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"I must go, now. I—must—go!"


Susan Betts talking with Mrs. McGuire over the back-yard fence


"Want you? I always want you!"


"You've helped more—than you'll ever know"


He gave her almost no chance to say anything herself


Keith's arm shot out and his hand fell, covering hers


It was well that the Japanese screen on the front piazza was down


CHAPTER I


THE GREAT TERROR


It was on his fourteenth birthday that Keith Burton discovered the
Great Terror, though he did not know it by that name until some days
afterward. He knew only, to his surprise and distress, that the
"Treasure Island," given to him by his father for a birthday present,
was printed in type so blurred and poor that he could scarcely read
it.


He said nothing, of course. In fact he shut the book very hastily,
with a quick, sidewise look, lest his father should see and notice the
imperfection of his gift.


Poor father! He would feel so bad after he had taken all that pains
and spent all that money—and for something not absolutely necessary,
too! And then to get cheated like that. For, of course, he had been
cheated—such horrid print that nobody could read.


But it was only a day or two later that Keith found some more horrid
print. This time it was in his father's weekly journal that came every
Saturday morning. He found it again that night in a magazine, and yet
again the next day in the Sunday newspaper.


Then, before he had evolved a satisfactory explanation in his own mind
of this phenomenon, he heard Susan Betts talking with Mrs. McGuire
over the back-yard fence.


Susan Betts began the conversation. But that was nothing strange:


Susan Betts always began the conversation.




"Have you heard about poor old Harrington?" she demanded in what Keith
called her "excitingest" voice. Then, as was always the case when she
spoke in that voice, she plunged on without waiting for a reply, as if
fearful lest her bit of news fall from the other pair of lips first.
"Well, he's blind—stone blind. He couldn't see a dollar bill—not if
you shook it right before his eyes."


"Sho! you don't say!" Mrs. McGuire dropped the wet sheet back into the
basket and came to the fence on her side concernedly. "Now, ain't that
too bad?"


"Yes, ain't it? An' he so kind, an' now so blind! It jest makes me
sick." Susan whipped open the twisted folds of a wet towel. Susan
seldom stopped her work to talk. "But I saw it comin' long ago. An' he
did, too, poor man!"


Mrs. McGuire lifted a bony hand to her face and tucked a flying wisp
of hair behind her right ear.


"Then if he saw it comin', why couldn't he do somethin' to stop it?"
she demanded.


[Illustration: SUSAN BETTS TALKING WITH MRS. MCGUIRE OVER THE BACKYARD
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"I don't know. But he couldn't. Dr. Chandler said he couldn't. An'
they had a man up from Boston—one of them eye socialists what doesn't
doctor anythin' but eyes—an' he said he couldn't."


Keith, on his knees before the beet-bed adjoining the clothes-yard,
sat back on his heels and eyed the two women with frowning interest.


He knew old Mr. Harrington. So did all the boys. Never was there a
kite or a gun or a jack-knife so far gone that Uncle Joe Harrington
could not "fix it" somehow. And he was always so jolly about it, and
so glad to do it. But it took eyes to do such things, and if now he
was going to be blind—


"An' you say it's been comin' on gradual?" questioned Mrs. McGuire.


"Why, I hadn't heard-"




"No, there hain't no one heard," interrupted Susan. "He didn't say
nothin' ter nobody, hardly, only me, I guess, an' I suspicioned it, or
he wouldn't 'a' said it to me, probably. Ye see, I found out he wa'n't
readin' 'em—the papers Mr. Burton has me take up ter him every week.
An' he owned up, when I took him ter task for it, that he couldn't
read 'em. They was gettin' all blurred."


"Blurred?" It was a startled little cry from the boy down by the beet-
bed; but neither Susan nor Mrs. McGuire heard—perhaps because at
almost the same moment Mrs. McGuire had excitedly asked the same
question.


"Blurred?" she cried.


"Yes; all run tergether like—the printin', ye know——so he couldn't
tell one letter from t'other. 'T wa'n't only a little at first. Why,
he thought 't was jest somethin' the matter with the printin' itself;
an'—"


"And WASN'T it the printing at ALL?"


The boy was on his feet now. His face was a little white and strained-
looking, as he asked the question.


"Why, no, dearie. Didn't you hear Susan tell Mis' McGuire jest now? 'T
was his EYES, an' he didn't know it. He was gettin' blind, an' that
was jest the beginnin'."


Susan's capable hands picked up another wet towel and snapped it open
by way of emphasis.


"The b-beginning?" stammered the boy. "But—but ALL beginnings don't—
don't end like that, do they?"


Susan Betts laughed indulgently and jammed the clothespin a little
deeper on to the towel.


"Bless the child! Won't ye hear that, now?" she laughed with a shrug.
"An' how should I know? I guess if Susan Betts could tell the end of
all the beginnin's as soon as they're begun, she wouldn't be hangin'
out your daddy's washin', my boy. She'd be sittin' on a red velvet
sofa with a gold cupola over her head a-chargin' five dollars apiece
for tellin' yer fortune. Yes, sir, she would!"


"But—but about Uncle Joe," persisted the boy. "Can't he really see—
at all, Susan?"


"There, there, child, don't think anything more about it. Indeed,
forsooth, I'm tellin' the truth, but I s'pose I hadn't oughter told it
before you. Still, you'd 'a' found it out quick enough—an' you with
your tops an' balls always runnin' up there. An' that's what the poor
soul seemed to feel the worst about," she went on, addressing Mrs.
McGuire, who was still leaning on the division fence.


"'If only I could see enough ter help the boys!' he moaned over an'
over again. It made me feel awful bad. I was that upset I jest
couldn't sleep that night, an' I had ter get up an' write. But it made
a real pretty poem. My fuse always works better in the night, anyhow.
'The wail of the toys'—that's what I called it—had the toys tell the
story, ye know, all the kites an' jack-knives an' balls an' bats that
he's fixed for the boys all these years, an' how bad they felt because
he couldn't do it any more. Like this, ye know:


     'Oh, woe is me, said the baseball bat,


      Oh, woe is me, said the kite.'




'T was real pretty, if I do say it, an' touchy, too."


"For mercy's sake, Susan Betts, if you ain't the greatest!" ejaculated
Mrs. McGuire, with disapproving admiration. "If you was dyin' I
believe you'd stop to write a poem for yer gravestone!"


Susan Betts chuckled wickedly, but her voice was gravity itself.


"Oh, I wouldn't have ter do that, Mis' McGuire. I've got that done
already."


"Susan Betts, you haven't!" gasped the scandalized woman on the other
side of the fence.


"Haven't I? Listen," challenged Susan Betts, striking an attitude. Her
face was abnormally grave, though her eyes were merry.


     "Here lieth a woman whose name was Betts,


      An' I s'pose she'll deserve whatever she gets;


      But if she hadn't been Betts she might 'a' been Better,


      She might even been Best if her name would 'a' let her."




"Susan!" gasped Mrs. McGuire once more; but Susan only chuckled again
wickedly, and fell to work on her basket of clothes in good earnest.


A moment later she was holding up with stern disapproval two socks
with gaping heels.


"Keith Burton, here's them scandalous socks again! Now, do you go tell
your father that I won't touch 'em. I won't mend 'em another once. He
must get you a new pair—two new pairs, right away. Do you hear?"


But Keith did not hear. Keith was not there to hear. Still with that
strained, white look on his face he had hurried out of the yard and
through the gate.


Mrs. McGuire, however, did hear.


"My stars, Susan Betts, it's lucky your bark is worse than your bite!"
she exclaimed. "Mend 'em, indeed! They won't be dry before you've got
your darnin' egg in 'em."


Susan laughed ruefully. Then she sighed:—at arms' length she was
holding up another pair of yawning socks.


"I know it. And look at them, too," she snapped, in growing wrath.
"But what's a body goin' to do? The boy'd go half-naked before his
father would sense it, with his nose in that paint-box. Much as ever
as he's got sense enough ter put on his own clothes—and he WOULDN'T
know WHEN ter put on CLEAN ones, if I didn't spread 'em out for him!"


"I know it. Too bad, too bad," murmured Mrs. McGuire, with a virtuous
shake of her head. "An' he with his fine bringin'-up, an' now to be so
shiftless an' good-for-nothin', an'—"


But Susan Betts was interrupting, her eyes flashing.


"If you please, I'll thank you to say no more like that about my
master," she said with dignity. "He's neither shiftless, nor good-for-
nothin'. His character is unbleachable! He's an artist an' a scholar
an' a gentleman, an' a very superlative man. It's because he knows so
much that—that he jest hain't got room for common things like clothes
an' holes in socks."


"Stuff an' nonsense!" retorted Mrs. McGuire nettled in her turn. "I
guess I've known Dan'l Burton as long as you have; an' as for his
bein' your master—he can't call his soul his own when you're around,
an' you know it."


But Susan, with a disdainful sniff, picked up her now empty clothes-
basket and marched into the house.


Down the road Keith had reached the turn and was climbing the hill
that led to old Mr. Harrington's shabby cottage.


The boy's eyes were fixed straight ahead. A squirrel whisked his tail
alluringly from the bushes at the left, and a robin twittered from a
tree branch on the right. But the boy neither saw nor heard—and when
before had Keith Burton failed to respond to a furred or feathered
challenge like that?


To-day there was an air of dogged determination about even the way he
set one foot before the other. He had the air of one who sees his goal
ahead and cannot reach it soon enough. Yet when Keith arrived at the
sagging, open gate before the Harrington cottage, he stopped short as
if the gate were closed; and his next steps were slow and hesitant.
Walking on the grass at the edge of the path he made no sound as he
approached the stoop, on which sat an old man.


At the steps, as at the gate, Keith stopped and waited, his gaze on
the motionless figure in the rocking-chair. The old man sat with hands
folded on his cane-top, his eyes apparently looking straight ahead.


Slowly the boy lifted his right arm and waved it soundlessly. He
lifted his left—but there was no waving flourish. Instead it fell
impotently almost before it was lifted. On the stoop the old man still
sat motionless, his eyes still gazing straight ahead.


Again the boy hesitated; then, with an elaborately careless air, he
shuffled his feet on the gravel walk and called cheerfully:


"Hullo, Uncle Joe."


"Hullo! Oh, hullo! It's Keith Burton, ain't it?"


The old head turned with the vague indecision of the newly blind, and
a trembling hand thrust itself aimlessly forward. "It IS Keith—ain't
it?"


"Oh, yes, sir, I'm Keith."


The boy, with a quick look about him, awkwardly shook the fluttering
fingers—Keith was not in the habit of shaking hands with people,
least of all with Uncle Joe Harrington. He sat down then on the step
at the old man's feet.


"What did ye bring ter-day, my boy?" asked the man eagerly; then with
a quick change of manner, he sighed, "but I'm afraid I can't fix it,
anyhow."


"Oh, no, sir, you don't have to. I didn't bring anything to be mended
to-day." Unconsciously Keith had raised his voice. He was speaking
loudly, and very politely.


The old man fell back in his chair. He looked relieved, yet
disappointed.


"Oh, well, that's all right, then. I'm glad. That is, of course, if I
could have fixed it for you—His sentence remained unfinished. A
profound gloom settled over his countenance.


"But I didn't bring anything for you to fix," reiterated the boy, in a
yet louder tone.


"There, there, my boy, you don't have to shout." The old man shifted
uneasily hi his seat. "I ain't deaf. I'm only—I suppose you know,
Keith, what's come to me in my old age."


"Yes, sir, I—I do." The boy hitched a little nearer to the two ill-
shod feet on the floor near him. "And—and I wanted to ask you. Yours
hurt a lot, didn't they?—I mean, your eyes; they—they ached, didn't
they, before they—they got—blind?" He spoke eagerly, almost
hopefully.


The old man shook his head.


"No, not much. I s'pose I ought to be thankful I was spared that."


The boy wet his dry lips and swallowed.


"But, Uncle Joe, 'most always, I guess, when—when folks are going to
be blind, they—they DO ache, don't they?"


Again the old man stirred restlessly.


"I don't know. I only know about—myself."


"But—well, anyhow, it never comes till you're old—real old, does
it?" Keith's voice vibrated with confidence this time.


"Old? I ain't so very old. I'm only seventy-five," bridled Harrington
resentfully. "Besides anyhow, the doctor said age didn't have nothin'
ter do with this kind of blindness. It comes ter young folks, real
young folks, sometimes."


"Oh-h!" The boy wet his lips and swallowed again a bit convulsively.
With eyes fearful and questioning he searched the old man's face.
Twice he opened his mouth as if to speak; but each time he closed it
again with the words left unsaid. Then, with a breathless rush, very
much like desperation, he burst out:


"But it's always an awful long time comin', isn't it? Blindness is.


It's years and years before it really gets here, isn't it?"




"Hm-m; well, I can't say. I can only speak for myself, Keith."


"Yes, sir, I know, sir; and that's what I wanted to ask—about you,"
plunged on Keith feverishly. "When did you notice it first, and what
was it?"


The old man drew a long sigh.


"Why, I don't know as I can tell, exactly. 'T was quite a spell comin'
on—I know that; and't wasn't much of anything at first. 'T was just
that I couldn't see ter read clear an' distinct. It was all sort of
blurred."


"Kind of run together?" Just above his breath Keith asked the
question.


"Yes, that's it exactly. An' I thought somethin' ailed my glasses, an'
so I got some new ones. An' I thought at first maybe it helped. But it
didn't. Then it got so that't wa'n't only the printin' ter books an'
papers that was blurred, but ev'rything a little ways off was in a
fog, like, an' I couldn't see anything real clear an' distinct."


"Oh, but things—other things—don't look a mite foggy to me," cried
the boy.


"'Course they don't! Why should they? They didn't to me—once,"
retorted the man impatiently. "But now—" Again he left a sentence
unfinished.


"But how soon did—did you get—all blind, after that?" stammered the
boy, breaking the long, uncomfortable silence that had followed the
old man's unfinished sentence.


"Oh, five or six months—maybe more. I don't know exactly. I know it
came, that's all. I guess if 't was you it wouldn't make no difference
HOW it came, if it came, boy." "N-no, of course not," chattered Keith,
springing suddenly to his feet. "But I guess it isn't coming to me—of
course't isn't coming to me! Well, good-bye, Uncle Joe, I got to go
now. Good-bye!"


He spoke fearlessly, blithely, and his chin was at a confident tilt.
He even whistled as he walked down the hill. But in his heart—in his
heart Keith knew that beside him that very minute stalked that
shadowy, intangible creature that had dogged his footsteps ever since
his fourteenth birthday-gift from his father; and he knew it now by
name—The Great Terror.


CHAPTER II


DAD


Keith's chin was still high and his gaze still straight ahead when he
reached the foot of Harrington Hill. Perhaps that explained why he did
not see the two young misses on the fence by the side of the road
until a derisively gleeful shout called his attention to their
presence.


"Well, Keith Burton, I should like to know if you're blind!"
challenged a merry voice.


The boy turned with a start so violent that the girls giggled again
gleefully. "Dear, dear, did we scare him? We're so sorry!"


The boy flushed painfully. Keith did not like girls—that is, he SAID
he did not like them. They made him conscious of his hands and feet,
and stiffened his tongue so that it would not obey his will. The
prettier the girls were, the more acute was his discomfiture.
Particularly, therefore, did he dislike these two girls—they were the
prettiest of the lot. They were Mazie Sanborn and her friend Dorothy
Parkman.


Mazie was the daughter of the town's richest manufacturer, and Dorothy
was her cousin from Chicago, who made such long visits to her Eastern
relatives that it seemed sometimes almost as if she were as much of a
Hinsdale girl as was Mazie herself.


To-day Mazie's blue eyes and Dorothy's brown ones were full of
mischief.


"Well, why don't you say something? Why don't you apologize?" demanded


Mazie.




'"Pol—pologize? What for?" In his embarrassed misery Keith resorted
to bravado in voice and manner.


"Why, for passing us by in that impertinent fashion," returned Mazie
loftily. "Do you think that is the way ladies should be treated?"
(Mazie was thirteen and Dorothy fourteen.) "The idea!"


For a minute Keith stared helplessly, shifting from one foot to the
other. Then, with an inarticulate grunt, he turned away.


But Mazie was not to be so easily thwarted. With a mere flit of her
hand she tossed aside a score of years, and became instantly nothing
more than a wheedling little girl coaxing a playmate.


"Aw, Keithie, don't get mad! I was only fooling. Say, tell me, HAVE
you been up to Uncle Joe Harrington's?"


Because Mazie had caught his arm and now held it tightly, the boy
perforce came to a stop.


"Well, what if I have?" he resorted to bravado again.


"And is he blind, honestly?" Mazie's voice became hushed and
awestruck.


"Uh-huh." The boy nodded his head with elaborate unconcern, but he
shifted his feet uneasily.


"And he can't see a thing—not a thing?" breathed Mazie.


"'Course he can't, if he's blind!" Keith showed irritation now, and
pulled not too gently at the arm still held in Mazie's firm little
fingers.


"Blind! Ugghh!" interposed Miss Dorothy, shuddering visibly. "Oh, how
can you bear to look at him, Keith Burton? I couldn't!"


A sudden wave of red surged over the boy's face. The next instant it
had receded, leaving only a white, strained terror.


"Well, he ain't to blame for it, if he is blind, is he?" chattered the
boy, a bit incoherently. "If you're blind you're blind, and you can't
help yourself." And with a jerk he freed himself from Mazie's grasp
and hurried down the road toward home.


But when he reached the bend of the road he turned and looked back.
The two girls had returned to their perch on the fence, and were
deeply absorbed in something one of them held in her hand.


"And she said she couldn't bear—to look at 'em—if they were blind,"
he whispered. Then, wheeling about, he ran down the road as fast as he
could. Nor did he stop till he had entered his own gate.


"Well, Keith Burton, I should like to know where you've been," cried
the irate voice of Susan Betts from the doorway.


"Oh, just walking. Why?"


"Because I've been huntin' and huntin' for you.


     But, oh, dear me,


     You're worse'n a flea,


     So what's the use of talkin'?


     You always say,


     As you did to-day,


     I've just been out a-walkin'!"




"But what did you want me for?"


"I didn't want you. Your pa wanted you. But, then, for that matter,
he's always wantin' you. Any time, if you look at him real good an'
hard enough to get his attention, he'll stare a minute, an' then say:
'Where's Keith?' An' when he gets to the other shore, I suppose he'll
do it all the more."


"Oh, no, he won't—not if it's talking poetry. Father never talks
poetry. What makes you talk it so much, Susan? Nobody else does."


Susan laughed good-humoredly.


"Lan' sakes, child, I don't know, only I jest can't help it. Why,
everything inside of me jest swings along to a regular tune—kind of
keeps time, like. It's always been so. Why, Keithie, boy, it's been my
joy—There, you see—jest like that! I didn't know that was comin'. It
jest—jest came. That's all. I can make a rhyme 'most any time. Oh, of
course, most generally, when I write real poems, I have to sit down
with a pencil an' paper, an' write 'em out. It's only the spontaneous
combustion kind that comes all in a minute, without predisposed
thinkin'. Now, run along to your pa, child. He wants you. He's been
frettin' the last hour for you, jest because he didn't know exactly
where you was. Goodness me! I only hope I'll never have to live with
him if anything happens to you."


The boy had crossed the room; but with his hand on the door knob he
turned sharply.


"W-what do you mean by that?"


Susan Betts gave a despairing gesture.


"Lan' sakes, child, how you do hold a body up! I meant what I said—
that I didn't want the job of livin' with your pa if anything happened
to you. You know as well as I do that he thinks you're the very axle
for the earth to whirl 'round on. But, there, I don't know as I
wonder—jest you left, so!"


The boy abandoned his position at the door, and came close to Susan


Betts's side.




"That's what I've always wanted to know. Other boys have brothers and
sisters and—a mother. But I can't ever remember anybody only dad.
Wasn't there ever any one else?"


Susan Betts drew a long sigh.


"There were two brothers, but they died before you was born. Then
there was—your mother."


"But I never—knew her?"


"No, child. When they opened the door of Heaven to let you out she
slipped in, poor lamb. An' then you was all your father had left. So
of course he dotes on you. Goodness me, there ain't no end to the fine
things he's goin' ter have you be when you grow up."


"Yes, I know." The boy caught his breath convulsively and turned away.


"I guess I'll go—to dad."




At the end of the hall upstairs was the studio. Dad would probably be
there. Keith knew that. Dad was always there, when he wasn't sleeping
or eating, or out tramping through the woods. He would be sitting
before the easel now "puttering" over a picture, as Susan called it.
Susan said he was a very "insufficient, uncapacious" man—but that was
when she was angry or tried with him. She never let any one else say
such things about him.


Still, dad WAS very different from other dads. Keith had to
acknowledge that—to himself. Other boys' dads had offices and stores
and shops and factories where they worked, or else they were doctors
or ministers; and there was always money to get things with—things
that boys needed; shoes and stockings and new clothes, and candy and
baseball bats and kites and jack-knives.


Dad didn't have anything but a studio, and there never seemed to be
much money. What there was, was an "annual," Susan said, whatever that
was. Anyway, whatever it was, it was too small, and not nearly large
enough to cover expenses. Susan had an awful time to get enough to buy
their food with sometimes. She was always telling dad that she'd GOT
to have a little to buy eggs or butter or meat with.


And there were her wages—dad was always behind on those. And when the
bills came in at the first of the month, it was always awful then: dad
worried and frowning and unhappy and apologetic and explaining; Susan
cross and half-crying. Strange men, not overpleasant-looking, ringing
the doorbell peremptorily. And never a place at all where a boy might
feel comfortable to stay. Dad was always talking then, especially, how
he was sure he was going to sell THIS picture. But he never sold it.
At least, Keith never knew him to. And after a while he would begin a
new picture, and be SURE he was going to sell THAT.


But not only was dad different from other boys' dads, but the house
was different. First it was very old, and full of very old furniture
and dishes. Then blinds and windows and locks and doors were always
getting out of order; and they were apt to remain so, for there was
never any money to fix things with. There was also a mortgage on the
house. That is, Susan said there was; and by the way she said it, it
would seem to be something not at all attractive or desirable. Just
what a mortgage was, Keith did not exactly understand; but, for that
matter, quite probably Susan herself did not. Susan always liked to
use big words, and some of them she did not always know the meaning
of, dad said.


To-day, in the hallway, Keith stood a hesitant minute before his
father's door. Then slowly he pushed it open.


"Did you want me, dad?" he asked.


The man at the easel sprang to his feet. He was a tall, slender man,
with finely cut features and a pointed, blond beard. Susan had once
described him as "an awfully nice man to take care of, but not worth a
cent when it comes to takin' care of you." Yet there was every
evidence of loving protection in the arm he threw around his boy just
now.


"Want you? I always want you!" he cried affectionately. "Look! Do you
remember that moss we brought home yesterday? Well, I've got its twin
now." Triumphantly he pointed to the lower left-hand corner of the
picture on the easel, where was a carefully blended mass of greens and
browns.


"Oh, yes, why, so't is." (Keith had long since learned to see in his
father's pictures what his father saw.) "Say, dad, I wish't you'd tell
me about—my little brothers. Won't you, please?"


"And, Keith, look—do you recognize that little path? It's the one we
saw yesterday. I'm going to call this picture 'The Woodland Path'—and
I think it's going to be about the very best thing I ever did."


Keith was not surprised that his question had been turned aside:
questions that his father did not like to answer were always turned
aside. Usually Keith submitted with what grace he could muster; but
to-day he was in a persistent mood that would not be denied.


"Dad, WHY won't you tell me about my brothers? Please, what were their
names, and how old were they, and why did they die?"


[Illustration: "Want you? I always want you!"]


"God knows why they died—I don't!" The man's arm about the boy's
shoulder tightened convulsively.


"But how old were they?"


"Ned was seven and Jerry was four, and they were the light of my eyes,
and—But why do you make me tell you? Isn't it enough, Keith, that
they went, one after the other, not two days apart? And then the sun
went out and left the world gray and cold and cheerless, for the next
day—your mother went."


"And how about me, dad?"


The man did not seem to have heard. Still with his arm about the boy's
shoulder, he had dropped back into the seat before the easel. His eyes
now were somberly fixed out the window.


"Wasn't I—anywhere, dad?"


With a start the man turned. His arm tightened again. His eyes grew
moist and very tender.


"Anywhere? You're everywhere now, my boy. I'm afraid, at the first,
the very first, I didn't like to see you very well, perhaps because
you were ALL there was left. Then, little by little, I found you were
looking at me with your mother's eyes, and touching me with the
fingers of Ned and Jerry. And now—why, boy, you're everything. You're
Ned and Jerry and your mother all in one, my boy, my boy!"


Keith stirred restlessly. A horrible tightness came to his throat, yet
there was a big lump that must be swallowed.


"Er—that—that Woodland Path picture is going to be great, dad,
great!" he said then, in a very loud, though slightly husky, voice.
"Come on, let's—-"


From the hall Susan's voice interrupted, chanting in a high-pitched
singsong:


     "Dinner's ready, dinner's ready,


      Hurry up, or you'll be late,


      Then you'll sure be cross and heady


      If there's nothin' left to ate."




Keith gave a relieved whoop and bounded toward the door. Never had
Susan's "dinner-bell" been a more welcome sound. Surely, at dinner,
his throat would have to loosen up, and that lump could then be
swallowed.


More slowly Keith's father rose from his chair.


"How impossible Susan is," he sighed. "I believe she grows worse every
day. Still I suppose I ought to be thankful she's good-natured—which
that absurd doggerel of hers proves that she is. However, I should
like to put a stop to it. I declare, I believe I will put a stop to
it, too! I'm going to insist on her announcing her meals in a proper
manner. Oh, Susan," he began resolutely, as he flung open the dining-
room door.


"Well, sir?" Susan stood at attention, her arms akimbo.


"Susan, I—I insist—that is, I wish—-"


"You was sayin'—" she reminded him coldly, as he came to a helpless
pause.


"Yes. That is, I was saying—" His eyes wavered and fell to the table.


"Oh, hash—red-flannel hash! That's fine, Susan!"




But Susan was not to be cajoled. Her eyes still regarded him coldly.


"Yes, sir, hash. We most generally does have beet hash after b'iled
dinner, sir. You was sayin'?"


"Nothing, Susan, nothing. I—I've changed my mind," murmured the man
hastily, pulling out his chair. "Well, Keith, will you have some of
Susan's nice hash?"


"Yes, sir," said Keith.


Susan said nothing. But was there a quiet smile on her lips as she
left the room? If so, neither the man nor the boy seemed to notice it.


As for the very obvious change of attitude on the part of the man—
Keith had witnessed a like phenomenon altogether too often to give it
a second thought. And as for the doggerel that had brought about the
situation—that, also, was too familiar to cause comment.


It had been years since Susan first called them to dinner with her
"poem"; but Keith could remember just how pleased she had been, and
how gayly she had repeated it over and over, so as not to forget it.


"Oh, of course I know that 'ate' ain't good etiquette in that place,"
she had admitted at the time. "It should be 'eat.' But 'eat' don't
rhyme, an' 'ate' does. So I'm goin' to use it. An' I can, anyhow. It's
poem license; an' that'll let you do anything."


Since then she had used the verse for every meal—except when she was
out of temper—and by substituting breakfast or supper for dinner, she
had a call that was conveniently universal.


The fact that she used it ONLY when she was good-natured constituted
an unfailing barometer of the atmospheric condition of the kitchen,
and was really, in a way, no small convenience—especially for little
boys in quest of cookies or bread-and-jam. As for the master of the
house—this was not the first time he had threatened an energetic
warfare against that "absurd doggerel" (which he had cordially
abhorred from the very first); neither would it probably be the last
time that Susan's calm "Well, sir?" should send him into ignominious
defeat before the battle was even begun. And, really, after all was
said and done, there was still that one unfailing refuge for his
discomforted recollection: he could be thankful, when he heard it,
that she was good-natured; and with Susan that was no small thing to
be thankful for, as everybody knew—who knew Susan.


To-day, therefore, the defeat was not so bitter as to take all the
sweetness out of the "red-flannel" hash, and the frown on Daniel
Burton's face was quite gone when Susan brought in the dessert. Nor
did it return that night, even when Susan's shrill voice caroled
through the hall:


     "Supper's ready, supper's ready,


      Hurry up, or you'll be late,


      Then you'll sure be cross and heady


      If there's nothin' left to ate."




CHAPTER III


FOR JERRY AND NED


It was Susan Betts who discovered that Keith was not reading so much
that summer.


"An' him with his nose always in a book before," as she said one day
to Mrs. McGuire. "An' he don't act natural, somehow, neither, ter my
way of thinkin'. Have YOU noticed anything?"


"Why, no, I don't know as I have," answered Mrs. McGuire from the
other side of the fence, "except that he's always traipsin' off to the
woods with his father. But then, he's always done that, more or less."


"Indeed he has! But always before he's lugged along a book, sometimes
two; an' now—why he hain't even read the book his father give him on
his birthday. I know, 'cause I asked him one day what 't was about,
an' he said he didn't know; he hadn't read it."


"Deary me, Susan! Well, what if he hadn't? I shouldn't fret about
that. My gracious, Susan, if you had four children same as I have,
instead of one, I guess you wouldn't do no worryin' jest because a boy
didn't read a book. Though, as for my John, he—-"


Susan lifted her chin.


"I wasn't talkin' about your children, Mis' McGuire," she interrupted.
"An' I reckon nobody'd do no worryin' if they didn't read. But Master
Keith is a different supposition entirely. He's very intelligible,
Master Keith is, and so is his father before him. Books is food to
them—real food. Hain't you ever heard of folks devourin' books? Well,
they do it. Of course I don't mean literaryly, but metaphysically."


"Oh, land o' love, Susan Betts!" cried Mrs. McGuire, throwing up both
hands and turning away scornfully. "Of course, when you get to talkin'
like that, NOBODY can say anything to you! However in the world that
poor Mr. Burton puts up with you, I don't see. I wouldn't—not a
day—not a single day!" And by way of emphasis she entered her house
and shut the door with a slam.


Susan Betts, left alone, shrugged her shoulders disdainfully.


"Well, 'nobody asked you, sir, she said,'" she quoted, under her
breath, and slammed her door, also, by way of emphasis.


Yet both Susan and Mrs. McGuire knew very well that the next day would
find them again in the usual friendly intercourse over the back-yard
fence.


Susan Betts was a neighbor's daughter. She had lived all her life in
the town, and she knew everybody. Just because she happened to work in
Daniel Burton's kitchen was no reason, to her mind, why she should not
be allowed to express her opinion freely on all occasions, and on all
subjects, and to all persons. Such being her conviction she conducted
herself accordingly. And Susan always lived up to her convictions.


In the kitchen to-day she found Keith.


"Oh, I say, Susan, I was looking for you. Dad wants you."


"What for?"


"I don't know; but I GUESS it's because he wants to have something
besides beans and codfish and fish-hash to eat. Anyhow, he SAID he was
going to speak to you about it."


Susan stiffened into inexorable sternness.


"So he's goin' ter speak ter me, is he? Well, 't will be mighty little
good that'll do, as he ought to know very well. Beefsteaks an' roast
fowls cost money. Has he got the money for me?"


Without waiting for an answer to her question, she strode through the
door leading to the dining-room and shut it crisply behind her.


The boy did not follow her. Alone, in the kitchen he drummed idly on
the window-pane, watching the first few drops of a shower that had
been darkening the sky for an hour past.


After a minute he turned slowly and gazed with listless eyes about the
kitchen. On the table lay a folded newspaper. After a moment's
hesitation he crossed the room toward it. He had the air of one
impelled by some inner force against his will.


He picked the paper up, but did not at once look at it. In fact, he
looked anywhere but at it. Then, with a sudden jerk, he faced it.
Shivering a little he held it nearer, then farther away, then nearer
again. Then, with an inarticulate little cry he dropped the paper and
hurried from the room.


No one knew better than Keith himself that he was not reading much
this summer. Not that he put it into words, but he had a feeling that
so long as he was not SEEING how blurred the printed words were, he
would not be sure that they were blurred. Yet he knew that always,
whenever he saw a book or paper, his fingers fairly tingled to pick it
up—and make sure. Most of the time, however, Keith tried not to
notice the books and papers. Systematically he tried to forget that
there were books and papers—and he tried to forget the Great Terror.


Sometimes he persuaded himself that he was doing this. He contrived to
keep himself very busy that summer. Almost every day, when it did not
rain, he was off for a long walk with his father in the woods. His
father liked to walk in the woods. Keith never had to urge him to do
that. And what good times they had!—except that Keith did wish that
his father would not talk quite so much about what great things he,
Keith, was going to do when he should have become a man—and a great
artist.


One day he ventured to remonstrate.


"But, dad, maybe I—I shan't be a great artist at all. Maybe I shan't
be even a little one. Maybe I shall be just a—a man."


Keith never forgot his father's answer nor his father's anguished face
as he made that answer.


"Keith, I don't ever want you to let me hear you say that again. I
want you to KNOW that you're going to succeed. And you will succeed.
God will not be so cruel as to deny me that. I have failed. You
needn't shake your head, boy, and say 'Oh, dad!' like that. I know
perfectly well what I'm talking about. I HAVE FAILED—-though it is
not often that I'll admit it, even to myself. But when I heard you say
to-day—-


"Keith, listen to me. You've got to succeed. You've got to succeed not
only for yourself, but for Jerry and Ned, and for—me. All my hopes
for Jerry and Ned and for—myself are in you, boy. That's why, in all
our walks together, and at home in the studio, I'm trying to teach you
something that you will want to know by and by."


Keith never remonstrated with his father after that. He felt worse
than ever now when his father talked of what great things he was going
to do; but he knew that remonstrances would do no good, but rather
harm; and he did not want to hear his father talk again as he had
talked that day, about Jerry and Ned and himself. As if it were not
bad enough, under the best of conditions, to have to be great and
famous for one's two dead brothers and one's father; while if one were
blind—-


But Keith refused to think of that. He tried very hard, also, to
absorb everything that his father endeavored to teach him. He listened
and watched and said "yes, sir," and he did his best to make the
chalks and charcoal that were put into his hands follow the copy set
for him.


To be sure, in this last undertaking, his efforts were not always
successful. The lines wavered and blurred and were far from clear.
Still, they were not half so bad as the print in books; and if it
should not get any worse—Besides, had he not always loved to draw
cats and dogs and faces ever since he could hold a pencil?


And so, with some measure of hope as to the results, he was setting
himself to be that great and famous artist that his father said he
must be.


But it was not all work for Keith these summer days. There were games
and picnics and berry expeditions with the boys and girls, all of
which he hailed with delight—one did not have to read, or even study
wavering lines and figures, on picnics or berrying expeditions! And
that WAS a relief. To be sure, there was nearly always Mazie, and if
there was Mazie, there was bound to be Dorothy. And Dorothy had said—
Some way he could never see Dorothy without remembering what she did
say on that day he had come home from Uncle Joe Harrington's.


Not that he exactly blamed her, either. For was not he himself acting
as if he felt the same way and did not like to look at blind persons?
Else why did he so persistently keep away from Uncle Joe now? Not
once, since that first day, had he been up to see the poor old blind
man. And before—why, before he used to go several times a week.


CHAPTER IV


SCHOOL


And so the summer passed, and September came. And September brought a
new problem—school. And school meant books.


Two days before school began Keith sought Susan Betts in the kitchen.


"Say, Susan, that was awfully good johnny-cake we had this morning."


Susan picked up another plate to dry and turned toward her visitor.
Her face was sternly grave, though there was something very like a
twinkle in her eye.


"There ain't no cookies, if that's what you're wantin'," she said.


"Aw, Susan, I never said a word about cookies."


"Then what is it you want? It's plain to be seen there's something, I
ween."


"My, how easy you do make rhymes, Susan. What's that 'I ween' mean?"


"Now, Keith Burton, this beatin' the bush like this don't do one mite
of good. You might jest as well out with it first as last. Now, what
is it you want?"


Keith drew a long sigh.


"Well, Susan, there IS something—a little something—only I meant
what I said about the johnny-cake and the rhymes; truly, I did."


"Well?" Susan was smiling faintly.


"Susan, you know you can make dad do anything."


Susan began to stiffen, and Keith hastened to disarm her.


"No, no, truly! This is the part I want. You CAN make dad do anything;
and I want you to do it for me."


"Do what?"


"Make him let me off from school any more."


"Let you off from school!" In her stupefied amazement Susan actually
forgot to pick up another plate from the dishpan.


"Yes. Tell him I'm sick, or 't isn't good for me. And truly, 't isn't
good for me. And truly, I am quite a little sick, Susan. I don't feel
well a bit. There's a kind of sinking feeling in my stomach, and—-"


But Susan had found her wits and her tongue by this time, and she gave
free rein to her wrath.


"Let you off from school, indeed! Why, Keith Burton, I'm ashamed of
you—an' you that I've always boasted of! What do you want to do—grow
up a perfect ignominious?"


Keith drew back resentfully, and uptilted his chin.


"No, Susan Betts, I'm not wanting to be a—a ignominious, and I don't
intend to be one, either. I'm going to be an artist—a great big
famous artist, and I don't NEED school for that. How are
multiplication tables and history and grammar going to help me paint
big pictures? That's what I want to know. But I'm afraid that dad—
Say, WON'T you tell dad that I don't NEED books any more, and—-"But
he stopped short, so extraordinary was the expression that had come to
Susan Betts's face. If it were possible to think of Susan Betts as
crying, he should think she was going to cry now.


"Need books? Why, child, there ain't nobody but what needs books. An'
I guess I know! What do you suppose I wouldn't give now if I could 'a'
had books an' book-learnin' when I was young? I could 'a' writ real
poetry then that would sell. I could 'a' spoke out an' said things
that are in my soul, an' that I CAN'T say now, 'cause I don't know the
words that—that will impress what I mean. Now, look a-here, Keith
Burton, you're young. You've got a chance. Do you see to it that you
make good. An' it's books that will help you do it."


"But books won't help me paint, Susan."


"They will, too. Books will help you do anything."


"Then you won't ask dad?"


"Indeed, I won't."


"But I don't see how books—-" With a long sigh Keith turned away.

