

  

    

      

    

  




    Grace Livingston Hill
  


  The Patch of Blue


  


 



  
    EAN 8596547004318
  



 
    DigiCat, 2022

	Contact: DigiCat@okpublishing.info
    
  








[image: ]



  
Table of Contents






  

    


  




  

    CHAPTER I

  




  

    CHAPTER II

  




  

    CHAPTER III

  




  

    CHAPTER IV

  




  

    CHAPTER V

  




  

    CHAPTER VI

  




  

    CHAPTER VII

  




  

    CHAPTER VIII

  




  

    CHAPTER IX

  




  

    CHAPTER X

  




  

    CHAPTER XI

  




  

    CHAPTER XII

  




  

    CHAPTER XIII

  




  

    CHAPTER XIV

  




  

    CHAPTER XV

  




  

    CHAPTER XVI

  




  

    CHAPTER XVII

  




  CHAPTER I




  

    Table of Contents


  




  Christopher Walton closed the hymn book, put it in the rack, carefully adjusted his mother’s wrap on her shoulders as she sat down, arranged the footstool at her feet comfortably, and then sat back and prepared to get himself through the boredom of the sermon time.




  Chris had no idea of trying to listen to the sermon. He never even pretended to himself that he was listening. He carried his tall, good-looking self to church regularly because it was the thing required by both Father and Mother that the household should attend church; but his soul was far away as possible from the dim religious light of the sanctuary. Nobody suspected, of course, that behind his handsome, polite exterior, the world was rushing cheerfully on in his thoughts. It would have been a most astonishing thing if the world in which his thoughts were reveling could have suddenly appeared in church. It would have created quite an uproar. Sometimes it was a football game with the grandstand rooting wildly, and he himself making a glorious touchdown. Sometimes it was a party he had attended the night before, with jazzy music stealing all through his thoughts. Sometimes it was a medley of his own plans for life, when he saw himself alternately writing a book that should set the world on fire; or becoming a central figure on the floor of the stock exchange; or again, a wealthy stockbroker who would finally get to the place where he could give great sums to charity and education.




  But none of these things figured in his thoughts this morning. His mind was full of college. Three weeks more and he expected to be gone from this pew, gone back to college life. He drew a breath of secret satisfaction as he remembered that a college student could do as he pleased about attending divine service. If he had important lessons to study, or wasn’t feeling up to the mark, he could just stay away. There would be no compulsion. Oh, of course, there was no real compulsion at home. Nobody would have forced him to go if he had taken a grand stand against it perhaps; yet his father’s expectation and the grieved look in his mother’s eyes were as good as a law to him, and he would have felt most uncomfortable and out of harmony with his family if he had attempted to cut church here. And Chris loved his family. He enjoyed pleasing his father and mother, even though it was sometimes a bore.




  His father was getting old, he reflected with a pang. His hair was deeply silvered. There were heavier lines coming into his kindly face. Chris was still a little anxious over the look that had come into his face at the breakfast table, as he finally yielded to their pleas that he stay at home this morning and nurse up the binding headache that had made it impossible for him to eat his breakfast.




  Chris settled back comfortably in his father’s place at the head of the cushioned pew and reflected briefly on what a pleasant family he had. Nothing must ever be allowed to happen to his family! He paid them each brief tribute. Such a sweet mother, natural pink in her cheeks and a delicate look of refinement and peace about her. His sister, Elise, pretty and stylish and smart. She was off at a weekend house party to-day, and he missed her from her corner of the pew. They had always been good comrades. He was going to miss her when he went back to college.




  College! Ah, now he was off! College! It would be his senior year. It was going to be great! Dad had been just wonderful about it. He had arranged to have him take one of the very best rooms in the whole dorm. And it was practically settled that Walt Gillespie was to be his roommate in place of that dub, Chad Harmon. They were to have a suite—two bedrooms and a spacious sitting room between. Of course, there were many students who couldn’t afford an outfit like that. And Mother had given up one of her finest oriental rugs, the one he had always admired the most, for his floor. Of course, she would have to buy a new one in its place, but he knew she loved this blue one, yet wanted him to have it. She said they wanted his last year to be the best of all. Then Dad was making a generous donation to their new fraternity building, and there had been a hint dropped that he would be suggested for president of their chapter next semester. Dad had been awfully generous in the way of money, too. Said he wanted him to have everything during his college life because one went to college only once. Dad had been pleased that he had been popular in his father’s fraternity. Of course, it was Dad’s influence that had gotten him in here at all, right at the first. They were a terribly exclusive bunch. It was wonderful having a father who was well off and able to put one into the front ranks of things.




  And then, the crowning joy of all, Dad was going to let him have a car, one of the very best to take him. He had picked it out and it was coming to-morrow morning. He was to take it out on a trial trip alone and try it out thoroughly before the final deal was made. But it was practically bought already, for he was sure he would find nothing wrong with it. It was a great car.




  The shining new car, in all its glory of flashing chrome and deep blue body, rolled slowly down the aisle, past his pew, and let him study it as the minister rose in the pulpit to announce and introduce a visiting preacher that morning. Chris was so interested in his car that he hardly heard what was going on, scarcely noticed the stranger on the platform.




  Chris was thinking how he would take Gilda Carson out for a ride to-morrow after he had had a good long tour by himself. Gilda was rather snobbish and always boasting about Bob Tyson’s car and how he had taken her here and there. But Bob Tyson’s car wasn’t worth mentioning in the same breath with his new one. Gilda would boast about his now, he was sure.




  Not that he cared so much what Gilda thought or did. She wasn’t especially his girl, but it had been a bit irksome having her always talking about Bob’s wonderful car. Well there wasn’t going to be anything wrong with his new car. It was a wonder. Such a purring engine, free-wheeling, adjustable seats, marvelous shock absorbers, and above all, speed! The car was doing eighty and even ninety now, up and down the stately aisles of the church, and Chris sat with a saint-like expression on his face and watched it. He almost wondered that the people about him did not turn and look after it in admiration.




  Suddenly a new voice broke into his meditations. The minister had introduced the stranger.




  He was announcing his text now—two texts. “Oh give thanks unto the Lord for He is good!” and “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?”




  Chris recognized the first text as a part of the responsive reading they had just had, but the second seemed a little bit out of the ordinary, and he wondered idly what it could possibly have to do with the first. The opening words of the preacher’s sermon arrested his attention for an instant.




  “It is easy enough to thank God when everything is going well and we have all that we want in our lives. The true test of a thankful heart is to be able to sing praise when things are going all wrong. When we have lost our money or our friends or are disappointed in our dearest ambitions, or when we are in a strange, unhappy environment, then we cry out, ‘How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?’ ”




  That was about all Chris heard of that sermon, and he only wondered idly a moment about it before he drifted back into his own thoughts. He averred to himself that, of course, it was ridiculous to expect anybody to be thankful for sorrow and disaster, for poverty and sickness and loss. The minister seemed to be giving an instance of someone who had said he was grateful for every trouble that had ever come to him, and through his disappointments had learned to praise the Lord for every one. Well, that was absurd. No one could thank the Lord for unhappiness. He was thankful that his life was laid in pleasant surroundings, and he paused long enough in his reflections to give a quick thanksgiving for his home, his parents, his pleasant environment, the happy college days that still lay before him, his new car. And then he was off again into the anticipations of his senior year at college and what he had to do before he went back. He tabulated different items mentally on his fingers, things he must not forget. Not the least among them was the trial of the new car to-morrow, and presently the car was rolling up and down the aisle again before his happy vision, and the minister with his absurd message about being glad for unhappiness was utterly forgotten.




  He had arranged a full schedule for the next few days when, at last, the closing hymn was announced, and he found the place for his mother and arose with relief to join in the hymn of praise. He noticed, with a vague annoyance, there was a line in the hymn that conveyed that same illogical suggestion about giving thanks for trouble that the minister had suggested in the beginning of his sermon. But he raised his voice a little louder when it came to the refrain of praise and steadily thought of all the thrilling joys of his own life with true thanksgiving. He certainly was grateful that the lines had fallen to him in such pleasant places, and just now he was, more than all, grateful the service was over and he would soon be free to go back to the delightful details of everyday living.




  Out in the lovely summer day at last, he drew a breath of relief and began to talk eagerly to his mother about the new curtains she was going to select the next day for his college room. He had decided ideas of just what he wanted, built upon a college room of a famous athlete he had seen last spring.




  Chris was glad his father’s headache seemed to be better and that the dinner table was a cheerful place, with all the things he liked best to eat. His father seemed a bit grave and silent, but he attributed that to the headache, for he responded smiling to anything that was said. Chris tried to persuade himself that he had only imagined those lines of care on his father’s face. He talked eagerly of his new car, and his father seemed pleased and promised to take a drive with him if he would come down to the bank between eleven and twelve o’clock the next day.




  Monday morning, Chris came whistling down the stairs with a light in his eyes. His mother stood in the hall just below him, and he paused at the foot of the stairs to stoop and touch a light kiss on her forehead. Such a pretty little mother! But he knew just what she was going to say, and he wished to forestall it. She was a little peach of a mother, of course, but she always had been afraid of things, and he was so full of his own joy this morning that he felt a little impatient toward her fears.




  “Oh, Chris, you will be careful, won’t you?” she implored, just as he had known she would do.




  “Sure, Muzzie. I’m always careful. Why, what’s the idea? You act as though I had never driven before.”




  “But, a new car, Chris, that’s different. You don’t know how it will act. And a new kind that you have never driven before. That free-wheeling. I’m afraid of it. You don’t know how to work it. They tell me it’s quite different from other driving. I wish you’d take a serviceman along with you the first day or two.”




  Chris laughed cheerfully.




  “Well, I like that! A serviceman! I think I see myself. Why, Mud, you know Uncle Eben’s car was just like this one, and I drove it for him all the time he was here, every day for two weeks. But, Mother, seriously, you must stop worrying about me. I’m not a kid anymore. I’m a man. This is my last year at college, remember. And besides, there isn’t a car made that I can’t drive. Why do you suppose I’ve hung around Ross Barton’s garage all these years, if not for that? I’m considered a good driver. Why don’t you go along with me and prove it? I’ll give you a good ride and leave you wherever you say, then you will have more confidence in me.”




  “Oh, I can’t, Chris, I have a committee meeting here at the house this morning. But you won’t be late for lunch, will you? You know I’ll be worried.”




  The boy stooped and silenced her with a real kiss on her soft, anxious lips, now.




  “Now, look here, Mother,” he said earnestly, “you’ve just got to stop worrying. You’re just making trouble for yourself. Besides, I’m stopping at the bank at eleven for Father, and you know he’ll come back on time. You’ve got him well trained. Sure you don’t want to go along, just for a little spin? Well, come on out and look at the car, anyway. Did you see it yet from the window? Look!”




  He flung the front door open.




  “There! Isn’t that a winner! Isn’t it the niftiest car you ever saw? Long, clean, sporty lines. Dad was great to do all this for me. It’s going to make all the difference in the world in my college life, having this car.”




  His mother smiled indulgently with a wistful look in her eyes and patted his arm.




  “Your father feels that you deserve it, Chris,” she said lovingly. “We want you to get the greatest enjoyment possible out of your last year in college.”




  She stood in the open doorway and watched him drive away, thinking what a happy lot was hers with such a son. Then she turned with a bit of a sigh of anxiety, and yet a smile, and went back to her pleasant, sheltered life, thinking how good God had been to her.




  Chris drove out into the clear September morning, his face alight with satisfaction. Down through the pleasant village street of the pretty suburb where he had been born. He wanted, first of all, to ride around the old familiar streets and get used to the idea that this wonderful car was his.




  As he thrilled to the touch of the new wheel, he remembered that first old Ford he had bought for ten dollars. He had to tinker with it for three weeks before it would run. He had never been so happy with it then, till the kindly policeman who had known him all his young life stopped him because he was too young to drive and had no license. But he never dreamed that day that only a few years more and he would be driving one of the best cars that was made, and thrilling to the thought that it was all his own.




  It was practically his own now. Dad would see to the red tape of the purchase to-morrow morning. He had promised. And then he would drive it back to the home garage, and it would be his. It made him feel like a man to think of it. He had a sudden memory of his express wagon, and how serious life had looked to him as he had taken it out on that first morning after Christmas, on the street, and showed it to his playmates. And his first bicycle! Dad had always been so good to him, getting him everything he wanted. How he loved that wheel!




  But boy! It had been nothing like this first car! This was great!




  Skimming along with the top down and the wind in his hair! There was nothing like it!




  He was skirting the edge of the little grove just outside of town now, where they used to have the high school picnics. The trees were golden, with here and there a vivid coral one. They were early in turning. The yellow leaves against the blue of the autumn sky filled him with an ecstasy. He wished he had someone to talk to who would understand, yet he felt that it would be impossible to put into words what he was feeling. College and car and the glory of the day all mixed up in his soul. Boy! It was great!




  He whirled back into town again and traversed the streets, going slowly by his own house and waving to his mother, whose face he could see at the window, just to give her confidence in his driving. His mother waved back to him. She was a great little mother. She was a pretty good sport after all, fearful as she was. Some mothers would have made a terrible kick at having their sons go off to college with a high-powered car. Mothers were always so afraid of accidents.




  There was Natalie Halsey. He would pick her up and take her for a spin. She had her arms full of bundles and would perhaps be glad of the lift. He had never had much to do with Natalie, although they had been in the same class in high school. She was a quiet, shy girl, always hurrying off home right after school and never going to any parties or high school affairs, a bit shabby, too, with very few friends among the high school clique. Had he heard that her father died this summer? He wasn’t quite sure. It would be better not to mention it. He hadn’t seen Natalie for a year or two. He couldn’t remember when it was.




  He drew up alongside the girl and called out, “Hello, Natalie, want a ride? I’m going your way.”




  Natalie turned with a delighted smile and surrendered heavy bundles as he sprang and took them from her.




  “That will be wonderful!” she said, turning a tired smile upon him, and he wondered that he had never noticed before what blue eyes she had. “I was just wondering whether I could get these things home. I twisted my arm yesterday, and it aches so I could hardly hold on to everything.”




  “You oughtn’t to try to carry such loads,” reproved Chris in a grown-up tone. “Why didn’t you have them sent?”




  “Well, you see, the grocery stores don’t deliver,” said Natalie frankly, “and we can’t afford to go to any other.” She laughed cheerfully as if it were a joke, and he looked at her with a wondering pity. He had never realized before that people who were decent at all had to consider such trivial matters. It embarrassed him. He hastened to change the subject and took naturally the one uppermost in his mind, which was college.




  “You’re going back to college this fall, I suppose? I forget where you went.”




  Natalie laughed again, this time wistfully.




  “No such luck for me,” she said. “I went for two years to the university, but last year Mother was too sick to leave, and this year—well—I oughtn’t to complain,” she added brightly, “I’ve just got a job, and I’m very fortunate in these hard times.”




  “A job!” said Chris in dismay, and looked at her wonderingly. Why, she seemed just a kid out of high school. So slender and frail looking.




  “You know my father died last spring,” added Natalie sadly. “I needed a job badly.”




  “Oh, I’m sorry,” said Chris. He felt he was making a bungle of things. He recalled suddenly that Natalie had not been at the high school commencement exercises three years ago. Someone had been sick. Her essay, which had received honorable mention, had been read by someone else. Poor kid! She must have been having a rotten time.




  “I just got the job,” confided Natalie, almost eagerly. “I’m to be cashier at the grocery store on the corner of Park Avenue. I’m so pleased.”




  There was a ringing to her voice that told of anxiety and need, and Chris looked at her wonderingly, pityingly.




  “Oh, I say,” said Chris, as they neared her home, “wouldn’t you like to take a little spin? You don’t have to go in yet, do you? I’ve just got this new car and I’m trying her out. Want to go?”




  “Oh, I’d love to,” said Natalie breathlessly, “but I’ve got to get home. You see, my mother’s been very sick again, and I’ve left her all alone this morning. It was only a bad case of the flu, but she’s very weak, and I don’t like to leave her long. My sister had to go on an errand. But the car is wonderful, and I thank you for this much of a ride. I shall remember it a long time.”




  He helped her out and carried her bundles to the door of the plain little house for her, and suddenly thought of the contrast between this home and his own. There was something touching and lovely in the way Natalie thanked him. Her voice was sweet and womanly. He felt a deep discomfort at the thought that this pretty, frail girl had to work in a grocery store and make change for all kinds of people.




  The discomfort lasted as he spun away from the door into the bright September day again. He half wished he had not picked Natalie up and got to know the unhappiness in her life. He couldn’t do anything about it, of course.




  He whirled into another street, and there was Betty Zane coming around the corner.




  “Hello, Betts!” called Chris. “Wantta ride in my new buggy?”




  “Oh boy! Do I?” replied Betty eagerly, clambering in without waiting for him to get out and help her, and they whirled away into the sunshine.




  Betty was pretty and stylish and a great chatterbox. Betty admired the car and in the same breath told of one as wonderful that Bruce Carson had just bought. Betty had much gossip to tell of the different members of the old high school class, and she threw out hints as to parties that she might be induced to go to with the boy that got the earliest request. Betty talked of college and what she expected to do there, decried the fact that Chris was not attending a coeducational college where they might continue their acquaintance, openly said she would like more rides in his wonderful new roadster, and left him reluctantly when it was time for him to go for his father.




  Chris had forgotten Natalie and her difficulties when he rode downtown toward his father’s bank. His mind was full of the things that Betty Zane had told him. When he closed his eyes, he could see the bright red speck that had been Betty’s little sharp painted lips and the dancing sarcastic eyes. He still heard ringing in his ears some of the flattery she had handed him. He knew that some of the things Betty had said had been bold, things his mother would not have liked. But, of course, Betty was a modern girl. Mother would have to learn that girls were not as they were when she was young. Then why should he suddenly think of Natalie? She was a girl more like the girls of his mother’s day. But then that was probably because she had had no chance in life, no good times. She was old-fashioned, poor thing! But she was nice. Too bad she couldn’t have had a better chance!




  Then he turned downtown and made his way through increasing traffic toward his father’s bank.




  Within a half block of the bank he came to a traffic light. As he waited for it to change, he noticed an unusual jam in traffic and stretched his neck to discover the cause.




  Then he saw a double line of people were blocking the sidewalk in front of the bank and surging out into the street, right in the way of traffic. What would it mean?




  The light flashed green, and Chris moved on a few paces nearer to the scene of confusion. There must have been an accident. There were so many people and cars he could not see what was the matter.




  Then as he drew nearer, he saw ugly, menacing faces in the crowd, and he heard a rough voice call out, “There he is, the son of the president, ridin’ round in a five-thousand-dollar car, while we have to sweat fer our money!”




  Then a kind of growl passed over the crowd like a roll of muffled thunder, and suddenly a little thickset man in the crowd picked up a brick from a pile along the curb where the road was being mended and hurled it straight at Chris. It crashed through the beautiful glass of the windshield, barely escaped hitting him in the temple, and glanced off through the open window at his left. Chris was too much astonished to even be frightened at first.




  But the shattering glass had fallen among the crowd and cut hands and faces here and there, a bit got into someone’s eye, and all was confusion. Fists were shaken in his face, angry threats were hurled at him, and Chris was hard put to know what to do, for the car was tight in traffic and he could not move it.




  Then suddenly, he heard the voice of his friend the policeman at his left.




  “Better get out of here quick, Chris,” he said in a guarded voice. “Start yer engine. I’ll make a way fer ya.” And the mounted officer of the law rode fearlessly into the crowd, hitting this way and that with his club, till the mob separated enough for Chris to go through, escorted by two or three burly policemen who appeared out of the throng. They battled an opening through to the side street that led to the alley of the bank, but as they turned the corner Chris heard the report of a shot, and a bullet whistled by his ear, straight through what was left of the windshield. Then Chris knew he had had a close call.




  As he reached the alley back of the bank where he had meant to turn in, the mob surged from the other end of the block coming toward him.




  “Get into that back doorway there quick, and lock it after ya,” said the friendly policeman, riding close. “I’ll look after yer car. Be spry there.”




  Chris slid from the car and another officer slipped in behind him. Chris sprang to the doorway, but the door was locked. He began to beat upon the door, and the mob, with yells of delight, surged toward him. He put his shoulder to the heavy door, but he could not even shake it. The crowd were all but upon him, when suddenly without warning the door gave way and he fell across the threshold!
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  Chris never knew exactly what happened for the next minute or two. Someone kicked him as he lay there across the threshold, and a cruel blow from a heavy club hit his arm. Someone shouted “Kill him!” and then he heard a policeman’s whistle and wild confusion. Someone had caught him from within the door and was pulling him inside the building. Someone else caught his feet from without and pulled. His shoe came off in the struggle. Something hit him on the head with a dull thud. There were wild yells and a sudden blank.




  The door was shut when he came to, and he was inside. Anxious faces were about him. He couldn’t quite distinguish them, but he tried to straighten up from the hard couch he was lying on in a storeroom for old records and files.




  “I’m all right!” he said unsteadily, as he tried to stand up, thinking of his father somewhere in the building. Then a memory of his mother came and quite brought him back to his senses. His mother must not hear about this. All her worst fears would be justified. She would never feel safe about him again.




  Then came, with a pang, the thought of his beautiful car. Where was it? Was it ruined? Oh, what had happened anyway? Why was all that mob out there, and what was going on? Had there been an accident? And had they mistaken him for someone else? He was still dazed from the blow on his head.




  Someone brought him a glass of water and he drank it slowly, trying to remember just what happened. His blood was beginning to boil with indignation over the indignity done to himself and his car. He was beginning to be furious with himself for not having jumped into that crowd and seized that fellow who had thrown that brick. What was the matter with him, anyway, that he had weakly submitted to being led away by the police? He should have done some heavy tackling to show that crowd where to get off. What was the use of being a star football player if one couldn’t act in a time of emergency? Of course, it had taken him by surprise, but he should have done something even so. He turned toward the door with a thought of going out yet and getting somebody, but even as he turned things went black before his eyes, and he caught himself from falling by the headrest.




  “Better lie down again,” advised an anxious voice that he vaguely identified as one of the cashiers in the bank. Then another put out a kindly hand and tried to lead him to the couch, but the motion brought him back from the confusion of his mind again.




  “No, I’m quite all right now, thank you,” he said, blinking at them. “Where’s Dad? I’d like to see Dad.”




  They looked at one another, whispered, and one of them stepped to the door and tapped. Another whispered conversation, and he came back.




  “Your father’s in consultation, but he’ll see you in about ten minutes,” he said gravely.




  Chris sank down on the hard couch again and began to take account of what had happened. It was then he missed his shoe.




  “Say, did that hyena get my shoe?” he asked, with a shade of his old grin coming back to his face.




  “He sure did!” responded one of the cashiers gravely, looking out of the grating above the door. “What’s left of it is out there in the alley, I guess, but you wouldn’t want to wear it. I have an extra pair in the closet. I’ll get them. Maybe they will serve you for the time till you can do better.”




  He brought the shoes, and Chris had recovered sufficiently to laugh at the fit of them. He arose, trying to get back some of his old assurance and poise. Then someone opened the door to his father’s office and beckoned him, and he had to throw his whole energy into the effort to walk steadily through that door. He must not frighten his father. He felt a good deal shaken up, but he was all right.




  “You’re lucky you came off as well as you did,” murmured the cashier as he closed the door behind him.




  Then Chris walked into his father’s presence and stood in dismay. For the bank president was sitting at his beautiful mahogany desk, with his head down upon his arms on the desktop and a look of utter despair about his whole drooping figure.
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