at the head of the table heaping up liberal
portions of the food provided on plate after plate. Each
one sat down as he came in, without ceremony, throwing
his hat in a corner or leaving it out on the stoop.
Mrs. Byfield was busy pouring out the coffee, and a great
pitcher of milk stood at her elbow with glasses round
it should any prefer the fluid, cool from the cellar, to the
beverage hot from the coffee-pot.

“Say!” cried the hilarious hired man to all and sundry,
“he’s a regular hayseed, ain’t he? That’s what I tell
him. I guess you’d better send him out to the fields, Mr.
Byfield, rather’n let him go ’lectioneering.”

The farmer took no sort of notice, but attended diligently
to the business at hand, the sooner to come at his
own breakfast. A meal with him was not a thing to be
enjoyed, but a necessary and regrettable function to be
finished speedily, so that the real occupation of a man’s
life might go on with as little interruption as possible.

“I—I—I think I’ll just have a brush up before sitting
down,” stammered Patrick, “if you’ll excuse me for a
moment.”

“Better let me go over you with the currycomb,” cried
the hired man in great glee, receiving a malignant glance
from the victim, which showed that the humour, such as
it was, proved not so welcome as it had appeared to be in
the barnyard.

Maguire had recovered his equanimity when he re-entered.

“My, ain’t he pretty?” said the hired man, loth to give
up his advantage.

“Now that’s kind of ye,” said Patrick, “for it’s not a
thing I’d have thought of saying about you from one
year’s end to the other. I’m a truthful man, de ye see?
I’ll take a glass of milk if ye please, Miss Byfield, it looks
cool and temptsome to a thirsty person.”

The girl coloured at being thus directly addressed as
“Miss,” and poured out the milk. There had been no introductions,
but Pat saw at a glance that she was the
daughter of the house, for, although one or more hired
men were regarded as indispensable on the fields in the
olden days, a hired girl was considered effete luxury in
the house, as unnecessary as she was expensive. Aside
from this, domestics were difficult to obtain, the girls, if
inclined to “work out,” preferring the higher wages,
greater freedom and lighter duties of the city to the
slavery of a farmhouse.

The hired man, suddenly silenced by the unexpected
retort of the stranger, a retort to which he could find no
effective reply—in fact a suitable answer did not occur
to him till the following Sunday—applied himself diligently
to the breakfast before him. Maguire, having
cleared the way of an inconvenient interloper, easily kept
the conversation within his own range, leaving no opening
for embarrassing rejoinders or equally embarrassing
silences.

“Mr. Byfield, I would like to have a talk with you
about the coming contest, but I suppose you won’t have
yery much time to spare after breakfast.”

“I won’t have any,” replied the farmer with rural
bluntness.

“That’s what I thought,” said Maguire, not giving
the hired man time to chuckle. “All I want to know is
where a list of the voters of this section can be had.”

The farmer curtly gave him the information.

“Well, then, I’ll drive over there and copy it. That
won’t take long. The next thing will be to have someone
who knows the men tell me who are certain to vote
for the ditch and who are certain to vote against it. I suppose
you could do that this evening, Mr. Byfield?”

The farmer made no answer for some moments. Although
hospitable to those he knew, he had no desire
to burden himself with the board and lodging of strangers,
and election day was still some distance ahead in the
future. Here were three unknown men, with one horse,
and to judge by the confident manner in which their
spokesman mentioned his return, as if it were a settled
fact, they must imagine the bounty of the farmhouse was
boundless. And all this in the busiest time of the year,
when everyone about the place was overworked, especially
the women, whose already onerous tasks would be increased
with every additional chair drawn up to the
table. After all, why should these three project themselves
on him rather than on any other resident of the
neighbourhood? The clear morning light had dispelled
the glamour of the night before, and the farmer could not
imagine what possessed him when he let them come to
his house as indefinite guests. Maguire watched him
narrowly, as with contracted brows these thoughts percolated
through his mind, and the young man seemed to
guess their meaning intuitively, although he said nothing
and waited for his answer.

“Well, I dun’no ’bout that,” slowly said the farmer at
last. “I thought that was what you were goin’ to find out
by peddling round the district.”

“Yes, I’m going to peddle round the district to find
out how the doubtful cases stand, but there’s no use in
my wasting time finding out what’s already known. It
won’t take you five minutes to go over the list with me,
and I can tick off them that’s this side or that side of the
ditch, then I’ll tackle the others. The doubtful fellows
are my pizen.”

“I don’t know’s I’ve got much interest in this ’lection
anyhow,” said the goaded farmer, to the astonishment of
his family, who knew that he had. The hired man leered
across the table at Maguire, and leaning over the fried
potatoes said in a whisper to Sam, audible to the pedlar,
“I guess somebody’s goin’ to get left on this deal.”

“Oh, you ain’t got much interest in it, ain’t you?” remarked
Maguire, affably enough, but with colour rising.
“I understood last night that you had. Of course the
trouble with you is that you ain’t got the time to bother
with it, ’specially right in the middle of harvest.”

“That’s it,” replied the farmer, visibly relieved at finding
his change of front thus accounted for.

“Why, that’s all right,” continued Maguire, nonchalantly.
“A man tends to this sort of thing in cash or
kind, as the saying is. Fellows that have time give
time; fellows that have money give money. I’ll get a
good subscription out of you for the fund, and then I
won’t bother you again till election’s over.”

Byfield gasped, and for the first time during the meal
stopped eating, staring incredulously at his guest.

“The fund? What fund?”

“Why, the election fund, of course. You don’t expect
to shoot quail without burning some powder, do you?”

“But you said last night you didn’t want a cent. You
said it to me when I suspected that there was some grab
game at the bottom of all your talk. I’ll leave it to any
one who was there that you did. They all heard ye.”

“Of course he did,” chimed in the hired man, with
ringing indignation in his voice. “You said to him, Mr.
Byfield—I heerd ye myself—you says, ‘Whatter you
going to make out of this?’ An’ he says, ‘I hain’t
a-goin’t’ make anything. I’m goin’ t’ peddle.’ Them’s
his very words. They wa’n’t no talk of a fund then.
That’s what he said, didn’t he, Sam?”

But Sam was watching the game and saying nothing.
He felt in his bones that the stranger was more than a
match for all arrayed against him, and he thought the
hired man would have been wiser if he had held his
peace. The hired man, meeting no response from the
father, for whom he was the champion, or the son to
whom he had appealed, now turned to Ben and Jim.

“You were there. Didn’t he say he wouldn’t take a
cent?”

“That was certainly my understanding of his remark,”
said Jim.

“There!” cried the hired man in triumph, thankful,
in the circumstances, for small mercies. “There, what
did I tell you?”

Maguire, who was no small eater, had helped himself
to various dishes during the interval, and had thanked
Lottie with ingratiating politeness for another glass of
milk, again bringing the colour to the silent girl’s cheeks
by his frank, admiring gaze while he held forward his
glass. He allowed a perceptible interval to pass before
he spoke and then entirely ignored the energetic hired
man, who now began to wish he had kept out of the discussion,
scenting coming ignominy and defeat.

“You were quite correct, Mr. Byfield. I want nothing
at all for myself. The fund isn’t for me to draw on, not a
bit of it, but to pay the just and reasonable expenses of
the election. It’s always necessary, if a side is to win.
Whichever side has the most money is the one that
counts the most votes these days.”

“That doesn’t sound very honest,” put in Ben the incorruptible,
speaking for the first time. The girl looked
from one to the other in wonder. There was evidently
a split in the visiting delegation, and she could not understand
it. Nevertheless she was keenly interested in the
discussion, sharing her brother’s evident admiration for
the young man who, with every one against him, held his
own, serenely affable, and, besides, brought a softer note
into his voice when he addressed her, which no one else
had ever done.

“My dear fellow, you simply don’t know what you’re
talking about. Where is the dishonesty in paying legitimate
expenses? The shoe is on the other foot, I imagine.
Take, for instance, the necessary board bill. I believe in
paying my way wherever I go, or whatever I am doing.
Of course, it might be said that Mr. Byfield, possessing
a large farm, well stocked and successfully cultivated,
could quite easily support us while we were canvassing
on his side of politics, but I say, why should he any more
than the others? Now, I can’t board round while I’m on
this job, because I’ve got to give all my attention to the
business in hand. I pay two dollars a week while I stay
here, and I’ve been at two-dollar-a-day hotels where I
wasn’t so comfortable. I ought, by rights, if you talk of
strict honesty, to pay at least a dollar a day here, but perhaps
Mrs. Byfield will let me off for two dollars a week.”

“Indeed,” said the hospitable Mrs. Byfield, “you’re
not going to pay a cent while you stay here. It’s not
likely.”

“We haven’t come to keeping boarders,” cried Lottie
indignantly, for at this time people in the city never
thought of spending their vacations on a farm. Byfield
himself said nothing, but his eyes twinkled when his
guest spoke of paying for his board. This was a horse
of a different colour. Every little helps on a farm, where
cash is sometimes scarce. Sam laughed under his breath
very gently and winked across the table at his sister, who
did not take this familiarity in good part, tossing her head
slightly, with a very fetching little frown on her brow.
Sam was beginning to see the way the game was running
and became more and more confident that his estimate
of the stranger had not been a false one.

“That’s all right,” said Maguire airily. “You see
this here ditch is a public affair. And we all know what
public improvements mean. There’s so much estimated
at first, and the job’s about half done when that amount
is spent. Then there’s no use in letting it lie unfinished,
so there’s another appropriation and nobody to blame,
and that’s the way it goes. It isn’t so much the first cost
of this here dreen or the second cost, although these will
pile up the taxes for the next ten years; it’s the repairs
year by year, the banks caving in where the deep cuttings
are, the silting up other places, the sweeping away of
the bridges with the first spring freshet and all that sort
of thing. Why, what’s a quarter each or half a dollar
from the taxpayer to stop the beginning of this dreen,
a dreen fur cash as well as for water? What’s fifty
cents apiece when the taxes in the first year would be
ten times as much? No, sir; none of this fund goes into
my pocket, but I think it’s only fair and just that some of
it should go into Mr. Byfield’s pocket if he boards the
men who are going to defeat this thing. That’s how I
look at it. You can’t have fried eggs without breaking
the shells, and talking of fried eggs I think I’ll have one
more, Mrs. Byfield. I admit I like good cooking, and
that’s the reason I want to stay here, where I’m well off.
Thanks, Mrs. Byfield.”

“We don’t want any fund to pay our board bill,” said
Ben. “We have nothing to do with this election, and
are going away this morning.”

“Right you are,” confirmed Maguire, cheerfully.
“There speaks the free and independent pedlar. That’s
correct. Pay as you go is my motto. Of course, if you
don’t electioneer it isn’t to be expected that you should
ask for your board bill to be paid out of the fund. So if
you boys fork out seventy-five cents each after breakfast
I should say that would clear you cheaply enough, for
you have had more than the worth of it.”

Ben reddened, remembering that he had no money, and
well aware that Maguire knew it; but Jim spoke up confidently:

“Cash or kind, Maguire, as you said a little while ago.
If we haven’t the ready money we have the goods, so
don’t get anxious on our account, or afraid that we will
appeal to your generosity.”

“Then,” continued Maguire, ignoring the last remark,
“there will have to be a little something in hand to help
the doubtful voters to see the right side of this question.
What does it cost in this section to make a man vote our
way?”

“You can have my vote for fifty cents,” said the
hired man, anxious to retrieve his lost position as a
humourist.

“That would be half a dollar more than it was
worth, for I’ve known men take good money and give bad
votes. I’m a commercial man, and I only buy where I’m
sure of the delivery of the goods.”

The hired man heaved a sigh and shoved back his
chair.

“It’s nothing here but talk, talk, talk, and I’m a worker.
I can’t fool away any more time, even if I am working
for somebody else. Talk’s cheap.”

There was a general shoving back of chairs as the industrious
hired man refused to dawdle longer, and presently
all hands left for the fields, with the exception of our
three pedlars. Ben and Jim waited out in the barnyard
for the third of the trio, who had remained at the house
apparently to talk with the women. The two discussed,
with a discouraged air, the nature of the goods that would
be most acceptable to their host for the accommodation
they had received.

“I suppose the mother would like something useful
and the daughter something ornamental,” said Jim, confessing
at the same time that he knew little of feminine
preference.

“I suppose so. We’d better take our stock up to the
house and let them choose what they want.”

As this was agreed to, they heard Patrick approach,
whistling merrily.

“Well, gentlemen,” he cried on seeing them, “we were
to have a little confab, you said. Now that breakfast’s
over, I am ready to talk on any subject under the sun till
next meal time.”

“We haven’t anything to discuss,” said Ben, slowly.
“All we want is our licence, and then we propose to pay
up our bill and get on our way.”

“Oh, the licence. Thunder, I thought we settled that
last night. Do youse want to have a fight every morning
over it? Why can’t we have one good tussle that will
last a week? I hate to think of waking up every morning
and saying to myself there’s that durned licence to be
fought for after breakfast. I wonder which’ll lick? I’ve
simply got to have this licence till after election, for the
opposition will be sure to pounce on me for it; ’twould be
bad politics not to, and some one is bound to think of it.
You see, I’ve got to take to the peddling tack for a while
at first, and they’d be dead certain to nab me before I got
through. Say, boys, you must let me keep this paper for
another week. I’m a peaceable man and don’t want to
be always fighting.”

“We are not going to fight for it. The licence is ours.
If you refuse to give it up, we won’t say another word
about it, but will go to the nearest justice of the peace
and make complaint. Then we will either get it or not,
as the law holds.”

“How will you explain your hoodwinking of the law
at Ann Arbor? I thought we thrashed all this out before.
What’s the use of going over the old ground?”

“We will tell the truth and take our chances.”

Maguire saw that they meant it. He thrust his hands
deep in his trousers pockets, and with bent head and
a frown on his brow walked up and down before them
for a few moments, seemingly meditating on the situation.

“Look here, boys,” he said at last, “you’ve got me in a
hole, and I know it, and you know it, so there’s no use
of me pretending that I’m up on the surface of the earth
when I’m not. Your position is legal, and mine isn’t,
so there’s where the trouble comes in. A man whose fix
isn’t according to law’s no good, unless he’s got money,
and I ain’t got enough. Now why can’t you fellows be
decent and jump in and help a fellow? I’ll divide up
square, so help me. Yes, I will—straight.”

“You say you are going to work for nothing,” said
Jim, “so in that case there will be nothing to divide.”

“Don’t you make any mistake. There’ll be something
to divvy before this ditch question is settled. You can
bet your boots on that.”

“If my boots are safe on such a wager, then you’ve
lied to these people, so how can you expect us to trust
you?”

At the word “lied” Pat’s eyes flashed dangerously and
his right fist clenched, but he seemed to pull himself in
immediately after, and he replied smoothly enough:

“Oh, I never go back on a pal. Now, look here, you
fellows, you’re cramping me. You’re not giving me a fair
show; honour bright, you ain’t. You can queer my game
right here, and I don’t see how I can help myself, if you
shut down on me. Now, all I want to make is a living.
These jays here will get the worth of their money, don’t
you fret. Why can’t you be easy on a poor devil and not
shove him in a corner merely because you’ve got the
chance? You won’t feel any better when you’ve done
it. It won’t do you a cent’s worth of good, and it will do
me a lot of harm. Now, see here, fellows. You are two
friends, and you don’t like me, I can see that. I like
youse two, but that don’t make any differ. We’ll let it
go at that. Youse have had a good schooling, and I
haven’t. I’ve got nothing to keep me but my ten fingers
and about an ounce of brains to tell ’em what to do. You
fellows ain’t getting along very well in the world, but
you’ve got an eddication, and you’re chums with each
other. I tell you, boys, to a lonely devil that never had a
friend to say a good word for him since he was born
that’s a mighty lot. I’ve been watching you two, and I
can see that youse’d stand by each other through thick
and thin, and if one gits a licking the other’ll take his
share, and no squealing, and if one makes half a dollar
the other gets a quarter. Now, I’d give anything to have
a friend like that, and if I had to I’d kill the man that
hurt him, an’ don’t you forget it.”

“Look here, Mr. Maguire—” put in Ben.

“Pat’s the name, or Patrick for short.”

“Very well, then, Pat, I ask you to turn back your
recollection to last evening. You were in a hole then, and
a worse one than you are in now, for the law was right
on your heels.”

“True for you. Never a truer word spoken.”

“Here were we two, who stood by you as staunchly as
any friend could desire, although neither of us had ever
seen you before. We got you out of the hole at some
risk to ourselves, for you have threatened us once or
twice since with the consequences of what we did. Very
well; how did you repay us? You jumped on us and
knocked us down on the road and held us there because
we asked back what was our own. A man who will act
like that doesn’t need to wonder why he hasn’t any
friends. That isn’t the way to make ’em.”

“By the holy smoke, Ben, you’re just dead right. I’m
a mean, low-down, insignificant cuss. There’s a streak
in me that ought to be kicked clean out of this here
county. I know it, and I’ve said it to myself a dozen
times. When a fellow comes up to me spitting on his
hands I line out for his jaw without ever thinking any
more of the consequences than I think about breathing.
You see, you fellows sort of squared up to me last night,
an’ I forgot in a minute what you had done for me, so
help me, I did. Mean? I’m so blamed mean that ...
But say! When you meet a fellow like me, what does the
college say you ought to do with him? Give him another
punch in the head, kick him down a bit further in the
ditch and make him meaner than ever when he gets out,
or say to him, as you said just now, encouraging like,
‘Pat, you’re a dirty God-forsaken whelp; why don’t you
brace up and quit being a thief or a sneak?’ Then if
there’s any good in a fellow, talking soft and soothing
like that to him will bring it out, and if there’s not, if
he’s sneak and puppy clean through, why you’ve done
what you could, haven’t you? And you feel better after
it.”

While this appeal was being made, Jim turned his eyes
from Maguire and gazed at his friend, a slight smile parting
his lips. He knew the serious undercurrent of Ben’s
nature: his sensitive regard for his duty toward his neighbour.
Whether it was blind luck, deep guile, or intuition
that led the glib talker off on this line Monro was unable
to guess, but he was well aware that nothing could
be more effective so far as Ben was concerned, and he
watched the result of the other’s breathless words with
amused interest.

“What do you want us to do?” said Ben in a low
voice.

“I want you to help me. I want you to stand by me for
a little while. You’re thinking of peddling. Good
enough. What better district to peddle in than right
round here? It’s just as good or just as bad as any
other place. You can perhaps put in a word on the
’lectioneering, but you don’t need to unless you like. I
can tend to all that. I want you to let me have your horse
and rig and the licence; I’ll take good care of all three.
I’ve got to scour round this county, and nobody here has
got a horse to spare, and if he had he wouldn’t lend
it to me. These farmers think more of their horses than
they do of their wives.”

“You propose, then, that we lend you the horse and
waggon and go on tramp ourselves?” said Jim. “Well,
I call that cold cheek.”

“Hold on, Jim,” cried Ben, “wait a minute and perhaps
we can make some arrangement. You’ve got a shoulder
pack, Maguire?”

“Yes; but there’s no need for you to walk. You come
along with me in the rig. I ain’t going to do any peddling.
You see it will be like this. We come to a house, and
you fellows can go in and sell things to the women. I’ll
have to tramp out to the back fields or wherever the
farmer is and have a chat with him. That will give you
lots of time to palaver the women. I guess that where
you boys fail in peddling is in not flattering your customers.
That’s the secret of success in this world. Butter
’em, butter ’em. If you tend to that, the goods will sell
themselves. I may be able to give you a hint or two as
we go along, and if you intend sticking to the business
you’ll find my pointers worth listening to. Now, boys,
you haven’t been raising my courage just to throw me
down again, have you? You ain’t going back on me,
are you?”

“What do you say, Jim?” Ben turned to his friend.
“I don’t want to be hard on anybody, and if you’re willing
to stay I am.”

“You couldn’t be hard on anybody if you tried, Ben.
I’ll do whatever you do, of course; but, see here, Maguire,
you’ve been talking loud about money ever since we met
you. You seem to know how to make it and to despise us
who don’t. Why not buy our horse and rig, and we’ll
throw in the licence? We’ll sell you the whole outfit for
twenty dollars.”

“So help me, boys, I was only blowing. I always blow
about money. If people think you really need anything
they won’t give you a hand; if they think you’re flush,
then it’s all right.”

“What Ben has just said disproves that.”

“Present company excepted, boys, always. I got two
dollars out of that fresh inspector at Ann Arbor, and before
that I had something less than five dollars. That’s
my pile, less than seven dollars, all told. Search me if
you don’t believe me. Then, there’s the stuff in my kit,
but that don’t amount to much. I ain’t no Vanderbilt in
disguise, you know, though I may look like the family.
But I’ll tell you what I’ll do. If you boys stand by me
till this cruel war is over, I’ll guarantee to give you
twenty-five dollars for the mule and army waggon, and
you can do what you darn please with the ammunition.
Is it a bargain?”

“Oh, we won’t hold you to that, unless you want to keep
to it yourself. I don’t see where there’s any twenty-five
dollars to be made in this contest, but we won’t desert
until the votes are counted. After that, you understand,
you are to let us have back what belongs to us, or else
buy out the business.”

“All right, Ben, signed, sealed and delivered, witness
our hand, so help me. And you’re white men, you two,
clear through and away out beyond. I’ll deal square with
you, but you mustn’t kick if I do some tall talk
to other folks. Of course I’m not in this thing for
my health, and if old Byfield or anyone else in this district
thinks I am, that simply shows he wants to get something
for nothing, which is against the rules of the peddling
business. Nobody would ever be taken in in this world
if it wasn’t for their trying to bunco somebody else. The
farming community always loses money thinking it is
getting a lump of gold, and then they feel disappointed
when they find it’s only a brick. But we’ve had talk
enough, now let’s get to work. We’ll hitch up the team
and spread ourselves over the cultivated lands. But I
tell you, boys, I’ll never forget that you are white men
clear through and down to the ground, may I drop in my
tracks if I do.”


CHAPTER IV
 “I HAVE FLATTERED A LADY”
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It was three o’clock and the summer afternoon shimmered
with a heat that seemed visible as it throbbed above
the parched earth, therefore the blinds over the parlour
windows were drawn to keep the room dark and
cool. Lottie was neatly dressed any time of the day
you happened to meet her, but in the afternoon, when
a lull came in the day’s work, she blossomed out
almost equal to one of the coloured plates in Peterson’s
Magazine, which arrived from the cultured city
of Philadelphia once a month and thus kept the farm
informed of what the outside world was wearing. A
complete living up to the gorgeousness of those fashion-plates
was next to impossible, when the limited resources
of the neighbourhood and the scanty amount of money at
the girl’s disposal were taken into consideration, but nevertheless
the magazine had its influence, and the effect was
perhaps more charming and certainly more subdued than
if the instructions from these fascinating pages had been
fully carried out. Of course Sunday was the real test
of all this array, and then, perhaps, Peterson’s was out-distanced,
but every afternoon produced the picture of an
amazingly pretty girl most admirably garmented—a spotless
collar at the plump throat, surrounded by a dainty
ribbon. She wore a light white muslin dress, through
the semi-transparent sleeves of which could be just
discerned a suggestion of rounded arm, all in all a cool,
pretty and luringly lovable girl, kindly and sweet, living
the healthy if arduous life of the farm, pure as a calla
lily, with possibilities of character latent, needing only
the vivifying touch of opportunity to begin their development,
as the severing of a silken thread permits the waiting
ship on the ways of the building yard to glide into the
expectant ocean. Lottie was an American girl, brought
up in the same, refreshing moral atmosphere of the
country, similar to thousands of others scattered up and
down the length of the land, yet, notwithstanding this
multitude, the young man of destiny, her man of destiny,
when he arrives cannot be persuaded that there is such
another in the whole world.
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