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CHAPTER 1

There are ponds in the woods at Wood Ibis that appear perfect mirrors of a
patch of sky fenced in by moss-hung trees, their glass unscratched and
unmarred since the world began. Coming upon one of them out of the blind
thickets to the scene of a lone white heron perched on a snag repeated with
infinite exactitude, the traveler can hardly believe that the blue sheen has
ever been ruffled by the wind or lain roughened and gray in the rain.

Once such a traveler with a fowling-piece shot a great blue heron
winging its way across such a pond. It fell with a splash profane in the
silence, and lay in the center of a round wave. The wave rolled in an ever-
widening ring. It caused the water lilies to undulate, and the pull upon their
roots loosed a little muck that darkened the crystal waters. There was not a
reed or grass-blade that did not bend. The ripples ran to every nook and
cranny of the pond, one ring after another, appearing to die away only to
revive. In the backwash the poor carrion rose and fell with a flopping motion
that had an eerie semblance to life. It seemed that the pool would never
again regain its virgin stillness; but finally it did, and the only apparent mark
on its glassy surface was a blotch of blue feathers that would soon disappear.

But, if it could speak, every reed and grass-blade that had bent and every
water lily that had tugged at its roots would tell you it was forever a little
changed. What a spreading ring of event may follow a trifling cause! When
the cause is great—such as a passion so extreme that it rolls billows of
passion to the farthest margins of its scene—the ensuing great event may
shape a strange, momentous tale. The one I hereby chronicle is at least
strange. Perhaps the little ripples of its telling, spreading wide, may calm
some waves still buffeting my heart.

My active part began when I was between seven and eight years old.
Before then, the lamps are too dim to read by. The light remains uncertain
for a good while yet—I gaze back and guess at the detail of the scenes and at
words spoken of which a little boy did not know the meaning. I was called
Dan by the other orphans and our keepers, and knew I was alive as a dog. I



had been taught to read a primer, to eat tidily, to stay out of dirt, and to thank
God at appointed times for the Christian Orphanage that had saved me from
a life of “beggary, want, and sin.” I had heard people say, without knowing
the importance or barely the meaning of it, that we stayed in Philadelphia.
But where I had come from to this chill house of children’s woe, and by
what disaster, I did not know.

I had been taught also the duty of obedience to those in charge but was
always forgetting the lesson. At a certain hour in the afternoon the breadbox
in the kitchen was left unguarded. Too, the slop pail from the Woman’s table
was set out by the back steps every morning, and rashly left there for the
hog-man to empty into his cart. Once I promised God I would steal no more
and kept the promise for day upon gray day, only to find my sturdy body
growing weak while I did not receive the reward I had starved myself for. It
happened that there were two words frequently spoken here associated in
my mind with glory. One was written in gilt letters on a picture in the parlor
—*“Heaven.” The other was “’Dopted.” The nurses spoke it aloud, but we
little orphans whispered it in awe. I had thought that, beholding my good
behavior, God would at least take me to heaven and perhaps would let me be
’dopted. When the hope failed I went back to stealing for strength to fight
for myself.

No few of my playmates sickened and disappeared: we were told they
had gone to heaven. Many boys younger than I, or older ones less quick at
reading and ciphering, were *dopted. When visitors came to look us over, on
one excuse or another I was not put on view; and on two occasions when |
had disobeyed orders and rushed wildly into the parlor where my mates
were being shown, I was seized and thrust into the outer darkness of the
stairs. I did not know that my frantic efforts defeated their purpose: my
keepers considered it a sign of ingratitude for the charity given me and I
must learn my lesson. When I was whipped for disobedience, my bite-shut
lips and dry eyes persuaded them I was incorrigibly bad, unfit for adoption
by anyone.

On a hot summer morning, in the year we had been told was 1840, my
listless mates and I were playing in the front yard. We were given this
privilege every sunny weekday; there was no hope or inkling in my heart
that a great event was marching. When the person we called the Lame Man
trudged along the sidewalk with his cane and stopped by the fence to watch
us, I was a little excited but only showed off for him by playing harder than
before. He had often looked in at us and there was a strong light in his eyes
that had both frightened and attracted me. Once he had asked which was the
best wrestler and, on being told that I was, he had gazed at me long and



intently before trudging on. On that day we had been called indoors and put
to work for breaking the rule of speaking to passers-by, and I did not want to
take the penalty again.

Presently I saw him furtively beckoning to me. I ran about until I was
close to the fence and, after a glance at the windows, darted toward it.

Until I came close to him I had not perceived how great his aftliction
was. He did not stand tall like other men; his long body was so deeply
bowed that his back showed as an arch, his head thrust top-foremost only a
little above mine. His clothes hung loose on his frail form and his face was
very thin. But it was a beautiful, face, I thought; and, as he gazed at me from
down under his forehead, I did not feel that he was weak inside. Truly he
seemed stronger than Mr. Lewis, Superintendent of the Orphanage, whom
we had thought second in strength and wrath only to God.

“What is your name, little boy?” he asked in a gentle voice.

“Dan, sir.” I thought of telling him I must run back before I was seen
from a window, but I looked into his face and my heart thudded and I would
take a whipping rather than let him know I was afraid.

“What is your last name?”

“The Woman says [ haven’t any.”

“Are you happy here, Dan?”

He might tell them what I said! But I told him the truth.

“No, sir, I’'m mighty mis’able.”

“You do not love this home?”

“I hate it! I hate it!”

“Do you know what it means to keep a promise?”

“Yes, sir.”

“If I take you away from here, will you promise me something and die
before you break it?”

“Yes, sir, [ will.”

“If I promise to adopt you, do you promise, before God, may you die
and go to hell if you lie, that you will do everything I bid you, good or bad,

safe or dangerous—willingly, with all your might and main—until when you
are a grown man I release you from your vow?”

My throat filled but I gasped out, “Yes. Yes, sir—"
“Say nothing about this to anyone. I will come for you soon.”

He trudged on. Weak and dizzy 1 joined my playmates. The rest of that
day and throughout the next I waked and slept in a happiness of expectation



too deep to express in play or laughter or to share with anyone. Indeed it was
so solemn and sacred that I had no trouble hiding it from the Woman, whom
I heard remark to one of our keepers that I “looked seedy” and needed a
doping or a whipping, she didn’t know which. Not once did it cross my
mind that the Lame Man would not keep his bargain. It was not to get on
God’s good side that I refrained from stealing bread and slops. I was trying
to show my gratitude for His blessing upon me.

Early in the afternoon of the following day the nurses began dressing
four of our best-behaved boys in their Sunday clothes. My watch of the
street had been necessarily sporadic: still my first thought was that someone
else had come to ’dopt a boy and for once I need not be jealous. My Lame
Man had promised to come soon, and I would rather go away with him than
with anyone in the world. A quick glance through the window revealed a
horse and chaise and colored driver outside the gate. That was a comforting
sight—TI had pictured him trudging up slowly with his stick. But as I listened
to the women’s talk I became at first uneasy, then terribly frightened.

“Well, he came in style,” one of them said.
“Pew! He hired that rig at a livery stable.”

“I don’t see how he gets up and down to the seat. Mr. Reed’s a good
name for such a reed of a man.”

I knew then, in icy terror; yet some instinct warned me not to appeal to
them openly. I began walking about, trying to catch their eyes and whistling
“Jesus i1s my Shepherd,” one of our clergyman’s favorite hymns. They
continued to dress my playmates without a glance at me.

“Please, ma’am, let me go too,” burst out of my twisted throat at last.

“The Matron picked out the ones to be shown,” one of the women
answered, without glancing up.

“Please let me go! I'll never ask again—"

She turned to me with a puzzled look: there were tears in my eyes,
which she had not often seen there.

“You’ll be shown to visitors when you’ve learned to be thankful for your
blessings.”

I was about to cry out that the Lame Man had come here just for me—he
had promised he would! Instead of my voice, | heard his, speaking quietly
over the fence—*“Say nothing about this to anyone.” 1 had promised,
stronger than cross my heart, I would do everything he said. I did not know
then how strange a thing this was—a child not yet eight years old biting
back a secret of such terror and woe as mine. Perhaps the Lame Man loomed
larger than human in my child’s eyes. He had said he would come for me;



and he would tear down the Orphanage with his frail hands before he would
break troth!

My mates were coached and led downstairs. Desperate now, I crept to
the hall door, where I could hear the murmur of voices in the parlor. Plain
but distinct came the voice of my Lame Man.

“I am sure there was another boy of this age playing in the yard that
day.”

“I repeat, Mr. Reed, these are all we may offer you,” Mr. Lewis replied.
I flung open the door and burst into the parlor crying:
“I’m the one, Mr. Reed! I was playing in the yard that day—"

“Get that little wretch out of here!” Mr. Lewis shouted. Then to the
visitor, “Pardon me, Mr. Reed, but that boy has tried my patience too many
times—"

“Dan!” It was the Woman’s voice, most feared in this house of fear. “Go
to the dormitory this instant, where I’ll attend to you shortly. Mr. Lewis, the
boy is incorrigible—"

She stopped, because Mr. Reed was speaking in a quiet tone.

“He 1s indeed the one.”

“You don’t want this boy, Mr. Reed,” Mr. Lewis replied. “That’s why we
didn’t show him to you. Most of our little charges are from impoverished but
Christian homes and are obedient and a credit to this sanctuary. But this boy
—you will pardon me—is a child of sin.”

“Still, let him remain with the others if you please. I would like to talk to
him.” The Lame Man’s voice went up and down like music.

“I’ve already ordered his dismissal—"
“What is your name, little boy?”

He already knew. I had told him by the fence. But that was a secret
between us, like stealing a wagonload of bread—an infinitely greater secret
than that—part of our promise that I must die rather than break.

“Dan, sir.”

“He seems a sturdy little fellow—" This to Mr. Lewis.

“Ah, but you haven’t seen his hand. Show him, Dan.”

I held out my left hand, the little finger of which lay flat against the
palm, immovable and useless.

“How did he come by that mark? Was he born with it, or did he—"

“We could tell you, if anyone knew who his mother was,” the Woman
answered in her hateful voice. “The child was abandoned at our door, five



years and more ago. He was dressed in dirty rags and the message left
pinned on them was ill-spelled. It gave the child’s name as Dan and asked us
to be kind to him—which we have done in vain.”

The Lame Man took my hand and squeezed the fingers together. “It
would handicap him somewhat in learning my trade, but not much in other
pursuits. He is my choice.”

He said this last in the same mild tone as the rest, quite without
emphasis, causing his grown-up hearers to doubt their ears. I did not doubt
mine, knowing in my heart that he would keep faith with me; and now that I
had seen him stand against the Woman, my keeping faith with him became
at that instant part of me like my blood and breath. But the scene was etched
forever in my memory. Usually the blinds were drawn in this chamber of
hope and despair, but someone had opened them today and the summer
sunlight burst through lacy curtains adorned with silk butterflies of gay hue.
My four playmates still stood in a row, each one relieved that he was not
chosen, and I gloried that all were afraid of my Lame Man. He had risen
from his chair, his head a little higher than usual, his eyes smiling into mine.
Mr. Lewis and the Woman sat as straight as though they too were standing.

“Mr. Reed, I'll ask you to consider,” the Woman said. “We have our duty
not only to the children but to those who wish to adopt them. We must put
the right child in the right home. Both Mr. Lewis and I feel strongly that this
boy of bad blood—"

“You will pardon me,” Mr. Reed broke in. “I have already established
my fitness to adopt a boy. I am of good name in the town and pursuing an
honest trade. More than that, I am mentally competent to make my own
choice. I see no sign of bad blood—his brow is wide and good, and his eyes
clear. There are things worse than bastardy, sir and madam.”

As he spoke to them I moved forward and stood at his side.

“It’s hardly a fit word, Mr. Reed, for these little ones to hear.” Mr. Lewis
turned to the Woman. “Send for Dan’s clothes. At least it’s a good
riddance.”

I caught the Lame Man’s hand. He turned and spoke to Mr. Lewis in a
voice that reminded me of organ music.

“You may call it so, sir, if you please. You may say what you like about
one of your charges. But be very careful what aspersions you cast upon my

son.”
He looked at me and I thought my heart would burst.
“Dan, I have never had a wife to my bosom, or child to my loins. But

now we are father and son.”



CHAPTER 2

Mr. Lewis had what he was no doubt proud to call the last word. As the
Lame Man and I walked slowly hand in hand toward the gate, he flung it
through the open door behind us.

“You’re not father and son until the judge signs those papers.”

My companion did not look back and I could see no concern in his face.
A great wave of pride in him swept through me; and I stopped tugging
forward at his hand, and my throbbing ache to get in the chaise and drive
away became less heavy. When he took an endless time trying to gain the
seat, I stood the sight better than the tall, black driver.

“Please, suh, I’ll pick you up and lif* you in, if you’ll let me. De hoss
won’t move a foots.”

My pride in him took no fall as he was being swung up feather-light.
Instead it was exciting to see the Negro looking sorry for him. We had
another secret, the Lame Man and [—his strength inside. His lameness was
something like a cloak to hide it, I thought. It enabled him to do great things
no one would guess. Sitting close beside him as the horse jogged off and the
houses slowly passed, I did not glance back.

But I remained deeply uneasy about the judge and the papers. “Can I
stay with you forever 'n’ ever?” I asked.

“As long as I live, I hope.”

“Will you know tomorrow if I’'m your little boy for sure?”

“I know that already. It will be thirty days before the decree of adoption
—that is a paper made out by a judge—becomes final. Your next-of-kin
have that long to claim you, if they are alive. But we became father and son
when we made our bond by the fence. No paper can interfere with that. If we
are parted, it will be only for a little while. I will get you back somehow.”

I understood perfectly, despite not knowing some of the words. “I’d run
away from ’em and find you.”

“That is what I mean by being a real father and son.” A little color
flowed into his pale face. “From now on, Dan, you will be called Dan Reed,



and you shall call me Pa.”

I sat a little closer to him, wonderfully happy. Little dust clouds pretty to
my sight rose at every cheerful footfall of the ambling horse; he shook his
head and whisked his tail, and his harness jingled a little and the creaks and
rattles of the old chaise played a tune. I had hated the lone tree standing in
the Orphanage yard, grim and growing switches, but along this road the
trees were strong giants, making pleasant shade. We passed some big
houses, then turned into a narrow street of little houses. At the last of these
we stopped.

“This is our home, Dan,” Pa told me.

Grass and weeds grew rank by the board walk. The paint was old and
flaked, not neat and new as at the Orphanage. I did not know why this
pleased and excited me: perhaps it had to do with Pa’s and my secret. By the
door was a painted sign, the first word of which I could read phonetically
but did not understand. The sign spelled out:

Professor Reed
Violinist

Before long, the door closed behind us. We were in a kind of parlor with
drawn shades and nice-appearing furniture, including two metal racks for
sheet-music. Still it was just a room. It had no interesting smell or feel.

“That room is locked,” Pa told me, pointing to a door in the inside wall.
“You may play in the others, including our bedroom while I'm resting
there.”

He left me, and my patient exploration occupied all the remainder of the
afternoon. The parlor was for company, I knew: it was the bedroom with one
middle-sized bed and one cot, and a kitchen that was also the dining room,
where I sensed Pa’s life and found his tracks. He had lived all alone in these
rooms until now. They had an oily smell and battered-looking books lay
everywhere, but there was no dirt to be seen. I spelled out the name printed
in big letters on top of a newspaper and it was “The Charleston Post.” On a
shelf in the room where Pa lay asleep stood two elegant candlesticks, of
whiter, brighter metal than the knives and forks on the Woman’s table at the
Orphanage. In a little hall outside was a fascinating object that I could not
identify: later I learned it was the polished shell of a sea turtle.

Finally I returned to the parlor and peeked through the keyhole of the
locked room. Quite plainly in its dimness I made out a pale oval like a life-
size human face. Someone was in there sitting up high and very still, I
thought. Maybe it was a dead person who had never been buried. It might be



the body of someone Pa had killed and hidden from the policeman. Pa had
very strange bright eyes.

The thought came to me with a cold creeping of my skin that he might
intend to kill me. No, or he would not have made me promise to do
everything he bade me until I was a grown man. Maybe he had got me to
help him kill other people and put them in that room: I wouldn’t be
surprised. What seemed to me most likely was that the body belonged to the
man who had made Pa lame. Pa had laid for him and finally killed him in
the dark and no one ever knew what happened to him.

I heard Pa getting up and tiptoed quickly to the kitchen. He told me we
could have bread and milk for supper, and then I must go to bed. He would
let me sleep with him, he said, except that his mattress was fixed to fit his
back. When I had undressed I stood in the dark doorway and saw him
bowed over the kitchen table, reading. There was no sound, and no
movement save the pages being slowly turned.

I dreamed happily, that night, except for one dream I had had hundreds
of times before. In it I was playing in a sunny far-off place when there came
a kind of signal, like a gun going off, and I found myself in the Orphanage.
It had always wakened me and I had lain in hopeless sorrow to find it true.
Tonight it wakened me the same but I lay in warm bliss that I was in this
house—Pa’s and mine—instead. [—Dan—Dan—Dan had been ’dopted!

In the following days Pa talked to me very little, being either busy with
the people who came every weekday to take music lessons, or with his
books or his thoughts. Sometimes he sat what seemed an hour, his eyes half-
closed, making not the slightest movement. But he always smiled or made a
clucking sound when he encountered me; his voice and manner were ever
kind, and I did not worry about how little attention he paid me, thinking that
he had vastly more important matters on his mind. I had to stay near him but
that nearness was like an elastic cord, every day stretching farther. Before
the week was out I could go into the road and into neighboring yards to play
without fear of it breaking.

One morning at breakfast he told me that a month had passed without
anyone claiming me, and the judge had sent him some papers declaring me
his lawful foster son. I heard the news in silence, in the way of children;
then he called me to him and put his thin arms around me and kissed me
quickly on the cheek. I had seen such a thing happen to other children but
had hardly imagined it ever happening to me. Now I had a sense of lightness
as though I could float out of the room. It was a kind of joy that I would like
to put in a box and hide away and keep always.



Yet he was gazing at me in deep anxiety.
“Would you like to kiss me, Dan?” he asked, in an odd, strained voice.
“Yes, Pa.”

“You need not unless you want to. I am so ugly, marked as I am, and to
touch me with her lips—" He stopped, and from his look I thought his back
had given him a stab of pain. But he smiled and said quietly, “I mean I
wouldn’t blame anyone.”

“I want to kiss you awful bad.”
I did so, on his cheek, and thought a little tremor passed down his body.

“Now I will say a little more about that promise you made me. It was to
do everything I bade you, but that’s too hard a rule between father and son.
Some day you may forget, or want so much to do something else that your
promise might seem a burden. Your promise is binding only on some
important things to prepare you for a great task when you are a man. Then
you will go about it your own way—I will not stand over you—I will give
you no commands. For now you must grow up, and grow strong, and play
with the other children, and be like any other little boy with his father.”

“That will be good,” I answered.

There was a question I wanted to ask him and it took all my courage.
“Pa, how did your back get hurt so bad?”

He looked at me strangely, yet, I thought, with satisfaction.

“When I was your age, my back was as straight as yours. But I had had
fever when a baby, was very frail, and one day my brother Ralph, a year
younger than me, but bigger and stronger, played Indian-and-Paleface with
me. He played too rough—and after that I grew crooked.”

“Is it your brother’s body you keep in the locked room? I looked through
the keyhole and thought I saw a dead person fastened on the wall.”

He smiled faintly. “No, my brother is alive and well. He is the rich
master of a great plantation, and married to the most beautiful woman in the
world. But he told my parents, Dan, that he had not meant to break my back.
He only wanted to tease me and make me cry. He did not succeed—I fainted
instead—and I have never cried since. [ want you to learn never to cry.”

“I’ll try hard not to, Pa.”

He left me, and late that afternoon I heard his music pouring through the
house. It was Sunday and no student had come to take lessons; presently I
discovered that the music-streams were flowing through the cracks in the
locked door. Was Pa playing to the dead man he kept in there? It might be
so, even though the dead cannot see or hear, for the music was not like any I



had ever heard. It was stronger than the kind he made for the students. I sat
very still by the wall, listening.

Sometimes the music grew soft and sometimes it raved like wind. It
raged like the wind that one day blew off the sea, wet and almost salt-tasting
and so strong that every window in the Orphanage rattled, and the boards
groaned, and all the children but me were frightened. The nurses were
frightened too; they could not hide it and I felt good, watching them. My
eyes felt good to see their white faces and watch them running about. It
seemed to me that some big black angel-thing in heaven had become
“incorrigible” and was trying to tear down the Orphanage and my heart
danced and sang. There was a wonderful, great noise in the chimneys and
shingles from the roof went sailing through the air.

The music brought back our marching downstairs, marching upstairs. It
brought back the other boys dressing to be shown to company, while I must
stay out of sight. It took tunes like we sang at Sunday School and tore them
into little pieces and made something else out of them—Iike a tune yet
greatly different—then I laughed aloud at the Woman’s ugly face when Pa
told her I was his choice. . . . But to Pa it brought other things: 1 could
almost see them in the sound. There were people lying dead, and blood
spilled everywhere, and a big bell ringing. . . . There were great seas rolling
and crashing and hate as red as the blood and terror as white as the
bodies. . . .

The music stopped briefly, then began again, soft and low. He was
playing about something or someone wonderfully beautiful, that waked in
me a longing for something Pa could not give me. Yet I was excited in a new
way, the longing heavy in my heart but tingling throughout my body, and my
hand crept inside my clothes and clutched where it tingled most. Then the
music changed once more. Pa had told me he had never cried since his back
was broken but the music was crying with a broken heart, every note like a
tear. It died with a soft sob, and in a moment the door opened narrowly and
Pa came through.

He walked more strongly than I had yet seen him. The skin of his face
was stretched tight over the bone and was very white, but his eyes were too
bright to look at. Through the partially open door I caught a glimpse of
seven candle flames in a slanted row, and above them a human face, not the
same [ had seen through the keyhole. There were no dead bodies in the
room, only some lifelike pictures.

“You have been listening to me play?” he asked.
“Yes, sir.”



“Did you like my playing?”
I could not tell him how much, only nodded my head hard. “Was it
church music?” I asked. “It didn’t sound like it.”

He smiled so dimly that I could hardly be sure he was smiling. “Of a
kind, perhaps. In that room dwells what might be called our household god.
But he did not come down from heaven or even from a mountaintop. I think
he came hence from some thick woods, very dark with moss and vines,
steaming hot in summer, along a tidal creek, where birds of many feathers
light in the live-oak trees and among the palms.”

He beckoned me to lead the way into the room. The blinds were drawn,
but the seven candles set in a frame under the picture revealed it as the
center one of three, all with vivid faces and lighted eyes. Except for the two
stools in the foreground there was no other furniture.

“The candlestick was no doubt stolen from a Spanish shrine—I found it
in a pawnshop—but it affords a good light to see the pictures,” Pa told me.
“Look at them closely.”

The one in the center was of a woman, the most beautiful in the world.
Pa had spoken of such a woman and I did not doubt that this was the one.
The picture was in color and showed her upper body but not her skirt. She
was a young woman with bright-gold hair and very large blue eyes. No such
woman had ever come to the Orphanage, one who sat so high, with such
wonderfully shaped cheeks and eyebrows and lips. Her shoulders were bare
—her red dress barely covering her full bosom—and in the candlelight her
skin looked glossy, soft as silk. She wore a heavy gold necklace to which
hung a round piece of jewelry, and in each of her earrings glowed a red
stone. I could not get enough of looking at her. She looked as though she
were about to speak a command that all would rush to obey, and the one
who got there first would be so glad and proud. . . .

On the right side of her was the picture of a man, the one I had seen
through the keyhole. His lower body was not shown, but I could see that he
was a tall, big man, and very strong. He had black hair and bold black
eyebrows and a big nose. But unlike the woman there was nothing strange or
wonderful about him; had he walked by our house I would have looked at
him only once or twice. He wore a black coat with broad lapels and a ruffled
white shirt with a black stock. On his chest was a jewel that I later learned
was a diamond stud.

On the lady’s left was the picture of another man, not nearly as lifelike
as the other two. He had black hair and sallow skin, and his small eyes
glimmered in his broad face. He too had a big nose but not as shapely as the



other man’s and his lips looked large and heavy. He was not dressed as
finely, I thought, as the other.

“Sit on the tall stool,” Pa instructed me, when I had stopped looking at
the pictures. It took a long time for him to get fixed on the low stool, his left
arm bent and braced against his knee, his right arm supported by his hand on
the head of his stick. “I have something of great importance to tell you, Dan.
Some of the words you may not know—much of the meaning will not be
clear to your child’s mind—but listen closely, and follow me the best you
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can.
“Yes, sir.”

“Ask no questions, and make no sound. Later, as you grow older, all that
puzzles you now will become clear. Fix your eyes on the picture in the
center.”

Pa’s eyes were fixed on it too, and they shone like a moth’s on a curtain.
He began speaking in a low voice. It rose and fell a little as he spoke on, his
tone deepening at times without becoming louder, the effect like a piece of
music played on his violin. It was as though he were reciting a story that he
knew by heart.

“That is a portrait of Madeline D’Arcy. At the death of her father,
Honoré D’Arcy, she inherited the most beautiful plantation in all the
Southland—Wood Ibis, named for a bird that frequents its woods and
swamps. Despite her great beauty, great name, and great wealth, wherefore
she was wooed by the highest in the land, she fell in love with and married
my brother, Bruce Dunbarton, oldest son of a poor brewer in Charleston.

“Fix your eyes on his portrait that hangs at the right-hand of the lady.
Mark his manly face and form. By honesty and thrift he had become
overseer of Wood Ibis; by his marriage to Madeline he became its owner,
and master of Ibis Hall. But in less than three years of bliss in each other’s
arms he was sent to his grave by secret murder.

“Fix your eyes on the portrait at the lady’s left-hand. It is of my brother,
Ralph Dunbarton, a year younger than I. Mark the cruelty in his
countenance, the lust in his eyes. By Bruce’s generosity and goodness he
had succeeded him as overseer. At his death he preyed on Madeline’s
loneliness and grief, seducing her in ways unknown, and six months later
married her. So now he is owner of Wood Ibis, master of Ibis Hall.

“Fix your eyes on mine, as I speak my troth. God will take no vengeance
on Madeline, whose heart is pure as her face is beautiful, in this world or the



next. In the next world He will surely take high vengeance on Ralph; can I
not wait His good time? Nay, I cannot suffer him to live out his life, rich,
and in honored place, lying nightly in his brother’s bed, beside the most
beautiful woman in the world. But mark me well. Mark my bowed back and
frail limbs. I am a lame man, and my sorrow and thwarted fury have in some
measure deranged my mind. I cannot take his trail through the dark swamp,
bring to light his deeds of evil, and haul him to the gallows. It is forbidden to
me to make atonement—eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, life for a life.
Vengeance is Mine, saith the Lord, God of all might; but patient though I
am, how may it yet be mine?

“So I asked of my soul—in vain. Then, in the middle of the night, when
I had laid bow to the strings of my Jacob Stainer, there rose deep-toned as
the distant roar of the Tyrolean avalanche—heard at its birth in Absam under
the master’s hand—music that seemed to make words. What banished god
had made my violin an oracle I know not, unless it be gray-eyed Pallas
speaking with the tongue of Apollo. Close your eyes, Dan, to give the
prophecy freer passage to your ears and heart.

““It shall come to pass through one whose name is lost. One who has
naught to gain for himself, save that one he loves may die in peace. One
unknown now to the murderer and seducer, but who at last will steal upon
him like a thief in the night, bringing fire and sword.” ”

The music—it had no longer seemed Pa’s voice—stopped. Bracing a
wildly shaking hand upon his stick, he rose from the stool. Then he signaled
me to follow him as he crept along the wall, blowing out the candles.



CHAPTER 3

The seasons chased each other like cloud shadows on the sea, and their brief
rings made years. | grew taller and stronger and better versed; my features
changed from an urchin’s to a stripling’s. Pa never elaborated on the story he
had told me in the picture-room; when he went there to play on Sunday
afternoons he never again recited it in full; but in speaking of Madeline and
his brothers he often employed the same phrasing, so that I knew it word for
word. Often I asked him to repeat the prophecy that ever thrilled my heart.
Sometimes [ had feared that he would lose patience waiting for its
fulfillment, and employ some other minister. Actually the idea could not
cross his mind, so fixed on this design. So I developed and matured far
faster than most boys of my years—it seemed in gratitude for his choosing
me.

It had long been apparent to me that the master of Wood Ibis did not
know that Pa still lived, let alone had adopted a son. Yet he did not rest easy
in his bed beside the most beautiful woman in the world! That fact was
brought home to me on another summer day, when I was about thirteen. Pa
returned from an errand in town walking faster than I had ever seen him. His
excited gesture brought me sprinting to the gate to meet him.

“Dan, we are in great danger,” he told me. “Ralph Dunbarton is in the
city, and someone has told him about a lame violinist named Mr. Reed. He
will be here within an hour or two, to see if I am his brother Noel.”

“Tell me what to do.”

“We must trick him. My dearest friend, Mr. Linsey, will help me. You
know he too is lame—he will come here and open the door to my brother
and tell him he is Mr. Reed, the violin teacher. You will be playing in the
yard—if he asks you if Mr. Reed is at home, tell him yes—if you have need
to speak to Mr. Linsey, call him Pa. I will not return until he has left
Philadelphia. Play your part well.”

He did not ask me if I understood the instructions—he knew that every

word hammered on my heart—and at once hobbled on down the street.
Perhaps it was not strange that I waited my first meeting with our great



enemy without deep fear and with concealed excitement. Preparation for it
had been going on five years. Mr. Linsey, who looked much older than Pa,
of much shorter frame and with the affliction called a humpback, came
hurrying up the street and entered our house. I waited for the sallow-skinned
man in the picture.

In one sense that man never came. The man in black broadcloth driven
to our door in a carriage was not the same. There was a general resemblance
in features, but his mouth was not as coarse, or his jaw as heavy, or his eyes
as fierce as the portrait had revealed them. An even greater shock to me was
what seemed his commonplaceness. He seemed too ordinary-looking to bear
the name of Ralph Dunbarton, despite his tall, big frame. I could have met
him somewhere, talked to him perhaps, and never remembered him. But all
that was a kind of mask, I thought, and made him an even more dangerous
enemy.

Utterly different than that was a little girl beside him on the seat, perhaps
ten years old. I had no time or attention to give her now, but knew that her
white face set off by raven-black hair was the prettiest and most memorable
I had ever seen.

The visitor read Pa’s sign, then called to me in a lordly tone.
“Is Professor Reed at home?”

“Yes, sir.” I ran up on the little porch and flung open the front, door.
“There’s a visitor to see you, Pa.”

“Wait right here,” he ordered his driver. “Cleo, I may be here a good
while.”

“Can I get out and talk to the boy?” The little girl’s voice was soft but
clear-carrying as a bird’s.

“If you like.”

She sprang down, followed the man through the gate, and, coming
around the house, advanced slowly toward me. Still I only pretended to look
at her, meanwhile watching the front door through which the man had gone
and listening in extreme tension. It was through my skin, it seemed, that I
got such a vivid, exciting picture of her. Her hair was black but, very fine
and soft-looking and it grew down to a point on her forehead in what is
called a widow’s peak, causing her face to appear somewhat heart-shaped.
Her eyebrows were black, narrow, clean-cut, long, and grew somewhat
higher on her forehead than most. I did not yet know why the whole effect
was so strange. . . .

“What’s your name?” she asked me, her eyes straight on mine.



“Dan Reed.” Then, because she was expecting the question, “What’s
yours?”

“Cleo Dunbarton. The man I came with is my papa.”
“Do you live around here?”” There was no sound from within the house.

“Oh, no. I live a long way from here, on a plantation in South Carolina.
My papa owns it. But I like this little house.”

At that instant I heard the front door open, and her father’s voice. “It was
a natural mistake, considering you too are a cripple,” he was saying. “I’ll bid
you good day, Professor Reed.”

Cleo’s father came down from the porch scowling. “Come along, Cleo,”
he called. “I’ve been on a fool’s errand.”

“I wish I could stay here and play awhile.”

If T could have done so without danger of arousing our enemy’s
suspicions, I would have made some excuse to get rid of her, so he would
not come near the house again today.

“Well, you may, if you want to,” he said, after a sharp glance at me.
“I’ve got a long and tiring ride out to the docks. I’ll send the carriage for you
in an hour or two.”

That made it all right! I breathed in joy instead of air, that this lovely
little girl would be with me awhile, without danger to Pa and me. She was
Ralph Dunbarton’s daughter but I did not hate her for that—every least drop
of hate squeezed out of me by some other feeling I had about her, caused by
her face and voice. Partly it was wonder at her happiness over being left here
a brief while, suggesting that she had very little happiness and maybe a great
deal of sadness. It was not her fault that she had such a father, and Madeline
Dunbarton was her beautiful mother! Some day I would come upon him
with fire and sword, as the prophecy told, but I would not harm a hair of
Cleo’s head.

Well, I too was as wonderfully happy! Her face was the prettiest I had
ever seen, and in a very strange way. It made me feel warm and strange. I
saw now that her eyes were the pale brown called hazel with a soft luster.
Her long straight lips were such a delicate pink color that they were not easy
to see.

“How old are you, Dan?” she asked.

“I’m thirteen.”

“I’m going on eleven. My birthday is the sixteenth of October. When is
your birthday?”



I started to say Christmas Day, then bit my tongue. Pa’s birthday was on
Christmas—he had told me that was why he had been named Noel—and I
could choose it for my own; but if she told her father about that, it might
turn his mind again to Professor Reed. I had learned to be alert and cunning
while stealing bread and slops at the Orphanage.

“Mine’s next winter,” I answered her.

She looked at me with growing curiosity and then asked, “Where is your
mama?”’

“My mama is dead.”

“When did she die?”

“When I was a baby.”

“I’m so sorry. But you have a nice papa?”

“Yes.”

“So do I, and my mama is the most beautiful in the world.”

“I think you’re awful pretty too.”

Her eyes shone at that. ““You wouldn’t, if you could see my mama.”

I showed her my rabbit-hutch and anything else in the yard to interest
her. She wanted to go into the house to see my turtle shell and other
treasures, but I could not trust Mr. Linsey as Pa and I trusted each other—he
was not bound, as we were, body and soul—and he might say or do
something to cause her to suspect he was not my father. It was a nice house,
she told me. She wished she lived in it instead of the big house, named Ibis
Hall, on her father’s plantation. She asked me what its name was and was
surprised that it had none. Music Hall would be a nice name for it, she
thought.

All the time I was more fascinated by Cleo and excited over her. Her
voice reminded me of a bird singing in the woods. Her skin was whiter than
ivory and so transparent that tiny blue veins showed around her eyes and on
her temples, and when I looked at her wrists I saw them there. I was touched
by them and by her slim white throat. They had meaning for me that made
me feel sad and happy both at once, but I could not have put it in words—
they belonged to Cleo. I could not get enough of looking at her, with
growing wonder and joy. She was not so pretty when she laughed—her lips
took the shape of a jack-o’-lantern mouth—and her laughter was a little
shrill and excited-sounding. Yet I found myself inciting it in every possible
way, both delighted and troubled that she could laugh so much with so little
cause. Her eyes never laughed with her mouth; only their quiet luster
became brighter.



Yet for long, aching periods we stood about in silence, glancing at each
other now and then, but avoiding each other’s eyes. In one of these it came
to me what ache it was that had tied my tongue—to kiss her pale-pink lips. I
suddenly craved to do so with that intensity known only to those who have
known what it is to starve. It shook and perhaps shamed me, so deeply and
strangely it struck, and I walked about whistling.

“What is that tune?” she asked. “I never heard it before.”

I was almost frightened as I recognized it. It was a tune that ran through
Pa’s music when he played to the picture of Madeline, the same that affected
me so strongly the first time I had heard it, and always excited me to a half-
guilty, half-blissful pain.

“I don’t know its name, or where I learned it,” I answered.

“It’s mighty sweet, but—queer-sounding.”

I walked quickly behind the woodshed, hoping she would follow me.
She did in a moment or two, a little color in her face, and with big, shy eyes.

“I wondered what you were doing here, so long.”
“I was just thinking.”

“A penny for your thoughts. That’s what my beautiful mama sometimes
says to me, but half the time I don’t know.”

“I never saw a girl like you before.”

“I guess I never saw a boy just like you.”

“I like you better than any other girl.”

“Even those you’ve known a long time?”

“Yes. A whole lot better.”

“Well—I’'m glad.”

“Do you like me?”

“Yes.”

“As well as any other boy—" I was stammering and sweating.
“Yes. You told me so I’ll tell you—maybe better than any other.”
“Would you be mad if I kissed you?”

“No.”

I thought that only I would be made so happy by the kiss, but I was
mistaken. Her pretty face turned beautiful in my sight, and we stood with
our arms about each other, kissing each other with a joy and longing strange
and somehow pitiful in two children of our age. Still I felt and recognized
natural forces that were the merest instinct in her. Her summers of growth
had not quite overtaken my winters—I was entering a gate she was just



approaching—and a complete innocence remained on her lips that I had
begun to lose.

“Someone might see us,” she said in sudden alarm.
“Come into the woodshed.”

Frightened of her own compulsions, still she did not try to resist them.
There was something like a desperateness upon her that I did not
understand. In the dim room, fragrant with the sawdust of pine, our lips
clung longer than was meet for innocence. Together we went into danger
that had struck many even younger than we, and together—each of us
striving as much for the other’s safety as his own—escaped. I think a wise
Mother helped us. The precocious fever was broken by her palliative
measures. There was only a shadow of shame and guilt on Cleo’s face.

Fear was their inevitable follower.

“What if Papa would catch us in here?” she whispered.

“If we hear him, we can hide till we get a chance to slip out.”
“Where?”

A tier of stovewood, that had stood against the wall, had been reduced
by use before two other tiers were neatly stacked in front of it. There was
just room for a child to squirm around the end of these and gain the vacant
space. Cleo followed me there, and by sitting close together on the floor, we
were well hidden from anyone looking in the door.

“What a wonderful place to hide!” she told me, trembling with
excitement.

“We can hug and kiss all we like, and nobody could see us.” We could
barely see each other, so dark the corner was.

“Papa would look and look, and never find me.” Her eyes narrowed and
shone in the gloom.

My heart began to beat wildly. “Then you could stay and live with Pa
and me.”

“Oh, I’d love to—for a while. He’s got Mama and all that big plantation
and—Mama would miss me, but she’s so beautiful—and has everything. |
love your little house. I’d be so happy with you and your papa—" She
caught her breath between every sentence.

“Oh, it would be wonderful.”

“Do you think if I hid here, you could tell him that I got tired—and
started back for the inn—and maybe got lost—or maybe that another man
came for me—to steal me? He wouldn’t look very long, would he? He’d go
back to Wood Ibis in a day or two—he’s got so much to look after there.



Could you bring me food and water till he’s gone? I wouldn’t need any
bedclothes this warm weather.”

Already the bitter truth was breaking on me that the plan was
impossible. Ralph Dunbarton would turn Philadelphia upside down looking
for her. For that reason alone, Pa would not let her stay—besides she was the
daughter of our great foe, by evil marriage to the most beautiful woman in
the world. But I could not tell Cleo yet. She would find out for herself so
soon. It was a wonder she had not, already. She was blinded by the power of
her vision.

Gazing at her, I was beside myself with intense longings and confused
thought. I yearned to keep her always, with an equal yearning for her to
escape the house I would some day tear down. A need as strange and deep as
mine was upon her—it met and joined with mine, without her dreaming how
I was involved, only sensing that I understood it somehow—and from that
instant we were linked in a bond more adamant than iron. There in that dark
hiding place we both felt its grasp. We gazed at each other in a wild wonder
of recognition and the air came sharp and strange to my nostrils as though
we were out of the world.

We were both trembling and gasping for breath. Then in some instinctive
fear of so great a thing—perhaps fear of believing it in vain—she tried to go
on speaking of her pitiful plan, trying to defend it, making out she was in her
right mind.

“I’ve heard—of gypsies—stealing girls. . . . Later I could send—for Obo
—he’s my servant. . . . I guess—it wouldn’t work—"

Her lips were twitching, and suddenly my arms flung up around her. She
enfolded me with hers and began to cry, asking, “What is it? What is it?” in
a bewilderment of grief and joy. We were on the floor of our woodshed
behind the stacks, the light dim and tinted grayish-blue, the summer heat
confined and bringing sweat on our faces mixed with her tears, the afternoon
brilliance through the unlatched door only a narrow shaft in which dust
motes floated. Here we hid together from searching fate. I saw its shape but
she did not. Yet the wonder and the mystery was no less to me than to her,
even though 1 knew from what deep root it stemmed—she Ralph
Dunbarton’s daughter, and I Noel Dunbarton’s son.

“What is it, Dan?” she asked again, wide-eyed and white, when she
quieted a little. “It hurts so awful—"

“I don’t know.”
“I love you more than anyone except Mama—and she’s like a queen.”
“I love you more than anyone but Pa—and it’s not like this.”



“But it couldn’t be like grown-up young ladies and their sweethearts
love each other. . . . Could it be?”

We were staring, wonder-struck, into each other’s eyes. “Maybe this is
’way, ‘way more. | reckon so.”

“What can we do? Tonight Papa and I are starting back to Wood Ibis.
How can we keep from losing each other?” She leaned close and spoke in a
frantic whisper. “Would it do any good—would it be wrong—if both of us
took off all our clothes—don’t think I'm a bad girl—and put our arms
around each other—and promised forever and ever? I will if you will. No
one can see us—we’ll be ashamed to see each other but then it would be a
promise—we couldn’t—break.”

“Yes, but be quick.” The rest came in painful bursts out of my choked
throat. “Your papa might come and kill us both. Nobody in the world would
believe us. I won’t do anything wrong—what I know and you don’t. Oh,
then we’ll never break our promise!”

Neither of us understood the symbolism: it was too deep and old. We
only performed it with bursting hearts. Her hands flew and so did mine and
our acute shame became, somehow, our troth. Then, I thought, her body was
as white as an angel’s.

Afraid to stand, crouched awkwardly in the cramped, dimly lighted
space, we put our arms about each other’s necks and made our vows.

“I promise forever and ever, Cleo.”
“I promise, Dan, forever and ever.”

In our desperate fervor and haste we did not declare what we were
promising—it did not seem then there was any need, so well we knew. Then
we kissed in a like swift urgency and our hands flew again. Time stopped for
us after that; we were sitting in the shady yard, our fingers intertwined,
unable to say a word, when the carriage came for her. Standing on the
sidewalk I watched her grow small, until the white face under its black hair
that had turned again and again to me faded in the distance.



CHAPTER 4

When Cleo had gone, I dreaded facing Pa. I could not tell him of the new
promise I had made, lest he think it was a betrayal of the old. He would not
understand what I divined so dimly—that the two were interbound, one the
natural consequence of the other, she being so lovely and innocent and yet
our enemy’s daughter. I was afraid the strong light in his eyes would lay
bare the secret.

But he hardly glanced at me as he hobbled into the yard, long after dark,
so great was his anxiety over the success of the ruse. When, after Mr. Linsey
had gone, I forced myself to go into the lighted parlor, Pa was so shaken and
white that I forgot all my fears in concern for him.

I got him a drink of whiskey, then helped him to the supper table. After
our cold meal, he was strong enough to talk to me.

“I have good reasons, Dan, for not wanting my brother Ralph to know
where I am, or whether I am still alive,” he began. “It was only by the
greatest luck that I heard he was here and circumvented him. I do not believe
he came to Philadelphia to seek me. My life or death is not important
enough to him. More likely he came on other business and someone spoke
of a lame musician who he thought might be his brother. For the present he
is satisfied that Professor Reed is not Noel Dunbarton and has set sail for
Charleston. But on some later visit he might become suspicious and call
here again.”

I was thinking of Cleo. She might ask him to bring her here again. “Yes,
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SIT.

“We will have to vacate this house, leaving word with the landlord that
we have gone to New York. It is better, though, that we go to Baltimore,
where extensive inquiries were once made for me, and a city that he rarely
visits because the Quality there, among whom Madeline is well known, will
have nothing to do with him. There is much intercourse between
Philadelphia and Baltimore and someone who knows me here might
encounter me there. I am a marked man, easily remembered. Under those
circumstances I see more danger than safety in changing my name.”



The upshot of it was, we did move our baggage to Baltimore and rented
a similar house in the district called Jonestown. It was nice to live on the
Bay, and although money was scarce at first, Pa’s skill at teaching music
soon brought him enough students to live comfortably again. But the
stimulus of the new environment, the surge of adolescence in my veins, and
the beginning of specific training for my future great endeavor gave me a
new outlook on my strange life and fate.

Clearly and more clearly it came to me that Pa, Cleo, and I made a
fateful triangle of love and hate. I seemed to have no being without both of
them. When Cleo and I had been parted two years, the making of our
strange, wonderful union seemed to have occurred in a dream, for only in
dreams could I be with her and kiss and hold and love her. Many a day
passed without one waking thought of her. But the union itself was a fact as
solid as my bond with Pa, caused by it and forever interbound with it. I was
waiting alike, with a like patience, for the hour of their fulfillment.

My schooling for the undertaking went on almost without my knowing
it. After graduating from an academy at about fifteen, the youngest boy in
my class, I was not done with books—Pa suggested a course of reading for
my leisure hours, ranging from works on agriculture to Hamlet and
Agamemnon. The jobs he proposed I take fitted me in general to make my
own way in the world, and particularly to operate a great plantation. At that
same age | was apprenticed to a horse-breeder on the Eastern Shore; at
seventeen | became an assistant foreman of a gang of slaves working as
stevedores on the dock; what I learned there stood me in good stead when at
nineteen | took charge of a cotton gin, at a wage hardly higher than a free
Negro’s, on the best-operated and most profitable long-staple cotton
plantation in eastern Georgia. At twenty I was well equipped for minor
administrative posts, in line for swift promotion in several branches of
agriculture, could use a gun poorly and my fists well, and had knocked
about enough to learn my way. No one asked how old I was: people assumed
I was a man. If in these fields I had what could be called a gift, it was for
horsemanship. Actually it was no more than good balance, a strong wrist,
and no intention of being worsted by a beast. I was born, it seemed, rigidly
on guard and that alertness had never left me. Shrewd in most dealings, in an
emergency | found a ready cunning that might too have been forced upon
my infant mind. I was not tongue-tied or timid, nor was I boastful or
overconfident: the business pending was too grave.

Christmas of the year 1853—it was also Pa’s fifty-fourth birthday—we

shared a bottle of whiskey and at our good dinner talked more freely than
usual. He reminded me that we had been together thirteen and a half years. I



was at least twenty-one, no doubt nearer twenty-two. I had changed so
much, he so little. His fine hair was untouched by gray and his bowed body
only slightly less gaunt. Next year a bell would ring for both of us.

“When it’s all over, will you resume your own name, so I can take it?” |
asked.

“Yes, and I’ll tell you now one reason I was forced to take another. Even
then I contemplated adopting a son—for no other, no hired hand, could
perform the task that my broken back forbade. What did I care for waiting
fourteen years? They have sped like the wind across the salt marshes of
Wood Ibis. But the existence of such a son had to be concealed. The other
reasons you will discover for yourself. It is my best and studied judgment
that you start with open mind and eyes lest the little that I know, mixed with
so much that I suspect, might mislead you.”

I would wait patiently until spring, I thought, and did not dream that
event would not wait for me.

Returning from an errand in town a few days after the new year, I passed
on our block a figure somewhat strange in the old, quiet streets of Baltimore.
He was a Negro of around thirty, wearing rather quaint blue livery, and at
first remarkable mainly for his immense size. | had rarely seen its equal in
the slave gangs, never in house-service—stature of six and a half feet at
least, gigantic breadth and depth. But when he passed me I gazed with
greater wonder at his countenance. There was savagery in it, of the kind that
slavers see sometimes in the faces of new-caught cannibals, but which
planters rarely see because such untamable captives usually die in their
chains in the Middle Passage. But also there was a stillness and a dignity to
become an African king.

He turned the corner, walking with long, swift strides. Then limping to
meet me I saw Pa, anxiety on his face and feverish excitement in his eyes.

“I am tracked down again, Dan, and this time there is no hope of
avoiding discovery,” he told me. “But you must not be seen. Ralph must not
know that I am not alone and helpless.”

“How soon is he coming? Can’t you get a neighbor to say—"

“It is not Ralph in person. He has sent an emissary. Her servant came to
the door and took me by surprise—"

“Her servant?”” My skin prickled all over my body.

“Yes. A giant Negro, whom you must have met on the street. I could not
trick his keen eyes. He will describe me in detail to his mistress. But you
must be gone when she comes—"

“Is it Madeline?”



“Oh, no. God, no! It is Cleo, Ralph’s daughter, a maiden of eighteen. I
never told you that Ralph and she had a daughter—"

I knew it well! T had never told Pa of the girl who had come in the
carriage and been here, close with us in the house, ever since.

“Hark, Pa,” I broke in. “Instead of going uptown I’ll stay in our picture-
room with the door cracked. She won’t see me. I want to hear what she has
to say. It’s time to begin. I want to know what she’s like before I go to Wood
Ibis.”

“I see little to be gained—but I have told you you shall operate in your
own way. It is possible you will get a hint or two useful to you later.” Pa led
the way into the house and shut the door.

“But don’t admit you’re Noel Dunbarton until there’s no longer any hope
of deceiving her.”

“T will not—but I am sure there is none.”

I watched out a dim window and presently nodded to Pa. A stylish
carriage had stopped outside our door and a fashionably dressed young lady
was getting out. Was this Cleo? In my waking life I knew she had grown up,
eighteen now; but in my dreams where I knew her best she was still a slim
little girl of ten, with an angel-white body and raven-black hair. She was of
marriageable age, an heiress with many wooers; perhaps she returned no
more to the hiding place behind the woodpile at the little house in
Philadelphia. Perhaps when she came to me in dreams she did not know of
the visits.

Was the chain we had welded—joining our hearts and souls, I thought,
forever—broken? It was still around me fast but had she dropped the coil on
the bloody ground of Wood Ibis, where it lay rusting and forgotten? Now
she was coming through the gate, her huge Negro servant walking behind
her like a trained lion. The bright daylight showed her hair still raven-black
and her face almost snow white, but not yet could I look and see if they were
still mine. I fled into the picture-room, with the portraits of the living and
dead, and, leaving the door ajar, waited in an icy cold, extreme suspense.

Pa received her at the door, where her servant remained in attendance
while Pa escorted her into the parlor. Although grown tall, she was still
slender, and walked with long, light steps I seemed to remember. Indeed the
white body I had seen had grown and taken form just as I might have
known. But I had not envisioned its spring ripening. Perhaps she had
married some planter’s son and was in the flush of love with him, and what I
had glimpsed in that dim light of long ago was now his sole possession. . . .
Perhaps she had told him, with a little shyness, a little laughter . . . The



painted faces on the wall behind me had not changed. I had thought she
would grow up but not change. To pay them their due I had stayed here
instead of going on a journey to validate our due to each other. . . . Dark
heart, I could not help myself! Save for them, we twain would have owed no
due.

Pa offered her a chair in excellent light, in front of the door behind
which I kept hawk-watch. There was no danger of my being seen in these
deep shadows, and he wanted to give me a clear view of Bruce Dunbarton’s
wife and his brother Ralph in their joined flesh. Her mouth was still wide
and straight, the delicate pink of her lips unchanged; her eyes, under
straight, extremely narrow, black, high-set brows, were of that pale brown
called hazel, and their soft luster had neither dimmed nor brightened. She
looked so innocent! Perhaps that was only because she was a little abashed
in this first meeting with her uncle who had hidden away his very existence,
in vain.

“What can I do for you, Miss Dunbarton?”” he was asking.

She would reply, I thought, that since she was his niece . . . In listening
to her voice I did not at once realize she had said something quite different.
It was the same and it flooded my heart. Whether or not she had forgotten, I
would always remember.

“I’m afraid, Professor Reed, I’ve taken your time for nothing.”
I held my breath. Pa paused to take great care.
“A mistake in identity?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. While it was only a chance that you were the gentleman I was
looking for, I thought I’d make certain. It was a long time ago that I saw him
—only a glimpse in a doorway—but I’m sure you’re not he.”

She was not very steady. I stopped trembling in order to watch and listen
without fail.

“Was it at this house?” Pa asked.

“No, it was in Philadelphia. I’ll explain the mistake. I had driven with
my father who had some business with a Professor Reed who was also a
music teacher. When I came to spend the Christmas holidays in Baltimore—
I’ve been going to school in Norfolk and one of my schoolmates invited me
here for a visit—I heard of you and thought he might have moved here.”

“It was quite a natural mistake, Miss Dunbarton. It happens that I have
heard of a Professor Reed who teaches, or used to teach, the violin in
Philadelphia. I was told of him because of another coincidence, which you
have been too polite to mention. He too is lame.”



“Yes, sir, I had that impression. Well, I won’t take any more of your time

2

She was giving way, now, to an intense disappointment. I heard it in her
voice and saw it in her lovely face. If she only knew that I was giving way to
exultation! She had not forgotten, she had not broken her promise! I would
not let her go back to Wood Ibis thinking she was alone.

“If you wanted to see him about taking music lessons, I would like to
offer my services,” Pa said with great cunning. “However, my hours are
already taken.”

“No, sir. It was a personal matter between me and his son. I wanted to
ask the other Professor Reed how to reach him.” She was having trouble
going on. “Now I will have to make a request of you. It will seem a very
foolish one, I’m afraid. Please don’t mention to anyone I came to see you,
because my mother is well known here—she went to school here—and she
and my father might hear I’ve been in Baltimore. She wouldn’t care but he
would be very angry. Understand that the only wrong I’ve done is to disobey
him, in not staying in Norfolk over the holidays. I have been visiting Miss
Harriet Howard.”

“I’ve heard of Miss Howard. I will certainly keep your innocent little
secret.”

“That’s very kind. And I don’t suppose you happen to know—where the
other Professor Reed is living now.”

“I didn’t know he’d left Philadelphia.”

“Yes, he has. The letters I’ve written his son in his care have come back
‘address unknown.’ ”

“I might hear of him later—we have so much in common. Would you
like me to give him a message?”

“Oh, yes. Tell his son to write to Dr. Sams, at Little Ibis Plantation, Ibis
Island, South Carolina, and give me his address. It’s very important I get in
touch with him.”

“He would be flattered that you remember him so long. Will you be
leaving soon for Norfolk?”

“No, I’ve finished school and am sailing tomorrow for Charleston.” She
looked away from Pa, but I saw tears in her eyes. “I wish I could stay here
longer—Mama’s friends would be glad to have me—I would like to take
music lessons too—but it’s impossible—"

Tears blind some people; to others they are lenses for deeper vision.
Through the mist I saw Cleo with new clarity. She was unique-looking in a



lovely way and had a unique being. I could not picture her as the daughter of
a great plantation house as well as an inmate of thick woods. It was a very
strange impression, as though her face was virginal of the sun’s torrid kiss
and the light that she knew was dappled. A very quiet, hard-to-see dryad
might describe her to a man of poetic fancy, or a witch-child whose
sweetness had exiled her from her evil sisters. Thinking of birds, I recalled a
wood ibis I had seen in Georgia. It was a tall, graceful creature, white, with
black head and wings.

“Miss Dunbarton, may I serve you some inferior wine, but quite good
cake?” Pa was asking.

“Thank you, but I’ve borrowed Mr. Howard’s carriage and must take it
back at once.” She rose with a wood creature’s grace and I watched her, my
heart still, cross the room and go out the door. I was by the window before
she got in the carriage. The wheels turned, and tomorrow the sails, bearing
her back to Carolina, would fill with wind.

“Pa?”

“Aye, my son.” His hand was shaking on the handle of his stick.

“It wasn’t what we thought, was it?” Yet I had had a premonition of the
truth, too strange to believe.

“We have escaped again. She will not even tell her father she has been to
Baltimore to meet a Professor Reed with a broken back.”

“Who is Dr. Sams, of Little Ibis Plantation?”

“He is my old and loyal friend. He lives on a small plantation once part
of Wood Ibis, really a separate island since a tidal creek flows between. My
brother Bruce Dunbarton gave it to me when he was master: I leased it to Dr.
Sams when Bruce was killed. It affords a modest but comfortable living, and
I mean for you to have it when I am gone. Not as a prize for success in your
undertaking, mark you, but because you are my son.”

“Then Dr. Sams knows you are alive?”

“Aye. I hear from him at long intervals. But he keeps my secret. He pays
the small rental to a bank, where it is accumulating for my return. My
brother Ralph has not yet petitioned the courts to declare me deceased,
whereby to claim the land and the rent. Rather than rake over old coals he
chooses to wait until I am lost sight of for twenty-one years; then no petition
will be necessary.”

“That’s a year yet. You’ll return before then. Does Dr. Sams know about
me?”

“Nay. It is well that no one knows so dangerous a secret.”



“He is evidently Cleo’s confidant.”

“That would be quite natural, I think. But you, too, Dan, have ties with
her that I did not dream of. I did not even know she was with my brother,
that day in Philadelphia. She is very eager to meet you again. I am deeply
troubled.”

“You needn’t be. She doesn’t know I’m in any way connected with you.
To her I’'m a boy named Dan Reed, whom she played with one day. It’s true
we became very close friends. I guess I felt sorry for her for being Ralph’s
daughter. You could see today how she might need such a friendship.”

He stood very still, staring into an unseen distance, until he felt my
questioning gaze, then he nodded slowly.

“Still, it is very strange, after all these years.”

“I think she’s very lonely and remembers how happy we were together
as children. Well, the friendship might be a great advantage to me when I go
to Wood Ibis, if I could re-establish it. A close friend, who’d talk to me
freely, in the enemy camp.”

“Ah, but you cannot! If she knew you as Dan Reed, the boy she played
with in Philadelphia, Ralph would remember the call he made on Professor
Reed, whom he once thought might be Noel Dunbarton. He would start
wondering at the strangeness of his son coming to Wood Ibis, and put two
and two together. In no time your true identity would be exposed.”

“I agree with you, but—"

“Why, if she remembers you as the boy she met, my long concealment of
you will be in vain!”

“I see that, now, and that’s why I must make a bold stroke at once. I was
only thirteen when we met and my face has changed far more in these eight
and a half years than anyone would expect. Far more than usual with boys.
My voice has changed too, of course. I grant you that, if I appeared suddenly
before her at Wood Ibis, she would at least ask the question in her mind if I
could be Dan Reed. But if I met her on neutral ground—apparently by
chance—gave another name and showed a different personality—I don’t
think she’d even associate me with the boy she played with. Any little
reminders of him she’d pass over and forget. Doesn’t that stand to reason?”’

“Aye, it is good, straight thinking.”
I was being forced to think straight—and fast. So much was at stake.

“I’d prepare her for my coming to Wood Ibis this spring—on some good
excuse. Then when I do come there’ll be no question in her mind but that
I’m just a shipboard acquaintance—"



“Shipboard?” he broke in, staring.

“She’s leaving for Charleston tomorrow. Why shouldn’t I be on the ship,
going to Charleston on some business? It would be the natural way to meet
her.”

“That is true.” Pa sank into a chair and wiped his face. “And the
acquaintance you thus make might be not only a protection from a danger
out of the past. It might be of value to the future. It would be well to have a
friend, innocent of your design, at Ibis Hall.”

I did not reply. His brain was turning over fast. I knew it by his
expression.

“It is a bold idea from a bold mind. Even on the journey you might gain
information of value to your quest. People’s tongues are loosed on
shipboard, their shores receded and dim. Aye, the money for the ticket will
be well spent!”

“It will be the real beginning.”

“But I spy a danger. Not that you, Dan, will speak too freely—but feel
too strongly. Even as children you came very close. Unless you are on strict
and unremittent guard, you might fall in love with her!”

Sweat came out on Pa’s face as he searched mine. “She is Madeline’s
daughter,” he went on, in an intense tone. “Although having only a tittle of
Madeline’s beauty she has yet enough to stir a young man’s heart. She
would be very vulnerable to you on shipboard—and perchance you to her.
But remember she is also the daughter of my brother Ralph.”

He was thinking of more than that. Slowly he rose, moved to his violin
case on the stand, opened it, and drew the bow thrice across the strings. The
gut could be silk threads as far as my ear could discern. Perhaps they made a
sound inside his head. He closed the case and turned to me, gazing from
down behind his forehead.

“Dan, tell me, if you will, have you ever lain with a girl?”

“Only in dreams. I’ve had the desire—at least the symptoms of it—but I
was busy with other things, and it passed off.” I did not tell that my varied
partners in these dreams had always black hair and white skin.

“Dan, would you say this young girl is a virgin?”’

“Why, yes.”

“I am by no means certain. Mark her mature form for a maiden of
eighteen. The sun of Carolina is a beguiling sun. It may be she is lascivious.

Still waters run deep, and there are signs of sensuousness in her face and
body. You are young, of manly face and form, with impounded natural



fountains. You might be greatly tempted by her, and if you yield to that
temptation, I dare not contemplate the consequences.”

I had never heard him speak so solemnly. His lips trembled and his face
was ashen gray.

“I told you I would not direct your operations, but I must give you the
most solemn warning. You must not become the slave of passion for her.
You would not be free to destroy her father. Guard yourself, Dan, or all will
be lost.”

“I will,” I told him quickly. “Don’t be afraid.”

“I believe you—yet I must break another rule that I had set, which was
to let you find out as much as possible for yourself, without my coloring
your viewpoint. Dan, you may sometimes be prey to doubts as to the need,
the good, the gain of the task for which I made you my son. I am a marked
man, and deranged. Perchance you fear at times that I have made you the
victim of a tragic illusion.”

“Pa, I never have.”

“Yet you realize the strangeness of our lives and consecration. You
wonder why I did not employ a hireling long ago. I would have done so,
were the task only to avenge my brother’s murder. Instead it is to battle
monstrous evil spawned in my own clan, darkening my name and my door
—unlike any I have ever known or heard of. I know the events but can only
guess their meaning. I crave that it be better, more human, less monstrous
than my terror hints; but at best the truth will be more awful than you dream.
It is your dread fate to unearth it, a fate more strange than your life so far
even approached presaging. The shadows you have seen—those across my
mind, across your life, even in the face of Cleo—are thin and pale compared
to the realities that cast them. In Jehovah’s name take warning! Do not let
yourself be weakened by one jot or tittle. Let not your steps be led astray.”

Again he went to his violin and took it from its case. With his eyes on
mine he drew the bow across the strings. This time they did not remain
mute, and the music that came trilling forth was not made to Bruce, Ralph,
and Madeline Dunbarton. Pa was playing to me.

1o one whose name is lost. To one who has naught to gain for himself,
save that one he loves may die in peace. . . . Come like a thief in the night,
the music trumpeted, bringing fire and sword! Be true, my son, be true!

But there were two to whom I must be true—no, three. . . . We three.



CHAPTER 5

Before the day was out I had assurance that Cleo had engaged passage on
the steam packet for Charleston sailing on the morning tide, and a fair
confidence that none of the other passengers or the crew knew me by sight. I
bought a ticket under the name of Dave MacDaniel, the first that entered my
head, hardly realizing that after meeting Cleo I might have to wear it for
years.

In cold blowing mists the auxiliary sails were hoisted, the paddle wheels
turned; the passengers who had made short shift of their goodbyes hurried to
the fires below. Cleo was among the last to leave the deck.

Aloneness and loneliness seem to me two different things. The second is
the sad awareness of the first. No one had seen her off, she stood alone by
the rail, she looked and spoke to no one; yet I did not feel that she was
lonely. She was too full of deeper emotions to be aware of solitude. She was
gazing back toward Baltimore not with grief, it seemed—as though she
could not give time and attention to that; it too did not matter—rather with a
kind of desperation. Once she glanced down at the waters just under the rail.
I could not read her face. Although one would expect it to be telltale, being
delicate and childish-looking, actually it was quite an effective mask.
Presently she turned and, walking with a long, light step, went below. It was
so very light that it gave the impression of her walking on tiptoe. It was a
sign of the secretiveness of her soul.

I saw her again in the dining saloon at noon. It seemed to me that she
had accepted the fact of a departure and need not yet confront the prospect
of an arrival. This was an interim that she was trying to make not the best
but the most of; if so, it indicated a strong and realistic mind. She was taking
pains with her selection of food and having a delicious and quite hearty
meal. She made a swift scrutiny of her table companions as though
wondering about every one in view of cultivating acquaintances. But her
first great animation, so intense that it arrested all other expression with a
kind of start, came when she caught her first clear sight of me.

She looked away quickly; then, when she thought herself unobserved,
her gaze stole back to my face. It was searching and deeply curious yet



without any conscious recognition. I thought that her excitement ebbed after
later glances. Perhaps, wondering what had caused it, she had wilfully
repressed it for a vagary: at most she would like to meet and talk to me.
Once I met her eyes and looked at her as might any young man at a pretty
girl.

Late in the afternoon the waves lulled, the weather cleared and turned
fairly warm, and she was among a scattering of travelers on the passenger
deck. She was alone again—remote from the others—and that was the real
condition of her being. Her beauty was very marked in the marine light. I
wondered why the people did not gaze at it more often. Perhaps it was a
kind they did not recognize—not an enhancement of common prettiness but
a fresh creation. I thought her beautiful beyond thought.

She turned to me as I approached her, perfectly willing to be addressed,
displaying no eagerness but quite possibly concealing some.

“Miss, I saw you riding in a carriage yesterday, and I thought the team of
bays was the finest I’d ever seen.” I had taken some care with this opening,
and thought from her expression that it had told.

“So you’ve an eye for horses,” she replied, honestly delighted with my
loutishness.

“Oh, I saw you too. How would you think I remembered you? I thought
the whole outfit was mighty fine.”

“That’s a lot better. Who are you?”

“Dave MacDaniel. I work for a horse-breeder in Anne County and I'm
going to Charleston to see the country and look for a job, perhaps.”

“I’m Cleo Dunbarton and I’'m going home after visiting in Baltimore.”
“Have you got kinfolk there? I know a lot of Baltimore people.”
“I’ve friends there, but no kinfolk.”

So two shipboard acquaintances made conversation. My voice sounded
fairly steady and my heart was beating in slow, strong bounds. Was she
wondering at a dim memory, which had no apparent connection with this
scene, of a hiding place behind a woodpile long ago? I was back there, as
though in a dream.

It was a long, long dream and at its present point she and I were here.
She had grown tall with small, lovely breasts and tapering lines, but fine
blue veins were still visible around her eyes and on her wrists and I longed
to kiss her lips the same as then. The intensity and timbre of the longing was
the same, a thing I had never felt since in waking life—childishly fierce and
painful.



“Have you any brothers or sisters?” she asked, when we had talked
awhile about the weather, the ship, and the fine sights of Baltimore.

“No, I’'m an only child.”

“So am 1.” She started to ask a question—thought better of it—then
asked it anyway. “Are both your parents alive?”

“No, they’re both dead.” I did not know if this was true but it sounded
like truth. The very occasional times I had wondered about them—always
with a sense of disquiet—I had thought of them as dead. That might arise
from their not mattering to me in the least.

“Why did you ask, Cleo?”

“I had a feeling they might be. ’'m not a mind reader—I don’t know
where it came from. Did you lose them recently?”

“No, a long time ago.”

“Have you always lived in Baltimore?”

“Yes.”

I knew then that she had been thinking of a boy named Dan Reed in
Philadelphia—against her better judgment—and perhaps now she would put
him by.

“Are both your parents living?” I asked, leading up to something.

“Yes, thank heaven.”

“You speak with such feeling. You must love them very dearly.” That
was it. [ had to know—especially if she loved Ralph Dunbarton. It would
make no difference in what I had to do, but might make a bleak world of
difference in what happened between her and me. 1 had been asking the
question, under cover of my desire, for eight years. She might say she did,
but her eyes might belie her words. My common sense had told me that she
could not, and her despair at returning home was strong evidence that she
did not.

“Of course I do. My mother is very beautiful—"

She paused and, pressing her, I said, “Why don’t you go on?”

“I’ve heard that ships were wonderful ice-breakers and now I know it’s
true.”

“I"d love to talk to you if you’ve nothing better to do.”

“I’d like to talk to you. I like your name—David MacDaniel. It sounds
honest and—plain. I like plain things. I’ve nothing else to do at all.”

“Well, there’s a cushioned seat in the saloon, and it’s warm in there.”



She sat beside me, her arm touching mine; and the lamps were not yet lit
and no one was in hearing.

“You spoke of how much you loved your mother,” I said.

“I adore her. I always have, as long as I can remember. As a little girl I
thought of her as a queen, with a golden crown and jeweled eyes.”

“Do you love her more than your father?”

“I feel about him in a different way. I don’t adore him as I do Mama—
you see, he’s not of high birth like her. But I love him just as much.”

Her eyes and lips were saying the same thing.

“He’s strict with me,” she went on, “but more demonstrative than Ma—
always kissing and hugging and praising me—especially when he’s had a
drop too much. He worries about me a great deal.”

“I don’t see why he should worry about you. You’re slender but you look
healthy. I wouldn’t think a plantation would be a dangerous place.”

A short, faint vertical line appeared between her long, narrow, black,
high-set brows.

“I’ve never been sick a day in my life. But I ride a lot—he’s afraid I'll
have an accident, I guess—and love to go into the woods and swamps with
Obo.” She began to talk with eagerness and joy. “He’s my servant, quartered
below with the others. You might wonder I’d have him with me at school,
but I wanted him and he was sick to go and Mama arranged for the school to
let him help with the gardening. You ought to see him, he’s such a giant.
Papa gave him to me when he was first brought from Africa, thirteen years
ago. He was only about seventeen then, very tall and big-boned but so thin
that everyone thought he would die. He had eaten almost nothing on the
slaver and was brokenhearted, and Papa bought him for a hundred dollars.
He would have died if Papa hadn’t given him to me. I named him Obo
because his voice sounds like one—Papa has one that he can play a little.”

I had thought that Pa was the only musician in the Dunbarton family.

“I was lonely and set out to try to make him play with me,” Cleo went
on. “Even a little girl of five is full of guile. Before the day was over, he had
learned to swing me in a rope swing, and I had coaxed him into eating some
of my picnic lunch. In a week he had learned to smile. After that he wanted
to be near me every minute; he slept on the floor outside my nursery door.
Still Papa can’t believe I'm perfectly safe with him, even miles away from
anyone. He wouldn’t want people to know how we make the most
wonderful excursions together, because they’d condemn him—and that
worries him too.”



“I see. Where is your plantation?”

“About thirty miles from Charleston, on what’s called a sea-island—the
last one of several islands separated by salt creeks.”

“Is it very beautiful?”
“I think 1t’s the most beautiful in all Dixie.”

“There’s about ten thousand acres in cultivation and pasture,” she went
on, after a brief silence. “All the rest is wild woods and swamps.”

“You must be mighty glad to be going home.”

“Well, I’d never been to Baltimore before and would have liked to see
more of it. But Papa would have raised sand if he had known I was there—
he thought I was still at school in Norfolk. Besides he’s kept writing me to
leave school and come home—I guess he can hardly stand to have me
away.”

“If he loves you that much, it’s a wonder he let you go away to school.”

“He said I couldn’t, but Mama made him. I wanted to go to Philadelphia
—there’s a fine girls’ school there—but they settled on Norfolk. Of course
I’m mighty glad to be going home.” She gave me a quick glance as she said
this last.

I had business to attend to. “Have you any other close kinfolk? It’s so
nice to have uncles and aunts—"

“My mother’s brothers and sisters died in the plague, when she was a
little girl. Papa had two brothers but one died two years before I was born,
and the other—he was lame—went away about the same time and never
came back. Papa doesn’t know if he’s still alive.”

“I had a cousin who was born lame.” My mind was becoming very alert
and the invention came easily.

“I don’t think Uncle Noel was. I can’t remember clearly, but I think
someone told me he was injured when a boy. I never heard how.”

“I had a little injury three years ago.” I opened my left hand that I had
kept closed until now and showed her my little finger.

Her eyes rounded and she gave me a wild glance. Only by the utmost
effort of will could I keep my countenance.

“What’s the matter, Miss Cleo?”

“Oh, nothing.” Her hand gripped the edge of the bench, the knuckles
hard against the skin. “A boy I knew had hurt his hand the same. It surprised
me so. But it’s a small world—"

“I hurt it in the woods and it was a good while before I got to the doctor.
That’s why he couldn’t straighten it. The little finger has such small bones, it



often happens like that.”
“I see. . . . There’s the supper bell.”

“I wish we could eat together. I'm a farm boy without extra-good table
manners.”

“Papa was a farm boy too. He was overseer of Mama’s plantation when
they got married. Anyway you seem mighty good-mannered to me.”

Some of the people stared at such a plainly dressed young man eating
with a young lady rich and highborn, but Cleo seemed unaware of it and in
high spirits. I began to sense a new hope in her heart concerning her return
to Wood Ibis—perhaps wild and reckless but warming her like wine. I could
not imagine what it might be. I kept thinking it was empty, and could hardly
stand her eager laughter. It was the same as on that day—excited and a little
shrill—and as easily invoked—as though the same hope had placed it ready
in her throat. Still her eyes did not laugh but remained soft with subdued
luster—maybe they had seen too much to take stock in that hope.

After supper we walked the deck awhile, she with a light and lovely
carriage. | was trying to get my own feet solidly on the ground. I did not
succeed at first—the strangeness of our walking together had an uncanny
quality. Although convinced we were new acquaintances, still she was
recapturing some of that old joy. The mysterious, almost metaphysical bond
we had made eight years ago was working on her beyond her knowledge—
exciting and touching her deeply.

There was an aching blind urge upon me to tell her that I was her partner
in that bond. I could not have resisted it, if I could have stopped at that—and
not exposed, sooner or later, my identity as the adopted son of “Professor
Reed.” Only a little putting of two and two together in her father’s mind or
even in hers would certainly disclose that one of the two lame music
teachers was Noel Dunbarton. I could not swear her to secrecy, on any
excuse, while I went about hounding her father to the gallows. I could not
ask any loyalty from her during the performance of that task—it would be
unspeakable.

So the bond we had made must remain a thing of the past, making no
demands on my immediate future. Even our promises to each other had
ended in the air, unburdened with eventuality, and must remain so a long
time yet. That meant we must not fall in love. Only when my work was
done, when she would know what wounds I had dealt her, would we both be
free.

It was a good resolution. I had made it just before we stood at the
companionway to say good night. But she would expect some courting from



a swain of new shipboard acquaintance—and the darkness here invited a
common address between such fellow-travelers as Cleo and Dave
MacDaniel. The words were loutish enough, but something went wrong with
my voice.

“Are you used to being kissed good night?” I asked.

I could barely see the lift at the ends of her long lips.

“Since you ask, why, yes. Both my parents kiss me, if they’re around.”

“I’d like to make you feel at home, while on the sea.”

“Why, you needn’t, if that’s your only reason.”

It sounded not at all coy, only a little jocund, and hiding behind her
humor was some other mood. Perhaps intense curiosity. Perhaps intensity
itself.

Hiding behind my trickery of her and of myself was a giant in leash. He
was breaking free. A warm wave of desire swept through my blood and
bone to my finger tips.

“It’s because you’re so beautiful and lovely.”

She spoke quaintly then, a curious consequence of her attempt to hide
her excitement. “In that case, you may have a good-night kiss.”

It had been eight years since her lips had pressed to mine, yet it seemed I
would have known them in blind dark. They came upon mine and withdrew;
and it was like waking from sleep. It was true in a sense—I had dreamed this
a thousand times, but sleep had softened its realization; in my dreams it had
ushered in a bliss that was still out of the world, yet which had satisfied a
sleeper. It could never again. Those forces were all the greater for being so
long leashed. They would never rest again.

Buffetted by my own gales, dizzy, and bewildered, I could not at once
observe Cleo. My first thought in regard to her was to hide what had
happened to me. . . . | must deal with it in secret. . . . It was at once a great
joy and a great danger. . . .

“I’'m going down, now,” she was saying, in a queer, thin voice. “I’ll see
you tomorrow—"

“It was such a nice—"

She had turned a little toward the companionway; suddenly she faced
me.

“I’ve got to ask you something, Dave.” Her voice enriched with courage.
“Maybe you’ll think I’'m out of my mind, but—have we ever met before?”

“Not that I can recall.”



“Well, you keep reminding me of a boy named Dan Reed I met in
Philadelphia and played with. I keep looking for his face in yours and
sometimes I think I see it. He was the boy I spoke about having a broken
finger. Well, on thinking it over I’'m not sure of that. I can’t remember
noticing it but when I saw yours it seemed so familiar—as though I had seen
it on that boy and had half-forgotten it. You’ve got a ‘Dan’ in your last
name. Just yesterday he was very much on my mind—I had an idea we were
going to meet again. Will you tell me how old you are?”

“Certainly. Twenty-four.” I looked to be that age, and it would help get
me started at Wood Ibis.

“Well, Dan wouldn’t be over twenty-two. You say you’ve never lived in
Philadelphia. Yet when we kissed just now—I had the strangest feeling that
somehow you were Dan—come back. To be satisfied I’ve got to ask one
more question.”

“Why, ask me as many as you like—"

“There couldn’t be any reason, could there—that you’d lie about it—"

“Yes, if I’d done something—got in trouble—and had to change my
name.”

“In that case, you wouldn’t have come near me. Well, it was just a mean
trick of my mind—"

“I reckon you’re mighty disappointed—"

“Not in you, Dave. I didn’t intend to compare you unfavorably with him.
I like you a lot or I wouldn’t— If you had turned out to be him I’d’ve been
so glad. But you didn’t—"

She was speaking now in a low monotone that had more desolation in it
than have most tears. There could be no longer any doubt that the chain we
had put upon each other in our childhood was as strong and binding upon
her as upon me. There was a joy in my heart like music at the thought that it
was unbreakable, despite her being Ralph’s daughter and I Noel’s son.
Maybe it was of such mystery and wonder that no barrier could prevalil. . . .

I tried to steady myself. It was a great barrier—no exultation could
eclipse that stark fact. Besides there was a dark inkling in my mind of which
I did not yet clearly see the shape: it seemed to be of some even greater
barrier. I did not admit it, only asked some curious questions.

“If I had turned out to be Dan, what would you have done?”

“That has no connection with this.”

“It’s none of my business, [ know. Yet—"



She stood so still it gave the effect of a start. A desperateness was
fighting against pride, I thought, and suddenly it won.

“He and I made a promise to each other. I don’t think we said what it
was—but we both knew. If I could find him, I was going to ask him to make
it good.” She spoke in as calm a way as possible, but her voice shook more
and more until it broke.

“Will you tell me what the promise was?”

“Yes. That we’d go away together and live in the woods.”

“Why in the woods? Why not stay together at Wood Ibis, your beautiful
plantation?”

“I don’t want to live there any more. He promised to take me away.
That’s what I’ve lived for, ever since—and the time’s up.”

I had known in every dream of her that had been the promise I had
made.



CHAPTER 6

If I could talk to her only a minute or two more I might learn exactly what it
was she was trying so desperately to escape. In gaining that knowledge I
could be true to Pa and to Cleo too. The time might not be quite so long
until, if Pa died, he could die in peace, and until I could take Cleo away
from Wood Ibis. But she was fighting with tears, and reviving pride made
her bid me a hasty good night—she’d talk to me again in the morning—and
hurry down the companionway.

After a night of many, long wakenings and dreary dreams I waited in
turmoil for her to appear on the deck. When she came it was with every
appearance of composure. She was able to talk cheerfully of casual things a
moment or two before mentioning the events of last night—as though they
were not of any great importance after all.

“I’'m afraid I made a mighty big fool of myself last night, Dave,” she
said. “I’'m of a romantic disposition, I reckon, and sometimes I get too
sentimental over that childish affair with Dan Reed. You reminded me so
much of him, that last night I let myself go—and you know there’s
something about an ocean voyage that encourages romance. We haven’t got
our feet on the ground.” She had taken great care with this.

“Well, all it did was make me jealous of him,” I said.

“It’s not that serious. And what I said about not wanting to live at Wood
Ibis—well, that might have given you the wrong idea. I should have
explained that while it’s a beautiful plantation, it’s awfully lonely. It’s had a
sad history too, which I suppose affects me. Anyway I believe that when a
girl marries she and her husband ought to have a home of their own. In spite
of loving Papa so much—and adoring Mama—I’d like to spend a few years
in a different country altogether. Just for a change.”

“That’s natural enough. But you said—you and the boy wanted to live in
the woods.”

“I didn’t mean that—exactly. That was our childish notion—and I said it
without thinking. I love the woods but I can’t imagine us trappers and
hunters. Still, we might be—if we went West. What made it so silly was, we



haven’t seen each other since that day. What chance is there that we ever
will see each other? If we did, why, we’d be so changed—"

“Yes, you’d better remember it as a sweet experience and let it go at
that.”

“Of course.”

“You don’t think you dreamed the whole thing, do you? Maybe when
you had a fever—”

“I never thought of that. But I’ve done a lot of dreaming.”

“You spoke about your plantation having a sad history. That sounds
interesting.” I was trying, the best I could, to retrieve my lost opportunity. It
was not possible entirely, in broad daylight.

“Papa’s brother Bruce died in an accident, and another brother—I guess
I told you—was terribly injured.” Ghosts rose before her eyes—I could
almost see them. “But I’ve talked so much about my family and you’ve
hardly mentioned yours.”

“I reckon mine is so outclassed.”

“That isn’t true.” There was a childlike earnestness in her tone and there
were motives in her mind that were very secretive and strong. “My name
isn’t D’ Arcy, like Mama’s was—it’s Dunbarton. The Dunbartons were never
aristocrats—not even gentry. My uncle Bruce—the one who died not long
before I was born—could hardly read and write.”

Pa had never told me that. Since he was such a great reader, remarkably
learned, I was astounded and incredulous. The marriage to her overseer by a
Carolina beauty of great name had been an accepted fact in my mind—I had
pictured a man far above his station not only in native gifts but in education
and culture. Perhaps it came about by an illicit intimacy.

“Was Bruce the one who was lame?” I asked.

“No. The lame one, Uncle Noel, disappeared but may still be alive.
Uncle Bruce was very strong—almost as strong as Pa, the old colored
people say—and quite handsome. We had a portrait of him but it was stolen
long ago.”

“Why should anyone want to steal a family picture?”

“Oh, some are quite valuable, if painted by well-known artists. Maybe
the thief thought these were, but they were only Sullys.”

I had the impression that the theft had not crossed her mind for many
years and she was startled a little by the remembrance now.

“Was more than one picture stolen?” I asked.



“I remember hearing there were two. Both my Uncle Bruce’s and
Mama’s. They were cut out of the frames, which the sheriff said showed a
practiced thief. We think he took the pictures first, as well as a pair of silver
candlesticks that someone—Uncle Bruce, I guess—had given Mama; but he
was frightened away before he could break in the silver chest or find
Mama’s jewels. I reckon that’s the way it happened. An old colored woman
insisted that the shell of a sea turtle was missing from the woodshed, but that
was silly.”

Not as silly as might be, I thought. Not as unlikely as that a practiced
thief would stop with two unsalable portraits and a pair of candlesticks. I
wondered whom Pa had hired for the raid. The turtle shell was no doubt a
trophy of childhood. Maybe Pa had found it on the beach and polished it
prettily; perhaps he had caught a splendid live turtle before his back was
broken, a great feat he had never forgotten, for later the slowest crawler
could out-distance him.

That thought had a curious effect on my thoughts about Cleo. Stuffing
back some of them—tender and glowing thoughts that I could not afford—I
gave free rein to others that were their natural accompaniment but which,
stark and unblessed, were exciting in a way that had a quality of cruelty. . . .
Pa had wondered if Cleo had been deflowered. Still water ran deep and the
Carolina sun made love to thin, white skins. It might be this girl was
lascivious, he had said. She had kissed me with such soft and mobile
lips. . ..

“A penny for your thoughts,” she said, not wanting to be anxious, not
knowing why she was.

“I was thinking how I’d like a picture of you.”

“Was that it?” Her face appeared to brighten, probably an effect of her
quick and eager smile, although I might have fancied a diffused light
glimmering outward through her skin. “There was a very queer expression
on your face—much stronger than ought to reflect a little whim like that.
But maybe you have very strong feelings. I mean—whatever you want at all,
you want mighty bad. Some people are like that.”

I would have to guard my countenance more carefully in the future.
Actually it was no ready traitor; instead far from expressive, something like
an Indian’s in that respect. It had started to grow that way on stolen bread
and slops. It had helped me cover many lies and preserve much bitter pride.
Looking at it last year, a medicine-show doctor had told me I was of
phlegmatic disposition—wasn’t I born under the sign of so-and-so?—and I
would make a good watchmaker.



“I reckon that’s right.”

“I guessed right at first that you’re more intense and high-strung than
you seem. Anyone can see you’re strong, but might think you’re stolid too.
Your big body is quite graceful and your movements very quick. You have
big features but they’re quite nicely carved. Your eyes are gray with a blue
rim and you look at things quick and hard.”

“You’re very observant, Cleo.”
“I reckon you’ve had to fight pretty hard too, your parents dead and all.”
“Tolerably hard.”

“You’ve got a Scotch name and your skin has a ruddy cast but your hair
is almost as black as mine.”

“I’ve seen a lot of black-haired Scots. But we’ve wandered off the
subject. You were saying that your father’s people weren’t like your
mother’s—"

“Judging by Papa—I never knew my uncles—they were as different as
black from white. But I'm glad of it. I met some of the D’ Arcys—Mama’s
uncle before he died and two old-maid cousins—and they need some good
common blood to mix with theirs. They’re all beautiful and charming but
they look like full-blown flowers about to go to seed. I think Mama felt that
too—she has many feelings no one knows—and that’s why she married as
plain a man as Papa. So when you say your family can’t hold a candle to
mine, you’re mistaken. I’m just as proud of the Dunbarton name as I am of
D’Arcy. Papa’s family has come up instead of gone down. You can come up
too, Dave. I know you can.”

Of her father’s family, one brother was down in his grave and the other
had taken his broken back into exile. That too gave right-of-way to those
exciting, cruelty-colored thoughts. They obscured a little in my sight the
unworldly loveliness of her face. But when she spoke I saw it clearly again.

“Obo says I have wonderfully sharp eyes,” Cleo was confiding. “In the
dim live-oak woods I often see birds and animals before he does. But my
eyes feel different then, very wide awake. At home—in the house—they feel
half-closed—or as though I’'m looking through a dirty windowpane.”

Was she mortally afraid of them being opened? Was that one of the fears
from which she was trying to flee? I could not run away with her to the
deep, still woods she loved, and I could not play with passion’s fire without
danger of falling in love. I resolved on continence. It was my only
safeguard. During the daylight hours, a good number of them spent with her,
the resolve seemed not too difficult to keep, despite the forces freed against
it. Not until the darkness fell, lust’s element, did I know that the very



strength I counted on, always standing by me until now, young, thrilling—
the very intensity of my nature that she had seen—turned against my will-
power. My attempt to curb the more gross desire brought into relief a beauty
she was giving me, out of her great store.

Even so, I might have avoided the perilous path if she too had tried.
Instead she was eager to get out of sight of the other passengers and
welcomed every dim retreat. I sensed a kind of recklessness upon her, wildly
exciting to me; before we knew it we were sitting atop a cubby of linen in a
warm companionway. Here her lips were soft and yielding to mine, and she
was allowing herself to become aroused. I did not get the impression that
she was very happy. At times her face had a forlorn cast and her eyes looked
very dark.

“Do I still remind you of the boy you knew?” I asked on impulse.

“No, it was all in my imagination.”

“Maybe you’ll hear from him, wherever he is.”

“No. He isn’t anywhere.”

“What do you mean, Cleo?”

“I told you this morning that my affair with him—if you can speak that
way of a childish love—was not very important. I was lying, because I was
ashamed of confessing so much the night before. It was terribly important.
You find that hard to believe—but it’s true. But it’s over now. It has to be
over because—he’s—dead.”

“What do you mean, Cleo?”

“He died. I know he did. I’ve often thought so, when he didn’t receive
my letters, and now I know it.”

“How could you know it?”

“You won’t believe me, but I'll tell you anyway. Last night I went
looking for him in my dreams—I searched the little house—and the
woodshed—and behind the wood. He wasn’t there. At other times that I lost
him, I called and he’d come. But I called last night—and he didn’t come.”

We were silent a long time. Maybe she was regretting speaking so.
“Do you think he’s been dead a long time?” I asked.

“Long enough that he can’t come back—when I call.”

“Will you look for him again tonight?”

“No. It’s no use.”

“Well, in one way I wish—"



“I didn’t mean to sadden you, Dave. I'm so glad you’re with me. Giving
him up for good was something I had to do sooner or later—and you’ve
helped me.” Without my asking, she put her arms around my neck and
kissed me.

“That was good night,” she said.

Our parting for the night only arrested, briefly, a journey we were
making together. [ meant it to end in a cul-de-sac at the ship voyage’s end—
that was the compromise I had made with my desire; she had other
intentions not yet disclosed. From that cul-de-sac I would go alone, in due
time, to Wood Ibis. She might be there or perhaps she would have escaped
from there by then: in either case we would be separated at least until my
task was done. What the future held for us thereafter was so far removed that
I did try not to link it with the happiness this present held.

Still I did not fall in love with Cleo—at least with complete surrender. I
was helped by various devices, one of them oddly enough by thinking of us
two as Cleo and Dave, not Cleo and Dan—shutting in a locked room of the
past not only the promise I could not keep but the whole event of our
childhood love. Her not knowing that I was Dan helped me turn the key. So
did its perfect beauty that I did not want to expose to the hard light of future
realities. This would be a shipboard love affair only. As such, it too was
perfect.

The weather served it well—unusually warm for January, with gentle
winds—and the long nights afforded it a grateful share of darkness before
bedtime, which grew later as the voyage progressed, since Cleo was like me
in getting along well with relatively short sleep. We clung and kissed more
and more, like any young shipboard sweethearts, and did not confess to each
other that we were both experimenting with ecstasy. Often I saw guilt in her
glimmering eyes, not of what we were doing but of what she craved to do
and did not dare. Her soft kisses grew fierce sometimes, until she drew back
ashamed—and such ferocity was so unexpected in this strange, pale child!
Its effect upon me was all the more powerful because of her virginal
loveliness—her inmost beauty.

On our last night at sea, she and I had the dimly lighted saloon to
ourselves. I had persuaded her to lie across my lap on the wall seat, her
breast close to mine, her upturned face reachable at my merest bow. She was
happier there than I had yet discovered her, I think because she sensed my
physical strength, the long rolling muscles of my arms and my chest’s big
bellows. It was the happiness of present safety, warmth, and of new hope, I
thought, in the future. She did not know that my strength could not serve her



for a long time yet, if ever, or dream how, during that parting it would be
used.

Since I seemed her protector, she was not afraid of my embrace and
passionate kisses. Never was such a sweet return as her little arms stealing
up sometimes and her lips still hungry when I had feared them surfeited. We
were giving each other a magic feast that never blunted, ever whetted, the
appetite for more; and it was a wonderful and new thing to me, to be able to
receive such joy, at once that I gave it. I ached to give it in this same
measure, which was immeasurable. Other swains of my years were wisened
to this wonder: it did not break upon them like a new creation. Other swains
did not have Cleo.

“Have you a sweetheart in Baltimore?”” she asked.
5CN0.,’

That satisfied her for a moment, in the way of words; they were
incidental anyway to this communion. Then when she was again flushed and
palpitant: “Have you one anywhere?”

“NO_”
“Dave, have you—ever?” She lay very still.
“What do you think?”

“It stands to reason that you have. And yet—"

“I never had one.”

“Do you know? I felt that. You see, I’ve never had one either—except
Dan.”

I could not tell her of my solemn, thrilling wonder: I could only act
surprised.

“I can’t believe it. You—the heiress of a great plantation—beautiful—a
highborn lady—"

“All the girls of my age at school had at least one. I pretended that Dan
was mine—and made up stories about us—once or twice I forged letters to
show them. I’ve had beaus at the few balls and parties Pa let me go to, but—
they didn’t come to see me at Ibis Hall. A distant cousin came—I liked him
pretty well—and soon went away. We’re in the same boat, Dave.”

“Will you be my sweetheart, until we part?”

“Yes, and you’ll be mine. It’s as though we’d both lost our partners—at
the biggest masquerade ball ever given—and found each other.”

Just then she had to sit up primly beside me, for two men were coming
into the saloon. They sat down under the dim lamp—only one was lighted—



and began to play cards. In that little wait, in which neither of us could think
of anything to say, I remembered that this was our last night at sea.

Tomorrow Cleo and I would part, this little parting now its dreary
forecast. I was greatly wrought up—facts and images, desires and fears, in a
whirling flux in my brain—yet I tried to get my bearings. I had not been
false to Pa by this love-making; instead I had come nearer to betraying Cleo
and myself, by refusing to link the present with the past. I had not fallen in
love with her in the way I longed to, for no reason that I knew save that I
could not keep my promise to her, the due of that love. It was a strange but
seemingly a certain fact. There was a holding back in my heart as though by
an outside force. How then could I ask her to give her love to me?

Yet I had asked her to, in every act and word. Even now my thoughts
were clamoring to her, as Pa’s thoughts clamored soundlessly sometimes,
when he drew the silent bow across the silent strings. They were confused,

uncontrollable thoughts. . . . Fall in love with me, Cleo. Love me with great
passion, need me, give me your beauty, and don’t blame me because I am
forbidden to love you. . . . I would if I could. . . . I would inundate you with

my love. . .. But if I do I will keep my promise to you!

I was asking for her love as a free gift. | wanted her to come with me to
some secluded place and give it to me. Would she come? Where could we
go?

Then the thoughts made sound, a low whisper in her ear.

“Where can we go?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “There are men working on deck.” We
had become like guilty conspirators.

“There’s no one in my cabin. My roommate got off at Wilmington.”
“If anybody saw me go in there, they’d think—"

“No one will see you. The companionway is almost pitch dark. It’s the
last door on the left. I’1l go first, and then you come.”

“Someone might know—"

“No one will know. The walls are solid. It’s next to the funnel and is
warm as toast.”

“All right. Pretend to say good night.” She rose, and her voice rose.
“Good night, Dave, and thank you for a pleasant evening.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Miss Cleo.”

Presently I was in my room, the door ajar. The wait became long—

perhaps she had decided not to come, seeing the danger of it, and worse than
that, the futility. Dizzy with desire, I envisioned another door—leading into



our picture-room where Pa played to the portraits. It was for that, that I
could not have Cleo. . . . I had seen Ralph Dunbarton in life, and his face
was not like the face in the picture. . . . It was for that, that Cleo had called
and I had not come. She had looked behind the woodpile, and 1 was not

there. . . . Now I was calling her, in vain. I had lost her for the sake of a
Lame Man’s music that tonight I did not believe.
There was a murmur on my lips that terrified me. . . . “If she’ll come, I’ll
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keep my promise to her

Exactly then the door opened and my Cleo, my wood ibis in black and
white, came in to my arms.

The long dream went on and, at this point in it, [ was sitting on my bed,
she lying again across my lap, her breast against mine. Again we toyed with
ecstasy but more rashly now. We were taking a path that led to a great deep
forest . . . not the green woods where we had promised each other we would
go and dwell but a wilderness dark with moss and vines . . . steaming hot in
summer . . . where birds of many feathers light in live-oak trees and among
the palms. . . . Someone had described it to me once: I could not think who,
or when, or where. . . . Once she had unbuttoned a little dress. That was in a
strange rite of innocence and beauty that began a dream. But at this point in
the dream the jeweled pin at the collar of her gown had become
unloosened. . . .

“Cleo! . .. Cleo!”
But she sprang from my arms and stood trembling, her hand on the door.

“I don’t blame you,” she said when she caught her breath. “I shouldn’t
have come here—unless— She paused, watching me.

“Unless we love each other enough to—"
“To be engaged—and marry? I wasn’t going to say that.”
“What were you going to say?”

“Something that may shock you, but I don’t care. No, we don’t love each
other that much—yet—we’re just shipboard sweethearts. There’s something
holding us back—I don’t know what. I felt that tonight. But maybe we could
learn to love each other if we were together a long time. Anyway you could
have me—" She paused again.

“Please, Cleo, tell me everything.”

“You can have me tonight,” she said in a low, clear tone, her eyes fixed
on mine, “if tomorrow you’ll take me away.”

“You mean without being married?”



“I’ll marry you, or live with you without being married. I’ll do anything
you want, right or wrong, for as long as you want. But you’ve got to take me
so far from Wood Ibis that no one can find me.”



CHAPTER 7

She did not know that the very reason she would pay this price was now my
reason, its great validity proven beyond question, for paying Pa’s price. The
thing she was trying at such cost to escape was the thing to which I was
bound.

I had asked her to meet me on the deck, where the sea-winds would cool
our fevers, and the quiet stars return our sanities. There we could take our
bearings. But as I waited for her the air was sharp and strange in my nostrils
the same as on the day we had found each other, as though I had passed, for
the moment, out of the world. I had felt then what now I knew—how
inextricably our fates were joined, and how strongly, by the same token,
opposed. It had been true from the moment Pa and I had made a promise
across a fence—although then I did not dream of her existence, a little girl of
five, daughter of Ralph Dunbarton by his wife Madeline. Now that I knew
the reality of the evil at Wood Ibis, all that had happened to me fitted in a
fateful pattern, the part already woven perfectly clear, but its final shape
undreamed. As Pa’s avenger I became, inevitably, her deliverer. That
weaving was plain.

When I saw Cleo emerge from the companionway, I had already seen
my road. I would deliver her, as I was bound, but not by the means she
proposed—indeed if flight could be called deliverance, instead of its empty
shell. I did not know yet how to tell her that the time was yet far off, or how
even to hold out hopes.

She was very pale in the moonlight but she did not hang her head. I
could find no shame in her face for her desperate offer.

“Will you tell me, Cleo, why you would pay such a price to go away
from home?”

“No, Dave. You’ll have to take it for granted.”

“Are you sure you even know?”

“I know enough. There’s a great deal I don’t know. If you’re not going to
do it, there’s only one thing more I ask—that you won’t tell anyone in the



world about it. Not a word that I’ve said. I’m not ashamed—I felt I had to
say what I did.”

“You needn’t have the least fear. You’ll have to take for granted that I
can’t take you away now—it’s impossible for reasons I can’t give. Some day
I can. I’ll be free then, and I believe we can fall in love and marry. In the
meantime can’t you go somewhere and be happy? Haven’t you friends or
distant kin—"

“I wouldn’t have made that offer, if I had. It’s impossible to go anywhere
—and stay. I’ve thought of everything—and nothing will work. Just believe
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me.
“Then there’s nothing but for you to go back to Wood Ibis?”

“Yes. Maybe it won’t be long before I can marry someone. I don’t
believe it—but it might happen.”

“Cleo, would you like to have me come to Wood Ibis?”
She stared at me in wild disbelief. “What do you mean?”
“To get a job there, and live there?”

“When? It doesn’t seem possible, but—"

“I’ll come now, on some excuse. I could get acquainted with the
overseer—or perhaps there’s some close neighbor who’d need a man. I’'m an
experienced plantation foreman. I’d have to go to Baltimore to settle up my
affairs—but would come back as soon as possible and then we’d be near
each other.”

“My father has a hired overseer but all his foremen are intelligent Negro
slaves. But I’ve a friend who lives on Little Ibis—his name’s Dr. Sams—it’s
a small plantation that was once part of ours—he might give you a job.
Didn’t you say you worked at a stock farm?”
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“Well, he breeds horses and mules to sell. It’s just a side line with him
but since you’ve had experience—"

“I know more about that than any other work.” And it did not just
happen so. Pa had encouraged me to pursue it. I wondered if the idea that
Cleo had hit upon had occurred to Pa long ago, as a possible means of
establishing me at Wood Ibis.

“How long after you get home can I come?” I asked.
“You’d better wait a week. Then it won’t look like a put-up job. First
thing tomorrow I’ll go to Cousin Mattie’s—she’s a D’Arcy connection by

marriage—and she’ll send word to Papa to send our carriage for me. He
won’t likely send our sailboat this time of year. You can go on Captain



Weaver’s boat that leaves Charleston every Monday to carry mail and small
freight to Bull and other islands.”

“Fix everything as well as you can.”
“I will. I'm going down now. If you change your mind in the night—"

She wanted to say a great deal more but found herself unable to do so.
Her roving eyes suggested to me that she was already frightened of the
consequences of our plan, and the fear was mixed with guilt. I was intensely
alert, every perception quick and clear, my brain working fast; the guilt
might be a dim sense of betrayal of her father by our conspiracy, which I
must ponder later; or it might be from letting passion sway her judgment.
But my coming to Wood Ibis, if only as a stopgap to her terror and woe,
would give her new hope.

“I’ll see you when we dock tomorrow morning,” she said.

“We’d better not seem too well acquainted. I’ll shake hands with you
and thank you. Patronize me just enough.”

“All right.”
“You know the kind of goodbye I want to take with you now.”
“That’s the kind of goodbye I want, too.”

She came into my arms with a quick movement, as though fleeing from
something. There were more happiness and hope in her kiss than in any she
had given me since long ago, and these quickened rather than dimmed her
shy, lovely passion. It was telling me not to fail our rendezvous. There was
such bliss to find. . . .

I was afraid that some kind of a spell would be broken on the busy docks
in Charleston. These were no more the wandering waters and the living
island. It could not break, because, save for each other, saying formal
goodbyes, we were still alone. She was as friendless here as I. Only the poor
gazed at her with admiration or kindness; the purse-proud upstarts looked as
though they knew a malicious joke about her; the aristocrats were occupied
as she came by and not one spoke a welcoming word to her. Impotent fury
surged through me. She was still the daughter of Madeline D’ Arcy, the most
beautiful woman in the world; by her highbred grace and delicate, dreamy
beauty she put their blatant belles to shame. I saw her engage and then get
into a hackney. It was as though a bird of the heron tribe, white with black-
tipped wings, had soared in from seaward, lighted a moment on the pier, and
again taken off.

For the next week I lived in an inexpensive inn and saw the sights of
Charleston. On Monday morning I set sail on Captain Weaver’s lugger, by
Capers and Bull Island across Bull Bay. Hitherto I had seen only long,



brown beaches with grass-crowned dunes and scattered clumps of palms,
but now we touched at little landings among live-oak trees, and skirted
shores thick with virgin forest, and gazed into inlets where the water looked
almost inky black, and what looked like huge white flowers on the tree-
boughs took wing in effortless flight. To planters who passed the time of day
with me, I spoke of a stud farm in Maryland looking for wider markets for
its thoroughbred horses.

On the following morning we rounded another wave-washed beach and
sailed up a tidal creek to the dock of Little Ibis. It was like the others I had
seen, rudely built of cypress, salty and fishy-smelling, with sheds that served
for warehouses, rickety ladders, and barnacle-incrusted piers. Our approach
had been seen, and a rather plainly dressed man of middle height and age
and a pleasantly homely square face came down from his cottage among the
live-oak trees to greet me. I did not doubt that this was Dr. Sams, whom both
Pa and Cleo claimed as friend.

He gave me a keen glance, more critical than a traveling horse-trader
deserved. Plainly Cleo had not been able to conceal her involvement with
me and perhaps had not even tried. | was not as disturbed by that as by the
scene—Little Ibis that belonged to Pa, given him by his brother Bruce for a
happy home, from which he had been turned out by events not yet known. It
was once part of Wood Ibis . . . named for the bird that frequented its woods
and swamps . . . the ancestral home of the D’Arcys. Once I had been behind
the fence at the Orphanage and now I was here.

“Is this Dave MacDaniel?” the gentleman inquired.
“Yes, sir. Have I the pleasure of meeting Dr. Sams?”

“Thank you, I’'m he. Miss Cleo told me you might be out this way, and
I’m glad to see you. Join me in a toddy.”

While a slave carried my bags, Dr. Sams led me up a cobbled path to the
house. It was larger than it had looked from the dock—nearly twice as large
as Pa’s present cottage—and comfortably furnished. Since I was on
business, he took me into what he called his office—really a library where
he kept accounts—but he did not stint his hospitality. Over our toddies we
were soon talking horses and horse-breeding at a lively rate. Actually I was
better versed in the subject than he. It was a side line with him and no part of
my schooling had ever been a side line with me.

He struck me as a rather garrulous man who was also lonesome. Before
we had emptied our glasses twice he proposed that I let the boat sail without
me when she put in here tomorrow: he would see that I had transport to
Charleston later. He would be pleased to have me look over his stallions and



brood mares and make recommendations. Was I fond of hunting? He had a
bay he would like to have me try.

“Perhaps you’d like to renew your acquaintance with Miss Dunbarton,”
he suggested in a rather nervous tone.

“It would be most agreeable to me but I’m not sure it would the same to
her,” I replied. “Young ladies are expected to be democratic on shipboard,
but among their own kind—"

“Her father is quite strict with her, I must say. However, he has no reason
to be toplofty with a young man who has his way to make. He certainly
made his own way.”

“I hope that will make a difference.”

“I admire him for it, you understand.” This was a gentleman speaking.
“But it’s quite a step from overseer to master of Wood Ibis. I’ll take you
over there tomorrow and I’m sure that both he and Mistress Dunbarton will
make you welcome.”

When we had inspected his stables, my chance came to congratulate him
on owning such a fine plantation, which might lead to his talking about Pa.

“Actually, I don’t own this land,” he told me. “It belongs to an uncle of
Cleo’s, Noel Dunbarton, an old patient of mine when I was in practice. I rent
it from him.”

We were standing on that land, at the gate of the paddock, the immediate
scene seeming commonplace. But my sight had quickened as he spoke and
the subdued colors of the winter landscape stood out. I noticed things not
seen before—a flock of ducks diving and sporting beyond the dock, their
visible numbers never the same; a broken, dim white line of cranes on some
certain solemn errand across the sky and sometimes catching the sun on
their seraphim wings; a gang of Negroes bending and straightening in
unison in a distant field. Dr. Sams had seemed a loquacious man but under
his easy flow was a deep pool of silence. He was a bystander in the world.
An able physician if his thoughtful eyes and clever hands gave the clue, yet
he had forsaken his practice for a lonely life on a seagirt plantation—
perhaps because it had involved him too deeply in people’s lives.

I feigned a faintly puzzled look. “Excuse me,” I said, when he glanced at
me sharply, “I thought Miss Cleo told me she had no uncles or aunts. |
misunderstood her—"

“No, you didn’t. As far as she knows, she hasn’t. You see, my old friend
left here under unfortunate circumstances nearly twenty years ago and no
one has heard from him since. I pay my rent—it’s very small—to a bank in



Charleston. It’s piling up there for his return or for his heirs when he’s
declared legally dead.”

“I thought in just seven years—"

“Yes, his brother Ralph—master of Wood Ibis—could have obtained
provisional title years ago. He chose to wait until the courts award him the
land and rent as a matter of course. Perhaps he can’t bring himself to confess
his brother deceased—also, he’s reluctant to have some unpleasant stories
start again.” Dr. Sams looked troubled: he did not want to talk about these
matters, but civility had made him reply to my questions and a stubborn
honesty, rather characteristic of gentlemen, demanded a reasonably full
answer lest I be misled. “You’re likely to hear a garbled version even now.
I’d rather give you the main facts.”

“I’d thank you kindly.”

“Bruce Dunbarton, the first of that name to own Wood Ibis, was killed in
a peculiar accident while making for Bull Island in his sailboat. He had set
out on a dark, cold night, and in some fashion a small cask of gunpowder,
brought from Charleston only the day before, exploded and blew up the
boat. Presumably it had been set off by a charcoal burner in the hatch, but
rumors flew about that it had been rigged.”

“I see.” My face felt cold and wet and I feared for its color.

“The bodies of Mr. Dunbarton and his black boatman were found, badly
mangled, in the rigging. But there was also found what seemed to be a piece
of fuzee that presently disappeared. The last to have it in his hands, as far as
anyone could remember, was Noel Dunbarton. He was accused of dropping
it overboard.”

“He had come out in a boat to investigate the accident?”

“Yes, and his behavior attracted a good deal of unfavorable attention. It
was frantic in the extreme. And you see—he was a marked man.”

“I’'m not sure I know what you mean.”

“His back had been broken when he was a child and he could not stand
erect. The ignorant people regarded him with superstitious awe. ‘Beware a
marked man’—you’ve heard the saying. That day he fairly ran to get in the
boat. Some people said afterward that he didn’t touch his stick to the ground
and stood perfectly straight. He had been seen loitering about Bruce
Dunbarton’s boat earlier in the day and was known to be very clever with his
hands. You see, I’'m repeating to you the hazy, childish reports that were the
basis for the silly story that he had murdered his own brother.”

“They condemned him on no more evidence than that?”



“The poor fellow made it worse by disappearing the rest of the night and
all the next day. He was found all but unconscious and covered with muck at
the swamp: of course people said he’d been driven to flight by his guilt. His
frantic attempts to explain his absence were wild and contradictory.”

“The storytellers must have fabricated some sort of a motive.” I had
regained control of my voice and kept my countenance better, I believe, to
appear a rather stolid young man listening to an interesting piece of history.

“Unwittingly—and to his later regret—his brother Ralph suggested one.
He had remarked how kind Bruce had been to both himself and to Noel—
making him overseer of Wood Ibis with a share of the crop, and giving Noel
Little Ibis for his own. Ralph went on to say how much Noel loved having a
home of his own and how he had come to Ralph only a few days before,
shaken with terror lest Bruce take back the gift. He had heard there was a
flaw in the deed—a report without foundation—and that Bruce had repented
his generosity.”

Dim and dainty-sounding on the wind came the notes of a bell.

“There must be a church near by,” I said.

“That’s the big bell at Wood Ibis. It came from a churchspire in France.
It’s ringing for the hands to come in from the fields. God, how it rang the
night after Bruce was buried—tolled, I mean, all night—by some crazed
slave, I guess. But nobody ever found out who it was. Ralph went out
several times to try to stop it—it was driving the blacks into a frenzy—but
the ringer hid from him, only to come back when he was gone and start
tolling it again.”

“Was the lame brother—Noel, you said—ever charged with the crime?”

“Of course not. Everybody who knew him at all well had only contempt
for the story. Noel loved Bruce more than anyone in the world—" Dr. Sams
stopped, a sharp remission of expression in his face. “He loved him as
Jonathan loved David,” he went on presently, in a quieter tone. “Bruce’s
every triumph became his own.”

“If he wasn’t charged, why should he disappear?”

“There was no good reason. I reckon the rumors worried him and he
couldn’t stand the Low Country without Bruce. But pardon me—you used
the word ‘crime’ a moment ago. You must understand that the coroner did
not find a crime. The verdict was, ‘death by accident’—the only possible
verdict under the circumstances. Intelligent people hereabouts have let it go
at that.”



CHAPTER 8

I had bought riding clothes in Charleston, of the plain, ready-made sort
suitable to my station, and the legs in the breeches knew how to fork a nag.
When Dr. Sams had me mount his mettlesome mare Lizzie, he knew that my
knowledge of horse-breeding was not all from books. Indeed I enjoyed a
marked rise in his estimation.

“She’s a fine piece of horseflesh, to have such a plain name,” I proposed,
as we ambled off.

“I named her for a neighbor of mine, who’s a fine piece of woman-flesh.
I’'m not speaking ribaldly, mark you—although I don’t doubt that too would
be true. Not fine-haired, not even pretty, but mettlesome. By Jove, I'll
introduce you to her!”

“I didn’t know you had any neighbors, except the people at Wood Ibis.”

“She’s the daughter of a Danish sailor who settled at Turtle Inlet forty
years ago. He had been a ship chandler from Copenhagen, and set up a store
here to supply pirates and smugglers and prawn-fishermen. Little Ibis wasn’t
in cultivation then and he obtained squatter’s rights to a quarter-section of
sandy, valueless land. She and her husband, Sam Childer, are the only
permanent residents, but fishermen and fowlers put in there and keep them
company. She knows more about the history of this section than anyone I
know.”

“I’ll look forward to meeting her.”

“I’'m out of ’Ginie for my pipe—don’t care for our native leaf so we’ll
go by there now. It’s hardly two miles out of our way. You’ll find her an
interesting woman. If she were a lady—and unmarried—I’d go after her. But
I reckon being a lady would have spoiled half her charm.”

Skirting the sea we came to her abode, a two-storied frame shack
scantily shaded by half a dozen wind-stooped palms beside an inlet coldly
green as beryl. A ramshackle dock had been built out over the oyster shoals;
a rack for drying fish nets, a shed for driftwood, an anchor half buried in
sand, and a crazy-leaning privy were the only other signs of habitation. We
found Lizzie Childer behind her counter and looking fully as mettlesome as



Dr. Sams described her. Her gay striped skirt and red shirt looked gypsy—
more likely they had come up tax-free from Cuba—and this torrid attire
gave the observer a pleasant jar, in contrast with her heavy flaxen hair and
sea-blue eyes. She was over forty, of middle height with a not heavy but
powerful peasant build, her face not pretty but engaging. Her sinewy feet
were bare.

“Where’s Sam?”

“Out fishing,” she replied in a full-throated alto voice.

“No customers?”

“Not even the smell of a shrimper.”

“Why, it’s the opportunity I’ve been waiting for—if I hadn’t brought
company.”

“I notice, Dr. Sams, there’s always something wrong with your
opportunities.”

“This 1s Dave MacDaniel. He’s representing a Maryland stock farm.”

“MacDaniel, did you say?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Scotch, I reckon, and no hope of a nickel’s profit.”

“I’ve told him about our little kingdom, Lizzie, and he’s interested in
meeting all the subjects,” Dr. Sams went on.

“I’m not one. I hold by old Gustaf Neilson, descended from vikings who
used to run kings off their thrones and ravish their queens.” She turned
lively eyes on mine. “Dave, have you met the crowned heads of Wood Ibis?”

“No, but I had the honor of meeting the princess, on the ship down.”

Lizzie’s expression changed but I had no inkling why.

“She’s not as beautiful as her mother was, Doctor will tell you. Madeline
D’Arcy was toasted as the most beautiful woman in the world—not the
county or the state, mind you, but everywhere this side of heaven. Still—
Cleo’s no mud fence.”

“Why do you say Madeline ‘was,’ not ‘is’?” the doctor asked.

“What a slip! Son, she ages like a wonderful ivory statue, or a piece of
Paul Revere silver, or something elegant. Her wrinkles are the sweet
writings of Father Time!”

“Dave,” Dr. Sams told me grinning, “you’d almost think that Lizzie
dislikes the mistress of Wood Ibis.”

Oddly enough, I did not think that. I had a feeling that her brazen, coarse
sarcasm to a complete stranger concealed some other attitude. Her eyes had



changed color subtly but there was nothing in them that I could read.

“At least I don’t kiss her feet as so many free-and-equal Americans do.
But, young man, why don’t you aspire to that pale-pink mouth of her
entrancing daughter? Get a job as overseer of Wood Ibis—that’s the way the
present owner got his start, and his brother before him—the ladies of Ibis
Hall having a weakness for overseers if they’re big, hearty fellows like you.
Maybe you’ve already laid the ground, aboard the ship.”

“I didn’t get the idea that she would be that democratic,” I answered, not
in the least wishing to defend Cleo, only deeply curious and excited.

“Her mother was, believe me! Haven’t you ever heard the saying that it
takes a great aristocrat to be a great democrat?”

“You’re in a vile mood this morning, Lizzie, and I’ll take a pound of
your best Virginia and we’ll go.”

“Are you calling on the Dunbartons? If so, tell the mistress that Lizzie
Neilson sends love and kisses.”

Suddenly she broke into a notably musical laugh, fine and hearty, and
cheerfully transacted the business. Inviting me to call again, she took us to
the door and waved us goodbye.

“Lizzie doesn’t give a damn what she says,” Dr. Sams observed, when
we were out of hearing of the store.

“So I noticed.”

“But her spite against Mrs. Dunbarton is half put on, I think. At least it’s
become a mere habit. However, she did have a grievance at one time.”

“It must have been a pretty big one—"

“Some people might consider it mighty big. She was ‘keeping company,’
as she would say, with Bruce Dunbarton when he was first made overseer of
Wood Ibis. She was somewhat below his station yet people assumed they
would be married. When he saw his chance to marry his employer, Madeline
D’Arcy, he jilted her. But what in the devil could Lizzie expect?”

“Anyway you’d think she’d be too proud—"

“That’s what puzzles me. She knows human nature remarkably well—
has few illusions. At the time she took the hard blow like a sportswoman—
in fact she told a skipper friend of mine that it was Bruce’s great chance and
she wouldn’t dream of standing in the way. She even went to the church
with some of her friends and to an oyster-roast that all classes attended. The
shrewishness began to come on her some years afterward.”

“How does Mrs. Dunbarton feel about it? Excuse me—but you’ve made
my visit here so interesting.”



“Thanks. I’'m enjoying it immensely. Madeline is gracious to her, as she
is to everyone. She’s not one to wear her heart on her sleeve.”

I wondered if Lizzie was!

We left the beach and soon came into a dim road winding through Fern
Creek swamp. The mild frost and rough sea-winds had unclothed the
deciduous trees—gum and cottonwood and white-oak—Ietting a little light
into its fastnesses, and the water reeds were brown; yet the effect was still of
voracious green dozing while it waited for the sun. We came in sight of a
long pond amid a water-oak grove, perfectly mirroring every branch and
twig of moss-shrouded cypress, up to their gnarled knees in unrippled water.
A solitary wood ibis in stark black and white perched with ineffable grace
on the tallest tree.

“That’s a pretty scene,” I remarked. At least it was like an Eden older
than Eve’s.

“There are too many snakes to suit me. Cottonmouths thick as your arm
and six-foot rattlers. We can’t hunt here with dogs on sunny days—we lost
so many—and old René D’ Arcy lost plenty of hands, getting out the cypress
for Ibis Hall. By the way, we’re on Wood Ibis now. The border’s that creek
—Little Run we call it—that we just crossed.”

I was on “the most beautiful plantation in all the Southland.”

“This swamp connects with Gator Creek swamp, which runs clear to
Sweetwater Pond, just below the mansion. Two or three thousand acres
where no earth was ever turned or seed planted.”

As we gazed the angels came—spiraling down from the sky, lightly
lighting on the brink and standing primly. They dropped out of the sunlight
on silver wings but turned into alabaster in the forest dusk. They were
egrets, Dr. Sams told me.

We crossed boggy ground on a corduroy road, wound through a sandy
stretch of palmetto and dwarf oak, and then came out on a good cart road,
flanking cultivated fields and pasture as far as we could see. These were on
our left hand; on our right and within a stone’s throw, rose the abrupt rim of
the swamp into which we could not see at all. There was sound on our left—
the squeak of corn leaves and the rattle of stalks or a very subdued murmur
of cotton plants in the breeze—and silence on our right. Where the wind
blew free, the smells were innocent and good; but in the eddies lingered the
faintly sulphuric, dank, moldy breath of things that swiftly grew and swiftly
died.

We passed the overseer’s cottage and a fair-sized village of cabins, big
barns, and shops. Soon we turned into a driveway of ancient live-oak trees,



huge of bole, with enormous lateral boughs draped with greenish-brown
moss. | began to catch glimpses of a roof and chimneys, then of windows
and glimmerings of white, finally of tall pillars fit for a Greek temple. Then
suddenly Ibis Hall moved grandly into view.

Grandeur was the word. It had been deliberately sought and obtained.
The mansion lacked the long, breezy veranda of so many Southern
plantation houses; instead it boasted a noble portico, two stories high with
five enormous columns, reached by a flight of marble steps thirty feet wide
between stone abutments and the height of the ground floor. The main
structure was of wood, three and a half stories in all, and crowned with a
rotunda.

The style could be called classical, I supposed, and presumably an
anomaly on the South Carolina sea-island, neighbor to a primeval swamp.
But it was not my uncultivated taste that found it in strange but touching
harmony with the scene. Truly it was like a temple in the ancient grove, and
of stately beauty.

“Madeline’s grandfather built it, replacing an older manor house, hardly
sixty years ago,” Dr. Sams told me in a sober tone, “but we think of it as
having been there forever.”

It was curiously castle-like, I thought. No wonder that Madeline, born
and raised within its austere walls, became a queen in Cleo’s childlike fancy
and Lizzy’s tart jest. Bruce Dunbarton, a plain man who could barely read
and write, had become at least its regent, plainly a position of great peril.
But his brother Ralph had reigned a long time and no doubt felt himself safe.
I might stand face to face with him in a minute or two more without his
having the least inkling of danger. I might then be able to measure better my
own danger. My childhood memory of him had become dim and
untrustworthy.

“I reckon Cleo will be outdoors this time of day, so sunny and all,” Dr.
Sams was saying. “She’s the proper person to present you to her parents.
Let’s go round to the stables.”

These would be the family stables, housing carriage and riding horses.
We rode under a porte-cochere at one side of the mansion, and at once
discovered Cleo leaning against the paddock gate, in easy conversation with
a tall young man of singularly powerful frame. Both wore riding habits and
made a peculiarly vivid picture in the clear, winter sunlight. Rather they
were the central figures of what would be to me an unforgettable scene. A
fine bay horse nuzzled at Cleo’s hand, thrust through the bars. His coat
gleamed like burnished copper. In the middle distance appeared the family’s



private landing on Gator Creek, the waters a pale-blue sheen below a neat,
well-painted dock with a railed ladder for guests arriving by boat. Still
beyond, dark blue water glimmered amid cypress trees, its farther expanses
lost to sight behind somber woods.

“Why, it’s Dr. Sams with the young man I met on shipboard,” Cleo told
her companion, her voice carrying as clear as a thrush’s. She hurried to meet
us, trying to conceal a happiness and an anxiety both of great depth. Perhaps
she succeeded with the onlookers. They did not know her face, as I did, for I
had looked at it with wider-open eyes. It had spoken to me in lovelier
language than any I ever learned. It had been with me, waking and sleeping,
every moment of the past week, no matter how busy I had been with other
matters, other dreams.

“So you did show up, after all,” she addressed me, telling Dr. Sams as
well as the young man at the paddock gate that I had expressed very little
likelihood of coming.

“Well, I found some time on my hands—" I had dismounted, and a
stable boy took the mare.

“Dr. Sams, when Mr. MacDaniel introduced himself and asked about
your stock-breeding, I thought you’d be interested in talking to him.”

“We’ve had very interesting talks, Cleo,” Dr. Sams remarked. “Thank
you, dear, for putting him my way.”
“Saul, I want to present my shipmate, Dave MacDaniel.”

Thinking at first the young man might be a visitor, later I had been
struck by his air of belonging to Wood Ibis. He had loomed ever larger on
the scene, and suddenly it seemed that Wood Ibis belonged to him. No new
acquaintance had ever impressed me so powerfully before. I could have
described him minutely after one intense gaze—his curly, dense black hair,
his large gray eyes looking very light-colored in contrast with the pale olive
of his big, broad face, his strong features boldly and handsomely carved, his
lusty bull-neck, and his expression of good-natured arrogance. He stood
lightly on his feet, despite his heavy frame—did everything lightly and
easily by some gift akin to grace—and appeared as much less than his real
weight as younger than his real years.

“Mr. MacDaniel, this is my brother, Saul Dunbarton,” Cleo said.

The ground rocked under my feet. Cleo had told me that she was an only
child! Anyway this man was too old to be Ralph’s and Madeline’s son. Great
God, if Cleo too had been *dopted—!

Then Saul Dunbarton laughed pleasantly at her.



“Your half-brother, my sweet. You’re always forgetting. Mr. MacDaniel,
I’m the son of Ralph Dunbarton by his first wife, Miss Cleo by his second.
He came up in the world at his second try; and so, while Cleo is half
aristocrat, I’'m all chawbacon. You’d better get our complicated relationships
straight at the outset to avoid embarrassments. Welcome to Wood Ibis.”



CHAPTER 9

It was a strange experience to discover suddenly a full-blown, unknown foe.

There came strongly upon me an eerie inkling that he was my mortal
foe. At present all that I knew positively against Ralph Dunbarton was Pa’s
positive statement that he had broken his back in cruel play: the rest was a
legend of hate devised by a deranged mind. I had considered this often these
late years, always with a sense of shame. But I knew by the testimony of my
own eyes and ears that Saul Dunbarton was hated and starkly feared by
Cleo, and had no doubt that he was the main cause for her tragic proposal to
me. This he took as lightly as the ground in stride. That was why he had
laughed.

Cleo’s not mentioning him on shipboard was staggering evidence of the
same thing. Pa had not told me about him so I could discover him for
myself, but why had not Dr. Sams? Saul was not too unimportant in this
ménage, I could be sure of that. Perhaps it would have brought up an
unpleasant subject that the doctor did not want to discuss. To tell me of
Ralph’s son the doctor would have had to tell me of Ralph’s first wife,
whose death had cleared the way for him to pay court to his brother’s
widow. When did she die? Was it many years before Bruce died or in the
same insalubrious season? What was the manner of it?

“Your trust in him, in letting him ride Lizzie, was well placed, Dr.
Sams,” Saul Dunbarton remarked.

“I thought you’d see that.”

“You have a good seat, Mr. MacDaniel.”

“I thank you, sir.”

“Miss Cleo tells me you’re a breeder, as well.”

“I’m in the employ of a breeder, sir, and some day hope to have a farm
of my own.”

“A laudable ambition, which some members of my own family have
achieved. Can you read and write?”’

“Why, yes.”



“It’s not necessary, but an advantage. So can I, for a wonder. Miss Cleo
is well educated, as you no doubt perceived aboard the ship. You must have
had some elegant conversations.”

“She certainly didn’t go out of her way to make me feel uncomfortable.”

“Well said. I was just teasing her, not you. She’s been very eager for you
to come and didn’t conceal the fact very skilfully. Charleston beaus are
scarce around here. They are dunces, of course, not to recognize the charms
of Ibis Hall. But horse-traders are famed for their acumen.”

“I find your humor rather coarse, Saul,” Dr. Sams said blandly.

“Oh, I'm used to it,” Cleo told him, her eyes sunken-looking and
unusually bright, “and I’m sure Dave won’t mind.”

“I’ll call you Dave too, if I may,” Saul went on. “And I assure you,
you’re an unusual horse-trader and I quite understand Cleo’s interest in you.
It’s a pity you don’t live in this section.”

“I think I would, if Dr. Sams would give me a job as foreman of his stud
farm.” The iron could hardly be hotter than just now, when he was
championing Cleo and me against Saul.

“By Jove, I’ll think that over,” he broke out. “It’s not much of a farm
now, but I’ve often considered enlarging it— You might be just the fellow to
take charge.”

Despite this urgency, I had been conscious for the last few seconds of a
man moving toward us from the house. At a distance I could tell that he was
elegantly dressed in black broadcloth, was a big man over fifty, with black
hair and heavy black eyebrows and a sallow complexion. I could not doubt
that this was Ralph Dunbarton. As he came nearer, my boyhood memory of
his appearance, which had seemed faded and pale, proved vivid as ever. |
matched it against his present aspect and the resemblance was far closer than
with the portrait in our picture-room. And suddenly a fact that I had once
perceived and later disavowed was again revealed—despite his big bulk he
looked commonplace. My clearest memory of him was of his seeming
anonymity. His countenance was neither good nor bad—merely nondescript.

“I haven’t met this young man,” he remarked, rather querulously.

“He’s a dealer in horses whom Cleo met on the boat and persuaded to
come here,” Saul replied, hardly giving him a glance and reveling in the
game he was playing with his half-sister.

“He asked her about my little breeding ventures,” Dr. Sams broke in,
“and since he came out to talk business with me, I brought him over to call.”

“What is your name, young man?”’



“Dave MacDaniel, sir.”
“I’m glad to have you. I’'m Ralph Dunbarton, master here.”

This was the protagonist of evil in Pa’s and my faith, to whose
destruction my life had been dedicated. But his eyes, set wide apart and of
an indifferent blue-gray, were dim and jaundiced, his sallow skin bilious,
and his belly had a distinct paunch. Even his strut appeared assumed. It was
as hard to believe that he was the arrogant Saul’s father as beautiful Cleo’s;
and both made sense compared to his being the murderous usurper-king of
Wood Ibis. Far away a man with a broken back played his frantic fiddle, but
the music made no sense.

“Saul, why don’t you ask Dr. Sams and this young man in for a toddy?”
Ralph Dunbarton asked. “The weather’s a mite chilly.”

“A hot day would do just as well, wouldn’t it, Papa? But it’s a notion.”

With what seemed to me faint mockery, Saul gestured for his father to
lead the way. We did not mount the magnificent steps below the splendid
portico but entered an ordinary-looking door from the porte-cochere. The
interior of the house was only the exterior turned wrong side out. It had the
same grave beauty, now obtained by high ceilings with noble moldings,
huge chandeliers each with a hundred crystals, deep carpets, heavy drapes,
marble fireplaces with dark-red fires that cast highlights on the silken polish
of wine-red furniture. Pompously the master led us to a small parlor with a
score of lighted candles, sat us down, and pulled a bell cord.

“PIll see if Mistress Dunbarton can receive visitors today,” he
announced. “She’s suffered from headache lately, Dr. Sams, and I wish
you’d prescribe for her.”

“Ralph, I’ve forgotten all the medicine I ever knew.”

A venerable Negro came and went. We waited in silence, with grave
expressions, although there was a twinkle in Saul’s bold eyes. “Just like
church before the first prayer,” I heard him whisper to Cleo. Then Ralph
Dunbarton, whose eyes were fixed on the door, rose solemnly. The rest of
us, including Cleo, made haste to our feet.

“She cometh,” Saul muttered, deep in his throat, his eyes cast down, his
hands folded.

But truly the woman’s entrance was breath-taking. When the servant
drew aside the curtain, she walked in like a queen; and Pa’s far-off music
making hopeless love to her did not shame him and me. His estimate of her
beauty had been exaggerated but not fantastic; in the day of its full flower its
equal would have been hard to find in all the Low Country. Comparing it to
the beauty in the portrait I could see that it had faded a little—dimmed might



be a better word, as might a portrait in too strong light—but as though with
deep regret and great gentleness. I could imagine her entrance at the Saint
Cecilia Ball still electrifying the aristocratic throng; and when a young
woman she descended broad stairs, the chivalry of Charleston must have
worshiped her.

She was one of the tallest women I had ever seen—close to six feet. Her
carriage was at once stately and gracious, her full-bosomed form both
voluptuous and majestic. Her hair, worn high with jeweled combs, remained
a magnificent gold; every feature was exquisitely carved; her flesh tints were
warm and lovely. She bowed with touching grace and what seemed a little
shyness.

“Dr. Sams, what a pleasure to see you,” she said in a rich voice. “You
don’t come half often enough.”

“That’s the way of advancing years. We don’t do half the things—"

“Mine don’t advance. At least with any ceremony. They charge down on
me like Cossacks.” She fixed her splendid blue eyes on mine. “And who is
this gentleman you’ve brought to see me?”

“He brought him to see Cleo, Mum,” Saul broke in. “But he’ll take a
look at our main attraction while about it.”

A curiously intense expression flicked across Ralph Dunbarton’s face—I
thought it was stifled anger—but no one else in the company appeared to
notice the insolence. Dr. Sams introduced me with great punctilio.

“So you’ve met my daughter?” she asked, after the amenities.

Flustered by her gaze—by being in her presence, by all these forces in
assemblage—I spoke too hastily and not well.

“Yes, I had the pleasure of sailing with her from Baltimore.”

Saul slapped his thigh. “Now you’ve put your foot in it,” he cried with
great glee. “Cleo led us to believe she got on at Norfolk, where she primly
attends the seminary.”

“What were you doing in Baltimore, Cleo?” her father demanded in an
outraged voice.

“She was up to no good, you can be sure of that.”

“Fiddlesticks,” Madeline Dunbarton broke in. “Cleo, don’t condescend
to answer Saul’s loutish comedy. Ralph, Cleo wrote me she might visit one
of her school friends for a few days. I told you so.”

“I’m sure you never did, Madeline.”

“Mr. MacDaniel, pardon this silly scene. We’ve lived out here so long
that we’ve forgotten how to act like civilized people.”



“I never knew how, Madeline, and it’s too late for me to learn.” So spoke
the master of Wood Ibis, and an intense prickling sensation moved from ear
to ear across the back of my neck. “You’ve told me a thousand times that no
gentleman reprimands his wife or his child or even his servant in front of
strangers; but in the face of disobedience if not worse, I can’t heed your
instruction.”

“Ralph, be good enough to wait—"

“Mark you, Madeline, I’'m not a gentleman, as you and all the rest here
know full well. I’ll pretend to be, in front of strangers, although they laugh
behind my back. I’ll not pretend to these.”

“Remember, Papa, yon horse-dealer is still a stranger hereabouts, no
matter how well he may know Cleo,” Saul said, his cold eyes dancing. “But
he too will regret this blight on our humble but honest name. Pray tell us
more.”

Saul’s testimony was not valid; he mocked everyone. Cleo loved her
father and was looking at him in dismay. It appeared that Dr. Sams watched
with only intense curiosity. But there was one here who could not help
herself from knowing whether a wickedly great actor was performing for us.
She had been his wife at least in name for nineteen years. With a frozen
heart I searched her beautiful face.

The jewel-like brilliance of her eyes became less marked and they were
fixed on him not in hatred or accusation or even suspicion but in sorrowful
compassion. Her beauty waxed, not waned, as a forlorn expression eclipsed
all signs of humiliation and alarm. She had forgotten all of us but him.

That was her whole reply. It shook the main pillar of the temple Pa and 1
had built, which I had felt tremble at today’s first sight of my foe. What a
wonderful thing if it would fall! High-minded Dr. Sams had told that the
jury’s verdict of Bruce’s meeting his death by accident was accepted by all
sensible people. Perhaps with more evidence to support it, and the lack of
any evidence of murder, Pa too would accept it and at last die happier and
more sane than if gorged with vengeance. In that case, Cleo and I could
build a temple that Saul could not knock down.

The thought had the beauty and some of the tenuousness of a dream. |
was looking at Cleo now and she always invoked dreams. Still my attention
never wavered from the continuing movement of event within this room.

“Saul, the young man is concerned in this matter,” Ralph was replying,
by his obliviousness to his son’s cheap sarcasm rebuking him more tellingly
than with a blow. “My daughter told a lie, perhaps because of what’s
between them. He won’t be shocked at my speaking in front of him—he



understands how we plain people do—he is one of us, unless I miss my
guess. But I will be polite in front of my lady wife and Dr. Sams. I will
question Cleo alone and, if she’s guilty, I will punish her in plain folks’
ways.”

“It looks like you’re in for it, pussycat,” Saul remarked cheerfully. He
leaned forward eagerly, his big hands on his powerful knees. “But if she’s
guilty, Papa—and personally I don’t doubt it—what are you going to do
with her gallant?”

“I’ll only ask him to leave Wood Ibis. If he molested her on the ship,
there were plenty of officers in call.”

“There’s another thing, old man. You can properly punish your daughter
according to us common people’s customs, but maybe not Mum’s daughter.
Mum isn’t one of us, you know.”

“Every young girl flirts a little, Ralph,” Madeline said quietly.

“I’ve heard enough of this elegant talk,” he replied. “Cleo, I’ll ask you to
come with me to your old schoolroom.”

“Well, by God, I'm going along,” rose the voice of one I had thought a
bystander—Dr. Sams. “Mr. MacDaniel came out to see me on legitimate
business—I can vouch for him—and as your onetime family doctor I’ve got
a little vouching to do for Cleo. Ralph, you’re making a mistake.”

I expected Ralph Dunbarton to refuse him, but he did not. “If you can
help me prevent making one, I’ll thank you kindly.”

Cleo had already risen and, with a strange glance at me, she led the two
men out of the room.

“Note that she didn’t walk humbly behind her sire, like a plain farmer’s
daughter ought when going off for a tanning,” Saul remarked, his eyes
shining.

“He won’t tan her,” Madeline answered. “Your hopes, my charming
stepson, are in vain. Even if Doctor hadn’t intervened, he would not.”

“I guess you’re right. Not that fine, round bottom, reminiscent of the
D’Arcys’.”

“Mr. MacDaniel, if you are in the least worried, pray compose your
mind. [ won’t bother to apologize for my stepson’s vulgarity.”

“I like that,” Saul cried, greatly entertained. “It may have been ribaldry,
Mum, but not vulgarity. The vulgar—I remember my Latin, Dave—are the
most prim people on earth. At that moment I was aping the free speech of
the aristocrats.”



“You don’t know how to do it, Saul. Mr. MacDaniel, I must ask you to
excuse me. [’ve enjoyed your visit, and hope we may see more of you under
more pleasant conditions.”

She returned my bow and with great beauty of movement went out the
same door. Saul and I resumed our seats. He sat snapping his fingers: I had
never seen a more vital being, beast or human. He kept reminding me of a
wild stallion shaking his mane, scornful of any fence. What made so, this
baseborn heir of Wood Ibis? On what food had he fed?

“You’re not lively company, my lad, and I’ll find more excitement in the
schoolroom,” he suddenly burst out.
“You needn’t stay on my account.”

“Besides, Papa is badly outnumbered by the nobility and gentry, and I'd
better lend him a hand. Not, of course, in the way of tanning hides, if it
comes to that.”

“] wouldn’t think so either.”

A man of abrupt, swift movements, he was out of his chair and half
across the room before he heard that. He stopped in his stride, balancing on
the soles of his feet, then lightly turned and faced me, deeply interested.

“Are you suggesting you might interfere?”” he asked thoughtfully.

“I’d dislike seeing my pretty little shipmate strapped, even by her
brother.”

“Her half-brother, I informed you. It wouldn’t be any fun if [ were her
whole brother.”

“I see.”

“How do you expect to sell stud horses around here, if you get in trouble
with me?”

That was the second mistake I had made today—perhaps the far greater
of the two. I was in no position at present to antagonize Saul.

“It would be bad business, I grant you.”

“Are you in love with pussycat?”

“No.”

“It would be fun if you were—fun for me.” He held up his big hands,
admired them, and strode off.

The door had hardly closed when one behind me opened. It opened
softly to let someone slip through: an obsequious slave, I thought, on some
household errand. But the silence held so long that I turned to look.



A white woman stood behind my chair. She looked to be very old—
eighty, perhaps—and senile. At least her rather full face was a maze of fine
wrinkles and her eyes had a vacant stare, although her somewhat fat body
appeared strong. She wore a faded wrapper and her scanty white hair hung
in dejected wisps.

“Are you a real person?” she asked in a husky whisper.

“Quite real.”

“I thought at first you might be a spirit—another one. I peaked at you, as
you came in, and thought you were one of the dead, come back. There are so
many.”

“No,” I said to her as to a child, “I’m just a visitor.”

“Don’t tell them I came in and talked to you. It’s my right to meet
company, but they think I’'m not in my right mind.”

“Who are you?”
“Don’t you know? I’m Sadie’s own mother.”
“I don’t know who Sadie is.”

“Oh, you must have heard of her,” the old creature told me in a desperate
whisper. “She’s Ralph’s wife. His first wife, before he married the rich
woman. Why, Saul is my grandson. I have a right to come and meet the
company. But you won’t tell them—"

“No, not a word. Is Sadie in the house too?”’

“She stays at the little house but she comes here sometimes, crying, and
holding her side. It still hurts awful, she says.”

“She’s a spirit?”

“Oh, yes. I thought you knew. I feel so sorry for her. I'd do anything I
could to make her rest.”

“Maybe I could do something for her, if you tell me what’s the matter
with her. How did she come to die? Did some one kill her?”

The woman shrank back. “I never said that. I never, I never!”

“Hush! They’ll hear you. Her husband killed her—Ralph killed her—so
he could marry the rich lady. Isn’t that so?”

“She says so, over and over, crying and crying, but I never. Even when
he married the rich lady—before the grass got high on Sadie’s grave—I
never said it. It grows right smart high on graves, you know, but it was still

short on Sadie’s when he married the mistress of Ibis Hall and crawled into
bed with her.”



It was something in her voice as she said this last that invoked an image
of horror.

“How did Sadie die?” I asked.
“It crawled into her bed, and then she got in, and then Ralph crawled

into the rich lady’s bed. Do you see the connection?”” She rolled her eyes at
me and looked wise.

“No. Tell me everything, quick.”

“There’s too much getting into beds, on this island. Wrong beds. Oh,
terrible wrong.”

“What did you mean, it crawled into Sadie’s bed?”

“The cottonmouth. It was wintertime and it went there for warmth,
Ralph said. Its head was as big as your fist. Ralph killed it, and I saw it. But
before he killed it”"—her whisper became muted and madly furtive—"Sadie
got into bed and it bit her on the side and she died!”

“Did he put it there?”

“I never said so. She says he bought it from the man who made whiskey
in the swamp, but [ haven’t breathed a word.”

“Don’t tell anyone you talked to me.”

“I won’t. I never tell the living what the dead say, but I keep thinking
you’re a spirit—"

“No, I’'m a man who can kill people. If you tell anyone I asked you
about Sadie, I'll kill you.”

The door opened again, very softly. The old woman whirled to face it,
her expression half-cunning, half-defiant. A strong-looking, pleasant-faced
colored woman of about forty hurried into the room, terror on her face.

“’Scuse me, suh,” she gasped. Then in a low breathless tone, “You gotta
come now, Miss Granny. You know what dey do to bof of us when you slip
off—”

“I got the right to meet the company. I’'m Mr. Saul’s grandmama. I didn’t
tell him about the spirits—"

The Negress had seized her wrist and was tugging her toward the door.
“Suh, please don’t tell de white folks she come in, please suh. Massa, he
take me to de woods and beat Debil out 0’ me.”

“I’ll not tell them.”

“I won’t say a word,” Granny told her in a deeply sad whisper as the
door was closing softly. “Not a word. Not a word—"



Not a word could I say to Cleo, of soon hope and promise. The little
temple she and I were building must wait how long?



CHAPTER 1 O

Dr. Sams returned, followed by Ralph Dunbarton. They were talking quietly
of crops and weather. Both men looked greatly relieved.

“I trust you’ll excuse this troublesome incident,” the master of Wood
Ibis told me. “I’m naturally very concerned for my daughter’s welfare and a
girl of her age is liable to mistakes. I’'m completely satisfied about her
journey to Baltimore, and her deceit was a childish one. She has assured me
you behaved very properly toward her aboard the ship and Dr. Sams, quite
an expert at reading character, speaks highly of you.”

“I thank you both.”

“By the way, you made a very favorable impression on my son Saul. A
young man himself, he understands this generation better than I. I'm a bit
old-fashioned, I'm afraid.”

“He’s a son to be proud of.”

“Thank you. If Dr. Sams decides to enlarge his stables and finds a
position for you, we’d be glad to have you for a neighbor. Now we will have
our toddies. My butler will bring them in a moment. The ladies ask to be
excused—they have household duties—and Saul is occupied elsewhere.”

“I’m quite serious about that horse business, Dave,” Dr. Sams said.
“We’ll discuss it later.”

The butler entered with punctilio, bringing six drinks in silver mugs.
“You dunce,” Ralph Dunbarton burst out, “I told you there’d be only three
of us!”

“’Scuse me, massa,” the servant answered, not in the least embarrassed.
“It done slip my mind.”

“Well, now you’ve brought them, you might as well leave them.”

After praising the drink, I complimented Mr. Dunbarton on his beautiful
home.

“My wife takes it for granted—she was born here—but not I,” he
replied, his face lighting. “I was born in a three-room shack in Charleston.
Especially I prize its strong construction. The walls are so solid that when



the windows are closed, we can’t hear the wind outside. It may be blowing
almost a full gale, but we would never know it save for threshing boughs.”

Nor could an outsider hear the winds that blew within.

“It should stand centuries, unless destroyed by fire,” he went on.
“Wouldn’t you say so, Dr. Sams?”’

“Certainly.”

“A great monument to the D’Arcys, a family that built strongly, both
their houses and their stock.”

Ralph Dunbarton gave me his hand when Dr. Sams and I rose to go. It
was warm and its grasp firm, not in the least surprising me, so completely
human he appeared: only afterward did I fancy that it should have been cold
and a little slippery from holding unclean ministers of death. The stable boy
who had taken charge of our horses waited under the porte-cochere, and
gigantic Obo, Cleo’s servant and bodyguard, was tamely helping a gardener
clip a boxwood a short distance off.

But his gaze flicked swiftly and covertly to meet and signal mine.

“You’re a big fellow,” I told him, when I had mounted and the stable boy
stood back. “How much do you weigh?”

“I don’t know, suh, but more’n half a bale o’ cotton. A big bale, not a
short bale.” His high-tenor voice had indeed the timbre and melody of an
oboe.

“Can you lift one?”
“Yes suh!”

“There goes my whip. Hand it to me, please.” If cunning was not native
to me, it was long ago acquired and practiced.

The stable boy sprang forward but Obo was too fast for him. I imagined
that a big lion could spring like that. As he handed me the quirt his immense
pink palm brushed mine. I was expecting that and no one noticed the
passage; what surprised me was the expression that swiftly crossed his
broad, black face. It was as though he had suddenly seized an illusive
memory, and not merely of seeing me on the Charleston dock. Most Negroes
have wonderfully acute senses and Obo was Africa-born. Could he be
remembering now where he had seen me first, on the very block in
Baltimore where his mistress went to call on a lame man?

“I hope that unpleasantness this afternoon didn’t embarrass you too
much,” Dr. Sams was saying, when we were riding away from the great,
glimmering mansion.

“No, sir, | wasn’t very embarrassed.”



“Good. I'm getting the idea there’s a lot to you, Dave. For a complete
stranger who never heard of Wood Ibis until a few days ago—suddenly
confronted with that situation—well, you kept your head mighty well.”

Not too well, I thought, remembering Saul as he held up his big hands.
Was I in love with pussycat? Perhaps Cleo had not kept her head in sending
me the note cupped warmly in my palm.

“By the way—he wouldn’t have laid hand on her,” Dr. Sams went on.
“She knew it as well as I did. He whipped her only once—when she was
about ten—and something happened to put a damper on him ever after. No
doubt Madeline threatened to leave him if he ever did it again, but this
occurrence was more dramatic. According to the colored people’s story, a
few days after the whipping he met with an accident.”

“He’d been conjured?”’

“Nothing so unsubstantial. It appears he’d made a habit of walking down
from the stables into the swamps about Sweetwater Pond to look at a nest of
sandhill cranes. He went every day or two before breakfast, interested in the
hatching and growth of the little birds. That morning as he was creeping up
to the nest he stepped into a pit cunningly screened with leaves and grass. In
the bottom was a sharp stake. His first impulse was to start a manhunt for a
would-be murderer—it would have been a very short hunt, or I miss my
guess. But he changed his mind when someone—I think Madeline—showed
him that the stake was set in such a way that he couldn’t have impaled
himself on it. The device was meant as a warning.”

“A kind of grim one, I should say.”

“The pit was the sort used in West Africa to take buffalo. Yet I believe
that Obo was not even whipped, no doubt because Ralph prizes the man’s
devotion to his daughter. You see, he does love her very much. He regards
her as a vindication before the world of his marriage with Madeline—blue
blood mixed with some red. Of course he’s bent and determined that she’ll
make a top-sawyer marriage herself.”

I looked at the swamp on the left of the road, where serpents lay in cold
sleep and bright birds flew, and then to the broad and fertile fields on the
right.

“I think there’d be plenty of young men to choose from, especially if
she’s coming in to this.”

“She’ll get some of the D’Arcy jewels but I reckon Saul will inherit all
the land. It doesn’t seem right when she’s half-D’Arcy and he’s none.
Except when it’s entailed, a woman’s property becomes her husband’s at
marriage. Through Bruce Dunbarton’s will, Madeline became owner again,



but now Ralph’s the owner. He and Saul have a good many disputes but Saul
usually gets his way. They’re a lot closer than they seem.”

He wanted to say something more—perhaps of encouragement to me—
and native restraint interfered. He said it finally.

“For Cleo to make what is called a brilliant marriage won’t be as easy as
he thinks. Ralph Dunbarton is persona non grata in Low Country society—
Madeline has been virtually ostracized because of her two marriages into
that family—and very few young men have ever paid court to Cleo. Saul’s
sense of humor hasn’t helped any either.”

As Dr. Sams led the way through the swamp I read the note Obo had
handed me. “If you can, meet me at Sweetwater Pond at twelve tonight.” It
was signed “Cleo” and was in precise, girlish handwriting.

Half-expecting something of the kind, I did not expect such a dizzy rush
of joy. To meet Cleo again, alone—to have her in my arms in the dark of
night—the very danger sweetening the fruit. . . . It was forbidden fruit. That
had been established when an old loon shut away in Ibis Hall, told me about
her ghosts. But I would find some way to get around that. The joy became
mixed with a stealthy excitement as I rode deeper into the dark and tortuous
swamp. She must wait a year or more before I would be free to keep my
promise to her—hate, not love, had the right-of-way—but in the meantime
there could be stolen nights in woods like these. Nights of such love as
would not interfere with my great affairs, of the kind the swamp-folk
knew. . . .

“Damn these devil-dens,” Dr. Sams suddenly burst out.
“I don’t know what you mean, sir.”

“These swamps. They bring out all the bad a man’s got in him. I never
ride through them without feeling it surging up from the pit that opens in us
all. In summer it’s worse—everything hatching and growing, hungry for life,
pitiless, dog-eat-dog. Look at that water hemlock. Poison as hell—but
typical of the cursed place. Eat one of those red-capped mushrooms and
you’re dead as a dog.”

Instead I looked at the entwining forms of branches, stout trunks and
vines in wild embrace, and the voracious greenery that winter could not kill.
A humid warmth exuded from the muck. White birds with black heads and
black-tipped wings stood primly, with no hint of their ruthless hungers.
Doves that looked too delicate to breathe, but monsters of lechery in spring,
made sad, hypocritical sounds. The green-stained light receded as the
swamp became more rank, then slowly cleared as we gained higher ground,



with the effect of a solar eclipse. But hours must pass, I remembered, before
real night would fall.

They went by wasted. I did not lead on Dr. Sams to talk of long years
past, for my mind could dwell only on a near, future hour. In his warm house
he wanted to sit up late with me—eager to talk and listen—but I told him the
fire made me drowsy—feigned many a stifled yawn—yes, the day’s ride had
fixed me for a long night’s sleep—I must go to bed at nine.

He sat alone by the hearth a full hour, then I heard him come upstairs—
and a servant extinguishing the lights, banking the fires, locking the doors
and windows. Was there danger of thieves in this lonely outland? Perhaps a
renegade whiskey-maker still dwelt in the fastnesses of the swamps, turning
his hand to what profited him, even a cottonmouth moccasin, old and fat,
turning, twisting in his hand. I could not put my mind on that. I was waiting,
my skin prickling, for the house to grow silent.

I crept down the stairs, unlocked the back door and pocketed the key,
and, avoiding the glimmer of the winter moon, made my way to the stables.
Lizzie kept the bargain she had made at her colthood’s end—submission to a
fate that came and went on two legs—and not the dimmest wonder crossed
her mind as to what business I might be on. I walked her on soft ground
until out of hearing from the house, then gave her the spur.

The track through the swamp was a black tunnel with moonlit chinks in
its roof. When Lizzie tried to turn back—scenting peril that she could not
see—I forced her on. I had prepared a pine knot to light the ground for her,
but did not stop to kindle it: I loved the wild-scented darkness for the sense
of power it gave me. Wide-winged cranes and herons, making free of the
skies only a few hours ago, perched in impotence as I pressed on. The ducks
were water-bound; the wild turkeys flushed from their roosts but swiftly
lighted again, afraid of the dark passage; even the owl flitted uneasily
through the very tree-tops, where the blackness thinned to blue. I shared the
night with the hungry fox, the stalking wildcat, perhaps the great panther on
silent feet. [ was as wildly alive as they.

Saul Dunbarton kept a pack of bear and bobcat hounds in a kennel close
to the barns. They caught my scent and clamored, a great and noble outcry
in the silence, as though entreating me to take them hunting, for often they
were freed on such a night. The sound carried clearly to the big house. Cleo,
waiting at the door, perhaps already at the meeting place, knew I traveled
fast. But soon I checked the mare, put her across soft ground, then
dismounted, and tied her to a live-oak limb. Skirting the mansion that
loomed in the moonlight like a huge forsaken temple to an Attic god, and



fetching a circle about the stables, I gained the bank of Gator Creek where
my feet found a little-worn path.

There was an old clearing, now overgrown with underbrush at the inlet
of the pond, and the moonlight picked out a rustic seat where Madeline
might have daydreamed as a young girl. Its rail was broken but its cypress
wood unrotted; it was the exact point Cleo had chosen for our assignation.
Later it could serve its turn. Now I stood poised for sudden movement,
searching the shadows.

In hardly a moment one shadow moved silently out of a swarm, spread
swiftly and greatly across little pools of moonlight, and stopped almost at
my feet. Its shape was of a monstrous man, but I could not yet see what cast
it. A voice like a muted oboe came down to me.

“Miss Cleo come in jist a minute.”
“Thanks.”

The shadow vanished as though lifted instead of drawn away, and I
could not hear the slightest sound. Then the grass rustled and dead leaves
crackled and Cleo stood beside me.

“Oh, Dan,” she whispered.

“What did you call me, Cleo?”” My voice shook.

“Forgive me! It was just a slip of the tongue. Dave, I'm so glad you
came.”

“How dangerous is it? You better tell me.”

“There’s practically no danger, or I wouldn’t have asked you. There’s
none whatever of anybody taking us by surprise. Obo’s standing guard and
he’d warn us before Papa—or Saul—could get past the stables. You could
sneak off and hide. I’d just pretend to be taking a late walk, for I’ve taken
lots of them—at all hours of the night—when I felt like it. Papa would have
no choice but to believe me.”

“He wouldn’t whip you?”

“No, that’s all bluff.”

“Saul wouldn’t believe you’d just been out walking!”

“No.” She wanted to say something more about Saul but put it off for the
present. “Let’s sit down. I wish we had a fire to go to, but the weather’s mild
and both of us are warmly dressed.”

“How much time have we?”
“Till two o’clock.”
“Surely no one stirs around that early—"



“Well, the tide turns at two tonight and then the marshhens holler. They
almost always do at the turn of the tide. Papa sleeps with his window open
on mild nights. He’s a very light sleeper and often they wake him up. They
make a big racket, you know. If he does wake up, he usually roams around
the house testing the doors and windows. I reckon he helps himself out of
the decanter while about it. I don’t want him to find a certain window open.”

She sat with her hand under her chin, gazing out over the pond. I took
the place beside her and her other hand. I was much more calm than when
riding through the swamp and somehow happier. The moonlight was a good
medium for her delicate, dreamy beauty.

“I’ve got something important to tell you. It’s terribly disappointing too.
This is the last time we can see each other for a long time. If Dr. Sams offers
you a job—and I think he may—tell him you can’t take it until spring.”

“Will you tell me why?”

“I don’t want Papa to suspect that we know each other any better than it
seemed today. If you leave and nothing’s heard from you he won’t think I
had anything to do with your coming here, and then if you come back you
won’t start out with him set against you.”

“What harm would it do if I stayed on with Dr. Sams? If I had nothing to
do with you for three months, it would allay his suspicions as much or even
more than if [ stayed that long away from the Low Country.”

“No, because you would be having something to do with me. Your job
would bring you over here constantly. Besides—we might both get lonely
and meet—Ilike tonight.”

“You said it was safe tonight. Why not other nights?”

“Papa knows you haven’t had a chance yet to write or talk to me alone
and he wouldn’t think I’d be so brazen as to write to you. But later on—if
you stay at Little Ibis—he’ll set a watch over me. He has plenty of slaves.
He can have them take turns, like soldiers.”

She was speaking rapidly, in a nervous tone. The reason she had given
for my leaving Wood Ibis so soon and for so long did not seem good
enough, considering her joy at the prospect of my coming. Still I did not
look for any other, partly from looking at her face and form in the
moonlight, partly from searching my own heart. We were alone once more,
perhaps for the last time in long months. The scene, the silence, our close
warmth, and the shadow of Ibis Hall upon us both made potent magic to re-
weld a weakened chain. She had called me Dan and an almost irresistible
urge was upon me to answer to the name.



“You see the danger,” she was saying out of a tight throat. “I hate—to
have you—go—"

I was seeing a greater danger. No, there must be no other nights. I had
been brought too near a child’s hiding place of eight years ago—too far from
the picture-room and Pa’s music. I was too happy beside Cleo—too deeply
moved by her.

Her hand was warm and confiding in mine. Her lips would be soft and
yielding. Even now I was fighting against loving her with all my heart, but
there was another kind of love than that, running riot in the night, and this
was our last night for how long? It was as though in closing one door to
happiness, another opened. We were sitting by the edge of the swamp where
the old gods of Nature reigned supreme. The moon, her ancient agent, gave
misty light that softened every austere shape and rigid line, obscured the
distance, and cast us away on a little silver island in a sea of darkness. The
deep waters of the tarn were full of shadows.

Why not have her this hour, and keep my promise to her in my own good
time? She had met me by stealth, still in hope that I would take her away:
that very hope would breach her walls, perhaps lay her in my hand. The tide
was rising fast and the dark waters whispered in their grasses to the tide of
desire mounting fast in Cleo. “Lie down, maiden, and yield.” She was gazing
at the moon, and perhaps it promised what her overwrought imagination
craved. “I will shine on your face, maiden, and he will gaze down upon the
beauty he has waked in you, and you will see his face darkly in shadow, and
half-vision, half-dream his joy.”

If she were fighting with guilt, the old moss-hung cypress trees, gray and
wise, standing still and watching for so long, might reassure her. “We know
not evil here, because we know not good. This is not Eden, where God sits
on guard, but an older realm.” If she were ashamed of her passion, a wood
ibis somehow kin to her, perhaps her totem in an ancient nature cult, moonlit
on a naked snag, might speak to her what she craved to hear. “Lie down,
innocent and lovely one, and yield your whiteness. We make our loves in the
day, for we know naught of shame, but you and he can hide from all the
world in this soft darkness, yet not conceal one ecstasy from each other.”

We would know each other then—but that was our right. We would love
each other too—I was not deceived—but that was our long-fixed fate. I was
bending toward her when a harsh sound rose from the reeds. It was only a
wakeful marshhen—the tide had not yet turned. Yet the moon rocked in the
sky and my heart reeled and, with a great surge of my will, I spoke.

“The reason you gave, Cleo, isn’t the real reason you want me to go.”



She rose out of a trance and her round eyes meeting mine, slowly shook
her head.

“What is the real reason?”

“Maybe you think I’'m hoping you’ll take me away with you. But I'm
not, now. I know you told me the truth when you said—"

“I don’t think that.”

“I have to tell you the truth—no matter if you never come back. My
voice won’t work—it’s so awful. The real reason is—you’re in terrible
danger.”



CHAPTER 1 1

The chill that ran over me was more than skin-deep. The scene at the edge of
the swamp had been sensuous only a moment before; suddenly it was
ominous. The pond looked sinister, the shadows like something in ambush,
the moon only a weak lamp against what walked the night.

“You must tell me everything, Cleo.”

“That’s the trouble. I know so little and what I do know—I"ve got to tell
you, to make you believe me—makes me so ashamed.”

“Don’t be ashamed. I knew there was something awfully wrong here, to
make you so desperate to run away.”

“It’s Saul. He gets sudden hatreds sometimes—no, that’s not the right
word—a kind of malice more evil than anything you can imagine. I was
frightened when he praised you to Dr. Sams—urged him to give you a job.
That was so unlike him, when he suspected I wanted you to stay here—
ordinarily he would have been content to humiliate you terribly so you’d
leave and never come back. Wanting you to stay showed he’d picked you
out for—special—treatment.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Wait. Right then I wrote you the note and gave it to Obo to slip to you.
All the rest of the day he asked cunning questions about the voyage, his eyes
shining as I’ve never seen them shine before, except—but maybe I can get
out of telling you that. Dave, you wouldn’t believe that any man living could
be so completely bad as Saul—it doesn’t stand to human nature—there’s a
reason for it, I feel sure, but I can’t imagine what. Right now he’s tired of
hunting bears and wildcats with his dogs. He hasn’t got a new young
Negress to amuse him. That might make him want a new butt for his jokes
—the cruelest he can think of—but this goes deeper than that. He has senses
as sharp as a wild animal’s. He is a wild animal with unbelievable human
wickedness. He knows we’re sweethearts and thinks we’re in danger of
becoming more than that. I’'m trying to tell you everything—as you asked—
and it’s so hard. Maybe he’s convinced himself there’s more between us than
there is.”



“Something that we ourselves don’t know?”

She gave me a great wondering glance, then fear and despair filled her
eyes again. “I meant he imagines something that isn’t true. . . . What did you
mean?”

“Only that you might feel about me—a little anyway—as you felt about
Dan.”

“He knows about Dan. At first only that there was such a boy that I
loved and dreamed about. You can imagine what he did—no, you can’t. The
only wonder is, I could keep on dreaming about him—waiting for the day
he’d come to take me away from here—Iloving him if a little girl ever loved
anyone. You’d think Saul would have made me too ashamed to let myself
think of him again. Letters from Dan that he forged—so cleverly that I was
fooled by a lot of them—saying he was coming—and I’d go off to the
meeting place—and wait for him hours and hours. He took my diary in
which I’d written my heart out and once when a kind woman from Bull
Island brought her children and neighbor children for a picnic here with me,
he read it aloud to all of them. Only last year he got a young Negro to come
here—everything fixed so cunningly that I never suspected—to tell me that
Dan was in Charleston and would meet me at midnight in a restaurant. I got
a girl I know in Charleston to invite me there, and Mama made Papa let me
go—and I went to the restaurant—dressed like a girl who could go there
alone at night—and pretty soon three of Saul’s friends came in and began to
make fun of me. I knew then, of course—that night I tried to get on a
fisherman’s boat to run away—but Saul came with the truant officer—and I
had to go home.”

“Good God, Cleo!”

“I didn’t mean to tell you all of that. It doesn’t—really—concern—"
“Did Saul ever find out the boy’s name was Dan?”

“Yes, from the diary. Then when Papa told him that he’d left me to play

with a boy whose last name was Reed, in Philadelphia, he put two and two
together.”

“Did Saul think I might be Dan Reed?”

“At first he did, when I mentioned meeting you on the ship, and saying
you might come out to see Dr. Sams. I told him you weren’t, and since I’'m
not a good liar—he’s always able to trick me and find out the truth—he
knows now you’re not. He knows I’ve given Dan up for dead. But he
suspects you might come to take his place—I had hoped you would, I guess
—and he knows I care about you far more than anyone I’ve met since.



That’s all Saul needed to set him off. Besides—did anything happen
between you and him after I left the room?”

I told her of the mistake I had made.

“I should have warned you on the ship, but I was so ashamed—hated so
to speak of him—and I never really believed you were coming to Wood Ibis.
I guess it’s hard for me to believe any promise, after the one Dan and I made
each other. Maybe I was afraid that if I told you—about Saul—there’d be no
hope of you coming.”

“Well, I did come, and though I’ve got to go back to Baltimore for a
while, I’m going to come again.”

“Don’t think of such a thing. I won’t let you. There was only one hope
for us—and it failed. You know what it was—my pride’s all gone—that
you’d fall in love with me and I could run away and we’d live in some far-
off place. We’d have to be married—I was wrong about that before—or you
couldn’t hope to keep me away from Saul. He’d track us down and
somehow make me come back. Even if we were married, the things he’d do
— Her voice filled with sorrow and failed.

“If I were free—"

She broke in quickly, for the sake of my pride. “There’s another reason |
know he’s planning some awful injury to you. You won’t believe this part—
but I do. Granny says he is—that you are in real, great danger here. She’s
Saul’s grandmother—the old woman who came in and talked to you today.
She’s in her second childhood and out of her mind most of the time but she’s
got second sight.”

“How did you know she’d talked to me? Did the old Negress—"

“Aunt Lucy wouldn’t tell a soul that Granny slipped off from her. She
hasn’t done it for years. She saw you come in and something made her go to
you—she didn’t know until after you’d gone, when she went into the closet
with her ‘spirits.” Then she asked Lucy to bring her into my room to visit me
—she has a lot of cunning—and I could see she had something to tell me so
I sent Lucy on an errand. She was half-frantic but almost rational.”

“Did she think Saul would harm me on account of you?”

“Partly. She gave another reason too—but her mind was wandering then.
She said you’d come here for some purpose besides getting a job and being
near me—and if Saul found it out, he’d kill you. She said you were a born
enemy of both Saul and Papa. But often when she’s talked to her ‘spirits’—
in her own imagination of course—there’s a lot of craziness mixed with the
truth. That’s common with people with second sight.”



I did not think Granny’s mind had been wandering too far in this
instance. My questions about her daughter were good evidence of a secret
mission here.

“Cleo, is there any special reason—besides pure malignance—why Saul
won’t let anyone court you? You’d better tell me.”

“It’s not what—yes, I’d better tell you—what you think. At least—
believe me, Dave—if I weren’t kin to him but living in the same house, he’d
still make life unbearable for me—perhaps because I’'m half-D’Arcy and
he’s not. But because he’s my half-brother, because it would be so awful—
every law and decency and Nature itself bars him from me—he pretends to
want to keep me for himself, never let me love or marry anyone. All he does
really is say awful things and be dog-in-the-manger.”

She sat quietly a moment, trying to find words to tell enough but not too
much. I had to know all.

“I’'m not afraid of humiliation, Cleo,” I said. “Unless he goes farther
than that—"

“He went a little farther even with Mama’s nephew by marriage who
visited us last winter. Lucas was about eighteen and he and I made a little
puppy-love. Saul didn’t respect him as he does you—he was a sort of
mama’s boy—but he was good and sweet and 1 was so happy to have him
here. Well, Saul played jokes on him. When Lucas went shooting his boat
drifted off and he had to walk two miles through knee-deep, half-frozen
muck. He was in the last stage of exhaustion when he got in and has never
completely recovered his strength. Are you satisfied with that?”

“No. I want to know—"

“When I was a little girl we owned a strong, intelligent mulatto named
Bert. I don’t know what Saul had against him, but he was whipped time after
time for nothing until he ran away. Saul had a wonderful time hunting him
with his dogs. He never caught him though—and the pack never got to
worry his body. Bert swam out to sea until he drowned.”

I could not run away from Wood Ibis! A murdered slave named Bert had
become another reason for staying here. What had he seen that had made
him dangerous to Ralph’s life and his son’s great expectations?

“There was another Negro—a simple soul called Slewfoot—who tried to
run away just last summer. At least he’d gone into the swamp without Papa’s
orders. He had to run, even if he had never intended to, when Saul rushed in
and rang the alarm and turned loose his pack. The pack treed him and he got
shot out stone-dead—mno one seems to know just how. We don’t talk about
those things in Ibis Hall.”



Cleo’s father had no doubt told her that he had not given Slewfoot orders
to enter the swamp, and the simple soul could not return to dispute him. Had
he talked too freely before then, or merely looked too wise?

“Did your mother know about this?”’ I asked.

“No. She knows of nothing she doesn’t want to know. She’s like a real
queen on a throne. I’'m not supposed to know about it either—but I hear
whispers.”

“To talk plain—do you think Saul might kill me?”

“Granny says he will, if you stay here. If you were enough in his way
and he couldn’t get rid of you, you’d either be killed or you’d die.”

“What do you mean?”

She was whispering in a way that reminded me of Granny, a terribly
sorrowful, hopeless sound.

“I don’t know. I know only that he always wins. He isn’t human. I mean
he didn’t grow into a human being but something different. It’s not conjure
—I don’t believe in that—it’s real. What can anyone do against him? He lets
Obo live but when the time comes—"

Cleo had assured me, without knowing she had done so, that Saul was
running her through the swamp for the monstrous sport of it, letting her
escape to run again. The fact remained that there were sloughs and
quagmires there that might swallow her, save for Obo’s love and strength. If
he were queerly killed or more queerly died, I would take her away from
Wood Ibis, no matter how long my other tasks were postponed. As it was,
she would be safer staying here, I thought, while I took ax to the root.

“I’m going in now,” Cleo told me.
“I may not see you for some months.”

“You’d be better off if you never saw me again. All the young men in the
Low Country know that, without knowing half what you know. I tell you,
you’d better not take a job here. We’re too drawn to each other—”

“That’s one reason I’m going to take a job here, as soon as I can get one.
I told you—and it’s the solemn truth—I’m not free to take you away—not
free even to love you. God knows I want to—I’d fall in love with you this
minute if [ were free.”

“That’s such a strange thing to say. Nobody can make themselves love
anyone, or make themselves keep from it.”

“You’re wrong, Cleo. I know. I’ve seen it proven our last night on
shipboard—and again tonight. People have more control over their hearts
than you think—when there’s enough at stake. Love waits until the people



find out how desperately they need each other—usually through passion. If
I’d taken you in my arms tonight it would have come to me. That’s why—
for a while anyway—in spite of wanting to so terribly—"

“Don’t talk about it, Dave.”

“I’1l go to Baltimore and come back as soon as I can. I’'m going to leave
an address with Dr. Sams where you can write me and, if you say to come at
once, [ will. When I do come, I won’t make love to you. Saul will soon be
convinced that there’s nothing between us but a shipboard acquaintance.”

“You’d better wait three or four months, I tell you. Even then unless it
comes about naturally—"

“We’ll have to quit being shipboard sweethearts. It may be a long time—
a year perhaps—before I’m free. But when [ am—"

“Don’t say it, Dave. Just let it go.”

“I’m not free because I’ve made a contract with someone else. But it will
be all over—"

“Don’t make any promises. We’re not sweethearts any more and if you
come back, come only to be Dr. Sams’s foreman. I know you care about me
and want to help me—but I don’t think you will come back—and if you do
—mnothing good will ever come of it for you and me—and maybe more bad
than you can imagine. There’s only one thing that can save me—and that
won’t happen.”

“What do you mean, Cleo?”
“For Ibis Hall to burn down and every acre of Wood Ibis to sink into the
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CHAPTER 1 2

There was only moonlight where Cleo had stood. In the morning I stood
with Dr. Sams outside his paddock, looking at his stallions and brood mares.
It was a bright, warm day, a fine day to follow hounds after a fox or to hunt
partridges or to fish for winter trout; not a day for following on with last
night’s business. People’s optimism would be out in front. They would want
to dwell on the future instead of the past. I wanted to ask the doctor about
two Negroes, Bert and Slewfoot, and a whiskey-maker who once lived in the
swamps, but it was not the right time. He started to talk about horses.

“Is Saul Dunbarton a good horseman?” I asked, to break this thin but
hard, bright ice.

“Top-sawyer. You’d expect him to be able to master them but they seem
to like him. He can call them to him after very short acquaintance. Dogs are
crazy about him—jump all over him whining for his pattings.”

“Well, there must be a lot of good in him if dogs are drawn to him.”
“Well, I’ve heard that.”
“If the Negroes like him too—is he a hard master with them?”

“Not particularly. Rather indulgent, in fact. You can’t tell how they feel
about him. White people have their own world, there’s another that they
share with the colored, and the colored have their own world, hard for us to
enter.”

“I"d like to know how big Obo feels about him,” I said in a tone of idle
curiosity. “He must resent the way Saul talks and acts toward Cleo—"

“If Obo hates him, he never gives a sign. Still—I wouldn’t like to be
Saul at his mercy down in the swamp.” Dr. Sams had the sense of talking
too much and too fast—I saw it in his face—but the Dunbarton family was
more interesting to him than the ancient four-legged family of Eclipse. “He’s
a very primitive African, you know,” he went on hastily. “As you say, he
might resent Saul’s badgering his Cleo. On the other hand, Saul’s never
made any trouble for Obo.”

“Cleo told me that he was named after the oboe that Mr. Dunbarton
plays. Does Saul take after his father and the lame brother by being



musical?”

That question was intended to disarm Dr. Sams—show him I took a
broad and friendly interest in the family.

“He sings extremely well.” Dr. Sams spoke rather absently, I thought: I
followed his gaze to a nursing colt in the lot. “By the way, Dave: come into
the house a minute. I have an idea I want to discuss with you.”

I followed him into the library and somewhat to my surprise he closed
the door. Then he turned to me with his dark eyes full of thoughts.

“How did you know that Noel Dunbarton was musical?” he asked.

“Why, you mentioned it.” I was able to keep alarm out of my voice.
“Don’t you remember? You said he played the violin.”

“I thought perhaps it might have been Cleo.”
“Well, perhaps she did say so, on the ship.”

“No, she didn’t. He’d never had a violin in his hands when he
disappeared. If she’s heard that he’s alive and since become a violinist, |
have every reason to believe that she wouldn’t mention the fact to anyone. I
know it, but I wouldn’t have mentioned it. It would have indicated contact
with him since his disappearance. I ask you again, Dave—how did you
know that Noel is a violinist?”

I looked Dr. Sams in the face. “It’s quite a mystery. Someone certainly
told me—”"

“It’s not as great a mystery to me as it might be. Last night after you’d
gone to bed I got out my gazetteer of stud farms, and there’s no Fairbrook
listed. You’re well informed on horse-breeding and are a wonderful rider,
but you’re far more interested in the Dunbarton family. That started me
thinking, and I would have figured it out even if you hadn’t made that break
about Noel. In fact, I’ve got the main facts already.”

“Well, we’d better sit down.”
“I think so too.”
“If I tell you everything, would you promise—"

“I promise nothing, yet, and it’s for me to ask questions and for you to
answer them. Cleo told me about a boy she met in Philadelphia years ago.
Ralph had gone to see his father, a lame musician—thinking he might be
Noel—but the man he met in the house wasn’t Noel. Since her return this
time she told me about calling on a lame musician in Baltimore. From her
description of him I had every reason to believe he was Noel. I asked her if
he had a son and she said she didn’t know—she didn’t see anyone else. But
you got on the boat that night. You came to Wood Ibis. I think that Noel sent



you and I think it likely you were the boy she met in Philadelphia. In other
words I think that Noel got some other lame man to put Ralph off the track.
Is that right so far?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re Noel’s adopted son. What is your real name?”

“I don’t know. Pa took me out of an orphanage when I was about eight.
I’d been abandoned there as an infant—no doubt by an unmarried mother.”

“Do you think Noel would like to come back here? I wish he would. If
he would want me to live here with him and operate the farm, I’d do it
gladly.”

“He won’t come until the mystery of his brother’s death is cleared up.”

“And if it proves to be murder—if Bruce was done to death—doesn’t he
want the murderer brought to the rope?”

The sunlight flooded through the windows and I saw the faint lines and
tiny blemishes on his fine, tight skin. He had very clear, deep, dark eyes.

“Pa could hardly expect me to do anything about that in a brief visit, Dr.
Sams.”

“I think this is a preliminary visit. I’ve always felt that sooner or later
Noel might ‘revisit these glimpses of the moon’—not in person, I thought,
but vicariously—as it seemed to me he used to live in his brother Bruce. I
have been hearing from him at rare intervals for about seventeen years.
Reading between the lines I surmised this intention. Lately I’ve perceived in
his letters an increased hope of clearing up the affair—as though, after all
these years, he was about ready to act. But it would seem a mad act to
anyone—we’ve got to deal plainly—to anyone but a madman.”

“It would seem so to you, I know.”

“In his long absence has Noel uncovered any fact that would hold out
the least hope of success?”

“No, sir.”

“He would send you—or some other—to start at the beginning?”’

“I reckon so.”

He turned to the window, white of face. “It’s raving madness,” he
murmured.

“It’s a cold trail, I know.”

“Yet there’s a certain method in it, if he’s enlisted you. I don’t know who
would have a better chance to accomplish the all-but-impossible feat than a
young man of his hands, intelligent, unknown, of humble station seeking a
job on the plantation. But where would you find the resolution, the patience,



I’'ll say the zeal, necessary for such a task? You’re an adopted son. You
never knew Noel’s brother Bruce. Noel must have promised you a great
reward.”

“I’m supposed to have Little Ibis, at his death.”

“Don’t think I blame Noel. Even I, a bystander, have lain awake nights
wishing that this shadow could be lifted.”

“Do you mean, sir, even if it means a noose around a neighbor’s neck?”

“Dave, I practiced medicine for about fifteen years,” he told me,
speaking slowly in low tones. “I fought to save life. If for greed or lust or
hate someone did my friend Bruce out of his life, I want to see him on the
gallows. It’s not possible for me to take an active part in sending him there. I
withdrew from life, in a sense, when 1 stopped practicing medicine; but I’ll
tell you everything I know—the little that I know—and give you a base of
operations by offering you a job here. If a bloody-handed murderer is now
enjoying the fruits of his crime, I yearn for his destruction.”

He went to a cabinet, filled a glass from a decanter, and emptied it in one
deep swallow. “Please pardon me,” he said. “I can’t meet any crisis without
this help. Luckily I hurt only myself with it, these days.”

“I thought to go back to Baltimore, talk to Pa, and smooth the way for
my return. [ mean, lead up to it in such a way that no one would suspect my
real business here.”

“That can be done, but not hastily. You and I can exchange letters about
enlarging my stud farm. Weeks and months must pass before we come to an
agreement—that will give Ralph’s and Saul’s suspicions time to die out.”
The drink had changed Dr. Sams: he seemed more alert and somehow more
capable and shrewd. “Have you anything to tell Noel—an impression or a
fact picked up on this trip—to encourage him?”

“I can tell him about you! That’s a mighty lot. And I have a feeling that I
could make friends with Lizzie, at Turtle Inlet. She’s spiteful against
Madeline but that’s put on, I think. She strikes me as an honest, highly
intelligent woman who would make a strong ally.”

“In time, perhaps. My feeling is that you’d better not trust her with your
secret—just visit there and let her talk. Well, I’'m going to show you
something—a somewhat grisly souvenir of my practice. Of course Noel told
you there was another sudden death only a few weeks before Bruce was
killed.”

“Yes, Sadie’s, Ralph’s first wife.” I was not yet ready to tell Dr. Sams
about my conversation with Granny.



“I did what I could for her, including cauterizing the wound. It was too
late, of course; I believe no treatment could have saved her, no matter how
soon it was given. You’ll see why in a moment.”

He left the room to return shortly with something wrapped in paper. It
proved to be the head and neck of a water moccasin that had been preserved
in alcohol—a prodigious specimen to judge from the breadth and depth of
this part. When Granny had said that the creature’s head had been as big as
my fist, she had not missed it far.

“What is the first thing that strikes you about it?”” Dr. Sams asked, a little
like a master in a school.

“The unique size.”

“In fact, that was my excuse for cutting off and keeping this memento of
a truly horrid tragedy—and even so it seemed a shocking breach of taste on
my part. However, I don’t think that occurred to the widower,” the doctor
went on with a faint, mirthless smile. “Among Ralph’s many admirable
qualities—as you will find on better acquaintance with him—so-called good
taste is not conspicuous. It’s not his fault. Those fine shades of feeling are
hardly natural to man—more the consequence of artificial environment and
little contact with the tough realities of life. They’re a hothouse growth on
which I once set store, but I’ve come to realize they’re not very important.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, not even wanting to hurry him, intensely interested in
him as well as in his story.

“The crushed and broken body of the snake was lying in Ralph’s chicken
pen where Saul, I believe, had carried it. Ralph had killed it with a poker
some two hours before, when poor Sadie had leaped out of bed screaming
that she had been struck—she was prostrated in twenty minutes and lived
only a little over an hour. Dave, you’ll see a few moccasin skins stretched to
six feet or over, but this brute was six feet before he was skinned—an
imposing length even for a diamond-back rattler. I measured him to see. I
didn’t weigh him, to my regret, but the thick of his body was a good three
and a half inches. Well, I was at once struck not only with this oddity—the
extraordinary size of the creature—but also with another. I refer to its odd
behavior in entering a house and crawling into a bed. Taken alone, either one
or the other could be remarked and dismissed. Corn snakes, for instance,
frequently enter houses to hunt mice. Taken together, they terrified me.”

His tone was too calm to go well with this inherently exciting story, and
with the fever in his eyes.

“I think I see what you mean,” I answered when he paused. “If someone
had plotted to murder Sadie in this way, he’d want to use a big snake with



plenty of venom. A bite on the hand or foot would have to do the business
relatively quick. But the murderer carried a good thing too far.”

“That’s about right. I could hardly face the possibility of such a crime—
both Ralph and Sadie were patients of mine; I liked them both—but I’d
studied under Charles Bell in London, and one thing we students dared not
do before that fierce old man was to overlook symptoms. I protested to
myself that such a murder would have been too risky to undertake. This
snake would likely crawl out of the bed or betray its presence. Then I
thought if a determined killer knew as much about snakes as I did—"

“Yes, sir?” I prompted him when he paused.

“I was raised on a rice plantation near Beaufort, where they were thick.
That night the weather was quite cold—the snake would naturally have been
very sluggish. Brought into the warm house and put under the heap of quilts
it would have grown gradually more alert and dangerous, but not likely
stirred for a good while, especially as it had not quite completed digesting a
frog, its last meal. One side of the bed was against the wall, the quilts tucked
in tightly. When Sadie got in the other side and rolled to her usual place the
brute struck her, probably, before she became aware of its presence.”

I had an inclination to rub my eyes, so clearly the scene was being re-
enacted in the front of them. It was bedtime for Sadie, hard-worked wife of
the overseer of Wood Ibis. The night was quite cold and she was grateful for
the warm room and the bed with its many quilts: Ralph would soon join her
there. I could see her face, almost: a man of ambition such as Ralph—
although its seed was barely planted when he had met and married Sadie,
then he did not dream its future monstrous growth—would have chosen a
wife for a solid farmer to be proud of, a good cook and housekeeper, of
pleasant face and disposition, tidy and thrifty, strong like her mother before
her. She had washed and braided her hair and put on a clean nightgown and
got into what she thought was a clean bed. Suddenly the humble little warm
world she had made turned into a pit of horror beyond imagination’s pale.
And now her very strength served her murderer’s bent. Wildly her staunch
heart pounded, fiercely driving its head of venom-laden blood to every cell
of her body.

“I knew about the frog,” Dr. Sams was saying, “because I examined its
stomach. But that wasn’t the only dissecting I did. Now I’'m going to tell you
something that I’ve told only one other person, and that as a grim matter of
duty. The person was the sheriff; and when he asked me if I would testify
before a coroner’s jury that the evidence I had discovered strongly indicated
murder, I of course answered that I could not.



“When Ralph killed the snake, his blows missed its head and neck,” the
doctor went on. “At each side and on top of the neck I found unmistakable
trauma—-bruised flesh—such as could readily be caused by the pinning
down of the head with a forked stick, the countryman’s device for catching
snakes alive. The bruises were only two or three days old.”

“I think you should have given that evidence to a jury.”

“What would it have amounted to? Not a presumption—only a
suggestion—that a horrible murder had been committed. The snake might
have caught its head in a hole in a sunken log. Some slave might have tried
to capture it and let it get away. However, you may be right. The real reason
I did not testify could be that I'm a moral coward. I’ve been demonstrating
that, for him who has eyes to see, all my life. Why fight what you can’t
beat? That’s my motto.”

He spoke this last with a faint, evil smile and in a horrid mockery of self-
praise. Then he went again to his cabinet but his hand shook as he filled the
glass, and some of the liquor spilled on the floor.

“If the charge of murder had been made,” I said, “even though it could
not be proved, perhaps the murderer wouldn’t have dared try again.”

“Do I need you to remind me of it, God damn your soul!”

“It started a fashion of pretty murders, didn’t it? A boat that blew up—a
runaway slave driven by a pack of dogs to drown himself in the sea—
another accused of running away but maybe sent into the swamp by ol’
massa, escaping the dogs by climbing a tree and then shot out of it.”

“I didn’t know that Noel had heard of those incidents. I never wrote him
about them.”

“Cleo told me, in warning me to stay clear of Saul.”

“You’ve been in communication with her since coming here?”

“Yes.”

“Of course she knows you’re the boy she knew as Dan Reed.”

“No. I reminded her of him, but lied out of it. I was afraid she’d mention
me to her father, and when I came here he’d figure me out as you have done
—that I’'m Noel’s adopted son. I know now she wouldn’t have mentioned it
for anything, still I don’t want her to know it.”

“Because she would then suspect your real business here?”

“After a while, yes. I wouldn’t want her to know that the boy she’s
remembered so long came here to hunt down her father.”

“I won’t tell her. She loves her father. And she gave you good advice
about Saul. I’d better take you into Charleston tomorrow. It will look as



though our business has been completed and that there was nothing between
you and Cleo. He’ll dismiss you from his mind and look for other
excitement.”

“Dr. Sams, is he as bad—?”

The doctor sat still, as though he were looking at something that he
could not believe. “I’ll go into that later,” he said. “I’1l tell you now that his
hands are bloody with the blood of those two Negroes. I have no doubt he
fired the shot that dropped Slewfoot out of the tree. No one else around here
was marksman enough. It came from across a pond three hundred yards
wide. He certainly had nothing to do with his mother’s death. He loved her
deeply—the only person he ever did love, I think—and he was only ten
years old.”

“Good God, I never imagined he did have anything to do with it! I want
to ask you a question. Was Ralph ever known to handle snakes? He had an
interest in natural history. You told me about him watching the crane nest—"

“I think he’s always had a morbid fear of them. He acts like it, in snake
country.”

“It would be hard to find a Negro who’d have anything to do with a
snake. Was there any white man available to supply him? If so, is he still
alive?”

“There was a renegade living in the Santee swamp, making whiskey that
he traded to the Negroes for stolen goods—a real swamp rat. His name was
Cliff Todd, and last winter—I haven’t heard of him since—he was trapping
otters on the salt marshes. Listen, Dave, I’ve talked all I can about this now.
Anyway I’ve told you practically all I know—Ilater, when you come back,
I’ll try to have recalled details that may or may not be useful to you. I'll lay
the ground for you taking a job here in a way that won’t look suspicious.
Provided—you’re determined to go ahead with it.”

“I am.”

“You’re doing it for love of him—not for any reward. Only love—or
hate—can engineer such an enterprise as this.”

“I reckon you’re right.”

“Well, I’'ve got to say one more thing before you start. We’ve talked
plain today and this will be mighty plain. You’ve heard the story of
Bluebeard’s key. You’re going to try to open a locked door to the past. You
think you know what you’ll find there—but do you?”

“What do you mean, Dr. Sams?”



“I put this forward as the merest possibility, but one you must face. It
was the custom of Ralph to get in bed before his wife did. She usually blew
out the lamp and locked the door. That night he sat up reading. He was not
much of a reader—but Bruce lent him a book.”

“That was just an excuse—"

“Assume, for the moment, that the death waiting in that bed was meant
for him. He had one implacable enemy—a man whom he’d crippled for life
in a cruel game played when both were boys.”

I felt nothing but aching cold. “Go on, please, sir.”

“He was far more intelligent than his brothers Ralph and Bruce. After his
injury, he devoted himself to reading and became highly educated. It caused
him to look down on their mentalities—sometimes he made remarks
indicating that he held them both in contempt, even while he envied
desperately their strong bodies. What counts the most, he asked—physical
or intellectual strength? Who had the greater right to the prizes of life? I told
how he seemed to live in Bruce. But I’ll tell you now I’ve never known a
more ruthless man than Noel Dunbarton, or a more cunning one.”

“I wish you’d hurry this up. Granted he might want to kill Ralph. But
Ralph lived—and Bruce died.”

“I’ll give you the rest—the horrid, remote possibility that I warned you
you must consider. Suppose Ralph had died in agony, instead of Sadie. No
one would blame a helpless cripple—so the scheme went—no one knew his
resources by which, for instance, he was able later to steal two portraits and
a pair of candlesticks from Ibis Hall. True, I don’t know that he turned the
deal, and no one else but Lizzie Neilson ever dreamed it might be he, but I
had no real doubt. But if that horrid deathtrap was Noel’s work, which God
forbid, it killed the wrong person. Noel would not dare strike again for some
months—and this time not directly at Ralph. Could it be that he struck at
Bruce, figuring that his covetous brother Ralph would be hanged for the
crime? If so, that crime too went wrong. Noel was seen dropping something
into the sea—one man said he thought he saw him do it—I who said nothing
did see him do it, drunk as I was that day. People found in him a more likely
suspect than they found in Ralph. He was a marked man—and not always in
his right mind.”

“I can see the next step in your reasoning,” I said, my voice husky with
cold. “He still thinks that a murder he committed himself can send Ralph to
the gallows. That’s the job he’s given me.”

“There—or to his grave by a shorter route. Hasn’t he ever suggested
more direct punishment for a fratricide? You’re a desperate man, Dave—and



a dangerous one.”

“But you haven’t supplied the motive for murdering the brother who
always befriended him—who gave him a plantation—"

“If you’re looking for a motive, he had the strongest in the world. Bruce,
who could hardly read and write, had married the woman whom Noel loved
with the most desperate, mad, tragic love I’ve ever seen.”

Dr. Sams dropped into a chair, his hands limp on his lap. “Well, I’ve said
it,” he went on. “I want you to know I don’t believe it. It’s only the worst
possibility imaginable.”

I already knew he did not believe it. What I did not know was why he
had gone to such pains, employed such ingenuity, to show that Ralph was
not the only suspect.

“But the truth, whatever it is, will be bad enough,” he went on, his eyes
haunted with visions. “If it’s brought to light, all of us may wish we’d never
been born.”

“Those are strong words, Dr. Sams.”

“Dave! Dave! Forgive me all I’ve said—forgive my frantic fears. But if
these were murders and not strange accidents, the truth will be an awful
thing. I tell you it will be abominable beyond abomination. The evil done
here will be beyond the name of evil.”



CHAPTER 1 3

Pa saw me enter our gate and rushed with such slow rushing to the porch to
greet me. [ knew then that we loved each other and he had not sent me on an
evil errand. If he had committed what in man’s sight was high crime—and I
did not believe a word of it—it had been an act of madness. I would protect
him, as far as possible, from the consequences. Through that madness I had
become his son.

The brisk wind off the Bay blew his thin, pale-colored hair. He gazed up
at me, from down under his forehead, his back in pitiful arch. After its first
flush of joy at my return, his face wore an expression of harrowing anxiety.
So the door had hardly closed ere I must speak.

“It’s all right, Pa.”

“What, what? I do not know what you mean.”

“Dr. Sams is going to give me a job on Little Ibis. It will be ready for me
when spring comes, and will be a fine base of operations.”

“That is good news. You have done well, Dan, I know. Have you had
supper?”

“I’m not hungry—"’

“Eat a bowl of bread and milk, the same as you did on your first night in
my house. Then you may give me the news of Wood Ibis.”

We spoke little during the simple meal and, I thought, had never felt
closer to each other. The brief daylight was failing as we finished, and Pa
started to light the whale-oil lamp.

“Why not sit by candlelight, from candlesticks out of Ibis Hall?”

“I never told you they came from there.”

“Cleo Dunbarton mentioned their being stolen, about the time she was
born.”

“They were not D’Arcy candlesticks—perhaps she told you that. They
were a gift from my brother Bruce to his bride, bought with his humble
earnings. I could not suffer my brother Ralph to sit by them.”

“Let them be a token of full trust between you and me.”



“I see you have come into your full manhood.” He lighted the candles,
their flames reflected in flickering bright points in his eyes. “If you ask what
I may answer in full knowledge, that I will do.”

“You’ve never said, in so many words, that Ralph killed his brother
Bruce. Can you now?”

“Nay, I cannot. I did not see him do it.”

“It would strengthen my hand a great deal if you could establish the
innocence of all others on and about the plantation. Not that I have any real
doubt.”

Pa sat still so long that I thought he might not have heard me. “Why,
then, do you ask?” he replied at last.

“I’m bound to do so.”
“I cannot establish their innocence, including my own.”

“I ask you to be patient with me. Others deeply involved in Bruce’s life
were his former sweetheart Lizzie Neilson, and his wife Madeline. Saul
Dunbarton was only ten years old. There are no more unless I count Dr.
Sams.”

“You speak, Dan, as might an officer, investigating an unknown crime.
But speak on.”

“Was Dr. Sams living thereabouts at the time?”

“Aye, Honoré¢ D’Arcy, Madeline’s father, had employed him as his
personal physician—he was then in failing health—and to see to all others
on the plantation, including the two hundred or more Negroes. He was
quartered at his present abode, then called the Summer House, and part of
Wood Ibis. He continued to live there after Little Ibis was detached from the
main plantation and deeded to me.”

“Was he in love with Madeline?”

“He always was, and always will be,” Pa told me with gleaming eyes.
“He was neither blind nor dull.”

“Would he have had an opportunity to rig the explosion that killed
Bruce?”

“I do not think so. The powder arrived only the day before. On the
preceding day Dr. Sams had begun a drinking bout of his tragic solitary
kind. He was deep in its effects throughout the period and, I believe,
helpless.”

“Will you tell me where you were living then? I’d like to know the lay of
the land.”



“My brother Bruce had given me quarters, with separate board, on the
ground floor of Ibis Hall. He was going to build a carriage road across the
swamp to Little Ibis, whereupon I would live there with Dr. Sams.”

“If the coroner had found that Bruce was murdered, the sheriff would
have questioned Madeline.”

“You, Dan, may question me.”
“I don’t like to do it.”

“Madeline loved my brother Bruce enough to reject all her highborn
suitors and to make him, hitherto her overseer, her lord and the lord of Wood
Ibis. It so happened that she had gone to Combahee to visit a sick uncle
when these events occurred. I was present when the summons arrived and
saw her reluctance to leave him even for a few days.” The sweat came out
on Pa’s face and he drew a slow, deep breath and spoke on. “She was a girl
of deep and lovely passion, and could not get enough of lying in his arms.”

“I have heard that Lizzie Neilson loved him too. At least the report was,
she expected to marry him.”

“Poor Lizzie was not to blame for loving my brother. But even when
merely overseer, he was far too great a prize for such as she. I think she took
his loss in good part. She spoke spitefully of Madeline, but bore neither her
nor Bruce any great ill will.”

“Well, then, I’m satisfied, except on one point. It would occur to anyone
trying Ralph for his brother’s murder. How could he know he would profit
by it, unless Madeline had already promised that he would? I do not accuse
her. I only want to know the answer.”

“The answer 1is, his vaulting ambition and malign heart. The position of
overseer was the first round of his audacious ladder. But when he reached it,
he was not content—he had seen his own brother leap from there to that
dizzy height. Was he not the better man of the two? Had not Madeline given
him secret signs of favor? Oh, that he could be at once so cunning and so
blind! Oh, that to the wicked all things are wicked, and God would suffer the
innocent, by their very innocence, to provoke evil! Madeline was too trustful
to be wise. When Bruce invited his brother to sit at his table, Madeline
received him with a sisterly kiss and plenteous welcome, oblivious to his
faults, thinking that because he was Bruce’s brother, he too must be of noble
mind and heart. When she lay blissful with her beloved, rejoicing in his
manly strength that went with his manly soul, could she picture his brother
lying awake, taut with evil passions, hating the poor woman who lay beside
him—one of two obstacles between him and his goal-—busy with his plots to
wipe both from his path? He had reduced to tottering impotency one brother



of whom he had been jealous—if he had accomplished so much as a boy,
how much more could he do as a man? Oh, he had learned his lesson young!

He had maimed one without punishment being visited upon him. Need he
hold his hand from the other?”

I had fallen under the spell of Pa’s voice and was startled when it ceased.
Comprehending fully every word, yet I had only the vaguest sense of the
passage of time. I looked at him, his head bowed over the table, his face
white but almost expressionless.

“Madeline married him six months after Bruce’s murder, for which the
blind world blamed her,” Pa went on, as though he had lifted his bow again.
“She did not wait even the customary year. But I tell you, it was because she
mourned her husband more, not less. Had she waited a little longer, she
would have found out who this was, who paid her such bashful court. So she
was seduced and betrayed, and who can wonder, when he was able to
deceive even you!”

Tears came into my eyes not of shame as much as of redemption. They
were the kind that penitents and converts shed, when they know that their
breach with the father-power is healing and they will be taken back within
the law and the love.

“You are not to blame,” Pa told me in a gentle voice. “Sometimes I too
have doubted Satan in this world, thinking that what seemed evil was only
the lack of enough good. It is the way of weak-spirited man. If there are two
possible motives for one’s wrongdoing, one good and one evil, we will
believe the good one. If, of the two, one is more evil than the other, we will
believe the lesser. Not so, the staunch tall men of olden time! They did not
flinch, weak-kneed, faint-hearted, from the reality of the Devil, miraculously
born in God’s world. They sought him out in every den and corner where he
laid his ambush, and did battle with him. They smote his children hip and
thigh. Those who loved him they punished with fire and sword, and left
them for a feast for ravens.

“Hark to me well! When I first told you of my mark, I said that Ralph
had not meant to break my back, only to make me cry in cruel sport. I
looked into your face, that of a little child, and, lying to myself, I lied to you.
Could I not be so generous to my mother’s son out of my father’s loins? It
was not generosity, but cowardice. I hated him, but not enough to stand
beside Jehovah against Baal! Ralph had discovered that my mind was far
better than his. My body was weaker, from infant fever, but it was mending
and would soon be as strong or stronger. He wanted me broken at his feet, so
I could never race with him to any goal.”



Pa began rising from his chair, his wildly shaking hand on the knob of
his cane, speaking on meanwhile, his voice strengthening as his head rose
higher. “If you still doubt, if your heart is still hardened against me and
softened unto my enemy by its love for his daughter, then behold him
dealing with his horse or dog that has lost him a race for a prize. If you are
still weakened for the battle toward, even as was Samson in Delilah’s arms,
watch him punish a slave who by mistake or misdemeanor brooked a jot of
his greed. Behold me, now—mark me well—as I stand as tall as I ever can
again. My bowed back will break again ere it lifts another inch—my heart
presses upward against the rigid arch of twisted bone until it fain would
break—what do I care for pain if it will raise my head a jot? But no pain will
avail.”

I cried to him to stop his torment and mine—frantic words as one gasps
out in a nightmare and as instantly forgotten—and he stood still as I wiped
the sweat from his face. But he was not done with me yet. I must be
chastised with rods and scorpions for my whoring after false gods.

“My brother left me broken at his feet, lest I race with him,” Pa went on.
“Did he do his work well? Watch closely, Dan—at this pace could I win the
goal? Yet it is my fastest.” Pa had brushed away my hands and was
scurrying up and down the room. I dared not seize and hold him and could
only reel along beside him, to catch him if he fell. “See, I strive with all my
might and main,” he gasped. “But I cannot hasten more by one jot or tittle. If
tongues of flame were licking at my feet—if sheets of fire leaped in pursuit
—still T could go no faster. If Madeline stood with outstretched hand,
promising her hand to him who won the race, smiling in radiant beauty—
still I could not—"

But that vision drove him to a final, convulsive effort. His frantic scurry
became a hideous run; then he toppled into my arms. I carried him to his
bed, where he lay panting, his face as white as the sheet. It seemed to me
that he slept a moment or two, then, discovering me in a chair beside him, he
gave me a weary smile.

“You made one mistake, Pa,” I told him, after I had served him a drink
of whiskey.

“I know of one. A very great mistake. But perhaps you have discovered
another.”

“If Madeline had waited a year before marrying Ralph, she still wouldn’t
have found him out. She hasn’t found him out yet. You should know that, by
her continuing to live with him.”

“Does she—live—with him?”



“As far as I know. If she ever loved him, I think that love is dead, but she
seems to be fond of him.”

“It 1s a wonderful mask he wears.”

“Nor has his daughter Cleo found him out. She loves him very much.
However she may have weakened my will, for a little while, it was not by
intention. She’s completely innocent and guiltless.”

“That brings to mind the other mistake—of letting you sail with her on
the same ship, the shores of restraint lost behind you. Tell me, Dan. Speak
plainly. Have you lain with her in the embrace of love?”

“NO-”

He had spoken in low, quiet tones but I had sensed an extreme urgency
all but concealed behind them and in his white still face. It seemed to me
that my answer had relieved it.

“Then never do. Let it not come to pass, no matter the temptation, the
wildest hunger, the safest retreat, even in the transport of honored love. But
resist loving her, even if you see her as Madeline incarnate. Close your heart
to her. Avoid any pass whereby you might fall under her spell. Every jot and
tittle of love you bear the daughter will reduce by that much the hate you
bear the sire.”

“I will do the best I can.”

“That’s all I ask.” A beautiful expression stole into his haggard face.
“Now is there something that you desire of me?”

“I want to hear you play in our picture-room. But I think it had better
wait until I’ve done a hard chore in preparation for my return to Wood Ibis.”

“Very well.”

“It will take at least three months and keep me away from Baltimore
almost the whole time. I’ll come back only to get Dr. Sams’s letters and to
answer them. I’ll be up and down the Bay, and perhaps as far south as
Currituck Sound in unseasonably warm weather. It’s something we both
overlooked in our preparations and very necessary.”

Not wanting to tell him what the task was, lest it worry him, I weakened
and did so. It was simply to gain enough skill with rifle and shotgun that in
some all-too-imaginable instant of trial I could be a better match for Saul.
That task I performed, working at it early and late, and in all weathers. To
put hand to it I had only to get a job as a market-hunter on one of the boats
supplying the poultryers with wild ducks, geese, and swans. A rifle was not
a good arm for these slaughterings. I had to buy one, and powder and balls,
out of my pay; and I practiced with it on distant targets in otherwise idle



hours. There was usually time at midday to fire fifty or a hundred rounds,
and although I would be hard put to it to shoot a Negro out of a tree at three
hundred yards, by mid-March I could make a fair score at swimming ducks
at a third that distance. I left swivel-gun shooting to others, as far as I could,
but never missed a chance to shoot from a blind, taking the birds as they
bunched or passed one another in the darting, dipping, towering flocks.
Almost always one plummeted down ere the smoke cloud whisked away,
and sometimes two or three. The nip and tuck of timing quickened my eye
and hand. Through practice with a fowling-piece, my rifle began to level
more quickly and surely. I learned many a stratagem of hiding from the
sharp-eyed fowl, not the least being to stay perfectly still until they were in
range, and many a trick of stalking them through reeds and squashy muck.
Even the spyglass eyes of the Canada goose were no match for my wiles.
Once | staggered to the boat with fifteen of the big birds after an hour’s
shooting.

In mid-March the flocks thinned, and in early April only a few stragglers
remained. I collected my small wages and counted my great gains: even the
time spent in the task did double-duty, for Dr. Sams had prepared for my
return with patient cunning and care. Several letters had passed between us,
which the Dunbartons had either seen or discussed. His decision to enlarge
his stables had been reached, it seemed, after due forethought; he had had
advice from experts and a beautifully forged letter recommending me as his
foreman. Now I received his final letter offering me the job, and bidding me
assume its duties on the first day of May.

“Dan, do you think I’'m a good violinist?” Pa asked, on the night of our
leave-taking.

“I’ve never heard your equal.”

“I learned all I know of the violin after I left Little Ibis. I had some bent
for music—at least I loved it—but no money to take lessons. It is said that a
violinist must begin young. Yet violin playing was one of the few pursuits
by which I could earn bread and a certain solace for my loss, and in two

years | was the best in Philadelphia. Remember that, when a task seems too
hard.”

He played first to Bruce—an elegy to a fallen captain, splendid heroic
passages interwoven with dirge-like strains—and if Pa did not love him his
fiddle lied in its throat. The tribute ended in the resounding oaths of soldiers
amid clashing steel. His custom was to address Madeline next, but instead
he fixed his eyes on the portrait of Ralph, and it seemed to me the soaring
strains cast a shadow like Furies in flight almost to his feet.



Every time Pa had played our Oratorio the strains had varied somewhat;
and today he told Madeline something I had never heard him tell her before.
It seemed a new sub-theme introduced into the fugue, and I had an
impression of deep remorse for some wrong he had done her. I knew Pa’s
playing well. I had long ago learned to know his moods, almost to read his
mind, by its strains. Though it did not make sense, I felt downcast and
afraid.

Most of the music was a sensuous tribute paid to her beauty; but the
portrait with its golden crown and jeweled eyes dimmed in my sight, and a
face of sharper contrasts and more strange fashioning rose between. The
hazel eyes had a quiet, lovely glimmer. I had kissed the long, grave lips and
they pressed again to mine, making for both of us an undiscovered bliss.
Still it was no more than an old haunting, the echo of a lost, forbidden
passion.

The violin sang no more, and there came to me another echo out of the
past.

“I wish the house would burn down and every acre sink into the sea.”



CHAPTER 1 4

The beaches of the outer islands seemed little changed since I had seen them
last—long and low and brown, with palm scrub beyond—and the riverbanks
had the same aspect save for a richer green. Only when Captain Weaver put
into Little Ibis did I surmise what spring had wrought in the Low Country. It
was no mere change of color and temperature but one of mood, almost a
transfiguration as occurs to things in dreams, as though a farmer’s slattern
daughter, drowsy in the daytime, a little strange-looking and -acting but not
alien to the house, became at night a vampire. You had the feeling not that
the sun had moved north, rather that the land had shifted, bag and baggage, a
long way south. Wood Ibis had come into its own as a tropic kingdom.

A little browner of skin and a few pounds off in weight, Dr. Sams
greeted me with a business-like air. Had I a good trip down? I had brought
real summer with me: few could remember a milder, pleasanter April than
had just passed. Presently a houseboy “took care” of my belongings and the
doctor and I were seated in his office behind a closed door. Startling to me
was how close I felt to him, the due of his feeling of closeness to me,
wrought in my absence by his lonely heart. To him I was not only Noel’s son
and ambassador, not only Noel himself—a kind of reincarnation with an
unbroken back—but in some measure he himself, a deputy Dr. Sams, sans
his moral cowardice and weight of years.

“I kept thinking that at the last minute you wouldn’t come,” he told me.
“I don’t see how you got that impression.”

“It wasn’t an impression. It just seemed to make good sense. The rest
doesn’t, you know—as I told you before, it’s madness—or else an awful
kind of sanity that lies on the other side. I confess a faint hope you wouldn’t
come—a hope I’m ashamed of but it never weakened the strong need and
desire that you would. You can understand that, and forgive it.”

“Yes, sir. But there never was the slightest doubt.”
“I knew that, too, despite the vagaries. How did you leave Noel?”
“Just the same. He’s deeply grateful to you for arranging everything for
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me.



“I’ve arranged only a place for you to live and work from. That I've
done successfully, for no one at Ibis Hall has the least suspicion of your real
business here. Well, I’ll except Granny. Who can guess what goes on in her
senile mind? I have a sneaking belief in second sight, and she’s always had a
little of it—perhaps more than a little. But she hates Ralph and is in mortal
fear of her grandson Saul and, whatever she divines about you, she won’t
tell anyone. Both men are mildly interested in your apparent business and in
no way adverse to it. Cleo has convinced them that the flirtation never did
amount to much and is water over the dam. She herself has evinced no
curiosity about you. That may not be very flattering but it’s certainly for the
best.”

“I agree with you heartily as to that.”

“Just take pains that she doesn’t become interested in you again. Ralph
has only to lift his hand to take over Little Ibis and put us both off—unless,
of course, Noel comes back to life. For the time being Saul is amusing
himself with his hounds and a young witch of a quadroon he bought at Port
Royal and installed in one of the cabins. But if you give him the least reason
to think you’re worth hunting, God help you.”

“I’ll have nothing to do with Cleo at all.”

“I wish that could be true, but it won’t be. You’re bound to run into her
every few days and a great deal will depend on your manner toward her.
However, you’ll have very little occasion to enter Ibis Hall. It would be
improper for you to call there, now you’ve taken a foreman’s job. Of course
if Ralph or Saul invite you, you’ll have to go.”

“I’d like to renew my acquaintance with Lizzie.”

“Well, we’ll ride over there today. Her husband, Sam Childer, has
arranged for me a shipment of marl at a low price—I’'m going to sweeten
some sour land close to Little Run. I think it will pay you to spend a good
many evenings with her and Sam.”

We ate a farmer’s midday meal and went out to the paddock. Dr. Sams
had bought a fair English hunter stallion; with his stylish Hackney and big
Jack we had the makings of a small, general stud farm by which we could
improve the breeds of saddle and carriage horses and work-mules
throughout the region. He had some part-thoroughbred brood mares and
intended to buy more; Little Ibis afforded plenty of grain and year-round
pasture for the colts. The job of supervision would keep me fairly busy and
necessitate frequent visits to surrounding plantations; but two black
henchmen, Joshua and Ben, who could “speak horse” if any linguist ever



could, would relieve me of many a night watch and allow plenty of leisure
for other pursuits.

“So you’re back,” Lizzie greeted me bluffly, when the doctor and I
dropped in at Turtle Inlet. She was wearing a loose cotton dress with scanty,
if any, petticoats, its whiteness accenting the pleasant sun tan and wind
brown of her plain attractive face; also her sturdy, woman figure was well
presented. “I knew we hadn’t seen the last of you.”

“Are you a Circe among other things, Lizzie?” Dr. Sams asked.

“It didn’t take a Circe to know that much. Doc, are you a little Cupid
among other things?”

“A Cupid only to amorous mares and lusty stallions.”

“Dave, shake hands with my man, Sam Childer.”

I did so, finding him self-respecting, plain, hardy, and salty. He let Lizzie
do the talking for both of them but plainly she esteemed him highly.

“Cupid has achieved some wonderful feats down here,” Lizzie went on,
her eyes shining into mine. “It must be the climate. I expect great things of
you, Dave.”

Dr. Sams and Sam Childer went out to look at some stores. Lizzie served
me a drink of fine Cuban rum from a flask kept behind the counter.

“I’'m afraid the opportunities here aren’t what they once were,” 1 told
her, to get on with our game.

“Why not?”

“Assuming the princess would follow the example set by the queen, how
would I get rid of Mr. Saul?”

Her face, for a brief second, became very still. When she spoke it was in
the same jovial tone but with a different expression of eyes.

“Do you refer to his little game of dog-in-the-manger?”’

“Well, I’ve heard a lot of gossip about the royal family since I was here
last. A cat can look at a king, you know—and hear the rumors.”

“That game doesn’t take much of his time. Mighty few young men come
to Ibis Hall.” Lizzie laughed harshly.

“I hear she has no dower to interest young planters hereabouts. Is Saul
heir presumptive?”’

“Heir apparent.” She put back the jug and I thought she was taking the
opportunity to get her voice and countenance under strict control. “It’s pretty
late for the queen to present Ralph with a crown prince. Even if she did, this
late in the day—I doubt if he could nose out Saul. Quite a fellow, Saul.”



“He impresses me a good deal.”
“Not a good fellow to fall foul of, as the saying goes.”
“I reckon he won’t be interested in a neighbor foreman.”

“You’d be surprised the people that Saul gets interested in. Almost
anyone who allows himself to get interested in the Dunbarton family. But
you’ll be pretty busy with Doc’s mares and studs. Maybe that’s a good
thing.”

“Well—thanks.”

“You’re a newcomer here and Sam and I are right neighborly people.
You seem very likable, in spite of a lot going on behind that stolid-looking
jib that nobody knows about. To stop joking—it would be a good thing if
you don’t look above your station.”

“Would you like to speak a little plainer? I’d be much obliged.”

“Yes, I will. I’'m a fool. Cleo would be very lucky to get you, I think. I
know you’d be damned unlucky to get her. Let it go at that.”

“Well, I’d like to drop in here often, to pass the time pleasantly.”

She changed the subject to fishing—her husband would give me some
fine sport with red drum—and presently Dr. Sams was ready to leave. We
visited the pastures, made plans for the farm, and ate supper. After the meal
we sat on his small veranda, amid failing light and deepening stillness. We
heard a great horned owl trumpeting his feasts of blood, and a ’gator
bellowing his lordship of the waters, and a sweet-voiced mockingbird
humble and happy in her bowers, but were out of hearing of everyone but
each other, so I told him my day’s gains.

“So I want to ask your advice again about taking Lizzie into my
confidence,” I told him.

“I’m more than ever convinced you should keep your secret,” he
answered. “You, too, suspected her spite against Madeline was put on—it’s a
little too shrill. What if her real feeling was idolatry? Plain girls such as she
was, often idolize such great beauties as Madeline—Ilive in them—real
heroine-worship. If so, she’d be ashamed of it—hearty, earthy, realistic
woman that she is—and make fun of it. It was rather borne out by what
happened some months after the marriage. Madeline visited French kinfolk
in New Orleans—the old city went wild about her, by the way—and Bruce,
very lonesome, began dropping over to Turtle Inlet. What did Lizzie do but
take off herself? I think she was running away from temptation and, if so, it
wasn’t from moral scruples—although she has her own code. I think it was
for Madeline’s sake. The Bull Islanders thought that the marriage was
breaking up, and Lizzie wasn’t going to help the smash along.”



The skin tightened over the bones of Dr. Sams’s face giving it a masklike
aspect. “Madeline came back,” he went on. “I knew she would.”

“And I shouldn’t confide in Lizzie, because she doesn’t want Madeline’s
house pulled down?”

“That’s about right.”

If so, Lizzie and Madeline were strange bedfellows. There was too much
crawling into wrong beds around here, Granny had told me.

“I want to ask you something, Dr. Sams. If Ralph killed Bruce, does Saul
know it?”

Dr. Sams reached for his decanter, drank, and set the glass down with a
trembling hand. “Dave, I believe that for the last few years he’s been as sure
of it as—you are.”

“As you are?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Do you realize that then he’d be reasonably sure that it wasn’t Ralph’s
first murder?”

The doctor’s face was turning gray in my sight. “Saul’s a bad man. He
could easily stand the thought of his father committing fratricide that so
benefited himself. But the other—his own mother—Dave, it’s unthinkable.”

“If he does suspect it, he and Ralph are strange bedfellows.”
“I won’t admit the possibility.”
“So are Ralph and Madeline, when you come down to it.”

“Dave, if you as much as hint that Madeline suspects by now that Ralph
killed Bruce, I’ll have to ask you to leave. I know that the thought must have
crossed her mind in some dreadful moment of despondency, but she
wouldn’t treat with it. Every word and action show that. I’'m sorry to take
that stand toward you, but [ must.”

“I shouldn’t have said that. I beg your pardon.” I was begging Pa’s too—
more than that, his forgiveness. “It’s no wonder she couldn’t imagine Ralph
committing such a crime. He doesn’t look or act or talk like a man who
could commit even a common murder, let alone those two. He doesn’t give
me the impression of being that crafty and resolute. It troubled me a lot—"

I was holding Dr. Sams’s brief, I thought—explaining well Madeline’s
blindness—but to my amazement he interrupted me in a voice harsh with
inward torment.

“My God, didn’t he break Noel’s back?”

I made haste to vary the subject. “Will you tell me, Dr. Sams, why you
think Saul suspects the second murder?”



“Yes, although the evidence is like the rest—rather vague. You
mentioned Bert—an intelligent mulatto who tried to run and swam out to sea
and drowned to escape Saul’s hounds. He’d been whipped within an inch of
his life on at least three occasions and couldn’t face it again. In each case the
charge was trumped up, my man told me—the real reason was he knew
something he wouldn’t tell. It was something that went back to that bad
winter when Sadie and Bruce were killed. Saul took charge of that torture
and Ralph consented to it—according to my informant.”

“Bert knew something he’d die rather than tell?”
“That’s the impression I got.”

“Who was he protecting? Would he be capable of protecting anyone that
far?”

“If you don’t know it already—some of the most noble hearts and minds
in this world belong to ‘niggers.’”

“Who do you think might have won such loyalty from him?”

Dr. Sams helped himself to another drink. “I was afraid you’d ask that
and I tried to ward it off. I dread answering you—but I will. Bert had
belonged to Honoré D’Arcy. He was Bruce’s account-keeper, being much
better at figures and a better reader and writer than the master—and attached
to him, I believe. But he was much closer to Noel, who’d furnished him with
books and talked with him about them. Not to mince words, he loved Noel.
Do you know how deeply one man can love another in nobility and honor?
It’s a rare thing but it passeth understanding. Bert was the kind to go to hell
without an instant’s hesitation if it would help Noel.”

“Well,” I said with deliberation and a great surge of my heart, “I’'m glad
of that.”
Dr. Sams’s eyes became luminous, then deep and still.

“What could Bert have known about Pa that he would die by torture
rather than tell?” I went on. “Please talk plain.”

“I tell you, I don’t know. It wasn’t just that Noel’s alive. Noel authorized
me to reveal it in an emergency and would have done the same to Bert.”

“It must have been evidence so black against Pa that Bert thought it
would send him to the gallows.”

“Good God, Dave!”

“It would make no difference to me. But it might have been an even
more terrible secret. Anyway—DBert has begun to loom mighty large in this
affair.”

“One of four who are dead. Bruce, Sadie, Bert, Slewfoot.”



“Slewfoot went into the swamp for unknown reasons, was accused of
running away, the dogs were set on him, and Saul shot him out of a tree. Did
this occur after or before Bert’s murder?”

“Afterward. Bert was killed five years ago. Slewfoot only last year.”

“It took me too long to grow up and get here, didn’t it? At least there
was a chance—if Pa could have moved sooner—sent someone to wage
relentless war against Ralph and Saul—those two murders would have been
prevented.”

“You talk plain, Dave, but I’ll not gainsay you. I’ll not curse again for
speaking the truth. Let the chips fall where they may! In this case, at my
feet. I was here—I was free to act—in my heart I knew that each of those
four deaths was by horridly wicked, cold-blooded murder. I’ve never said
that before to any man. I never said it in plain words to myself, but I knew,
God help me—I could not save myself from knowing. But I thought every
one was the last. I went to my bottle, stroked and comforted myself with its
oblivion and its lies, retreated a little more. Have we seen the last even now?
I wish I could believe it.”

“You weren’t free to act, Dr. Sams. I can feel that. I’'m free to act and
must stay that way. Have you any idea how Slewfoot’s murder was related
to the others. What was his relationship with Ralph and Saul?”

“I never knew him well. He seemed rather stupid or at least childish—a
somewhat low-type Negro. Ralph used to have him for an errand-runner and
handy-man helper and later Saul used him as a boatman. There was no
apparent reason for him to try to run away. My Negroes whispered that Saul
sent him into the swamps on some trumped-up errand and then rang the bell
and set the pack on his trail. But what he knew of danger to them I can’t
imagine.”

A rather stupid, at least childish, somewhat low-type Negro. He rose too
plain before my eyes, black, kinky-headed, broad-nosed, heavy-jawed. He
laughed extravagantly at Saul’s jokes; he boasted among his fellows of the
confidence “young massa” put in him; when the two were out in the same
boat, they were more like friends than master and slave. One day last year
Saul had put enough confidence in him to send him on a secret mission into
the swamp. Thin and pretty from the distance came the brassy ringing of the
bell. . ..

“Wonder why dey ringin’ ’at bell! Aint time for de han’ to come in from
de field. Dey ringing it mighty fast, wonder if one of de buildin’ done caught
fiah.” . . . Faint on the breeze, a little riffle on the tarn of silence, there stole
to him another sound; he had to stop and listen, his head lifted, to make sure.



“... Sound like dem hound o’ Massa Saul’s. Dey raising sand, sound like he
gone huntin’ wif ’em. . . . Dey sho raisin’ sand, like dey hot on de scent. . . .
Wonder whedder dey chasin’ a bear or a bobcat? Critter mus’ be runnin’ dis
way, sound gittin’ louder. . . . Sound gittin’ louder and closer sho nuff, look
like de bear or de bobcat might run right pas’ me. . . . Don’t reckon one of
’em new niggers run away. He don’t know what good for him, if he try.
Maybe dat why dey ring de bell, given de ’larm. Hope he don’t come
runnin’ by me, for dem dogs mighty mean. . . . Dey gittin” mighty close, but
no call for me to start runnin’. . . . De bayin’ gittin’ mighty loud, but no bear
or bobcat run by me yit, or runaway nigger. Massa Saul done tol’ me to go
into swamp, runnin’ he errand. He know I aint runnin’ away, and O’ Massa
know it too. . . . But it look like . . . it sho look like dem dogs got off de
scent and got on my scent by mistake. . . . Dey comin’! Dey comin’ sho! Hee
dey come right whar I done cross de branch on de log. . . . Jesus mercy hee
dey come . ..”

“I once thought there couldn’t be a worse crime than fratricide,” I
remarked to Dr. Sams.

“Well—there is.” He was looking at a ghost hidden from me, in the
darkness by the river.

“It’s beginning to look as if blowing up Bruce in a boat was a fairly
decent job, by comparison.”

“I warned you, Dave.”

“What is the source of all this evil? Does it steam out of hell through a
hole in the floor of Ibis Hall?”

“There’s kind of a hole here that seems symbolic of evil. The Swamp.
The hot sun above and the primordial muck below. There’s a lust for growth
and fructification—rapacious, ruthless, heartless—dedicated to Ashtoreth
instead of to God. Even speaking as a onetime physician, I think it affects us
all. And granted a cancer of ambition and greed devouring Ralph—"

“You once said that only love or hate could engineer my undertaking
here—to let light into these malignant swamps so that murder will out and
be avenged. I would think that only love or hate could have engineered the
whole event.”

“Overweening ambition and greed are symptoms of self-love that has
become poisonous. And mark you, Dave—when we jest about the king and
queen and crown prince there’s many a true word spoken. Wood Ibis was
founded by the truly regal D’ Arcys, French aristocrats of the haughtiest sort,
with a name as old as Bourbon or Valois. René D’Arcy had a divine-right
doctrine—and utter contempt for American civilization and law. We are only



a day’s ride from Charleston but he didn’t give a damn. As you know, Wood
Ibis produces everything consumed here except luxuries, and those are got
by direct trading with Europe. Wood Ibis pays no excise, even the slaves are
imported direct from Africa. René set up what amounted to a small absolute
monarchy, with a bailiff and his family subject to his law, two hundred or
more serfs over whom he had not nominally but actually the power of life
and death, and built a castle from which to reign over it. He used intelligent
slaves as foremen instead of illiterate whites—Ralph still does. Madeline
rebelled so strongly against the monstrous folly that she committed at least
the well-meant, high-minded folly of marrying a commoner. But don’t you
see how a false sense of values could come into force here—‘I am the
State’—‘The king can do no wrong’—? Amoral—godless? Ralph saw his
brother made king—why not he? Not just a plantation owner but husband to
Madeline and monarch of all he surveyed?

“I hinted there might be other killings,” he went on after a moment’s
brooding. “Why not, if Ralph is another Roman king of the wood, winning
his kingdom by murder, knowing if he loses it through the truth coming out,
he will also lose his life? Saul is the heir apparent. And you, Dave, are no
adversary to be defeated by half-measures. You’re a young man as age is
reckoned, yet you’ve spent fifteen years preparing for this task. Isn’t that
true?”

“Yes.”

“It doesn’t astonish me, knowing Noel. A ruthless, implacable avenger.
Still, if he’d picked the wrong boy out of the Orphanage—but I reckon he
took great pains with the choice.”

“He looked us all over many times. But I think my hand had something
to do with it. It was a little mark, he said, to go with his great mark.”

“I noticed the slight deformity the first night you were here. Were you
born with it, or is it the result of injury?”

“I have no way of knowing.”

“May I see it, please?”

“Certainly.”

He put on eyeglasses and looked closely at the little finger immovable
against my palm, and then felt the bone.

“I would say it’s an injury occurring in rather late infancy.” But he could
not explain the diagnosis. It was by perceptions so faint that they could not
be attributed to any one sense and seemed to him like intuition. Doctors
learned by long experience to receive and integrate such dim impressions.



“There is a great deal of something like intuition in successful medical
practice,” he went on, taking what he called his nightcap. “I could not tell
you why I think so, but it comes to me that this little infirmity might have
affected you more than you know. Abandonment at the Orphanage and the
kind of life children live in such places affected you far more, of course—it
could be called a wound to the soul. Well, that fits in with a theory of mine.
If it’s true it would explain why you’re here, fit for the job before you.”

“What is the theory?”

“I’ll give it in five words—but not elaborate on it. Just think it over.
Only the lame can love.”



CHAPTER 1 5

If it were true, only the lame can hate. That was the other’s inexorable
corollary. I knew that my love for Pa cast a long, black shadow.

Full into that shadow—rode Saul. He came my third day at Little Ibis,
mainly on business with Dr. Sams, partly for a look at me compared to his
memories of me. I hoped these last were not too vivid. Spring had come
since we met; now full summer was at hand; time, like tide, had swept
slowly but evenly across this island kingdom since then, scouring no new
deeps, forming no bars, leaving little flotsam on the shores. He had fished
and hunted, helped Ralph direct the planting, let Cleo alone while he played
more gratifying games with his new, pretty quadroon, and apparently had
taken only a neighborly interest in Dr. Sams’s enlargement of his stock farm.
He sprang down with horsemanly grace, immensely vital, his pale-colored
eyes brilliant in contrast with his olive-colored skin, handsome, and superbly
free.

“Hello, Dan,” he burst out, enveloping my big hand with his.

Thank God, I had learned to control my countenance when a bread and
slop thief in the Orphanage. Dr. Sams looked hard at the horses.

“I see you’ve forgotten my first name,” I told him, grinning.

“I beg your pardon! It was Dave, wasn’t it? How did I get the idea it was
Dan!” Then and there he put a boy whom Cleo had loved, Dan Reed by
name, out of his mind. “I’m glad the doc persuaded you to come.”

“I didn’t need much persuading. It’s the opportunity I’ve been looking
for, and I’'m out to make good.”

“Well, it’s a worthy enterprise. The horseflesh in these parts can
certainly stand a little improvement. So can the nigger-flesh,” he went on,
looking at weazened little Joshua who was grooming Lizzie. “How about it,
boy?”

“Yes suh boss!” Joshua cried, showing all his teeth in a grin.

“Why don’t you and the doc import three or four two-legged stallions
straight from Africa?” Saul asked, turning again to me. “The size of Obo,
say, but with more vim? Up country, where slaves are few, they are at least



getting more brains bred into them, along with more white in their skins.
Down here they stay black and dumb, African savagery dying out and
nothing taking its place, and getting lazier and more thieving every day.”

I did not think he had any ulterior motive in saying this. He was
entertained by the notion and its impact on Dr. Sams and me.

“I hear that Sally, Cato’s young and pretty wench, had a mighty bright
baby a few weeks ago,” Dr. Sams remarked. “Maybe that will help a little.”

“Yes, but I can’t begin to make the rounds on such a big plantation, and
you won’t lend a hand. You and the rest of the Low Country gentry are too
damned toney and our most valuable livestock is being neglected. How
about you, Dave? Wouldn’t you like to be remembered as a father of your
country?”

“I’ve got other ambitions, Mr. Saul.”

“Well, that’s commendable. There are a lot of pretty young girls at
Georgetown and about, some of them with broad acres.” If that was a
warning to stay away from Cleo, he had put it neatly and diplomatically, and
I could see nothing but buoyant spirits in his big, broad face.

“Speaking of thieving,” he went on, addressing Dr. Sams in a more
business-like tone low enough to be inaudible to Joshua, “it’s started up
again at Wood Ibis. We’ve lost a couple of wagon loads of rye and some
other stuff. We haven’t got our man yet—but we think we know who it is—
and are hoping to set a trap for him. I rode over to ask you if you have any
reason to think it’s going out through Turtle Inlet.”

“Good God, no,” Dr. Sams answered indignantly.

“Why so emphatic? Lizzie and Sam are friends of yours, I know, but that
needn’t stop them from turning a little trade with a thieving nigger. Have
you forgotten that old Gustaf Neilson got his land by outright theft from
Mum’s papa?”

“If you demand proof of their innocence—wagons would have to come
along this road, and I’d hear them. They couldn’t get down to the beach
across the dunes. My fences haven’t been broken. Dave and I rode them just
yesterday. There are no wagon tracks off the road.”

“To me, every man’s guilty until he’s proven innocent.” Saul gave me a
good-natured grin. “I judge others by myself—completely untrustworthy.
Well, I’ll be on my way.”

“I’'m glad you stopped by, Saul.”

“Thanks. Dave, who sent you her greetings but the chatelaine, her
majesty Madeline.”



“Please thank her kindly.”

“She says for you to drop in and give her the news of Baltimore, when
you have a chance. She went to school there! She was a great belle there!
You’re a bit young for her, but she likes big fellows with a faint flavor of
manure, and since Pa is getting stale—"

“My soul, Saul, but you’re a rotten cad.” So spoke Dr. Sams without
anger or even disgust, only stating a disagreeable fact.

Saul laughed boyishly and sprang on his great gray stallion. “I thought
that would nettle him, Dave, his skin is so thin. If he hadn’t been so refined,
he might have got her himself. Well, both of you drop over, when you’ve no
horse-marriages to solemnize. Things get pretty dull at Ibis Hall.”

He was far out of hearing before Dr. Sams spoke. “You’d think a man
who so parades his badness must be better than he seems, instead of worse.”

“Yes, you might think it was a cloak for a tender heart,” I answered, the
mockery born of fear.

“Once I had two shepherd puppies. One of them kept running off and
finally became a renegade, living in the swamps. Various people caught
glimpses of him at rare times. He’d grown nearly twice as big as his brother
and was a wanton killer of deer and everything he could catch. I borrowed a
pack of hounds and went after him but he killed more than half of ’em
before I could put a bullet in him.”

“I see.”

“But you can be grateful for Saul’s visit. Without meaning to, he gave
you a valuable tip.”

“I’d remembered that you said the swamp rat, Cliff Todd, a whiskey-
maker and maybe a snake-catcher, used to buy stolen produce from the
slaves. Do you think he’s up to his old tricks?”

“Yes, and not far away.”

“Why didn’t Saul suspect him at once, instead of Lizzie and Sam?”

“He didn’t know of the other deals. Cliff is a remarkably furtive animal.
The swamps helped make him so, I reckon. He’s not a po” white but a low
white, a species spawned in this deep, hot South, with great capacity for
survival. I believe he provided that huge water moccasin. He was the most
likely purveyor, and had had other dealings with Ralph. Assuming he was
the one, do you find yourself marveling over something?”’

“Yes. . .. That he’s still alive.”

“How do you suppose he managed it? Ralph might leave loose ends—
both his cunning and farsightedness are subject to odd lapses—but Saul



would be inclined to tie them neatly.”
“He must be a real fox.”

“He fawns on both of them—I’ve seen him—rather characteristic
behavior of low whites to those who can do them favors, as opposed to the
independent manner of po’ whites. That flatters them. Both are so newly
rich and powerful, so little civilized really, they might mistake bootlicking
for real loyalty.”

Was a swamp rat named Cliff Todd Ralph’s and Saul’s Achilles heel? I
would base my first strategy on that assumption.

My first meeting with Saul was behind me, well managed, well gone,
but to meet Cleo again was still up a dreamy road. It too would be well
managed, over and done, I thought, but my heart did not subscribe to that
calm assurance. It sank or soared or thumped at every thought of her, the
prisoner of Ibis Hall. I visited her in every dream at night—at least I never
wakened from one without a sense of her presence or could recall any
ungraced by her beauty. In return her wraith appeared to me countless times,
often unsummoned, and stood a little distance off, smiling with long pale
lips, a subdued luster in its eyes. Its skin was whiter than ivory and its little
throat had been soft and sweet to my lips.

As though materialized out of solid longing, late one afternoon she
herself came riding out of the swamp. I was putting marl on some new corn-
land close to Little Run; she had come down the corduroy road and, seen
from a distance, appeared to burst through a solid, green wall. A servant was
in her attendance but he needed no horse. Trotting along behind her,
effortlessly keeping pace, appeared Obo. When I waved to her she cantered
toward me. The giant Negro lengthened rather than quickened his stride and
the distance between them hardly increased. When she stopped at the rail
fence he dropped to the ground as instinctively, it seemed, as her horse
lowered his head to nibble grass.

There was nothing we could do but greet each other, exchange a few
commonplace words, and part. But my heart rebelled again: it was
hammering, “Cleo! Cleo! Cleo!” with stupid violence. I saw again the
strangeness of her beauty, so deeply touching, reminding me of a white
heron’s, untainted by the dark swamp waters that imaged it. Only a rail
fence rose between us, and, if my hands were free, I could tear it down with
one.

“Hello, Dave.” She controlled her voice well.
“Hello, Cleo. But what a strange thing to say to each other!”



“There doesn’t seem much else we can say—except I'm so glad you
came.”

“Thanks, but it was a sure thing.”
“How are you getting along?”
“Very well. How is everything with you?”

“A lot better than when you left. I’ve visited Charleston twice since |
saw you. | may spend next winter there.”

“I hope you can.”
“I’ve been wondering about something, Dave. It’s not important—I['m

just curious. When you first spoke to me on the ship, you said you saw me
riding in Mr. Howard’s carriage. What part of Baltimore was that?”

“Why, it was in Jonestown, where I boarded at the time.”

“Well, I was in Jonestown that day—on some business—and we came
near to meeting face to face. Obo passed you on one of the little streets. He
remembered when he saw you later—he’s a wonderfully close observer—
and mentioned it to me.”

“Unless fate intended us to meet—and missed the first try—it was just a
remarkable coincidence.”

She was still a little troubled by the coincidence—I could see it in her
telltale dark eyes. She decided to make a clean breast of it.

“It’s more remarkable than you know. I was down there, in the hope of
finding Dan. His father was a lame musician named Reed, then living in
Philadelphia. I heard of another lame musician named Reed living in
Jonestown, and I went to see if he was the one.” She waited for me to speak.

“I reckon he wasn’t. At least if the Professor Reed who lived in our
neighborhood had a son—I saw him a few times and have passed his house
often—I never heard of it.”

“I had caught only a glimpse of Dan’s father and I wasn’t sure from just
looking at the lame man in Baltimore. But he told me he was not the one.”

“Cleo, why did you say this wasn’t important? Obo seeing me close to
the house started you thinking that I might be Dan, after all.”

“I suppose I could hardly bear to abandon the idea. Well, you see where
my mind might go from there.”

“No. Will you tell me, Cleo?”

“That wonderful thing happened a long time ago—we were mere
children. It’s just common sense that it might not mean to him what it meant
to me. A great many things could happen in the years to make him break his
promise. Maybe I haven’t got any common sense. I was living at Ibis Hall



with Granny and Saul and a wonderfully beautiful queen, who never goes
farther than the garden any more, and the only happiness I had was dreams.
But he was out in the world where dreams die. Maybe just another girl could
put an end between him and me. In that case, if I met Dan by chance he
might lie to me about being Dan. If he was out of the house when I visited
his father he might still care enough about me to take the boat to see how I
still felt—and in case I still loved him, to tell me it was no use any more. He
might go under a different name until he found out—and then when he did
find out—and found himself still caring for me a good deal but not enough
—with the other girl still between us—he might feel so sorry for me—
perhaps a little shamed he hadn’t ever come back to me—that he couldn’t
bring himself to tell me the truth.”

She sat very still on her bay horse and perhaps that was the reason he
stood so still. But it suggested a steed of war standing at attention in tribute
to some great bravery. Cleo’s bravery seemed so strange in one with such a
white face and gauze-thin skin.

“You might carry it a little farther,” I told her, so shaken by her beauty
and bravery, going hand in hand, that I could not steady my voice. “If Dan
cared for you a good deal, but not enough, he might still want to help you.
Needing a job anyway, he might take one near you. Yes, and if he were in
love with another girl he might temporize, to see if in the end you and he
might fall in love. Haven’t you considered that?”

“Of course. Well, is it true? If it is, I want you to tell me so. I’ll relieve
you of your promise.”

“It’s true I took a job where I could be near you. Cleo, if I was Dan
Reed, why should my father deny it?”

“I don’t know, but I thought of a possible reason. You see, I thought of
everything. Obo went looking for the house and told Professor Reed I was
coming. There was plenty of time for you to ask him to say he was not
Dan’s father.”

“As it happens, I’ve talked to Professor Reed since you have.” My brain
was rising to the emergency and working at great intensity.

She was not able to speak and the respite permitted me to shape the lie
plausibly.

“Soon after my return to Baltimore I met him on the street and remarked
I had been down here. He asked me what ship I had taken and, when I told
him, he was curious as to whether I had got acquainted with you. That was
natural enough, since you had called on him. Then he told me that you had



confused him with another Professor Reed, with the deformity known as a
humpback.”

“A—humpback,” Cleo murmured, her eyes rounding.

I knew then that my long shot had gone home. To my best memory Pa
had not mentioned to her the nature of the lameness afflicting Mr. Linsey,
who had impersonated him in Philadelphia.

“That’s what he said.”

“Well, that settles it. You’re not Dan, and I was out of my mind to think
you were. [ had only a glimpse of the Professor Reed in Philadelphia but |
remember now—yperfectly clearly—his—back. It was not at all like the
other. I remember now thinking so when I first came in the door. Well, I’'m
sorry I’ve made so many mistakes. I’m sorry I kept accusing you of lying to
me—you must have got mighty tired of it and you’ve been very patient with
me. I’'m not ashamed, though—you see—I had to find out for certain. Not
one doubt remaining.”

“If I were Dan, I’d be so proud of that.” I was ineffably proud—and at
once so saddened that I could not tell her why.

“I’'m disappointed, of course. That’s a weak way to put it, and you know
it. In spite of everything I kept on dreaming. But in one way—one great way
—I’'m glad.”

Her voice seemed to come from far away, so lost I was in thrilling
thought. If I told her I was Dan, long lost and found again, she would not tell
Saul. I could devise a plausible reason why she must conceal it from her
father. . . .

“Dave, I don’t want to come between you and the other girl,” she was
saying.

“I didn’t say there was another girl.”

The words said themselves, it seemed, without causing the slightest
whirlpool in the rushing stream of my thought. . . . I need not tell her I was
Noel’s son or of my deadly business here—I could hide both things from her
for a long time yet, perhaps until I had proven her father a murderer. She
might never forgive me for it—but she would know the justice of it, know I
had been true to us three—and in time. . . .

“You should’ve said so—at the first. | know now you love someone else.
If you had intended to marry her soon, I want you—"

Her voice faded out. She was gazing at me with startled eyes. Mine
wandered to the fence between us—only rails I could leap over to take her in



my arms. I could tell her and see her face before we were both blinded with
tears. The time had come, without a warning bell, taking us by surprise. . . .

But in the time just passed, in a moment just gone, she had said
something important in this affair. I could not at once remember what it was;
it only cast a shadow across my course. It was very dim—perhaps imaginary
—yet with a wrench of my will I returned to that moment and listened to her
again. Then against my will, it seemed, and by what guidance or command I
did not know, I waited there, long enough to ask one question. Time stood
still.

“You said in one way you’re glad I’'m not Dan. Will you tell me what
you meant?”

“Of course. It’s nothing to hide, when you know all the rest. Dan is
either dead or lost. Maybe too much came between us. But I can still believe
that if he and I had met again—and I’d told him what I told you by the pond
—he would have kept his promise that very night.”

She raised her head high and looked me proudly in the eyes. “I can still
believe that—in spite of what I told you today—and I still do,” she went on,
her voice low but ringing. “Not anyone or anything could have stopped him.
That’s the kind of boy he was—the kind of man he’d have grown to be. He
and I would be gone from here forever. I’d be safe in his arms.”

She wheeled her horse and, sitting high in the saddle, sped away.



CHAPTER 1 6

It was my fate and my fierce joy to go on with the hunt. But I could not
make the haste I craved. I must stalk the quarry, not bay upon his trail.

Dr. Sams had warned me not to make one move that would attract Saul’s
searching attention, so I must wait in patience for a seemingly casual
encounter with Cliff Todd. Meanwhile an event was moving beyond my
knowledge, with deep importance to my enterprise. My first inkling of it
came three days after I had talked to Cleo, at almost the same spot. I had
been at work in the field when Dr. Sams rode up, dressed in his best riding
coat, twill breeches, and well-polished boots, followed by Joshua carrying a
leather bag. “I’ve been fishing and caught some nice bream,” he called,
beckoning me furtively to the fence. “I’m taking a mess over to Mr. Martin
and thought I’d drop in at Ibis Hall.”

Mr. Martin was overseer of Wood Ibis.

When we met at the fence he began to speak hurriedly, in low tones.
“Ralph’s caught his thief. One of my boys told me. The whipping’s coming
off at half-past eight tonight. I’'m going to appear by chance, for what good |
can do. There certainly ought to be a doctor present if it’s as I expect. I'm
not one any more, but Ralph doesn’t know that.”

“I’d like to come too.”
“My God, why? If I could get out of it—"

“I want to be better acquainted with Ralph.” Maybe I wanted to see him
with his guard down and discover his weaknesses, but maybe I still needed
the testimony of my own eyes, not circumstantial evidence, that Cleo’s
father was capable of murder.

“It’s awkward. Well, Ralph won’t care. He calls in all the hands for these
affairs—believes in making examples of the poor wretches for discipline’s
sake—the same argument I’ve heard put forward by ship captains for public
whippings at sea. You can say you heard the bell at an odd hour and
wondered what was up. [ wish you could go in my place.”

He rode on, sitting heavy in the saddle, and vanished behind the swamp
timber. The bell at Wood Ibis began to ring for the hands to come in from



the fields, as always at this hour, and I sent our men and wagons to the
barns. It had a pleasant sound, I thought, for man and beast. But alone at the
border, ready to ride, I dreaded the next summons from its brassy throat.
Throughout the island the people waited, not listening for it, listening
instead to the silence as long as it would last. The innocent stock was being
fed, cows milked by lean, black, pink-palmed hands, the white jets played a
bell-like tune in the pails, supper was being cooked that would be eaten late
and cold, if at all, smoke rose with pleasant shapes and scents from cabin
chimneys; but all this was just a prelude to the bell and there was no reality
but its soon clang. The pickaninnies did not play this evening. They stood
looking at the parents with big, anxious eyes. “Get on wif yo suppah,
chillen.” But it took hard breath and a wringing of the heart to say even that
little. I had never heard so deep and wide a silence.

The late summer sun had dipped behind the swamp and made a faint
red-gold haze in the less dense tree-tops and sometimes winked fierily
between the boles. The water birds flew sedately to their roosts—long flocks
of white cranes that had made room for an occasional black one, streamers
of delicate egrets, shy bands of wood ibis in elegant black and white,
marauder crews of pelicans with rapier bills and greedy pouches, sweeping
to their coves, their powerful pinions beating, resting, beating again. The
summer ducks were the latest of the water clans to be up and out. God made
them wondrous gay of feather, and as long as the least light displayed their
multicolors they flew in fancy circles, darting handsomely, whistling to
attract attention from plainer folk; but their vanity became pitiful as the dusk
deepened, and soon they were mere black shapes against the still-
glimmering sky. Ignominiously they perched in the cypress trees, for while
fashioning them so prettily God had seen fit, in jest or justice; to alienate
them from their webfoot order, and they could not settle among the
murmuring crowds in the reedy pools. Of all the flyers only the owls on
velvet wings, the night hawks that the Negroes called bullbats, and their
grisly companions, common bats, the element of all of whom was darkness,
remained aloft when, at last, a little tremor in the air swelled to the deep
clang of the bell.

It had a cruel sound. Perhaps the hand at the rope was hurried, parched
for blood, or perhaps the notes had been conjured while traversing the
swamp. But I was not conjured by the humid, heavy-scented thing as I rode
to meet the crowding clangings, swiftly loudening to my haste. I hated it
tonight with a righteous hate. I was not seduced by its lascivious whispering
—perhaps the rustle of greenery in rank growth, the hot pantings of vines
intertangling and entwining in insatiable copulation. The swamp was alive



and breathing with infernal life, all the innocence of the nesting squirrels
and little birds in abeyance while they slept, and the invisible poison serpent
wriggled through the muck on his lethal errands; but I did not dream of
Cleo’s white body torn down for my prey. Steadfast, I did not turn aside to
yearn even for the beauty of her love. Tonight I rode for Pa, swiftly and
relentlessly, and for our union.

When I emerged into the cleared land, the bell had stilled, and distant
lanterns bobbed and converged, and pine torches flared. But I was not the
only late-comer: on the cart road I overtook a Negro, running lest his
laggardness be found out, and stumbling from near-exhaustion.

“What was the bell ringing for?” I asked, slowing my mare to his gait.
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“Dey gwine whip Big Mose for stealin’,” the man gasped, “And us
"bliged to watch.”

“Catch my stirrup strap and you’ll make better time.”

“Bless God!” Then when he had caught his breath, “My cart wheel done
broke and I’d been late sho.”

As it happened, we were in plenty of time. The affair was far more
ceremonious than I had expected. The colored people still hung in wretched
clumps and clusters. Big Mose stood with his hands bound but had not yet
been tied to the whipping-post behind the mule barn. Ralph was talking to
Mr. Martin; Dr. Sams and Saul waited a short distance off. Not discovered
yet by any of them, I took careful note of the lord of Wood Ibis.

He was dressed finely in black broadcloth coat and trousers and
brocaded waistcoat and had a judicial air that seemed completely sincere. It
was somewhat pompous and yet in no way ludicrous: it would become a
simple, plain man made judge of a high court. Presently he strode forward
and appeared to be looking the prisoner up and down as though judging the
condition of a horse for heavy labor. Mose stood before him with bowed
head.

Saul seemed as much amused by the doctor’s sick expression as by his
father’s solemnity. Presently he caught sight of me and called in mock-
solemn tones brimming with high spirits.

“Ho, friend Dave! What brings you here, at this pregnant hour?”’

“I heard the bell and thought maybe you had a fire—"

“Make way for him there, you black baboons,” he commanded. And
when I had come onto the torchlit ground, “You’re just in time to see the law
of Moses executed on his thieving namesake.”



“I’ll thank you, Saul, for a little less levity,” Ralph told him in grave
rebuke.

I would do the same. Perhaps Mose was too dulled by terror to know
what Saul was saying, but the other Negroes perceived how lightly he took
their tragedy and, despairing that they were men, wondered if they were
counted even beasts. Indeed I caught myself championing Ralph, seeing him
as the lesser of my two antagonists, and was suddenly cold and sick with
shame.

“Pardon me, Judge,” Saul had replied. “We are all sensible to the gravity
of the occasion. The long arm of Wood Ibis law has reached out and now
will smite an evildoer—by—Gum!”

“Dr. Sams and Mr. MacDaniel, I welcome your presence here tonight for
this lamentable but necessary event,” Ralph told us. “You will see how
justice is administered at Wood Ibis, without fear or favor—punishment to a
confessed thief, but inflicted in the open as an example to others tempted to
wrongdoing. That punishment will be stern but justly measured. I trust that
every stripe laid on will prevent a dozen in the future.”

It came to me eerily that Saul might have made precisely the same
speech, save in mocking instead of solemn tones, and it would have been
equally characteristic of him. Saul clasped his hands and bowed gravely.

“I appreciate that,” Dr. Sams answered. “I suggest, though, that the
punishment fit the man as well as the crime. Mose is big and young, but he
looks apoplectic to me. I’1l gladly keep track of his pulse—"

“His punishment will not be abated one jot by the state of his pulse. That
would not be justice but weakness. A whipping is moderate punishment for
his crime—often it is imprisonment for life—and is the noose to be loosened
a little because the criminal is in delicate health? If Mose should die beneath
the lash it will be not on my conscience but the result of his own
wrongdoing. Let others fear and tremble!”

My eerie feelings of a moment ago were like the presentiment of a
nightmare. I fought a little battle with the Powers of Darkness ere the mists
dissolved and I could again set my teeth in reality. There watched Dr. Sams
with a white face. There waited a black foreman with a bull whip. There
stood Saul, his eyes shining, turning the tragic scene into an obscene jest by
his sanctimonious posturing. Mr. Martin’s lantern glinted on a naked, sweat-
wet back. Its muscles flexed here and there as its nerves jumped and
twitched. The throng of Negroes looked bowed down under a weight of
doom beyond their ken, with unspeakable shame and sorrow in their eyes.



But in that grasp of reality, I could no longer explain Ralph as a colossal,
deliberate hypocrite, mouthing cant while he did to death those who brooked
his greed. He was not feigning his judgelike manner but glorying in it, I
thought. He was living the role of Ralph, Rex of Wood Ibis, and I could not
believe that in this moment he remembered how he had gained his crown.

“You colored people shall watch every lash,” he told the hushed throng.
“Be glad it is Mose’s back and not your own. You will remember the fair
treatment and the good care you get, if you do your duty, and know what
will happen to you if you transgress. The way of the transgressor is hard—
remember that.”

“God ha’ mercy on us,” an old woman whispered.

“Mark you, Mose was caught stealing and has confessed other thefts. He
swore on his knees that he was alone in it, tempted to do it by an unknown
Negro—he was to put his stolen goods in a certain place on Little Run, and
return and find money hidden there. It may be the story is true. We will soon
know.”

“If it aint true, massa, let bless Jesus send me to hell,” Mose cried. “Not
one 0’ dem was in it wif me and I never seen de nigger ’fo or since.”

“We will see. Mr. Martin, we’re ready to begin. Have Mose tied securely
to the post.”

The man was led forward, his feet shuffling, by two black foremen. They
took a long time with the ropes, and Mr. Martin tested the knots.

“Yes, sir,” he reported in a dry tone.

“All you colored people form a circle, with the short ones in front. I
want every one of you to be able to see well.”

Many bare feet shuffled, and the circle was formed. I saw no liveried
servants from Ibis Hall, but did not doubt that every slave in the Quarter big
enough for field work was part of that black umbrage of the lurid ring—big-
muscled bucks in their prime, lean wiry wenches, boys and girls and white-
powed elders who lagged behind the crews. All struck the same posture—
leaning forward slightly from their hips, their arms a little bowed—and the
porcelain-white of their eyes lit up and went out here and there in the
interplay of torch and lantern light with the effect of a huge, elaborate
kaleidoscope of insane invention. Their gaze was not fixed on their doomed
fellow—they could hardly afford pity on him, lest the Wrath fall on them.
Instead they watched with desperate vigilance O’ Massa’s every move.

“Mr. Martin, have Zeke lay on twenty-five lashes, hard as he can for a
starter.”



The overseer made no reply save for a straight, somewhat prolonged
glance into Ralph’s face, and a low-voiced command to Zeke.

“We’d better stand back,” Saul murmured to Dr. Sams. “If he’s as
apoplectic as you say, we might get sprayed.”

“I’ll stay where I am, thank you,” the doctor replied. “I can see better
here.”

Zeke was a powerful Negro. The bull-whip coiled, stretched out, hissed,
and its cruel lash made a sharp cracking sound against Mose’s naked back. It
left a gray mark, perfectly visible in the torch light, and before the whip
could coil, whirl, and strike again it was a dull-red color. The deeply red
welt was not manifest until two lashes later; the others appeared after about
the same interval. Mose grunted at each of the first half-dozen strokes,
although ever more deeply, and after that the sound changed and loudened
until it was a horror in the night. But Saul’s fears proved in vain. Only where
the stripes crossed one another did the strong skin break clean, then there
was only a trickling flow, garish in the yellow gleam of the doctor’s lantern.
The watching Negroes did not want to make a sound—every lonely desolate
soul wanted to hide its very being—and truly not one raised an outcry; yet
the stifled gasp of each as the hissing snake of leather darted toward its prey
combined to make a dull, heavy noise like a shovelful of sand thrown on
hard ground.

The youngest and dullest stripling did not miscount the strokes. Long
before the last, their sound was no longer a sharp crack but a soggy thud. At
their end Mose had sagged in his bonds, his big body grotesquely
jackknifed. Dr. Sams was palsied and very pale, the Negro watchers’ faces
had a uniform gray cast. Ralph stood tall with folded arms, aloof from
everyone, it seemed, his expression stern but rather regal, the whole effect
that of a monstrous boast before us, entirely justified in his mind by what he
deemed his well-won place and power. I had a sense of the uncanny, but not
of insanity in him: this was not an illusion of grandeur, rather a horrid form
of the thing itself.

Saul alone had been unaffected by the event. He stood lightly, animated
and graceful, not in the least interested in Mose but highly entertained by his
father’s majesties. At that moment what I took for a small bat that had slept
all day head-down, like an inverted cross, in the recesses of the swamp, was
attracted by the light and flitted over Saul’s head. But at its second dart I saw
that it was only a very large moth.

“Mose?” Ralph called imperiously.

The sagging head moved a little but there was no other reply.



“Give me the whip, Mr. Martin,” Ralph ordered. “I’ll see if he can still
speak.”

“I can talk, massa. Please massa don’ hit me agin.”

“Was it true, you were spoken to by an unknown Negro?”
“Yes, massa.”

“You don’t know who he worked for?”

“No massa, ’fo God.”

“No other of my slaves helped steal the things?”

“No massa, "fo bless Jesus.”

“I’'m persuaded you are telling the truth and that mitigates the offense. I
think twenty-five additional lashes will be sufficient to teach you your
lesson, a good one to all the others.”

Dr. Sams’s flaccid countenance became more lifelike. “Ralph, I wouldn’t
call that any considerable mitigation of punishment,” he said in a low but
firm voice.

Ralph turned to him rather stiffly but with less antagonism than I
expected. “Fifty stripes for confessed thieving? I count that a very proper
number. If he had lied as well as stolen I’d have ordered a hundred.”

“You forget that most whippings are administered by men of ordinary
strength. Zeke is not only unusually strong but very expert. Muscular
collapse rarely occurs before fifty lashes; in this case twenty-five has
brought about the condition. Mark you, too, that the blows will be largely
wasted as far as rubbing in the lesson goes; his outcries have been
spasmodic for the last several strokes and although they may continue he
will be too shocked to be aware of pain. Considering that further blows will
only delay his recovery. I feel that he has had enough.”

“I am sensible to your argument and respect your medical knowledge. I
will remit more than half of the remaining punishment, but you will oblige
me by not petitioning any further remission. Mr. Martin, have Zeke lay on a
round dozen more, full strength.”

Zeke coiled his whip. Dr. Sams reeled off and I heard him retching in the
darkness. I was not troubled in that way—indeed had never before felt so
strong.

When the sentence had been executed, Mr. Martin had two of the field
hands free Mose’s inert body from the ropes and carry it, with such life as it
still contained, to his cabin. His wife and young son and daughter followed,
dry-eyed as far as I could see, although the boy was whimpering in terror.
The other Negroes scattered quickly and silently. Somewhat to my distress



—although, oddly enough, not to my great surpriss—when Dr. Sams
returned, he did not offer to treat Mose’s wounds. His explanation for what
seemed cruel neglect of duty he made with an interesting indirectness while
addressing Mr. Martin.

“If Mose were my patient, I’d venture he wouldn’t be fit for heavy work
for a good fortnight. He’s fairly young and the wounds will heal rapidly
under Aunt Kate’s good care. You know she’s a wonder at herb doctoring.
Some doctors laugh at Negro medicine, but I’ve never known better
palliatives than some of their poultices and herb teas.”

“He’s a badly punished nigger,” Mr. Martin commented, not caring who
heard him, a grim expression on his homely, honest face.

“Well,” Saul broke in, “now the Roman holiday is over—excuse me,
Papa, I meant that Justice has triumphed—why not make a night of it?”

Instead of rebuffing his son, Ralph spoke quickly to the doctor. “At least
come to the house for a glass. I confess | need one. The business of keeping
two hundred Africans in something like orderly control is no sinecure. I
think you too can do with a stimulant.”

“Thank you, I can.”

“Will you join us, Mr. MacDaniel? The ladies have no doubt retired, and
we can be free and easy over a bottle of good brandy.” His eyes glistened.

“I thank you kindly.”

“In brief, we will now doff the cares of state, and be fiddlers’ bitches,”
Saul remarked.

Ralph turned to him gravely. “We are neither of us gentlemen, Saul, but I
can drink like one, and expect others to.”

It seemed a commonplace thing that we four were presently riding
toward the mansion, Ralph in the van, the doctor close behind him, Saul and
I abreast and discussing horse-breeding. I had in some fashion obtained a
new calmness toward my undertaking, a quietude almost; my patience
would not be tried by necessary delay; if any profit could be turned by a
drinking bout with my two adversaries and my well-wisher, well and good;
anyway I would lose nothing by it. There was no danger tonight of my
betraying feelings to endanger my cause.

Stable boys took our horses and Ralph led us through the side door
under the porte-cochere to his handsome, well-furnished office. His butler
cleared a table, and provided a decanter, glasses, a water pitcher, and four
chairs. Despite our polite behavior—the Dunbartons talking of politics and
farming, I listening or briefly answering questions—no one could mistake
the purpose and nature of the gathering. In a sense there was no gathering: I



was an outsider and each of the other three was alone with his desire. This
might not have been as true of Saul as of Ralph and Dr. Sams: he was at

least amused by his cupmates’ zeal. However, he too had set out to get
drunk.

Within the hour the condition was developing well and in two hours
obtained. Saul, who had drunk twice as much as either of the others, was the
least befuddled. His enormous vitality was not noticeably reduced;
constantly he shifted his big body, moved his hands in buoyant gestures, and
frolicked about the table. Ralph’s gestures were lordly, his tones loud and
boastful. He smirked now over not being a gentleman: he had pulled himself
up by the boot-straps! Truly he became a clumsy personification of a
peasant-born king, winning his throne through iron will, and there was no
doubt that he believed in it. Dr. Sams swayed a little in his chair, saying
almost nothing, and I was troubled by the deep red of his skin.

“Dave, you’re too damned sober,” Saul told me. “You’re a dull dog on a
booze and, unless you liven up, we won’t invite you again.”

“I’m having a mighty fine time but a little overawed by the company I’'m
in.”

“You don’t have to sit back ’cause o’ that,” Ralph replied. “When I drink
with a man, I count him a man, and on top o’ that you’re my guest. We aint
drawing any lines tonight.”

“The king chooses to be gracious,” Saul mocked.

“Dave’s a good fellow,” Ralph told him blearily. “He’s just as good as
you and me, ’cept he aint got so far. Dave, I’'m glad Doc gave you a job. I’d
give you one myself, if you needed it. I'm glad to have you on my
plantation.”

“Uncle Noel’s plantation, remember,” Saul corrected him. “He hasn’t
officially kicked the bucket yet.”

“Little Ibis is mine any time I want to have the court declare him
deceased. It will happen anyhow next year. It’s hard for me to reconcile
myself to him being dead, but I don’t doubt it no more. When the title passes
to me, [ want Doc to stay right on.”

“At the same rent?” 