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                THERE
had once been a path along the backbone of the mountain, but the
wilderness had undertaken to remove it, and had almost succeeded. The
wind had gathered bits of moss, twigs and dead stuff into the slight
depression. The great hickories had covered it with leaves. The rain
had packed it. There was no longer a path, only an open way between
the trees running down the gentle slope of the ridge to the mountain
road. The ridge was heavily wooded. The primeval forest was there.
Great hickories shot up sixty feet without a limb, and so close that
a man putting out his hand could reach from one tree to another. A
gigantic poplar now and then arose, a sugar maple, an oak—huge at
the butt, deep rooted in the good soil.

The
afternoon sun, excluded of the forest, seemed to pack itself into
this abandoned path.

The
leaves fallen from the hickories, under the touch of waning summer,
took on now, by the magic of this sun, golden tones of red and
yellow. Woodpeckers hammered on the great trees along this path.
Insects moved between the branches, the wild bee, the hornet, the
yellow butterfly, as though the aerial life of the woods had been
drawn here to the sun.

A
man was coming through the forest along this abandoned path. He
walked slowly, his hands behind him, his head bare. He was a very
young man—at that period of life when, within a day, as by the
crossing of some unmarked line, the boy becomes a man. There was
about him the vigor, the freshness, the joy of youth, under a certain
maturity. He was not above middle height, his face was oval, his eyes
gray-blue, his hair of that soft rich brown which a touch of the sun
burnishes into a living yellow; the mouth was sensitive and mobile.

There
was a marked contrast between the man and the wild, rugged, primitive
country in which he appeared. His hands were firm and white, and his
skin was not in the least discolored by sun or weather.

Now
and then the man stopped and looked up at the dappled woodpeckers,
and the swarms of yellow butterflies, gathered here along this sunlit
path as though to welcome his arrival, and his mouth relaxed into an
eager, luminous smile, as though, despite his maturity, he retained a
child's sense of some universal kinship with all living things. He
came down the long ridge toward the place where the mountain road
crossed the low gap.

Half
a mile below him a patriarchal ox was plodding slowly up the mountain
road. The ox was old. His red hair was worn away in a variety of
places, by long labors at the sled and the plow. His ancient horns
were capped with brass knobs. Astride the ox sat a small boy on a
sack of corn, perhaps a bushel and a half shelled from the cob. Under
the sack was a strip of homemade carpet dyed yellow with copperas.
The little boy guided the ox with a piece of old rope tied to the
left horn below the brass knob, precisely as the driver of a
four-horse team directs it with a single line. When he wished the ox
to go to the right, he jerked the rope and shouted, "Gee,
Berry," when to the left, he pulled on the rope and shouted,
"Haw, Berry."

But
the ox no longer required these elaborate directions.

"Gee,"

"Haw,"
accompanied by a kicking of the rider's naked heels, were enough for
the patriarch, or the soft heels alone on the broad iron ribs.

The
boy could not have been above six years old. He wore two garments, a
little blue shirt of the material called "hickory," and
short trousers, with tiny hand-knitted woolen "galluses."

He
was now engaged with an extreme difficulty.

For
more than a mile, under the ox's rolling gait, the corn had been
moving over to one end of the sack. To keep the bag from falling, the
boy had added his weight to the decreasing end. As the corn moved, he
shifted his seat a little farther out on the sack. He sat now, well
over the ox's side on the very end of the sack. His little mouth was
contracted.

It
had been a long, painful struggle—this fight against the corn.
Every inch, every fraction of an inch, contested.

The
grains had crept slowly over, and the child had considered and
estimated the change, and moved with it. He had attributed to the
corn a certain malicious intent, a certain insidious hostility, and
he had resisted with dogged courage. It was all in the set of his
little mouth, in the clutch of his tiny brown hand.

For
the sack to fall was a calamity which the child well understood.

He
could not lift the sack. He could not leave the ox and go for aid,
because Berry, although a member of the family, was an eyeservant and
not above making his dinner on the corn when the master's back was
turned.

Neither
could he leave the corn lying in the road and return with the ox.
Some one might carry it away and, besides, it was his bale of stuffs,
the cargo with which he had been intrusted, and he could not leave
it.

The
mountain road was deserted and the evening sun was beginning to
descend.

The
child's whole energies were centered on his desperate struggle with
the corn, and the ox traveled on leisurely as he liked. Presently, as
he neared the top, the ox stepped on the root of a tree remaining in
the road, and his shoulder went down. The sack slipped forward and
fell, carrying with it the boy and the piece of carpet.

The
ox instantly stopped, the boy rose and sat down on the sack, resting
his elbows on his knees and his chin in the hollow of his tiny brown
hands. His features retained their set, dogged expression, but
presently big tears began to trickle slowly down over his determined
little face. He sat with his back toward the mountain gap, locking
out over the vast wilderness of tree tops below him. The ox stood
before him in the road, a figure of unending patience.

The
day waned, long shadows crossed the road, the sun withdrew to the
high places. Far away through the deep wooded gorges night began to
enter the mountains.
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  HEN
the man came out into the mountain road, he saw the little boy
sitting on the sack of corn beside the red ox, and he smiled as he
had smiled at the hammering birds, at the yellow butterflies. He
turned down toward the tragic picture, lengthening his steps. The
sun, by some trick of the moving world, seemed to follow him out of
the abandoned path.



  The
little boy did not see the man approaching, but he observed that the
ox, apparently resigned to passing the night on the mountain, was
making ready to lie down, knees first, after the manner of cattle.
And the comfortable assurance of Berry in this, the hour of their
misfortune, was more than he could bear. He arose and began to beat
the ox with his little fists.



  "Git
up, Berry!" he cried. "You ole dog! You ole scalawag! Git
up!"



  The
ox slowly arose, and the child turned to find the man beside him.



  "Poor
Berry!" said the man, smiling. "Is he a very bad ox?"



  "He's
a lazy ole pup," replied the little boy, his wet eyes catching
and reflecting the stranger's smile. "He's spilt!" Then he
crowded his little fists into his eyes to remove the traces of
weakness with which he had been taken unawares.



  "Do
you reckon," he said, "that both of us could put the corn
on him if we lifted together?"



  "I
think so," replied the man; "at least we will try."



  He
took up the piece of yellow carpet and laid it over the ox's back.
Then he stooped down, put his arms around the sack, linking his
fingers together under it. The little boy took hold of the corner.
The man raised the sack with scarcely an effort, the child
contributing his tiny might. Then, as though the child's help were
essential to the task, he nodded.



  "Now,"
he said, and with a swing lifted the sack onto the ox's back.



  The
boy straightened up, and put both little hands on his hips. His face
was now radiant.



  "We
got it up all right, didn't we?" he said, "both a-liftin';
an' now," he paused and regarded the ox with some concern, "I've
got to git on somehow-er-nuther." The ordinary man would then
have lifted the child and set him on the ox, but this man did not. He
seemed to know and regard that self-reliance which was so dear a
thing to this child. He stood back and looked over the patriarch.



  "Berry
is a big ox," he said. "We will lead him up to the bank."



  The
little boy walked across the road, with a bit of a swagger.



  "Yes,"
he said, "Berry's a big ox."



  He
liked this strange man who understood and considered him.



  The
man led the ox to the roadside, and standing by the beast's shoulder,
set his knee against the bank. The little boy put his foot on the
man's knee, caught hold of the ox's shoulder, and climbed up onto the
sack of corn. He panted with the effort.



  "Berry's
everlastin' big," he observed in comment. Then he set himself
squarely on the sack.



  "We're
goin' to mill," he said. "Where are you goin'?"



  "If
you don't mind," replied the man, "I shall go along with
you and Berry."



  The
tiny chest expanded.



  "I
don't mind," he said, "ner Berry don't neither."



  Then,
as a sort of condescension, as a sort of return for the man's
kindness, he gravely handed down the bit of ancient rope.



  "An'
you k'n lead Berry if you want to."



  They
crossed the low gap and began to descend the mountain on the other
side. The man walked in front with the rope in his hand, the ox
followed with a slow, roiling gait, his head lowered, the child
sitting astride the sack of corn. The sun seemed to linger on the
crest of the mountain as though loath, now, to withdraw wholly from
the world, a vagrant breeze began to move idly in the tree tops, a
faint haze to gather over the forests, below the sun, as though it
were some visible odor arising from the earth.



  The
road was steep and rough, low stumps and the roots of trees remained
in it, and it was washed out in great ruts. The winter rain had
carried the loose earth out of it and left the stones and the tree
roots uncovered. A modern vehicle could hardly have kept together on
such a road, although it bore the marks of wheels where the
mountaineer had gone over with his wagon.



  The
little boy sat regarding the man who walked before him in the road.
He seemed not to have felt with this man that fear of the stranger
which is so strong an instinct with a child. From the first moment he
had been wholly at his ease. He spoke without restraint.



  "Where's
your hat?" he said.



  The
man paused, and put up his hand as though he had not until this
moment realized that he was bareheaded.



  A
note of distress came into the child's voice.



  "You've
lost your hat. Are you goin' back to look for it? 'Cause me an' Berry
can go on to the mill by ourselves."



  "No,"
said the man, "I shall go on with you and Berry."



  "But
you ain't got no hat," the child continued.



  "Perhaps
I shall find one somewhere," replied the man.



  "No,"
said the child, "you won't never find one, 'cause nobody don't
lose their hats up here. You'll have to buy one at the store."



  Then
he went on to tell of all the wonderful things that the store
contained: Striped candy in sticks in a big glass jar, and fishhooks,
and sea grass fishin' lines, and guns, and pistols, and knives. But
principally knives. Upon this particular topic he spoke with deep
personal interest. In that place of wonders were knives with six
blades, with "peraly" handles, with gimlets and tweezers in
them, little knives that one could hide between one's fingers and big
ones with a ring in the handle so one could tie them to his
"galluses." And Barlows with IXL on the blade.



  He
paused and thrust his hand into his pocket. He had one that his
grandfather had given him at Christmas, and he held it up—a Barlow
with a bone handle and a single blade.



  The
man stopped and came back to the ox's shoulder. He took the knife and
examined it carefully, opened it and tried the edge on his thumb. The
blade was round and blunt at the end. The child explained this with
an air of apology.



  "Gran'-pap
was afraid I'd run it in my eye, so he grinded it off. Have you got a
knife?"



  The
man felt in his pockets.



  "No,"
he replied, "I don't seem to have a knife."



  "Well,"
said the little boy, "you can git one when you go to git your
hat."



  The
man walked on by the ox's shoulder, and the child continued to talk.
There were difficulties to be met. The store was very far away, and
one required money to obtain its treasures. The getting of money was
a very troublesome affair. But he knew a way or two by which the
thing could be accomplished. One could gather hickory nuts or one
could dig ginseng. The latter method was to be advised—a pound
brought a dollar and seventeen cents. But it must be dried. One
strung it on a string and hung it over the fireplace. The storekeeper
would not take it green.



  He
spoke a word of comment concerning the storekeeper.



  He
was hard to fool. He always broke the ginseng roots to see if there
was a nail concealed inside. The child knew a man who had outwitted
the storekeeper once by putting shot in the ends of the root, leaving
the middle unmolested; but, he added, that was "no way to do."



  The
road on this side of the mountain was steep. The turns short. The
little party soon reached the foot, and came out into a valley,
cleared and sowed in timothy grass. Through this valley, between
sodded banks, ran a dark-colored, swiftly flowing stream.



  The
road followed the stream through the meadow until it approached the
mill. There the stream descended swiftly over ridges of sandstone
into a dam of ancient logs. The mill sat beside the road, its roof
projecting, its porch raised above the ground, its door and its gable
open, its entrance coated with white dust.



  The
machinery was of the simplest, two stone burrs turned by a paddle
wheel; the water carried down from the dam in a boxed sluice, covered
with green moss.



  The
mill evidently served two uses.



  There
was a second door to one-half of it, also opening on the porch, and
through the open door one could see a stove, a bed, a well-scrubbed
table.



  As
the man leading the red ox approached, a woman appeared in the mill
door. She was a sturdy woman of middle life, her calico dress pulled
up in front and girded around her ample waist with an apron string.
Her sleeves were rolled to the elbows, and her fat, powerful hands
rested on her hips. Her mouth was compressed, the muscles of her jaws
protruded, her bright gray eyes rested on the strange man with a
profound, unmoved scrutiny. When the ox stood beside the porch, the
man spoke.



  "Good
evening," he said.



  The
woman did not reply, she jerked her head; then she came slowly out,
still looking at the man.



  "Jump
off, David," she said to the boy; then she took up the sack with
ease, swung it into the hollow of her arm, and went with it into the
mill, But over her shoulder she continued to regard the man standing
in the road.



  She
threw the sack down by the hopper, and came again into the mill door.
Her fat hands returned to her hips and her eyes went again to the
man. But she spoke to the boy.



  "You'll
be late gittin' home."



  "I
ain't goin' home," replied the child. "I'm goin' to Uncle
Jimmie's," and he pointed his linger up the valley.



  "You
can make that by dark." said the woman, "but you better be
movin' along."



  She
came out and spread the piece of carpet on the ox. The small boy
stepped off the mill porch and went out into the road behind the man,
where a flat rock lay in the dust.



  He
remained a moment squatted down on his bare legs. Then he returned,
climbed onto the ox, and set out up the valley, kicking his heels
against the patriarch's ancient ribs.



  At
the bend of the road, the boy stopped and shouted. The man turned
about where he was standing. The boy pointed his finger.



  "There's
somethin' under that rock," he called.



  Then
he swung around on his piece of carpet, spoke to the ox, and was
swallowed up in the shadows of the valley.



  The
man stooped down and turned the fiat stone over. There lay the Barlow
knife.



  The
woman, watching the man, suddenly brought her bent palm to her
forehead and looked up at the mountain, to see if some stray bit of
the setting sun had entered the valley. But there was nothing.



  Night
had descended.


 





 




 









                
                

                
            

            
        















