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I. JUNE FEVER
The firm of Minot & Doane sat on the doorsill of its store on Lake Miwasa smoking its after-supper pipes.

It was seven o’clock of a brilliant day in June. The westering sun shone comfortably on the world, and a soft breeze kept the mosquitoes at bay.

Moreover, the tobacco was of the best the store afforded; yet there was no peace between the two. They bickered like schoolboys kept indoors.

“How many link-skins in the bale you made up today?” asked Peter Minot.

“Three-seventy-two,” his young partner answered in a surly tone that was in itself a provocation.

“I made it three-seventy-three,” said Peter curtly.

“What’s the difference?” demanded Ambrose Doane.

“Seven dollars,” said Peter dryly.

“Well, you can claim the extra one, can’t you,” snarled Ambrose, “and make an allowance if it’s found short?”

“That’s not the way I like to do business!”

“Too bad about you!”

The older man frowned darkly, clamped his teeth upon his pipe, and held his tongue.

His silence was an additional aggravation to the other. “What do you want me to do,” he burst out with an amount of passion absurdly disproportionate to the matter at issue, “cut it open and count it over and bale it up again?”

“To blazes with it!” said Peter. “I want you to keep your temper!”

“I’m sick of this!” cried Ambrose with the wilful abandon of one hopelessly in the wrong. “You’re at me from morning till night! Nothing I do is right. Why can’t you leave me alone?”

Peter took his pipe out of his mouth and looked at his young partner in astonishment. His face turned a dull brick color and his blue eyes snapped.

He spoke in a voice of portentous softness: “Who the hell do you think you are? A little gorramighty? To make a mistake is natural; to fly into a temper when it is discovered is childish. What’s the matter with you these past ten days, anyway? A man can’t look at you but you begin to bark and froth. You’d best go off by yourself a while and eat grass to cool your blood!”

Having delivered himself, Peter pulled deeply at his pipe and gazed across the lake with a scowl of honest resentment.

It was a long speech to come from Peter, and it went unexpectedly to the point. Ambrose was silenced. For a long time neither spoke.

Little by little the angry red faded out of Peter’s cheeks and neck, and his forehead smoothed itself. Stealing a glance at young Ambrose, the blue eyes began to twinkle.

“Say!” he said suddenly.

Ambrose twisted petulantly and muttered in his throat.

“Stick out your tongue!” commanded Peter.

Ambrose stared at him in angry stupefaction. “What the deuce–”

“No,” said Peter, “you’re not sick. Your eyeballs is as clean as new milk; your skin is as pink as a spanked baby. No, you’re not sick, so to speak!”

There was another silence, Ambrose squirming a little and blushing under Peter’s calm, speculative gaze.

“Have you anything against me?” Peter finally inquired. “If you have, out with it!”

The young man shook his head unhappily.

“Forget it then!” cried Peter with a scornful, kindly grin. “You ornery worthless Slavi, you! You Shushwap! You Siwash! Change your face or you’ll give the dog distemper!”

Ambrose laughed sheepishly and stole a glance at his partner. There was pain in his bold eyes, and the wish to bare it to his friend as to a surgeon; but he dreaded Peter’s laughter.

There was another long silence. The atmosphere was now much clearer.

Peter, having come to a conclusion, removed his pipe and spoke again: “I know what’s the matter with you.”

“What?” muttered Ambrose.

“You’ve got the June fever.”

Ambrose made no comment.

“I mind it when I was your age,” Peter continued; “when the ice goes out of the lake and the poplar-trees hang out their little earrings, that’s when a man catches it–when Molly Cottontail puts on her brown jacket and Skinny Weasel a yellow one. The south wind brings the microbe along with it, and it multiplies in the warm earth. Gee! It makes even an old feller like me poetical. After six months of winter it’s hell!”

Still Ambrose kept his eyes down and said nothing.

Peter smoked on, and his eyes became reminiscent. “I mind it well,” he continued, “the second spring I was in the country. The first year I didn’t notice it so much, but the second year–when the warm weather come I was like a wild man. I saw red! I wanted to fight every man I laid eyes on. I felt like I would go clean off my head if I couldn’t smash something!”

Ambrose broke in on Peter’s reminiscences. He seemed scarcely to have heard.

“I don’t know what’s the matter with me!” he cried bitterly. “I can’t seem to settle down to anything lately. I’ve got no use for myself at all. I get so cranky, anybody that speaks to me I want to punch them. God knows I need company, too. It is certainly square of you to put up with me the way you do. I appreciate it–”

“Aw, bosh!” muttered Peter.

“I’ve tried to work it off!” cried Ambrose. “You know I’ve worked, though I’ve generally made a mess of things because I can’t keep my mind on anything. My head goes round like a top. Half the time I’m in a daze. I feel as if I was going crazy. I don’t know what is the matter with me!”

“Twenty-five years old,” murmured Peter; “in the pink of condition! I’m telling you what’s the matter with you. It’s a plain case of June fever. Ask any of the fellows up here.”

“What am I going to do?” said Ambrose. “As it is, I work till I’m ready to drop.”

“I mind when I had it,” said Peter, “I came to a camp of French half-breeds on Musquasepi, and I saw Eva Lajeunesse for the first time. It was like a blow between the eyes. You do not know what she looked like then. I didn’t think about it this way or that; I just up and married her. I was glad to get her!

“Man to man I’ll not deny I ain’t been sorry sometimes,” he went on; “who ain’t, sometimes? But, on the whole, after all these years, how could I have done any better? She’s good enough for me. A man worries about his children sometimes; but I guess if they go straight there’s a place for them, though they are dusky. Eva, she has her bad points, but she’s been real good to me. How can I be but grateful!”

This was a rare and unusual confidence for Peter to offer his young partner. Ambrose, flattered and embarrassed, did not know what to say, and said nothing.

He was right, for if he had referred to it, Peter would have been obliged to turn it into a joke. As it was, they smoked on in understanding silence. Finally Peter went on:

“You see, I gave right in. You’re different; you want to fight the thing. Blest if I know what to tell you.”

“Eva and I don’t get on very well,” said Ambrose shamefacedly. “She doesn’t like me around the house. But I respect her. You know that.”

“Sure,” said Peter.

“I couldn’t do it, Peter,” Ambrose went on after a while with seeming irrelevance–howsoever Peter understood. “God knows it’s not because I think myself any better than anybody else, or because I think a man does for himself by marrying a–by marrying up here. But I just couldn’t do it, that’s all.”

“No offense,” said Peter. “Every man must chop his own trail. I won’t say but what you’re right. But what are you going to do? A man can’t live and die alone.”

“I don’t know,” said Ambrose.

“Tell you what,” said Peter; “you take the furs out on the steamboat.”

“I won’t,” said Ambrose quickly. “I went out last year. It’s your turn.”

“But I’m contented here,” said Peter.

Ambrose shook his head. “It wouldn’t do me any real good,” he said. “It makes it worse after. It did last year. I couldn’t bring a white wife up here.”

“Well, sir, it’s a problem,” said Peter with a weighty shake of the head.

This serious, sentimental kind of talk was a strain on both partners. Ambrose made haste to drop the subject.

“I believe I’ll start the new warehouse to-morrow,” he said. “I like to work with logs. First, I must measure the ground and make a working plan.”

Peter was not sorry to be diverted. “Hadn’t we better get lumber from the ‘Company’ mill?” he suggested. “Looks like up to date somehow.”

“A board shack looks rotten in the woods?” said Ambrose.

“You’re so gol-durn artistic,” said Peter quizzically.


Minot & Doane’s store was a long log shack with a sod roof sprouting a fine crop of weeds. The original shack had been added to on one side, then on the other. There was a pleasing diversity of outline in the main building and its wings. The whole crouched low on the ground as though for warmth.

Three crooked little windows and three doors so low that a short man had to duck his head under the lintels, faced the lake. The middle door gave ingress to the store proper; the door on the right was the entrance to Peter Minot’s household quarters; while that on the left opened to a large room used variously for stores and bunks.

Farther to the left stood the little shack that housed Ambrose Doane in bachelor solitude, and a few steps beyond, the long, low, log stable for the use of the freighters in winter.

Seen from the lake the low, spreading buildings in the rough clearing among gigantic pines were not unpleasing. Rough as they were, they fulfilled the first aim of all architecture; they were suitable to the site.

The traveler by water landed on a stony beach, climbed a low bank and followed a crooked path to the door of the store. On either hand potato and onion patches flourished among the stumps.

From the door-sill where the partners sat, the farther shore of the lake could be seen merely as a delicate line of tree tops poised in the air.

Off to the right their own shore made out in a shallow, sweeping curve, ending half a mile away in a bold hill-point where the Company’s post of Fort Moultrie had stood for two hundred years commanding the western end of the lake and its outlet, Great Buffalo River.

To one who should compare the outward aspects of the two establishments, Minot & Doane’s offered a ludicrous contrast to the imposing white buildings of Fort Moultrie, arranged military-wise on the grassy promontory; nevertheless, as is not infrequently the case elsewhere, the humbler store did the larger trade.

The coming of Peter Minot ten years before had worked a kind of revolution in the country. He had brought war into the very stronghold of the arrogant fur monopoly, and had succeeded in establishing himself next door. The results were far-reaching. Formerly the Indian sat humbly on the step with his furs until the trader was pleased to open his door; whereas now when the Indian landed, the trader ran down the hill with outstretched hand.

Far and wide Minot & Doane were known as the “free-traders”; and some of their customers journeyed for three hundred miles to trade in the little log store.

The partners were roused by a shrill hail from up the shore. Grateful for the interruption, they hastened to the edge of the bank.

Summer is the dull season in the fur trade. Most of the firm’s customers were “pitching off” among the hills, and visitors were rare enough to be notable.

“Poly Goussard,” said Ambrose after an instant’s examination of the dug-out nosing alongshore. Ambrose’s keenness of vision was already known in a land of keen-eyed men.

“Taking his woman to see her folks,” added Peter.

Soon the long, slender canoe grounded on the stones below them. It contained in addition to all the worldly goods of the family, a swarthy French half-breed, his Cree wife and three coppery infants in pink calico sunbonnets.

The man climbing over his family indiscriminately, landed and came up the bank with outstretched hand. The woman and children remained sitting like statues in their narrow craft, staring unwinkingly at the white men.

Mrs. Goussard as a full-blooded Cree was considerably below Peter’s half-breed wife in the social scale, and she knew better than to make a call uninvited. Even in the north, woman, the conservator, maintains the distinctions.

“Stay all night,” urged Peter when formal greetings had been exchanged. “Bring your family ashore.”

Poly Goussard shook his head. Poly had a chest like a barrel, a face the color of Baldwin apples and a pair of rolling, gleaming, sloe-black eyes. His head of curly black hair was famous; some one had called him the “Newfoundland dog.”

“I promise my wife I sleep wit’ her folks to-night,” he said. “It is ten miles yet. I jus’ come ashore for a little talk.”

“Fine!” said Peter, “we’re spoiling for news. Come on up to the store and have a cigar.”

Seven hundred miles from the railway a cigar is something of a phenomenon. Poly Goussard displayed twenty dazzling teeth and made haste to follow. The three men entered the store and found seats on boxes and bales.


II. FORT ENTERPRISE
“Me, I work all winter at Fort Enterprise,” said Poly.

“So I heard,” said Peter. “You’ve had quite a trip.”

The rosy half-breed shrugged. “It is easy. Jus’ floatin’ down the Spirit River six days.”

“What kind of a job did they give you at Enterprise?” asked Peter.

“I drove a team, me, haulin’ logs to the saw-mill,” said Poly. “There is plentee work at Fort Enterprise.”

“The Company’s most profitable post,” remarked Peter to Ambrose. “They have everything their own way there.” The look which accompanied this suggested to Ambrose it would be a good place for Minot & Doane to start a branch.

“What did you think of the place, Poly?” asked Ambrose.

The half-breed flung up his hands and dramatically rolled his eyes.

“Wa! Wa! Towasasuak! It is a gran’ place! Jus’ lak outside! Trader him live in great big house all make of smooth boards and paint’ yellow and red lak the sun! Never I see before such a tall house, and so many rooms inside full of fine chairs and tables so smoot’ and shiny.

“He is so reech he put blankets on the floor to walk on, w’at you call carrpitt. Every day he has a white cloth on the table, and a little one to wipe his hands! I have seen it! And silver dishes!”

“There is style for you!” said Peter, with a whimsical roll of his eye in Ambrose’s direction.

“There is moch farming by the river at Fort Enterprise,” Poly went on; “and plaintee grain grow. There is a mill to grind flour. Steam mak’ it go lak the steamboat. They eat eggs and butter at Fort Enterprise, and think not’ing of it. Christmas I have turkey and cranberry sauce. I am going back, me.”

“They say the trader John Gaviller is a hard man,” suggested Peter.

Poly shrugged elaborately. “Maybe. He owe me not’ing. Me, I would not farm for him nor trade my fur at his store. Those people are his slaves. But he pay a strong man good wages. I will tak’ his wages and snap my fingers!

“But wait!” cried Poly with a sparkling eye. “The ‘mos’ won’erful thing I see at Fort Enterprise–Wa!–the laktrek light! Her shine in little bottles lak pop, but not so big. John Gaviller, him clap his hands, so! and Wa! she shine!

“Indians, him t’ink it is magic. But I am no fool. I know John Gaviller make the laktrek in an engine in the mill. Me, I have seen that engine. I see blue fire inside lak falling stars.

“Gaviller send the laktrek to the store inside a wire. He send some to his house too. They said it cook the dinner, but I think that is a lie. If a man touch that wire they say he will jomp to the roof! Me? I did not try it.”

Peter chuckled. “Good man!” he said.

The wonders of Fort Enterprise were not new to Ambrose. Other travelers the preceding summer had brought the same tale. With the air that politeness demanded he only half listened, and pursued his own thoughts.

On the other hand Peter, who delighted in his humble friends, drew out Poly fully. The half-breed told about the bringing in of the winter’s catch of fur; of the launching of the great steamboat for the summer season, and many other things.

“Enterprise is sure a wonderful place!” said Peter encouragingly.

“There is something else,” said Poly proudly. “At Fort Enterprise there is a white girl!”

The simple sentence had the effect of the ringing of an alarm going inside the dreamy Ambrose. He drew a careful mask over his face, and leaned farther into the shadow.

“So!” said Peter with a glance in the direction of his young partner. “That is news! Who is she?”

“Colina Gaviller, the trader’s daughter,” said Poly.

“Is she real white?” asked Peter cautiously.

“White as raspberry flowers!” asseverated Poly with extravagant gestures; “white as clouds in the summer! white as sugar! Her hair is lak golden-rod; her eyes blue lak the lake when the wind blows over it in the morning!”

Peter glanced again at his partner, but Ambrose was farthest from the window, and there was nothing to be read in his face.

“Sure,” said Peter; “but was her mother a white woman ?”

“They say so,” said Poly. “Her long tam dead.”

“When did the girl come?” asked Peter.

“Las’ fall before the freeze-up,” said Poly. “She come down the Spirit River from the Crossing on a raf’. Michel Trudeau and his wife, they bring her. Her fat’er he not know she comin’. Her fat’er want her live outside and be a lady. She say ‘no!’ She say ladies mak’ her sick.’ Michel tell me she say that.

“She want always to ride and paddle a canoe and hunt. Michel say she is more brave as a man! John Gaviller say she got go out again this summer. She say ‘no!’ She is not afraid of him. Me, I t’ink she lak to be the only white girl in the country, lak a queen.”

“How old is she?” inquired Peter.

“Twenty years, Michel say,” answered Poly. “Ah! she is beautiful!” he went on. “She walk the groun’ as sof’ and proud and pretty as fine yong horse! She sit her horse like a flower on its stem. Me and her good frens too. She say she lak me for cause I am simple. Often in the winter she ride out wit’ my team and hunt in the bush while I am load up.”

“What did Eelip say to that?” Peter inquired facetiously. Eelip was Poly’s wife.

“Eelip?” queried Poly, surprised. “Colina is the trader’s daughter,” he carefully explained. “She live in the big house. I would cut off my hand to serve her.”

“I suppose Miss Colina has plenty of suitors?” said Peter.

Ambrose hung with suspended breath on the reply.

Poly shook his curly pate. “Who is there for her?” he demanded. “Macfarlane the policeman is too fat; the doctor is too old, his hair is white; the parson is a little, scary man. All are afraid of her; her proud eye mak’ a man feel weak inside. There are no ot’er white men there. She is a woman. She mus’ have a master. There is no man in the country strong enough for that!”

There was a brief silence in the cabin while Poly relighted his cigar. Ambrose had given no sign of being affected by Poly’s tale beyond a slight quivering of the nostrils. But Peter watching him slyly, saw him raise his lids for a moment and saw his dark eyes glowing like coals in a pit. Peter chuckled inwardly, and said:

“Tell us some more about her.”

Ambrose’s heart warmed gratefully toward his partner. He thirsted for more like a desert traveler for water, but he dared not speak for fear of what he might betray.

“I will tell you ‘ow she save Michel Trudeau’s life,” said Poly, nothing loath, “I am the first to come down the river this summer or you would hear it before. Many times Michel is tell me this story. Never I heard such a story before. A woman to save a man!

“Wa! Every Saturday night Michel tell it at the store. And John Gaviller give him two dollars of tobacco, the best. I guess Michel is glad the trader’s daughter save him. Old man proud, lak he is save Michel himself!”

Poly Goussard, having smoked the cigar to within half an inch of his lips, regretfully threw the half inch out the door. He paused, and coughed suggestively. A second cigar being forthcoming, he took the time to light it with tenderest care. Meanwhile, Ambrose kicked the bale on which he sat with an impatient heel.

“It was the Tuesday after Easter,” Poly finally began. “It was when the men went out to visit their traps again after big time at the fort. There was moch frash snow fall, and heavy going for the dogs. Colina Gaviller she moch friends with Michel Trudeau for because he was bring her in on his raf las’ fall.

“Often she go with him lak she go with me. Michel carry her up on his sledge, and she hunt aroun’ while he visit his traps. Michel trap up on the bench three mile from the fort. He not get much fur so near, but live home in a warm house, and work for day’s wages for John Gaviller.”

Poly paragraphed his story with luxurious puffs at the cigar and careful attention to keep it burning evenly.

“So on Tuesday after Easter they go out toget’er. Colina Gaviller ride on the sledge and Michel he break trail ahead. Come to the bench, leave the dogs in a shelter Michel build in a poplar bluff. Michel go to see his traps, and Colina walk away on her snowshoes wit’ her little gun.

“Michel not ver’ good lok that day. In his first trap find fool-hen catch herself. He is mad. Second trap is little cross-fox; third trap nothin’ ‘tall!

“Come to fourth trap, wa! see somesing black on the snow! Wa! Wa! Him heart jomp up! Think him got black fox sure! But no! It is too big. Come close and look. What is he catch you think? It is a black bear!

“Everybody know some tam a bear wake up too soon in winter and come out of his hole and roll aroun’ lak he was drunk. He can’t find somesing to eat nowhere, and don’ know what to do!

“This bear him catch his paw in Michel’s little fox trap. It was chain to a little tree. Bear too weak to pull his paw out or break the chain. He lie down lak dead.

“Michel him ver’ mad. Him think got no lok at all after Easter. For ‘cause that bear is poor as a bird out of the egg. Michel mak’ a noise to wake him up. But always he lie still lak dead. Michel think all right.

“Bam-by he lean over with his knife. Wa! Bear jomp up lak he was burn wit’ fire! Little chain break and before Michel can tak a breath, bear fetch him a crack with the steel trap acrost his head!

“Wa! Wa! Michel’s forehead is bus’ open from here to here lak that! Michel drop his knife in the snow. Him get ver’ sick. Warm blood run all down his eyes, and he can’t see not’ing no more.

“Bear grab Michel round his body and squeeze him pretty near till his eyes jomp out. Michel say a little prayer then. Him say him awful sorry he ain’t confessed this year.

“But always he fight that bear and fight some more. Always he is try get his hands aroun’ that hairy throat. Bear tear Michel’s shoulder with his teeth. Michel feel the hot blood run down inside his shirt and get cold.

“Michel, him always thinkin’ Colina is not far, but he will not call to her. She is only a girl him say; she can’t do not’ing to a crazy bear. Bear hurt her too, maybe, and John Gaviller is mad for that.

“So Michel he jus’ fight. He is ver’ tire’ now. And always they stamping and tumbling and rolling in the snow, and big red spots drop all aroun’.

“Colina, she tell me the end of it. Colina say she is walkin’ sof’ in the poplar bush looking sharp and all tam listen for game. All is ver’ quiet in the bush.

“Bam-by she hear a fonny little noise way off. Twigs crackling, and somesing bumping and tromping in the snow. Colina think it is big game and go quick. Some tam she stop and listen. Bam-by she hear fonny snarling and grunting. She know there is a fight and she is a little scare. But she go more fas’.

“Wa! Wa! What a sight she sec there! Poor Michel he pretty near done. She can’t see his face no more for blood. She think he got no face now. Michel he see her come, and say to her loud as he can: ‘Go way! Go way! You get hurt and John Gaviller give me hell!’

“Colina say not know what to do. Them two turn around so fas’ she ‘fraid to shoot. She run aroun’ and aroun’ them always looking for a chance. Bam-by she see the handle of Michel’s knife in a hole in the snow. She grab it up. She watch her chance. Woof! She stick that bear between the neck and the shoulder!

“That is all!” said Poly. “Bear, him grunt and fall down. Stick his snoot in the snow. Michel crawl away. Colina is fall down too and cry lak a baby. For a little while all three are dead!

“Then Colina wash his wounds with clean snow, and tear up her petticoat for to mak’ bandage. She put him on his snowshoes and drag him back where the dogs is. She bring him quick to the fort. In one week Michel is go to his traps same as ever. That is the story!”

“By God, there’s a woman!” cried Peter. Ambrose said nothing.

When Poly Goussard reembarked in his dug-out a heavy constraint fell upon the two partners.

Ambrose dreaded to hear Peter call attention to the remarkable coincidence of Poly’s story following so close upon their own talk together. He suspected that Peter would want to sit up and thrash the matter to conclusions.

At the bare idea of talking about it Ambrose felt as helpless and sullen as a convicted felon.

In this he underrated Peter’s perceptions. Peter had lived in the woods for many years. He intuitively apprehended something of the confusion in the younger man’s mind, and he was only anxious to let Ambrose understand that it was not necessary to say anything one way or the other.

But he overdid it a little, and when Ambrose saw that Peter was “on to him,” as he would have said, he became still more hang-dog and perverse.

They parted at the door of the store. Peter went off to his family, while Ambrose closed the door of his own little shack behind him, with a long breath of relief.

Feeling as he did, it was torture to be obliged to support the gaze of another’s eye, however kindly. So urgent was his need to be alone that he even turned his back on his dog. For a long time the poor beast softly scratched and whined at the closed door unheeded.

Ambrose was busy inside. As it began to grow dark he lit his lamp and carefully pinned a heavy shirt inside his window in lieu of a blind.

Since Peter and his family went to bed with the sun it would be hard to say whom he feared might spy on him. One listening at the door might well have wondered what the activity inside portended.

Later Ambrose opened the door and, putting the dog in, proceeded cautiously to the store. Satisfying himself from the sounds that issued through the connecting door that Peter and his family slept deeply, he lit a candle and quietly robbed the stock of what he required. Then he wrote a note and pinned it beside the store door.

Carrying the bundles back to his cabin, he packed a grub-box and bore it down to the water.

His preparations completed, he went to his shack to bid good-by to his four-footed pal. Job, instantly, comprehending that he was to be left behind, whimpered and nozzled so piteously that Ambrose’s heart began to fail.

“I can’t take you, old fel’!” he explained. “You’re such a common-looking mutt. Of course, I know you’re white clear through–but a lady would laugh at you until she knew you!”

Even as he said it his heart accused him of disloyalty. He suddenly changed his mind.

“Come on!” he whispered gruffly. “We’ll chance our luck together. If you open your head I’ll brain you! Wait here a minute.”

Job understood perfectly. He crept down to the lake shore at his master’s feet as quiet as a ghost. Seeing the loaded boat he hopped delightedly into his accustomed place in the bow.

During June it never becomes wholly dark in the latitude of Lake Miwasa. An exquisite dim twilight brooded over the wide water and the pine-walled shore. The stars sparkled faintly in an oxidized silver sea. There was no wind now, but the pines breathed like warm-blooded creatures.

Ambrose’s breast hummed like a violin to the bow of night. The poetic feeling was there, though the expression was prosaic.

“By George, this is fine!” he murmured.

Job’s curly tail thumped the gunwale in answer.

“I’m glad I brought you, old fel’,” said Ambrose. “I expect I’d go clean off my head if didn’t have any one to talk to!”

Job beat a tattoo on the side of the boat and wriggled and whined in his anxiety to reach his master.

“Steady there!” said Ambrose.

Presently he went on: “Three hundred miles! Six days for Poly to come with the current; nine days to go back! Fifteen days at the best! Anything might happen in that time. . . . Poly said no danger from any of the men there. But some one might come down the river! . . . If wishing could bring an aeroplane up north!”

After a silence: “I wish I could get my best suit pressed! . . . It’s two years old, anyway. And she’s just come in; she knows the styles. . . . Lord, I’ll look like a regular roughneck!”

Next morning when Peter Minot threw open the door of the store he found the note pinned to the door-frame. It was brief and to the point:



Dear Pete:

You said I ought to go by myself till I felt better. So I’m off. Don’t expect me till you see me. Charge me with 50 lbs. flour, 18 lbs. bacon, 20 lbs. rice, 10 lbs. sugar, 5 lbs. prunes, 1/2 lb. tea, 1/2 lb. baking powder, and bag of salt. Please take care of my dog. So long! A.D.

P.S.–I’m taking the dog.



Peter, like all men slow to anger, lost his temper with startling effect. Tearing the note off the door and grinding it under foot, he cursed the runaway from a full heart.

Eva, hearing, hastily called the children indoors, and thrusting them behind her peeped into the store. Peter, purple in the face, was wildly brandishing his arms.

Eva closed the door very softly and gave the children bread and molasses to keep them quiet. Meanwhile the storm continued to rage.

“The young fool! To run off without a word! I’d have let him go gladly if he’d said anything–and given him a good man! But to go alone! He’ll break an arm and die in the bush! And to leave me like this with the year’s outfit due next week!

“I’ll not see him again until cold weather–if I ever see him! Fifty pounds of flour–with his appetite! He’ll starve to death if he doesn’t drown himself first! He’ll never get to Enterprise! Oh, the consummate young ass! Damn Poly Goussard and his romantic stories!”


III. COLINA
John Gaviller and Colina were at breakfast in the big clap-boarded villa at Fort Enterprise.

They were a good-looking pair, and at heart not dissimilar, though it must be taken into account that the same qualities manifest themselves differently in a man of affairs and a romantic, irresponsible young woman.

They were secretly proud of each other–and quarreled continually. Colina, by virtue of her reckless honesty, frequently got the better of her canny father.

“Well,” he said, now with a gesture of surrender, “if you’re determined to stay here, all right–but you must live differently.”

At the word “must” an ominous gleam shot from under Colina’s lashes.

“What’s the matter with my way of living?” she asked with deceitful mildness.

“This tearing around the country on horseback,” he said. “Going off all day hunting with this man and that–and spending the night in native cabins. As long as I considered you were here on a visit I said nothing–”

“Oh, didn’t you!” murmured Colina sarcastically.

„–But if you are going to make this country your home, you must consider your reputation in the community just the same as anywhere else–more, indeed; we live in a tiny little world here, where our smallest actions are scrutinized and discussed.”

He took a swallow of coffee. Colina played with her food sulkily.

Her silence encouraged him to proceed: “Another thing,” he said with a deprecating smile, “comparatively speaking, I occupy an exalted position now. I am the head of all things, such as they are. Great or small this entails certain obligations on a man. I have to study all my words and acts.

“If you are going to stay here with me I shall expect you to assume your share; to consider my interests, to support me; to play the game as they say. What I object to is your impulsiveness, your outspokenness with the people. Remember, everybody here is your dependent. It is always a mistake to be open and frank with dependents. They don’t understand it, and if they do, they presume upon it.

“Be guided by my experience; no one could justly accuse me of any lack of affability or friendliness in dealing with the people here–but they never know what I am thinking of!”

“Admirable!” murmured Colina, “but I’m not a directors’ meeting!”

“Colina!” said her father indignantly.

“It’s not fair for you to drag that in about my standing by you and supporting you!” she went on warmly. “You know I’ll do that as long as I live! But I must be allowed to do it in my own way. I’m an adult and an individual. I differ from you. I’ve a right to differ from you. It is because these people are my inferiors that I can afford to be perfectly natural with them. As for their presuming on it, you needn’t fear! I know how to take care of that!”

“A little more reserve,” murmured her father.

Colina paused and looked at him levelly. “Dad, what a fool you are about me!” she said coolly.

“Colina!” he cried again, and pounded the table.

She met his indignant glance squarely.

“I mean it,” she said. “I’m your daughter, am I not?–and mother’s? You must know yourself by this time; you must have known mother–you ought to understand me a little but you won’t try–you’re clever enough in everything else! You’ve made up an idea for yourself of what a daughter ought to be, and you’re always trying to make me fit it!”

Gaviller scarcely listened to this. “I’ll have to bring in a chaperon for you!” he cried.

“Oh, Lord!” groaned Colina. “Anything but that! What do you want me to do?”

“Merely to live like other girls,” said Gaviller; “to observe the proprieties.”

“That’s why I couldn’t get along at school,” muttered Colina gloomily. “You might as well send me back.”

“You’re simply headstrong!” said her father severely. “You won’t try to be different.”

“Dad,” said Colina suddenly, “what did you come north for in the first place, thirty years ago?”

The question caught him a little off his guard. “A natural love of adventure, I suppose,” he said carelessly.

“Perfectly natural!” said Colina. “Was your father pleased?”

Gaviller began to see her drift. “No!” he said testily.

“And when you went back for her,” Colina persisted, “didn’t my mother run away north with you, against the wishes of her parents?”

“Your mother was a saint!” cried Gaviller indignantly.

“Certainly,” said Colina coolly, “but not the psalm-singing kind. What do you expect of the child of such a couple?”

“Not another word!” cried Gaviller, banging the table–last refuge of outraged fathers.

Colina was unimpressed. “Now you’re simply raising a dust to conceal the issue,” she said relentlessly.

Gaviller chewed his mustache in offended silence.

Colina did not spare him. “Do you think you can make your child and hers into a prim miss, to sit at home and work embroidery?” she demanded. “Upon my word, if I were a boy I believe you’d suggest putting me in a bank!”

John Gaviller helped himself to another egg with great dignity and removed the top. “Don’t be absurd, Colina,” he said with a weary air.

It was a transparent assumption. Colina saw that she had reduced him utterly. She smiled winningly. “Dad, if you’d only let me be myself! We could be such pals if you wouldn’t try to play the heavy father!”

“Is it being yourself to act like a harum-scarum tomboy?” inquired Gaviller sarcastically.

Colina laughed. “Yes!” she said boldly. “If that’s what you want to call it? There’s something in me,” she went on seriously. “I don’t know what it is–some wild strain; something that drives me headlong; makes me see red when I am balked! Maybe it is just too much physical energy.

“Well, if you let me work it off it does no harm. If I can ride all day, or paddle or swim, or go hunting with Michel or one of the others; and be interested in what I’m doing, and come home tired and sleep without dreaming–why everything is all right. But if you insist on cooping me up!–well, I’m likely to turn out something worse than harum-scarum, that’s all!”

Gaviller flung up his arms.

“Really, you’ll have to go back to your aunt,” he said grimly. “The responsibility of looking after you is too great!”

Colina laughed out of sheer vexation. “The silly ideas fathers have!” she cried. “Nobody can look after me, not you, not my aunt, nobody but myself! Why won’t you understand that! I don’t know exactly what dangers you fancy are threatening me. If it is from men, be at ease! I can put the fear of God into them! It is the sweet and gentle girl you would like to have that is in danger there!”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to go back,” said Gaviller.

Colina drew her beautiful straight brows together. “You make me think you simply want to get me off your hands,” she said sullenly.

Gaviller shook his head. “You know I love to have you with me,” he said simply.

“Then consider me a fixture!” said Colina serenely. “This is my country!” she went on enthusiastically. “It suits me. I like its uglinesses and its hardships, too! I hated it in the city. Do you know what they called me?–the wild Highlander!

“Up here everybody understands my wildness, and thinks none the worse of me. It was different in the city–you’ve always lived in the north, you old innocent–you don’t know! Men, for instance, in society they have a curious logic. They seem to think if a girl is natural she must be bad! Sometimes they acted on that assumption–”

“What did I tell you!” cried her father. “Men are the same everywhere!”

“Well,” said Colina, smiling to herself, “they didn’t get very far. And no man ever tried it twice. Up here–how different. I don’t have to think of such things.”

“I have to think of settling you in life,” said Gaviller gloomily. “There is no one for you up here.”

“I’m not bothering my head about that,” said Colina. She went on with a kind of splendid insolence: “Every man wants me. I’ll choose one when I’m ready. I can’t see anything in men except as comrades. The decent ones are timid with women, and the bold ones are–well–rather beastly. I’m looking for a man who’s brave and decent, too. If there’s no such thing–”

She rose from the table. Colina’s was a body designed to fill a riding-habit, and she wore one from morning till night. She was as tall as a man of middle height, and her tawny hair piled on top of her head made her seem taller.

“Well?” said Gaviller.

“Oh, I’ll choose the handsomest beast I can find,” she said, laughing over her shoulder and escaping from the room before he could answer.

John Gaviller finished his egg with a frown. Colina had this trick of breaking things off in the middle, and it irritated him. He had an orderly mind.


IV. THE MEETING
Colina groomed her own horse, whistling like a boy. Saddling him, she rode east along the trail by the river, with the fenced grain fields on her right hand.

Beyond the fields she could gallop at will over the rolling, grassy bottoms, among the patches of scrub and willow.

It was not an impressively beautiful scene–the river was half a mile wide, broken by flat wooded islands overflowed at high water; the banks were low, and at this season muddy. But the sky was as blue as Colina’s eyes, and the prairie, quilted with wild flowers, basked in the delicate radiance that only the northern sun can bestow.

On a horse Colina could not be actively unhappy, nevertheless she was conscious of a certain dissatisfaction with life. Not as a result of the discussion with her father–she felt she had come off rather well from that.

But it was warm, and she felt a touch of languor. Fort Enterprise was a little dull in early summer. The fur season was over, and the flour mill was closed; the Indians had gone to their summer camps; and the steamboat had lately departed on her first trip up river, taking most of the company employees in her crew.

There was nothing afoot just now but farming, and Colina was not much interested in that. In short, she was lonesome. She rode idly with long detours inland in search of nothing at all.

Loping over the grass and threading her way among the poplar saplings, Colina proceeded farther than she had ever been in this direction since summer set in.

She saw the painter’s brush for the first time–that exquisite rose of the prairies–and instantly dismounted to gather a bunch to thrust in her belt. The delicate, ashy pink of the flower matched the color in her cheeks.

On her rides Colina was accustomed to dismount when she chose, and Ginger, her sorrel gelding, would crop the grass contentedly until she was ready to mount again. To-day the spring must have been in his blood, too.

When Colina went to him he tossed his head coquettishly, and trotting away a few steps, turned and looked at her with a droll air. Colina called him in dulcet tones, and held out an inviting hand.

Ginger waywardly wagged his head and danced with his forefeet.

This was repeated several times–Colina’s voice ever growing more honeyed as the rose in her cheeks deepened. The inevitable happened–she lost her temper and stamped her foot; whereupon Ginger, with lifted tail, ran around her like a circus horse.
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