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            A Hint for Next Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      There has been some talk lately of the standardization of golf balls, but a more urgent reform is the standardization of Christmas presents. It is no good putting this matter off; let us take it in hand now, so that we shall be in time for next Christmas.

      

      My crusade is on behalf of those who spend their Christmas away from home. Last year I returned (with great difficulty) from such an adventure and I am more convinced than ever that Christmas presents should conform to a certain standard of size. My own little offerings were thoughtfully chosen. A match-box, a lace handkerchief or two, a cigarette-holder, a pencil and note-book, Gems from Wilcox, and so on; such gifts not only bring pleasure (let us hope) to the recipient, but take up a negligible amount of room in one’s bag, and add hardly anything to the weight of it. Of course, if your fellow-visitor says to you, “How sweet of you to give me such a darling little handkerchief--it’s just what I wanted--how ever did you think of it?” you do not reply, “Well, it was a choice between that and a hundredweight of coal, and I’ll give you two guesses why I chose the handkerchief.” No; you smile modestly and say, “As soon as I saw it, I felt somehow that it was yours”; after which you are almost in a position to ask your host casually where he keeps the mistletoe.

      

      But it is almost a certainty that the presents you receive will not have been chosen with such care. Probably the young son of the house has been going in for carpentry lately, and in return for your tie-pin he gives you a wardrobe of his own manufacture. You thank him heartily, you praise its figure, but all the time you are wishing that it had chosen some other occasion. Your host gives you a statuette or a large engraving; somebody else turns up with a large brass candle-stick. It is all very gratifying, but you have got to get back to London somehow, and, thankful though you are not to have received the boar-hound or parrot-in-cage which seemed at one time to be threatening, you cannot help wishing that the limits of size for a Christmas present had been decreed by some authority who was familiar with the look of your dressing-case.

      

      Obviously, too, there should be a standard value for a certain type of Christmas present. One may give what one will to one’s own family or particular friends; that is all right. But in a Christmas house-party there is a pleasant interchange of parcels, of which the string and the brown paper and the kindly thought are the really important ingredients, and the gift inside is nothing more than an excuse for these things. It is embarrassing for you if Jones has apologized for his brown paper with a hundred cigars, and you have only excused yourself with twenty-five cigarettes; perhaps still more embarrassing if it is you who have lost so heavily on the exchange. An understanding that the contents were to be worth five shillings exactly would avoid this embarassment.

      

      And now I am reminded of the ingenuity of a friend of mine, William by name, who arrived at a large country house for Christmas without any present in his bag. He had expected neither to give nor to receive anything, but to his horror he discovered on the 24th that everybody was preparing a Christmas present for him, and that it was taken for granted that he would require a little privacy and brown paper on Christmas Eve for the purpose of addressing his own offerings to others. He had wild thoughts of telegraphing to London for something to be sent down, and spoke to other members of the house-party in order to discover what sort of presents would be suitable.

      

      “What are you giving our host P” he asked one of them.

      

      “Mary and I are giving him a book,” said John, referring to his wife.

      

      William then approached the youngest son of the house, and discovered that he and his next brother Dick were sharing in this, that, and the other. When he had heard this, William retired to his room and thought profoundly. He was the first down to breakfast on Christmas morning. All the places at the table were piled high with presents. He looked at John’s place. The top parcel said, “To John and Mary from Charles.” William took out his fountain-pen and added a couple of words to the inscription. It then read, “To John and Mary from Charles and William,” and in William’s opinion looked just as effective as before. He moved on to the next place. “To Angela from Father,” said the top parcel. “And William,” wrote William. At his hostess’ place he hesitated for a moment. The first present there was for “Darling Mother, from her loving children.” It did not seem that an “and William” was quite suitable. But his hostess was not to be deprived of William’s kindly thought; twenty seconds later the handkerchiefs “from John and Mary and William” expressed all the nice things which he was feeling for her. He passed on to the next place....

      

      It is, of course, impossible to thank every donor of a joint gift; one simply thanks the first person whose eye one happens to catch. Sometimes William’s eye was caught, sometimes not. But he was spared all embarrassment; and I can recommend his solution of the problem with perfect confidence to those who may be in a similar predicament next Christmas.

      

      There is a minor sort of Christmas present about which also a few words must be said; I refer to the Christmas card.

      

      The Christmas card habit is a very pleasant one, but it, too, needs to be disciplined. I doubt if many people understand its proper function. This is partly the result of our bringing up; as children we were allowed (quite rightly) to run wild in the Christmas card shop, with one of two results. Either we still run wild, or else the reaction has set in and we avoid the Christmas card shop altogether. We convey our printed wishes for a happy Christmas to everybody or to nobody. This is a mistake. In our middle-age we should discriminate.

      

      The child does not need to discriminate. It has two shillings in the hand and about twenty-four relations. Even in my time two shillings did not go far among twenty-four people. But though presents were out of the question, one could get twenty-four really beautiful Christmas cards for the money, and if some of them were ha’penny ones, then one could afford real snow on a threepenny one for the most important uncle, meaning by “most important,” perhaps (but I have forgotten now), the one most likely to be generous in return. Of the fun of choosing those twenty-four cards I need not now speak, nor of the best method of seeing to it that somebody else paid for the necessary twenty-four stamps. But certainly one took more trouble in suiting the tastes of those who were to receive the cards than the richest and most leisured grown-up would take in selecting a diamond necklace for his wife’s stocking or motor-cars for his sons-in-law. It was not only a question of snow, but also of the words in which the old, old wish was expressed. If the aunt who was known to be fond of poetry did not get something suitable from Eliza Cook, one might regard her Christmas as ruined. How could one grudge the trouble necessary to make her Christmas really happy for her? One might even explore the fourpenny box.

      

      But in middle-age--by which I mean anything over twenty and under ninety--one knows too many people. One cannot give them a Christmas card each; there is not enough powdered glass to go round. One has to discriminate, and the way in which most of us discriminate is either to send no cards to anybody or else to send them to the first twenty or fifty or hundred of our friends (according to our income and energy) whose names come into our minds. Such cards are meaningless; but if we sent our Christmas cards to the right people, we could make the simple words upon them mean something very much more than a mere wish that the recipient’s Christmas shall be “merry” (which it will be anyhow, if he likes merriness) and his New Year “bright” (which, let us hope, it will not be).

      

      “A merry Christmas,” with an old church in the background and a robin in the foreground, surrounded by a wreath of holly-leaves. It might mean so much. What I feel that it ought to mean is something like this:--

      

      “You live at Potters Bar and I live at Petersham. Of course, if we did happen to meet at the Marble Arch one day, it would be awfully jolly, and we could go and have lunch together somewhere, and talk about old times. But our lives have drifted apart since those old days. It is partly the fault of the train-service, no doubt. Glad as I should be to see you, I don’t like to ask you to come all the way to Petersham to dinner, and if you asked me to Potters Bar--well, I should come, but it would be something of a struggle, and I thank you for not asking me. Besides, we have made different friends now, and our tastes are different. After we had talked about the old days, I doubt if we should have much to say to each other. Each of us would think the other a bit of a bore, and our wives would wonder why we had ever been friends at Liverpool. But don’t think I have forgotten you. I just send this card to let you know that I am still alive, still at the same address, and that I still remember you. No need, if we ever do meet, or if we ever want each other’s help, to begin by saying: ‘I suppose you have quite forgotten those old days at Liverpool.’ We have neither of us forgotten; and so let us send to each other, once a year, a sign that we have not forgotten, and that once upon a time we were friends. ‘A merry Christmas to you.’”

      

      That is what a Christmas card should say. It is absurd to say this to a man or woman whom one is perpetually ringing up on the telephone; to somebody whom one met last week or with whom one is dining the week after; to a man whom one may run across at the club on almost any day, or a woman whom one knows to shop daily at the same stores as oneself. It is absurd to say it to a correspondent to whom one often writes. Let us reserve our cards for the old friends who have dropped out of our lives, and let them reserve their cards for us.

      

      But, of course, we must have kept their addresses; otherwise we have to print our cards publicly--as I am doing now. “Old friends will please accept this, the only intimation.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. The Ghost in the Picture Room

          

        

        
          Adelaide Anne Procter

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Ghost in the Picture Room

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Belinda, with a modest self-possession quite her own, promptly answered for this Spectre in a low, clear voice:

        

      

      

      The lights extinguished; by the hearth I leant,

      Half weary with a listless discontent.

      The flickering giant shadows, gathering near.

      Closed round me with a dim and silent fear;

      All dull, all dark; save when the leaping flame,

      Glancing, lit up The Picture’s ancient frame.

      Above the hearth it hung. Perhaps the night,

      My foolish tremors, or the gleaming light,

      Lent Power to that Portrait dark and quaint —

      A Portrait such as Rembrandt loved to paint —

      The likeness of a Nun. I seemed to trace

      A world of sorrow in the patient face,

      In the thin hands folded across her breast —

      Its own and the room’s shadow hid the rest.

      I gazed and dreamed, and the dull embers stirred,

      Till an old legend that I once had heard

      Came back to me; linked to the mystic gloom

      Of the dark Picture in the ghostly room.

      In the far South, where clustering vines are hung;

      Where first the old chivalric lays were sung;

      Where earliest smiled that gracious child of France,

      Angel and Knight and Fairy, called Romance,

      I stood one day. The warm blue June was spread

      Upon the earth; blue summer overhead,

      Without a cloud to fleck its radiant glare,

      Without a breath to stir its sultry air.

      All still, all silent, save the sobbing rush

      Of rippling waves, that lapsed in silver hush

      Upon the beach; where, glittering towards the strand,

      The purple Mediterranean kissed the land.

      All still, all peaceful; when a convent chime

      Broke on the midday silence for a time,

      Then trembling into quiet, seemed to cease,

      In deeper silence and more utter peace.

      So as I turned to gaze, where gleaming white,

      Half hid by shadowy trees from passers’ sight,

      The convent lay, one who had dwelt for long

      In that fair home of ancient tale and song,

      Who knew the story of each cave and hill,

      And every haunting fancy lingering still

      Within the land, spake thus to me, and told

      The convent’s treasured legend, quaint and old:

      Long years ago, a dense and flowering wood,

      Still more concealed where the white convent stood,

      Borne on its perfumed wings the title came:

      “Our Lady of the Hawthorns” is its name.

      Then did that bell, which still rings out today

      Bid all the country rise, or eat, or pray.

      Before that convent shrine, the haughty knight

      Passed the lone vigil of his perilous fight;

      For humbler cottage strife, or village brawl,

      The abbess listened, prayed, and settled all.

      Young hearts that came, weighed down by love or wrong,

      Left her kind presence comforted and strong.

      Each passing pilgrim, and each beggar’s right

      Was food, and rest, and shelter for the night.

      But, more than this, the nuns could well impart

      The deepest mysteries of the healing art;

      Their store of herbs and simples was renowned,

      And held in wondering faith for miles around.

      Thus strife, love, sorrow, good and evil fate,

      Found help and blessing at the convent gate.

      Of all the nuns, no heart was half so light,

      No eyelids veiling glances half as bright,

      No step that glided with such noiseless feet,

      No face that looked so tender or so sweet,

      No voice that rose in choir so pure, so clear,

      No heart to all the others half so dear

      (So surely touched by others’ pain or woe,

      Guessing the grief her young life could not know),

      No soul in childlike faith so undefiled,

      As Sister Angela’s, the “Convent Child.”

      For thus they loved to call her. She had known

      No home, no love, no kindred, save their own —

      An orphan, to their tender nursing given,

      Child, plaything, pupil, now the bride of Heaven.

      And she it was who trimmed the lamp’s red light

      That swung before the altar, day and night.

      Her hands it was, whose patient skill could trace

      The finest broidery, weave the costliest lace;

      But most of all, her first and dearest care,

      The office she would never miss or share,

      Was every day to weave fresh garlands sweet,

      To place before the shrine at Mary’s feet.

      Nature is bounteous in that region fair,

      For even winter has her blossoms there.

      Thus Angela loved to count each feast the best,

      By telling with what flowers the shrine was dressed.

      In pomp supreme the countless Roses passed,

      Battalion on battalion thronging fast,

      Each with a different banner, flaming bright,

      Damask, or striped, or crimson, pink, or white,

      Until they bowed before the new-born queen,

      And the pure virgin lily rose serene.

      Though Angela always thought the Mother blest,

      Must love the time of her own hawthorns best

      Each evening through the year, with equal care,

      She placed her flowers; then kneeling down in prayer,

      As their faint perfume rose before the shrine,

      So rose her thoughts, as pure and as divine.

      She knelt until the shades grew dim without,

      Till one by one the altar lights shone out,

      Till one by one the nuns, like shadows dim,

      Gathered around to chant their vesper hymn:

      Her voice then led the music’s winged flight,

      And “Ave, Maris Stella” filled the night.

      But wherefore linger on those days of peace?

      When storms draw near, then quiet hours must cease.

      War, cruel war, defaced the land, and came

      So near the convent with its breath of flame,

      That, seeking shelter, frightened peasants fled,

      Sobbing out tales of coming fear and dread.

      Till after a fierce skirmish, down the road,

      One night came straggling soldiers, with their load

      Of wounded, dying comrades; and the band,

      Half pleading, yet as if they could command,

      Summoned the trembling sisters, craved their care,

      Then rode away, and left the wounded there.

      But soon compassion bade all fear depart,

      And bidding every sister do her part,

      Some prepare simples, healing salves, or bands,

      The abbess chose the more experienced hands,

      To dress the wounds needing most skilful care;

      Yet even the youngest novice took her share,

      And thus to Angela, whose ready will

      And pity could not cover lack of skill,

      The charge of a young wounded knight must fall,

      A case which seemed least dangerous of them all.

      Day after day she watched beside his bed,

      And first in utter quiet the hours fled:

      His feverish moans alone the silence stirred,

      Or her soft voice, uttering some pious word.

      At last the fever left him; day by day

      The hours, no longer silent, passed away.

      What could she speak of? First, to still his plaint,

      She told him legends of the martyr’d saints;

      Described the pangs, which, through God’s plenteous grace,

      Had gained their souls so high and bright a place.

      This pious artifice soon found success

      Or so she fancied for he murmured less.

      And so she told the pomp and grand array

      In which the chapel shone on Easter Day,

      Described the vestments, gold, and colours bright,

      Counted how many tapers gave their light;

      Then, in minute detail went on to say,

      How the high altar looked on Christmas day:

      The kings and shepherds, all in green and white,

      And a large star of jewels gleaming bright.

      Then told the sign by which they all had seen,

      How even nature loved to greet her Queen,

      For, when Our Lady’s last procession went

      Down the long garden, every head was bent,

      And rosary in hand each sister prayed;

      As the long floating banners were displayed,

      They struck the hawthorn boughs, and showers and showers

      Of buds and blossoms strewed her way with flowers.

      The knight unwearied listened; till at last,

      He too described the glories of his past;

      Tourney, and joust, and pageant bright and fair,

      And all the lovely ladies who were there.

      But half incredulous she heard. Could this

      This be the world? this place of love and bliss!

      Where, then, was hid tha strange and hideous charm,

      That never failed to bring the gazer harm?

      She crossed herself, yet asked, and listened still,

      And still the knight described with all his skill,

      The glorious world of joy, all joys above,

      Transfigured in the golden mist of love.

      Spread, spread your wings, ye angel guardians bright,

      And shield these dazzling phantoms from her sight!

      But no; days passed, matins and vespers rang,

      And still the quiet nuns toiled, prayed, and sang,

      And never guessed the fatal, coiling net

      That every day drew near, and nearer yet.

      Around their darling; for she went and came

      About her duties, outwardly the same.

      The same? ah, no! even when she knelt to pray,

      Some charmed dream kept all her heart away.

      So days went on, until the convent gate

      Opened one night. Who durst go forth so late?

      Across the moonlit grass, with stealthy tread,

      Two silent, shrouded figures passed and fled.

      And all was silent, save the moaning seas,

      That sobbed and pleaded, and a wailing breeze

      That sighed among the perfumed hawthorn trees.

      What need to tell that dream so bright and brief,

      Of joy unchequered by a dread of grief?

      What need to tell how all such dreams must fade,

      Before the slow foreboding, dreaded shade,

      That floated nearer, until pomp and pride,

      Pleasure and wealth, were summoned to her side,

      To bid, at least, the noisy hours forget,

      And clamour down the whispers of regret.

      Still Angela strove to dream, and strove in vain;

      Awakened once, she could not sleep again.

      She saw, each day and hour, more worthless grown

      The heart for which she cast away her own;

      And her soul learnt, through bitterest inward strife,

      The slight, frail love for which she wrecked her life;

      The phantom for which all her hope was given,

      The cold bleak earth for which she bartered heaven!

      But all in vain; what chance remained? what heart

      Would stoop to take so poor an outcast’s part?

      Years fled, and she grew reckless more and more,

      Until the humblest peasant closed his door,

      And where she passed, fair dames, in scorn and pride,

      Shuddered, and drew their rustling robes aside.

      At last a yearning seemed to fill her soul,

      A longing that was stronger than control:

      Once more, just once again, to see the place

      That knew her young and innocent; to retrace

      The long and weary southern path; to gaze

      Upon the haven of her childish days;

      Once more beneath the convent roof to lie;

      Once more to look upon her home — and die!

      Weary and worn — her comrades, chill remorse

      And black despair, yet a strange silent force

      Within her heart, that drew her more and more —

      Onward she crawled, and begged from door to door.

      Weighed down with weary days, her failing strength

      Grew less each hour, till one day’s dawn at length,

      As its first rays flooded the world with light,

      Showed the broad waters, glittering blue and bright,

      And where, amid the leafy hawthorn wood,

      Just as of old the low white convent stood.

      Would any know her? Nay, no fear. Her face

      Had lost all trace of youth, of joy, of grace,

      Of the pure happy soul they used to know —

      The novice Angela — so long ago.

      She rang the convent bell. The well-known sound

      Smote on her heart, and bowed her to the ground.

      And she, who had not wept for long dry years,

      Felt the strange rush of unaccustomed tears;

      Terror and anguish seemed to check her breath,

      And stop her heart — O God! could this be death?

      Crouching against the iron gate, she laid

      Her weary head against the bars, and prayed:

      But nearer footsteps drew, then seemed to wait;

      And then she heard the opening of the grate,

      And saw the withered face, on which awoke

      Pity and sorrow, as the portress spoke,

      And asked the stranger’s bidding: “Take me in,”

      She faltered, “Sister Monica, from sin,

      And sorrow, and despair, that will not cease;

      Oh take me in, and let me die in peace!”

      With soothing words the sister bade her wait,

      Until she brought the key to unbar the gate.

      The beggar tried to thank her as she lay,

      And heard the echoing footsteps die away.

      But what soft voice was that which sounded near,

      And stirred strange trouble in her heart to hear?

      She raised her head; she saw — she seemed to know

      A face, that came from long, long years ago:

      Herself; yet not as when she fled away,

      The young and blooming Novice, fair and gay,

      But a grave woman, gentle and serene:

      The outcast knew it — what she might have been.

      But as she gazed and gazed, a radiance bright

      Filled all the place with strange and sudden light;

      The nun was there no longer, but instead,

      A figure with a circle round its head,

      A ring of glory; and a face, so meek,

      So soft, so tender. . . . Angela strove to speak,

      And stretched her hands out, crying, “Mary mild,

      Mother of mercy, help me! — help your child!”

      And Mary answered, “From thy bitter past,

      Welcome, my child! oh, welcome home at last!

      I filled thy place. Thy flight is known to none,

      For all thy daily duties I have done;

      Gathered thy flowers, and prayed, and sang, and slept;

      Didst thou not know, poor child, thy place was kept?

      Kind hearts are here; yet would the tenderest one

      Have limits to its mercy: God has none.

      And man’s forgiveness may be true and sweet,

      But yet he stoops to give it. More complete

      Is love that lays forgiveness at thy feet,

      And pleads with thee to raise it. Only Heaven

      Means crowned, not vanquished, when it says ‘Forgiven!’ ”

      Back hurried Sister Monica; but where

      Was the poor beggar she left lying there?

      Gone; and she searched in vain, and sought the place

      For that wan woman, with the piteous face:

      But only Angela at the gateway stood,

      Laden with hawthorn blossoms from the wood.

      And never did a day pass by again,

      But the old portress, with a sigh of pain,

      Would sorrow for her loitering: with a prayer

      That the poor beggar, in her wild despair,

      Might not have come to any ill; and when

      She ended, “God forgive her!” humbly then

      Did Angela bow her head, and say “Amen!”

      How pitiful her heart was! all could trace

      Something that dimmed the brightness of her face

      After that day, which none had seen before;

      Not trouble — but a shadow — nothing more.

      Years passed away. Then, one dark day of dread,

      Saw all the sisters kneeling round a bed,

      Where Angela lay dying; every breath

      Struggling beneath the heavy hand of death.

      But suddenly a flush lit up her cheek,

      She raised her wan right hand, and strove to speak.

      In sorrowing love they listened; not a sound

      Or sigh disturbed the utter silence round;

      The very taper’s flames were scarcely stirred,

      In such hushed awe the sisters knelt and heard.

      And thro’ that silence Angela told her life:

      Her sin, her flight; the sorrow and the strife,

      And the return; and then, clear, low, and calm,

      “Praise God for me, my sisters;” and the psalm

      Rang up to heaven, far, and clear, and wide,

      Again and yet again, then sank and died;

      While her white face had such a smile of peace,

      They saw she never heard the music cease;

      And weeping sisters laid her in her tomb,

      Crowned with a wreath of perfumed hawthorn bloom.

      And thus the legend ended. It may be

      Something is hidden in the mystery,

      Besides the lesson of God’s pardon, shown

      Never enough believed, or asked, or known.

      Have we not all, amid life’s petty strife,

      Some pure ideal of a noble life

      That once seemed possible? Did we not hear

      The flutter of its wings, and feel it near,

      And just within our reach? It was. And yet

      We lost it in this daily jar and fret,

      And now live idle in a vague regret;

      But still our place is kept, and it will wait,

      Ready for us to fill it, soon or late.

      No star is ever lost we once have seen,

      We always may be what we might have been.

      Since good, tho’ only thought, has life and breath,

      God’s life can always be redeemed from death;

      And evil, in its nature, is decay,

      And any hour can blot it all away;

      The hopes that, lost, in some far distance seem.

      May be the truer life, and this the dream.
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      When the words 'Not Guilty' sounded through the crowded courtroom that dark December afternoon, Arthur Wilbraham, the great criminal KC, and leader for the triumphant defence, was represented by his junior; but Johnson, his private secretary, carried the verdict across to his chambers like lightning.

      

      'It's what we expected, I think,' said the barrister, without emotion; 'and, personally, I am glad the case is over.'

      

      There was no particular sign of pleasure that his defence of John Turk, the murderer, on a plea of insanity, had been successful, for no doubt he felt, as everybody who had watched the face felt, that no man had ever better deserved the gallows.

      

      'I'm glad too,' said Johnson. He had sat in the court for ten days watching the face of the man who had carried out with callous detail one of the most brutal and cold-blooded murders of recent years.

      

      The counsel glanced up at his secretary. They were more than employer and employed; for family and other reasons, they were friends. 'Ah, I remember, yes,' he said with a kind smile, 'and you want to get away for Christmas. You're going to skate and ski in the Alps, aren't you? If I was your age I'd come with you.'

      

      Johnson laughed shortly. He was a young man of twenty-six, with a delicate face like a girl's. 'I can catch the morning boat now,' he said; 'but that's not the reason I'm glad the trial is over. I'm glad it's over because I've seen the last of that man's dreadful face. It positively haunted me. That white skin, with the black hair brushed low over the forehead, is a thing I shall never forget, and the description of the way the dismembered body was crammed and packed with lime into that-'

      

      'Don't dwell on it, my dear fellow,' interrupted the other, looking at him curiously out of his keen eyes, 'don't think about it. Such pictures have a trick of coming back when one least wants them.' He paused a moment. 'Now go,' he added presently, 'and enjoy your holiday. I shall want all your energy for my Parliamentary work when you get back. And don't break your neck skiing.'

      

      Johnson shook hands and took his leave. At the door he turned suddenly.

      

      'I knew there was something I wanted to ask you,' he said. 'Would you mind lending me one of your kit-bags? It's too late to get one tonight, and I leave in the morning before the shops are open.'

      

      'Of course; I'll send Henry over with it to your rooms. You shall have it the moment I get home.'

      

      'I promise to take great care of it,' said Johnson gratefully, delighted to think that within thirty hours he would be nearing the brilliant sunshine of the high Alps in winter. The thought of that criminal court was like an evil dream in his mind.

      

      He dined at his club and went on to Bloomsbury, where he occupied the top floor in one of those old, gaunt houses in which the rooms are large and lofty. The floor below his own was vacant and unfurnished, and below that were other lodgers whom he did not know. It was cheerless, and he looked forward heartily to a change. The night was even more cheerless: it was miserable, and few people were about. A cold, sleety rain was driving down the streets before the keenest east wind he had ever felt. It howled dismally among the big, gloomy houses of the great squares, and when he reached his rooms he heard it whistling and shouting over the world of black roofs beyond his windows.

      

      In the hall he met his landlady, shading a candle from the draughts with her thin hand. 'This come by a man from Mr Wilbr'im's, sir.'

      

      She pointed to what was evidently the kit-bag, and Johnson thanked her and took it upstairs with him. 'I shall be going abroad in the morning for ten days, Mrs Monks,' he said. 'I'll leave an address for letters.'

      

      'And I hope you'll 'ave a merry Christmas, sir,' she said, in a raucous, wheezy voice that suggested spirits, ‘and better weather than this.' 'I hope so too,' replied her lodger, shuddering a little as the wind went roaring down the street outside.

      

      When he got upstairs he heard the sleet volleying against the window panes. He put his kettle on to make a cup of hot coffee, and then set about putting a few things in order for his absence. 'And now I must pack--such as my packing is,' he laughed to himself, and set to work at once. He liked the packing, for it brought the snow mountains so vividly before him, and made him forget the unpleasant scenes of the past ten days. Besides, it was not elaborate in nature. His friend had lent him the very thing--a stout canvas kit-bag, sack-shaped, with holes round the neck for the brass bar and padlock. It was a bit shapeless, true, and not much to look at, but its capacity was unlimited, and there was no need to pack carefully. He shoved in his waterproof coat, his fur cap and gloves, his skates and climbing boots, his sweaters, snow-boots, and ear-caps; and then on the top of these he piled his woollen shirts and underwear, his thick socks, puttees, and knickerbockers. The dress suit came next, in case the hotel people dressed for dinner, and then, thinking of the best way to pack his white shirts, he paused a moment to reflect. 'That's the worst of these kit-bags,' he mused vaguely, standing in the centre of the sitting-room, where he had come to fetch some string.

      

      It was after ten o'clock. A furious gust of wind rattled the windows as though to hurry him up, and he thought with pity of the poor Londoners whose Christmas would be spent in such a climate, whilst he was skimming over snowy slopes in bright sunshine, and dancing in the evening with rosy-cheeked girls—Ah! that reminded him; he must put in his dancing-pumps and evening socks. He crossed over from his sitting-room to the cupboard on the landing where he kept his linen.

      

      And as he did so he heard someone coming up the stairs. He stood still a moment on the landing to listen. It was Mrs Monks's step, he thought; she must be coming up with the last post. But then the steps ceased suddenly, and he heard no more. They were at least two flights down, and he came to the conclusion they were too heavy to be those of his bibulous landlady. No doubt they belonged to a late lodger who had mistaken his floor. He went into his bedroom and packed his pumps and dress-shirts as best he could.

      

      The kit-bag by this time was two-thirds full, and stood upright on its own base like a sack of flour. For the first time he noticed that it was old and dirty, the canvas faded and worn, and that it had obviously been subjected to rather rough treatment. It was not a very nice bag to have sent him—certainly not a new one, or one that his chief valued. He gave the matter a passing thought, and went on with his packing. Once or twice, however, he caught himself wondering who it could have been wandering down below, for Mrs Monks had not come up with letters, and the floor was empty and unfurnished. From time to time, moreover, he was almost certain he heard a soft tread of someone padding about over the bare boards—cautiously, stealthily, as silently as possible—and, further, that the sounds had been lately coming distinctly nearer.

      

      For the first time in his life he began to feel a little creepy. Then, as though to emphasize this feeling, an odd thing happened: as he left the bedroom, having just packed his recalcitrant white shirts, he noticed that the top of the kit-bag lopped over towards him with an extraordinary resemblance to a human face. The canvas fell into a fold like a nose and forehead, and the brass rings for the padlock just filled the position of the eyes. A shadow—or was it a travel stain? for he could not tell exactly—looked like hair. It gave him rather a turn, for it was so absurdly, so outrageously, like the face of John Turk, the murderer.

      

      He laughed, and went into the front room, where the light was stronger.

      

      'That horrid case has got on my mind,' he thought; 'I shall be glad of a change of scene and air.' In the sitting-room, however, he was not pleased to hear again that stealthy tread upon the stairs, and to realize that it was much closer than before, as well as unmistakably real. And this time he got up and went out to see who it could be creeping about on the upper staircase at so late an hour.

      

      But the sound ceased; there was no one visible on the stairs. He went to the floor below, not without trepidation, and turned on the electric light to make sure that no one was hiding in the empty rooms of the unoccupied suite. There was not a stick of furniture large enough to hide a dog. Then he called over the banisters to Mrs Monks, but there was no answer, and his voice echoed down into the dark vault of the house, and was lost in the roar of the gale that howled outside. Everyone was in bed and asleep—everyone except himself and the owner of this soft and stealthy tread.

      

      'My absurd imagination, I suppose,' he thought. 'It must have been the wind after all, although—it seemed so very real and close, I thought.' He went back to his packing. It was by this time getting on towards midnight. He drank his coffee up and lit another pipe—the last before turning in.

      

      It is difficult to say exactly at what point fear begins, when the causes of that fear are not plainly before the eyes. Impressions gather on the surface of the mind, film by film, as ice gathers upon the surface of still water, but often so lightly that they claim no definite recognition from the consciousness. Then a point is reached where the accumulated impressions become a definite emotion, and the mind realizes that something has happened. With something of a start, Johnson suddenly recognized that he felt nervous—oddly nervous; also, that for some time past the causes of this feeling had been gathering slowly in his mind, but that he had only just reached the point where he was forced to acknowledge them.

      

      It was a singular and curious malaise that had come over him, and he hardly knew what to make of it. He felt as though he were doing something that was strongly objected to by another person, another person, moreover, who had some right to object. It was a most disturbing and disagreeable feeling, not unlike the persistent promptings of conscience: almost, in fact, as if he were doing something he knew to be wrong. Yet, though he searched vigorously and honestly in his mind, he could nowhere lay his finger upon the secret of this growing uneasiness, and it perplexed him. More, it distressed and frightened him.

      

      'Pure nerves, I suppose,' he said aloud with a forced laugh. 'Mountain air will cure all that! Ah,' he added, still speaking to himself, 'and that reminds me—my snow-glasses.'

      

      He was standing by the door of the bedroom during this brief soliloquy, and as he passed quickly towards the sitting-room to fetch them from the cupboard he saw out of the comer of his eye the indistinct outline of a figure standing on the stairs, a few feet from the top. It was someone in a stooping position, with one hand on the banisters, and the face peering up towards the landing. And at the same moment he heard a shuffling footstep. The person who had been creeping about below all this time had at last come up to his own floor. Who in the world could it be? And what in the name of Heaven did he want?

      

      Johnson caught his breath sharply and stood stock still. Then, after a few seconds' hesitation, he found his courage, and turned to investigate. The stairs, he saw to his utter amazement, were empty; there was no one. He felt a series of cold shivers run over him, and something about the muscles of his legs gave a little and grew weak. For the space of several minutes he peered steadily into the shadows that congregated about the top of the staircase where he had seen the figure, and then he walked fast—almost ran, in fact—into the light of the front room; but hardly had he passed inside the doorway when he heard someone come up the stairs behind him with a quick bound and go swiftly into his bedroom. It was a heavy, but at the same time a stealthy footstep—the tread of somebody who did not wish to be seen. And it was at this precise moment that the nervousness he had hitherto experienced leaped the boundary line, and entered the state of fear, almost of acute unreasoning fear. Before it turned into terror there was a further boundary to cross, and beyond that again lay the region of pure horror. Johnson's position was an unenviable one.

      

      ‘By Jove! That was someone on the stairs, then,' he muttered, his flesh crawling all over; 'and whoever it was has now gone into my bedroom.' His delicate, pale face turned absolutely white, and for some minutes he hardly knew what to think or do. Then he realized intuitively that delay only set a premium upon fear; and he crossed the landing boldly and went straight into the other room, where, a few seconds before, the steps had disappeared. 'Who's there? Is that you, Mrs Monks?' he called aloud, as he went, and heard the first half of his words echo down the empty stairs, while the second half fell dead against the curtains in a room that apparently held no other human figure than his own.

      

      'Who's there?' he called again, in a voice unnecessarily loud and that only just held firm. 'What do you want here?'

      

      The curtains swayed very slightly, and, as he saw it, his heart felt as if it almost missed a beat; yet he dashed forward and drew them aside with a rush. A window, streaming with rain, was all that met his gaze. He continued his search, but in vain; the cupboards held nothing but rows of clothes, hanging motionless; and under the bed there was no sign of anyone hiding. He stepped backwards into the middle of the room, and, as he did so, something all but tripped him up. Turning with a sudden spring of alarm he saw the kit-bag.

      

      'Odd!' he thought. 'That's not where I left it!' A few moments before it had surely been on his right, between the bed and the bath; he did not remember having moved it. It was very curious. What in the world was the matter with everything? Were all his senses gone queer? t A terrific gust of wind tore at the windows, dashing the sleet against the glass with the force of small gunshot, and then fled away howling dismally over the waste of Bloomsbury roofs. A sudden vision of the Channel next day rose in his mind and recalled him sharply to realities.

      

      ‘There's no one here at any rate; that's quite clear!' he exclaimed aloud. Yet at the time he uttered them he knew perfectly well that his words were not true and that he did not believe them himself. He felt exactly as though someone was hiding close about him, watching all his movements, trying to hinder his packing in some way. 'And two of my senses,' he added, keeping up the pretence, 'have played me the most absurd tricks: the steps I heard and the figure I saw were both entirely imaginary.'

      

      He went back to the front room, poked the fire into a blaze, and sat down before it to think. What impressed him more than anything else was the fact that the kit-bag was no longer where he had left it. It had been dragged nearer to the door.

      

      What happened afterwards that night happened, of course, to a man already excited by fear, and was perceived by a mind that had not the full and proper control, therefore, of the senses. Outwardly, Johnson remained calm and master of himself to the end, pretending to the very last that everything he witnessed had a natural explanation, or was merely delusions of his tired nerves. But inwardly, in his very heart, he knew all along that someone had been hiding downstairs in the empty suite when he came in, that this person had watched his opportunity and then stealthily made his way up to the bedroom, and that all he saw and heard afterwards, from the moving of the kit-bag to—well, to the other things this story has to tell—were caused directly by the presence of this invisible person.

      

      And it was here, just when he most desired to keep his mind and thoughts controlled, that the vivid pictures received day after day upon the mental plates exposed in the courtroom of the Old Bailey, came strongly to light and developed themselves in the dark room of his inner vision. Unpleasant, haunting memories have a way of coming to life again just when the mind least desires them—in the silent watches of the night, on sleepless pillows, during the lonely hours spent by sick and dying beds. And so now, in the same way, Johnson saw nothing but the dreadful face of John Turk, the murderer, lowering at him from every corner of his mental field of vision; the white skin, the evil eyes, and the fringe of black hair low over the forehead. All the pictures of those ten days in court crowded back into his mind unbidden, and very vivid.

      

      'This is all rubbish and nerves,' he exclaimed at length, springing with sudden energy from his chair. 'I shall finish my packing and go to bed. I'm overwrought, overtired. No doubt, at this rate I shall hear steps and things all night!'

      

      But his face was deadly white all the same. He snatched up his field-glasses and walked across to the bedroom, humming a music-hall song as he went—a trifle too loud to be natural; and the instant he crossed the threshold and stood within the room something turned cold about his heart, and he felt that every hair on his head stood up.

      

      The kit-bag lay close in front of him, several feet nearer to the door than he had left it, and just over its crumpled top he saw a head and face slowly sinking down out of sight as though someone were crouching behind it to hide, and at the same moment a sound like a long-drawn sigh was distinctly audible in the still air about him between the gusts of the storm outside.

      

      Johnson had more courage and will-power than the girlish indecision of his face indicated; but at first such a wave of terror came over him that for some seconds he could do nothing but stand and stare. A violent trembling ran down his back and legs, and he was conscious of a foolish, almost a hysterical, impulse to scream aloud. That sigh seemed in his very ear, and the air still quivered with it. It was unmistakably a human sigh.

      

      'Who's there?' he said at length, finding his voice; but though he meant to speak with loud decision, the tones came out instead in a faint whisper, for he had partly lost the control of his tongue and lips.

      

      He stepped forward, so that he could see all round and over the kit-bag. Of course there was nothing there, nothing but the faded carpet and the bulging canvas sides. He put out his hands and threw open the mouth of the sack where it had fallen over, being only three parts full, and then he saw for the first time that round the inside, some six inches from the top, there ran a broad smear of dull crimson. It was an old and faded blood stain. He uttered a scream, and drew back his hands as if they had been burnt. At the same moment the kit-bag gave a faint, but unmistakable, lurch forward towards the door.

      

      Johnson collapsed backwards, searching with his hands for the support of something solid, and the door, being further behind him than he realized, received his weight just in time to prevent his falling, and shut to with a resounding bang. At the same moment the swinging of his left arm accidentally touched the electric switch, and the light in the room went out.

      

      It was an awkward and disagreeable predicament, and if Johnson had not been possessed of real pluck he might have done all manner of foolish things. As it was, however, he pulled himself together, and groped furiously for the little brass knob to turn the light on again. But the rapid closing of the door had set the coats hanging on it a-swinging, and his fingers became entangled in a confusion of sleeves and pockets, so that it was some moments before he found the switch. And in those few moments of bewilderment and terror two things happened that sent him beyond recall over the boundary into the region of genuine horror—he distinctly heard the kit-bag shuffling heavily across the floor in jerks, and close in front of his face sounded once again the sigh of a human being.

      

      In his anguished efforts to find the brass button on the wall he nearly scraped the nails from his fingers, but even then, in those frenzied moments of alarm—so swift and alert are the impressions of a mind keyed-up by a vivid emotion—he had time to realize that he dreaded the return of the light, and that it might be better for him to stay hidden in the merciful screen of darkness. It was but the impulse of a moment, however, and before he had time to act upon it he had yielded automatically to the original desire, and the room was flooded again with light.

      

      But the second instinct had been right. It would have been better for him to have stayed in the shelter of the kind darkness. For there, close before him, bending over the half-packed kit-bag, clear as life in the merciless glare of the electric light, stood the figure of John Turk, the murderer. Not three feet from him the man stood, the fringe of black hair marked plainly against the pallor of the forehead, the whole horrible presentment of the scoundrel, as vivid as he had seen him day after day in the Old Bailey, when he stood there in the dock, cynical and callous, under the very shadow of the gallows.

      

      In a flash Johnson realized what it all meant: the dirty and much-used bag; the smear of crimson within the top; the dreadful stretched condition of the bulging sides. He remembered how the victim's body had been stuffed into a canvas bag for burial, the ghastly, dismembered fragments forced with lime into this very bag; and the bag itself produced as evidence—it all came back to him as clear as day. . .

      

      Very softly and stealthily his hand groped behind him for the handle of the door, but before he could actually turn it the very thing that he most of all dreaded came about, and John Turk lifted his devil's face and looked at him. At the same moment that heavy sigh passed through the air of the room, formulated somehow into words: 'It's my bag. And I want it.'

      

      Johnson just remembered clawing the door open, and then falling in a heap upon the floor of the landing, as he tried frantically to make his way into the front room.

      

      He remained unconscious for a long time, and it was still dark when he opened his eyes and realized that he was lying, stiff and bruised, on the cold boards. Then the memory of what he had seen rushed back into his mind, and he promptly fainted again. When he woke the second time the wintry dawn was just beginning to peep in at the windows, painting the stairs a cheerless, dismal grey, and he managed to crawl into the front room, and cover himself with an overcoat in the armchair, where at length he fell asleep.

      

      A great clamour woke him. He recognized Mrs Monks's voice, loud and voluble.

      

      'What! You ain't been to bed, sir! Are you ill, or has anything 'appened? And there's an urgent gentleman to see you, though it ain't seven o'clock yet, and—'

      

      'Who is it?' he stammered. 'I'm all right, thanks. Fell asleep in my chair, I suppose.'

      

      'Someone from Mr Wilb'rim's, and he says he ought to see you quick before you go abroad, and I told him—'

      

      'Show him up, please, at once,' said Johnson, whose head was whirling, and his mind was still full of dreadful visions.

      

      Mr Wilbraham's man came in with many apologies, and explained briefly and quickly that an absurd mistake had been made, and that the wrong kit-bag had been sent over the night before.

      

      'Henry somehow got hold of the one that came over from the courtroom, and Mr Wilbraham only discovered it when he saw his own lying in his room, and asked why it had not gone to you,' the man said.

      

      'Oh!' said Johnson stupidly.

      

      'And he must have brought you the one from the murder case instead, sir, I'm afraid,' the man continued, without the ghost of an expression on his face. 'The one John Turk packed the dead body in, Mr Wilbraham's awful upset about it, sir, and told me to come over first thing this morning with the right one, as you were leaving by the boat.'

      

      He pointed to a clean-looking kit-bag on the floor, which he had just brought. 'And I was to bring the other one back, sir,' he added casually.

      

      For some minutes Johnson could not find his voice. At last he pointed in the direction of his bedroom. 'Perhaps you would kindly unpack it for me. Just empty the things out on the floor.'

      

      The man disappeared into the other room, and was gone for five minutes. Johnson heard the shifting to and fro of the bag, and the rattle of the skates and boots being unpacked.

      

      'Thank you, sir,' the man said, returning with the bag folded over his arm. 'And can I do anything more to help you, sir?'

      

      'What is it?' asked Johnson, seeing that he still had something he wished to say.

      

      The man shuffled and looked mysterious. 'Beg pardon, sir, but knowing your interest in the Turk case, I thought you'd maybe like to know what's happened—'

      

      'Yes.'

      

      'John Turk killed hisself last night with poison immediately on getting his release, and he left a note for Mr Wilbraham saying as he'd be much obliged if they'd have him put away, same as the woman he murdered, in the old kit-bag.'

      

      'What time—did he do it?' asked Johnson.

      

      'Ten o'clock last night, sir, the warder says.'
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            Toad’s Wish

          

        

      

    

    
      "Hurrah!" shouted "Reddy." "School is out and no more lessons for two weeks!" and he threw his cap into the air.

      

      "Let's go home by the way of the village, so we can look into Daddy Williams' toy shop," suggested his friend Thomas Brown, better known as "Toad," who ran up to join him.

      

      "All right," agreed Reddy, "and I'll show you what I want for Christmas," and they started down the street.

      

      "Looks as though it might snow by night," said Toad, "don't you wish there would be a big one? Then we could get all the boys together and have a battle."

      

      "It's the best fun I know of, next to swimming in the creek," was the answer.

      

      "Here we are," he cried a few minutes later and both boys stopped in front of a small shop window that looked very gay with a wonderful display of Christmas toys.

      

      "See those skates hanging up by that sled. That's the kind I want," pointed out Reddy. "You screw them right into the heels of your shoes and you bet they can't ever come off."

      

      "They're fine," agreed Toad, "but look at that engine and train. It goes right through the tunnel and up over the bridge. I wonder how fast it can run."

      

      "That's a dandy mitt there," said the other, pointing to a baseball outfit. "I wouldn't be afraid to stop any kind of a ball with that on."

      

      "Wish my dad would get me a new sled like that flyer," sighed Toad. "I finished mine last winter when I ran into that tree with you and Herbie on board."

      

      "You surely did," was the laughing answer. "I remember how we all went flying head first into a snow drift."

      

      "There's a nice pocket knife," was Toad's next remark. "I mean the one with the pearl handle, just next to that doll with the pink dress on."

      

      "Oh!" exclaimed Reddy, "here's what just suits me," catching sight, for the first time, of a punching bag.

      

      "How do you work it?"

      

      "Why, you see there's an elastic rope on each end of it, and one of them you tie to a ring in the floor and the other to something overhead. Then when you give it a punch it comes back to you with a bang."

      

      "Well, I'd rather have a football; then maybe we could get up a regular team," remarked Toad.

      

      "I'll bet all those reals would cost about ten dollars," ventured the other, pointing to a box of marbles toward the front of the window. "If I was rich I'd buy them."

      

      "What for? You have plenty. You won nearly all mine away from me. Look!" he added in a low voice, "there goes Herbie's mother into the store. Let's see what she buys."

      

      "Hello, Daddy," greeted both the boys, as old Mr. Williams, with his white hair, red cheeks and dancing blue eyes, came to the doorway of the shop and smiled at them.

      

      "Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas!" he replied. "Have you been good boys?"

      

      "I should say we have," cried Toad. "Everybody's good before Christmas."

      

      "Well, run along home then, and I'll tell your mas just what you want," promised Daddy. "Herbie's ma's in here now and she doesn't want you boys to know what she buys."

      

      "All right," answered Reddy. "Don't forget to say I want a punching bag and a pair of skates."

      

      "And I want a new sled," chimed in Toad, as they both started off.

      

      "Shucks, I didn't see half the things, did you?" protested Reddy.

      

      "Oh, well, we can come down again this afternoon," was the cheering answer. "Come on over to my house, anyway," he called as they parted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Snow Fight

          

        

      

    

    
      By evening the snow that Toad and Reddy had so eagerly awaited had come, and by morning many inches had fallen. A crowd of boys had gathered on the Brown's lawn, for the news of a snow battle had carried far.

      

      "First chooser!" cried Charley Brown, a happy-faced boy who bore the name of "Chuck" among his friends.

      

      "Second," shouted Reddy, and when the sides were chosen Toad found himself with Herbie, a boy with whom he played very often, and four others on Reddy's side.

      

      It was then decided by the choosers, who were also the captains, to build two forts, ten yards apart, and a half hour was agreed upon as time enough in which to do the work.

      

      "We must hurry," Reddy told the boys he had chosen, "and I think," he added in a low voice, "three of us had better build the fort while the other three make snowballs, as we want a lot on hand so we wont have to stop firing to make them.

      

      "Work fast," he ordered as he selected two of them to help him build the fort.

      

      Toad piled up great heaps of snow while Reddy and Herbie packed it down with wooden spades into a wall which curved like a new moon.

      

      "How are the snowballs getting on, boys?" asked Toad of the three boys who were working hard making them.

      

      "We're stacking them up so they'll be easy to get at," answered one.

      

      "They're good hard ones," said another. "It's fine packing snow."

      

      "We're going to have plenty, too," laughed the third.

      

      "Wonder what Fat's doing?" cried Reddy. "He's bringing a pail of water from the house."

      

      Frank, called "Fat" by the other boys, because of his size, was Reddy's older brother.

      

      "I wonder," mused Toad. "He's pouring it on the walls of their fort. Oh, don't you see," he added a moment later, "it's to make it freeze."

      

      "Let's do that too," proposed Herbie. "I'll get the water," and he started for the house.

      

      Ten minutes later the walls of the fort were like a solid mass of ice, and the snowballs were inside in four heaps so all were anxious for the fun to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Victory

          

        

      

    

    
      "Hey, Captain of the enemy!" shouted Chuck from the other fort, "are you ready?"

      

      "All ready," came the answer. "Fire!"

      

      A storm of snowballs flew through the air and Reddy barely had time to duck his head as they whizzed by.

      

      "Looks as though they had plenty of balls, too," exclaimed Toad, hastily picking up an armful and running outside to get within closer range.

      

      "I don't think so," protested Herbie. "I could see all of them working on the fort. We have lots more, I'm sure."

      

      "Well," cried the Captain, "let everybody take a pile of snowballs and we'll run out together and maybe we can drive them from their fort."

      

      Each boy carried as many as he could in one arm, this leaving the other one free to throw with.

      

      "We'll have to make a quick run for it and throw just as fast and hard as we can," said Herbie, as Toad, who had at that moment returned to the fort in a great hurry, his hat covered with snow, exclaimed:

      

      "They got me, but I hit two or three of them!"

      

      "All ready!" shouted the Captain, and the others, following close on his heels, dashed out.

      

      Such a hail of snowballs met them that they halted for a moment, then dashed onward right up to the enemy's fort.

      

      "Don't waste any ammunition until you get close," ordered Reddy, and his company obeyed. "Now let her fly," he directed, as they surrounded the fort.

      

      The boys threw with a will and were vigorously answered by the defenders of the fort, and for a time it was hard to see which side would win. Finally, after the ammunition of the attacking force was used up, Captain Reddy ordered a retreat back to their own fort.

      

      "I have a better plan this time," he announced after they were safely inside. "When we charge again, two of you fellows must keep running back to our own fort so as to bring us supplies of snowballs. Then we can keep up a much longer fight and when anyone gets tired throwing," he added, "he can change places with one of the fellows that have been carrying the balls."

      

      At this moment, Herbie, who had been on the lookout, suddenly cried:

      

      "They're coming to charge us."

      

      "Get ready to give it to them," ordered the Captain and each boy, snatching up an armful of snowballs, prepared to repel the attack.

      

      "Fire!" Reddy shouted, as the enemy drew near, and when they met that rain of balls it didn't take them long to get back to the cover of their own fort.

      

      "That was great!" cried Herbie. "Come on, let us charge this time before they have a chance to get ready for us."

      

      "Hey, I'm the Captain," insisted Reddy. "Nobody gives any orders but me," and he pulled his woolen cap well down over his ears in preparation for the coming attack.

      

      "Well, hurry up and give them, then!" shouted Toad. "I'm all loaded up."

      

      "Charge, charge on!" shouted Reddy, starting out on the run with the others close upon his heels, and after a few minutes of hard fighting they had forced their way to the walls of the fort.

      

      The balls were flying so thick and so fast, from both sides, that it looked like a snow storm of enormous flakes shooting in all directions.

      

      The boys carrying balls to supply the invaders were kept busy, but before long it was noticed that there were fewer coming from inside the fort.

      

      "They've used up all they have," shouted Toad. "Let's get closer."

      

      "Close in," cried Captain Reddy, "and aim well!"

      

      In another minute you could plainly tell that each of the enemy, after throwing one snowball, had to stop long enough to make another one and this was the time for which Captain Reddy had been waiting.

      

      "Charge the walls!" he ordered, and with wild cries the boys dashed forward.

      

      Up over the walls they went and once inside the victory was easily won for the boys inside the fort were empty handed and couldn't defend themselves.

      

      "We win, we win!" exclaimed Toad, throwing his hat into the air. "Three cheers for Captain Reddy!"

      

      "Hurrah!" shouted all the boys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chuck's Rude Awakening

          

        

      

    

    
      The day before Christmas dawned bright and cold. Mother Brown, who had been up early, made some wonderful Christmas pies and a pudding before Toad and Chuck were awake.

      It was eight o'clock before Toad opened one eye.

      "What's the use of getting up," he thought, "I'm so warm and comfortable here in bed. My, but something smells awfully good. Wonder if it's breakfast."

      Suddenly he sat up straight in bed.

      "Look at that lazy thing," he declared. "Bet he'd sleep until noon if I'd let him, and with all we have to do to-day."

      Chuck continued to snore peacefully.

      "But I won't--I'll have some fun," thought Toad, as quietly, with as little noise as possible, he crept from his bed to the basin in one corner of the room. It took him only a few seconds to wet a large sponge with cold water, then, creeping very carefully back to the foot of Chuck's bed, he took careful aim.

      The sponge flew through the air true to its mark and landed "kersplash" on Chuck's tousled brown head.

      "W-w-w-what's the matter?" spluttered Chuck, sitting up and blinking his eyes. Then, as he felt the water trickling down his cheeks and caught sight of Toad, doubled up with laughter, he jumped out of bed and, running across the room, he pushed Toad flat on his back on the bed and sat upon his chest.

      "Let me up," pleaded Toad. "I couldn't help it, you looked so sweet."

      "What'll you give me if I do?" laughed Chuck. "You've got to pay for that smart trick before I let you up."

      "Nothing!" gasped Toad, trying very hard to free himself.

      "Oho!" laughed Chuck. "You won't, eh? Well," he added, "I don't mind sitting here all day. I'm real comfortable."

      At this moment there came a knock at the door and before either of the boys could answer Father Brown entered.

      "What's up?" he inquired.

      "Toad hit me in the face with a wet sponge while I was asleep," explained Chuck, "and he's going to give me something for it."

      "Then why are you sitting on him?" asked Father.

      "Because he says he won't," replied Chuck with a grin.

      "I suppose you'll have to pay up Thomas," laughed Father. "Anyway, I hope you'll both be down to breakfast soon," he added--"before all the cakes are gone. I've a terrible appetite this morning," and with these words he left the room.

      "Do you give up now?" asked Chuck.

      "No, sir," persisted Toad.

      "Remember what he said about the cakes. They'll be hot ones with lots of maple syrup," teased Chuck.

      "Well, you're missing them, too," retorted Toad.

      "I guess I'll let you off this time," relented Chuck, "but if you ever do it again," he threatened, "I'll hold you down for a week, cakes or no cakes."

      "You'd starve to death in that time," argued Toad, with a laugh as he commenced to hurry into his clothing.

      The boys were seated at the table, a half hour later, and had just eaten the last of the griddle cakes, when Reddy's whistle was heard. Toad, jumping up from the table, ran over to the window and beckoned to Reddy to come into the house.

      "What are you going to do this morning?" was Reddy's first remark as he entered the room.

      "We're going for Christmas greens and Dad's going to cut our tree from away up on the hillside," Toad told him, "and," he added, "we're going to take one of the horses with us to drag it home."

      "Oh, that's great!" replied Reddy. "Do you start soon?"

      "Don't you want to go, too?" asked Chuck. "And maybe we can get Fat and Herbie, too," he added.

      "If such a crowd goes, and everybody gathers greens," laughed Toad, "what will we ever do with all of them?"

      Mother Brown answered him from the doorway.

      "Why not take some of them to the church? I'm sure the ladies who are trimming it will be glad to use all that you can give them."

      "That's a splendid idea," declared Father Brown, rising from his seat by the fireplace. "Come, boys, bundle up well, because it's going to be a cold drive."

      "I'll run ahead to get the others," called Chuck as he hurried from the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Adventure in the Snow

          

        

      

    

    
      "I'm glad we brought the sleigh," Father Brown remarked, as they were driving along at a fair pace, a little later, "as we never could have gotten through with a wagon in this deep snow."

      They were now starting up the hill and the horse's feet sank deeply into the snow drifts, although his load was not heavy, as the boys took turns walking, so that only two of them were riding at a time.

      "When we reach the first clearing," Father proposed, "we'll cut the greens and then leave them in a pile by the roadside, for it is likely we shall have to go up still higher before we can find the tree we want."

      After going on a few yards more he shouted:

      "Here's the place; all hands to work!" and the boys started in with a will, bringing to the roadside great heaps of boughs and woodvines, some of them covered with red berries and others with grey.

      Within a short time they had gathered a large pile of the greens, so they decided it was time to start out to find the tree.

      "The tree must be full and the top perfect," declared Father Brown, "so keep your eyes open for it."

      "What's the matter with that one?" demanded Toad, pointing to a big fir some distance away.

      "Nothing at all the matter with it," laughed Chuck, "only the house is too small to hold it."

      "There's a nice one," called out Herbie, pointing to the one he meant.

      "Yes, that's a beauty," agreed Father Brown, "and easy to get at, too."

      After clearing away the smaller branches near the ground, by chopping them off with the axe, Father Brown then started to work on the trunk of the tree.

      "Wouldn't it be nice," suggested Fat, "if we didn't have to cut it down at all,--just trim it outside? It would save so much time and trouble."

      "Oh, yes, that would be great," agreed Reddy. "We'd just sit around on the snow eating ice cream and look at the tree," and he gave a hearty laugh in which all the others joined.

      

      "Well, I'll bet they do it in Greenland and Iceland," persisted Fat, "so why couldn't we?"

      "Because we don't wear white Polar bear clothes," laughed Chuck.

      "There she comes,--she's falling!" cried the boys.

      "Stay where you are until it's down," called Father Brown to the boys.

      There was a sharp creak and a swish of branches as the tree came down, and the boys now rushed over to help tie up the branches.

      When that part of the work was finished, Reddy sang out:

      "All together! Lift her on the sled. One, two, three!" and up it went.

      "Nobody gets a ride home," called out Chuck, "because the greens have to go on top of the tree."

      "Oh!" wailed Fat, "if I can't ride I'll roll down. I hate to walk."

      By the time they had reached the fields the worst part of the trip was over.

      "We'll cut over to the road that runs past the church," said Father Brown, "and leave some of the greens there," at which the horse was headed in that direction.

      As they came to the road they saw a short distance from them an object in the snow and as they drew nearer it proved to be a little fellow, deep in a snow drift. His hands were blue with the cold and as Father Brown picked him up in his arms he tried to speak, but couldn't.

      "I know who he is," volunteered Herbie. "He's Patsy O'Reilly, and he lives over there," pointing to a small house up the road. "His brother Mike goes to school with me," he continued.

      "I'll carry him home," said Father, "as you boys are able to handle things all right now," saying which, he started off to the little house with Patsy in his arms.

      Chuck, to whom Father Brown had handed the reins now started to drive the horse toward home.

      When the boys arrived at the church and had carried in the greens, the ladies were delighted, and one of them even tried to kiss Reddy, but he hurried away just in time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Toad's Unselfishness

          

        

      

    

    
      When they reached home Chuck drove the sleigh up to the side door, where the boys quickly unloaded the greens. They then lifted the tree to the piazza and when this had been done Chuck drove the horse to the stable.

      "Let's go in and get our hands warm before we take in the greens," suggested Toad, and soon they were all laughing and talking before the great fire in the library.

      Fat had just asked the others if they remembered the day Mr. Brown had told them about the Indians that used to live in the woods where they found the tree, when a man's voice was heard from the hall.

      "It's going to be a sad Christmas for them, I'm afraid, for both parents are ill and the three helpless children are waiting for Santa Claus to come," the boys heard Father Brown say.

      "How sad," was Mrs. Brown's answer, as they both went into the kitchen and the boys could hear no more.

      "They must be talking about the O'Reillys," commented Fat. "Mike's a friend of mine and I'm sorry he isn't going to have any Christmas."

      "So am I," echoed Herbie, after a short silence.

      Chuck said he'd hate to awaken Christmas morning and not find any presents.

      "Guess I've been mighty selfish wanting so many things," he thought.

      Toad and Reddy, who had moved away from the other boys, were talking together in low, excited whispers. Then, when the others went to the window to look at the green outside, they slipped from the room and hurried down the hall to the kitchen.

      "Mother," called Toad from the doorway, "may we speak to you for a minute?"

      Mother Brown handed the bowl in which she had been stirring something to the cook and crossed the room toward the boys, saying as she did so:

      "I can only spare a few minutes to-day, Thomas, for I am very busy."

      "But, Mother," exclaimed Toad, "we have a great idea!"

      "It's a Christmas surprise party," chimed in Reddy, "for the O'Reillys," and together the two boys went on to tell Mrs. Brown of their plans.

      "If we could just have the horse and sleigh to get around in," ventured Toad. "Do you think Father would allow us to hitch old Meg to the big sleigh?"

      "It's a wonderful idea," agreed Mother Brown. "Suppose you ask him. But how about presents for the three children? Have you thought of that?"

      "If it were only after Christmas we could give away some of our new things," sighed Toad.

      "But would you give them away?" asked his mother. "Supposing you were going to get a sled,--the kind you have been wanting," and she paused to hear Toad's answer.

      He thought very hard for a moment, then answered:

      "Yes, because I always get a lot of things and it might be the only present Mike would get."

      "Well," remarked his mother, "I have bought you a sled, and you may give it to him."

      Reddy looked at Toad, as Mother Brown turned toward the kitchen.

      "Are you sorry now that you said 'yes'?" he asked.

      "No, I'm not," returned Toad.

      "Well, I'll ask Mother to let me give them something new of mine, too," declared Reddy consolingly, putting his arm about Toad's shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Boys Plan a Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      At two o'clock the sleigh was ready, for Father Brown had willingly given the boys permission to use it that afternoon. It was planned to have Chuck drive, for Toad, Reddy, Fat and Herbie expected to be too busy calling at the different houses to gather the presents which they hoped to collect for the O'Reillys.

      

      "Let's stop at Bailey's first," suggested Fat, "as we're sure to get something there."

      

      "Who'll go to the door?" questioned Herbie.

      

      "All go," answered Chuck. "That's the best way." So in a group they rang the bell and waited, Chuck remaining in the sleigh.

      

      No one came in answer to their ring.

      

      "All out," sighed Fat; but Toad gave the bell another pull.

      

      "Bet they're all in the kitchen baking things and didn't hear it," he remarked.

      

      "There's someone coming now," whispered Reddy, and as the door opened:

      

      "Good afternoon," said all the boys in chorus.

      

      "Mercy upon us, where did you all come from?" exclaimed Mrs. Bailey, and, as Toad held forth a card that Father Brown had printed for them, she asked:

      

      "Am I to read this?"

      

      "Yes, Mrs. Bailey, that explains everything," Reddy told her.

      

      She read:--

      

      "In one little home there may be no Christmas

      cheer; the father and mother are both ill.

      There are three children; a boy of nine years,

      another of five, and a girl of seven. They need

      coal, clothing, food and toys. What will you

      give?"

      

      "So you're all playing at being Santa Claus," remarked Mrs. Bailey with a smile. "Well, I believe I can find something that will please you, so just stop in on your way back and I'll have it all ready for you."

      

      "Oh, thank you!" cried all the boys, together, as they started for the sleigh, happy over the success of their first call.

      

      "Have any luck?" asked Chuck. "But I can see you did, because you're all grinning," he added, as they told him what Mrs. Bailey had promised.

      

      After several more visits, with the promise of something from each place if they would call later, Herbie proposed that they stop at Mrs. Lee's home, as Mary Lee had a great many dolls and might give them one of them for the little O'Reilly girl.

      

      "That's a good idea," they all agreed, and the idea was carried out.

      

      When Mrs. Lee had read the card she asked the boys if there was anything they needed that had not been promised.

      

      "We wondered," replied Herbie, "if Mary would give us a doll for that little girl?"

      

      Mrs. Lee smiled and said:

      

      "I think I can promise you that she will. If you will call later it will give me a chance to get her."

      

      "We'll be glad to," promised the boys, "and thank you."

      

      At five o'clock a sleigh piled high with bundles and boys was seen turning into the Brown's driveway.

      

      "What'll we do now?" asked Toad of the others.

      

      "Let's drive into the barn and leave the things in the sleigh," suggested Chuck; "then we can meet here early tonight and take the things to the O'Reillys."

      

      "All right," assented the others. "What time shall we meet?"

      

      "At seven o'clock," said Toad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What Mike Found

          

        

      

    

    
      After dinner that night Chuck and Toad spent a little time helping to trim the big tree that had been put in place in the library during their absence of the afternoon. Chuck was on the top of a stepladder, tying shiny colored balls to the upper branches, when Toad, who had been busy with candy canes and popcorn balls, suddenly stopped and looked at the clock on the mantel.

      "It's seven o'clock, Chuck," he cried, "and the others will be wondering why we don't come out," and at this he ran into the hall to get into his coat and cap.

      Chuck took but a second to follow Toad out into the yard to meet the boys.

      Mother Brown had sent her bundle and Toad's new sled to the barn by John, the stableman, who put them into the sleigh with the other things while the boys were at dinner.

      "Hello, boys! Everybody here?" inquired Toad as he joined the group of boys in front of the barn.

      "All but Fat," laughed Reddy, "and he'll be along in a minute. He said I walked too fast for him."

      "Is everything in the sleigh?" asked Herbie, as John was hitching up.

      "Everything's in all right," Toad assured him.

      When about to start they found that the sleigh was so full of bundles that some of the boys had to stand on the runners. Just as they reached the street, Fat was seen coming toward them.

      "Hurry up, lazy bones," called Reddy, "or you'll get left," but John good-naturedly stopped the horse until Fat had climbed aboard.

      There was a full moon and the sky was bright with stars. The snow was hard beneath the horse's feet, which made the going easy, so they traveled along at a brisk pace.

      "Where shall I stop?" asked John as they drew near the O'Reilly's cottage.

      "Just a little this side of the house," directed Toad, "so they won't hear us."

      "All off, now," ordered Reddy, as John pulled up the horse, "and help unload. Don't let's make any more noise than we can help."

      "We can pile everything on the front steps," whispered Herbie, as the boys, each heavily laden with packages of all sizes and shapes, walked very quietly up the path toward the house.

      Each carefully placed his bundles or boxes where Herbie had suggested and just as silently they now returned to the sleigh.

      "Suppose someone comes along and takes all the things before they get up in the morning?" argued Fat. "I don't think it's safe to leave them there all night, do you?"

      "Well, maybe we'd better throw some snowballs at the door," proposed Chuck, "to bring them out now."

      This was accepted as a good plan, and "Bang, bang, bang!" went the balls against the door.

      The sleigh, in which the boys took refuge, was well hidden behind a pine tree, so they could not be seen from the house.

      

      "There's a light!" said Reddy in a low voice. "Someone is opening the door."

      "It's Mike!" answered Herbie, excitedly. "I'll bet he can't believe his eyes."

      It did seem to the others that what Herbie said was true, for, framed in the doorway of the cottage stood a boy, gazing at a great heap of bundles and boxes on the steps before him as if dazed. Once he rubbed his eyes as if to make sure he was awake, then he slowly stretched out one hand toward the beautiful new sled, hardly daring to believe it was real. Then suddenly, as the boys watched eagerly, the sled was in his arms and he was jumping up and down with joy, calling to those of his family who could, to come out to see the wonderful surprise.

      "Time for us to be getting home now," whispered Chuck, and Toad, feeling very happy, answered:

      "I guess you're right."

      By nine o'clock Chuck and Toad were sound asleep, and the stockings, tied to the end of each bed, fell limp and empty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Christmas Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      "Merry Christmas! Merry Christmas!" shouted Toad.

      It was seven o'clock and Chuck awoke with a start and looked around him.

      "Merry Christmas," he answered, and both boys scrambled down to the foot of their beds to untie the stockings full to overflowing with candies, nuts, oranges and many small gifts.

      "Oh!" cried Chuck, "see what I have," holding his stocking up by the foot and shaking the contents out on the bed. "A big knife, and a top, and some reals."

      "So have I! By jinks, I'm glad to get the knife,--it's a beauty, three blades!"

      Chuck, who by this time had a whole candy apple in his mouth, could only nod his head in reply.

      "Let's hurry up and dress so we can go down to see the tree," proposed Toad. "I'll bet there will be lots more things for us down there," and this the boys hastened to do.

      "Merry Christmas," greeted Mother Brown, a few minutes later, as the boys, now fully dressed, came to her door.

      "Merry Christmas, boys," called their father from the hall below, as Mother Brown and the boys hurried downstairs.

      As they entered the library the very first thing that met Toad's eyes was a beautiful new sled, much larger than the one he had given the night before to Michael O'Reilly.

      "Oh, is that for me?" he cried in delight as he pounced upon it. "I didn't expect to get one."

      "Yes, my son," answered his father, "it is for you."

      "Oh, wait until Reddy sees this!" and Toad fairly hopped about in his delight.

      Chuck was very much excited over a new building game, the very thing he had hoped for, but Toad hardly had time to look at his other gifts from his many aunts and uncles, so anxious was he to go out doors to try his new sled.

      After breakfast Mother Brown helped him into his coat and found his mittens and cap, for they always seemed to run away and hide while Toad slept.

      "Come on, Chuck!" he cried. "Aren't you coming out?"

      "Nope, I'm going to see if I can build a derrick," was the reply, so Toad started off alone.

      As he reached the hill down which most of the boys liked best to coast, he met Reddy, trudging along with his sled.

      "Hey, Merry Christmas," he shouted. "Look at what Dad gave me!"

      "Merry Christmas," answered Reddy. "Jingoes, that's a beauty!"

      "Did you get the football you wanted?" he was asked.

      "You bet I did, and a punching bag, too."

      "Like the one in Daddy Williams' window?" inquired Toad.

      "Just like it, and when you give it a punch, whack! it comes back at you, quick as a flash."

      "What did Fat get?"

      "Oh, a lot of books and a pair of ice skates," replied Reddy, "so he's gone over to White's pond to try them."

      "Chuck got his building game; you know, the one he wanted, and he wouldn't come out," declared Toad in fine disgust. "He's making things with it."

      "Who's that just starting?" and Reddy pointed up the long hill where some one was getting ready to coast down. "Well, if it isn't Mike O'Reilly!" he exclaimed,--"here ahead of us."

      Then, as the sled with Mike lying flat on it shot past them, they greeted him with a shout.

      "Hello," returned Mike, his face all aglow with joy, "look at what I got for Christmas."

      "Bet you're glad now that you gave it to him," said Reddy as the two boys reached the top of the hill. "Let me go down with you the first trip?"

      "You bet!" Toad assented.

      "Merry Christmas," Reddy shouted, giving the sled a push from behind. "One, two, three, we're off," and down they flew.

      "She's speedy, all right," he declared as the cold north wind stung his cheeks.

      "And she steers like a bird," echoed Toad.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      An hour before daybreak one Christmas morning in the Cherokee Strip, six hundred horses were under saddle awaiting the dawn. It was a clear, frosty morning that bespoke an equally clear day for the wolf rodeo. Every cow-camp within striking distance of the Walnut Grove, on the Salt Fork of the Cimarron, was a scene of activity, taxing to the utmost its hospitality to man and horse. There had been a hearty response to the invitation to attend the circle drive-hunt of this well-known shelter of several bands of gray wolves. The cowmen had suffered so severely in time past from this enemy of cattle that the Cherokee Strip Cattle Association had that year offered a bounty of twenty dollars for wolf scalps.

      

      The lay of the land was extremely favorable. The Walnut Grove was a thickety covert on the north first bottom of the Cimarron, and possibly two miles wide by three long. Across the river, and extending several miles above and below this grove, was the salt plain—an alkali desert which no wild animal, ruminant or carnivorous, would attempt to cross, instinct having warned it of its danger. At the termination of the grove proper, down the river or to the eastward, was a sand dune bottom of several miles, covered by wild plum brush, terminating in a perfect horseshoe a thousand acres in extent, the entrance of which was about a mile wide. After passing the grove, this plum-brush country could be covered by men on horseback, though the chaparral undergrowth of the grove made the use of horses impracticable. The Cimarron River, which surrounds this horseshoe on all sides but the entrance, was probably two hundred yards wide at an average winter stage, deep enough to swim a horse, and cold and rolling.

      

      Across the river, opposite this horseshoe, was a cut-bank twenty feet high in places, with only an occasional cattle trail leading down to the water. This cut-bank formed the second bottom on that side, and the alkaline plain—the first bottom—ended a mile or more up the river. It was an ideal situation for a drive-hunt, and legend, corroborated by evidences, said that the Cherokees, when they used this outlet as a hunting-ground after their enforced emigration from Georgia, had held numerous circle hunts over the same ground after buffalo, deer, and elk.

      

      The rendezvous was to be at ten o'clock on Encampment Butte, a plateau overlooking the entire hunting-field and visible for miles. An hour before the appointed time the clans began to gather. All the camps within twenty-five miles, and which were entertaining participants of the hunt, put in a prompt appearance. Word was received early that morning that a contingent from the Eagle Chief would be there, and begged that the start be delayed till their arrival. A number of old cowmen were present, and to them was delegated the duty of appointing the officers of the day. Bill Miller, a foreman on the Coldwater Pool, an adjoining range, was appointed as first captain. There were also several captains over divisions, and an acting captain placed over every ten men, who would be held accountable for any disorder allowed along the line under his special charge.

      

      The question of forbidding the promiscuous carrying of firearms met with decided opposition. There was an element of danger, it was true, but to deprive any of the boys of arms on what promised an exciting day's sport was contrary to their creed and occupation; besides, their judicious use would be an essential and valuable assistance. To deny one the right and permit another, would have been to divide their forces against a common enemy; so in the interests of harmony it was finally concluded to assign an acting captain over every ten men. "I'll be perfectly responsible for any of my men," said Reese, a red-headed Welsh cowman from over on Black Bear. "Let's just turn our wild selves loose, and those wolves won't stand any more show than a coon in a bear dance."

      

      "It would be fine satisfaction to be shot by a responsible man like you or any of your outfit," replied Hollycott, superintendent of the "LX." "I hope another Christmas Day to help eat a plum pudding on the banks of the Dee, and I don't want to be carrying any of your stray lead in my carcass either. Did you hear me?"

      

      "Yes; we're going to have egg-nog at our camp to-night. Come down."

      

      The boys were being told off in squads of ten, when a suppressed shout of welcome arose, as a cavalcade of horsemen was sighted coming over the divide several miles distant. Before the men were allotted and their captains appointed, the last expected squad had arrived, their horses frosty and sweaty. They were all well known west end Strippers, numbering fifty-four men and having ridden from the Eagle Chief, thirty-five miles, starting two hours before daybreak.

      

      With the arrival of this detachment, Miller gave his orders for the day. Tom Cave was given two hundred men and sent to the upper end of the grove, where they were to dismount, form in a half circle skirmish-line covering the width of the thicket, and commence the drive down the river. Their saddle horses were to be cut into two bunches and driven down on either side of the grove, and to be in readiness for the men when they emerged from the chaparral, four of the oldest men being detailed as horse wranglers. Reese was sent with a hundred and fifty men to left flank the grove, deploying his men as far back as the second bottom, and close his line as the drive moved forward. Billy Edwards was sent with twenty picked men down the river five miles to the old beef ford at the ripples. His instructions were to cross and scatter his men from the ending of the salt plain to the horseshoe, and to concentrate them around it at the termination of the drive. He was allowed the best ropers and a number of shotguns, to be stationed at the cattle trails leading down to the water at the river's bend. The remainder, about two hundred and fifty men under Lynch, formed a long scattering line from the left entrance of the horseshoe, extending back until it met the advancing line of Reese's pickets.

      

      With the river on one side and this cordon of foot and horsemen on the other, it seemed that nothing could possibly escape. The location of the quarry was almost assured. This chaparral had been the breeding refuge of wolves ever since the Cimarron was a cattle country. Every rider on that range for the past ten years knew it to be the rendezvous of El Lobo, while the ravages of his nightly raids were in evidence for forty miles in every direction. It was a common sight, early in the morning during the winter months, to see twenty and upward in a band, leisurely returning to their retreat, logy and insolent after a night's raid. To make doubly sure that they would be at home to callers, the promoters of this drive gathered a number of worthless lump-jawed cattle two days in advance, and driving them to the edge of the grove, shot one occasionally along its borders, thus, to be hoped, spreading the last feast of the wolves.
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      By half past ten, Encampment Butte was deserted with the exception of a few old cowmen, two ladies, wife and sister of a popular cowman, and the captain, who from this point of vantage surveyed the field with a glass. Usually a languid and indifferent man, Miller had so set his heart on making this drive a success that this morning he appeared alert and aggressive as he rode forward and back across the plateau of the Butte. The dull, heavy reports of several shotguns caused him to wheel his horse and cover the beef ford with his glass, and a moment later Edwards and his squad were seen with the naked eye to scale the bank and strike up the river at a gallop. It was known that the ford was saddle-skirt deep, and some few of the men were strangers to it; but with that passed safely he felt easier, though his blood coursed quicker. It lacked but a few minutes to eleven, and Cave and his detachment of beaters were due to move on the stroke of the hour. They had been given one hundred rounds of six-shooter ammunition to the man and were expected to use it. Edwards and his cavalcade were approaching the horseshoe, the cordon seemed perfect, though scattering, when the first faint sound of the beaters was heard, and the next moment the barking of two hundred six-shooters was reëchoing up and down the valley of the Salt Fork.

      

      The drive-hunt was on; the long yell passed from the upper end of the grove to the mouth of the horseshoe and back, punctuated with an occasional shot by irrepressibles. The mounts of the day were the pick of over five thousand cow-horses, and corn-fed for winter use, in the pink of condition and as impatient for the coming fray as their riders.

      

      Everything was moving like clockwork. Miller forsook the Butte and rode to the upper end of the grove; the beaters were making slow but steady progress, while the saddled loose horses would be at hand for their riders without any loss of time. Before the beaters were one third over the ground, a buck and doe came out about halfway down the grove, sighted the horsemen, and turned back for shelter. Once more the long yell went down the line. Game had been sighted. When about one half the grove had been beat, a flock of wild turkeys came out at the lower end, and taking flight, sailed over the line. Pandemonium broke out. Good resolutions of an hour's existence were converted into paving material in the excitement of the moment, as every carbine or six-shooter in or out of range rained its leaden hail at the flying covey. One fine bird was accidentally winged, and half a dozen men broke from the line to run it down, one of whom was Reese himself. The line was not dangerously broken nor did harm result, and on their return Miller was present and addressed this query to Reese: "Who is the captain of this flank line?"

      

      "He'll weigh twenty pounds," said Reese, ignoring the question and holding the gobbler up for inspection.

      

      "If you were a vealy tow-headed kid, I'd have something to say to you, but you're old enough to be my father, and that silences me. But try and remember that this is a wolf hunt, and that there are enough wolves in that brush this minute to kill ten thousand dollars' worth of cattle this winter and spring, and some of them will be your own. That turkey might eat a few grasshoppers, but you're cowman enough to know that a wolf just loves to kill a cow while she's calving."

      

      This lecture was interrupted by a long cheer coming up the line from below, and Miller galloped away to ascertain its cause. He met Lynch coming up, who reported that several wolves had been sighted, while at the lower end of the line some of the boys had been trying their guns up and down the river to see how far they would carry. What caused the recent shouting was only a few fool cowboys spurting their horses in short races. He further expressed the opinion that the line would hold, and at the close with the cordon thickened, everything would be forced into the pocket. Miller rode back down the line with him until he met a man from his own camp, and the two changing horses, he hurried back to oversee personally the mounting of the beaters when the grove had been passed.

      

      Reese, after the captain's reproof, turned his trophy over to some of the men, and was bringing his line down and closing up with the forward movement of the drive. On Miller's return, no fault could be found, as the line was condensed to about a mile in length, while the beaters on the points were just beginning to emerge from the chaparral and anxious for their horses. Once clear of the grove, the beaters halted, maintaining their line, while from either end the horse wranglers were distributing to them their mounts. Again secure in their saddles, the long yell circled through the plum thickets and reëchoed down the line, and the drive moved forward at a quicker pace. "If you have any doubts about hell," said Cave to Miller, as the latter rode by, "just take a little pasear through that thicket once and you'll come out a defender of the faith."

      

      The buck and doe came out within sight of the line once more, lower down opposite the sand dunes, and again turned back, and a half hour later all ears were strained listening to the rapid shooting from the farther bank of the river. Rebuffed in their several attempts to force the line, they had taken to the water and were swimming the river. From several sand dunes their landing on the opposite bank near the ending of the salt plain could be distinctly seen. As they came out of the river, half a dozen six-shooters were paying them a salute in lead; but the excitability of the horses made aim uncertain, and they rounded the cut-bank at the upper end and escaped.

      

      While the deer were making their escape, a band of antelope were sighted sunning themselves amongst the sand dunes a mile below; attracted by the shooting, they were standing at attention. Now when an antelope scents danger, he has an unreasonable and unexplainable desire to reach high ground, where he can observe and be observed—at a distance. Once this conclusion has been reached, he allows nothing to stop him, not even recently built wire fences or man himself, and like the cat despises water except for drinking purposes. So when this band of antelope decided to adjourn their siesta from the warm, sunny slope of a sand dune, they made an effort and did break the cordon, but not without a protest.

      

      As they came out of the sand dunes, heading straight for the line, all semblance of control was lost in the men. Nothing daunted by the yelling that greeted the antelope, once they came within range fifty men were shooting at them without bringing one to grass. With guns empty they loosened their ropes and met them. A dozen men made casts, and Juan Mesa, a Mexican from the Eagle Chief, lassoed a fine buck, while "Pard" Sevenoaks, from the J+H, fastened to the smallest one in the band. He was so disgusted with his catch that he dismounted, ear-marked the kid, and let it go. Mesa had made his cast with so large a loop that one fore leg of the antelope had gone through, and it was struggling so desperately that he was compelled to tie the rope in a hard knot to the pommel of his saddle. His horse was a wheeler on the rope, so Juan dismounted to pet his buck. While he held on to the rope assisting his horse, an Eagle Chief man slipped up and cut the rope through the knot, and the next moment a Mexican was burning the grass, calling on saints and others to come and help him turn the antelope loose. When the rope had burned its way through his gloved hands, he looked at them in astonishment, saying, "That was one bravo buck. How come thees rope untie?" But there was none to explain, and an antelope was dragging thirty-five feet of rope in a frantic endeavor to overtake his band.

      

      The line had been closing gradually until at this juncture it had been condensed to about five miles, or a horseman to every fifty feet. Wolves had been sighted numerous times running from covert to covert, but few had shown themselves to the flank line, being contented with such shelter as the scraggy plum brush afforded. Whenever the beaters would rout or sight a wolf, the yelling would continue up and down the line for several minutes. Cave and his well-formed circle of beaters were making good time; Reese on the left flank was closing and moving forward, while the line under Lynch was as impatient as it was hilarious. Miller made the circle every half hour or so; and had only to mention it to pick any horse he wanted from the entire line for a change.

      

      By one o'clock the drive had closed to the entrance of the pocket, and within a mile and a half of the termination. There was yet enough cover to hide the quarry, though the extreme point of this horseshoe was a sand bar with no shelter except driftwood trees. Edwards and his squad were at their post across the river, in plain view of the advancing line. Suddenly they were seen to dismount and lie down on the brink of the cut-bank. A few minutes later chaos broke out along the line, when a band of possibly twenty wolves left their cover and appeared on the sand bar. A few rifle shots rang out from the opposite bank, when they skurried back to cover.

      

      Shooting was now becoming dangerous. In the line was a horseman every ten or twelve feet. All the captains rode up and down begging the men to cease shooting entirely. This only had a temporary effect, for shortly the last bit of cover was passed, and there within four hundred yards on the bar was a snarling, snapping band of gray wolves.

      

      The line was halted. The unlooked-for question now arose how to make the kill safe and effective. It would be impossible to shoot from the opposite bank without endangering the line of men and horses. Finally a small number of rifles were advanced on the extreme left flank to within two hundred yards of the quarry, where they opened fire at an angle from the watchers on the opposite bank. They proved poor marksmen, overshooting, and only succeeded in wounding a few and forcing several to take to the water, so that it became necessary to recall the men to the line.

      

      These men were now ordered to dismount and lie down, as the opposite side would take a hand when the swimming wolves came within range of shotguns and carbines, to say nothing of six-shooters. The current carried the swimming ones down the river, but every man was in readiness to give them a welcome. The fusillade which greeted them was like a skirmish-line in action, but the most effective execution was with buckshot as they came staggering and water-soaked out of the water. Before the shooting across the river had ceased, a yell of alarm surged through the line, and the next moment every man was climbing into his saddle and bringing his arms into position for action. No earthly power could have controlled the men, for coming at the line less than two hundred yards distant was the corralled band of wolves under the leadership of a monster dog wolf, evidently a leader of some band, and every gun within range opened on them. By the time they had lessened the intervening distance by one half, the entire band deserted their leader and retreated, but unmindful of consequences he rushed forward at the line. Every gun was belching fire and lead at him, while tufts of fur floating in the air told that several shots were effective. Wounded he met the horsemen, striking right and left in splendid savage ferocity. The horses snorted and shrank from him, and several suffered from his ugly thrusts. An occasional effective shot was placed, but every time he forced his way through the cordon he was confronted by a second line. A successful cast of a rope finally checked his course; and as the roper wheeled his mount to drag him to death, he made his last final rush at the horse, and, springing at the flank, fastened his fangs into a stirrup fender, when a well-directed shot by the roper silenced him safely at last.

      

      During the excitement, there were enough cool heads to maintain the line, so that none escaped. The supreme question now was to make the kill with safety, and the line was ransacked for volunteers who could shoot a rifle with some little accuracy. About a dozen were secured, who again advanced on the extreme right flank to within a hundred and fifty yards, and dismounting, flattened themselves out and opened on the skurrying wolves. It was afterward attributed to the glaring of the sun on the white sand, which made their marksmanship so shamefully poor, but results were very unsatisfactory. They were recalled, and it was decided to send in four shotguns and try the effect of buckshot from horseback. This move was disastrous, though final.

      

      They were ordinary double-barreled shotguns, and reloading was slow in an emergency. Many of the wolves were wounded and had sought such cover as the driftwood afforded. The experiment had barely begun, when a wounded wolf sprang out from behind an old root, and fastened upon the neck of one of the horses before the rider could defend himself, and the next moment horse and rider were floundering on the ground. To a man, the line broke to the rescue, while the horses of the two lady spectators were carried into the mêlée in the excitement. The dogs of war were loosed. Hell popped. The smoke of six hundred guns arose in clouds. There were wolves swimming the river and wolves trotting around amongst the horses, wounded and bewildered. Ropes swished through the smoke, tying wounded wolves to be dragged to death or trampled under hoof. Men dismounted and clubbed them with shotguns and carbines,—anything to administer death. Horses were powder-burnt and cried with fear, or neighed exultingly. There was an old man or two who had sense enough to secure the horses of the ladies and lead them out of immediate danger. Several wolves made their escape, and squads of horsemen were burying cruel rowels in heaving flanks in an endeavor to overtake and either rope or shoot the fleeing animals.

      

      Disordered things as well as ordered ones have an end, and when sanity returned to the mob an inventory was taken of the drive-hunt. By actual count, the lifeless carcases of twenty-six wolves graced the sand bar, with several precincts to hear from. The promoters of the hunt thanked the men for their assistance, assuring them that the bounty money would be used to perfect arrangements, so that in other years a banquet would crown future hunts. Before the hunt dispersed, Edwards and his squad returned to the brink of the cut-bank, and when hailed as to results, he replied, "Why, we only got seven, but they are all muy docil. We're going to peel them and will meet you at the ford."

      

      "Who gets the turkey?" some one asked.

      

      "The question is out of order," replied Reese. "The property is not present, because I sent him home by my cook an hour ago. If any of you have any interest in that gobbler, I'll invite you to go home with me and help to eat him, for my camp is the only one in the Strip that will have turkey and egg-nog to-night."
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