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    A single false instrument of trust can expose how fragile reputation, justice, and human connection become when money and power begin to speak louder than truth.

The Forged Note occupies an important place in the career of Oscar Micheaux, a pioneering African American novelist and filmmaker whose work repeatedly confronted the social realities of race, class, ambition, and moral choice in the United States. Although Micheaux is often remembered first for his groundbreaking achievements in cinema, his fiction is essential to understanding the full range of his artistic vision. This novel stands as part of that broader literary project: a serious engagement with modern American life, presented through narrative conflict that is at once personal and social, intimate and public.

Micheaux wrote during the early twentieth century, a period marked by segregation, migration, economic uncertainty, and intense debates over opportunity and citizenship. His novels emerged from a world in which legal structures, social customs, and financial pressures shaped every aspect of individual destiny. In that context, The Forged Note draws its energy from a premise immediately rich with tension: the circulation of a falsified financial document and the consequences that follow from suspicion, accusation, and the unequal distribution of credibility. From the outset, the novel places questions of trust and guilt within a wider social frame.

What gives the book lasting interest is not simply its plot device but Micheaux’s determination to treat forgery as more than a criminal act. In his hands, the forged note becomes a way of examining how institutions and communities decide whom to believe, whom to protect, and whom to sacrifice. The novel therefore belongs to a tradition of American fiction that uses a concrete incident to reveal larger moral and social arrangements. Micheaux’s storytelling links financial danger to emotional strain, legal peril to social prejudice, and private motives to public judgment, creating a narrative whose concerns reach well beyond its immediate events.

Its classic status rests in part on Micheaux’s place in American cultural history. As one of the most significant independent Black artists of his era, he produced fiction and films that challenged exclusion from mainstream publishing and entertainment. His books are indispensable records of Black intellectual and artistic self-representation at a time when such representation was routinely distorted or suppressed. The Forged Note participates in that achievement by presenting characters and conflicts shaped by the lived conditions of the period, while refusing to reduce them to stereotype. That seriousness of purpose has helped preserve Micheaux’s literary importance across generations.

The novel also endures because its themes remain recognizably modern. Questions about evidence, financial vulnerability, public reputation, and the social cost of accusation continue to resonate. Micheaux understands that a charge, once made, can alter lives before facts are fully known, and that legal or economic forms often conceal deeply human dramas beneath their formal surfaces. Such insights give the book an emotional and intellectual durability that extends beyond its original moment. Readers encounter not a relic of a vanished world but a work alert to patterns of fear, desire, and injustice that persist across time.

For later writers and artists, Micheaux’s importance lies less in any single stylistic school than in the example he set: he claimed the authority to narrate Black experience in ambitious, socially engaged forms. His willingness to address contested subjects directly helped broaden the possibilities of African American storytelling in print and on screen. The Forged Note should be read within that larger legacy. It demonstrates how Micheaux used fiction to scrutinize systems of judgment while maintaining narrative momentum, and how he treated ordinary social transactions as sites where larger historical forces reveal themselves with unsettling clarity.

Readers approaching the novel today may be struck by the way Micheaux balances immediacy with social observation. The premise is accessible and dramatic, yet the book’s underlying concerns are structural: who has access to trust, how economic dependency shapes decision-making, and why certain people are more exposed to suspicion than others. This tension between suspense and analysis is central to Micheaux’s art. He does not isolate character from circumstance; instead, he shows how personalities develop under pressure from institutions, expectations, and unequal social power. That fusion gives the narrative both urgency and depth.

Any introduction to The Forged Note should also recognize the breadth of Micheaux’s career. Born in 1884, he became one of the most prominent Black creative figures of the first half of the twentieth century, publishing novels as well as producing and directing films. His body of work repeatedly explored mobility, aspiration, rural and urban life, and the ethical strains produced by social hierarchy. This book belongs to that sustained inquiry. Even without disclosing its later developments, one can see from its opening situation how naturally it fits Micheaux’s ongoing interest in the collisions among money, status, desire, and moral responsibility.

The book’s literary impact is strengthened by the way it invites multiple modes of reading. It can be approached as a work of social fiction, as a study of credibility and deception, and as part of the expanding archive of African American modern literature. It also rewards attention as a historical document, revealing how narrative fiction registered the pressures of its time without surrendering its commitment to drama. Micheaux’s prose and plotting are directed toward exposure: not merely of an offense, but of the social assumptions that make some offenses legible and others invisible. That critical dimension deepens its claim to classic significance.

To call The Forged Note a classic is therefore to acknowledge more than age or rarity. It is to recognize a work that continues to illuminate the moral entanglements of modern life while bearing the imprint of a major American artist. Micheaux’s achievement lies in showing that financial instruments, legal categories, and social labels are never merely technical matters; they are bound up with dignity, fear, and unequal power. Because he grasped that connection so clearly, the novel remains instructive as well as compelling, preserving a historical moment while speaking beyond it with remarkable force.

In the present, when debates over fraud, credibility, systemic bias, and public judgment remain urgent, The Forged Note retains its relevance and appeal. Its central conflict still feels immediate because the structures surrounding that conflict have not disappeared. Micheaux’s vision reminds readers that truth does not circulate in a vacuum; it moves through institutions and communities shaped by power. That insight, joined to the novel’s dramatic premise and its place within the career of a foundational Black American author, explains why the book still matters. It endures as both a literary artifact and a living challenge to readers.
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    Oscar Micheaux’s The Forged Note is an early twentieth-century novel that blends melodrama, social observation, and moral conflict in a story centered on ambition, deception, and vulnerability within unequal social conditions. The narrative follows characters whose lives become entangled through money, reputation, and personal desire, using a forged financial instrument as the catalyst for wider consequences. Micheaux frames these events within a world shaped by class pressure, racial hierarchy, and the search for self-advancement. From the outset, the novel presents private choices as inseparable from public judgment, setting up a sequence in which individual actions expose larger social tensions.

The story develops by introducing a protagonist whose aspirations are linked to economic mobility and personal standing. Micheaux places this figure in an environment where opportunity appears possible but remains unstable, and where trust can be manipulated for gain. Early situations establish the importance of appearances, social performance, and access to resources, all of which determine how people are valued and how quickly they can be discredited. As relationships form and obligations deepen, the forged note emerges not simply as a criminal device but as a sign of broader precarity, testing whether integrity can survive under pressure from desire, need, and unequal power.

As the plot advances, Micheaux broadens the social field around the central conflict. Family ties, courtship, and business dealings intersect, making the note’s implications ripple outward beyond the immediate parties involved. Characters are judged not only by what they do but by how others interpret their motives, and this gap between action and perception becomes one of the novel’s governing concerns. The atmosphere of suspicion grows gradually, with Micheaux showing how fragile respectability can be when financial uncertainty enters private life. In this way, the narrative sustains tension through social exposure rather than through spectacle alone.

A key feature of the novel is Micheaux’s attention to the emotional and ethical pressures produced by economic dependence. Characters are drawn into difficult positions where affection, loyalty, and self-interest are hard to separate, and where the desire for advancement can invite compromise. The forged note intensifies these strains by turning ordinary exchanges into matters of risk and interpretation. Micheaux does not reduce the conflict to simple villainy or innocence; instead, he shows how constrained circumstances and social ambition can distort judgment. This approach gives the narrative a critical edge while preserving its momentum as a work of popular fiction.

The middle sections of the book deepen the interpersonal stakes by showing how the note affects reputation and trust across multiple relationships. Romantic expectation, social envy, and financial anxiety begin to overlap, making each new development carry both practical and emotional weight. Micheaux is especially attentive to the costs borne by those with less power to defend themselves against rumor or exploitation. The novel’s pacing relies on these accumulating pressures, as misunderstandings and strategic silences complicate efforts to restore clarity. Without disclosing later revelations, it is enough to note that the note functions as a focal point for wider anxieties about vulnerability and credibility.

Micheaux’s treatment of race and social hierarchy forms an essential part of the novel’s meaning, even as the immediate plot turns on forgery and personal conflict. He writes in a period when Black striving, respectability, and economic self-determination were subject to persistent scrutiny and structural limitation. Within that context, the narrative asks how people can secure dignity and stability when legal and financial systems are not experienced as neutral. The forged note therefore carries symbolic force beyond its plot function, drawing attention to the ways institutions can magnify danger for those already exposed to prejudice, exclusion, or unequal access to protection.

Another important dimension of the novel is its interest in gendered expectation. Women in the story are often required to navigate dependency, reputation, and limited room for error, while men are measured by their capacity to provide, command trust, or manipulate social arrangements. Micheaux explores how these roles shape behavior and intensify conflict, particularly when money and desire converge. The resulting drama is not merely interpersonal; it also reflects the codes of respectability and moral surveillance operating in the world the novel depicts. This gives the story a layered quality, as private dilemmas continually reveal public structures of control and evaluation.

In narrative terms, The Forged Note moves through mounting complications rather than abrupt spectacle, building suspense from the uncertainty of motives and the consequences of compromised trust. Micheaux keeps the reader’s attention on what can be known, what remains concealed, and how quickly lives can be redirected by a single fraudulent act. The story’s power lies in the accumulation of pressures around legitimacy, belonging, and survival. Even when the action centers on particular individuals, the novel suggests a wider pattern in which economic instability and social judgment create conditions ripe for betrayal, misunderstanding, and moral testing.

Taken as a whole, The Forged Note exemplifies Micheaux’s broader literary concerns with self-making, social exposure, and the uneven terrain of opportunity in American life. Without relying on a simple moral formula, the novel examines how ambition and insecurity interact under conditions structured by race, class, and gender. Its enduring significance lies in the way it uses a compact plot device to illuminate larger questions about trust, accountability, and the fragility of status. Read today, the book remains notable as an early African American novel that joins suspenseful storytelling to a sustained critique of the social forces shaping personal fate.
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    Oscar Micheaux's The Forged Note belongs to the world of the early twentieth-century United States, especially the Great Plains and Midwest where Micheaux lived and worked. The narrative emerges from a society shaped by segregation, expanding commercial agriculture, small-town courts and banks, and the unequal application of law. In these regions, land ownership, credit, and reputation carried enormous weight in everyday life. Black mobility after Reconstruction opened new possibilities, yet those possibilities were constrained by racial prejudice embedded in institutions that appeared neutral. Micheaux's fiction repeatedly places Black characters within these systems, showing how economic aspiration and legal vulnerability were inseparable in the period.

Micheaux was born in 1884 in Illinois to formerly enslaved parents and came of age during the nadir of American race relations. After Reconstruction ended in 1877, white supremacy was reinforced through disfranchisement, segregation, racial violence, and discriminatory labor practices across much of the country. Although the harshest Jim Crow statutes are most associated with the South, racial exclusion also shaped life in northern and western states through custom, housing discrimination, employment barriers, and informal policing. Micheaux's work reflects this national reality rather than a purely regional one. His characters often seek independence through work and property, but they do so within a country structured to keep Black citizens economically and politically insecure.

A key setting behind Micheaux's early writing is the homesteading frontier of South Dakota in the first decades of the 1900s. Micheaux himself farmed near Gregory, South Dakota, after working as a Pullman porter. By this time the classic era of federal homesteading had matured, and many settlers still pursued land as a path to autonomy. For Black Americans, western settlement held a special appeal because it seemed to offer distance from southern oppression and a measure of self-determination. Yet access to land did not erase racism, debt, weather risk, or market instability. The Forged Note draws on a world in which farming, land titles, and local finance could determine a person's future.

The title's emphasis on a note points directly to the importance of credit in rural and small-town America. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, promissory notes, mortgages, and personal loans were basic tools of farm and business life. Farmers often borrowed for seed, equipment, livestock, or land payments, and their fortunes depended on harvests, commodity prices, and lenders' terms. Such documents could bind a person to years of obligation. Because literacy, legal knowledge, and social standing affected how contracts were understood and enforced, financial paper was not merely technical; it was a site of power. Micheaux's focus on a forged note therefore speaks to broad anxieties about fraud, indebtedness, and unequal justice.

The economic structure of the period also helps explain the tensions Micheaux dramatizes. American agriculture in the 1900s and 1910s was increasingly tied to national markets, railroad shipping, and fluctuating prices. Rural communities depended on grain elevators, merchants, banks, and local notables who often controlled access to information and credit. Success required not only hard labor but also favorable market conditions and trustworthy intermediaries. For Black farmers and entrepreneurs, these pressures were intensified by racial discrimination in lending and in business relationships. Micheaux's fiction repeatedly examines the promise of self-help and enterprise while exposing how easily economic independence could be undermined by prejudice or deceit.

The legal culture of the era is another important context. Small-town courts, sheriffs, and prosecutors were central to maintaining order, but legal institutions often reflected local hierarchies rather than abstract fairness. In the United States around the turn of the century, Black defendants and debtors frequently faced suspicion, harsher treatment, and reduced credibility before white authorities. Fraud accusations, property disputes, and contractual conflicts could therefore become racialized very quickly. Micheaux's attention to legal and financial conflict echoes this reality. His work suggests that official documents and court procedures, while presented as impartial, operated within communities where race heavily influenced who was believed, who was protected, and who was exposed to punishment.

Micheaux wrote during a period when Booker T. Washington's program of economic self-help and vocational uplift remained highly influential in Black public life. Washington emphasized thrift, property, labor, and gradual advancement, ideas that resonated strongly with Micheaux's own admiration for perseverance and enterprise. At the same time, the limits of this philosophy became increasingly visible as discrimination blocked advancement even for the industrious and educated. The Forged Note fits within this debate by portraying ambition and discipline as necessary but not sufficient. The very systems through which one sought respectability, such as contracts, lending, and courts, could become instruments of exploitation when racial power remained unchanged.

The years around Micheaux's early novels also saw the rise of more direct protest against racial injustice, represented by figures such as W. E. B. Du Bois and organizations including the NAACP, founded in 1909. Public campaigns against lynching, disfranchisement, and segregation challenged the idea that Black advancement could rely on accommodation alone. Micheaux did not simply reproduce one side of these debates, but his work engages the same national questions: whether moral character and economic success could secure equal treatment, and what happened when they did not. By placing Black protagonists in conflicts over money, law, and status, he dramatized the structural barriers that protest movements were bringing into sharper public view.

Racial violence forms an unavoidable background to Micheaux's era, even when a specific narrative centers on financial crime rather than mob violence. Between the 1880s and the 1930s, lynching and other forms of terror were used to police Black movement, labor, and perceived challenges to white authority. Such violence did not require a criminal act; allegation alone could be enough. This broader climate made any accusation against a Black person especially dangerous. In a story concerned with forgery, debt, and blame, that history matters because legal suspicion was never merely legal. Micheaux's work reflects a society in which race could turn ordinary disputes into tests of safety, dignity, and survival.

Migration is another major historical force connected to Micheaux's writing. Before the better-known Great Migration to northern cities accelerated during World War I, Black Americans were already moving within the Midwest and West in search of land, jobs, and relief from entrenched oppression. Micheaux's own path from Illinois to railroad work and then to South Dakota farming exemplifies this mobility. Migration promised reinvention, but it also placed newcomers in unfamiliar communities where they lacked established networks and protection. The Forged Note belongs to that world of movement and uncertainty, where a person's future could depend on navigating strangers, local reputations, and institutions designed without Black equality in mind.

Gender norms of the period also shaped Micheaux's fiction. Early twentieth-century Black communities, like American society more broadly, were organized by strong expectations about marriage, sexual respectability, domestic labor, and male breadwinning. Women often carried heavy responsibilities in household economies while also facing distinctive vulnerabilities to exploitation and public judgment. Micheaux's novels frequently connect romantic or domestic plots to questions of class, property, and moral standing. That linkage reflects a historical moment when family reputation and economic credit were deeply intertwined. In such a context, a forged financial instrument could threaten not only livelihood but also social respectability, courtship prospects, and a household's place within the community.

Print culture and self-publication are central to understanding Micheaux's historical position. Before becoming famous as an independent filmmaker, Micheaux established himself through novels that he published and sold largely outside mainstream white-controlled publishing networks. Black authors in the early twentieth century often faced limited access to major publishers, restrictive marketing, and paternalistic expectations about what Black writing should be. Micheaux's entrepreneurial approach to books mirrored the self-reliance celebrated in his fiction, but it also arose from exclusion. The Forged Note should therefore be read not only as a story from its era but also as a product of Black independent cultural production during a time of constrained institutional access.

Technological change influenced the social world Micheaux depicted. Railroads linked remote towns to national markets and helped make itinerant work, land speculation, and long-distance commerce possible. The spread of postal services, newspapers, and printed forms increased the circulation of information and financial paperwork. At the same time, these tools expanded opportunities for fraud, misunderstanding, and impersonation. In rural settings, where personal trust and written proof often had to coexist, a signature or note could carry enormous consequences. Micheaux's attention to documentary evidence reflects a modernizing society in which paper trails, transportation networks, and commercial speed transformed both opportunity and risk for ordinary people.

The period surrounding World War I sharpened many of the contradictions already present in Micheaux's world. Wartime production, labor shortages, and migration altered Black economic opportunities, yet white backlash, race riots, and renewed efforts to enforce segregation showed how fragile those gains were. Although not every Micheaux text is directly about wartime politics, his work belongs to this broader transition from an agrarian, frontier-inflected world to a more urban and nationally connected Black experience. The tensions over labor, money, and status in The Forged Note resonate with that shift. Economic aspiration appeared more attainable than before, but so did the mechanisms of surveillance, exclusion, and racialized accusation.

Micheaux's realism also needs to be understood against the backdrop of debates over representation in Black art. In the 1910s and 1920s, writers and intellectuals argued about whether Black literature should emphasize uplift, protest, middle-class respectability, folk life, or unsparing social truth. Micheaux often chose morally complex plots involving fraud, desire, color prejudice, and class striving, which made his work controversial to some contemporaries. Yet those choices were historically grounded. By exploring wrongdoing and vulnerability within Black and interracial settings, he refused idealization and instead depicted the pressures produced by racism and capitalism. The Forged Note's premise fits this commitment to showing how social conditions distort aspiration and ethical choice.

Class divisions within Black America are another relevant context. By the early twentieth century, an expanding Black middle class of teachers, clergy, business owners, and professionals coexisted with laborers, domestic workers, tenant farmers, and migrants facing severe insecurity. Micheaux was attentive to this diversity and to the tensions it produced over education, manners, money, and social status. Financial instruments such as notes and mortgages were markers of entry into the world of property and business, but they also exposed unequal access to protection and expertise. In that sense, The Forged Note reflects not just interracial conflict but also the broader struggle over what economic advancement meant for Black Americans in a stratified society.

Taken together, these contexts show The Forged Note as a mirror and critique of its era. Micheaux situates personal conflict within systems of landholding, credit, law, mobility, and racial hierarchy that defined the United States from the late nineteenth century into the early twentieth. His story world echoes the hopes generated by western settlement, self-help ideology, and entrepreneurial ambition, while also exposing the fragility of those hopes under discriminatory institutions. Without requiring sensational explanation, the novel points to a society where a document could determine reputation, freedom, or ruin. In that way, Micheaux's work records the everyday mechanics of inequality as clearly as it portrays individual striving.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Oscar Micheaux was an American novelist, filmmaker, and independent producer whose career spanned the early twentieth century, a period when Black artists faced severe barriers in publishing and cinema. Born in 1884 and active through the silent and early sound eras, he became one of the most prominent Black cultural entrepreneurs of his time. He is widely regarded as the first major African American feature filmmaker and one of the most prolific directors of race films, movies made for Black audiences under segregation. Across fiction and film, Micheaux explored ambition, migration, color prejudice, religion, violence, and the contested meanings of racial progress in the United States.

Micheaux was born in Illinois and came of age during the decades after Reconstruction, when opportunities for Black Americans expanded unevenly and were constrained by racism and exclusion. Publicly documented accounts describe him as largely self-educated rather than shaped by an extensive formal academic career, and his early adulthood included work that exposed him to different regions and social worlds. He later acquired land and worked as a homesteader in South Dakota, an experience that strongly informed his writing. The practical struggle of western settlement, together with currents of uplift thought and Black self-determination, became central influences on the themes of perseverance and social mobility that recur in his work.

His literary career began in the 1910s with autobiographically inflected fiction rooted in frontier life and Black aspiration. Among his early books, The Conquest and The Homesteader are verifiably attributed to him and helped establish his public identity as a writer. These novels drew on his experiences in the Midwest and Great Plains while presenting characters who pursued economic independence and dignity within a racially stratified society. Micheaux handled his own promotion and distribution with unusual determination, selling books directly and cultivating a readership outside the mainstream publishing system. This entrepreneurial model would later define his move into filmmaking.

Micheaux entered cinema after efforts to adapt The Homesteader led him toward independent production. In 1919 he directed and produced The Homesteader, generally recognized as his first feature film, and soon followed it with Within Our Gates in 1920. That second film remains one of his best-known works because of its direct engagement with racial violence, educational inequality, and competing Black leadership ideals in the aftermath of the First World War. Working outside the white-controlled Hollywood system, Micheaux built a production and distribution network for race films, bringing his movies to theaters that served Black communities and creating a durable, if financially precarious, model of independent Black filmmaking.

Over the next two decades, Micheaux moved fluidly between melodrama, social problem film, crime narrative, romance, and musical entertainment. Verifiably attributed films include Body and Soul, The Symbol of the Unconquered, Murder in Harlem, and God’s Step Children, among many others. His output was notable not only for its scale but also for its willingness to address controversial subjects, including lynching, passing, class division, exploitation within religious institutions, and tensions within Black public life. Critics have long noted that his films could be technically uneven because of limited budgets and rapid production schedules, yet they also recognize their intellectual boldness, narrative energy, and unusual candor.

Micheaux’s public outlook, as reflected in his work, emphasized self-reliance, economic striving, and frank debate within Black communities about leadership, morality, and strategy under segregation. He did not present a single, uniformly reassuring vision of Black life; instead, his stories often stage conflicts among competing ideas of advancement, respectability, and power. This made his work controversial in some quarters, especially when it challenged established institutions or portrayed internal divisions. At the same time, his independence allowed him to place Black characters and Black social experience at the center of his narratives in ways that commercial American cinema rarely permitted during his lifetime.

In his later years, Micheaux continued making films into the 1940s, though changing industry conditions and persistent financial pressures narrowed the space for independent race-film production. He died in 1951, leaving behind a body of work that was only partially preserved but increasingly studied by historians, archivists, and filmmakers. His legacy now extends across both literature and cinema: he is remembered as a pioneering independent artist who insisted on creative control and made Black life visible on screen with unprecedented scope. Contemporary discussions of African American film history, media representation, and independent production regularly return to Micheaux as a foundational figure.
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      TO ONE WHOSE NAME DOES NOT APPEAR


      I am leaving you and Dixie land tomorrow. It is customary perhaps to say, "Dear Old Dixie" but, since I happen to be from that little place off in the northwest, of which I have fondly told you, the Rosebud Country, where I am returning at once, and which is the only place that is dear to me, I could not conscientiously use the other term. Still, I am grateful, and well I should be; for, had I not spent these eighteen months down here, I could never have written this story. No imagination, positively not mine, could have created "Slim", "T. Toddy", "Legs", "John Moore", et al. I really knew them. I haven't even changed their names, since what's the use? They, unless by chance, will never know, for, as I knew them, they never read. Only one of them I am sure ever owned a book. That one did, however, and that I know, for he stole my dictionary before I left the town. Whatever he expected to do with it, is a puzzle to me, but since it was leather-bound, I think he imagined it was a Bible. He was very fond of Bibles, and I recall that was the only thing he read. He is in jail now, so I understand; which is no surprise, since he visited there quite often in the six months I knew him. As to "Legs", I have no word; but since summer time has come, I am sure "Slim" has either gone into "business" or is "preaching." "T. Toddy" was pretty shaky when I saw him last, and I wouldn't be surprised if he were not now in Heaven. And still, with what he threatened to do to me when he was informed that I had written of him in a book, he may be in the other place, who knows! I recall it with a tremor. We were in a restaurant some time after the first threat, but at that time, he appeared to understand that I had written nothing bad concerning him, and we were quite friendly. He told of himself and his travels, relating a trip abroad, to Liverpool and London. In the course of his remarks, he told that he used to run down from Liverpool to London every morning, since it was just over the hill a mile, and could be seen from Liverpool whenever the fog lifted. He advised me a bit remonstratingly, that, since I had written of him in the book, if I had come to him in advance, he would have told me something of himself to put into it that would have interested the world. I suggested that it was not then too late, and that he should make a copy of it. He intimated that it would be worth something and I agreed with him, and told him I would give him fifty cents. He said that would be satisfactory, but he wanted it then in advance. I wouldn't agree to that, but told him that he would have to give me a brief of his life, where and when he was born, if he had been, also where and when he expected to die, etc. first. He got "mad" then and threatened to do something "awful". Took himself outside and opened a knife, the blade of which had been broken, and was then about a half inch long, and told me to come out, whereupon he would show me my heart. As he waited vainly for me, he took on an expression that made him appear the worst man in all the world. I did not, of course go out, and told him so—through the window.


      That was the end of it—and of him, so far as I know. But you can understand by this how near I have been to death in your Dixie Land. When I come back it will not be for "color"; but—well, I guess you know.


      New Orleans, La., August 1, 1915.

      O.M.

    

  


  THE FORGED NOTE

  


  CHARACTERS


  Sydney Wyeth, An Observer, Who had the Courage of His Convictions.


  Mildred Latham, A Girl of Mystery, Whose Fortunes are What We Follow.


  Furgeson and Thurman, Originals, Who Possessed some Wit and Humor.


  B.J. Dickson, An Editor, and a Fighter of the Right Sort.


  V.R. Coleman, (Slim) A Summertime Professor and "Business Man". (?)


  "Legs", a "Crap Shooter", Who Reformed and Became a Hero.


  John Moore, A Character, Who Read the Bible—and did Other Things.


  Miss Palmer, Grasswidow and School Teacher, Who Desired to Remarry.


  Dr. Randall, A Druggist, Who Knew Everybody's Business.


  Wilson Jacobs, A Minister, Who Works for Uplift among Black People.
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He sat at a desk in the small office he had taken. Before him were papers and bills—unpaid—and letters too, he had not opened, while to one side were others he had read, and had typed replies thereto. He had paused in his work, and was gazing stupidly at the litter before him.

His name was Sidney Wyeth, and his home was away off in the great northwest, in a strip of territory known as the Rosebud Country[1]. As we meet him now, however, he is located on the fifth floor of an office building, slightly toward the outskirts of the business district of one of our great American cities. He is by profession an author, which might explain his presence at a desk. It happens, however, that he is not there this time as a weaver of dreams[1q], but attending to matter in connection with the circulation of his work, for he is his own publisher.

At that moment, however, he was nothing, for he was sick. For days he had felt a strange illness. Obviously it had almost reached an acute stage; for, apparently unable to maintain an upright position at the desk, he presently stretched himself face downward.

He might have been in this position an hour, or it might have been only a few minutes; but of a sudden he was brought to a position again erect, with ears alert, since he was sure he had heard a sound without. He strained his ears in silence.

Outside, a soft rain was falling. As he continued to listen, his gaze wandered out over the city below, with its medley of buildings that rose to various heights, and sparkled with electric lights. His gaze, in drifting, presently surveyed the main street of the city, an unusually wide thoroughfare, filled with the accustomed traffic. Beyond lay the harbor, for the city is a great port, and the same was then filled with innumerable vessels from far and near. A huge man-o-war arrested his attention for a while, and then his gaze wandered further. A wind had risen, from the way the water was dashed to spray against the windows. The sound of a clock striking five resounded through the damp air, and echoed in stentorian tones. It was late-winter, but, due perhaps to the overcast skies, twilight was rapidly fading into darkness.

Failing to hear any further sound, he presently resumed his tired position, and a few minutes later was lost in a sickly slumber.

There could be no mistake now! A step sounded in the hallway. It was a light step, but firm and brisk and forward. It was unmistakably that of a young woman. Onward it came in the direction of his small office. There was a brief pause when the footsteps reached the door, and then a knock, but without response from within. Presently the door was pushed open, and the intruder entered the room lightly. Still, Sidney Wyeth, unconscious of the presence of his visitor, did not move or speak.

The stranger paused hesitatingly, when once inside, and observed him closely, where he sat with his face buried in his arms.

She was an attractive colored girl, trimly dressed in a striking, dark-blue tailored suit, cut in the latest fashion. A small hat reposed jauntily upon her head, while a wealth of dark hair was gathered in a heavy mass over her ears. Her delicately molded face, set off by a figure seemingly designed by an artist, were sufficient to captivate the most discriminating critic.

A thin dark strap extended over one shoulder, at the ends of which a small case was attached. Presently she drew a book from this same case, and crossed the room to where the man sat.

"Good evening," she ventured, pausing at his side, and fumbling the book she had taken from the case, in evident embarrassment. He mumbled something inaudible, but remained silent. His outwardly indifferent reception had not a discouraging effect upon his visitor, however, for no sooner had she caught the sound of his voice, than she fell into a concentrated explanation of the book.

Soft and low, in spite of the rapid flow of words, her voice fell upon his ears, and served to arouse him at last from his apparent lethargy; but it was not that alone which made him rise to a half sitting posture, and strain his ears. It was a peculiar familiarity in the tone. As he continued to listen, he became convinced that somewhere, in the months gone by, he had heard that voice before. "Where was it?" he whispered, but, in his sluggish thoughts, he could not then recall. There was one thing of which there was no doubt, however, and which added strangely to the mystery. She was explaining his own book, The Tempest[2].

At last, in his morbid thoughts, he gave up trying to connect the voice with a person he had once known, and, with a tired, long drawn sigh, raised his hand wearily to his head, and grasped it as if in pain. The flow of words ceased at once, and the voice now cried, with a note of pain, and plainly embarrassed:

"You are ill and I have disturbed you! Oh, I'm so sorry! Can you overlook—pardon such an awkward blunder?" She clasped her hands helplessly, and was plainly distressed. And then, as if seized with a sudden inspiration, she cried, in a low, subdued voice: "I'll make a light and bathe your forehead! You seem to have fever!"

Turning nimbly, and before he could object, had he wished to, she crossed quickly to where a small basin hung from the wall; above this was an electric button, which could be seen in the semi-darkness. Touching this, whereupon the room became aglow with light, she caught up a towel; and, dampening one end, she recrossed to where he sat, strangely stupid, and, without hesitation, placed the wet end over his burning forehead, and held it there for possibly a minute.

"Now," she inquired softly, in a tone of solicitous relief, "do you feel better?"

As she concluded, she stepped where she could see his face more easily, and sought his eyes anxiously. The next moment, both recoiled in sudden recognition, as he cried:

"You!"

She was likewise astonished, and, after only a fraction of a moment, but in which she regarded him with an expression that was akin to an appeal, she likewise exclaimed:

"And you!" Quickly she became composed; and, catching up the book, as though discovered in some misdemeanor, with a hurried, parting glance, without another word, she abruptly left the room.

She was gone, but his brain was in a tumult.

And then the illness, that had been hovering over him for some time, like a sinister ghost, suddenly came into its own, and a moment later, with a convulsive gasp, he fell forward across the desk, deathly sick.

* * * * *

It had begun in Cincinnati[3] more than a year before. Wyeth, accompanied by an assistant, had come down from Dayton for the purpose of advertising his book, The Tempest in that city. It was just preceding an election, that resulted in a change in the city government. And it was then he became acquainted with Jackson.

Now, being of an observant turn of mind, Wyeth took an interest in the state of affairs. He found the city very much worked up on his arrival. He had not yet secured accommodation, but, while standing on a corner after checking his luggage in a nearby drug-store, he was gazing up and down the street taking in the sights.

"Gentlemen," said someone, and turning, Wyeth and his companion looked upon a man. He was a large mulatto with curly hair, small eyes, a sharp nose, a firm chin, and an unusually small mouth for a Negro. He was dressed in a dark suit, the worse for wear, while his shoes appeared never to have been shined—in fact, his appearance was not altogether inviting. And yet, there was something about the man that drew Wyeth's attention, and he listened carefully to what he said. "You seem to be strangers in the city, and of co'se will requiah lodgin'. He'ah is my ca'd," he said, extending the bit of paste board upon which Sidney read at a glance

THE JACKSON HOUSE

FIRST CLASS ROOMS, TRANSIENT OR REGULAR

OPEN DAY AND NIGHT

"I'm the proprietor and the place is at yo' disposal. Supposin' you stop with me while youah in the city. I'll sho treat y' right."

Sidney believed him, but his appearance made him hesitant. He looked questioningly at his companion. The other's expression was unfavorable to Jackson. So, after a pause and a perfunctory nod, they dismissed him and proceeded to look further in quest of accommodation.

An hour or more was thus lost, and, being unable to find a room that satisfied them, they at last, with some reluctance, found their way to The Jackson House.

Inspection still left them dissatisfied, but it was getting late, so they decided to spend the night. Jackson showed them to what he termed his "best room." Wyeth looked with evident disfavor about the walls that were heavy with cob webs, while the windowsill was as heavy with dust. Jackson, following his gaze, hastily offered apology and excuse.

"Eve'thing needs a little dusting up, and the reason you happen to find things as you do, is because I've been so busy with politics of late, that I have jes' nach'elly neglected my business".

Ah! That was it, thought Sidney. He had felt this man was in some way out of the ordinary. "So you're a politician?" he queried, observing him carefully now.

"You hit it, son," he chuckled. "Yeh; that's my line, sho." Turning now, with his face wreathed in smiles, he continued: "Big 'lection on in a few days, too."

"So I understand," said Sidney. "I shall be glad to talk with you regarding the same at your convenience later," and, paying him for the room, they betook themselves to the street.

Election day was on, and Jackson was the busiest man in town. He was what may be called a "good mixer," to say the least, and Sidney and he had become good friends. So said Jackson that morning.

"Got a big job on t'day, kid; yeh, a big job."

"So...."

"Yeh; gotta vote thirty-five ah fo'ty nigga's, 'n', 'f youah 'quainted wi' ouh fo'kes, you c'n 'preciate what I'm up ag'inst."

"Indeed...."

"Yeh; nigga's o'nry y' know; and lie lak dogs; but I'm 'n' ole han' at the bus'ness, cause that's my line. Yeh. Been votin' nigga's in this precinct now fo' mor'n thi'ty yeahs, so you'n see I autta know what I'm 'bout."

"I'd bet on that."

Jackson chuckled again. "The fust and wo'st difficulty is the dinge's ig'nance". Drawing a sample ballot from somewhere, he displayed and explained it at some length. "Now we gotta pu'ty faih line up on this ticket this trip—'co'se the's a lotta suckers on it that I'd lak t' see scratched; but we cain' affo'd to take the risk, 'cause it's lak this. Nigga's so ig'nant 'n' pig headed they'd sho spile it all 'f we tried to have them do any scratching. So the only sho thing is to instruct them t' vote straight. Get me, Steve?"

Wyeth, listening carefully, nodded, and for a moment, a picture of the titanic struggle of a half century before, rose before him; its cause, its moral and more; it's sacrifice. Jackson was speaking again.

"Now we sho gotta win out this time; this 'lection has got to put in ouh candidates; 'cause 'f we don't—and this is between me 'n' you 'n' that can a beah—things sho go'n break bad wi' me! But 'f things slide through O.K.—'n my candidates walk in, it means a cole hund'd fo' muh; think of it," he repeated, "a cole hund'd, Ah!" And, smacking his lips after a long draught of beer, he emitted an exclamation to emphasize what it would mean to him, that wouldn't look very nice in print.

"What do these others get if your candidates are elected?" asked Wyeth, when Jackson paused.

"Aw, them suckers gets theahs wether my men's 'lected a' not. That's always my goal. 'f I could get them t' vote so much ah' nothin' I could make a who' lot mo'; but we gotta fo'k out two dollahs a piece, win or lose—and, a co'se, plenty of liquah; but we don' give a damn 'bout that, as the saloon men furnish that, gratis."

"And you can depend upon them to vote as you wish—rather, instruct?" ventured Wyeth. At this Jackson gave a low, short laugh as he replied:

"That's whe' I plays the high ca'd 'n' gets a hund'd," and, laughing again in that peculiar fashion, he would say no more.

* * * * *

The polls had closed. Darkness had settled over the city. The saloons had opened their doors. From the streets came forth hilarious sounds, where the many hundreds, now steeped in liquor, reeled about. This confusion, mingled with the crash of heavy wagons, and horse hoofs hurrying over the cobblestones, filled the damp air with an almost deafening noise.

Sidney Wyeth lay stretched across the bed in his room, listening idly to the sounds that echoed and re-echoed through the frame building. Presently, his attention was attracted by another noise, familiar, but more noticeable on this day.

"T-click-i-lick-ilick—ah—ha dice! T-click-ilick-i-lick—ah—ha dice!"

"Aw, shake'm ole nigga, shake'm!"

"Yeh. Roll 'm out. Don' let 'm spin 'roun' on d' en' lak dat! Shake'm up. Make music!"

"T-click-i-lick-i-lick—ah—ha dice!"

"Trowed eight!"

"Dime he'n make it!"

"Make it a nickel!"

"Ah fate yu'".

"Hu'ry up, ole shine! Git yu' bet down."

"Shoot um!"

"T-click-i-lick-i-lick—ah, ha dice!"

"Two bits 'ell seben!"

"Ah got yu'!"

"T-click-i-lick-i-lick-ah, eighty day-es!"

"Cain' make eight wid a one up!"

"Do'n' try no kiddin'."

"T-click-i-lick-ilick—ah—eighter from Decatur!"

"Make music nigga, make music!"

"Two bits I'n pass!"

"Ah got yu'!"

"T-click-i-lick-i-lick—ah—eighty day-es!"

"Trowed seben!"

"Gimme d' craps!"

"Now, dice; ah-seben ah 'leben!"

"Throwed craps!"

"Hole on! Hole on! You caught dem dice, ole nigga!"

"Caught Hell! You trowed craps, d'y 'e heah! Two big sixes!" A scrambling, mingled with much swearing, ensued.

"Say, cut out dis awgun' 'n' squabblin'," interposed one.

"'E cain' take mah money lak dat," protested the loser.

"'F you don' git y' rough mit offa dat coin, yuh big lump a dough, I g'in' finish spreadin' dat nose ovah y' face!"

"I'on lak dis-a-way a messin' wi' mah jingle!"

"Youse a cheap nigga, Bad Eye, 'n' y' know it. You all time buttin' int' a game wid about a dime, den sta'tin' a big argerment."

"Hush! Ain' dat Jackson a-comin'?"

Silence for possibly a minute. A muttering began to go around as they schuffled about.

"Ah done ca'ied out mah 'structions 'n' now ah wants muh dough-rine," some one spat out ominously.

"Me, too," said another.

"Aw, be patient. Jack's all right," argued one.

"Sho", echoed another.

"Yeh, dat' all right, 's fur it goes; but I'n handle mah money bet'n anybody else."

A heavy step sounded in the hallway, and presently a door opened into the room, admitting Jackson.

"All heah, boys, eh!" He said in a voice that revealed high spirits. "Good—what's this? Havin' a little game already? Say! Looks like y' might a-waited fo' old Jack, ha ha!"

"Well," he resumed after a general laughing, "Did eve' body vote straight?"

"Sho", they cried in chorus.

"N' how 'bout you, little breeches."

"Ke-heh! You say. 'Stamp ri' undah da' ole elephant's tail'; so when I got 'nside da' place wi one a dem ballets, 'n' all dem names ah did'n' know nothin' 'bout; but I 'memb'd what you say, so I jes' caught hole that li'l ole thing 'n' went, bim! ri' unda' da' ole elephant's tail, ya-ha!" The room, for a time, resounded with laughter.

Just then, Wyeth heard someone rap at the street door, enter, and presently the counting and the clink of coins came to his ears. Then the door closed, and a moment later, retreating foot steps were heard in the hall-way. It was the lieutenant. And now the gurgle of throats could be heard plainly, and the game was resumed, with Jackson in charge.

In the other room, Wyeth stripped himself and retired, and, ere sleep came to him that night, he again had a vision of that titanic struggle and its human slaughter—and it had all been to give those black men the right. (?) Far into the night he thought it over, and when sleep did come at last, he went into slumberland, at a loss to know whether to condemn or to pity those poor creatures, who, that day—and before—had sold their birthright for a mess of pottage.

* * * * *

Weeks had passed. Over all the north country, snowladen fields frowned. Zero weather was felt in many places. Sidney Wyeth was about to quit it for a place far to the south, and at that moment, sat in the union station at Columbus. A man marked with a chalk upon the bulletin board the following:

TRAIN FOR CINCINNATI AND THE SOUTH, TWO HOURS LATE

And it was only then it occurred to him that a letter might be at the postoffice for him. Forthwith he betook himself, returning shortly with a small envelope, with his name written daintily across it in a feminine hand It was from Mildred Latham, the girl he loved, and the heroine of our story.

"Mildred, my Mildred!" he whispered softly, as he gazed fondly at the epistle, and then broke the seal and read it. "Tonight, my dear," he dreamily whispered, "I shall ask you to become my wife, for I love you, love you, love you!"

As he sat waiting, his thoughts went back to the time he had met her, and the place.

It was in Cincinnati, and before the election. He had, while canvassing, come upon her in the door-way of a house with two stories, and a door that opened upon the street. She stood in that door-way, and he had approached her with much courtesy, and after his usual explanation, had sold her The Tempest. He had been struck at once by her appearance, and something about her expression—her obvious intelligence. She seemed possibly twenty-one or two. "And such features," he breathed unheard. She also had, he quickly observed, a wonderful skin—a smooth, velvety olive, with round cheeks; where, notwithstanding the slight darkness, a faint flush came and went. As to size, she was not tall; and still not short; nor was she stout or slender; but of that indefinite type called medium. Serenely perched, her head leaned slightly back. She had a frank face and rounded forehead, from under which large, lustrous, soft dark eyes—somewhat sad—gazed out at him. And as he continued in his subtle observation, he was pleased to note that her nose was not large or flat, but stood up beautifully. Her lips were red as cherries. The chin was handsomely molded and firm, but slightly thin, and protruding. Her hair was the most captivating of all. Done in the fashion, it was coal black and wavy. It was of a fine, silken texture, and apparently long, from the size of the knot at the back of her head. All this he observed with favor. He had never seen a figure so clear cut. The girl was, furthermore, dressed in a plain, dark silk dress, with small feet, the toes of which, at that moment, peeped like mice from beneath the trimly hanging skirt. Now, before he had gotten far in his dynamic spiel, the sun, all red and glorious, as its rays slanted in the west, came suddenly from beneath a cloud, and played hide and seek upon her face. And, in that moment, he saw that she was exquisitely beautiful.

After this, he had seen her when, and however it was convenient, and they had talked—they always talked—on so very many subjects. As time went by, he always felt good cheer, for at last, it seemed—and this meant much, for Sidney Wyeth had had much experience—he had met the One Woman.

One day she said to him, and it was in a tone that was very careful: "You wrote The Tempest, didn't you?" She had guessed his secret, although the book had been published anonymously—and he had always been guarded as to its author, so he replied somewhat awkwardly that he had.

"I felt it—was sure when I began reading," she said. "Because there is something in it about you that you never tell—in conversation, but you did in the book."

He was silent, for he knew not what to say at that moment. She resumed:

"Yes; and it is that which makes the book so interesting—and so sad." She fell silent then for a time, apparently engrossed in deep thought, but with worried and sad expression.

There were other times she had appeared sad; times when he felt she could have been happy and cheerful and gay. And that to him was ever a mystery. He wished he could help her out of that way—at any time.... Some day he would, too. He was firm in this....

Then came the time when he was to leave, and he passed her way that day. From across the street she saw him, and came at once with hands outstretched; but when he made known the fact of his proposed departure, she was downcast, and sorrowful and sad.

"I'm so sorry," she said—and meant it. He was too, and said nothing.

"I shall miss you—oh, ever so much."

"I will you, too," he whispered. She looked up quickly, but what she saw in his eyes made her as quickly turn away. They entered the house and the parlor where it was dark for day-time, and sat together for a long while in silence. Presently, from the next house came the notes of a piano, and some one sang Sweet Genevieve. O, subtle art! It made them both feel sad. Impulsively he arose and caught her in his arms, when the music had changed to The Blue Danube. Around then, and around they waltzed, light-footed to the sweet old tune. And as they danced, both seemed to become strangely infected with a wild exhilaration. Entranced, he unconsciously sought her eyes with an awakening passion, and saw that she had been transformed by the music, and perhaps the dance, into a wild, elfin-like creature, and he looked away.

Minutes went by like seconds and, after a time, he dared seek her eyes again, only to see that she had grown more elfin still. And, as abruptly as it had begun, the music stopped, and their dance ceased. They stood, however, as though forgetting the embrace, and thus heard each others hearts thump violently. One moment they stood thus, and then a breath of wind through the open window, lifted a stray lock of her hair and laid it against his cheek. He was intoxicated by its effect, and then suddenly he had lost all composure. He crushed her to him, close, closer, and, in bold defiance of all conventionality, he kissed her lips—once, twice, three times! She was not angry, but struggled, nevertheless, to be free. She heard his voice then, low, strained, palpitating, and with soul on fire: "Mildred!" Again he cried, "Mildred! O, my Mildred!" She swayed helplessly. "I——", but she got no further. He had caught sight of her eyes, helpless; but with a weak appeal, as her lips faltered:

"Please don't!" And in spite of his mad desire, and the words he could have then sung like the poets, he hesitated, and for some reason, for which he could not quite fully account, allowed her to disengage herself.

Freed now, she took several steps, and when at some distance she paused, and regarded him with forced defiance; but behind it, he caught again that sad distraction. "What is it," he uttered, almost aloud. And then, intuitively, he knew she was unhappy—aye, miserable. "I must help her," said he beneath his breath; but before he had decided how, he seemed to hear a voice saying: "No, not yet because,—well, you can't!"

The strains of music again came floating through the open window. He was not aware of his gaze; but something in his expression seemed to inspire her confidence; for, involuntarily she turned and started in his direction. She took only a step or two, when she abruptly halted; paused hesitatingly, uncertainly, with her thin lips compressed, hands clinched, and her head thrown back in an obvious effort. But her throat swelled almost to choking, as she withheld something she seemed mad to say. An expression of superhuman effort seemed suddenly to be exerted, and suddenly whirling, without a word, she silently quit the room.

* * * * *

He was aroused now from his revery by "All a-bo-ar-d: Cincinnati and the South," and an hour later, he was whirling southward over snowladen fields to his Arcadia.

* * * * *

Cincinnati rose about him at eight o'clock that evening, as he emerged from the union station and started on his fateful quest. The snow, ground to slush by thousands of wheels, made the hard streets filthy. He scurried across, and caught a car that took him within two blocks of where she lived. Progress was slow, but only seemingly, for he was so impatient. It seemed fully an hour before he left it, although it was not fifteen minutes. Along the poorly lighted street he rushed in breathless haste. His heart kept up a tattoo that disturbed him, and he heard himself muttering: "Sidney Wyeth, what's the matter? Why do you feel this way? Pshaw! You ought surely to be happy, calm and imperious. Mildred Latham loves you—and she needs you; but much she does with such nerves!" He braced himself as he neared the house, and pictured himself in the next hour. She would be in his arms—and all would be over—but the happiness. This picture became so vivid, that for a time it served to make him forget his nerves.

And now he had come unto the house, the house of his treasure, and within all was silent. Strangely, a feeling came over him of an approaching doom. Before him, shivering in the cold night, sat an old woman, a hag. She looked at him out of one evil old eye, and he shuddered noticeably. She was uncouth and unwelcome. "What's she doing here?" he muttered.

"Does—ah—Miss Mildred Latham live here?" He ventured at last.

"Yes," snapped the hag, and appeared more evil still.

"Thank you," he murmured with forced courtesy, but very uneasy. Drawing his card, he held it out to her, with: "Kindly take this and inform her that a gentleman—a friend—would be glad to speak with her." The old hag crushed it in her bony palm, and spat out five short words.... But, oh, what mean, cruel, hurting little words!

He reeled in spite of his strength, then stood like a statue, frozen to the spot.

The night was cold, and dark and dreary; but to Sidney Wyeth it was hot—suffocating in those next moments. His jaw dropped as he started to speak, but the words failed to come. After a time, the elements began to clear, but left him weak. He turned with a savage gripping at his heart, and stumbled back in the direction from whence he had come.

"Oh, Mildred!" he wailed. "Mildred, Mildred! I can't believe it.... I can never, oh, never——and I loved you so!" On and on he went; at times walking, other times stumbling; but always uttering incoherent sentences. "It can't be true—it isn't true! That old hag—spiteful creature," he now growled distractedly,—"lied! I'll go back, curse her! I'll go back and prove her the liar she is." He halted, staggered drunkenly against a building, and then abruptly turned his face in the direction from whence he had come. But, 'ere he had gone far, he desisted. Believe those words or not, something forbade this step. Weaker than ever, torn, distracted, and mentally prostrated, he paused and leaned against a building, and for a long time gave up to utter misery.

Our pen fails here to describe fully those conflicting moments. All that he had lived for in those days, and all that he had recently hoped for, seemed to have been swept forever from him in that one moment. After an interminable spell of mental blankness, a sentence he had once been fond of quoting, and which he had taken from Haggard's Pearl Maiden, came back to him out of a remote past. It was this: "With time, most men become used to disaster and rebuff. A colt that seems to break its neck at the crack of a whip, will hobble at last to the knacker, unmoved from a thousand blows rained upon him." So, presently, with a tired, wearied sigh, he gathered himself together, and, with a last despairing look in the direction of the fateful number, he passed down the dark street, and disappeared in the direction of The Jackson House.

* * * * *

"Wonder what's the matter wi' d' kid t'night?" said Jackson to his consort, as she looked up inquiringly when he re-entered the room, after showing Wyeth to his bed.

"I wonder", she commented thoughtfully. "He's always so cheerful and pleasant when around. He walked in here like a ghost tonight. Now I wonder what is the matter?"

It was late the following morning when Jackson chanced to be passing, and peeped into the room occupied by his friend, who had acted so strangely the night before. The coverlets had not been turned back, altho the bed was sunk in the middle, as if someone had tossed restlessly about over it the night before. Jackson wondered again. But at that hour, Sidney Wyeth was on a train that was speeding southward into Dixie.

* * * * *

So it happened that the hero of this story went forth into a land which is a part of our country.... A part wherein people and environment are so far different from the rest, that a great problem is ever an issue. This is the problem of human beings versus human beings. A land wherein one race vies with the other; that other being a multitude of black people, and, as one who reads this might know, a people who, once upon a time had been slaves, chattels, and who for fifty and a few years have been free. That time, however, has not been, as we might appreciate, sufficient to eliminate many things hereditary.

* * * * *

And what came to pass upon this journey; the things he discovered, the one he again met, of what had resulted, due to the machinations of a pious, evil genius, is the story I have to tell.
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