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The Parting Glass

And all I’ve done for want of wit

To memory now I can’t recall…

- “The Parting Glass” (traditional)

It was afternoon, and the upper floor of the Colonial Hotel was still. Mrs. Meade sat in a rocking-chair in the square of sunlight that fell through her bedroom window, reading and rocking gently back and forth.

Mrs. Meade’s migration to the Colonial was temporary, and had occurred on short notice. Two weeks before, her landlady, Mrs. Henney, had received word that her sister in Boulder was ill and required her presence. Mrs. Henney had no time to find someone who could run her little boarding-house satisfactorily in her absence, so she had decided to close it up, her ladies and gentleman consenting to be thrown on the hospitality of other establishments or friends for a week or two. Several of them had seen Mrs. Henney off at the station, even more flustered and near-hysterical than usual, laden with shawls, bonnet, carpetbag, parcels, umbrella—everything, in fact, but a pair of snowshoes—and finally, in a burst of tearful magnanimity as the train was about to pull out, offering to refund their rent for the days they would be in exile.

Mrs. Meade had therefore taken up residence at the Colonial Hotel, where she found much to interest her. Being a woman who all her life had found enjoyment in observing and interacting with people, she made the most of her opportunities for such in the company of the summer boarders and travelers who gathered around the dinner-tables at the Colonial. She had made several new friends, her room was neat, clean and convenient, and altogether her stay was less an exile than a pleasant interlude.

As Mrs. Meade turned over a page in her book, the silence was broken by three light muffled taps, as though at another door in the upstairs hallway. Mrs. Meade lifted her head and listened for a moment, but there was no further sound, so she dismissed it from her mind and returned her attention to her reading. The only sound to be heard in the room was the faint hum of insects from outdoors, and the blundering of one persistent fly around the top of the window.

Then suddenly there was an outburst of noises from beyond the closed door—somewhere just across the hall the bang of a door against a wall, a woman’s shriek, and a man’s loud angry voice mixed with a series of confused bumps and thuds. Mrs. Meade dropped her book and rose quickly. The whole floor of the hotel had come alive in a moment, with the sounds of doors opening and people’s footsteps and questioning voices in the corridors.

There was already a knot of people in the hallway when Mrs. Meade opened her door, but she was still able to catch a distinct glimpse of what had caused the disturbance. The door of the room immediately opposite hers was open, and in the middle of the room a short, stocky, black-moustached man in an overcoat had hold of the collar of a much taller young man, who appeared somewhat dazed and confused, and was shaking and cuffing him vigorously. Behind them on the edge of the bed, shrinking back against the headboard as if she had been pushed or had stumbled and fallen there, was a fair-haired young girl.

“You young scoundrel!” exclaimed the stocky man, with another indignant jerk. “You drunken young cuss, I’ll learn you to insult a lady! Get along, there! Move!”

He alternately pushed and dragged the young man through the door into the hall, where he was immediately assisted by the hands of several other people who had no idea what they were helping with, but were no less eager to help than if they had. The two of them were borne away down the hall in a crowd. In the commotion Mrs. Meade slipped from her doorway and crossed into the other room, where the girl leaning back limply at the head of the bed seemed to have been almost forgotten.

“Are you all right, my dear?” she asked, bending to lay a hand on her shoulder.

The girl looked up at her, and though her fair face seemed blank and uncomprehending, Mrs. Meade thought she saw a brief look of sharp distress in her dull-blue eyes, as if they felt and expressed something independent of the rest of her.

“Yes,” she said after a few seconds. “Yes, I’m fine.”

“Is there anything I can do for you?” said Mrs. Meade gently.

The girl, her eyes now fixed on the quilt, shook her head. “No, thank you…I’d just rather—be left alone.”

She put her hand up over her mouth, but Mrs. Meade observed that it did not shake. Adept at discerning when another’s presence was beneficial and when it was not necessary, she decided that in this case the girl probably would be better off left alone. So she exited the room with the same unobtrusive efficiency with which she had entered, and closed the door behind her.

She was not too reluctant to go, either, for her curiosity was tending in another direction. She had recognized the young man who had been one of the other principal performers in the chaotic scene just enacted, and she was very much interested in finding out just what had happened.

By the time she got downstairs, she found that the energetic black-haired man, along with a few other public-spirited volunteers, had already hustled the young man out of the hotel and off to the sheriff’s office. The lobby and sitting-room were filled with buzzing little groups of people discussing the incident. Mrs. Meade listened here and listened there, inconspicuously, without taking part in the conversations. She was present when one of the men returned a quarter of an hour later and reported what had happened at the sheriff’s. Then she went back upstairs to her own room, absently picked up the book she had let fall to the floor and placed it on the night-table, and sat down in her rocking-chair to think.

* * *

She knew Clyde Renfrew quite well; his parents, both dead now, had been her friends. Clyde was a sober, steady young cattleman who lived some distance out of Sour Springs, coming into town occasionally to buy supplies or to arrange for the sale and shipment of his livestock. His serious, somewhat methodical manner of speaking and acting belied the fact that he had both brains and business sense—he had never been cheated. He was a bachelor still at twenty-five, known to be painfully shy of women. Local wits said it would probably take him a year or two to get up the nerve to speak to a woman, let alone propose marriage to her, and the eligible young ladies were all snapped up by more enterprising suitors before he could get fairly started. At any rate, he treated all women with scrupulous deference, did not speak to them if he could help it, and turned brick-red if cornered by one or trapped into conversation with a particularly lively specimen.

There had been no notable departure from this behavior observed since his introduction to Dorene Leighton, but then again, Dorene was not of the type of girl whom Clyde usually found occasion to avoid.

Dorene had come to Colorado with her aunt for her health, or for her aunt’s health; nobody quite knew which. The aunt, Miss Asher, dominated any conversation where both were present, and nobody had the chance to learn much about Dorene at all. A small, timid-looking girl of about twenty, she wore pale colors that made her appear to be continually on the point of fading away altogether, and her fair hair was cut in a bang across her forehead like a much younger girl’s. When one had the chance to hear her speak, her low voice had a pleasing musical quality, but this chance did not come often.
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