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The Depot Master
Joseph Crosby Lincoln
A Modern Reader’s Edition
The stationmaster of a Cape Cod town — depot master, unofficial magistrate, and the only man everyone tells things to — is handed a runaway boy, a disputed will and a summer visitor with an alias. Lincoln built a whole career out of one place; the humour is in the talk, and the talk is transcribed from a village he had listened to all his life.
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[image: ]Chapter I. At the Depot

Mr. Simeon Phinney emerged from the side door of his residence and paused a moment to light his pipe in the lee of the lilac bushes. Mr. Phinney was a man of various and sundry occupations, and his sign, nailed to the big silver-leaf in the front yard, enumerated a few of them. “Carpenter, Well Driver, Building Mover, Cranberry Bogs Seen to with Care and Dispatch, etc., etc.,” so read the sign. The house was situated in “Phinney’s Lane,” the crooked little byway off “Cross Street,” between the “Shore Road” at the foot of the slope and the “Hill Boulevard”—formerly “Higgins’s Roost”—at the top. From the Phinney gate the view was extensive and, for the most part, wet. The hill descended sharply, past the “Shore Road,” over the barren fields and knolls covered with bayberry[1] bushes and “poverty grass,” to the yellow sand of the beach and the gray, weather-beaten fish-houses scattered along it. Beyond was the bay, a glimmer in the sunset light.
Mrs. Phinney, in the kitchen, was busy with the supper dishes. Her husband, wheezing comfortably at his musical pipe, drew an ancient silver watch from his pocket and looked at its dial. Quarter past six. Time to be getting down to the depot and the post office. At least a dozen male citizens of East Harniss were thinking that very thing at that very moment. It was a community habit of long standing to see the train come in and go after the mail. The facts that the train bore no passengers in whom you were intimately interested, and that you expected no mail made little difference. If you were a man of thirty or older, you went to the depot or the “club,” just as your wife or sisters went to the sewing circle, for sociability and mild excitement. If you were a single young man you went to the post office for the same reason that you attended prayer meeting. If you were a single young lady you went to the post office and prayer meeting to furnish a reason for the young man.
[image: Boys and Kitten]Boys and Kitten — Winslow Homer (1873)Mr. Phinney, replacing his watch in his pocket, meandered to the sidewalk and looked down the hill and along the length of the “Shore Road.” Beside the latter highway stood a little house, painted a spotless white, its window blinds a vivid green. In that house dwelt, and dwelt alone, Captain Solomon Berry, Sim Phinney’s particular friend. Captain Sol was the East Harniss depot master and, from long acquaintance, Mr. Phinney knew that he should be through supper and ready to return to the depot, by this time. The pair usually walked thither together when the evening meal was over.
[image: Two Guides]Two Guides — Winslow Homer (1877)But, except for the smoke curling lazily from the kitchen chimney, there was no sign of life about the Berry house. Either Captain Sol had already gone, or he was not yet ready to go. So Mr. Phinney decided that waiting was chancey, and set out alone.
[image: Charles Prentice Howland]Charles Prentice Howland — Winslow Homer (1878)He climbed Cross Street to where the “Hill Boulevard,” abiding place of East Harniss’s summer aristocracy, bisected it, and there, standing on the corner, and consciously patronizing the spot where he so stood, was Mr. Ogden Hapworth Williams, no less.
Mr. Williams was the village millionaire, patron, and, in a gentlemanly way, “boomer.” His estate on the Boulevard was the finest in the county, and he, more than any one else, was responsible for the “buying up” by wealthy people from the city of the town’s best building sites, the spots commanding “fine marine sea views,” to quote from Abner Payne, local real estate and insurance agent. His own estate was fine enough to be talked about from one end of the Cape to the other and he had bought the empty lot opposite and made it into a miniature park, with flower beds and gravel walks, though no one but he or his might pick the flowers or tread the walks. He had brought on a wealthy friend from New York and a cousin from Chicago, and they, too, had bought acres on the Boulevard and erected palatial “cottages” where once were the houses of country people. Local cynics suggested that the sign on the East Harniss railroad station should be changed to read “Williamsburg.” “He owns the place, body and soul,” said they.
[image: On the Hill]On the Hill — Winslow Homer (1878)As Sim Phinney climbed the hill the magnate, pompous, portly, and imposing, held up a signaling finger. “Just as if he was hailin’ a horse car,” described Simeon afterward.
“Phinney,” he said, “come here, I want to speak to you.”
The man of many trades obediently approached.
“Good evenin’, Mr. Williams,” he ventured.
“Phinney,” went on the great man briskly, “I want you to give me your figures on a house moving deal. I have bought a house on the Shore Road, the one that used to belong to the—er—Smalleys, I believe.”
Simeon was surprised. “What, the old Smalley house?” he exclaimed. “You don’t tell me!”
“Yes, it’s a fine specimen—so my wife says—of the pure Colonial, whatever that is, and I intend moving it to the Boulevard. I want your figures for the job.”
The building mover looked puzzled. “To the Boulevard?” he said. “Why, I didn’t know there was a vacant lot on the Boulevard, Mr. Williams.”
“There isn’t now, but there will be soon. I have got hold of the hundred feet left from the old Seabury estate.”
Mr. Phinney drew a long breath. “Why!” he stammered, “that’s where Olive Edwards—her that was Olive Seabury—lives, ain’t it?”
“Yes,” was the rather impatient answer. “She has been living there. But the place was mortgaged up to the handle and—ahem—the mortgage is mine now.”
For an instant Simeon did not reply. He was gazing, not up the Boulevard in the direction of the “Seabury place” but across the slope of the hill toward the home of Captain Sol Berry, the depot master. There was a troubled look on his face.
“Well?” inquired Williams briskly, “when can you give me the figures? They must be low, mind. No country skin games, you understand.”
“Hey?” Phinney came out of his momentary trance. “Yes, yes, Mr. Williams. They’ll be low enough. Times is kind of dull now and I’d like a movin’ job first-rate. I’ll give ‘em to you to-morrer. But—but Olive’ll have to move, won’t she? And where’s she goin’?”
“She’ll have to move, sure. And the eyesore on that lot now will come down.”
The “eyesore” was the four room building, combined dwelling and shop of Mrs. Olive Edwards, widow of “Bill Edwards,” once a promising young man, later town drunkard and ne’er-do-well, dead these five years, luckily for himself and luckier—in a way—for the wife who had stuck by him while he wasted her inheritance in a losing battle with John Barleycorn. At his death the fine old Seabury place had dwindled to a lone hundred feet of land, the little house, and a mortgage on both. Olive had opened a “notion store” in her front parlor and had fought on, proudly refusing aid and trying to earn a living. She had failed. Again Phinney stared thoughtfully at the distant house of Captain Sol.
“But Olive,” he said, slowly. “She ain’t got no folks, has she? What’ll become of her? Where’ll she move to?”
“That,” said Mr. Williams, with a wave of a fat hand, “is not my business. I am sorry for her, if she’s hard up. But I can’t be responsible if men will drink up their wives’ money. Look out for number one; that’s business. I sha’n’t be unreasonable with her. She can stay where she is until the new house I’ve bought is moved to that lot. Then she must clear out. I’ve told her that. She knows all about it. Well, good-by, Phinney. I shall expect your bid tomorrow. And, mind, don’t try to get the best of me, because you can’t do it.”
He turned and strutted back up the Boulevard. Sim Phinney, pondering deeply and very grave, continued on his way, down Cross Street to Main—naming the village roads was another of the Williams’ “improvements”—and along that to the crossing, East Harniss’s business and social center at train times.
[image: Law]Law — Edvard Munch (1887)The station—everyone called it “deepo,” of course—was then a small red building, old and out of date, but scrupulously neat because of Captain Berry’s rigid surveillance. Close beside it was the “Boston Grocery, Dry Goods and General Store,” Mr. Beriah Higgins, proprietor. Beriah was postmaster and the post office was in his store. The male citizen of middle age or over, seeking opportunity for companionship and chat, usually went first to the depot, sat about in the waiting room until the train came in, superintended that function, then sojourned to the post office until the mail was sorted, returning later, if he happened to be a particular friend of the depot master, to sit and smoke and yarn until Captain Sol announced that it was time to “turn in.”
[image: Andreas Bjølstad]Andreas Bjølstad — Edvard Munch (1888)When Mr. Phinney entered the little waiting room he found it already tenanted. Captain Sol had not yet arrived, but official authority was represented by “Issy” McKay—his full name was Issachar Ulysses Grant McKay—a long-legged, freckled-faced, tow-headed youth of twenty, who, as usual, was sprawled along the settee by the wall, engrossed in a paper covered dime novel. “Issy” was a lover of certain kinds of literature and reveled in lurid fiction. As a youngster he had, at the age of thirteen, after a course of reading in the “Deadwood Dick Library,” started on a pedestrian journey to the Far West, where, being armed with home-made tomahawk and scalping knife, he contemplated extermination of the noble red man. A wrathful pursuing parent had collared the exterminator at the Bayport station, to the huge delight of East Harniss, young and old. Since this adventure Issy had been famous, in a way.
He was Captain Sol Berry’s assistant at the depot. Why an assistant was needed was a much discussed question. Why Captain Sol, a retired seafaring man with money in the bank, should care to be depot master at ten dollars a week was another. The Captain himself said he took the place because he wanted to do something that was “half way between a loaf and a job.” He employed an assistant at his own expense because he “might want to stretch the loafin’ half.” And he hired Issy because—well, because “most folks in East Harniss are alike and you can always tell about what they’ll say or do. Now Issy’s different. The Lord only knows what HE’S likely to do, and that makes him interestin’ as a conundrum, to guess at. He kind of keeps my sense of responsibility from gettin’ mossy, Issy does.”
“Issy,” hailed Mr. Phinney, “has the Cap’n got here yet?”
Issy answered not. The villainous floorwalker had just proffered matrimony or summary discharge to “Flora, the Beautiful Shop Girl,” and pending her answer, the McKay mind had no room for trifles.
“Issy!” shouted Simeon. “I say, Is’, Wake up, you foolhead! Has Cap’n Sol—”
“No, he ain’t, Sim,” volunteered Ed Crocker. He and his chum, Cornelius Rowe, were seated in two of the waiting room chairs, their feet on two others. “He ain’t got here yet. We was just talkin’ about him. You’ve heard about Olive Edwards, I s’pose likely, ain’t you?”
Phinney nodded gloomily.
“Yes,” he said, “I’ve heard.”
“Well, it’s too bad,” continued Crocker. “But, after all, it’s Olive’s own fault. She’d ought to have married Sol Berry when she had the chance. What she ever gave him the go-by for, after the years they was keepin’ comp’ny, is more’n I can understand.”
Cornelius Rowe shook his head, with an air of wisdom. Captain Sol, himself, remarked once: “I wonder sometimes the Almighty ain’t jealous of Cornelius, he knows so much and is so responsible for the runnin’ of all creation.”
“Humph!” grunted Mr. Rowe. “There’s more to that business than you folks think. Olive didn’t notice Bill Edwards till Sol went off to sea and stayed two years and over. How do you know she shook Sol? You might just as well say he shook her. He always was stubborn as an off ox and cranky as a windlass. I wonder how he feels now, when she’s lost her last red and is goin’ to be drove out of house and home. And all on account of that fool ‘mountain and Mahomet’ business.”
“WHICH?” asked Mr. Crocker.
“Never mind that, Cornelius,” put in Phinney, sharply. “Why don’t you let other folks’ affairs alone? That was a secret that Olive told your sister and you’ve got no right to go blabbin’.”
“Aw, hush up, Sim! I ain’t tellin’ no secrets to anybody but Ed here, and he ain’t lived in East Harniss long or he’d know it already. The mountain and Mahomet? Why, them was the last words Sol and Olive had. ‘Twas Sol’s stubbornness that was most to blame. That was his one bad fault. He would have his own way and he wouldn’t change. Olive had set her heart on goin’ to Washin’ton for their weddin’ tower. Sol wanted to go to Niagara. They argued a long time, and finally Olive says, ‘No, Solomon, I’m not goin’ to give in this time. I have all the others, but it’s not fair and it’s not right, and no married life can be happy where one does all the sacrificin’. If you care for me you’ll do as I want now.’
“And he laughs and says, ‘All right, I’ll sacrifice after this, but you and me must see Niagara.’ And she was sot and he was sotter, and at last they quarreled. He marches out of the door and says: ‘Very good. When you’re ready to be sensible and change your mind, you can come to me. And says Olive, pretty white but firm: ‘No, Solomon, I’m right and you’re not. I’m afraid this time the mountain must come to Mahomet.’ That ended it. He went away and never come back, and after a long spell she give in to her dad and married Bill Edwards. Foolish? ‘Well, now, WA’N’T it!”
“Humph!” grunted Crocker. “She must have been a born gump to let a smart man like him get away just for that.”
“There’s a good many born gumps not so far from here as her house,” interjected Phinney. “You remember that next time you look in the glass, Ed Crocker. And—and—well, there’s no better friend of Sol Berry’s on earth than I am, but, so fur as their quarrel was concerned, if you ask me I’d have to say Olive was pretty nigh right.”
“Maybe—maybe,” declared the allwise Cornelius, “but just the same if I was Sol Berry, and knew my old girl was likely to go to the poorhouse, I’ll bet my conscience—”
“S-ssh!” hissed Crocker, frantically. Cornelius stopped in the middle of his sentence, whirled in his chair, and looked up. Behind him in the doorway of the station stood Captain Sol himself. The blue cap he always wore was set back on his head, a cigar tipped upward from the corner of his mouth, and there was a grim look in his eye and about the smooth shaven lips above the short, grayish-brown beard.
“Issy” sprang from his settee and jammed the paper novel into his pocket. Ed Crocker’s sunburned face turned redder yet. Sim Phinney grinned at Mr. Rowe, who was very much embarrassed.
“Er—er—evenin’, Cap’n Sol,” he stammered. “Nice, seasonable weather, ain’t it? Been a nice day.”
“Um,” grunted the depot master, knocking the ashes from his cigar.
“Just right for workin’ outdoor,” continued Cornelius.
“I guess it must be. I saw your wife rakin’ the yard this mornin’.”
Phinney doubled up with a chuckle. Mr. Rowe swallowed hard. “I—I TOLD her I’d rake it myself soon’s I got time,” he sputtered.
“Um. Well, I s’pose she realized your time was precious. Evenin’, Sim, glad to see you.”
He held out his hand and Phinney grasped it.
“Issy,” said Captain Sol, “you’d better get busy with the broom, hadn’t you. It’s standin’ over in that corner and I wouldn’t wonder if it needed exercise. Sim, the train ain’t due for twenty minutes yet. That gives us at least three quarters of an hour afore it gets here. Come outside a spell. I want to talk to you.”
He led the way to the platform, around the corner of the station, and seated himself on the baggage truck. That side of the building, being furthest from the street, was out of view from the post office and “general store.”
“What was it you wanted to talk about, Sol?” asked Simeon, sitting down beside his friend on the truck.
The Captain smoked in silence for a moment. Then he asked a question in return.
“Sim,” he said, “have you heard anything about Williams buying the Smalley house? Is it true?”
Phinney nodded. “Yup,” he answered, “it’s true. Williams was just talkin’ to me and I know all about his buyin’ it and where it’s goin’.”
[image: Bendix Lange]Bendix Lange — Edvard Munch (1888)He repeated the conversation with the great man. Captain Sol did not interrupt. He smoked on, and a frown gathered and deepened as he listened.
“Humph!” he said, when his friend had concluded. “Humph! Sim, do you have any idea what—what Olive Seabury will do when she has to go?”
Phinney glanced at him. It was the first time in twenty years that he had heard Solomon Berry mention the name of his former sweetheart. And even now he did not call her by her married name, the name of her late husband.
“No,” replied Simeon. “No, Sol, I ain’t got the least idea. Poor thing!”
Another interval. Then: “Well, Sim, find out if you can, and let me know. And,” turning his head and speaking quietly but firmly, “don’t let anybody ELSE know I asked.”
“Course I won’t, Sol, you know that. But don’t it seem awful mean turnin’ her out so? I wouldn’t think Mr. Williams would do such a thing.”
His companion smiled grimly; “I would,” he said. “’Business is business,’ that’s his motto. That and ‘Look out for number one.’”
“Yes, he said somethin’ to me about lookin’ out for number one.”
“Did he? Humph!” The Captain’s smile lost a little of its bitterness and broadened. He seemed to be thinking and to find amusement in the process.
“What you grinnin’ at?” demanded Phinney.
“Oh, I was just rememberin’ how he looked out for number one the first—no, the second time I met him. I don’t believe he’s forgot it. Maybe that’s why he ain’t quite so high and mighty to me as he is to the rest of you fellers. Ha! ha! He tried to patronize me when I first came back here and took this depot and I just smiled and asked him what the market price of johnny-cake was these days. He got red clear up to the brim of his tall hat. Humph! ‘TWAS funny.”
“The market price of JOHNNY-CAKE! He must have thought you was loony.”
“No. I’m the last man he’d think was loony. You see I met him a fore he came here to live at all.”
“You did? Where?”
“Oh, over to Wellmouth. ‘Twas the year afore I come back to East Harniss, myself, after my long stretch away from it. I never intended to see the Cape again, but I couldn’t stay away somehow. I’ve told you that much—how I went over to Wellmouth and boarded a spell, got sick of that, and, just to be doin’ somethin’ and not for the money, bought a catboat[2] and took out sailin’ parties from Wixon and Wingate’s summer hotel.”
“And you met Mr. Williams? Well, I snum! Was he at the hotel?”
“No, not exactly. I met him sort of casual this second time.”
“SECOND time? Had you met him afore that?”
“Don’t get ahead of the yarn, Sim. It happened this way: You see, I was comin’ along the road between East Wellmouth and the Center when I run afoul[3] of him. He was fat and shiny, and drivin’ a skittish horse hitched to a fancy buggy. When he sighted me he hove to and hailed.
“’Here you!’ says he, in a voice as fat as the rest of him. ‘Your name’s Berry, ain’t it.’
“’Yup,’ says I.
“’Methusalum Berry or Jehoshaphat Berry or Sheba Berry, or somethin’ like that? Hey?’ he says.
“’Well,’ says I, ‘the last shot you fired comes nighest the bull’s eye. They christened me Solomon, but ‘twa’n’t my fault; I was young at the time and they took advantage.’
“He grinned a kind of lopsided grin, like he had a lemon in his mouth, and commenced to cuss the horse for tryin’ to climb a pine tree.
“’I knew ‘twas some Bible outrage or other,’ he says. ‘There’s more Bible names in this forsaken sand heap than there is Christians, a good sight. When I meet a man with a Bible name and chin whiskers I hang on to my watch. The feller that sets out to do me has got to have a better make up than that, you bet your life. ‘Well, see here, King Sol; can you run a gasoline launch?’
“’Why, yes, I guess I can run ‘most any of the everyday kinds,’ says I, pullin’ thoughtful at my own chin whiskers. This fat man had got me interested. He was so polite and folksy in his remarks. Didn’t seem to stand on no ceremony, as you might say. Likewise there was a kind of familiar somethin’ about his face. I knew mighty well I’d never met him afore, and yet I seemed to have a floatin’ memory of him, same as a chap remembers the taste of the senna and salts his ma made him take when he was little.
Notes
[1] bayberry — wax myrtle
[2] catboat — small sailboat
[3] afoul — collide

“’All right,’ says he, sharp. ‘Then you come around to my landin’ to-morrer mornin’ at eight o’clock prompt and take me out in my launch to the cod-fishin’ grounds. I’ll give you ten dollars to take me out there and back.’
“’Well,’ says I, ‘ten dollars is a good price enough. Do I furnish—‘
“’You furnish nothin’ except your grub,’ he interrupts. ‘The launch’ll be ready and the lines and hooks and bait’ll be ready. My own man was to do the job, but he and I had a heart-to-heart talk just now and I told him where he could go and go quick. No smart Alec gets the best of me, even if he has got a month’s contract. You run that launch and put me on the fishin’ grounds. I pay you for that and bringin’ me back again. And I furnish my own extras and you can furnish yours. I don’t want any of your Yankee bargainin’. See?’
“I saw. There wa’n’t no real reason why I couldn’t take the job. ‘Twas well along into September; the hotel was closed for the season; and about all I had on my hands just then was time.
“’All right,’ says I, ‘it’s a deal. If you’ll guarantee to have your launch ready, I—‘
“’That’s my business,’ he says. ‘It’ll be ready. If it ain’t you’ll get your pay just the same. To-morrer mornin’ at eight o’clock. And don’t you forget and be late. Gid-dap, you blackguard!’ says he to the horse.
“’Hold on, just a minute,’ I hollers, runnin’ after him. ‘I don’t want to be curious nor nosey, you understand, but seems ‘s if it might help me to be on time if I knew where your launch was goin’ to be and what your name was.’
“He pulled up then. ‘Humph!’ he says, ‘if you don’t know my name and more about my private affairs than I do myself, you’re the only one in this county that don’t. My name’s Williams, and I live in what you folks call the Lathrop place over here toward Trumet. The launch is at my landin’ down in front of the house.’
“He drove off then and I walked along thinkin’. I knew who he was now, of course. There was consider’ble talk when the Lathrop place was rented, and I gathered that the feller who hired it answered to the hail of Williams and was a retired banker, sufferin’ from an enlarged income and the diseases that go along with it. He lived alone up there in the big house, except for a cranky housekeeper and two or three servants. This was afore he got married, Sim; his wife’s tamed him a little. Then the yarns about his temper and language would have filled a log book.
“But all this was way to one side of the mark-buoy, so fur as I was concerned. I’d cruised with cranks afore and I thought I could stand this one—ten dollars’ worth of him, anyhow. Bluster and big talk may scare some folks, but to me they’re like Aunt Hepsy Parker’s false teeth, the further off you be from ‘em the more real they look. So the next mornin’ I was up bright and early and on my way over to the Lathrop landin’.
“The launch was there, made fast alongside the little wharf. Nice, slick-lookin’ craft she was, too, all varnish and gilt gorgeousness. I’d liked her better if she’d carried a sail, for it’s my experience that canvas is a handy thing to have aboard in case of need; but she looked seaworthy enough and built for speed.
“While I was standin’ on the pier lookin’ down at her I heard footsteps and brisk remarks from behind the bushes on the bank, and here comes Williams, puffin’ and blowin’, followed by a sulky-lookin’ hired man totin’ a deckload of sweaters and ileskins, with a lunch basket on top. Williams himself wan’t carryin’ anything but his temper, but he hadn’t forgot none of that.
“’Hello, Berry,’ says he to me. ‘You are on time, ain’t you. Blessed if it ain’t a comfort to find somebody who’ll do what I tell ‘em. Now you,’ he says to the servant, ‘put them things aboard and clear out as quick as you’ve a mind to. You and I are through; understand? Don’t let me find you hangin’ around the place when I get back. Cast off, Sol.’
“The man dumped the dunnage[1] into the launch, pretty average ugly, and me and the boss climbed aboard. I cast off.
“’Mr. Williams,’ says the man, kind of pleadin’, ‘ain’t you goin’ to pay me the rest of my month’s wages?’
“Williams told him he wa’n’t, and added trimmin’s to make it emphatic.
“I started the engine and we moved out at a good clip. All at once that hired man runs to the end of the wharf and calls after us.
“’All right for you, you fat-head!’ he yells. ‘You’ll be sorry for what you done to me.’
“I cal’late the boss would have liked to go back and lick him, but I was hired to go a-fishin’, not to watch a one-sided prize fight, and I thought ‘twas high time we started.
“The name of that launch was the Shootin’ Star, and she certainly lived up to it. ‘Twas one of them slick, greasy days, with no sea worth mentionin’ and we biled along fine. We had to, because the cod ledge is a good many mile away, ‘round Sandy P’int out to sea, and, judgin’ by what I’d seen of Fatty so fur, I wa’n’t hankerin’ to spend more time with him than was necessary. More’n that, there was fog signs showin’.
“’When was you figgerin’ on gettin’ back, Mr. Williams?’ I asked him.
“’When I’ve caught as many fish as I want to,’ he says. ‘I told that housekeeper of mine that I’d be back when I got good and ready; it might be tonight and it might be ten days from now. “If I ain’t back in a week you can hunt me up,” I told her; “but not before. And that goes.” I’ve got HER trained all right. She knows me. It’s a pity if a man can’t be independent of females.’
“I knew consider’ble many men that was subjects for pity, ‘cordin’ to that rule. But I wa’n’t in for no week’s cruise, and I told him so. He said of course not; we’d be home that evenin’.
“The Shootin’ Star kept slippin’ along. ‘Twas a beautiful mornin’ and, after a spell, it had its effect, even on a crippled disposition like that banker man’s. He lit up a cigar and begun to get more sociable, in his way. Commenced to ask me questions about myself.
“By and by he says: ‘Berry, I suppose you figger that it’s a smart thing to get ten dollars out of me for a trip like this, hey?’
“’Not if it’s to last a week, I don’t,’ says I.
“’It’s your lookout if it does,’ he says prompt. ‘You get ten for takin’ me out and back. If you ain’t back on time ‘tain’t my fault.’
“’Unless this craft breaks down,’ I says.
“’’Twon’t break down. I looked after that. My motto is to look out for number one every time, and it’s a mighty good motto. At any rate, it’s made my money for me.’
“He went on, preachin’ about business shrewdness and how it paid, and how mean and tricky in little deals we Rubes was, and yet we didn’t appreciate how to manage big things, till I got kind of sick of it.
“’Look here, Mr. Williams,’ says I, ‘you know how I make my money—what little I do make—or you say you do. Now, if it ain’t a sassy question, how did you make yours?’
“Well, he made his by bein’ shrewd and careful and always lookin’ out for number one. ‘Number one’ was his hobby. I gathered that the heft of his spare change had come from dickers in stocks and bonds.
“’Humph!’ says I. ‘Well, speakin’ of tricks and meanness, I’ve allers heard tell that there was some of them things hitched to the tail of the stock market. What makes the stock market price of—well, of wheat, we’ll say?’
“That was regulated, so he said, by the law of supply and demand. If a feller had all the wheat there was and another chap had to have some or starve, why, the first one had a right to gouge t’other chap’s last cent away from him afore he let it go.
“’That’s legitimate,’ he says. ‘That’s cornerin’ the market. Law of supply and demand exemplified.’
“’’Cordin’ to that law,’ says I, ‘when you was so set on fishin’ today and hunted me up to run your boat here—‘cause I was about the only chap who could run it and wa’n’t otherwise busy—I’d ought to have charged you twenty dollars instead of ten.’
“’Sure you had,’ he says, grinnin’. ‘But you weren’t shrewd enough to grasp the situation and do it. Now the deal’s closed and it’s too late.’
“He went on talkin’ about ‘pools’ and deals’ and such. How prices of this stock and that was shoved up a-purpose till a lot of folks had put their money in it and then was smashed flat so’s all hands but the ‘poolers’ would be what he called ‘squeezed out,’ and the gang would get their cash. That was legitimate, too—‘high finance,’ he said.
“’But how about the poor folks that had their savin’s in them stocks,’ I asks, ‘and don’t know high financin’? Where’s the law of supply and demand come in for them?’
“He laughed. ‘They supply the suckers and the demand for money,’ says he.
“By eleven we was well out toward the fishin’ grounds. ‘Twas the bad season now; the big fish had struck off still further and there wa’n’t another boat in sight. The land was just a yeller and green smooch along the sky line and the waves was runnin’ bigger. The Shootin’ Star was seaworthy, though, and I wa’n’t worried about her. The only thing that troubled me was the fog, and that was pilin’ up to wind’ard. I’d called Fatty’s attention to it when we fust started, but he said he didn’t care a red for fog. Well, I didn’t much care nuther, for we had a compass aboard and the engine was runnin’ fine. What wind there was was blowin’ offshore.
“And then, all to once, the engine STOPPED runnin’. I give the wheel a whirl, but she only coughed, consumptive-like, and quit again. I went for’ard to inspect, and, if you’ll believe it, there wa’n’t a drop of gasoline left in the tank. The spare cans had ought to have been full, and they was—but ‘twas water they was filled with.
“’Is THIS the way you have your boat ready for me?’ I remarks, sarcastic.
“’That—that man of mine told me he had everything filled,’ he stammers, lookin’ scart.
“’Yes,’ says I, ‘and I heard him hint likewise that he was goin’ to make you sorry. I guess he’s done it.’
“Well, sir! the brimstone names that Fatty called that man was somethin’ surprisin’ to hear. When he’d used up all he had in stock he invented new ones. When the praise service was over he turns to me and says: ‘But what are we goin’ to do?’
“’Do?’ says I. ‘That’s easy. We’re goin’ to drift.’
“And that’s what we done. I tried to anchor, but we wa’n’t over the ledge and the iron wouldn’t reach bottom by a mile, more or less. I rigged up a sail out of the oar and the canvas spray shield, but there wa’n’t wind enough to give us steerageway[2]. So we drifted and drifted, out to sea. And by and by the fog come down and shut us in, and that fixed what little hope I had of bein’ seen by the life patrol on shore.
“The breeze died out flat about three o’clock. In one way this was a good thing. In another it wa’n’t, because we was well out in deep water, and when the wind did come it was likely to come harder’n we needed. However, there wa’n’t nothin’ to do but wait and hope for the best, as the feller said when his wife’s mother was sick.
“It was gettin’ pretty well along toward the edge of the evenin’ when I smelt the wind a-comin’. It came in puffs at fust, and every puff was healthier than the one previous. Inside of ten minutes it was blowin’ hard, and the seas were beginnin’ to kick up. I got up my jury rig—the oar and the spray shield—and took the helm. There wa’n’t nothin’ to do but run afore it, and the land knows where we would fetch up. At any rate, if the compass was right, we was drivin’ back into the bay again, for the wind had hauled clear around.
“The Shootin’ Star jumped and sloshed. Fatty had on all the ileskins and sweaters, but he was shakin’ like a custard pie.
“’Oh, oh, heavens!’ he chatters. ‘What will we do? Will we drown?’
“’Don’t know,’ says I, tuggin’ at the wheel and tryin’ to sight the compass. ‘You’ve got the best chance of the two of us, if it’s true that fat floats.’
“I thought that might cheer him up some, but it didn’t. A big wave heeled us over then and a keg or two of salt water poured over the gunwale. He give a yell and jumped up.
“’My Lord!’ he screams. ‘We’re sinkin’. Help! help!’
“’Set down!’ I roared. ‘Thought you knew how to act in a boat. Set down! d’you hear me? SET DOWN AND SET STILL!’
“He set. Likewise he shivered and groaned. It got darker all the time and the wind freshened every minute. I expected to see that jury mast go by the board at any time. Lucky for us it held.
“No use tellin’ about the next couple of hours. ‘Cordin’ to my reckonin’ they was years and we’d ought to have sailed plumb through the broadside of the Cape, and be makin’ a quick run for Africy. But at last we got into smoother water, and then, right acrost our bows, showed up a white strip. The fog had pretty well blowed clear and I could see it.
“’Land, ho!’ I yells. ‘Stand by! WE’RE goin’ to bump.’”
Captain Sol stopped short and listened. Mr. Phinney grasped his arm.
“For the dear land sakes, Sol,” he exclaimed, “don’t leave me hangin’ in them breakers no longer’n you can help! Heave ahead! DID you bump?”
The depot master chuckled.
“DID we?” he repeated. “Well, I’ll tell you that by and by. Here comes the train and I better take charge of the ship. Anything so responsible as seein’ the cars come in without me to help would give Issy the jumpin’ heart disease.”
He sprang from the truck and hastened toward the door of the station. Phinney, rising to follow him, saw, over the dark green of the swamp cedars at the head of the track, an advancing column of smoke. A whistle sounded. The train was coming in.
[image: ]
Notes
[1] dunnage — ship padding
[2] steerageway — enough speed to steer

[image: ]Chapter II. Supply and Demand

And now life in East Harniss became temporarily fevered. Issy McKay dashed out of the station and rushed importantly up and down the platform. Ed Crocker and Cornelius Rowe emerged and draped themselves in statuesque attitudes against the side of the building. Obed Gott came hurrying from his paint and oil shop, which was next to the “general store.” Mr. Higgins, proprietor of the latter, sauntered easily across to receive, in his official capacity as postmaster, the mail bag. Ten or more citizens, of both sexes, and of various ages, gathered in groups to inspect and supervise.
The locomotive pulled its string of cars, a “baggage,” a “smoker,” and two “passengers,” alongside the platform. The sliding door of the baggage car was pushed back and the baggage master appeared in the opening. “Hi! Cap’n!” he shouted. “Hi, Cap’n Sol! Here’s some express for you.”
[image: Marius Selmer]Marius Selmer — Edvard Munch (1888)But unfortunately the Captain was in conversation with the conductor at the other end of the train. Issy, willing and officious, sprang forward. “I’ll take it, Bill,” he volunteered. “Here, give it to me.”
[image: Landscape with Cattle]Landscape with Cattle — Albert Bierstadt (1850)The baggage master handed down the package, a good sized one marked “Glass. With Care.” Issy received it, clutched it to his bosom, turned and saw Gertie Higgins, pretty daughter of Beriah Higgins, stepping from the first car to the platform. Gertie had been staying with an aunt in Trumet and was now returning home for a day or two.
[image: Autumn Landscape, The Catskills]Autumn Landscape, The Catskills — Albert Bierstadt (1850)Issy stopped short and gazed at her. He saw her meet and kiss her father, and the sight roused turbulent emotions in his bosom. He saw her nod and smile at acquaintances whom she passed. She approached, noticed him, and—oh, rapture!—said laughingly, “Hello, Is.” Before he could recover his senses and remember to do more than grin she had disappeared around the corner of the station. Therefore he did not see the young man who stepped forward to shake her hand and whisper in her ear. This young man was Sam Bartlett, and, as a “city dude,” Issy loathed and hated him.
[image: The Clove - A Storm Scene in the Catskill Mountains]The Clove - A Storm Scene in the Catskill Mountains — Jasper F. Cropsey (1851)No, Issy did not see the hurried and brief meeting between Bartlett and Gertie Higgins, but he had seen enough to cause forgetfulness of mundane things. For an instant he stared after the vanished vision. Then he stepped blindly forward, tripped over something—“his off hind leg,” so Captain Sol afterward vowed—and fell sprawling, the express package beneath him.
[image: Valley of the Catawissa in Autumn]Valley of the Catawissa in Autumn — Thomas Moran (1862)The crash of glass reached the ears of the depot master. He broke away from the conductor and ran toward his prostrate “assistant.” Pushing aside the delighted and uproarious bystanders, he forcibly helped the young man to rise.
“What in time?” he demanded.
Issy agonizingly held the package to his ear and shook it.
“I—I’m afraid somethin’s cracked,” he faltered.
The crowd set up a whoop. Ed Crocker appeared to be in danger of strangling.
“Cracked!” repeated Captain Sol. “Cracked!” he smiled, in spite of himself. “Yes, somethin’s cracked. It’s that head of yours, Issy. Here, let’s see!”
He snatched the package from the McKay hands and inspected it.
“Smashed to thunder!” he declared. “Who’s the lucky one it belongs to? Humph!” He read the inscription aloud, “Major Cuthbertson S. Hardee. The Major, hey! . . . Well, Is, you take the remains inside and you and I’ll hold services over it later.”
“I—I didn’t go to do it,” protested the frightened Issy.
“Course you didn’t. If you had you wouldn’t. You’re like the feller in Scriptur’, you leave undone the things you ought to do and do them that—All right, Jim! Let her go! Cast off!”
The conductor waved his hand, the engine puffed, the bell rang, and the train moved onward. For another twelve hours East Harniss was left marooned by the outside world.
[image: The Birches of the Catskills]The Birches of the Catskills — Worthington Whittredge (1875)Beriah Higgins and the mail bag were already in the post office. Thither went the crowd to await the sorting and ultimate distribution. A short, fat little man lingered and, walking up to the depot master, extended his hand.
“Hello, Sol!” he said, smiling. “Thought I’d stop long enough to say ‘Howdy,’ anyhow.”
“Why, Bailey Stitt!” cried the Captain. “How are you? Glad to see you. Thought you was down to South Orham, takin’ out seasick parties for the Ocean House, same kind of a job I used to have in Wellmouth.”
“I am,” replied Captain Stitt. “That is, I was. Just now I’ve run over here to see about contractin’ for a supply of clams and quahaugs for our boarders. You never see such a gang to eat as them summer folks, in your life. Barzilla Wingate, he says the same about his crowd. He’s comin’ on the mornin’ train from Wellmouth.”
“You don’t tell me. I ain’t seen Barzilla for a long spell. Where you stoppin’? Come up to the house, won’t you?”
“Can’t. I’m goin’ to put up over to Obed Gott’s. His sister, Polena Ginn, is a relation of mine by marriage. So long! Obed’s gone on ahead to tell Polena to put the kettle on. Maybe Obed and I’ll be back again after I’ve had supper.”
“Do. I’ll be round here for two or three hours yet.”
He entered the depot. Except the forlorn Issy, who sat in a corner, holding the express package in his lap, Simeon Phinney was the only person in the waiting room.
“Come on now, Sol!” pleaded Sim. “I want to hear the rest of that about you and Williams. You left off in the most ticklish place possible, out of spite, I do believe. I’m hangin’ on to that boat in the breakers until I declare I believe I’m catchin’ cold just from imagination.”
“Wait a minute, Sim,” said the depot master. Then he turned to his assistant.
“Issy,” he said, “this is about the nineteenth time you’ve done just this sort of thing. You’re no earthly use and I ought to give you your clearance papers. But I can’t, you’re too—well—ornamental. You’ve got to be punished somehow and I guess the best way will be to send you right up to Major Hardee’s and let you give him the remnants. He’ll want to know how it happened, and you tell him the truth. The TRUTH, understand? If you invent any fairy tales out of those novels of yours I’ll know it by and by and—well, YOU’LL know I know. No remarks, please. Git!”
Issy hesitated, seemed about to speak, thought better of it, took up package and cap, and “got.”
“Let’s see,” said the Captain, sitting down in one of the station chairs and lighting a fresh cigar; “where was Williams and I in that yarn of mine? Oh, yes, I could see land and cal’lated we was goin’ to bump. Well, we did. Steerin’ anyways but dead ahead was out of the question, and all I could do was set my teeth and trust in my bein’ a member of the church. The Shootin’ Star hit that beach like she was the real article. Overboard went oar and canvas and grub pails, and everything else that wa’n’t nailed down, includin’ Fatty and me. I grabbed him by the collar and wallowed ashore.
“’Awk! hawk!’ he gasps, chokin’, ‘I’m drownded.’
“I let him BE drownded, for the minute. I had the launch to think of, and somehow or ‘nother I got hold of her rodin’ and hauled the anchor up above tide mark. Then I attended to my passenger.
“’Where are we?’ he asks.
“I looked around. Close by was nothin’ but beach-grass and seaweed and sand. A little ways off was a clump of scrub pines and bayberry bushes that looked sort of familiar. And back of them was a little board shanty that looked more familiar still. I rubbed the salt out of my eyes.
“’WELL!’ says I. ‘I swan to man!’
“’What is it?’ he says. ‘Do you know where we are? Whose house is that?’
“I looked hard at the shanty.
“’Humph!’ I grunted. ‘I do declare! Talk about a feller’s comin’ back to his own. Whose shanty is that? Well, it’s mine, if you want to know. The power that looks out for the lame and the lazy has hove us ashore on Woodchuck Island, and that’s a piece of real estate I own.’
“It sounds crazy enough, that’s a fact; but it was true. Woodchuck Island is a little mite of a sand heap off in the bay, two mile from shore and ten from the nighest town. I’d bought it and put up a shanty for a gunnin’ shack; took city gunners down there, once in a while, the fall before. That summer I’d leased it to a friend of mine, name of Darius Baker, who used it while he was lobsterin’. The gale had driven us straight in from sea, ‘way past Sandy P’int and on to the island. ‘Twas like hittin’ a nail head in a board fence, but we’d done it. Shows what Providence can do when it sets out.
“I explained some of this to Williams as we waded through the sand to the shanty.
“’But is this Baker chap here now?’ he asks.
“’I’m afraid not,’ says I. ‘The lobster season’s about over, and he was goin’ South on a yacht this week. Still, he wa’n’t to go till Saturday and perhaps—‘
“But the shanty was empty when we got there. I fumbled around in the tin matchbox and lit the kerosene lamp in the bracket on the wall. Then I turned to Williams.
“’Well,’ says I, ‘we’re lucky for once in—‘
“Then I stopped. When he went overboard the water had washed off his hat. Likewise it had washed off his long black hair—which was a wig—and his head was all round and shiny and bald, like a gull’s egg out in a rain storm.”
“I knew he wore a wig,” interrupted Phinney.
“Of course you do. Everybody does now. But he wa’n’t such a prophet in Israel then as he’s come to be since, and folks wa’n’t acquainted with his personal beauties.
“’What are you starin’ at?’ he asks.
“I fetched a long breath. ‘Nothin’,’ says I. ‘Nothin’.’
“But for the rest of that next half hour I went around in a kind of daze, as if MY wig had gone and part of my head with it. When a feller has been doin’ a puzzle it kind of satisfies him to find out the answer. And I’d done my puzzle.
“I knew where I’d met Mr. Williams afore.”
“You did?” cried Simeon.
“Um-hm. Wait a while. Well, Fatty went to bed, in one of the hay bunks, pretty soon after that. He stripped to his underclothes and turned in under the patchwork comforters. He was too beat out to want any supper, even if there’d been any in sight. I built a fire in the rusty cook stove and dried his duds and mine. Then I set down in the busted chair and begun to think. After a spell I got up and took account of stock, as you might say, of the eatables in the shanty. Darius had carted off his own grub and what there was on hand was mine, left over from the gunnin’ season—a hunk of salt pork in the pickle tub, some corn meal in a tin pail, some musty white flour in another pail, a little coffee, a little sugar and salt, and a can of condensed milk. I took these things out of the locker they was in, looked ‘em over, put ‘em back again and sprung the padlock. Then I put the key into my pocket and went back to my chair to do some more thinkin’.
“Next mornin’ I was up early and when the banker turned out I was fryin’ a couple of slices of the pork and had some coffee b’ilin’. Likewise there was a pan of johnnycake in the oven. The wind had gone down consider’ble, but ‘twas foggy and thick again, which was a pleasin’ state of things for yours truly.
“Williams smelt the cookin’ almost afore he got his eyes open.
“’Hurry up with that breakfast,’ he says to me. ‘I’m hungry as a wolf.’
“I didn’t say nothin’ then; just went ahead with my cookin’. He got into his clothes and went outdoor. Pretty soon he comes back, cussin’ the weather.
“’See here, Mr. Williams,’ says I, ‘how about them orders to your housekeeper? Are they straight? Won’t she have you hunted up for a week?’
“He colored pretty red, but from what he said I made out that she wouldn’t. I gathered that him and the old lady wa’n’t real chummy. She give him his grub and her services, and he give her the Old Harry and her wages. She wouldn’t hunt for him, not until she was ordered to. She’d be only too glad to have him out of the way.
“’Humph!’ says I. ‘Then I cal’late we’ll enjoy
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