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Kent Knowles
Joseph Crosby Lincoln
A Modern Reader’s Edition
Kent Knowles writes boys’ adventure stories he despises, lives with his sister on Cape Cod, has not left the town in twenty years, and is generally agreed to be a quahaug — a clam that shuts. Then a matter of an old family debt sends him to England. Lincoln built a whole career out of one place; this is his most personal book, and Kent’s cowardice is diagnosed rather than excused.

A Note on This Edition
With respect for the original work, Kent Knowles, by Joseph Crosby Lincoln, has been prepared for the contemporary reader. Its spelling and punctuation follow present-day American usage, and a handful of genuinely archaic words and grammatical forms have been updated or briefly clarified. The author’s own sentences, paragraph structure, and narrative voice are kept as written. A note of caution: this book was written in a different era and may contain attitudes and depictions that a modern reader could find dated or offensive. These have been kept for historical and literary authenticity and do not reflect the views of the publisher; we ask that they be read with an understanding of the time and the context in which the work was originally created. Where the original text used a small number of the era’s harshest racial epithets, these have been replaced with the neutral descriptive terms of the period; quotations of historical songs and the authors’ own commentary on prejudice are preserved unaltered.
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This edition modernizes archaic spelling and punctuation. In a small number of places, period racial epithets have been replaced with neutral terms of the era. Quotations of historical songs, and the authors’ own commentary on prejudice, are preserved unaltered.
Prepared for this edition by the editors of Aeneas Press.
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[image: ]Chapter I. Which is Not a Chapter at All

It was Asaph Tidditt who told me how to begin this history. Perhaps I should be very much obliged to Asaph; perhaps I shouldn’t. He has gotten me out of a difficulty—or into one; I am far from certain which.
Ordinarily—I am speaking now of the writing of swashbuckling romances, which is, or was, my trade—I swear I never have called it a profession—the beginning of a story is the least of the troubles connected with its manufacture. Given a character or two and a situation, the beginning of one of those romances is, or was, pretty likely to be something like this:
“It was a black night. Heavy clouds had obscured the setting sun and now, as the clock in the great stone tower boomed twelve, the darkness was pitchy.”
That is a good safe beginning. Midnight, a stone tower, a booming clock, and darkness make an appeal to the imagination. On a night like that almost anything may happen. A reader of one of my romances—and readers there must be, for the things did, and still do, sell to some extent—might be fairly certain that something WOULD happen before the end of the second page. After that the somethings continued to happen as fast as I could invent them.
[image: The Dinner Horn]The Dinner Horn — Winslow Homer (1873)But this story was different. The weather or the time had nothing to do with its beginning. There were no solitary horsemen or strange wayfarers on lonely roads, no unexpected knocks at the doors of taverns, no cloaked personages landing from boats rowed by black-browed seamen with red handkerchiefs knotted about their heads and knives in their belts. The hero was not addressed as “My Lord”; he was not “Sir Somebody-or-other” in disguise. He was not young and handsome; there was not even “a certain something in his manner and bearing which hinted of an eventful past.” Indeed there was not. For, if this particular yarn or history or chronicle which I had made up my mind to write, and which I am writing now, had or has a hero, I am he. And I am Hosea Kent Knowles, of Bayport, Massachusetts, the latter the village in which I was born and in which I have lived most of the time since I was twenty-seven years old. Nobody calls me “My Lord.” Hephzy has always called me “Hosy”—a name which I despise—and the others, most of them, “Kent” to my face and “The Quahaug” behind my back, a quahaug being a very common form of clam which is supposed to lead a solitary existence and to keep its shell tightly shut. If anything in my manner had hinted at a mysterious past no one in Bayport would have taken the hint. Bayporters know my past and that of my ancestors only too well.
[image: Street Scene, Santiago de Cuba]Street Scene, Santiago de Cuba — Winslow Homer (1885)As for being young and handsome—well, I was thirty-eight years old last March. Which is quite enough on THAT subject.
But I had determined to write the story, so I sat down to begin it. And immediately I got into difficulties. How should I begin? I might begin at any one of a dozen places—with Hephzy’s receiving the Raymond and Whitcomb circular; with our arrival in London; with Jim Campbell’s visit to me here in Bayport; with the curious way in which the letter reached us, after crossing the ocean twice. Any one of these might serve as a beginning—but which? I made I don’t know how many attempts, but not one was satisfactory. I, who had begun I am ashamed to tell you how many stories—yes, and had finished them and seen them in print as well—was stumped at the very beginning of this one. Like Sim Phinney I had worked at my job “a long spell” and “cal’lated” I knew it, but here was something I didn’t know. As Sim said, when he faced his problem, “I couldn’t seem to get steerage way on her.”
Simeon, you see—He is Angeline Phinney’s second cousin and lives in the third house beyond the Holiness Bethel on the right-hand side of the road—Simeon has “done carpentering” here in Bayport all his life. He built practically every henhouse now gracing or disgracing the backyards of our village. He is our “henhouse specialist,” so to speak. He has even been known to boast of his skill. “Henhouses!” snorted Sim; “land of love! I can build a henhouse with my eyes shut. Nowadays when another one of them foolheads that’s been readin’ ‘How to Make a Million Poultry Raisin’’ in the Farm Gazette comes to me and says ‘Henhouse,’ I say, ‘Yes sir. Fifteen dollars if you pay me cash now and a hundred and fifteen if you want to wait and pay me out of your egg profits. That’s all there is to it.’”
[image: View in South Market Street, Boston]View in South Market Street, Boston — Winslow Homer (1857)And yet, when Captain Darius Nickerson, who made the most of his money selling fifty-foot lots of sand, beachgrass and ticks to summer people for bungalow sites—when Captain Darius, grown purse-proud and vainglorious, expressed a desire for a henhouse with a mansard roof and a cupola, the latter embellishments to match those surmounting his own dwelling, Simeon was set aback with his canvas flapping. At the end of a week he had not driven a nail. “Godfrey’s mighty!” he is reported to have exclaimed. “I don’t know whether to build the average cupola and trust to a hen’s fittin’ it, or take an average hen and build a cupola round her. Maybe I’ll be all right after I get started, but it’s where to start that beats me.”
Where to start beat me, also, and it might be beating me yet, if I hadn’t dropped in at the post-office and heard Asaph Tidditt telling a story to the group around the stove. After he had finished, and, the mail being sorted, we were walking homeward together, I asked a question.
“Asaph,” said I, “when you start to spin a yarn how do you begin?”
“Hey?” he exclaimed. “How do I begin? Why, I just heave to and go to work and begin, that’s all.”
“Yes, I know, but where do you begin?”
“At the beginnin’, naturally. If you was cal’latin’ to sail a boat race you wouldn’t commence at t’other end of the course, would you?”
“I might; practical people wouldn’t, I suppose. But—what IS the beginning? Suppose there were a lot of beginnings and you didn’t know which to choose.”
“Oh, we-ll, in that case I’d just sort of—of edge around till I found one that—that was a beginnin’ of SOMETHIN’ and I’d start there. You understand, don’t you? Take that yarn I was spinnin’ just now—that one about Josiah Dimick’s great uncle’s pig on his mother’s side. I mean his uncle on his mother’s side, not the pig, of course. Now I hadn’t no intention of tellin’ about that hog; hadn’t thought of it for a thousand year, as you might say. I just commenced to tell about Angie Phinney, about how fast she could talk, and that reminded me of a parrot that belonged to Sylvanus Cahoon’s sister—Violet, the sister’s name was—loony name, too, if you ask ME, ‘cause she was a plaguey sight nigher bein’ a sunflower than she was a violet—weighed two hundred and ten and had a face on her as red as—”
“Just a minute, Ase. About that pig?”
“Oh, yes! Well, the pig reminded me of Violet’s parrot and the parrot reminded me of a Plymouth Rock rooster I had that used to roost in the pigpen nights—wouldn’t use the henhouse no more’n you nor I would—and that, naturally, made me think of pigs, and pigs fetched Josiah’s uncle’s pig to mind and there I was all ready to start on the yarn. It pretty often works out that way. When you want to start a yarn and you can’t start—you’ve forgot it, or somethin’—just begin somewhere, get goin’ somehow. Edge around and keep edgin’ around and pretty soon you’ll fetch up at the right place TO start. See, don’t you, Kent?”
I saw—that is, I saw enough. I came home and this morning I began the “edging around” process. I don’t seem to have “fetched up” anywhere in particular, but I shall keep on with the edging until I do. As Asaph says, I must begin somewhere, so I shall begin with the Saturday morning of last April when Jim Campbell, my publisher and my friend—which is by no means such an unusual combination as many people think—sat on the veranda of my boathouse overlooking Cape Cod Bay and discussed my past, present and, more particularly, my future.
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[image: ]Chapter II. Which Repeats, for the Most Part, What Jim Campbell Said to Me and What I Said to Him

“Jim,” said I, “what is the matter with me?”
Jim, who was seated in the ancient and dilapidated armchair which was the finest piece of furniture in the boathouse and which I always offered to visitors, looked at me over the collar of my sweater. I used the sweater as I did the armchair when I did not have visitors. He was using it then because, like an idiot, he had come to Cape Cod in April with nothing warmer than a very natty suit and a light overcoat. Of course one may go clamming and fishing in a light overcoat, but—one doesn’t.
Jim looked at me over the collar of my sweater. Then he crossed his oilskinned and rubber-booted legs—they were my oilskins and my boots—and answered promptly.
“Indigestion,” he said. “You ate nine of those biscuits this morning; I saw you.”
“I did not,” I retorted, “because you saw them first. MY interior is in its normal condition. As for yours—”
“Mine,” he interrupted, filling his pipe from my tobacco pouch, “being accustomed to a breakfast, not a gorge, is abnormal but satisfactory, thank you—quite satisfactory.”
“That,” said I, “we will discuss later, when I have you out back of the bar in my catboat. Judging from present indications there will be some sea-running. The ‘Hephzy’ is a good, capable craft, but a bit cranky, like the lady she is named for. I imagine she will roll.”
He didn’t like that. You see, I had sailed with him before and I remembered.
“Ho-se-a,” he drawled, “you have a vivid imagination. It is a pity you don’t use more of it in those stories of yours.”
“Humph! I am obliged to use the most of it on the royalty statements you send me. If you call me ‘Hosea’ again I will take the ‘Hephzy’ across the Point Rip. The waves there are fifteen feet high at low tide. See here, I asked you a serious question and I should like a serious answer. Jim, what IS the matter with me? Have I written out or what is the trouble?”
He looked at me again.
“Are you in earnest?” he asked.
“I am, very much in earnest.”
“And you really want to talk shop after a breakfast like that and on a morning like this?”
“I do.”
“Was that why you asked me to come to Bayport and spend the week-end?”
“No-o. No, of course not.”
“You’re another; it was. When you met me at the railroad station yesterday I could see there was something wrong with you. All this morning you’ve had something on your chest. I thought it was the biscuits, of course; but it wasn’t, eh?”
“It was not.”
“Then what was it? Aren’t we paying you a large enough royalty?”
“You are paying me a good deal larger one than I deserve. I don’t see why you do it.”
“Oh,” with a wave of the hand, “that’s all right. The publishing of books is a pure philanthropy. We are in business for our health, and—”
“Shut up. You know as well as I do that the last two yarns of mine which your house published have not done as well as the others.”
I had caught him now. Anything remotely approaching a reflection upon the business house of which he was the head was sufficient to stir up Jim Campbell. That business, its methods and its success, were his idols.
“I don’t know any such thing,” he protested, hotly. “We sold—”
“Hang the sale! You sold quite enough. It is an everlasting miracle to me that you are able to sell a single copy. Why a self-respecting person, possessed of any intelligence whatever, should wish to read the stuff I write, to say nothing of paying money for the privilege, I can’t understand.”
“You don’t have to understand. No one expects an author to understand anything. All you are expected to do is to write; we’ll attend to the rest of it. And as for sales—why, ‘The Black Brig’—that was the last one, wasn’t it?—beat the ‘Omelet’ by eight thousand or more.”
“The Omelet” was our pet name for “The Queen’s Amulet,” my first offense in the literary line. It was a highly seasoned concoction of revolution and adventure in a mythical kingdom where life was not dull, to say the least. The humblest character in it was a viscount. Living in Bayport had, naturally, made me familiar with the doings of viscounts.
“Eight thousand more than the last isn’t so bad, is it?” demanded Jim Campbell combatively.
“It isn’t. It is astonishingly good. It is the books themselves that are bad. The ‘Omelet’ was bad enough, but I wrote it more as a joke than anything else. I didn’t take it seriously at all. Every time I called a duke by his Christian name I grinned. But nowadays I don’t grin—I swear. I hate the things, Jim. They’re no good. And the reviewers are beginning to tumble to the fact that they’re no good, too. You saw the press notices yourself. ‘Another Thriller by the Indefatigable Knowles’ ‘Barnacles, Buccaneers and Blood, not to Mention Beauty and the Bourbons.’ That’s the way two writers headed their articles about ‘The Black Brig.’ And a third said that I must be getting tired; I wrote as if I was. THAT fellow was right. I am tired, Jim. I’m tired and sick of writing slush. I can’t write any more of it. And yet I can’t write anything else.”
Jim’s pipe had gone out. Now he relit it and tossed the match over the veranda rail.
“How do you know you can’t?” he demanded.
“Can’t what?”
“Can’t write anything but slush?”
“Ah ha! Then it is slush. You admit it.”
“I don’t admit anything of the kind. You may not be a William Shakespeare or even a George Meredith, but you have written some mighty interesting stories. Why, I know a chap who sits up till morning to finish a book of yours. Can’t sleep until he has finished it.”
“What’s the matter with him; insomnia?”
“No; he’s a night watchman. Does that satisfy you, you crossgrained old shellfish? Come on, let’s dig clams—some of your own blood relations—and forget it.”
“I don’t want to forget it and there is plenty of time for clamming. The tide won’t cover the flats for two hours yet. I tell you I’m serious, Jim. I can’t write any more. I know it. The stuff I’ve been writing makes me sick. I hate it, I tell you. What the devil I’m going to do for a living I can’t see—but I can’t write another story.”
Jim put his pipe in his pocket. I think at last he was convinced that I meant what I said, which I certainly did. The last year had been a year of torment to me. I had finished the ‘Brig,’ as a matter of duty, but if that piratical craft had sunk with all hands, including its creator, I should not have cared. I drove myself to my desk each day, as a horse might be driven to a treadmill, but the animal could have taken no less interest in his work than I had taken in mine. It was bad—bad—bad; worthless and hateful. There wasn’t a new idea in it and I hadn’t one in my head. I, who had taken up writing as a last resort, a gamble which might, on a hundred-to-one chance, win where everything else had failed, had now reached the point where that had failed, too. Campbell’s surmise was correct; with the pretense of asking him to the Cape for a week-end of fishing and sailing I had lured him there to tell him of my discouragement and my determination to quit.
[image: The City from Greenwich Village]The City from Greenwich Village — John Sloan (1922)He took his feet from the rail and hitched his chair about until he faced me.
“So you’re not going to write any more,” he said.
“I’m not. I can’t.”
“What are you going to do; live on back royalties and clams?”
“I may have to live on the clams; my back royalties won’t keep me very long.”
“Humph! I should think they might keep you a good while down here. You must have something in the stocking. You can’t have wasted very much in riotous living on this sand-heap. What have you done with your money, for the last ten years; been leading a double life?”
“I’ve found leading a single one hard enough. I have saved something, of course. It isn’t the money that worries me, Jim; I told you that. It’s myself; I’m no good. Every author, sometime or other, reaches the point where he knows perfectly well he has done all the real work he can ever do, that he has written himself out. That’s what’s the matter with me—I’m written out.”
Jim snorted. “For Heaven’s sake, Kent Knowles,” he demanded, “how old are you?”
“I’m thirty-eight, according to the almanac, but—”
“Thirty-eight! Why, Thackeray wrote—”
“Drop it! I know when Thackeray wrote ‘Vanity Fair’ as well as you do. I’m no Thackeray to begin with, and, besides, I am older at thirty-eight than he was when he died—yes, older than he would have been if he had lived twice as long. So far as feeling and all the rest of it go, I’m a second Methusaleh.”
“My soul! hear the man! And I’m forty-two myself. Well, Grandpa, what do you expect me to do; get you admitted to the Old Man’s Home?”
“I expect—” I began, “I expect—” and I concluded with the lame admission that I didn’t expect him to do anything. It was up to me to do whatever must be done, I imagined.
He smiled grimly.
“Glad your senility has not affected that remnant of your common-sense,” he declared. “You’re dead right, my boy; it IS up to you. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”
“I am, but that doesn’t help me a whole lot.”
“Nothing will help you as long as you think and speak as you have this morning. See here, Kent! answer me a question or two, will you? They may be personal questions, but will you answer them?”
“I guess so. There has been what a disinterested listener might call a slightly personal flavor to your remarks so far. Do your worst. Fire away.”
“All right. You’ve lived in Bayport ten years or so, I know that. What have you done in all that time—besides write?”
“Well, I’ve continued to live.”
“Doubted. You’ve continued to exist; but how? I’ve been here before. This isn’t my first visit, by a good deal. Each time I have been here your daily routine—leaving out the exciting clam hunts and the excursions in quest of the ferocious flounder, like the one we’re supposed—mind, I say supposed—to be on at the present moment—you have put in the day about like this: Get up, bathe, eat, walk to the post-office, walk home, sit about, talk a little, read some, walk some more, eat again, smoke, talk, read, eat for the third time, smoke, talk, read and go to bed. That’s the program, isn’t it?”
“Not exactly. I play tennis in summer—when there is anyone to play with me—and golf, after a fashion. I used to play both a good deal, when I was younger. I swim, and I shoot a little, and—and—”
“How about society? Have any, do you?”
“In the summer, when the city people are here, there is a good deal going on, if you care for it—picnics and clam bakes and teas and lawn parties and such.”
“Heavens! what reckless dissipation! Do you indulge?”
“Why, no—not very much. Hang it all, Jim! you know I’m no society man. I used to do the usual round of fool stunts when I was younger, but—”
“But now you’re too antique, I suppose. Wonder that someone hasn’t collected you as a genuine Chippendale or something. So you don’t ‘tea’ much?”
“Not much. I’m not often invited, to tell you the truth. The summer crowd doesn’t take kindly to me, I’m afraid.”
“Astonishing! You’re such a chatty, entertaining, communicative cuss on first acquaintance, too. So captivatingly loquacious to strangers. I can imagine how you’d shine at a ‘tea.’ Every summer girl that tried to talk to you would be frost-bitten. Do you accept invitations when they do come?”
“Not often nowadays. You see, I know they don’t really want me.”
“How do you know it?”
“Why—well, why should they? Everybody else calls me—”
“They call you a clam and so you try to live up to your reputation. I know you, Kent. You think yourself a tough old bivalve[1], but the most serious complaint you suffer from is ingrowing sensitiveness. They do want you. They’d invite you if you gave them half a chance. Oh, I know you won’t, of course; but if I had my way I’d have you dragged by main strength to every picnic and tea and feminine talk-fest within twenty miles. You might meet some persevering female who would propose marriage. YOU never would, but SHE might.”
I rose to my feet in disgust.
“We’ll go clamming,” said I.
He did not move.
“We will—later on,” he answered. “We haven’t got to the last page of the catechism yet. I mentioned matrimony because a good, capable, managing wife would be my first prescription in your case. I have one or two more up my sleeve. Tell me this: How often do you get away from Bayport? How often do you get to—well, to Boston, we’ll say? How many times have you been there in the last year?”
“I don’t know. A dozen, perhaps.”
“What did you do when you went?”
“Various things. Shopped some, went to the theater occasionally, if there happened to be anything on that I cared to see. Bought a good many books. Saw the new Sargent pictures at the library. And—and—”
“And shook hands with your brother fossils at the museum, I suppose. Wild life you lead, Kent. Did you visit anybody? Meet any friends or acquaintances—any live ones?”
“Not many. I haven’t many friends, Jim; you know that. As for the wild life—well, I made two visits to New York this year.”
“Yes,” dryly; “and we saw Sothern and Marlowe and had dinner at the Holland. The rest of the time we talked shop. That was the first visit. The second was more exciting still; we talked shop ALL the time and you took the six o’clock train home again.”
“You’re wrong there. I saw the new loan collections at the Metropolitan and heard Ysaye play at Carnegie Hall. I didn’t start for home until the next day.”
“Is that so. That’s news to me. You said you were going that afternoon. That was to put the kibosh on my intention of taking you home to my wife and her bridge party, I suppose. Was it?”
“Well—well, you see, Jim, I—I don’t play bridge and I AM such a stick in a crowd like that. I wanted to stay and you were mighty kind, but—but—”
“All right. All right, my boy. Next time it will be Bustanoby’s, the Winter Garden and a three A. M. cabaret for yours. My time is coming. Now—Well, now we’ll go clamming.”
He swung out of the armchair and walked to the top of the steps leading down to the beach. I was surprised, of course; I have known Jim Campbell a long time, but he can surprise me even yet.
“Here! hold on!” I protested. “How about the rest of that catechism?”
“You’ve had it.”
“Were those all the questions you wanted to ask?”
“Yes.”
“Humph! And that is all the advice and encouragement I’m to get from you! How about those prescriptions you had up your sleeve?”
“You’ll get those by and by. Before I leave this gay and festive scene tomorrow I’m going to talk to you, Ho-se-a. And you’re going to listen. You’ll listen to old Doctor Campbell; HE’LL prescribe for you, don’t you worry. And now,” beginning to descend the steps, “now for clams and flounders.”
“And the Point Rip,” I added, maliciously, for his frivolous treatment of what was to me a very serious matter, was disappointing and provoking. “Don’t forget the Point Rip.”
We dug the clams—they were for bait—we boarded the “Hephzy,” sailed out to the fishing grounds, and caught flounders. I caught the most of them; Jim was not interested in fishing during the greater part of the time. Then we sailed home again and walked up to the house. Hephzibah, for whom my boat is named, met us at the back door. As usual her greeting was not to the point and practical.
“Leave your rubber boots right outside on the porch,” she said. “Here, give me those flatfish; I’ll take care of ‘em. Hosy, you’ll find dry things ready in your room. Here’s your shoes; I’ve been warmin’ ‘em. Mr. Campbell I’ve put a suit of Hosy’s and some flannels on your bed. They may not fit you, but they’ll be lots better than the damp ones you’ve got on. You needn’t hurry; dinner won’t be ready till you are.”
I did not say anything; I knew Hephzy—had known her all my life. Jim, who, naturally enough, didn’t know her as well, protested.
“We’re not wet, Miss Cahoon,” he declared. “At least, I’m not, and I don’t see how Kent can be. We both wore oilskins.”
“That doesn’t make any difference. You ought to change your clothes anyhow. Been out in that boat, haven’t you?”
“Yes, but—”
“Well, then! Don’t say another word. I’ll have a fire in the sittin’-room and somethin’ hot ready when you come down. Hosy, be sure and put on BOTH the socks I darned for you. Don’t get thinkin’ of somethin’ else and come down with one whole and one holey, same as you did last time. You must excuse me, Mr. Campbell. I’ve got saleratus[2] biscuits in the oven.”
She hastened into the kitchen. When Jim and I, having obeyed orders to the extent of leaving our boots on the porch, passed through that kitchen she was busy with the tea-kettle. I led the way through the dining room and up the front stairs. My visitor did not speak until we reached the second story. Then he expressed his feelings.
“Say, Kent” he demanded, “are you going to change your clothes?”
“Yes.”
“Why? You’re no wetter than I am, are you?”
“Not a bit, but I’m going to change, just the same. It’s the easier way.”
“It is, is it! What’s the other way?”
“The other way is to keep on those you’re wearing and take the consequences.”
“What consequences?”
“Jamaica ginger, hot water bottles and an afternoon’s roast in front of the sitting room fire. Hephzibah went out sailing with me last October and caught cold. That was enough; no one else shall have the experience if she can help it.”
“But—but good heavens! Kent, do you mean to say you always have to change when you come in from sailing?”
“Except in summer, yes.”
“But why?”
“Because Hephzy tells me to.”
“Do you always do what she tells you?”
“Generally. It’s the easiest way, as I said before.”
“Good—heavens! And she darns your socks and tells you what—er lingerie to wear and—does she wash your face and wipe your nose and scrub behind your ears?”
“Not exactly, but she probably would if I didn’t do it.”
“Well, I’ll be hanged! And she extends the same treatment to all your guests?”
“I don’t have any guests but you. No doubt she would if I did. She mothers every stray cat and sick chicken in the neighborhood. There, Jim, you trot along and do as you’re told like a nice little boy. I’ll join you in the sitting room.”
“Humph! perhaps I’d better. I may be spanked and put to bed if I don’t. Well, well! and you are the author of ‘The Black Brig!’ ‘Buccaneers and Blood!’ ‘Bibs and Butterscotch’ it should be! Don’t stand out here in the cold hall, Hosy darling; you may get the croup if you do.”
I was waiting in the sitting room when he came down. There was a roaring fire in the big, old-fashioned fireplace. That fireplace had been bricked up in the days when people used those abominations, stoves. As a boy I was well acquainted with the old “gas burner” with the iron urn on top and the nickeled ornaments and handles which Mother polished so assiduously. But the gas burner had long since gone to the junk dealer. Among the improvements which my first royalty checks made possible were steam heat and the restoration of the fireplace.
[image: Bleecker Street, Saturday Night]Bleecker Street, Saturday Night — John Sloan (1918)Jim found me sitting before the fire in one of the two big “wing” chairs which I had purchased when Darius Barlay’s household effects were sold at auction. I should not have acquired them as cheaply if Captain Cyrus Whittaker had been at home when the auction took place. Captain Cy loves old-fashioned things as much as I do and, as he has often told me since, he meant to land those chairs some day if he had to run his bank account high and dry in consequence. But the Captain and his wife—who used to be Phoebe Dawes, our school-teacher here in Bayport—were away visiting their adopted daughter, Emily, who is married and living in Boston, and I got the chairs.
[image: Dramatic Music]Dramatic Music — John Sloan (1897)At the Barclay auction I bought also the oil painting of the bark “Freedom”—a command of Captain Elkanah Barclay, uncle of the late Darius—and the set—two volumes missing—of The Spectator, bound in sheepskin. The “Freedom” is depicted “Entering the Port of Genoa, July 10th, 1848,” and if the port is somewhat wavy and uncertain, the bark’s canvas and rigging are definite and rigid enough to make up. The Spectator set is chiefly remarkable for its marginal notes; Captain Elkanah bought the books in London and read and annotated at spare intervals during subsequent voyages. His opinions were decided and his notes nautical and emphatic. Hephzibah read a few pages of the notes when the books first came into the house and then went to prayer-meeting. As she had announced her intention of remaining at home that evening I was surprised—until I read them myself.
Notes
[1] bivalve — clam
[2] saleratus — baking soda

Jim came downstairs, arrayed in the suit which Hephzy had laid out for him. I made no comment upon his appearance. To do so would have been superfluous; he looked all the comments necessary.
I waved my hand toward the unoccupied wing chair and he sat down. Two glasses, one empty and the other half full of a steaming mixture, were on the little table beside us.
“Help yourself, Jim,” I said, indicating the glasses. He took up the one containing the mixture and regarded it hopefully.
“What?” he asked.
“A Cahoon toddy,” said I. “Warranted to keep off chills, rheumatism, lumbago and kindred miseries. Good for what ails you. Don’t wait; I’ve had mine.”
He took a sniff and then a very small sip. His face expressed genuine emotion.
“Whew!” he gasped, choking. “What in blazes—?”
“Jamaica ginger, sugar and hot water,” I explained blandly. “It won’t hurt you—longer than five minutes. It is Hephzy’s invariable prescription.”
“Good Lord! Did you drink yours?”
“No—I never do, unless she watches me.”
“But your glass is empty. What did you do with it?”
“Emptied it behind the back log. Of course, if you prefer to drink it—”
“Drink it!” His “toddy” splashed the back log, causing a tremendous sizzle.
Before he could relieve his mind further, Hephzy appeared to announce that dinner was ready if we were. We were, most emphatically, so we went into the dining room.
[image: Gwendolyn]Gwendolyn — John Sloan (1918)Hephzy and Jim did most of the talking during the meal. I had talked more that forenoon than I had for a week—I am not a chatty person, ordinarily, which, in part, explains my nickname—and I was very willing to eat and listen. Hephzy, who was garbed in her best gown—best weekday gown, that is; she kept her black silk for Sundays—talked a good deal, mostly about dreams and presentiments. Susanna Wixon, Tobias Wixon’s oldest daughter, waited on table, when she happened to think of it, and listened when she did not. Susanna had been hired to do the waiting and the dish-washing during Campbell’s brief visit. It was I who hired her. If I had had my way she would have been a permanent fixture in the household, but Hephzy scoffed at the idea. “Pity if I can’t do housework for two folks,” she declared. “I don’t care if you can afford it. Keepin’ hired help in a family no bigger than this, is a sinful extravagance.” As Susanna’s services had been already engaged for the weekend she could not discharge her, but she insisted on doing all the cooking herself.
[image: Suburban Street]Suburban Street — Spencer Gore (1913)Her conversation, as I said, dealt mainly with dreams and presentiments. Hephzibah is not what I should call a superstitious person. She doesn’t believe in “signs,” although she might feel uncomfortable if she broke a looking-glass or saw the new moon over her left shoulder. She has a most amazing fund of common-sense and is “down” on Spiritualism to a degree. It is one of Bayport’s pet yarns, that at the Harniss Spiritualist camp-meeting when the “test medium” announced from the platform that he had a message for a lady named Hephzibah C—he “seemed to get the name Hephzibah C”—Hephzy got up and walked out. “Any dead relations I’ve got,” she declared, “who send messages through a longhaired idiot like that one up there”—meaning the medium,—“can’t have much to say that’s worth listenin’ to. They can talk to themselves if they want to, but they shan’t waste MY time.”
[image: Harrington Square from No. 2 Houghton Place]Harrington Square from No. 2 Houghton Place — Spencer Gore (1913)In but one particular was Hephzy superstitious. Whenever she dreamed of “Little Frank” she was certain something was going to happen. She had dreamed of “Little Frank” the night before and, if she had not been headed off, she would have talked of nothing else.
“I saw him just as plain as I see you this minute, Hosy,” she said to me. “I was somewhere, in a strange place—a foreign place, I should say ‘twas—and there I saw him. He didn’t know me; at least I don’t think he did.”
“Considering that he never saw you that isn’t so surprising,” I interrupted. “I think Mr. Campbell would have another cup of coffee if you urged him. Susanna, take Mr. Campbell’s cup.”
Jim declined the coffee; said he hadn’t finished his first cup yet. I knew that, of course, but I was trying to head off Hephzy. She refused to be headed, just then.
“But I knew HIM,” she went on. “He looked just the same as he has when I’ve seen him before—in the other dreams, you know. The very image of his mother. Isn’t it wonderful, Hosy!”
“Yes; but don’t resurrect the family skeletons, Hephzy. Mr. Campbell isn’t interested in anatomy.”
“Skeletons! I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. He wasn’t a skeleton. I saw him just as plain! And I said to myself, ‘It’s little Frank!’ Now what do you suppose he came to me for? What do you suppose it means? It means somethin’, I know that.”
“Means that you weren’t sleeping well, probably,” I answered. “Jim, here, will dream of cross-seas and the Point Rip tonight, I have no doubt.”
Jim promptly declared that if he thought that likely he shouldn’t mind so much. What he feared most was a nightmare session with an author.
Hephzibah was interested at once. “Oh, do you dream about authors, Mr. Campbell?” she demanded. “I presume likely you do, they’re so mixed up with your business. Do your dreams ever come true?”
“Not often,” was the solemn reply. “Most of my dream-authors are rational and almost human.”
Hephzy, of course, did not understand this, but it did have the effect for which I had been striving, that of driving “Little Frank” from her mind for the time.
“I don’t care,” she declared, “I s’pose it’s awful foolish and silly of me, but it does seem sometimes as if there was somethin’ in dreams, some kind of dreams. Hosy laughs at me and maybe I ought to laugh at myself, but some dreams come true, or awfully near to true; now don’t they. Angeline Phinney was in here the other day and she was tellin’ about her second cousin that was—he’s dead now—Abednego Small. He was constable here in Bayport for years; everybody called him ‘Uncle Bedny.’ Uncle Bedny had been keepin’ company with a woman named Dimick—Josiah Dimick’s niece—lots younger than he, she was. He’d been thinkin’ of marryin’ her, so Angie said, but his folks had been talkin’ to him, tellin’ him he was too old to take such a young woman for his third wife, so he had made up his mind to throw her over, to write a letter sayin’ it was all off between ‘em. Well, he’d begun the letter but he never finished it, for three nights runnin’ he dreamed that awful trouble was hangin’ over him. That dream made such an impression on him that he tore the letter up and married the Dimick woman after all. And then—I didn’t know this until Angie told me—it turned out that she had heard he was goin’ to give her the go-by and had made all her arrangements to sue him for breach of promise if he did. That was the awful trouble, you see, and the dream saved him from it.”
I smiled. “The fault there was in the interpretation of the dream,” I said. “The ‘awful trouble’ of the breach of promise suit wouldn’t have been a circumstance to the trouble poor Uncle Bedny got into by marrying Ann Dimick. THAT trouble lasted till he died.”
[image: The Garden Path, Garth House]The Garden Path, Garth House — Spencer Gore (1910)Hephzibah laughed and said she guessed that was so, she hadn’t thought of it in that way.
“Probably dreams are all nonsense,” she admitted. “Usually, I don’t pay much attention to ‘em. But when I dream of poor ‘Little Frank,’ away off there, I—”
“Come into the sitting room, Jim,” I put in hastily. “I have a cigar or two there. I don’t buy them in Bayport, either.”
“And who,” asked Jim, as we sat smoking by the fire, “is Little Frank?”
“He is a mythical relative of ours,” I explained, shortly. “He was born twenty years ago or so—at least we heard that he was; and we haven’t heard anything of him since, except by the dream route, which is not entirely convincing. He is Hephzy’s pet obsession. Kindly forget him, to oblige me.”
He looked puzzled, but he did not mention “Little Frank” again, for which I was thankful.
That afternoon we walked up to the village, stopping in at Simmons’s store, which is also the post-office, for the mail. Captain Cyrus Whittaker happened to be there, also Asaph Tidditt and Bailey Bangs and Sylvanus Cahoon and several others. I introduced Campbell to the crowd and he seemed to be enjoying himself. When we came out and were walking home again, he observed:
“That Whittaker is an interesting chap, isn’t he?”
“Yes,” I said. “He is all right. Been everywhere and seen everything.”
“And that,” with an odd significance in his tone, “may possibly help to make him interesting, don’t you think?”
“I suppose so. He lives here in Bayport now, though.”
“So I gathered. Popular, is he?”
“Very.”
“Satisfied with life?”
“Seems to be.”
“Hum! No one calls HIM a—what is it—quahaug?”
“No, I’m the only human clam in this neighborhood.”
He did not say any more, nor did I. My fit of the blues was on again and his silence on the subject in which I was interested, my work and my future, troubled me and made me more despondent. I began to lose faith in the “prescription” which he had promised so emphatically. How could he, or anyone else, help me? No one could write my stories but myself, and I knew, only too well, that I could not write them.
The only mail matter in our box was a letter addressed to Hephzibah. I forgot it until after supper and then I gave it to her. Jim retired early; the salt air made him sleepy, so he said, and he went upstairs shortly after nine. He had not mentioned our talk of the morning, nor did he until I left him at the door of his room. Then he said:
“Kent, I’ve got one of the answers to your conundrum. I’ve diagnosed one of your troubles. You’re blind.”
“Blind?”
“Yes, blind. Or, if not blind altogether you’re suffering from the worse case of far-sightedness I ever saw. All your literary—we’ll call it that for compliment’s sake—all your literary life you’ve spent writing about people and things so far off you don’t know anything about them. You and your dukes and your earls and your titled ladies! What do you know of that crowd? You never saw a lord in your life. Why don’t you write of something near by, something or somebody you are acquainted with?”
“Acquainted with! You’re crazy, man. What am I acquainted with, except this house, and myself and my books and—and Bayport?”
“That’s enough. Why, there is material in that gang at the post-office to make a dozen books. Write about them.”
“Tut! tut! tut! You ARE crazy. What shall I write; the life of Ase Tidditt in four volumes, beginning with ‘I swan to man’ and ending with ‘By godfrey’?”
“You might do worse. If the book were as funny as its hero I’d undertake to sell a few copies.”
“Funny! I couldn’t write a funny book.”
“Not an intentionally funny one, you mean. But there! There’s no use to talk to you.”
“There is not, if you talk like an imbecile. Is this your brilliant ‘prescription’?”
“No. It might be; it would be, if you would take it, but you won’t—not now. You need something else first and I’ll give it to you. But I’ll tell you this, and I mean it: Downstairs, in that dining room of yours, there’s one mighty good story, at least.”
“The dining room? A story in the dining room?”
“Yes. Or it was there when we passed the door just now.”
I looked at him. He seemed to be serious, but I knew he was not. I hate riddles.
“Oh, go to blazes!” I retorted, and turned away.
I looked into the dining room as I went by. There was no story in sight there, so far as I could see. Hephzy was seated by the table, mending something, something of mine, of course. She looked up.
“Oh, Hosy,” she said, “that letter you brought was a travel book from the Raymond and Whitcomb folks. I sent a stamp for it. It’s awfully interesting! All about tours through England and France and Switzerland and everywhere. So cheap they are! I’m pickin’ out the ones I’m goin’ on some day. The pictures are lovely. Don’t you want to see ‘em?”
“Not now,” I replied. Another obsession of Hephzy’s was travel. She, who had never been further from Bayport than Hartford, Connecticut, was forever dreaming of globe-trotting. It was not a new disease with her, by any means; she had been dreaming the same things ever since I had known her, and that is since I knew anything. Some day, SOME day she was going to this, that and the other place. She knew all about these places, because she had read about them over and over again. Her knowledge, derived as it was from so many sources, was curiously mixed, but it was comprehensive, of its kind. She was continually sending for Cook’s circulars and booklets advertising personally conducted excursions. And, with the arrival of each new circular or booklet, she picked out, as she had just done, the particular tours she would go on when her “some day” came. It was funny, this queer habit of hers, but not half as funny as the thought of her really going would have been. I would have as soon thought of our front door leaving home and starting on its travels as of Hephzy’s doing it. The door was no more a part and fixture of that home than she was.
I went into my study, which adjoins the sitting room, and sat down at my desk. Not with the intention of writing anything, or even of considering something to write about. That I made up my mind to forget for this night, at least. My desk chair was my usual seat in that room and I took that seat as a matter of habit.
[image: The Main Street, Thiepval]The Main Street, Thiepval — William Orpen (1917)As a matter of habit also I looked about for a book. I did not have to look far. Books were my extravagance—almost my only one. They filled the shelves to the ceiling on three sides of the study and overflowed in untidy heaps on the floor. They were Hephzy’s bugbear[1], for I refused to permit their being “straightened out” or arranged.
I looked about for a book and selected several, but, although they were old favorites, I could not interest myself in any of them. I tried and tried, but even Mr. Pepys, that dependable solace of a lonely hour, failed to interest me with his chatter. Perhaps Campbell’s pointed remarks concerning lords and ladies had its effect here. Old Samuel loved to write of such people, having a wide acquaintance with them, and perhaps that very acquaintance made me jealous. At any rate I threw the volume back upon its pile and began to think of myself, and of my work, the very thing I had expressly determined not to do when I came into the room.
Jim’s foolish and impossible advice to write of places and people I knew haunted and irritated me. I did know Bayport—yes, and it might be true that the group at the post-office contained possible material for many books; but, if so, it was material for the other man, not for me. “Write of what you know,” said Jim. And I knew so little. There was at least one good yarn in the dining room at that moment, he had declared. He must have meant Hephzibah, but, if he did, what was there in Hephzibah’s dull, gray life-story to interest an outside reader? Her story and mine were interwoven and neither contained anything worth writing about. His fancy had been caught, probably, by her odd combination of the romantic and the practical, and in her dream of “Little Frank” he had scented a mystery. There was no mystery there, nothing but the most commonplace record of misplaced trust and ingratitude. Similar things happen in so many families.
However, I began to think of Hephzy and, as I said, of myself, and to review my life since Ardelia Cahoon and Strickland Morley changed its course so completely. And now it seems to me that, in the course of my “edging around” for the beginning of this present chronicle—so different from anything I have ever written before or ever expected to write—the time has come when the reader—provided, of course, the said chronicle is ever finished or ever reaches a reader—should know something of that life; should know a little of the family history of the Knowles and the Cahoons and the Morleys.
[image: ]
Notes
[1] bugbear — fearmonger

[image: ]Chapter III. Which, Although It Is Largely Family History, Should Not Be Skipped by the Reader

Let us take the Knowleses first. My name is Hosea Kent Knowles—I said that before—and my father was Captain Philander Kent Knowles. He was lost in the wreck of the steamer “Monarch of the Sea,” off Hatteras. The steamer caught fire in the middle of the night, a howling gale blowing and the thermometer a few degrees above zero. The passengers and crew took to the boats and were saved. My father stuck by his ship and went down with her, as did also her first mate, another Cape-Codder. I was a baby at the time, and was at Bayport with my mother, Emily Knowles, formerly Emily Cahoon, Captain Barnabas Cahoon’s niece. Mother had a little money of her own and Father’s life was insured for a moderate sum. Her small fortune was invested for her by her uncle, Captain Barnabas, who was the Bayport magnate and man of affairs in those days. Mother and I continued to live in the old house in Bayport and I went to school in the village until I was fourteen, when I went away to a preparatory school near Boston. Mother died a year later. I was an only child, but Hephzibah, who had always seemed like an older sister to me, now began to “mother” me, the process which she has kept up ever since.
Hephzibah was the daughter of Captain Barnabas by his first wife. Hephzy was born in 1859, so she is well over fifty now, although no one would guess it. Her mother died when she was a little girl and ten years later Captain Barnabas married again. His second wife was Susan Hammond, of Ostable, and by her he had one daughter, Ardelia. Hephzy has always declared “Ardelia” to be a pretty name. I have my own opinion on that subject, but I keep it to myself.
At any rate, Ardelia herself was pretty enough. She was pretty when a baby and prettier still as a schoolgirl. Her mother—while she lived, which was not long—spoiled her, and her half-sister, Hephzy, assisted in the petting and spoiling. Ardelia grew up with the idea that most things in this world were hers for the asking. Whatever took her fancy she asked for and, if Captain Barnabas did not give it to her, she considered herself ill-used. She was the young lady of the family and Hephzibah was the housekeeper and drudge, an uncomplaining one, be it understood. For her, as for the Captain, the business of life was keeping Ardelia contented and happy, and they gloried in the task. Hephzy might have married well at least twice, but she wouldn’t think of such a thing. “Pa and Ardelia need me,” she said; that was reason sufficient.
In 1888 Captain Barnabas went to Philadelphia on business. He had retired from active sea-going years before, but he retained an interest in a certain line of coasting schooners. The Captain, as I said, went to Philadelphia on business connected with these schooners and Ardelia went with him. Hephzibah stayed at home, of course; she always stayed at home, never expected to do anything else, although even then her favorite reading were books of travel, and pictures of the Alps, and of St. Peter’s at Rome, and the Tower of London were tacked up about her room. She, too, might have gone to Philadelphia, doubtless, if she had asked, but she did not ask. Her father did not think of inviting her. He loved his oldest daughter, although he did not worship her as he did Ardelia, but it never occurred to him that she, too, might enjoy the trip. Hephzy was always at home, she WAS home; so at home she remained.
[image: Bessborough Street, Pimlico]Bessborough Street, Pimlico — Ambrose McEvoy (1900)In Philadelphia Ardelia met Strickland Morley.
I give that statement a line all by itself, for it is by far the most important I have set down so far. The whole story of the Cahoons and the Knowleses—that is, all of their story which is the foundation of this history of mine—hinges on just that. If those two had not met I should not be writing this today, I might not be writing at all; instead of having become a Bayport “quahaug” I might have been the Lord knows what.
However, they did meet, at the home of a wealthy shipping merchant named Osgood who was a lifelong friend of Captain Barnabas. This shipping merchant had a daughter and that daughter was giving a party at her father’s home. Barnabas and Ardelia were invited. Strickland Morley was invited also.
Morley, at that time—I saw a good deal of him afterward, when he was at Bayport and when I was at the Cahoon house on holidays and vacations—was a handsome, aristocratic young Englishman. He was twenty-eight, but he looked younger. He was the second son in a Leicestershire family which had once been wealthy and influential but which had, in its later generations, gone to seed. He was educated, in a general sort of way, was a good dancer, played the violin fairly well, sang fairly well, had an attractive presence, and was one of the most plausible and fascinating talkers I ever listened to. He had studied medicine—studied it after a fashion, that is; he never applied himself to anything—and was then, in ‘88, “ship’s doctor” aboard a British steamer, which ran between Philadelphia and Glasgow. Miss Osgood had met him at the home of a friend of hers who had traveled on that steamer.
Hephzy and I do not agree as to whether or not he actually fell in love with Ardelia Cahoon. Hephzy, of course, to whom Ardelia was the most wonderfully beautiful creature on earth, is certain that he did—he could not help it, she says. I am not so sure. It is very hard for me to believe that Strickland Morley was ever in love with anyone but himself. Captain Barnabas was well-to-do and had the reputation of being much richer than he really was. And Ardelia WAS beautiful, there is no doubt of that. At all events, Ardelia fell in love, with him, violently, desperately, head over heels in love, the very moment the two were introduced. They danced practically every dance together that evening, met surreptitiously the next day and for five days thereafter, and on the sixth day Captain Barnabas received a letter from his daughter announcing that she and Morley were married and had gone to New York together. “We will meet you there, Pa,” wrote Ardelia. “I know you will forgive me for marrying Strickland. He is the most wonderful man in the wide world. You will love him, Pa, as I do.”
There was very little love expressed by the Captain when he read the note. According to Mr. Osgood’s account, Barnabas’s language was a throwback from the days when he was first mate on a Liverpool packet. That his idolized daughter had married without asking his consent was bad enough; that she had married an Englishman was worse. Captain Barnabas hated all Englishmen. A ship of his had been captured and burned, in the war time, by the “Alabama,” a British built privateer, and the very mildest of the terms he applied to a “John Bull” will not bear repetition in respectable society. He would not forgive Ardelia. She and her “Cockney husband” might sail together to the most tropical of tropics, or words to that effect.
But he did forgive her, of course. Likewise he forgave his son-in-law. When the Captain returned to Bayport he brought the newly wedded pair with him. I was not present at that homecoming. I was away at prep school, digging at my examinations, trying hard to forget that I was an orphan, but with the dull ache caused by my mother’s death always grinding at my heart. Many years ago she died, but the ache comes back now, as I think of her. There is more self-reproach in it than there used to be, more vain regrets for impatient words and wasted opportunities. Ah, if some of us—boys grown older—might have our mothers back again, would we be as impatient and selfish now? Would we neglect the opportunities? I think not; I hope not.
Hephzibah, after she got over the shock of the surprise and the pain of sharing her beloved sister with another, welcomed that other for Ardelia’s sake. She determined to like him very much indeed. This wasn’t so hard, at first. Everyone liked and trusted Strickland Morley at first sight. Afterward, when they came to know him better, they were not—if they were as wise and discerning as Hephzy—so sure of the trust. The wise and discerning were not, I say; Captain Barnabas, though wise and shrewd enough in other things, trusted him to the end.
Morley made it a point to win the affection and goodwill of his father-in-law. For the first month or two after the return to Bayport the new member of the family was always speaking of his plans for the future, of his profession and how he intended soon, very soon, to look up a good location and settle down to practice. Whenever he spoke thus, Captain Barnabas and Ardelia begged him not to do it yet, to wait awhile. “I am so happy with you and Pa and Hephzy,” declared Ardelia. “I can’t bear to go away yet, Strickland. And Pa doesn’t want us to; do you, Pa?”
Of course Captain Barnabas agreed with her, he always did, and so the Morleys remained at Bayport in the old house. Then came the first of the paralytic shocks—a very slight one—which rendered Captain Barnabas, the hitherto hale, active old seaman, unfit for exertion or the cares of business. He was not bedridden by any means; he could still take short walks, attend town meetings and those of the parish committee, but he must not, so Dr. Parker said, be allowed to worry about anything.
And Morley took it upon himself to prevent that worry. He spoke no more of leaving Bayport and settling down to practice his profession. Instead he settled down in Bayport and took the Captain’s business cares upon his own shoulders. Little by little he increased his influence over the old man. He attended to the latter’s investments, took charge of his bank account, collected his dividends, became, so to speak, his financial guardian. Captain Barnabas, at first rebellious—“I’ve always bossed my own ship,” he declared, “and I am not so darned feeble-headed that I can’t do it yet”—gradually grew reconciled and then contented. He, too, began to worship his daughter’s husband as the daughter herself did.
“He is a wonder,” said the Captain. “I never saw such a fellow for money matters. He’s handled my stocks and things a whole lot better than I ever did. I used to calculate if I got six per cent. interest I was doing well. He ain’t satisfied with anything short of eight, and he gets it, too. Whatever that boy wants and I own he can have. Sometimes I think this consarned palsy of mine is a judgment on me for being so sot against him in the beginning. Why, just look at how he runs this house, to say nothing of the rest of it! He is a skipper here; the rest of us are not anything but foremast[1] hands.”
Which was not the exact truth. Morley was skipper of the Cahoon house, Ardelia first mate, her father a passenger, and the foremast hand was Hephzy. And yet, so far as “running” that house was concerned the foremast hand ran it, as she always had done. The Captain and Ardelia were Morley’s willing slaves; Hephzy was, and continued to be, a free woman. She worked from morning until night, but she obeyed only such orders as she saw fit.
[image: The Letter]The Letter — John Lavery (1908)She alone did not take the new skipper at his face value.
“I don’t know what there was about him that made me uneasy,” she has told me since. “Maybe there wasn’t anything; perhaps that was just the reason. When a person is SO good and SO smart and SO polite—maybe the average sinful common mortal like me gets jealous; I don’t know. But I do know that, to save my life, I couldn’t swallow him whole the way Ardelia and Father did. I wanted to look him over first; and the more I looked him over, and the smoother and smoother he looked, the more sure I felt he’d give us all dyspepsy[2] before he got through. Unreasonable, was it not?”
For Ardelia’s sake she concealed her distrust and did her best to get on with the new head of the family. Only one thing she did, and that against Motley’s and her father’s protest. She withdrew her own little fortune, left her by her mother, from Captain Barnabas’s care and deposited it in the Ostable savings bank and in equally secure places. Of course she told the Captain of her determination to do this before she did it and the telling was the cause of the only disagreement, almost a quarrel, which she and her father ever had. The Captain was very angry and demanded reasons. Hephzibah declared she didn’t know that she had any reasons, but she was going to do it, nevertheless. And she did do it. For months thereafter relations between the two were strained; Barnabas scarcely spoke to his older daughter and Hephzy shed tears in the solitude of her bedroom. They were hard months for her.
At the end of them came the crash. Morley had developed a habit of running up to Boston on business trips connected with his father-in-law’s investments. Of late these little trips had become more frequent. Also, so it seemed to Hephzy, he was losing something of his genial sweetness and suavity[3], and becoming more moody and less entertaining. Telegrams and letters came frequently and these he read and destroyed at once. He seldom played the violin now unless Captain Barnabas—who was fond of music of the simpler sort—requested him to do so and he seemed uneasy and, for him, surprisingly disinclined to talk.
Hephzy was not the only one who noticed the change in him. Ardelia noticed it also and, as she always did when troubled or perplexed, sought her sister’s advice.
“I sha’n’t ever forget that night when she came to me for the last time,” Hephzy has told me over and over again. “She came up to my room, poor thing, and set down on the side of my bed and told me how worried she was about her husband. Father had turned in and HE was out, gone to the post-office or somewheres. I had Ardelia all to myself, for a wonder, and we sat and talked just the same as we used to before she was married. I’m glad it happened so. I shall always have that to remember, anyhow.
“Of course, all her worry was about Strickland. She was afraid he was makin’ himself sick. He worked so hard; didn’t I think so? Well, so far as that was concerned, I had come to believe that almost any kind of work was liable to make HIM sick, but of course I didn’t say that to her. That somethin’ was troublin’ him was plain, though I was far enough from guessin’ what that somethin’ was.
“We set and talked, about Strickland and about Father and about ourselves. Mainly Ardelia’s talk was a praise service with her husband for the subject of worship; she was so happy with him and idolized him so that she couldn’t spare time for much else. But she did speak a little about herself and, before she went away, she whispered somethin’ in my ear which was a dead secret. Even Father didn’t know it yet, she said. Of course I was as pleased as she was, almost—and a little frightened too, although I didn’t say so to her. She was always a frail little thing, delicate as she was pretty; not a strapping, rugged, homely body like me. We wasn’t a bit alike.
“So we talked and when she went away to bed she gave me an extra hug and kiss; came back to give ‘em to me, just as she used to when she was a little girl. I wondered since if she had any inklin’ of what was goin’ to happen. I’m sure she didn’t; I’m sure of it as I am that it did happen. She couldn’t have kept it from me if she had known—not that night. She went away to bed and I went to bed, too. I was a long while gettin’ to sleep and after I did I dreamed my first dream about ‘Little Frank.’ I didn’t call him ‘Little Frank’ then, though. I don’t seem to remember what I did call him or just how he looked except that he looked like Ardelia. And the next afternoon she and Strickland went away—to Boston, he told us.”
From that trip they never returned. Morley’s influence over his wife must have been greater even than any of us thought to induce her to desert her father and Hephzy without even a written word of explanation or farewell. It is possible that she did write and that her husband destroyed the letter. I am as sure as Hephzy is that Ardelia did not know what Morley had done. But, at all events, they never came back to Bayport and within the week the truth became known. Morley had speculated, had lost and lost again and again. All of Captain Barnabas’s own money and all entrusted to his care, including my little nest-egg, had gone as margins to the brokers who had bought for Morley his worthless eight per cent. wildcats. Hephzy’s few thousands in the savings bank and elsewhere were all that was left.
I shall condense the rest of the miserable business as much as I can. Captain Barnabas traced his daughter and her husband as far as the steamer which sailed for England. Farther he would not trace them, although he might easily have cabled and caused his son-in-law’s arrest. For a month he went about in a sort of daze, speaking to almost no one and sitting for hours alone in his room. The doctor feared for his sanity, but when the breakdown came it was in the form of a second paralytic stroke which left him a helpless, crippled dependent, weak and shattered in body and mind.
He lived nine years longer. Meanwhile various things happened. I managed to finish my preparatory school term and, then, instead of entering college as Mother and I had planned, I went into business—save the mark—taking the exalted position of entry clerk in a wholesale drygoods house in Boston. As entry clerk I did not shine, but I continued to keep the place until
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