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ARE THESE MISTAKES
HOLDING YOU BACK?

If you're not getting ahead as fast as you'd like, check these possible reasons,
Find ouf why you're not a success and what you can do about it.
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Every lonely 15 Range Romances reader can
get acquainted with ez lively pen pals all
over the world.

Buenos dias, amigos:

Lots of folks don’t know how easy it is
to corral a bunch of marvelous new friends.
All it takes is pen-and paper, and an en-
velope with a stamp on it—and a little pep.
Now, that isn’t unreasonable,
satisfactory results are proved by the many
letters we get from grateful folks all ever
the world. o

There are two ways to go about getting
these pards. One is to write a letter de-
scribing yourself and your hobbies.. Mail
it to Carryin’ The Mail, Popular Publica-
tipns, Inc., 205 East 42nd St, New York

17, N. Y. We'll print it in these columns,

and your replies will start coming in to you
as seon as the issue hits the stands. .

The other way is to select a pard from
the printed letters, and write straight to
them—any number of pards, if you like to
write letters.

And now the mail is in for the February
issue, so step right up to the bunkhouse and
see who's waiting to hear from you!

Real Westerner

Dear Editor:

Howdy! Sure like to hear from anyone inter-
ested in the West; horseback .riding, Western
fiction readers, cowgirls and :cowboys—anyone

6

is it? . The

B

who loves the great -outdoors.
letters, you can be assured,

I've worked on a large cattle ranch in the
desert for a while, and now that I've moved to
the San Fernando Valley again 1 'don’t find many
people who even know which side of a horse to
mount. My hobbies are writing “Western fiction,
taking pictures, horseback riding, etc.

Shall sincerely appreciate getting my letter
printed in 15 Rangeland Romances. In the latest
issue, I notice, you have a stors by Ben Frank,
His stories are always good. Enjoy the magazine
very much. It really comes to life as I read the
stories.

Will answer all

BOB McDUFFIE
Rancho Del Humilde
Box 5510, Ethel Ave,.
Van Nuys, Calii.

Reoseann, Beatrice, and Delores

Dear Editor:

We are three girls who live together and would
like very much to have our letter published in
Carryin’ The Mail. We'd like to hear frem any
fellas and girls between the ages of 18 and .26
who are single and full of fun, and we will an-
swer all letters.

Roseann is 18, 5 feet 5 inches tall, ‘has light
brown hair and gray eyes. She is interested in
all sports, dancing and music. She is a member
of the Church of the Brethren and is active in
the youth actlvmes

Beatrice is 23, 5 feet 5 inches tall, has reddish’
brown hair and brown eyes. She is. interested in
music (all kinds), writing letters, and oil ‘paint~
ing. She is also.a member of the church and
active in the youth group and & feacher »of a
primary class.

Delores is 18, 5§ feet 5 inches tall, has dark
hair and blue eyes,- She is interested in sports,
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and hillbilly music. - Originally she is from Pa.
and also attends the Church of the Brethren,

Together we enjoy hiking, picnics, and riding
around in a car. ‘Among friends we are known
as the “three musketeers” and we will be glad
to exchange snapshots with - anyone who' requests
them.*

Please dont forget us!

ROSEANN MOHLER,
BEATRICE“FRICK
DELORIS -SMITH

152 N. Prospect St.
Kent, Ohio

Lonely 'Ahmeri

Dear Editor:

Please let a lonely airman get his plea for pen
pals in Carryin’ The Mail. I am 24 years old,

weigh 160 pounds, and 5 feet 834 inches tall, havej
I hail from the north-’
ern part of Arkansas. I'm a clerk typist stationed-

blue eyes-and brown hair.

with the United States Air Force at Lockbourne
AFB, Chio, and have lots of spare time. So how
about hearmg from some of the boys and girls?

S/Sgt. AMOS A. WATTS, JR.
AF18292921

324th Strat Recon Sq (M)
Lockbourne Air Force Base
Columbus 17, Ohio.

The Texas Kid

Dear Editor:

Just a few linés to let you know that I am
a constant reader of your 15 Ranye Romances
and T find that the stories in your magazine are
most’ mterestmg I am a hachelor and get very
lonely.” I would like to hear from ladies between
25 and 40. I am 38 years old,’5 feet 4 inches,
brown hair ‘and blue eyes, welgh 130. T love all
kinds of sport and have a three room ‘cottage and
a 1953 Buick Conv.

THE TEXAS KID
(Mr. Shorty Robhbins)
No. 605 Sayles Bivd.
Abilene, Tex.
(Continued on page 9)
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Wbeiz I vide alone,

The moon is blue,
The purple hills
Are lonely, too.

Then my cowboy comes,
With smile so gay;
With bis guitar

Sings my blues away

I find the hills

Are all abloom;
The breeze is sweet
With sage perfume.

And the moon is bright
With magic gleams,

To light our way
Down a trail of dreams.

—Pauline Booker
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(C Qntinu_éci from page 7)
Peppy Gal

Dear Editor: -

' What are the chances of a lonesome Idaho girl
getting on the Carryin’ The Mail list? I am 15
years old, 5 feet 2 inches and weigh 130 pounds,
red hair and blue eyes. My nickname is Sunny.

My hobbies are going to the shows, singing, col-

lecting song books and movie stars’ pictures and
reading Western love stories. My favorite sports
are basketball, bowling and ice skating.

My favorite singers are Nat “King” Cole,
Frankie Laine, Doris Day, Jimmy Boyd, Rose-
mary Clooney and the Four Aces. My favorite
movie stars are Jess Chandler, Donald O’Conner,
John Payne, James Stewart, Gary Coopef, Janet
Leigh, Virginia Mayo, Susan Hayward, Vera
Ellen, Yvonne DeCarlo, and many more. I will
answer letters from everyone from 14 to 20.

JEAN SMITH
215 West Mission
Kellogg, Ida.

Texas Gal in Alaska
Dear Editor: ’

How’s about letting a lonesome. gal from up
Alaska way into your group of_pen pals! I'm 5
feet 2, eyes of blue, long black Curly hair and 22
years old. My hobbies are: Collecting stamps,

drawing and painting and writing poetry and

songs. I love all kinds of outdoor sports and I
play the guitar. I like Western and  hillbilly
music. T was born in Texas and hope to return’
some day. My nicknames are Roxy and Smoky
and Boots, but most everyone calls me Roxy.

EVELYN 'LANDERS,
Gen. Del.
Palmer, Alaska

Wants to Write te Servicemen

Dear Editor:

This is my first attempt to have a letter appear
in your wonderful magazine, Would like to hear
from gals and guys and ‘especially from Service- .
men all over the world. Would like to hear also
from hospitalized Servicemen in the States and
Overseas.. -1 have worked around our veterans
and know how much they like to get letters.

I am 5 feet 5 inches tall,~weigh 122, age 22.
Have dark hair and, dark eyes. Am of Southern
ancestry, and have traveled quite a lot.

I like most all sports, especially baseball. Like
bowling. 'Can swim, dance, and love all- music,
popular or hillbilly. T ride hordeback, .tap- dance,
and play the guitar. My hobbiés are collecting
Army shoulder patches and writing letters. '

ETHEL M. ALARI
110 Isabella St~ -
Sioux City 3, Towa

(Continued on page H1)- .- . -

Do you want a good pay job, a bright
future, security ? Want your own busi-~
ness? Then get into the fast growing
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your job while learning. Hundreds I've
" trained are suc-
I TrainedTheseMen cessful Radio-
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VAILABLE.

Mr. J. E. Smith, Pres., Dept. 4AR1
National Radio Institute, Washington 9, D. C.

Mail me Sample Lesson and 64- page Book FREE. {3
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principles from my illustrated lessons ;
get practical experience from kits sent.

EARN WHILE YOU LEARN

Many of my students make $10, $15 extra a week
in spare time fixing neighbors’ Radios. Mail coupoa
for actual lesson and 64-pg. book, “How to Be a
Success in Radio-Television.” J. E. Smith, Pres.,
National Radio Inst., Dept.
4AR1, Washington 8, D. C.

-FREE
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shop. I owe my Yejpy

Zone. State.

| Stath, F't. Madison, Yowa,
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An Exciting Pioneer Romance

THOMAS CALVERT

BUSHWHACKED HEARTS

Dear Paul . . . and after that she
paused.

Her gaze drifted out the window to
where morning’s streaming golden sun
lay gently upon a horizon of solid flowers
10

SHE picked up her pen and wrote,

capped by the towering white crowns .of
the Rockies. fuy il
How would Paul ever understand what
happens in this wilderness? she thought.
How could he grasp its moods of flowing
peace, and then its savage violence? Back



“There’s something very
elementary 1 haven’t
learned yet, teacher.”

Lillian was a good little schoolmarm, but she still had

to learn the kissin’ score. . ...

in Boston he stands against nothing taller
than the buildings and Beacon Hill. How'
would he know of hills touching the ceiling
of the :world, making a human being a
pigmy ; of stars so low their light washes
like a blue-shadowed sea around you?
Her thoughts drifted back two years,
‘t6 Boston town, to Paul Beldon. A hand-
some boy of good family, and reliable as a
clock. One day each week he worked late
-on books, one day he went to his club. One

day he took her for music and one for danc-
ing, or in summer, for boating. Always it
was the same day, and always they were
home at a precise, reasonable time,

“I would not have the neighbors gossip-
ing,” ‘he told her. “Like Caesar’s wife,
mine will be above reproach, even by idle
tongues.” ‘ '

She had believed that very thoughtful of
him, very self controlled. Impulse . was
something he shunned and disapproved of.

11
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He was rock solid, steady ; his wife would
never have to fret or worry.

Yet each time he pressed her for a wed-
ding date, something within her resisted.
Finally he said, “Much as I dlsapprove,
Lillian, perhaps you are right and it is bet-
ter for you to.go away until you are certain.
We will say a year, then . . . it will give me
time to do some extra work.” o

So she had come here to Powder River
as a schoolmarm. . . a proper Boston miss
who had never really been kissed, and nev-
er heard a cuss, and Hell’'s Half Acre was
right across the way.. It was something she
heard of but disregarded. The ways of out-
laws would never touch a.proper teacher.

To her consternation she learned that it
was difficult to tell the difference between
many a good citizen and some of the out-
laws. There were known outlaws on hand,
at her first Odd Fellows dance, some of
them quite well accepted. ~

The one she picked for the most reckless
turned out to be a rancher. He was young,
with hair that would scorch your hand, and
the laughingest, bluest eyes she’d ever seen.
For a full hour he stood by a post watching
her solidly and boldly ; so boldly that three
times she felt of the fine brown cameo at
her throat to be sure it had not come un-
clasped.

At first she was outraged, then ﬂustered
then her eyes were drawn to him as if by
a magnet. :

He grinned straight at her w1th a man s
appreciation on his oak-tanned face.. For
that instant, she lost possession of herself
and stood fixed, frozen by some strange
new emotion. ,

~Catching herself, she snapped away her
gaze and lifted up her chin. But in the next
turn of the dance, her eyes strayed back.
She ﬂushed violently and ‘upbraided herself
for even noticing such a "bold, ill-mannered
man, and then her eyes betrayed her again.

He laughed, and at the break crossed
the room with a long swinging stmdg_and
came straight to her. “Ma’am,” he said,

“I aim to be your oldest pupil. There’s
-some things I -should learn yet.”:

Bold devils were whirling in his eyes:and
her Boston. propriety was incensed. But
indignation was futile against such.forth-
rightness. And .besides, she ‘was curious
about him. And so she arched her jet-black
black brows and murmured, “Why, I can’t
imagine anything yeu wouldn’t know,. Mr.
Red!” : L win

“Bull’s-eye!” he' acknowledged. “But,
matter of fact, there is one thing.” His gaze
remained on her, and she- could feel the
vitality beat out of him like heat.

The fiddlers struck up, and befpre she
knew it, he was sweeping Her off into .a
reel; dancing as later she learned he rode
ahorse. . . . He was reckless, sure and dash-
ing, and at the end of the set he had her
breathless, the music.singing in her veins.
_ He took her elbow and led her out with
the crowd, down the long flight of stairs
from the hall to the pxcmc grove a block
away, s :

Old man Meeghan ~was down there
under four Japanese lanterns, selling soda
pop and barbecue. Beyond the circle of
gaily colored light, the trees cast myster-
ious, moon-bathed shadows; and beyond
the grove, the river’s cool beckoned with
romance and enchantment. :

He walked her through the trees, and
they stood on the bank, watching the dark
waters riple with lambent silver. In the far
distance the soot-black hills cut their pagan
outlines against the sea of stars.

She found his arm around her, arld 1t
was improper but exciting, and she stocd
very - still, wanting to nestle against him,
but not quite knowing how. He drew her
closer and she felt the supple strength of
his corded arm; an. irresistible strength
like a rawhlde larlat

“I’ll be at. school first day,” he told her
“There’s an old desk there w1th my .name
already carved into.it” = . . o s

.“Don’t you dare!”. she commanded; for
he was mad enough to do.it. :
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. He said with a chuckle, “Well, how
about daring this?” and he turned her full
around to him. :

His mouth came down upon hers, hun-
gry and avid and demanding. He caught
her off guard, and for a moment she re-
sponded. . .
body clinging against his. The breeze
swept down out of the wilderness, bringing
the clean, wild, untamed smells of lands
that knew no Jaws. Her senses hazed and
her strength went weak within her.

Then the sheer elemental force of his
kiss smashed into her consciousness. She
tore from him, backing off with her eyes
a-shimmer.
me again!” she quavered.

. He looked wry under the flooding moon-
light, but he didn’t roil. He made -the best
of things with growling humor. He said,
“I'll see you at school, teacher. You can’t
,heli, that.”

“Don’t you dare,”
call the marshal I

He gave a rueful grin and knuckled
baek his hat. “You keep me out, and you’ll
‘wish to thunder 1 was there!” he told her.

“All Tl ever wish about you is that
I’d never seen you!” she flared. And she
turned and flitted through the trees, and
only a man with serious interest would
have caught the sound of her low sob that
floated back.

He didn’t return to the dance, and she
heard later that he got howling drunk at
a saloon and whipped hell out of two men.

“That’s just about what I'd expect!”
Lillian Garber sniffed primly.

- The Widow Watts looked at her with
bright piercing eyes and asked, “Can’t you
guess what he beat those men over, dear?”

“What would it matter?” the girl said.
“He’s just savage, coarse, and rough!”

“Red is a mite wild,” the widow con-
ceded, “but the reason he beat those men
was for mentioning you.”

she told him, “‘or. T'll

The girl sat with her mouth parted.
Emotions scudded through her and she felt

sheer primitive- instinct, her ~

“Don’t you ever dare speak to -

fike a pﬁm and prissy fool. “How could

he?” she asked herself. How could he in-
sult her himself at one moment, and only
an hour later take on two -men - for just

: m‘Entlonmg her?

Then she could see what it was. Ranklmg
pride, an excuse to fight. He probably
would have fought over any woman. As a’
person, she hadn’t mattered, any more
than when he kissed her. She was sure of
it, but gee, he would have been nice if he
just weren’t such a predatory, wild _galoot !

YHE hoarded with the Widow Watts, and
one week to the day after the dance
was her first day at school. She got there
early, but a mite of a lad named Skeeter
was there ahead of her, waiting to-make a
deal for ten cents a weéek to tend her horse,
and buggy. She made it, smiling, and
meved into the’ schoolhouse with a sense
of pessession and purpose and satisfaction
such as she’d never known back in Boston.
There was a big red apple on her desk,
and she picked it up with a touch of appre-
ciation, thinking it put there by Skeeter.
Then she saw letters scratched upon the
skin, and'examining them saw they spelled
out Red.
Indignation welled through her and she’
hurled the- apple at the big-bellied stove.
Her aim was not too good. The apple

" crashed through a window on the east side

of the school. “Oh, darn!” she. gasped, and
a chuckling voice from somewhere said,
“Tch, tch! Now what kind of example will
that set? You even hit the wrong window.”
“She spun about with guilt’s fury and saw
him leaning in a west window, grinning,
“You...you-..oh! You get away from
here thls second or I'll send for the
marshal, Red!” she exclaimed angrily.

“Why,” he drawled, “you can’t go put-
ting me out of school if I declare I'm ignor-
ant! Everybody in this state is supposed to
have elementary learning, and . there’s
something  very elementary I haven’t
learned yet.” »
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She turned crimsen, but her fury was
wilder than her embarrassment. She picked
up the ruler and aproached with grim in-
tent. “Red, if you bother me once more,”
she gritted. . “I'll really have the law on
yoi1, so help me! Now you scat!”  Her
ruler, the sharp edge too, landed where
his arms had been. -

He stood just out of reach, grmmng, and
knuckled back his hat. “You’re going to be
sorrier than you know,” he told her. “I’ll
bet by high noon you'll be wishing you'd
made me your pet.”

“What I'll wish,” she answered savage-
ly “is that I’d split your head!”

“Now, Lilly,” he murmured, “that’s no
way to go being friendly.”

She slammed the window down in his
face with an exasperated breath. By then
the yard was filling with boys and girls
coming a-horseback. From adistance she
caught glimpses of one boy who looked

quite large, full man’s size, in fact. A sense

of discomfort streaked through her. It was
worse when the boy turned oit to have a
stubble of beard like wire, and she could
remember he’d oggled her at the dance.
The Widow Watts had said his name was
Blacky Friar, and he was an outlaw and
general hell raiser.

But this morning he gave his age as

fourteen. The titter it caused was going to
cost her control of her pupils the first day
if she showed anger, and so she said,
“Very well, Blacky, we’'ll put you in the
front seat where you can answer the hard
questions!”

She was determined to embarrass him.

She didn’t succeed, because he had a
streak of low, cunning humor, and would
twist the answers he didn’t knew into a
joke that had her more beisterous pupils
rolling in the aisles. It was a diffiicult
morning, and she gave recess early, watch-
ing, with a sense of deep relief, the kids
race out like wild colts.

Blacky Friar didn't leave, though.

He said with mock respect, “Teacher,

there’s ‘jist something there on the black-

board 1 didn’t quite get?”

She gave him a cold look, but there was
only one way through this. She said, “Very
well, Blacky, if you don’t understand third
grade arithmetic!” and picked up- her
pointer:

. But the.pointer dldﬂ t do much good. It
gave him a pretext to get near her while
he studied: the simple addition. Suddenly
his arm had lashed around her. She beat
furiously at his back-with the pointer, but
that just brought a grin to his ugly mouth.

“Got temper, ain’tcha?”’ He chuckled.
“I like a woman with some mettle in her ”

He pulled her harder against him, al-
most "squeezing the -breath from her, so
that she felt giddy and weak. She recalled
even in panic what Red had said, and she
thought wildly, “Oh, dear God, why did I
send him away? At least he’s no beast iike
this one!”

Then Blacky half turned her,m dmrmg
his brute kiss down into the hollow of her
neck. Dazedly -she saw the back of .the
room, and there was Red. Sitting there
like a lord watching a show put on especial-
ly for him. His chair was tilted against
the back wall, and his thumbs were resting
on his buckles. There was a mild amuse-
ment showing on his face.

FOR THAT moment she utterly forgot

Blacky in the fury that blazed up in her
for Red. But she had to remember Blacky
again, for he’d caught her wrists behind
her with one hand, and his mouth was
crushing onto her lips.

“Oh, God!” she sobbed: “Oh, Red!” -

Red came into action without even
moving from his seat. He dropped the
chair legs forward onto the floor with a

- hard bang.

Blacky swung the girl violently from
him, and grabbed for his gun, and some-
thing flashed out of Red’s hand. An eight-/
inch knife whanged into the wall under the
blackboard, pinning the cuff of Blacky’s
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shist. The next instant, Red was moving

down the room like a puma. His gun was
drawn and wicked .devils were dancing in

his eyes and his lips. were pulled in a

wicked smile against his teeth.

He snapped out Blacky’s gun and tossed
both guns on the floor. He jerked the
knife free and grabbed: Blacky’s arm and
wheeled him and heaved him through a
window: He. followed through himself,
diving recklessly, without heed of how he
landed.

There was sudden quiet, followed by a
babble of cries out in the yard; the solid,
sickening thud of fist on flesh: the grunts
of men with strength that crushes.. ‘

‘She rushed to the window "and breath-
lessly watched Red smash Blacky hack
across the yard. He stood bouncing him
off a shed wall until Blacky’s face was one
mass of running, blood.and his knees sagged
and he went down into the dust.

The girl was white and trembling, but
to her amazement, Red wasn’t through. He
stood there kicking Blacky. He hauled
him upright by the hair and smashed him
down. He kept beating him without mercy
until Blacky was pleading hoarsely . . . until
Blacky actually crawled through the blood-
soaked dust clean over to his pony.

It was a sight of .such unnecessary and

unforgivable brutality that it turned the .

girl sick. She leaned against the wall, faint
and white and tense even after she heard
Red’s steps tap through the door.

He was mashed up, but he had sloshed

the. blood off him and -stopped the worst
of his cuts. He came in looking jaunty,
pleased with himself, and grinning. “I
told you,” he said, “you’d want me for
prize pupil! Now, if you’d like, you can
explain to me what you were trying to
tell him.”

“Go away !’ she murmured sickly. “Just
go away and let me be!”

The grin faded from his face., He studied
her with puzzlement. .“Whats wrong,
Lilly > he asked soberly.

. struments of murder.

Her shoulders jerked-in a convulsive
shiver. “That last!” she breathed. “You
didn’t. need to do that to him! It makes
you no better than he is. It was vicious,
wicked mayhem!” o

He blew against his lips and considered
her scalding criticism. After a space he
said earnestly. “Lilly, you don’t know much
ahout this country and tough riffraff like
that. ;V\flhat I should have done is shot him
dead. Half a bheating, and that kind of a
snake lies.in wait for vengeance.”

"She shook her head with disbelief.
“What did he do that you didn’t do the
other night?” she demanded.

Red stepped back as i she’d slapped him.
His face went ashy beneath its weathered
tan. “You'd ‘bracket me with him?” he
asked, with real shock. Sudden anger
surged up through him. “Why, you're just
a prissy little. dude damnfool, Lilly!” he
rasped: .~ T

- He glared at her, then plvoted on one
hxgh cowboy heel and left. A inoment
later. he . was riding out of the yard full
tilt, his -quirt slashing his pony’s flanks.

Sickness at. the brutality she’d seen still
filled Lillian, but tendrils of doubt of what
she’d said threaded through her feelings.
Red was cruel, he was brutal, he toek pride
and glory in his savagery. But she shouldn’t
have compared him . . . or his kiss . . .
with Blacky’s. After all, there had been
excuse for Red. ]

She crossed the room and picked up the
guns and the knife, looking at them with
a horrified fascination as she carried them
to her desk. She’d seen guns and knives
ever since she came West, but now, of a
sudden,  they took on meaning. . They
weren’t just for ‘decoration, or raising a
little whooping ruckus. They were in-

She pulled her drawer open and put them
in, and steod staring down at them. In
that moment, the violence of the country
became a real and living thing to her . . .
a sinister, wicked enemy. It was.a thing
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to fight and stamp out, so that when these
children grew up, they could live in honor,
‘peace and safety.

She smoothed the' signs of commotion
from her face with cold water, and rang
the children in.
and curiosity, but no more nonsense, such
as they’d enjoyed while Blacky was raw-
hiding her. She could feel their respect,
and it surprised her. After that scene, she
had expected ridicule and tumult.

She puzzled on that as her horse trotted
her -home after school. People looked out
at her and grinned as she drove through
town, and she knew that some of the boys
had beaten her in with the story, and that
it had been spread.

“How scandalous!” she was thinking.
“The school board-will never keep me,
after this!”

But the school board didn’t say a word,
and oddly enough, the members acted more
friendly than before. Gradually, it -dawned
upon her that they fully approved of what
Red had done, and approved of ‘the fact
that she’d found his protection. ‘But, then,
they hadn’t seen that last ugly episode of
sheer brutality.. Nor seen:him grinning
while that monster was forcmg hlS atten-
tions ! d

She took the guns and the kmfe to the
Widow Watts -because she didn’t know
what else to do. The widow considered,
her bird-bright gaze on Lillian, “Red must
have been pretty stirred up, to forget his
gun,” she commented.

The girl looked very cool and sttff “I
wouldn’t know why he left it there,” she
said. “Maybe he was still heated up with
his wicked savagery!” : :
+ “I could have Red stop by some evening
to pick it up,” the widow -said.

~The girl looked out the window sharply.

“T don’t think he’d care to!”’ she answered.
“And I am sure I would be mdlsposed if
-he came.’

The widow shot her a knowm,g' Iook

. She wasn’t surprised when.she heard

They were full of buzz

muffled sobs from Lillian’s. room .a little

later, and peeking. in, saw the girl lying

full-length on the bed; with her face buried
in the pillow. ~ ; . e

CHAPTER

ED DIDN'T stop by, but it-was pretty
small country, and it was impossible
not to see him at the dances. He wouldn’t

‘embarrass her by not asking her-for a

dance, and she wouldn’t court -gossip by
refusing. So they established an unspoken
armed truce that drifted mto a cautious
friendship.

But suddenly he seemed to have decided
to let bygones be bygones, and he invited
her for a picnic ride.

After a moment’s hesitation she dec1ded
maybe shé had been a little overcritical,
and she accepted.

They rode out Saturday, up. through
fall's wild and brilliant colors, with the
great bird flocks gathering all through the
Big Horns, and the clean, cured smell of
the -season all' around them. They laughed
and joked-and had their meal upon an over-
hanging ledge, and the dropping sun
showed blood red and painted the vivid
picture that reached to the horizon.

She could feel the pull of the man, his
wild and reckless power. Even while she
was talking about: riding back, she: was
yearning for him to take and erush her in
hi$ arms and run his fine, strong-hands
through her thick jet hair. ‘There was:a
little telltale sharpness in her voice, and
maybe it was inthe nervousness:of her
hands. ek ' ‘
He looked at-her with.a quizzical srmle
and used the excuse of sundown-to tarry.
Then sundown broke like - organ - notés
across the sky. The. violent colors played
on her taut emotions like stirring sound,
so that when he took her hand and pulled
her to him, all caution fled and she came to
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him quivering in every muscle and mur-
~muring thankfully, “Oh, Red!”

His kisses covered her lips, her cheeks,
her closed eyes. She lay relaxed in his
arms, now lost. and floating on the sea
of her emotions, with golden chimes ring-
ing in her heart, and feeling as if she were
dreaming.

The dream broke quddenly, for he’d mis-
understood. The tenderness had gone from
his mouth and his kisses ,were hard and
cruel, and his eyes were heavy.

She thrust her hands against the hard
muscles of his chest, her eyes wide and
frightened and indignant as she cried stri-
dently, “Red, not that!” ;

He let go of her suddenly. “What do
you want of a man?”’ he demanded.

“1 want respect!” she told him sharply.

He made a gesture of his empty hands.
“You've got it!” he answered ruefully.
_“But you ain’t human.”

She glared at him- stormily. “Do you
think you are? Youw're no better than an
animal!” she flashed.

His face grew cold. It grew rock hard.
“So we're back to that?” he said. He pulled
to his feet and set his hat. ‘“All right,
‘Miss Glacier,” he rasped. “I reckon you
want just one thing of a man, but I want
everything of a girl, and T wouldn’t touch
her if T don’t get it. You're safe enough.
T'll ride you home.”

She felt regretful, then, for her flaring
words. But it was too late to take them
back, and in any case, she’d meant them. ..
almost. But that left room for doubt and
guilt, and her proper pride wouldn’t accept
that: No, she’d been absolutely dead right
in what she’d said. Actually, what he’'d
said was true in reverse. There was a lot
of good clean fun in Red, but when it
came to love-making, he showed a pure
‘brute nature.

For a few weeks he didn’t show, but
then the same mesh of social activity as
before, trapped then in the same net. They
had their dances, at first in hostile silence,

- and then brpken by. brittle,- barbed con-

versation. And then, because they liked
each other otherwise and sometimes forgot
themselves and laughed, they drifted back
into friendship, but this time it was re-
stricted and hemmed and walled by guards.
- She’d give him no more chance, ever,
to mangle the gentleness of romance with
the hot faw passions of brutality. And he’d
take no more chance of affront. and dis-
gruntlement, and being likened to rough
rabble and brute animals.

Their hostility dimmed and he began to
see her and squire her out again, but there
was always the wall between them, on her
part of what she’d seen, and 6n his part,
what she’d said. Still and all, he showed
her the country. He took her to distant
fairs and rodeos she otherwise wouldn’t
have seen, and he gentled a riding pony for
her and took her up into little known moun-
tain fastnesses to watch the sunsets. He
showed her a world ‘to the east, cloaked
with ‘velvet dusk while the pagan; pastel
sundown still lay upon the walls of- the
highlands. He took her to a high lake one
night, so smooth and still- that the sea of
stars washed their feet, and they watched
the reflected passage of a loon more clearly
than they could see it when_they raised
their eyes. :

They’d talk . . . there was nothing quiet
about him . . . and he’d tell her the legends
of the range and about the ways of wild
horses, and he told her about the way
they’d go back and search out the little
orphan colts after a mustang hunt. 'She’d
listen with emotion, sensing the gentleness
that lay under his reckless wildness. But
she couldn’t forget the brutality he’d shown,
and when she got home, she’d throw herself
down on her bed and sob. :

If only, she thought, he dldnt “have
that fierce and cruel and wicked streak!
But how could a man with that stay good?
How could he be good for a family and
community ?

And so they never kissed again; they
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never as much as held hands. Their lone
journeys were the more poignant for -it,
with their feelings building and throbbing,
but held separate on each side of the in-
‘vxsxble wall. :

She heatd of other brutahty, but it was
a story, impersonal, a distant thing among
strangers she scarcely knew. When she
heard stories about Red, they became in-
timate and personal and she’d hsten with
passtonate outrage.

And so she came to Christmas at Powder
River, being courted, almost steadily, by a
man whose harshness and violence and
wildness she held in contempt -and horror.
And the man, for his part, held her feelings
as downright dude stupid, and he still sim-
mered at insult he’d not forget.

HE RANGE, of course, did not guess
their peculiar status, except, possibly,
the Widow Watts. And the whole com-
munity egged Red on to take Lillian under

the mistletoe when she opened her present

from him . . . a beautifully and delicately
carved sidesaddle that he had made him-
self. Men guessed that is must have taken
him most of the fall to fashion: ~~
So the two were driven into a'public
kiss that they would not have taken had
they been alone. Red swung her under the
mistletoe, grinning for the benefit' of the
crowd, but there was no grin in his eyes
as he looked at her, and his eyes weren’t
blue at that moment. They were almost
black, and somehow, stark. He brushed
her lips with his and found them stiff, and
‘he would have let the matter rest, but the

widow came over and mear knocked the

wind out of them both, whacking them back
together.

“Come on, you two!” she sang out.
“This is Christmas! What do you think
you're getting away with?”

And so they kissed ‘again, and this time,
their loneliness and want of each other’s
arms almost broke the wall of their denial.
Her mouth softened and her arms came

-light.

-around his neck. Fot a long moment, she

clung to him passionately, while the crowd
grinned and shouted out  good-humored
comments. '

"They drew apart, flushed and breathing

. hard, They darted self-conseious looks

at each other, filled part with shame and
part with hope. They were back together.
That was the important thmg—, and their
eyes said so.

The widow served her famous Christmas
breakfast, and then the:crowd trooped out-
to drive across to Slade’s. Under some pre-
text, Red stalled around until the others
had left, then brought -out the sleigh.

A steady snow was falling, so- seft. that
it seemed to have' a gentle “sound. But
there was no sound in all that white and
mystic land except: the soft trot-of their
ponies and the runners in the snow.. They

- were in a world apart, alone, and she took

his arm and snuggled against -him- and-
leaned her fur-cowled head - upon his
shoulder.

" Dreamily, she murmured, “It all started

-with Blacky, really. T don’t know why the

thing seemed so important. It was foolish
to let it stand between us all these lone-
some weeks.” <

He reached up and’ squeezed her hand.
He said, “I guess I knew you'd see the
‘T gress it’s why I stuck around.”
Then he frowned. “But -Blacky’s still
around, and broodmg It’s too-bad I didn’t
shoot him. ”

-She looked to see -rf ‘he was foohng._ He

-waén’t. She straightened in the seat -and

peered at him through the whirling snow.
"Red"’ she murmured - “You can’t mean
that!”’

“Would have saved trouble all around,”
he said.” “I, or somebody, will still have
to do it.” ,

“Why, Red?” she asked.
leave him to the sheriff ?”

He gave a mirthless laugh, and said,
“You don’t leave this kind of thing to the
law, Lilly. This is persomal.”

“Why not
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“But he hasn’t been bothering me!” she
declared. “How:can you still be simmering
‘on it after all this time? And after the
beating you gave him?” '

He said flintily, “It. wasn’t beating
enough, Lilly. He’s got his nerve back.”

Suddenly worry broke her rising anger.
“Has he tried to ambush you?”

“No,” he said. “But he showed his face
in town.’

She stared at him w1th consternation.
“Is that all, Red?”

“That’s enough!” he said harshly.

She turned from him, and sat very
straight, with her hands in her lap, and
looked dead shead.

They’d come a roundabout way and the
trail was buried and the ponies had taken
them off it. Now he was tooling them back
and didn’t notice her sharp change.

“Well, it’s nothing to worry on,” he
told her. “But I'm glad you understand,
finally.”

“Yes,
tightly.
What you . want above all things is the

I understand,”

chance to vent Kyour brute cruelty . . . to
prove that you're a tough man, and strut-

in pride and glory!”
He turned to her with surprised alarm.
“Lilly!” he breathed. “I thought. . . .”
“Let’s not talk any more about it, Red!”
she cut in crossly. “Except for being ob-
sessed with breeding horses, I think you'd
be an outlaw yourself.”

He opened his mouth to speak, then
clamped it shut.  His eyes were hard, and

his mouth was thin as wire.

He stopped calling, again, and nobpdy -

even saw him often in town. He made the
excuse that he had to keep an eye on his
-cavvies with blizzard weather due. On the
other.-hand, Blacky came oftener and often-
er to town, boasting, brawling, making
trouble. And twice she saw him drifting
by the school, and her heart stood still.
. Then spring came like a burst of trumpet
notes. One week the country was covered

she answered
“T was a fool ever to forget it!

‘with snow, the next week it was blanketed

with flowers, and birds were _everywhere
and the creeks ran pure crystal and sang
and chuckled. Young couples were every-
where upon the horizon, riding or driving.
out to watch the sundowns. The moon rose
pure gold off the prairie§, spreading -its
haunting light behmd the soot-black line

of hills.

It was a time of melancholy and bitter-
ness and poignant loneliness for her, and
she was glad for the plans for the spring
camp trip on which she’d take her class.

_She ‘threw herself into the preparations
“and gathering of donations.

SHE MADE it a big thing. She made

it important, so that it would stamp an
impression on her pupils and they’d take

_ pride in the studies that they’d make along

the way. She got prizes offered, and the
newspaper ran a map of the trail she meant
to take. Ranchers came forward with the
offer of pack ponies, and even hoodlums, or
trail help, if she wanted. But the trail
help she didn’t need, and didn't want in
any case. This was something she wanted
her pupils to do by themselves so that

_ they’d learn and take pride in responsibility.

She meant to finish up her year with
pnze classes, and then, she supposed she’d
wind up this futile quest for certainty and
return to stodgy Boston and marry stolid

. Paul.

_ A sob caught in her throat, and she had
to still it. And then she got herself in
hand and put Red from her mind. The day
came for the start of the trip and the town
sent them off with presents galore and a
lot of fanfare.

The children’s families had ridden in.

_to see the party off, and she ran her eyes

over their grinning faces, looking to see
if Red had come. To see if Red gave a
damn about something so important to her

if it didn’t concern himself.

There was no sign of him, and a melan-

‘choly chill went thraugh her. By midmorn-
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ing, -though, the beauty of the ride had
grasped her mood. Her cheeks were flushed
and her eyes sparking as the party mounted
up into the incredible peace and vistas of
the Big Horns.

High up, there was a park that Red had
shown her ; a place where the horse hunters
came upon occasion. There was a big log
cabin there, set right on the edge of a
startling, purple decked ravme that would
serve for headquarters.

They cleaned the cabin out and hustled
at making camp, and then rode on up into
the high rocks beyond timberline. They
had supper, then, with dusk rising around
them like a velvet tide, the stars awash in
the sky right overhead. The kids played
“their combs and harmonicas and guitars,
and- Skeeter was a classic. drummer with

his bones. They sang the wild and reckless

and sentimental songs of the cow country,
and there was a plaintive, haunting quality
in their immature voices that struck straight
into the girl’s loneliness.

She thought of ‘the time Red had first
brought her here, and she forgot to sing
and her eyes grew shiny. Skeets brought
her a second cup of coffee, and she started
as she saw it extended toward her. She
put Red, and Paul too, and herself from
her mind. She took a guitar and put spirit
back into the flagging party.

They rode back to camp late, but they
were up at .dawn. Skeeter went down to
the creek to wash and came bhack with his
brows furrowed.

““Why, what is it, Skeeter?” she asked,
laughing at him. “Did you cut grizzly
tracks?” :

“No,” he mumbled, and thought a mo-
ment. “But I thought I smelled small
smoke, and that was before we’d made our
fire.”

“Do you think it’s Injuns on the war-
path ?”’ gshe joked with him.

.He scalded at her humor, and she was
instantly sorry for it. Soberly she said,
“As a matter of fact, there are probably

other campers up here ﬁshmg, and you
may have smelled smoke.”

He looked at her with big grave eyes
He said. “Miss Lillian, for fish, you follow
straight up the Powder and turn off into
its creeks.”

For a moment, his gravity caught her,
and she felt uneasy. But then she thought,
How stupid to worry! ‘Who'd want to
bother a bunch of kids?

She called the children in and asslgned

to the various groups their different studies.

She herself would stay at camp where all
could reach her in case of trouble. At the
last minute Skeeter developed®a stomach-
ache and didn’t want to go. He turned
crimson at the rawhiding of the other boys,
but his jaw was set and he stuck to his
story. She knew that he was staying be-

-hind because he was worried about that_

smell of smoke, but she wouldn’t embarrass.
him in front of the other children, so she
pretended to believe his excuse,

She strolled out through the high, in-
vigorating air to gather ferns and flowers,
and watchéd with amusement the busy an-
tics of the small wildlife that abounded in
the park. ' :

- Morning’s warmth touched her as the
sunlight broke directly on her. It was a
very simple, elemental thing, something’
she would never have noticed back in
Boston, but out here it-had importance and

it was good.
3 v vy

SHI* GOT back to camp light of mood

and hummmg to herself. She set a rich
stew simmering and made up sourdongh.
Skeeter came in for dinner a little after
high noon. He brought in nine different
kinds of birds’ eggs, and was all excited
telling her what they were.

After the meal, he went chasing back
out, and she stirred around leisurely in

CHAPTER

L



BUSHWHACKED HEARTS 21

the warm golden sun for a space. She
thought how easy it. was, out here, to for-
get civilization, and how easy and sweet
it . would be to: just sit back in lazy peace
and let the troubled, hectic world go by.

Paul would never approve of that, she
thought. He’d never even understand it.
Stripped of his city, his business, his tight
little world of clocks and duties and money,
he’d be lost. In his small way, in Boston,
he was important. Out here, he’d be less
than the most stubble-bearded hoodlum
who gathered wood and-such for the small-
est one-horse outfit.

It was an odd thought that clutched at
her mind, that Paul was made by his

surroundings rather than making them’

yield to his' command. Take Red, now,
and put him back in Boston. She couldn’t
imagine . . . she shivered to think . . . what
he might wind up doing. But one thing
was sure—he would stand against the prim
Boston landscape. just as solidly and as-
sertively as he stood against these lawless
Rockies.

She felt a twinge of disloyalty to Paul,
and put Red and comparison out of her

mind. “She had the stew starting on the

stove inside and she was stirring it when
‘the light shadowed perceptibly. She won-
dered if a storm was rising, and turned to
the doorway. *

Blacky Friar leaned in the frame, hxs
eyes heavy and hungry and raw as they
‘burned over her. Another man, equally
brutish, lounged-beside him, leering.

Blacky made a mock gesture of touching
his hat, and spur-dragged in. “Now ain’t
this a coincidence, Miss Lilly,” he drawled,
“meeting up like this, way up here atop
the Big Horns? And nobody a-tall around
to interrupt a little pleasant company.”

" She had the blg spoon in her hand, and.

she, grasped it ﬁrmly and commanded
“Blacky. Frlar, get out of here and take
your friend!”

_ But fear was m her eyes, and he caught
the tlghtness in her veice. He laughed

and felt of his dirty stubbled beard. “Why,
Miss Lilly, that’s no way to greet a he-man
admirer,” he mocked her. He put a boot
up on a bench and leaned his elbow on his
knee. He ‘grinned evilly, and jerked his
head at his friend. “This here is Hairy

Steve, my partner,” he explained. “He’s
kind of partial to you, hisself.”

* She gritted her teeth hard to stop her
quivering. This was play acting now, but
it would be no joke soon. These -men had
trailed the party just waiting for this
chance.

“I suppose you're hungry,” she managed
to get out. “I've got food ready outside.
I'll feed you, and then you two get about
your business.”

“Why, that first part is more sociable,
leastwise,” Blacky declared. “We'll take
that offer, and mebbe by that time you gl
change your mind, Miss Lilly.”

He jerked his head toward his partner.
“Hairy Steve, here, is quite some boy at
changing women’s minds. Seems to have
a way of persuading them ‘to weep and
crawl for him, don’tcha Steve?”

“Kinda.” Steve grinned, and snapped
open a six-inch lock knife to pair his
nails. He paused to look down at the
knife. '

“Yeah, kinda.” He chuckled, and then
looked at the girl, his flamed-flecked eyes
traveling slowly over her, “and noting the
fright beatmg against the mask of her
expressnon

Blacky ‘turned out first® The girl fol_—
lowed, clutching the spoon. Hairy Steve’s-
free hand went to his throat and caressed
it as if it were a woman’s, as she passed.

They moved to the outside fire, and she

‘busied herself at warming over food and

breakfast java. Desperately, she hoped
Skeeter would see this from somewhere
and race for the older boys. But even
if he did, help would be futlle, and. she
knew it. They’d not get there i in time. :

She put steaming food into tin plates and

,_peured them java.
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Blacky noted her shakiness, and chuck-

led. “Two handsome men like us get you
that bothered and flustered, Lilly?”
" Panic gave her courage, and suddenly
she "yelled,
because it was the thing that came to mind.
At the same instant, she threw the cup of
steaming coffee in -his face, and darted
for the woods.

She heard his bellow of rage and pain,.

and then she heard thundering noises as
she was tripped and landed flat. Rough
hands jerked her erect, and a callused
palm slapped her head reeling. Hairy
Steve had caught her hands behind - her,
and Blacky stood in front wiping his face
with his sleeve, his breath whistling
through his nostrils and his eyes burning
with anger.
A high-pitched voice rent the tension.
“Stick ’em up! I gotcha beaded.” '
Skeeter came from the edge of the woods,
pinched and white of face, his little .22
rifle clutched in hand. The girl called

sharply, “Skeeter, go back! Go find the

other children! Keep out of this!” _

But Skeeter just kept coming, his small
jaws set, his eyes gleaming. Then youth’s
inexperience betrayed him. He came too
close, and Blacky lurched and grabbed
-his gun as it went off, flinging it free. He
grabbed the boy up, hauled him to, the
ravine, .and hurled him over the rim. Not
even one cry came out of Skeeter. He
might be dead, but he had died like a man.

T‘HE GIRL stood, conscious no longer

of her own danger. She was filled with
pure hatred for these monsters who walked
like men. Blacky came back chuckling at
the expression on her face. He took pride
in making a woman hate him. That was
what he wanted.

“Puts a little fight in em"’ he de—
clared to Steve.

She was wearing a rldlng blouse with

double row of buttons. He pulled out his

boot knife and honed it on his palm. He

“Wait till Red hears this!”

began to snip the buttons off one by one,
taking time between. A -gloating look was
on his face, a wicked, vicious chuckle in
his throat. She could feel Hairy Steve’s
breathing coming hotter and harder on her
neck, and feel the way the muscles of his
hands moved like snakes at each ‘snip of
the buttons.

“Oh, God!” she cried sﬂently inside.
“Why didn’t T have Red kill this beast?”

But even in that moment, her wish
sprang from what he’d done to Skeeter,
and not for her own bodily safety. .

Then a shot sounded from the woods,
and the men moved away and grabbed for
their guns. A second shot barked, and she

heard a long, rising ‘gurgle come from be-

hind her. Hairy Steve shot once at the
woods, and once at the ground as he
sank. Then his knees buckled», and he
pitched into the campfire, .

Blacky dropped his knife and clawed
his gun out, and as Red showed at the
edge of the clearing, he began to fan. Red
came forward at a zigzag runm, all” hell’s
fury on his reckless face, not giving a damn
for the bullets that spit by him. He threw
himself aside and froze suddenly, and put
an aimed shot at Blacky, tearing his left
shoulder. Blacky cursed and.sent his sixth
shot slamming hack at him.

Red grated a wild; wicked yell, and came
charging. Blacky turned gray. He didn’t
have time to reload, and he’d never make
the cabin. He spun to the girl, reached
for her and caught her wrist. But she
fought him with savagery she had never
before known. .

He released her suddenly and hurled his
gun at Red, and scooped up the knife he’d
dropped. Wild lights streaked out of Red’s
eyes and he lifted a savage, spine-chilling
yell. He threw his gun aside, reached to
his own boot, and came the last ten- feet
with his own knife in hand. '

The two men circled a moment, balanced,
but they were stiff of joint, grotesque of
posture. They locked with a howl, and
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blood began to spurt. There was the sick- -

ening slither of long, keen knives chopping
into human flesh. They fell and rolled

and fought witlrknee and knife and goug- .

ing fingers, ﬁghtmg clean across to the
ravine.

Blacky tried to ram Red over, and Red
used the motion to roll of his own accord
and jerk Blacky after. They went over the
rim roaring sounds like these of wild
beasts. She could hear them crashing and
thrashing through the brush of the precip-
itous slope even as she picked up Hairy
Steve's gun and ran to heip

She stood on the rim watchitg. them

fight. The two men crashed on a narrow.

ledge. Blacky looked dazed and befuddled
as Red snapped to his feet and gave him
a kick that brought a tortured groan from

him. Blacky was finished. There was no

more fight in him but Red stooped and
picked him up by thigh and armpit, and
lifting him overhead like a sack of oats,
hurled him out into the abyss.

Red watched - Blacky go down, and
Blacky’s panicked how! floated back. Then

Red wiped his hands free of blood and

leaned against a rock, breathing hard..

_ Above him, the girl looked at the gun
she held, and thought she’d have been just
as violent as Red, if she could have been.
She turned sick inside and dropped the
gun as if it were a snake.

Right after that, Red lifted his face and
saw her.

- “Red!” she called. “Skeeter’s down there
in the brush!”

Red moved across the ledge and turned
the boy over. Skeeter was knocked out,
but alive. She let down a rope and he made
it fast under the boy’s armpits, and then
he instructed Lillian how to haul.
scrambled alongside, holding the boy’s head
clear of rocks. ‘

They came over the rim, and her first
glance flashed at Red, and she gave a

tight, stricken sound at the way he was..

stabbed ‘and the flow of blood. - B

He

He said, “It’s all right. Take care of
him,” and he lurched off for water.

She picked up the mite and carried him
into the cabin. Skeeter was conscious again
and sobbing.

The fall had pretty well roughed him
up, and as far as Lillian could figure, two
ribs and his leg were broken.

Red came in, washed down, with most
of his blood stopped. He was stripped to
the waist, and she gasped at his cuts and
stabs, but he’d found ferns and cobwebs
and patched himself up woods fashion.

He made Skeeter a splint and bound his
chest with bandages which Lillian cut.” He
winked down at the boy, and told him,
“That was some fight we had, pardner.
Except for you, he’d of had me.”

Skeeter stopped sobbing and his eyes
grew big. All through his youth he’d take
pride in the story that Red had built, and
in the future it would mould his manhood.

Lillian got out tinned milk and gave it
to Skeeter laced with whiskey. Then she
drew him broth off the simmering stew,
for strength, and after a time his hurts
grew less and he dozed. -

Then she and Red moved outside into
the softening evening light. She said with
embarrassment, “I have much te thank
you for. You followed just in case of this.”

“Mebbe a hunch,” he said gruffly, but

- he was still hot with savagery and his

pride was up.

She murmured, “It was a very brave
thing you did, Red, taking on two like
that, and throwing away your gun to fight
him man to man with knives.”

He gave a snort of bitter laughter. “My

‘kind of fighting!” he told her harshly.

“Brute means for a brute!”
Then the pound of ponies running full
tilt drummed down the trail, and the

* bigger boys came bursting out of the trees,
-They’d heard the shootmg and read it for

trouble, and had come racing back to lend

.a hand. Soon after, the younger children

followed.
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- Ne more intimacy was possible. Red
thought they had best move Skeeter down-

trail that night” before his bones began to "

mend. They had supper, with the kids full
of wild commotion, while Lillian and Red
kept a heavy silence.

RED FIXED a hammock sling on a pack

pony and led out, while Lillian rode
beside Skeeter. It was a quicker ride down
grade, and they were back in town by mid-
night:.

Red carried Skeeter into old Doc Mull-
ford, and after a brief examination of the
boy, Doc looked at’ Red and allowed, “I
figure we’ll just do a little patchwork oh
you ﬁrst, mister. Skeeter’s all right for
now.’

So the girl left the two and went out to
herd her charges home. When she came
back alorig the street, Red was in the_
saloon telling the story te a crowd who'd
gotten out of bed just for it.

Her breath caught, and hurt filled her,

and then she pressed the hurt out with’

harshness. He’d known she wasn’t going
straight home to bed. He might have left
a message for her.

Still, maybe he’d come by yet. She went
home, and the widow brought her supper
and coffee out to the cool of the front
stoop.

Finally, dawn streaked .the sky with
gray, and then with rose and jonquil. Like
a signal, it set her mind. He was brave,
he was good in many things, she owed him
something more than her life. Under the
circumstances, she could understand and
forgive, and even condone what he’d done.
She could see now what she hadn’t seen
before . . . in a land of violence, violence
was the only measure-of a man.

A few hours before, at camp, she would
have told him so, and sunk into his arms
without any reservation.

But now she knew what had really
bothered her. He loved her in his wéy!
she supposed, but éverything still went

" the widow said.

" back to that first nigﬁt when he had taken’

her out and kissed her. And if it had not
been her, it would have been some other
womar who took his fancy.

True, he’d trailed the party and pro-

_tected her, and she was grateful. But she

could see that he had been hoping for the
run-in, for the chance to vent his brute
savagery.

She went to bed, knowing now that she’d
go back East and marry Paul.

The thing happened suddenly, without
warning, within the week. That morning
when she went to school, there was not
a breath of gossip. When she drove back
that evening, the flyers for the sale were
all over town. Red was selling his ranch

" and cavvies, a week Saturday.

She stared at. the signs with consterna-
tion. His whole life had gone into that
ranch. ‘

Lillian went home and the Widow Watts
said little, but she could feel the older
woman’s criticism building up like a storm-
head.

She ‘made a bewildered gesture with her
hands. “But why’s- he selling ‘out like
that?”’ she asked.

“Just possibly,” the Widow rtold her on
a subdued harsh note, “beécause no real
man would stay around beyond decent
limits eating his heart out.” - -

“His heart?” The girl laughed.

The widow’s stern look sobered her.

“I don’t understand,” Lillian said. “I
said nothing critical to him over that .
terrible incident.” .

“Did you tell him that he did well?”
the widow asked. “Did you-tell him he was
right in what he did?” .

Lillian bit at her underlip.. “TI didn’t
get much chance,” she murmured:

“You've had nedr a week for:chance,”
“You can drive, you can
ride, you can write. You could have let
him know.” Then her anger came unpentr
and it was in her louder, harsher veice.
“Don’t you know a man can’t be rlght with
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himself when he’s not right with his
woman ?”’ -

Lillian turned :and .ran to her room,
emotions choking-her throat full.

All night long she chased her confused
and conflicting thoughts in a circle. Then,
at-sunup, one of Red’s riders came, driving
a wobbly little colt.

“It’s an orphan,” he told her, “and Red
didn’t know any place it would get proper
care except with you. He said mebbe
you'd make it your prize ptipil.”

She swung suddenly to the cowboy. She
said “Slim, tell him it will be my prize
pupil. And Slim . . . tell him something
else. Tell him I had Steve’s gun when I
was standing on the rim, but I was afraid
to use it. But tell him I would have.”

The widow stared at her. She said,
“You, Lillian?”

The girl nodded, and went on to her

room.
She sat down 4t her desk with her eyes

shining, picked up her pen and wrote,

Dear Paul . . . ,

And then—I dow't know of any way to
tell you of what happened, and if I-did,
you'd mot approve. I will not be back,
Paul. Forgive me. ‘

Lil

She folded the papef, and addressed and
sealed the envelope. Then she looked back
out the window. Land of peace and beauty,
land of treachery and violence. Her land,
though. Her gaze shifted off to where Red’s -
ranch lay. He was wild, merciless,
rough . . . but so gentle. Even when he was-
angry enough to clear out, he’'d thought of:
her.

A big, tough, red-headed, downright
dangerous galoot. ‘

Her man, too. :

She stamped the letter to mail on the-
way as she rode out to him. vyeYye
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HORSEBACK

Cowgir

High are the mountains and lew is the plain;

J
Yy

Sweet is the sunshine, but sweeter the rain
That buds the green grass where the starved cattle graze

OnAvalley and hill all the long summer days.

Oh, fair are the foorthills in pine-patierned shade,
But fairer and sweeter by far is the maid
Who rides by my side at the high mesa’s rim,

So brown-eyed and modest, so smiling and slim.

" Her hair is the brown of an autumn-touched oak,
And soft as the fur of a rabbit to stroke.
Her voice flows as soothing and quietly sweet

As creek water cooling a tired horse’s feet.

Her pony’s a cow horse, her saddle well worn,
Her _levisvwwr patéhe_s’ iwwhere they have been torn,
For she’s a young cowgirl who rides like a mait_;,*

- But kisses as only a Western girl can—
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With lips and a heart that can savvy the life
~ She may have to lead as a cowpuncher’s wife:
4 life none too easy, with luxuries few,

But a ﬁee life, a good life, with love abways true!

Her name doesn’t matter, the bloom of her health
Is more to a cowboy than title or wealth,
And more to his heart that her feelings belong

With sun on the sage and a meadowlark’s song.

Oh, gay is the fluting of blackbirds in fall,

But my sweethedrt’s. laughter is gayest of all

The hope-happy sounds that a ic’owboy can hear,
As time for a real ranch wedding draws near! ‘

Sweet is the sunshine, but sweeter the rain
That promises grass on the range once again,
And sweetest of all for the lone trails I ride

Is one little cowgirl to lope at my side!




BRAND THAT (OWBOY!

By T. J.

last pan of biscuits from the oven

EMMA WINTON was taking the

when Julene, her sister, called ex-

citedly from the rear stoop, “Pa’s coming,
Em. He’s back from Fargo with a new
hired hand.” Philosophically, Emma put
the biscuits on the window sill, checked the

stove damper, then ‘glanced at the calendar. _
Ten days. Two more than it had taken.

pa to find a husband for Donna. They must
be getting harder to find. Or did he want
to be particularly sure about a man for

Julene, she being the youngest of the fam-.

ily? Withoyt taking off her apron, she
went out ento the stoop. '

““Inside with you, Juléne, and brush up-

your hair. You look like a witch.”

When Julene had gone, Emma sighed

and shaded her blue eyes against the glare
of the Dakota sun. Pa’s rig, all right. And
"the bays were stepping along right hand-
some. And there was a man on the buck-
board seat beside pa. She wondered, with
a small stirring of excitement in her .own
breast, what he’d be like.

Her pa wasn't fooling her. Julene didn’t
know anything about these things—she was
only eighteen—but Emma, who was almost
twerity-six, had seen it happen three times
now. First with Helen, then with Rose,
and finally with Donna. Come spring,
when the pressure of work would he off
Ed Winton’s husky shoulders, he’d hie him-
self off to some place, generally taking a

ROEMER

train to Fargo, select a hired man and
bring him to the Cross E where he‘had five
pretty, motherless daughtér‘s‘

And it had worked each time. Before the
fall threshing was done, the hired hand,
who already had passed Ed Winton’s
steady, judging eye months before, would
up and get married to one of the Winton
girls. "And, Emma knew, to the very girl
her pa had selected. Oh, he never breathed
a word about it to her or anybody, but
Emma knew the folks around didn’t call
Ed Winton the shrewdest horse trader in

~ the country for nothing. . -

And now it was Julene’s turn. Last year
her pa hadn’t gone—Julene was too young.

- But now-she was eighteen and just nicely

turned ready for marriage. -

Once again Emma sighed, and when the
prairie wind blew a lock of her wheat-
colored hair across her face, she drew it
back instinctively and faced into that warm
wind that she’d known since she’d been a
gitl. Her mother had died when' Emma
was twelve, and Ed Winton, the biggest
wheat raiser and cattle rancher in the coun-
ty, would have no other woman' in his
house. “Let Em do it,”” he would say. Or,
“Let Em decide,” or, SEm will take care
of it.” Always it was Em. She’d baked and
scrubbed and cooked and run the house-
hold like a woman ten years older than her
age. She cared for her four younger sis-
ters and raised them, and when they'd be-

Had the stranger from Montana brought happi-

ness to lonely Emma—that was to die with their

first kiss?

28



She wasn’t conscious of any-

thing but his arm around
her.... :

29
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come young ladies of- eighteen or nineteen
and her father commenced bringing home

eligible, steady young men, it was up to Em -

to keep things rlght and the course of things
smooth.

She had guessed her father’s strategy the
first time when he had brought home that
quick-smiling, dark Joey Freling and “had
so pointedly introduced him to Helen.
After that, her father’s motives were like
an open book to her—that tall, slow-speak-
ing red-headed Kansan for Rose, the ener-
getic, quick-learning boy from St. Paul for
Donna—her father had a knack for just
tatching right. ;

~ And now she wondered whom he’d chos—
en for' Julene, the baby.

The bays came prancing over the nearest
rise. Her father’s steady hand tooled them
into the grass-brown -yard. “Hi, Em.
Where's Julene?” '

- Em smiled.  Her father wasn’t being very

subtle about it this time. “In the house.
She’ll be right out.” And -she stepped. off
the stoop, her eyes alert<as the two men
descended from the buckboard.

At first she was disappointed. He was
big, almost too big a man for Julene. His
arm- muscles showed huge beneath the
wash-faded, rolled-up blue sleeves. His
eyes werée wide and quiet, and almost the
color of his shirt—a washed, sky-blue color.
His skin was golden, a boyish color, and it
somiewhat matched his ragged yellow hair,
now. darkened with sweat, she saw, as he
pushed-up his dusty hat.

He’s quite old for her, Emma thought
swiftly. Why, he must be almost as old - as
I am. And then a half grin, boyish, bash-
ful, touched his golden cheeks as he looked
down at her, and Emma knew she had
guessed ‘wrong. He couldn’t be over twenty-
one. ) - ¢

““Em,” her father said, “this is John
Btuels—Big John, they ¢all him. He’s go-
ing to be with us through harvest. John,
this is my oldest daughter, Emma. She runs
the ranch. She can do everything from bak-

ing the best biscuits yéu-ever sunk your

teeth into, to helping me heist a grain box
over a wagon’s bolsters. Julene! Julene!”
Her father raised his voice. '

Emma shook hands with John Bruels.
“Don’t mind pa. He likes to brag.” She
turned and stepped out of the way as Julene
came flying out the veranda door. And
Emma caught her breath.-

Julene maybe didn’t know’ her father’s

"1ntent10ns, but she certaitily was at an dge
to know what attracted men’s attention

when a girl is eighteen. She’d slipped into
the blue-print dress Emma had just com-
pleted for her, the neckline cut just so, on
Julene’s orders. It now showed off her
pretty young figure. And"Julene had done
more than run a comb through her wavy
brown hair. She'd brushed it up until it
shone in the late afternoon sunlight, and it
framed- her small, pretty face with a dusky
aura no male, single or married, could or
would miss, And then hed take a second

“look.

And this is just what young ]ohn Bruels
did. His wide blue eyes looked down into
Julene’s brown eyes. ‘A slow color came
from the V of his blue shirt and swept up
his strong neck into his bright-burned
cheeks.

Emma heard her father’s soft, exultant
chuckle.

“John, this is my youngest daughter,
Julene. Wait until you taste her burnt po-
tatoes. I'll have to raise your wages to keep
you. Julene, this is John Bruels, the new
hand until harvest is over.’

John Bruels didn’t know. whether to ex-

_tend his big hand or not; as he unhesitat-

ingly had done when Emma had thrust for-
ward her hand. Finally he did, and Julene
had smiled up at him, and John Bruels was
blushing like a schoolboy. Suddenly Emma
felt sorry for him.

She said, “Get the team unhitched, pa.
You, John Bruels, come in and wash up
before pa. I'll get supper right on. Skip,
Julene, and get the cream pail out of the
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well.” In a moment she had them all dis-
persed and doing things. The greeting of
Big John Bruels to the Cross E ranch was
over with.

THE big, slow-speaking “kid”, as Emma

regarded him, soon displayed himself as
a top-notch ranch hand. The first day, he
shod the two driving mares, doctored a sick
calf and reset the gate and posts of the
breaking corral. And Emma was as pleased
with him as she saw her dad was. For sup-
per that night Emma had a special treat of
light fluffy shortcake heaped with wild ber-
ries she had gone out and picked in Straw-
berry Slough that afternoon. She topped it
with huge spoonfuls of heavy whipped
cream, and Ed Winton patted his thick
middle and sighed when the meal was over.
Then, Emma noted, he lost no time in ad-

vancing the cause of Julene.

“There’s a dance in Freedom tomght
John. Thought maybe you'd like to take it
in an’ get acquainted with our little town.”
His bland, gray-shadowed eyes roved
around the table from the big, silent young
hand, flitted over Emma seated at the foot

of the table, and finally ‘came to rest upon

slim, dark Julene.

Emma promptly took her cue. “I have a
slight headache from plckmg those straw-
berries this afternoon. hut I'm sure Julene
will go in with you, John, and introduce
you around.”

His wide, bleached brows went up hesi-
tantly as he looked across the -table, and
Julene flushed and looked down at her
plate.

Emma said quickly, “Don’t wait for the
dishes, Julene; I'll do them. You run and
get dressed. And, John, you don’t have to
dress up fancy; we're plain folk around
here and, as you'll see, Freedom's dance
will be strictly cowtown. Pa, you hitch up
the bays for them.” And, with her large
capable ways, Emma bounced up and be-
gan clearing the dishes from the red-check-
ered table.

A minute later Julene called her into the
bedroom. _

“Gee whiz, Em, I had a date with Ray
Sandusky in town tonight. I don’t want to
be thrown at this big oaf’s head.”

“You do like T say,” Emma whispered.
“This kid is no fool, and he’s a mighty
handsome male, too, if you ask me. He’s
got it all over that plmply—faced Sandusky
kid like a three-stack tarp.”

“But——but he’s so bashful—and clum-
sy—"

“Tut-tut. Give him a chance, girlie, and
you'll find out. T know men. And when a
gal is as pretty as you, they don’t need
much come-on. Just remember, little one,
there’s limits to womanly teasing and this
John Bruels won’t be as easy to hold off as
that weak-muscled Sandusky kid who gets
his strength clerking in a grocery store. So
watch your step.”’

She left the bedroom feeling like an old
woman, giving that kind of advice.. She
stood for a moment, her capable, smooth
arms akimbo, and looked at her figure in
long kitchen mirror. She had nice hips and
shoulders—maybe a bit square—but there
certainly was nothing wrong with her waist-
line. Her waist measurements were almost
as small as Julene’s—and she was eight
years older! Why, if Julene didn’t want—
She brushed the thought from her mind.
Julene would. Just wait and see. Her dad
was never wrong. And, then, after Julene

" was gone it would be her turn. She whisked

back a lock of her wheat-colored hair and
resolutely tackled the dishes. '

She saw them off. They made a beauti-
ful couple, John Bruel so wide and tall with
a black string tie showing starkly from a
white shirt. He wore no hat. His yellow
hair was well brushed down, ragged a little
only at the ears and the nape of the neck.
Emma saw it blowing slightly in the eve-
ning wind. A terrible urge came into, her
breast to reach out and smooth it down.
She didn’t move. She stood on the back
stone stoop and waved as he gave slim
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Julene a hand into the red-wheeled buggy.

What a pair they made! Julene like a
wisp—dark, slender, her blue, full.dress
rustling beneath her cape. The cameo, a
jewel at her slender neck, the black rib-
bont accentuating her pearly skin, How
could any man resist? Emma shivered. She
turned and hurried into the house.

She couldn’t sleep that night. The cur-
lews were crying out on the prairie. Soft
light feathered the rolling hills. Stars came
low and a coyote cried from the brushy
creek up Stangler’s way. Emma turned her
feverish body to look out the south screen.
Freedom’s lights winked low on the hori-
zon four miles away. She wondered what
was the matter with her. She was so warm
she slipped out of her night dress and lay
bare beneath the sheet, and she tried not to
think of Julene and John Bruels at the
dance, or worst of all—coming home. He
was so big, so strong, he would crush her.
Why did God make man so hig? He was
too big for Julene.

She heard the dining room clock strike
eleven, then twelve. . . . He’d be bringing
her home now. She waited, listening, tense
—and then she heard the bays. She recog-
nized their hoofheats. The buggy stopped
beside the kitchen door. She heard John
Bruels's husky voice quiet the. horses, she
heard Julene’s low laughter.
was silence. After a while Julene said some-
thing and laughed once more, more softly
this time. Emma heard the springs of the
buggy creak; and she wanted to pull the
pillow over her head and drown out the
sound. Something was tearing inside her
breast. She wanted to open her mouth and
scream, “No! No!” But all she did was
lie rigid beneath the single -sheet and hold
the cloth tight up against her chin and keep
her eyes closed hard. This was the way her
father wanted it.

After a while Julene came in. John
Bruels put the team away. And Emma,
across the room from  Julene’s bed, didn’t
move, pretending sleep. The last chime of

‘Then there-

the dining room clock that she remembered
was three. '

Julene slept late the next morning, as
usual after a dance, but Emma was up the
minute she heard her father stirring. She
made oatmeal for breakfast and was sur-
prised when the kid appeared in the stair-
well almost at once. He was dressed in
work clothes. She said good morning and
he answered her and then was silent. Her
father came in, was surprised also that John

Bruels was up that early, and the three had

breakfast, Ed Winton’s square-wrinkled
face looking very pleased.

But at the end of the meal John Bruels
put down his drained coffee cup and said in
that slow way lie had of talking, “Mr. Win-
ton, I’'m going to quit.”

“Quit?” Silence fell. The pleased lines
drained fwom her father’s face, then in one
of the few times Emma heard her father
cuss, Ed Winton said, “Hell’s fire, man!
You just got here! What’s the gripe?”

John Bruels’s soft- stubbled pink cheeks
grew a deeper pink.

“T just want to quit, is all,” he said stub-
bornly. But he did involuntarily shift his
eyes toward the girls’ bedroon.

Emma caught it, hut she was sure her
father hadn’t because he was- frowning at
his coffee. Emma felt an uneasy puzzle-
ment. What was the reason?

Her father spoke. “T hired you for the
season, Bruels, until after harvest. 1 don’t
want you to quit now, and I don't expect
you to unless you can give me a very good
reason. What is it?”

Again silence. John Bruels grew pinker.
His quiet, sky-blue eyes grew stubborn He
wouldn’t say anythmg

“Then I expect vou to stay on, Bruels,”
her father said gruffly, breaking the strained
emptiness. “But T will raise your wages
from twenty-five to thirty dollars a month.
Is that all right now?”

The big young hand, whom Emma all

the more now regarded as a kid, finally

nodded his head. He muttered :



“All right. T'll stay on.”

OHN BRUELS worked like -a titan.
Emma’s dad Was putting up the wild
slough hay, and where Emma helped him
before whilé Julene did the housework and
the cooking, after -a fashion, this John
Bruels now did the work of two men. He
could make a.seasoned ash pitchfork bend
with Ruge~forkfuls of hay; he could keep
her father a-sweating and humping on the
stack or hay rack and he himself wouldn’t
even be half trying. Once when the hay
rack bogged in the slough, Bruels prac-
tically lifted the rear wheels out and shoved
rack, horses and all out of the hole to solid
footing. Oh, he was a real hand, Emma
saw, and she cooked extra dishes and fancy
desserts—whipped cream and cherry pies,
double-layer chocolate cakes with lemon
meringue filling, rhubarb sauce sweetened
on hot baking powder biscuits. But about
that first night she couldnt get anythmg
from Julene.
“Oh,_he’s. just a big oaf,” Julene would
say tartly.

Emma said, “I suppose you think that

skinny Sandusky kid is the right sort of -

Romeo.”

Julene would, poutingly thrust forth her
ripe underlip and go-about peeling the po-
tatoes or whatever mlnor chore she was
-doing.

Toward the end of the week Clem Oden
dropped in. Clem was a bachelor with a
ranch half a dozen'miles to the east of the
Winton place. He was on his way to Free-
- dom. gt -

At the sound of the saddle horse in the
yard, Emma came out onto the stoop, dry-
ing her arms. She had been washmg the
kitchen linoleum.

" “Dad’s down back of the barn breaking
"in‘a pair of colts.”” She said it quite shortly,
She had no time for Clem Odin. He was a
wide, heavy man with an always unshaven
black stubble and a-dirty; greasy look about
‘him. He was past forty *but at that had
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tried to make love to Emma every time
she’d gone to a dance or party in Freedom
—until she had told him off and Ed Win-
ton had clinched it with a terse, “Stay
away from Em or you’ll answer to me.”

“I didn’t want to see your pa,” Odin said
with a greasy smile. “Thought I’d just drop
in and see how things are going on the Win-
ton Marryin’ Ranch. Heard your pa picked
up a new sucker.”

Emma considered herself a pretty even-
tempered girl, but now she felt the burn all
the way down her throat and at once full-
bloomed through all her chest. She didn’t
know why; she didn’t stop to analyze the
reason, but she took one step off the stone
porch and pointed an angry finger toward
the road-gate.

“Get out of here, Clem Odin. And don’t
come back, or I'll have my dad throw you
off.” Her words trembled with her anger.

Odin sneered and wheeled his black
horse, and -Julene came onto the stoop.

“What did he want?”

“Nothing,” Emma said. She marched
back into the kitchen. She was glad Julene
hadn’t heard.

One of the colts had a mean streak along
with an extra dose of devilment and at sup-
per that night her father, against- John
Bruels’s advice, decided to use a Spanish
bit on him the next day. “I haven’t got one

. on the place so ride in tonight, John, and

pick one up at Kutsky s hardware. Charge
it to: my -account.’

John Bruels went. He rode one of the

‘bays in. And Emma, watching him, tall in

the saddle against the setting sun, marveled
at the way he could ride. He had once said
he’d been a cowboy out in Montana: and
had done several winters riding down' in
Wyoming, For a youngster he had beén
around, and for the hundredth time she
wondered how old he was. He couldn’t be

-such a kid as he appeared. R

John'Bruels was back in two hours with
the Spanish bit. He also had a mouse un-
der his right eye, a jagged nail scar the
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length of his pink, solid jaw, a bump the
size of a horseshoe calk on his broad fore-
head, and his shirt was in ribbons and his
levis half torn from his right leg. -

He flung the Spanish bit onto the table
next to the newspaper Ed Winton had been
reading and said, “I'm quitting.”- He
turned and stamped out of the house, and
still frozen with amazement Emma sat mo-
tionless with the darning hasket on her lap,
and she heard the yard pump creak and
water splash..

Ed Winton swore under his breath as he
stared at his two daughters. “Now what
the devil happened to him?” He arose and
went out to the yard pump where John
Bruels was washing up. They could hear
their father talking, questioning, urging an
answer. But John Bruels said nothing. He
came stamping back into the house..

He was almost to the stairs when Julene
said, “Looks like you took the worst end of
it.”

He whirled. Emma had never seen so
much fire in his sky-blue eyes before. “I’ll
have you know, ma’am, when I got through
with him they had to lift him onto his black
horse and tie him to the saddle to keep him
in.”

Emma came to her feet. “Clem Odin!”

Her father turned. “That fellow around ’

here again?” Sharply.

“Yes, he was in the yard this afternoon.
He—he rather insulted me. I got furious
and ordered him off the place.”

John Bruels stood motionless, staring at
her. “He insulted you?”

Under his level gaze, Emma strangely
felt herself grow warm. “Why—yes. He
said something to me no woman would ever
want to hear.”

John Bruels took a deep breath. “Then
I reckon, Mr. Winton, I'll stay on.” He
turned and went up the stairs to his room,
closing the door behind him.

Ed Winton sat down heavily before his
paper. He scowled, looking at Julene, then
picked up the newspaper, but Emma knew

he wasn’t reading. And Emma knew for
once her father’s plans weren’t working out
as he’d desired.

A short while later Ed Winton retired to
his bedroom and Emma was left alone with
Julene. Emma said, “What made you say
that, Julene? That angered him, quick.”

“The big oaf. I didn’t think he could
even fight.” .

“If he licked Clem Odin, he can fight all
right. What happened between you and
him that first night you went to a dance in
Freedom?”

“Nothing,” Julene said tartly, and she
flipped a page of the fashion magazine she
was reading.

“Something must have happened. He—
he acts so—well, rather queer toward you.”
Emma wished she could find better words.
She wanted to soften Julene, help her fa-
ther’s cause along. But Julene’s ruby-red
underlip began creeping out, and Emma
realized she’d better leave well enough
alone. Mayhe the breech still could be
healed. She decided to be a little more
tactful in helping matters along.

She coaxed Julene into finishing a green
cotton dress that had heen cut out, and she
got Julene to model it for her father one
evening.

ULENE looked lovely. Her dark hair
and ruby lips picked up the yellow rays

from the kitchen wall lamps. She pirou-
etted, flashing neat ankles, and her arms
were pale ivory among the flares of the
dark green skirt.

“And, dad,” Emma said, ‘“she made it
all hy herself, practically. Doesn’t she sew
neatly ?”’

% Her father’s wrinkled eyes laughed. He
said, “Julene, that dress is beautiful.”

Emma slid her gaze toward John Bruels,
who was reading The Stockmaw’s Maga-
zine, and her exultation vanished. He
hadn’t even looked up.

But Emma didn’t give up trying. She
coaxed Julene into cooking one meal a day,
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and then helped her prepare extra little tid-
bits. “And watch the potatoes, Julene, for
Pete’s sake! Never let them burn. If there’s
anything a man hates, it’s burnt potatoes.”

“Say, what is this? I don’t want to get

my face and hands all red and scrubby be-.

fore -Sally Born’s wedding dance next
week.”

“Now you do as I say and be a good girl
and T'll do all the housework the entire
week after.”

Julene shook her ‘tousled dark hair. “I
don’t get it, Em, hut it’s a good trade—
half a week’s work for a whole one.”

At every meal Emma would make some
casual remark about the fresh shortcake
Julene had prepared, or the hot gingerbread
Julene had just whipped up, or the new,
tender way the steak was done that night
which Julene had found in an old cookbook.
And Emma saw her father leaning on every
word and hungrily waiting for the least in-
dication of appreciation from the stolid
young hand seated across the table from
him. But John Bruels ate swiftly, hungrily,
as a working man does, and he always left
the table with never a word about the food.
Emma sighed. And then she’d try some-
thing else. She wouldn’t give up. Her fa-
ther‘never had heen wrong before.

The twenty-fifth came, a Wednesday, the
day of the Sally Born wedding dance, and
Emma was still trying, still hoping. She’d
made ice cream that noon, and told the
white lie that Julene had dug the ice from
the icehouse, cracked it up, and whipped the
cream. Now it was evening and the men
would soon be in from the field. It was
Julene’s turn to make suppéer but Emma
was “helping”” her. Julene had gone to the
well to, get the sweet coffee cream. Emma
heard the kitchen door open behind her
Then John Bruels’s slow, deep voice said,
“Hello.” She whirled.

“Oh, I thought you were Julene.”

He was breathing deeply, as if he’d heen
running, or working hard. There were
three big drops of moisture straight above

his bleached brows. His wide, sky-blue
eyes were looking straight at her, but there
was a scared look in them. His big hands
hung loosely at his levi sides.

“I—uh—" He suddenly grabbed the
drinking dipper and scooped it, brimming,
from the water can. He drank furiously,
hut his eyes didn’t leave her. She wiped
her hands on the blue apron, unmindful of
the flour crumbs falling on her clean floor.
The air was awfullv still, suddenly, to her.
His drinks were gulps, noisy, spilling a lit-
tle water alongside his broad silken jaws.

The dipper was empty. She didn’t know
what to do. She dropped. the apron and
started toward the oven. He moved for-
ward. One hig arm went out, around her
waist. He was at her back, trying clumsily
to turn her. He didn’t say anything but his
breathing rattled in his throat.

She felt a million pinpricks race over
her skin. The feeling touchied her at every
point in her body, and she took a breath
and couldn’t seem to breathe again. She
was floating. There was something strange
and tickling way down deep inside her. Tt
hurt. Her heart hurt. She wasn’t conscious
of anything but that arm around her and
that big young man hehind her.

And then she remembeted. Her father

.. Julene. . . = Like a cat, she whirled out
of his arms and hack against the spice pan-
try. She opened her blue eves wide, and
flung a strand of wheat-colored hair from
her warm face. She said:

“Why—why, John Bruels—?"

His big pink face looked aghast. The
glow went from his eyes. Red choked up

his thick neck. His great hands went to his

shirt collar and pulled it wide, % if he were
seeking air. Then he muttered:

“I—uh—TI reckon I'm sorry.” He bolt-
ed for the outdoors.

Emma sank against the spice cupboard.
She wanted to cry.

* % %

. John Bruels didn’t ask Julene to go to
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the dance with him that evening, in spite
of her father’s very pointed suggestions that
tomorrow they’d lay off work and tonight
was a very beautiful night for a dance and
some fun. And it was up to Ed Winton
himself to give in to Julene’s coaxings to
take her into Freedom to the dance. Emma
said nothing, but directly after they left,
John Bruels came down stairs from his
room and went outside. She didn’t hear
him take the spare buggy, nor saddle a
horse, but he was gone. Sitting alone on
the south screened porch with all the Da-
kota night and stars about her, Emma had
never felt so lonely in all her life.

She heard her father and Julene come in
that night and she waited to hear John
Bruels. But the dining room clock chimed
off the growing morning hours and “he
didn’t come.

At breakfast the following morning she
asked her father where John was. Ed Win-,
ton was astounded. No, he hadn’t seen him
at the dance nor in town. Maybe Bruels
was in his room, had returned without be-
ing heard.

But John Bruels was not in his room,
and Ed Winton returned to the kitchen
with shadows of deep disappointment in his
face.

“He’s gone, Em.”

She felt for her father. For once he had
guessed wrong. Maybe not so much about
the man—John Bruels was all man, anyone
could concede that—but, well, he and Ju-
lene just didn’t hitch. So she said lightly,
to ease the disappointment, “Julene is aw-
ful young yet, Dad. No hurry.” And she
went about clearing the dishes.

For some reason or other, to Emma that
day began and dragged as no other day had
for her in her life. She tried to keep busy,
but at every task she started, her hands
would in a moment fall idle, and minutes
later she’d find herself staring off into
space.

her? What was she thinking of ? Of course

What in the world was the matter with

it was silly to think a man would stay at a
place that he didn't like, But why didn’t
he like it here? Surely he was fed well,
And work—it was child’s play to him. Be-
sides Ed Winton worked none of his men
hard. John Bruels had a ni¢e room to him-
self; it was kept spotless; it had corner
windows and was cool sleeping mnights.
Then what in the world—

“Emma, what in the world?” Julene's
voice echoed. “You're pourmg sugar in the
salt cellars!”

ABOUT eleven a rig pulled into the yard.
Glancing out the window, Emma saw

it was young Sandusky in his grocery bug-
gy. She saw Julene run out, saw young
Sandusky look around swiftly for Ed Win-
ton, then not seeing him, throw his arms
around Julene and press her back against
the buggy, kissing her hard. Emma closed
her eyes and turned quickly away, Those
two kids . . . love. . .. ‘
Then she heard young Sandusky say,
“What happened to that big brute your dad
had hired out here? He came into town
last night and got stiffer than a poker. Still
going this morning at Haley’s saloon. - No

fights yet, but he’s sure on the prod and

’y

believe me. . . .

Emma didn't liear any more. She thought
for one long minute, and the sun was ter-
ribly soft and golden suddenly, and the sec-
onds were precious, tinkling things. She
took her hands from the dishwater, dried
them swiftly and went into her bedroom.

When she came out a remarkable trans-
formation had taken place. Gone was the
girl in the blue-checkered housedress with
dampened wheat-colored hair carelessly
pinned up in haste to get work done. Gone
were house shoes, the apron, the wet dish-
towel. And gone was the harassed, frown-
ing stare from Emma Winton’s flax-blue
eyes.

She wore the cowgirl riding outfit in
which she’d won ladies’ top riding honors
at the Stockman’s Fair in Minot three years
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ago. Her golden hair was brushed fine and
showed a roll beneath the black, silver-
banded hat cocked on the back of her head.
The leather chin-strap hung loose down her
neck at the divided white blouse that had
fancy stiching over the pockets and down
the gauntleted cuffs. She wore a divided
black riding skirt that fitted snugly over her
hips and then flared out loosely over soft-
‘leather riding boots that had silver stars
punched in hand-tooled tops. But most of
“all the change was in Emma Winton’s eyes,

the tilt of her chin, in the very way she

walked. She was a girl who knew what she
wanted and was going after it.

“Why, Em!” Julene said, on seeing her.
“What—where are you going ?”’

“To try to pick up something you threw
away.” And she strode out to the corral
and threw bit and saddle onto her riding
bay, and she headed up the road to Free-
dom.

At the end of the main drag she pulled
the hay out of the lope and sat, hesitating.
She knew what she wanted to do, but how?
She shook out the reins and- walked up the
wide and unlovely main drag of the small
Dakota town. The postmaster saw her,
tipped his hat, then turned and stared. Men
before the hitching rack at Connor’s Livery
tipped their hats and stared. She rode past.
A clump of horses were standing hip-shot
in the sun before Haley's tie-rail. - She
walked the bay steadily in that direction.

She came before the tie-rail and reined
up her horse. Now what? She’d never been
in a saloon -in Freedom in her life.

Somebody saw her through the window
on the bar side, and that person came to the
door. It was Clem Odin mth a mug of
beer in his hand.

“He’s in here all right, my fine and high

lady. Dead drunk, and you ought to see
him.” Odin’s face showed some fresh
bruises, but he was grinning.

“There’s a first time for everything, Em-
ma Winton,” she muttered to herself, and
swung off and walked stoutly up the plank

“steps into Rus Haley’s saloon.

Even Odin was astounded. The dozen
other men fell back and were silent. ~Ed
Winton’s oldest daughter was respected in
Freedom. But Odin swiftly recovered. He

“waved the beer mug.

“Back there, your highness.”

She looked into ‘the rear dimness. John
Bruels sat, or rather lay, at a card table, his
face flat, one arm hanging, the other half
over his head. He was GIeeping in a dead-
drunk.

Then Emma stifled a cry. If his face had.
been beaten up that other time, it was ham-
mered this time. Even in the dimness and
half covered by one meaty hand, it-showed
a mass of red slashings.

_ She whirled on Odin.

“You must have stamped on his” face!
And he was drunk.”

“Ma’am,” Odin said with a mock bow,
“when a man drinks he takes his oWn
chances. He might get into a fight.”

Fury boiled through Emma. She. stiff-
ened. “Odin, if I had a blacksnake, I'd
quirt you inte the dirt of this floor.” She
turned and marched to the table and shook
John Bruels’s heavy shoulder.

“John, wake up. Get out to the ranch.”

John Bruels stirred. She shook -him
again. Slowly he twisted up his head. His
sky-blue eyes rimmed with red fist and heel
marks, stared.

“Don’t you know mey John? Emma Win-
ton. Dad needs you out there to break those
colts.”

GIVE THE GREATEST GIFT OF ALL—
GIVE BLOOD
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John Bruels stared. “You—you came in
to get me?’’.

“Yes. Can you walk? No, take my
horse: I'll get one at Connor’s.”

“You—came in to tell me—to come
back?”

“Yes, John, Can you walk—"

The big hand closed on the table edge
beneath his face. One swoop and the table
went _over. John Bruels was on his feet.
-He didn’t weave. The little sléep he’d had,
the beating last night, or something, now
suddenly drained the liquor fumes from his
fogged head. He spoke, and his voice was
the same slow, deep tone once more.

“Why, yes,
But would you mind stepping outside
first?” The sky-blue eyes had fastened on
someone up the barroom.

Emma hesitated, worried, then saw his
straight step. “Why, yes, John, I will wait
outside for you.” She smiled.

As she walked out the door, she saw
Clem Odin fling the beer mug. It missed
-John Bruels. John Bruels kept walking
forward. Odin kept backing up. Down the
‘bar his hand grabbed up a whiskey bottle.
He flung it. John Bruels ducked it easily,
lightly. There was no mistaking the sober-
ness of the man now. Something had
brought him miraculously to his completed
senses. And Clem Odin was the first man

“to recognize that. He remembered the ter-

rible power of this man’s fists the other day
when he had been sober. Clem Odin turned

and raced back of the bar, ducked under

the beard at the curve of the bar, and ran
out the saloon’s side door.

John Bruels straightened. He grinned.
The men in the saloon burst out laughing.

Emma was waiting on the boardwalk
when he came out.

“Something funny ?”

He grinned. “I must look a sight.”

“You're—" She checked herself. She
almost said, “Beautiful.” She said quickly,
“You look all right. Here’s my horse. I'll
get one at Connot’s.”

Miss Emma, I can walk.

arms.

“Walt i He stgod stralghter stralghter
than she had ever seen him before. There
was something new about him, some inner
newness. He looked down directly into her

eyes, and he said in"his slow way, “I know
I'm a mess and it’s: broad daylight in Free-
dom but what’s wrong-in riding double out
to the ranch? It’s only a couple of miles.”

“Double? You—and me?”

“That’s what I was thinking of ma’am—
I mean Miss Emma.”

“Just Emma,” she said softly, and moved
to the bay. '

And the postmaster stared, and the loai-
ers before Connor’s Livery stared, and a
man who’d stopped runuing back in an

- alley stared.

But John Bruels -and Emma Winton
didn’t see any of them. '

In the first coulee the bay stopped. Em-
ma had seen John Bruels gently make the
motion on thé reins. She leaned back in the
saddle and his arms around her closed
tightly. She turned her head upward and
when she felt his lips on hers she thought
the bay had taken off and was gallopmg
through the sky.

Finally she twisted loose, laughmg softly.
“This will sure be a good joke on horse-
trader I£d Winton. You know pa got you
for Julene.”

“I- dunno,” John Bruels said slowly.
“Julene isn’t my kind an’ your pa knows it.
Julene is—is sorta too forward.” He
blushed as he said it. :

IEmma laughed and squeezed his big
“Go on, John.”

~ “A long time ago your pa told me about
that other place he had for rent over in the
hills. Then, later, he made a mention now
an’ then about putting up with burnt pota-
toes until young Sandusky takes Julene off
his hands, he supposed. You don’t reckon
your pa was fooled ?”

Emma opened her eyes wide. “Poor
dumb, blind 'me. It was my turn,” she
whispered. And she crept into her man’s
arms. vyevve



Sally is merry on Christmas
Day,

For her dreams have all

¢ come true.
b And, if our Sally can have
her way—

You can bet your dreams
will too.

"Santa filled Sal’s stocking,
it's plain to see—

: But he didn’t fill it as well
as she!
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A KISS
FOR KATIE

T HE skittish stallion trotted roughly

aver the rocks of Clearview Ranch,

whinnying uneasily at the light,
strange figure who sat so erectly on his
back. Katie O’Neill gripped the reins and
strained her violet blue eyes against the
dusky -approach of evening. She struggled
to keep her firm Irish chin up, but her lips
trembled. Lips that always looked a little
too full and curvy to be quite decent, Clay
had said. She drew them t1ght and looked
hard at the ground.
 Her small tanned face showed the strain

of a day’s riding. = Crisp black hair,

streaked with dust, tumbled about her
shotilders and turned under her chin in
maverick curls. Katie sxghed pushing her
hat back wearily.

~She looked over the endless dry ranch
tand that Uncle Dan had left her. It seemed
as if she’d never been away to school. She
felt the same as when she left two years
ago—that nothing could ever mean as
much to her as Uncle Dan, who had raised
her, and his beautiful Clearview Ranch.

Tears stung her eyes and tangled in the
thick lashes. ‘Katie brushed them away
with the back of her hand. She couldn’t
lose this place! Being a girl shouldn’t
make that much difference. She was eight-
‘een, healthy and full of the determination
of the Black Irish. This was her home, and

Katie didn’t mind being an
empty-headed flirt —if her

arms were full of Ken. ...

By
CWEN
CHOATE

she meant to keep it. If Clay Webster
couldn’t manage it, she would. And noth-
ing was going to stop her. Not the army
worms ‘that ate the roots away in scarce
pasture land, not the unrelenting” drouth
that parched the grass, not Mr. Helvis and
the mortgage he held.

Another tear welled up, but she shook
her head angrily. “I won't give up.” Brisk-
ly she prodded the horse and began to look

‘over the ranch again. Somewhere, some-~
“body was purposely planting those destruc-

tive worms in het pasture land, and she
meant to keep riding and looking until she

. caught the low-down rannyhan.

She’d show Clay Webster, too. He need-
ed a lesson. Tall, hard-jawed Clay, with
eyes gray as a storm cloud and stiff brown
hair as stubborn as the head it grew.on.
She’d ‘liked him at first. He was kind and

. helpful after Uncle Dan died, offering to

remain as foreman. In his quiet, strong
way he gave her the courage she needed.
He took her for long rides, showing her
the land and telling of its problems Once
he almost kissed her.

She smiled in spite of herself. A sand-
racer whizzing past her foot had made her
scream. Clay grabbed, pulling her away,
and before she could explain, his arms were
around her, hard and possessive, his stormy
eyes tender, hurtingly close. Katie threw
back her head in delicious abandonment,
her arms drawing him closer, fiercely, ur-



“Clay!”’ Katie said breathless- -
ly, her knees weak with re-
lief. e s
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gently. She wasn’t foolish and emotional,
kissing every attractive man she .met, but
there was somethmg about this gray-eyed
cowpoke with the stubborn jaw.

And then she felt him pushing at her
arms, gently but firmly. His face was
flushed.

“I'm sorry,” he said softly. “I shouldn’t
have done that. Guess the sun’s too hot for
me today. We're in two different classes,
you and 1.”

Katie bit her her lip. “Two different
classes ?”’ she asked, annoyed.

He took her hands for a moment, his
eyes going over the expensive riding habit
she’d brought back from school.
wool riding breeches, the exquisite sea-
green blouse with its deceptively simple
tailored collar, the polished boots, the soft
felt derby, all showed Katie O’Neill to be
the beautiful young prep school girl, accus-
tomed to the beautiful life a fond uncle had
insisted on giving her. |

Clay dropped her hands. “Very differ-
ent. And I don’t want you to think I'll go
around trying to kiss you every time we
are alone. It’s just that you looked so darn
cufe, all flustered over a little old sand-
racer.” He laughed softly.

“I suppose it was amusing,” Katie said
coolly. Then she made herself shrug and
smile brightly. “Don’t let it worry you.
I've been kissed before, and I'm sure I will
be again.” Abruptly she turned to walk
toward some cows nearby, but not before
she had seen Clay’s shocked, angry face.
IT WAS that same night that she heard

him telling the other cowboys over hot
biscuits and steak that women weren’t for
him. Now a horse, a man could trust. They
were always the same.
tious woman whose lips were too full and
curvy to be quite decent.

Katie tightened her lips, feeling com-
pletely miserable, just remembering it. He
thought she was a flirt and a hussy, too
soft for ranch life. If he didn’t know how

The tan.

Not like a flirta- -

she loved the place, how ‘she’d hated leav-
ing even for school, then let him think what’
he liked. She wouldnt lift a ﬁnger to
change his mind.

A dusky figure moved in the adjoining
pasture. Katie tensed, straining to see.

She nudged the stallion, slapping him
with the reins at the same time. Excite-
ment swelled within her. She was right.
Someone was messing with the grass. The
horse reared once and settled into a straight
lope. If she could reach that man before
he spotted her and got away, she’d learn
something about who was planting army
worms in her pastures. Maybe then Clay
wouldn’t be so quick to decide what class
she belonged in. She urged the excited an-
imal on. Now the intruder had looked up

“and was moving toward her with his hand

up. Trying,to hold her back, was he?

She heard a shout, then the horse hesi-
tated and gave a leap. She was vaguely
aware of sailing over a barbed wire fence.
‘The stallion cleared it, then there was a
jerk as his hind leg caught a barb. She
pitched forward into the dirt with a thump.

The next thing she heard was Clay Web—
ster’s voice, soft and scared sounding.

“Baby, baby. It’s all rxght Are you
hurt? Lie still. I'm here. Just lie still.”

Katie was suddenly weak. The sound of
that voice had a terrific effect on her. She
kept her eyes closed, waiting for his kiss.
She forgot her anger. Forgot about the
ranch and its troubles. That man could
put more caressing in a few words than
any other man could ini a whole love scene.
She held up her arms, her heart thumping
crazily.

“Clay. Oh, Clay—"

But nothing happened. There was a lit-
tle surprised sound, and Katie opened her
eyes wide, raising to her elbow. A furious
blush stung her cheeks. Clay sat a few
steps away, rubbing the stallion’s cut leg
and staring at her in amazement. ;

“Oh!” Katie took a quick glance ‘and
howled in anger. She wanted to claw his
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face. He'd been talking to the horse all the
time. The stupid, blind horse-lover!

Clay stood up, his eyes hard and angry.’

If he was aware that she had just taken
a hard fall, it didn’t show. He came
straight toward her. Deliberately he yanked
her up, his voice no longer tender.

“You little hellion! What’s the idea?
Taking my horse and trying to kill him,
You think he can jump fences like those
fancy palominos in that fancy school of
yours?”’

Katie gulped “T—T didn’t see—"

“You didn’t see and you didn't care.
You’d kill a good animal jusf to show off.
What do you think this ranch is, a new
place for you to play games?” He paused.
In the semi-dark his eves were hot steel
over hers. It was the first time she noticed
his hands clamped against her arms.

Anger stung her to action. Jerking back
viciously, she swept her hand up to his
cheek, hard. He lifted his chin, rubbing his
face thoughtfully.

“Temper too. Crazy, ﬂlrtatlom and hlnfh-
strung. You are a misfit here, like a thor-
oughbred rubbing noses with a bunch of
mustangs.” He was close enough for her
to see a little smile touch his lips.

“What you think of me,” she said icily,
“couldn’t possibly matter less. The only
reason I don’t fire you now is that I've paid
you in advance for two more months.”

“That,” he said quietly, “is exactly why
I don’t quit. But until [ do, let’s have this
understood : I’m boss out here. Stop riding
that stallion and stay out of my way while
I'm fighting the worms.”

Mayhe you just don’t want me snoop-
ing,” she drawled. “Maybe you don't want
the worms stopped.” She hated herself
for sounding so insulting, but he made her
so darn mad!

Now his voice was loud. “You're being
completely childish. If 1 wanted trouble for
this ranch, all I'd have to do would be to
leave you in charge, for a few days. But I
don’t. No, ma’am. Dan was my friend.

This place was in good shape when he
hired me, and it will be when I leave.”

“That can’t be too soon for me,” she
snapped, whirling to stalk towsrd the ranch
house.” Behind her, she could hear Clay
clucking solicitously to the stallion, gently
urging him along. Katie set her teeth an-
grily.

“We’ll see who can make trouble she
grated. “We’ll see who’s in charge of this
ranch, when I get to town tomorrow. ?

7 ATIE O'NEILL stood with her pink~
gloved fist raised to rap on the oak-
paneled door of Mr. Helvis’ office. She
paused to glance at her reflection in the hig
mirror beside the door, and practlced a co-
quettish smile. She was like a new Katie.
"Deep blue eyes, sparkling under the
heavy fringe of lashes, thick black hair,
brushed till it looked like new satin and
pinned with an antique pearl clasp that let
the curls beneath cascade to the nape of
her neck. A pink saucy honnet perched on
top of her head, and a swishy pink gown
with touches of scarlet at the neck and hem-
line.

Gingerly she lifted the full skirt, turmng
to view it sidewise. The soft material
hugged her rounded curves and tiny waist,
then swung out about the ankles. She
leaned forward, poising a finger to smooth
her reddened lips, then changed her mind

and turned her head to one side, surveying

her whole figure in the mirror.

Her curvy lips parted, showing her teeth
in a tantalizing smlie. Maybe it would be
fun being a hussy. After all, she’d been
practically called one.

“H’mm-—mnice,” a deep voice drawled
from the doorway. “Awfully, awiully
nice!”’ ‘

Katie whirled to face a tall man with .a
graying mustache and slick hair who smiled
at her from the doorway. Her cheeks
burned with a guilty flush.

“Oh, I'm sorry.” For an instant she
wanted to run away in shame, but she stif-
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fened her shoulders and smiled almost gail-
ly. “You must be Mr. Helvis. I was just
borrowing your mirror before I came in
to call on you. I'm Miss O’Neill. Katie
O’Neill,” she amended softly. )

The tall man bowed, a half-smile show-
ing beneath his moustache. “I am Gerald
Helvis, and ‘I assure you I have never seen
my mirror looking better.” He pushed the
door wide, gesturing for her to enter.

Katie hesitated, a tremulous feeling of
doubt running through her. Perhaps she
should make some excuse and leave. Clay
had said he would handle the trouble at
the ranch. But then she remembered his
angry scolding about the stallion. Put the
safety of a stupid horse ahead of her own,
would he? Call her flirtatious and unde-
pendaﬂle, would he? No. He needed a les-
son. He needed to see that Katie could
manage the ranch quite well without his
help. ,

She straightened her shoulders and hur-
ried to the big chair beside Mr. Helvis’
mahogany desk. The sound of the door
cloqmg sent another shiver of panic through
her. ’

Mr. Helvis paused beside Katie, a know-
ing smile widening his lips. “I’'m glad-you
came, my dear. I was worried about the
trouble you've been having with the army
worms and wanted to drive out to give
you some advice. But’—he looked slight-
ly uncomfortable for a moment—“your
Mr. Webster doesn’t take kindly to my pro-
fessional assistance.”

Katie tilted her chin. “I'm afraid Mr.
Webster doesn’t take kindly to anyone’s as-
sistance, Mr. Helvis, but since the ranch
is mine, I mean to make all of its decisions
i1 Fhe Fature.”

His pursed lips and lifted eyebrows said
plainly that he was surprised. Suddenly
he bent to take her hands between his
palms. “How wise you are to do that. Be-

lieve me, if T had seen you earlier, I should

have already been out to offer my help
Katie withdrew her hand.

“I'm glad to hear you say that,” she told
him, “because that’s exactly why I am
here.” She leaned forward, then, her eyes
dark and pleading, and said, “’You hold the
mortgage. Tell me what I can do to save
my ranch.”

Mr. Helvis rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

Katie felt her cheeks go hot under his
piercing gaze. ' _ B

“Tell me, Katie,” he said slowly. “How
is Webster fighting the worms?” '

“I think he is using some kind of poi-
son,” she said. She felt uneasy, remember-
ing Clay as he rubbed the stallion’s cut leg
and vowed the ranch wouldn’t be in trouble
when he left it.

Mr. KHelvis snorted. “Poison? Non-
sense! Doesn’t he know they will crop up
in another area?” He slammed his big fist
on the desk. “No. The thing to do is burn
your pastures.”

- Katie stared at him, shocked.
The cattle would starve.”

“Foolish child.” He patted her hand.
“You needn’t burn all of it at once. Burn
one side and drive the livestock to the oth-
er. By the time that side is fresh again,
you can reverse the drive.”

“I wonder what Clay would say,”
mused.

Mr. Helvis waggled a ﬁnger T thought
you made the decisions.”

Katie lifted her dark head. “I do.” A
reckless desire came over her to show Clay
Webster that she knew more about manag-
ing a ranch than he or anybody else. If
this suggestion of Mr. Helvis’ could help
her do that, then she was willing to burn
the pastures. After all, she had grown up
on Clearview. It was an insult to call her

“1 can’t.

Katie

"a misfit.

Mr. Helvis was scrawling on some legal-
looking papers with scratchy pen. Katie
leaned forward to gét his attention, remem-
bering something.

“But half my note is due in a month If
I burn the pastures, the cows can’t possi-
bly be ready for market by then.” '
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 Mr. Helvis dipped his pen and scratched
a final line, then pushed the paper toward
her. “Of course you can’t,” he said. I

thought of that too. I'm familiar with your

herd. Sign this, giving me title to half the
cows, and your first payment is made. By
the time the rest is due, your grass will be
" good again and the cattle can bring an ex-
cellent price.” ,
She sat up sharply. “Sell half my cows?
I don’t think Uncle Dan would have—"
“Your uncle was my good friend,” Mr.
Helvis interrupted. “I am advising you to
_do exactly the thing T feel he would want.
Here, read the agreement. You sell me
the cows; I cancel half the debt agamst the
ranch.” :

KATIE, took the paper. As she read, Mr.

Helvis moved close, solicitously. He
turned pages, lifted the pen for her to sign,
dusted the signature with powder, careful
not to spill aniy on her dress. She felt her-
self relaxing. It was nice to be treated like
-a china doll, openly admired by an attrac-
tive man. She eyed his suave, mature face.
He couldn’t be over forty. She felt daring,
letting him take her arm as she rose to
leave. He smiled down at hér, his eyes
touching her full lips, the curve of her jaw,
and moving down to her bare throat.

Katie felt uneasy again, but she forced
herself not to pull away. “You have been
kind to me,” she said thoughtfully.
“You’re almost the only person in this
whole crazy mess who has been kind.”

The room was strangely quiet, and Mr.
Helvis had an odd, amused smile on his
face ds they paused at the door. Without
speaking, he slipped his hands slowly up
her arms, drawing her close to him.

Good heavens, Katie thought wildly, he’s
going to kiss me!

And then his mouth, smooth and anti-
cipating, was closing down on hers. He
swept her lips insinuatingly, expertly, his
arms subtly drawing her tighter agamst his
wool-coated chest

She should want this, she told herself
grimly. He was the kind of man she need-
ed—kind, successful and thoughtful.

Yét, when he leaned toward her again,
she twisted away, pushing desperately
against his arms, without ‘quite knowing
why. ; _

Beautiful,” he murmured hungrily.
“You’re beautiful.” He pressed- his warm
lips against her ear, letting his kisses trail
along her jawline and down to her smooth
throat as she struggled against him.

“Please,” she half-sobbed. “Oh, please
don’t.” But he held her tighter.

‘Then suddenly the big door was open-
ing. A big hand was pulling her from Hel-
vis, leaving him shaken with surprise.

“Clay!” Katie said breathlessly, her
knees weak with relief. “Clay, how did
you—" But something in his face made
her stop.

Gerald Helvis stepped forward, stralght—
ening his coat and pushing his smoeth hair
back. “You're on the wrong lease now,
Webster.”

Clay reached past him, grabbing Katie’s
arm. His lips were drawn tight, with little
spots of white showing around them. “So
is she.” He pulled her toward him.

“Leave me alone,” she said, close te
tears. “L-leave me alone.”

Clay crammed one of her hands under
his arm and held it like a vise. “What have
you told her ?” he yelled at Helvis. “What
crazy thing have you persuaded her to
do?” :

Katie tugged at her arm, growing angry.
“Let me go, you—you horseé-lover!”

Clay crumpled Helvis’ elegant coat lapel
with his free fist. “Leave her alone. If I
ever see you touching her again, T’ll come
back and finish this job.” He shoved the
dark man backward.

Katie, watching Helvis, thought he sud-
denly looked soft and unclean.

She jumped as Clay turned to her again.
“Are you coming with me quietly or shall
I drag you out to my horse?”
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Katie pulled experimentally at her arm.
When he tightened his hold ominously, she
shrugged and nodded.

He led her outside to the stallion, whose
leg seemed none the worse for the scratch,
shoved her up to the saddle and climbed be-
hind, one arm fastened securely around
her waist. She maintained an icy silence,
leaning forward as much as she could, but
when she realized that Clay was merely
leaning with her, she relaxed against his
shoulder.

The gentle jogging of the horse made
her remember that she was very tired. ‘She
had slipped out of bed early, bribing one
of the boys on the ranch to drive her into
town.. He must have told Clay, she thought
suddenly, too weary to feel angry about it.
They didn’t talk. Clay’s arm, close against
her, rested her back, and before she knew
it, she was almost asleep. Vaguely she re-
membered that she ought to tell Clay that
she had sold the cows, but there would be
time enough later.,

TI-IEY were in sight of the ranch when

the sound of running horses came up
behind them. Clay halted the stallion, pull-
ing’ aside to watch them pass. His face
was questioning.

“Helvis’ men,” he said slowly, wrin-
kling his forehead. “A dozen, at least.
Seem to be going to Clearview.”

Katie stiffened, remembering the papers
she had signed. “Clay,” she asked through
dry lips, “are you sure they’re his men?”

“Should be.” His voice was hard. “I’'ve
run enough of them off Clearview in the
past three weeks.”

“Run them off? Have they been bother-
ing our—my ranch?”

Clay took a deep breath,
that. I hadn’t wanted to worry you, but I
think they are the ones who bring the army
worms in. I've caught them prowling but
never actually got any proof. That’s why
I don’t want you wandering all over the
ranch. There’s going to be a lot of trouble

_“More than

one of these days.” He tightened his arm.
about her waist.

Katie closed her eyes-against the electric
thrill slashing through her. “But surely
Mr. Helvis wouldn’t-do that. He was. Un-~.
cle Dan’s friend. He wanted to help me.”
She paused, waiting for his answer. When
he didn’t speak, she turned.to see his face,
frozen with disapproval.

“I ‘know you don’t like him, Clay,” she
went on softly. “I—I don’t think I do, ei-
ther, but,if he was Uncle Dan’s friend, sure-

ly—" A sudden thqught made her stop.
“He was, wasn’t he?” »
Clay lookéd uncomfortable. “Katie,

didn’t yeu know?” :

She shook her dark head. Clay tucked
the rebellious curls under his chin protect-
ively, his voice hushed.

“Katie, he’s been after this ranch for
two years. He brought on Dan’s heart at-
tack by threatening to foreclose. Dan hated
him as he did few people.”

Katie buried her face against his shoul-.
der. She wanted to cry, the hurt was so
great, but guilt and disgust with her own
foolish pride kept the tears back.

She was a fool. For all of Uncle Dan’s
love and sacrifices, she had thanked him by
tossing his ranch away. For Clay’s loyalty
she had given him a complete double cross.
She lifted her burning eyes to his. \Her

_ heart lunged sickeningly, but she kept her

voice steady with an effort.

“Clay, 1 know where the men are
riding.”” She wished she didn’t have to tell
him. Wished it harder than she ever had
anything.

“Katie?” The word was a frightened
sound deep in his throat.

“I signed away half of the cows for the
first note. - Did it for spite, I think. Looks
like he can’t wait to collect from me.” The
tears came now, muffling her voice;

Clay didn’t get angry. He didn’t even.
act surprised. Just patted her shoulder ab-.
sently while she sobbed softly against him,.
He held her close, resting his chin against’
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hér hair, as if he were weighing matters.

“l wouldn’t worry,” he said gently.
“It'll be a strain, trying to parlay half a
herd into: the money you’ll be needing, but
you'll do it somehow.”

"It hurt most becguse he sounded sorry
for her. She was too big a fool to be worth
scolding. She was just someone to pity.

* k%
- Katie sat up in bed the next morning

feeling that something was different. The.

sun, meshed through the hig screened win-
dow beside her bed, made the sheets hot
and uncomfortable. = She stretched tenta-
tively, then her eyes caught the pink dress
she had worn, forlornly crumpled on a
chair.

Suddenly she remembered.

She had spoiled everything. Clay had
done his best, but she had spoiled it. He
was right about her, too. She was a misfit,
and a flirt and a high-strung filly. She hur-
ried across the room to the crock basin
where the handy-woman had poured. fresh
water. She splashed its coolness to her
throat and temples. She looked again at
the pink dress and grimaced. It reminded
her of how foolish she had been. She
pushed it aside and rummaged in her trunk.
If she meant to act differently in the fu-
ture, she might as well begin by dressing
the part.

Clay was worth changing for. She
glanced at her curved lips in the oval mir-
ror and decided not to redden them. She
didn’t have the heart to put the heavy curls
up in a bun, though, and there wasn’t any-
thing she could do about her eyelashes.

Downstairs on the back porch, Katie
set down a half-empty cup of black coffee
and finished eating a slice of smoked ham,
sandwiched between a hot biscuit. She
looked about for Clay eagerly. She felt
trim and boyish in new blue levis and a
blue plaid shirt, though the pants did fit. a
little tight and neither they nor the cotton
shirt could do much to hide the curves.
Still, she felt that he would like the change.

“Clay!” she called impatiently, noticing
that the stallion wasn’t grazing in hlS usual
place by the barn.

“He’s gone, ma'am,
beside her.

Katie turned to see a small boy w1th a
staple tucked neatly in the corner of his
mouth and a bammer swinging in his

I’

a. quiet voice said

‘hand.

She bent toward him. “Gone to town?”
An odd fear tugged at her. v

The boy removed the staple from - his
mouth. “I mean gone. He left early with
his bedroll.”

Katie grabhed the boy’s shoulders. “He
can't be gone. He wouldn’t go.”

The boy winced and Katie dropped her
hands.

“I'm sorry.” Her v01ce was husky “I

‘shouldn’t blame you.”

She walked disconsolately back into the
kitchen, her shoulders slumping.

FOR THE next week, Katie cried every

night and went disconsolately about
the ranch every day. Everything went
wrong. She vowed over and over to forget
Clay Webster and the mix-up he had
brought into her life.

She learned it wasn’t easy to run a ranch
and that Clay had taken many duties off
her shoulders that she hadn’t known exist-
ed. It was hard to decide what kind of
feed was best for the animals. When the
men needed supplies, she dug deep into her
cash because she didn’t know how to irsist
on cut rates for large purchases. And most
of all, she missed Clay himself. '

He was stubborn and opinionated about
women. And darned contrary about his
horse! But he was kind in other ways.
He’d even been wonderful about her fool-
ish deal with Helvis.- It must have been
all pretense with him, since he walked out
on her, but he had been kind and thought-
ful on that ride home. " -

She worked as hard as the men did, put-
(Continued on bage 113) '
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POKER
ALICE

HE beautiful woman who came to be

known as Poker Alice around the faro

tables of the West was born in Sudbury,
England, in 1851, the only daughter of a
schoolmaster. Her name was Alice Ivers.
How she came to the raw American frontier,
turned to gambling for a living, and fell in
love with a handsome faro dealer who swore
to beat her at her own game, is a story, as
they say, for the books.

When she was nineteen she came to Colo-
rado, at the beginning of the silver boom,
and married a young engineer who died
within the year. Alice was alone in a fron-
tier town teeming with miners, con men,
thieves, and gun-fighters.

She took up gambling, and féund she had
a talent for it. Her eyes were a pale blue,
and the card players around Lake City,
Colorado, swore they turned as cold as gun-
metal while they evaluated a man across the
gaming table. She prospered at faro, and
made a name for herself among the gam-
bling fraternity. She learned to shoot, car-
rying a .38 and a .45 for protection.

From Lake City, Alice drifted about the
West, eventually coming to Deadwood. It
was here she met a handsome cardsharp

named W. G. Tubbs.

“I mean to have that man,” said Poker
Alice to herself, gazing at the good-looking
gambler with her cold blue eyes. o

”A woman who needs to be taken down'a
peg or two,” said Tubbs to himself, obsery-
ing the beautiful girl with the icy eyes.’

_The miners flocked around Alice’s table,
for the sight of a woman was enough to
draw them like flies. Alice’s table outdrew
Tubbs’ easily—at first. Then Tubbs began
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using psychology. He started a whispering
campaign.

Alice thought little of it at first. But she
began losing all her customers and won-
dered why. Then one night she overheard
a man at the bar saying, “Who wants to
take money from a woman?’ -

" Alice, her anger aroused, took her place

at her table that night with her chilly eyes
the color of a clear winter sky. She flipped

the cards from the faro box angrily, glaring

at Tubbs with each draw. Tubbs nonchal-

antly continued his game, pretending not

to notice.

Suddenly there was a shout, and a chair
crashed to the floor. Alice turned and saw
a miner crawling over the table toward
Tubbs, a knife in his hand. The man was
yelling drunkenly, “You cheated me, damn
your hide!” ,

With the ease of a practiced gunman,
Alice drew out her .45 and shot the man in
the arm. Screaming and bleeding, the
miner slid off the upended table and col- -~
lapsed in a heap. Tubbs, his face white,
turned and saw Alice standing there with §
the smoking .45 in her hand. He looked at . |
her, and she looked at him.

“Damned if | know why I shot him,” said
Alice innocently. But Tubbs could see why,
for he read it in her eye. In front of that
mob of amazed camp-town citizens, Tubbs
took Alice in his arms and kissed her full
on the lips.

They were married shortly after, and they
gave up gambling. They found a little home-
stead forty-eight miles west of Sturgis, and
there they settled happily among the chick-
ens and cows, and the peaceful quiet of the
countryside.




N0 HOME FOR
A GIPSY HEART

ONNA DELANEY wondered how
D she would tell him. How did you

tell a man that you were through
with him, especially when you knew that
telling him would only add to the load of
misery in your heart?

She shivered as a cool night breeze
pierced the ragged blanket wrapped around
her shoulders and trickled through to the
flimsy ballerina costume she wore beneath
it. Her blue eyes were somber as she stood

beside the b{g Osnaburg-tilted Murphy

wagon that was the headquarters of Van-
roy’s Traveling Medicine Show. She was
watching Vic Vanroy, the owner, helping
old Pop Gruber, his fiddler and handyman,
erect the tent in which they bunked together
after each night’s show.
" Pulling the blanket tighter around her
spangled bodice, she simultaneously saw
Vic peel off his buckskin jacket. Then, clad
only in jeans and an undershirt, he picked
up a heavy sledge from beside the tent. -
The muscles in Vic's arms rippled and

flexed as he swung the sledge, striking the

peg with a whump! that in one blow drove
it to the proper six-inch depth in the
ground. Donna sighed, fascinated by this
performance as she had always been. And
then, as she studied his strong; square-

Was Donna doomed always to
queen it over honkatonk hom-
bres,  when what she really
wanted was to make one ranch- -

er her king?
‘50

By
- KENNETH
FOWLER

chinned face in the moonlight, a swooping
sensation of loneliness.engulfed her.

Tall and rangily built, Vie Vanroy had &
grace and flexibility of movement rare in a
man who stood six-feet-four in his sock feet,
and a face that might be-called arresting, -

rather than handsome. Somewhat square in

shape, it was topped by a.mop-of unruly
blond hair, almost sliky in. texture; under
which a long straight nose and cool gray
eyes gave a relieving aspect to a mouth per-
haps a little too broad and sensuously full
to be pleasant. ' ;
Donna was remembering, now, the-warn-

. ing Pop Gruber had given her, when she

had first joined Vic’s medicine show, a year
ago. “You look out, with Vic,” he had told
her. “Anything he likes more’n money, it’s
a purty new face. Reason he keeps chang-
in’ his dancin’ gals. They come and go—
like Vic’s hankerin’ for a change of female-
scenery.”’

She had taken the grizzled old-timer’s
warning at face value, and at the outset had:
maintained a strictly impersonal relation-

~ ship with the medicine show’s owner. But

gradually, as she had come to know Vie
better and he had done nothing to disturb
her trust in him, she had decided that Pop's.

advice had been no more than the maun-

derings of a silly old man, And then had.
come the night when Pop had driven-in to
town, to fetch in their week’s supplies. . . .

Their camp had beerr at the edge of a=



confused, tormented,

as she surrendered her lips. . ..

She was

Al
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creek, where the magic of a full moon had
tinted the rushing water to a molten sil-

r. She and Vic had been.seated on a
mossy old deadfall, and the cool air had
been freighted with the sweetness of early
spring, and there had seemed to be some
kind of subtle communication between
them, compounded out of the night’s soft-
ness and their exhilarating nearness to
each other. -

FEW minutes before, she had washed
her hair in the creek, and polished by
moonlight, it had looked like a sheen of
glossy black velvet draped sleekly across
the shoulders of her open-necked cotton
blouse. -
Vic had murmured, “You have beauti--
“ful hair, Donna,” and her Irish-blue eyes

had looked at him penetratingly for a mo- |

ment ; then she said:

“You ve told that to quite a lot of
girls, haven’t you, Vic?” And then she had
been faintly confused by his prompt and
candid answer.

“Yes,” he had said, “I have. I suppose
Pop has told you something ?”’

“He said you were attracted to pretty
new faces.”

“There’s a hig difference between a man
being attracted, and being drawn honestly
into love with a girl,” Vic had said.

“Oh?” she had murmured. :

“Every man makes mistakes. I know I
save. But this time I know it’s the real
thing.” She had felt his grip on her hand
tighten. “I’'m in love, Donna. June-moon
crazy in love—with you,” he had said.

She had felt her breath catch.” Then she
had laughed. “You have spring fever. I
suggest you try a bottle of old Dr. Vanroy’s
Elixir of Life.” She looked up at him
roguishly. “That’s good for about every-
thing, isn’t it?”

He had bent to her, murmuring, “Every-
thing . . . but this,” and as his arm had
crept around her shoulder she had felt a.
sharp surge of emotion and had turned her

face up to him. -And suddenly their mouths
jarred together. .

The creek had hummed a lullaby and the
moon had rolled out a carpet of silver at

their feet, and for a long and quiveringly

sweet moment they had cluhg together,
making a single motionless silhouette in the
darkness. And then his arm had drawn
tighter around her, and she had had to
suppress a sudden wild urge to hold it and
press it harder against her.

With a guilty start, she had drawn back
from him. ’ '

He had given her a faintly irritated look.
“What's the matter? Pop went to town,

didn’t he?”

“I—1I think I'd better get back to the
wagon, Vic.”

“Why? We're going to be married,
aren’t we?”’ -

“Are we? I didn’t know that you’d even
asked me.’

“Then I'm asking you now, Sugar!
We'll do it next week. The first town
where we can fetch up with a sky pilot.”

Donna’s face had shown a sober thought-
fulness, as she looked up at him. Then she
had shaken her head.

“We'll see, Vic,” she had stold him non-
committally. “This is something I have to
feel sure about. Very sure.”

And there the matter had rested for a
month. A month in which she had had to
steel herself constantly against all Vic’s
urgings and importunities. And then, when
she had almost convinced herself that he
was honestly ‘in"love with her, and would
remain constant, lightning had struck.

The show had reached a little settlement
called Traveler’s Rest, and she had gone
into town, alone, to find a store where she
could buy a few notions and pretties for
herself. And there, on Main. Street, she had
seen Vic parading jauntily along the board-
walk with a painted dance hall flossy hang-
ing amorously upon his arm.

Donna had gone back to the wagon and
cried out her heart in utter misery.
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That had been three days ago. And for
three days she had shown no change in her
attitude toward Vic, except for a frozen
outward calm, And Vic, perhaps having
only a small suspicion that she might have
seen him in town, dcted as if nothing what-
ever had happened to warrant any change
in her. ‘

And now they were on the frmges of
this new town, Partner’s Wells, a well-set-
tled place with two hotels, and, Pop Gruber
had told her, a reasonably tamed-down re-
putation, for a frontier settlement. “Meb-
be you could pick up a job at one of the
hotels,” Pop had suggested, guessing her
dilemma. “Ought to be plenty opportun-
ities for decent, respectable work in a burg
like this.”

Decent, respectable work. Donna stared
out across the littered camp ground and
shivered at its bleakness under a cold moon.
‘Decency and respectability were something
she had always yearned for, and yet here
she was, wriggling and pirouetting night
after night before a bunch of ogling males,
while Pop’s fiddle screeched and the garish
coal oil flares aimed their pitiless light up-

“on her bare shoulders and scantly sheathed
bodice. Men thought of show girls as
shameless whether they were or not.

‘Her own mother had been a dance hall
‘girl, her father a fiddle-footed prospector
who had been killed in a mining camp
brawl. And orphaned at fifteen, she had
become a drudge in a-frontier road ranch,
and later a singer in a trail town dance hall.
‘And there Vic Vanroy had found her, and
offered her a job with his show.- She had
accepted it. Traveling, she had thought,
might eventually offer her opportunities for
a more reputable job. Or—who could tell?
—a chance, some day, to find a husband
and fulfill yearnings, at the core of her
heart.

STANDING beside the big Murphy
wagon in which she slept each night,
Donna now felt herself torn by (;onﬂlctlng

emotions, watching Vic put the finishing
touches on the raising of the tent. Was
there a weak and wavering spark of hope
in her that she might still change Vic, and
make him over into the kind of man she
had always dreamed of having, some day,
as a husband? _

Suddenly she was aware that Vic had
seen her, and as he swung around and
started toward the wagon, she made her
decision. It’s no use, she thought despair-
ingly. Tell him now, and get it over with.

Vic greeted her off-handedly, coming up
to the wagon.

“Good show tonight. We did a land office
business.”

“Did we?” she said coldly.

He stared at her. “Say, what's been
eating you lately? You've been—"

“I've been thinking, Vic. I've been do-
ing a lot of thmkmg And I'm leaving the
show tomorrow.’

“Leaving the show! But you can’t do
that, Donna! Where would I ever find any-
one to—’

“To take my place here?” she interrupt-
ed him. “Maybe you could look around in
Traveler’s Rest, Vic.”

She saw him start. Then his face masked,
and his mouth turned down in a grlmly
amused look. .

“So you saw me with that girl in Part-
ner’s Wells,” he said.

“T did.” .

“And you thought—"" Suddenly he threw
back his head and laughed. “Excuse me,
Donna,” he said at last, “but I couldn’t help
that. And don’t think I'm flattered. I'm
just amused.”

“Are you, Vic? I'm not.”

“Listen, Donna—that woman you saw
me with used to work for my dad, when
he ran this show. She’s forty years old, if
she’s a-day!”

" “She didn’t look forty to me.”

“Well, with her war paint on, she might
pass for thirty. Anyway, it’s a simple
enough story. She was on her uppers—
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gave me a hard luck story about needing
ten dollars for stage fare to the next town.
What could I do? I blew her to a square
meal, and gave her the ten.’

“T wish I could believe that, Vic. But I
don’t.”

“But it’s the truth, I tell you! Good
Lord, Donna, you don’t think I'd—"

Donna said, “Good night, Vic,” and
wheeling, stepped to the wagon and

climbed up to its seat.

‘At that moment, she heard Pop call out
to Vic and saw him jerk around angrily.
Then, irresolutely, Vic was lookmg back at
her.

“You’ll think better of this,” he said,
“after a good night’s sleep.”

“Do you think so, Vic?” Donna parted

the wagon flaps and stepped inside. Then, ~

exhaustedly, she sank down on her bunk.
And finally, after what seemed an eternity
of restless tossing and turning, she cried
herself inte a fitful slumber. . . .

* * *

In Partner’s Wells, Donna found a cheap
boarding house run by a woman named
Mrs. Skelly, and after establishing herself
there, the following morning, she set out
immediately on her job hunt. But'by noon,
after canvassing the entire easterly side of
Main Street, she had found no joh. She
had offered her services at the Partner’s
Hotel, Llewellyn's Lunch Room, the Eagle
Mercantile, and a little hole-in-the-wall no-
tions shop, the Whatnot, among others.
And of all the places she had visited, only
one, very briefly, had seemed to offer a ray
of hope.

At the hotel, the owner, Mr. Standlee,
had said he needed a waitress, and had
asked her about her last place of employ-
ment. But when she had told him about
the medicine show, he had frowned and
shaken his head. “Sorry,” he had told her,
suddenly curt. “Afraid you wouldn’t do,”
and he had walked away from her in blunt
dismissal.

Now, as she crossed tiredly to the op-
posite side of the street, Donna abruptly
had a thought. Her cheeks! She had
rouged them this morning, before starting
her walk, out of sheer habit. And she re-
membered now. Decent women didn’t paint.
No wonder she had been so coldly re:
buffed. at so many different places!

Donna heard gurgling sounds, and glanc-
ing up, saw water gushing from a pipe into
a bhig iron trough. Then she saw the sign
over a wide doorway: CLIFF JOHNSTON’S
LIVERY, Seeing no one near, she dipped her
handkerchief into the trough and vigorously
scrubbed her face till it was free of all traces
of paint. The  water in the tank was clear
as crystal, and she studied her reflection in
it. ’

The water reflected a face that was a
little wide and high-boned at the upper
cheek line, a pertlv snubhed nose, and eves
as blue and deep as a Killarney lake. But
now the face looked starkly white, its pores
open and a little too noticeable -from too
many applications of cheap rouge.

A voice from behind her said dryly,
“Handv vlace for a wash,” ‘and whipping
around she saw Vic Vanroy. His smoky
eyes had a faintly grim look, >tarmg down
at her.

“Vic!” she cried. “What—what are you
doing here?”

“T Tlive here,” Vic said. He grinned.
“Don’t you rememher me—Vic Vanroy;
ex-owner of Vanroy’s Traveling Medicine
Show?”’

“Ex-owner!

“I've sold out the show ‘Donna—lock,
stock and barrel. And bought The Gem—
a block upstreet. A place where a man can
scour the dust from his throat—but no
wheels, and no girls.”

(RS

Donna’s. voice tightened bitterly.  “You
will change that.”

“No,” Vic said, and Donna steeled her-
self against the look of sober earnestness in
his eyes. “All I'm interested in changing,

Donna, is the way you feel about me.”
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“I'm sorry, Vic. But it's too late for
that.”

“It’s never too late. I'm planmng to be-
come a solid citizen of.this town, Donna.
And a solid citizen needs a wife.”

“Then I wish you luck in finding one.”

“You know the girl I have in mind for
the job, Donna.”

“I'm sorry. But I have another kind of
job in mind right now.”

“And a mighty thin chance of finding it,”
said Vic. “I saw you coming out of the
‘Partners’, awhile back. And later out of
the notions store.” Vic’s face turned rocky
and he said with ugly vehemence, “Damn
all the smug, high-chinned people in this
saintly burg'!” i
~ Donna tucked the soggy handkerchief
into her reticule and snapped the lid shut.

“T’'ve got to go now, Vie.”

“As long as you're not leaving town,”
said Vie, “I’'m going to keep asking you,
Denna. I m going to keep asking till you
say yes.”

“I'm afraid you will have a long wait,
"Vic,” she said, and turning, she. walked
away from him, up the street.

AN HOUR later her tour of the shops

and mercantiles on the westerly side of
the street without result, Donna continued
on out of town until she came to a small
plank bridge spanning a creek. A motte of
cottonwoods offered a cool umbrella of
shade where the creek’s high banks wid-

ened to form a deep pool, and as she walked

out onto the bridge, she felt herself trem-
bling with fatigue. :

Presently, conscious of a sinking despair
within her, she leaned against the span’s
thin pole rail and stared down moodily at
the clear pebbled bottom of the pool. Had
she made a mistake with Vic? She won-
dered now. Should she have given him one
more chance? And, if she did, wouldn’t it
blot out, once and for all, this feeling of
sad and lonely misery that lay, like a stone,
at the bottom of her heart?

She heard the stomp of a horse’s hoof on
the opposite end of the bridge, and as she
spun around, her back struck against the
flimsy rail and it gave way. She screamed,
and in the next moment had hit the water
with a great spanking splash.

She had a terrifying awareness of black-
ness shot through with greedily sucking
bubbles. Then as she rose to the surface,
gasping, she heard another splash, and as
she started to sink again saw a pair of long,
rhythmically sweeping arms churning the
water toward her. She felt a hand swoop
under her waist. And then, after a night-
marish eternity of seconds, she was lying on
a bed of fern and sweet-grass at the lip of
the bank, and a pair of blue eyes were look-
ing down at her. ;
= A drawling voice said, “You got a mite
damp, but you're more winded than hurt.
Take a couple deep breaths and you’ll be all
right.” '

She did, and began to feel better. Then
she pulled herself up to a sitting position,
and stared down ruefully at her soggy skirt
and blouse.

“It was my fault. Reckon my horse must
have spooked you,” the stranger said.

She looked up, then, and was aware of a
smooth, dark-complexioned face that ran,
not unattractively, toward a shghtly gaunt
lengthiness.

“No,” Donna said. “Tt was my fault. Tt
was really very stupid of me to jump like
that.”

“I'm, Elkton Edwards,” her rescuer vol-
unteered. “But I don’t guess I need any
introduction to you. Saw you the other
night—at the medicine show.”

" Donna stood, and shivering, plucked em-
barrassedly at her blouse, where it adhered

" soggily to.the curved rim of her bodice.

“My name is Donna Delaney,” she said.
“But I'm not with the show any more. I
quit last mght

“T see,” murmured Elkton Edwards.
“Well, I think the first order of business is
to get you home and into some dry clothes.”



56 15 RANGE

ROMANCES

He assisted her up the bank, then, lead-
ing her to his horse, helped her to mount,
insisting that she ride.

Ten minutes later they were at Mrs.
Skelly’s.

RS. SKELLY was out, and after

changing her clothes, Donna went
down to the kitchen and brewed a pot of
tea. Elkton Edwards was waiting for her
in the parlor as she brought in a tray, hold-
ing two steaming cups.

“I'm glad you agreed to wait.” She
smiled at him. “But I really think you
should have gone home and changed.”

“I had a reason for staying,” Elkton
Edwards told her. “In fact, two reasons.”

“Oh! Yes?” o

“The first is, if you’re interested in find-
ing work here in town, I run the Elkhorn
Dance Hall. And one of our dancers ‘quit
last week. The job’s yours, if youd like
it.”

“T appreciate your offer, Mr. Edwards,
but I've been looking for something—well,
different.”

“H'm-m. Can't say I blame you. As a
matter of fact, my interest in the Elkhorn
was mainly financial, until my partner died,
four months ago.” He sipped from the cup

“of-tea Donna had handed him, adding, “To
be frank, I intend to sell the place as soon
as I can. I like to raise horses, and there’s
a nice little spread a couple mlles out of
town that T've had my eye on )

Dorina said politely, “I see,” and waited.

Elk Edwards finished his tea and walked
across to a tahoret, putting down his cup.
Then, as he turned, Donna was conscious
of him looking at her in a shy, half-quiz-
zical way.

“The other reason for my lingering,” he
said, “is that I feel personally responsible
for that unwanted bath you had to take this
afternoon. So, if you'd let me, I'd like to
make amends by taking you out to dinner
tonight.”

“D-dinner! Tonight?” Donna suddenly

realized that she was babbling and blush-
ing. “But—but we hardly know each other,
Mr. Edwards!” ,

“Call me Elk. Everyone else in town
does.” ,

“Well—EIk, then. But I still think—"

“That T should have beaten around the
bush a little more?” suggeeted Elk Ed-

- wards whimsically.

“You are cértainly not a man to beat
around bushes, Mr.—Elk.” .

“That’s wrong?”

“Why—why, no! But—"

“Then suppose I pick you up around six-
thirty.” )

His direct, matter-of-fact way struck a
responsive chord in Donna. And suddenly
she found herself looking up into his grave-
ly searching eyes, and laughing.

“There!” she said at last. “Now I feel
better.- I haven’t laughed like that in ages.”
" “Then the ayes have it?” he asked,”

“If that’s the only way I can get you to
go home and change your clothes—yes!”
Donna said.

She felt buoyant and eager, as she went
up the stairs to her room after he had gone,
but after the first warming sense of ex-
hilaration had worn off, she begin to have
doubts and misgivings.

She threw herself down on her bed and
stared up at the ceiling. Suppose she did
take a joh at the Elkhorn? Maybe chorus
work wouldn’t be so bad, if she were work-
ing for a man like Elk. And after all the
rebuffs and turned-up noses she had en-
countered in town this morning, did she
have any choice, really?

* k%

It was her fifth night with Elk Ed-
wards’ show, and as she sat at her back-
stage dressing table at the Elkhorn, waiting
for her curtain call, she thought gloomily,
Here T am, back in the same old rut. She
looked distastefully at the reflection of her
lacquered cheeks in the tall wall mirror
hung in front of her.
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" Her face made her think of the face of
a painted wooden doll. ‘A face stiff as a
board—and artificial as a mask. But in an-
other fifteen minutes, when she came pirou-
etting out from the wings, to face an audi-
ence of ogling, boot-stomping men, there
would be nothing stiff about her lithe, ex-
pressive body. For a few short minutes, the
emptiness in her heart would he forgotten,
and she would be like a wind-blown feather
dancing on the breeze. But afterward, al-
ways, afterward, she would be thinking of
Vic, whom she had neither seen nor heard
from now in five whole -days.

* Donna stared frozenly at herself in the
mirror. Surely, by now, he must know
of her working here. And he must have
heard, too, of Elk Edwards’ increasing at-
tentiveness toward her.

Thought of Elk stirred an odd tender-
ness in her. Elk was older than Vic—per-
haps thirty—and she still could not define
her feeling toward him. Perhaps it was
simply a warm gratefulness, a feeling that
she could_ always be at ease with him.
Whereas with Vic she had always felt a
sense of urgency, a pent-up desire to have
her emotions released quickly. Quickly,
and, perhaps, blindly. .. . .

Now, listening to the tinny rataplan of
the piano out front, and the shuffling of

“the chorus going through its first paces of
the night, Donna thought of Rosita Mon-
tez. After Elk had seen Donna rehearse
just once, and then promptly had given
Donna the second most important solo,
number in the show, Rosita, heretofore the
queen bee at the Elkhorn, had been furious.
Rosita had gone to Elk in a jealous rage
and demanded that Donna be~put in the
chorus.

" Elk had refused. But Rosita hersel{ had
not quit the show, ag she had threatened to
do. And Donna thought she knew the rea-
son. She had seen the boldly obvious way
in which the sultry little Mexican made
eyes at Elk, and it had strangely chsturbed
her. .

“Is there some dark gypsy strain of
fickleness in me?” she kept asking herself,
“that I can never make up my own mind
or heart? Am I in love with both Elk and
Vic?”

A tap on the door roused her, and she
jerked in her chair.

“Yes?” she called. “Who's there?”

“It’s Elk, Donna. All right to come in?"”

“Yes. Yes, of course.”

Elk Tdwards stepped into the room,
looking calm, unruffled, as he always did.
“You're on in ten minutes,” he said.
“Everything all right?”

“Of course. What makes you think it
isn’t?” :

Elk Edwards sighed, sinking his lean
frame into arstraight-backed chair. “You
don’t like this kind of work, Donna, and
now you are rebelling against me.”

_ Then he asked bluntly, “Is there a man
in your life, Donna?”

She started. “Why, Elk! What makes
you ask that?” 4

“Because I am in love,” he replied
gravely. “I thought I was wearing my
heart on my sleeve, but I realize now that
you haven't even noticed it there.”

“Oh, 1 don't know! I—I just don’t
know!”" she cried in a choked voice.

Elk stood, the smell of cigar smoke ling-
ering about him as he laid his slow; pene-
trating glance on her. “I didn't mean to
get you upset—especially just before show
time,” he murmured apologetically. “All
I ask for is an even break, Donna—and
I hope you didn’t mind my laying my

cards on the table.”

Donna said warmly, “Of course I didn’t,
Elk! It's just that—well, there has'been
someone. And I—well, I can’t be sure

about it—him—till I have waited this thmg

out with myself.”

- Elk seemed abstracted, now, looking' at
her and murmuring, “I’ve had a couple
buyers nibbling, for the Elkhorn. But a
little complication has arisen on the other
matter—you know, the ranch.”
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“I—I hope the deal doesn’t fall through
for you.”

He grinned. “I'm not a gambler, but I
do play my hunches. Chimney’s a good
spread, and I may get it yet. But if I don’t,

there are always other places to be had.”.

He walked to the door, then halted, looking
back. “Our usual at the hotel after the
show, Donna—coffee, and cakes?”
~ “Our usual, Elk.”
“See you later, then,”
out.
Donna glanced at the’ httle ormolu clock
on her dressing table Still ten minutes to

he said, and went

go, and for somie reason she felt nervous )

and “impatient tonight—wanting to go out
there right now, and get it over with.
Faintly, through the transom above the
door of her room, she could hear Rosita
Montez’s huskily throaty contralto, singing,
Just @ Bird in a Gilded Cage. That's
what Rosita was, and probably would al-
ways be. And it was what she, Donna De-
laney, would become, unless—

She felt a sudden odd quickening within
her, thinking of Elk. She knew now that
he would have propesed tonight if she had
been less frank with him than he had been
with her. He was so different from Vic.
Seme deep intuitive femaleness in her told
her that Elk would be right for her, stead-
ily and dependably right, while Vic would
always be a question mark. But emotions
and judgment clashed and warred easily,
in a woman’s heart, and Vic had the power
to melt her so easily. If only—

A voice from her doorway said, “Hi!”
and she jerked around with a little gasp.

“Vic!” she cried. “How-—how did you
get in here?”

He grinned. “Walked. There’s always
a back door to these places.” '

“Vie, 1 am not dressed for receiving
callers. I think you had better leave.”

He crossed the room to her. “Now tell
me to leave,” he said, pulling her against
him.

Trembling, she wrenched back from him.

“Vic, get out of here! I’ve warned you!”
b

“I'd do that little thing, sweetheart,”
Vic said, “if T thought you really wanted
it.”

“I—1I do!” ) . ‘

“No, you don’t baby. . What you want
is to hear the news I've got for you. All
about Vic Vanroy, Solid Citizen.” He
paused and grinned. Then, in a low, urgent
voice, he went on, “Donna, I've taken an
option on a ranch. For us, baby. A cosy
little spread a couple miles out of town
where Mr. and Mrs. Vic Vanroy are going
to live happily ever after!”

“l1—1I don’t believe it.” .

“Then ask Mal Hemstreet. . He's the
broker in the deal. Place called Chimney.
And wait till you see it!”

Donna tensed. “Chimney !”

“You know the place?”

“No, no. . ..” Donna caught her breath.
“But I—I've heard about it.” She felt
Vic’s eyes hungering .over her face, her
long legs in their clocked black silk stock-
ings. And a kind of responsive tenseness
rippled through her as he reached out and
pulled her head gently against his shoul-
der. An inner voice cried out to her, “Don't,
don't!” but as his arms tightened around
her, she felt resistance crumpling. His voice
was low, compelling whispering, ““Donna

. Sweetheart! T'm taking this place for
you—for us! I'll sell the Gem. And after
that . . .”

She was confused and tormented and in-
effably weary, as she surrendered her lips
to his kiss.

She did not hear the soft knock on_ her
door, and was unaware of another presence

“in the doorway of the room until a voice

struck at her with the flatness of a hammer
blow.

“You're on in two minutes, Dorma——lf
the gentleman can restrain his ardor till
after the show.”

She wrenched her mouth from Vic’s
with a startled gasp. And then, her eyes
flicking abruptly to the doorway, a sick
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dismay held her rigid as she saw Elk Ed-
wards standing there. His face was frozen
in the ‘look of a man who has just been
back-stabbed. . .. .

IC VANROY halted the buckboard at

the crest ‘of the ridge, and nudging
Donna out of her preoccupation, pointed
downward across a grama-carpeted valley.
A white adobe ranch house stood on a pine-
clad slope of the wvalley, pinked by the
last rosy hues of sunset.

“There’s Chimney,” Vic said. “What
do you think of that for a cosy little love-
nest?”

Donna’s gaze followed his pointing fin-
ger. She nodded listlessly. - “It’s pretty,
Vie.”

Vic swung around on the buggy seat,
staring down at her. “Say, what’s the mat-
ter with you,” anyway?” he demanded.
“You've hardly spoken a v,yord all the way
out here.”

Donna shook her head. “I—I guess I'm
just tired, Vic.”

His eyes took on a cold expressmn
studying over her-haggardly pale face. “You
should have put on a little color,” he grum-
bled. “This is supposed to be fun, not.a
funeral.”

“It’s chilly up here in the hills, Vic.
Let’s hurry. It will be getting dark soon.”

“If you're still in a tizzy about last night,
forget it,” he growled. Then he grinned.
“And if you're thinking about Edwards,”
he said, “he’ll get along. That Rosita Mon-
tez is quite a dish. And Elk ought to know,
from all T can hear in town.’

Donna -stiffened. Then she relaxed back
on the buckboard seat, saying, “Maybe you
heard it wrong, Vic.”

" “Maybe.” He picked up the reins and
spanked them against the rump of the
roan hitched to the traces. “But if you
want to know how I get it, they’re as thick
as two peas in the same pod.”

" Donna relapsed into silence as Vic tooled
the buckboard back into the trail winding

downward to the valley floor. Her recon-
ciliation with him was not what she had
expected it to be, somehow. But the die
was cast, now. For better or for worse.
And it had all stemmed from a single im-.
puléive moment, last night, when she had
let him kiss her, had let him back, forgiv-
ingly and completely, into her heart.

Completely? Was she sure of that, even
now? Evidently Vic's eyes had already
strayed toward Rosita Montez. Maybe he
was incorrigible. And maybe she was a
fool. Maybe .it was mere foolish pride, a
desire to see him brought to his knees be-
fore her, humbled and contrite, that had
swayed her last night and weakened her
defenses against him. Or was it—love?
Was this sensation of sick, sad loneliness
gnawing inside her a symptom of her feel-
ing for Vic—or for Elk Edwards?

There had been no cosy chit-chat corner
in the hotel dining room for her and Elk
last night. Immediately after she had fin-
ished her dance number, she had dressed
and rushed off to her boarding house, Elk
‘making no effort whatever to see her. She
had half hoped that he would, so that she
could explain to him. But afterward she
had thought, Explain how? How can you
explain something to someone else, when
you cannot explain it to yourself?

All' the next morning she had remained
in her room, but at noon she had come
down to the kitchen, telling Mrs. Skelly
that she felt ill and wanted only a slice
of toast and a cup of tea. These she had
had alone, in her room, and had not come
down again until six o’clock, when Vic had
called, with the buckboard, to take her out
to look over the house. ’

Chimney . . . The irony of the situation
struck her with full force, now, as Vic
tooled the buckboard around a bend in the
trail. The ranch hoiuse came into” closer
view, snuggled on the flank of a rocky
hillside with a stand of tall, conically-
shaped pines making a lofty backdrop be-
hind it. A lovely place, with a single wide
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adobe chimney flashed with a great iron
“C” in its exact center. A hundred yards
below it, a creek wound between clumps
of alder, its crystal water touched to rose,
now, under one last gush of light from the
sinking sun.- '

Vic was offering her this. A home. A
place to sink roots. The thing about which
she ‘had always dreamed, but which had
seemed so remote from reality. The cooler
mountain air, here, nibbled through her
light coat, and she shivered. And then she

thought of Elk. It seemed an ironical coin-_

_cidence that Elk and Vic had both picked
out this place, with the same girl in mind.
Had Elk known it was Vic who had picked
up an option on it?

The buckboard rattled over a little plank
bridge spanning the creek, and slowed as it
started slowly up the rutted grade toward
the ranch yard." A few minutes later it
stood halted before a wide front gallery,
and ‘Vic was handing Donna down from
the seat, saying, “Well, do I carry you
over the doorstep ?” '

Donna’s voice sounded oddly “strained,
answering him. “You do not,” ‘she said
firmly. “There would have to be another
little matter attended to before you could
do that, Vic.”

He grinned, thrusting a key into the
front door and swinging it open. “Wait
till you see inside,” he told her, “and you’ll
stop being such a fuss-budget.”

His words filled her with a queer sense

of foreboding. Then she stepped into the
big, square-shaped living room of the house
and uttered a little gasp. Whoever had
owned the place previously had left it com-
pletely furnished for the next owner. Two
large easy chairs were drawn up before a
huge fieldstone fireplace, and opposite the
blackened hearth there was a single com-
fortable-looking sofa-bed, covered with a
gay-colored Navajo blanket. The great
ceiling beams were of solid oak, and time-
weathered to a rich smoky luster.
Donna cried, “It’s beautiful I’

IC WAS shrugging out of his duck
jacket and hanging it on an elkhorn
coat rack beside the fireplace, “Make your-
self at home,” he said with a casual wave
of his arm. “Look around and enjoy your-

self.” : o

Fxcited in spite of herself, Donna peered
into two medium-sized bedrooms off the
living room, then into a large roomy kit-
chen beyond. Returning to the living room,
she sank down on the sofa and Vic crossed
the room and seated himself beside her.

“Please, Vic. We ought to be getting
back.” It will be full dark in another hour.”

“Shthké! We've got lamps here.”

" He put his arms around her, and for an
instant, the old eagerness for him ran
hot in her blood. Then, as his mouth found
hers in a stormy and sudden kiss, the mo-
ment of tumultuous compulsion in her was
gone. Then, out of a sudden tide of fear
and anger, the thought washed upon her,
Elk would not*do this to me, and with
panicky strength she tried to wrest away
from Vic’s hold.

She found that it was like trying to
squirm out of an inexorably clamped vise.
He -plucked his mouth from hers long
enough to say, “You damned little witch!
You're wanting this as much as I am!”
and then a frightening-dizziness was swim-

"ming before her eyes, and his mouth

clamped down on hers again. The dizzi-
ness seemed to melt into a sparkly black-
ness, after that, and she felt herself sinking
backward.

At this moment she had a vague con-
sciousness of voices, and was aware of the

- pressure of his arms abruptly slackening.

She raised herself from the sofa, fumbling
at the torn lace of her bodice. And then,
with shocked disbelief, she saw Elk Ed-
wards standing just inside the doorway.
And beside him, her pointed face bone-white
around its garish rouge spots, was Rosita
Montez! ‘

Vic Vanroy was up on his feet now, his
eyes fixed on the small blue derringer
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gripped in Elk Edwards’ right hand. Then
he saw Rosita, and his face became con-
vulsed. _ :

" “Get out!” he cried in a gagged voice.
“Get out before I—" .

Elk Edwards said calmly, “You seem
to be a little mixed up, Vanroy. You're the
one who’s getting out.” Then he looked
at Donna. “Donna, are you all right? I
want the truth.”

“T—I am all right, Elk. But how—"

- “I went to Mrs. Skelly’s, looking for
you,” Elk interrupted her tersely. “Then
I went to see Mal Hemstreet. Finally—his
mouth tightened now, as his glance
switched coldly to Rosita Montez’s face—
“I had a little chat with Rosita here.”

~ Donna looked at the dance hall girl, in
“her figure-moulding dress and flashy red
slippers Then she looked into Vic Van-
roy’s smoldering eyes, leveled rancorously
down at her.

She murmured, looking back at Elk,
“But I still don’t see—"

“You will,” he told her. He grimly but
gently explained,
two-day option on Chimney, and it ex-
pired yesterday. Simce then, I have held
it.” He stabbed a glance at Rosita, con-
tinuing, “As for Rosita, here, I made her
come along with nie tonight. Go ahead,
Rosita. Please tell Miss Delaney where
you went last night after the show.”

“I was. weeth—heem!” she blurted out
fiercely, pointing at Vic.

Vic’s rage-filled eyes darted at Donna,
and he snarled, “She’s a damned greasy
little liar! I never—"

_ “Eet ‘ees you who are a liar!” Rosita
cried. “Bribén! Malvado! 1 weel tear
your eyes out! I—”

~ She started a catlike lunge toward him,
but was abruptly pulled back by Elk-Ed-
wards.

“If there’s any clawing to be done,” Elk
told her, “you can take care of it outside.”
His glance froze back on Vic Vanroy.
“Take her out of here, Vanroy. Get going!

“Vanroy had only a

And if you want to get yourself into some
real trouble—just look me up!”

Donna saw a change come over Vic’s
face. All the strut and braggadocio seemed
gone from him now. And suddenly, she
saw him for what he was—a weakling.

He shot a last sullen look of defiance at

her, at Elk Edwards. Then, with a final
cringing glance at the gun clamped in Elk’s
hand, he pivoted and strode out of the
room, Rosita Montez sulklly following
him.

A thunder of silence seemed to fill the
room as Donna reluctantly moved her gaze
to the man standing alone before her. Elk
Edwards’ eyes were grave, but oddly un-
disturbed, meeting her glance.

He still made no move to approach her,
but she had the feeling of a cool clean cur-
rent passing between them, vital, unchang-
ed and unchangeable. And then his calm,
even voice flowed out to her like a-soft
bell stroke, saying, “I have sold the Elk-
horn, Dotna. If you will marry me, I
would like this to be our home.”

She moved toward him, then, and hlS
mouth found hers, warmly, tenderly.:- And
then she was sobbing her happiness against
the hard ‘brace of his shoulder, and - his’
voice was like a breath .of spring. against
her ear, murmuring, “You are home; little
gypsy.” And she knew, at long last, that
stre was. yevyve
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DEE KERMIT

andle With Care

‘When her buckaroo fell for a rangeland siren’s bait,

Julie started cookin’—with caresses. . . .

\

ROM the doorstep of their little ten-
Fant house, Julie, hunkered " down
with her hands clasped across her
knees, stared up at her father, Big Jim Kel-
s0, with an expression in which love, solici-
tude and a thinly disguised anger were
oddly mingled. A jot above pan size—
she stood a full five feet three when wear-
ing her high-heeled riding boots—her
full soft mouth budded worriedly into a
litle moue as her eyes, frosty blue under
braids of shimmery titian hair, made their
sharp assessment of the look on her father’s
long, bony face.
It was a look of hurt and almost a look

of bewilderment, still only. half concealed ...

Ju-

under a mask of feigned indifference.
lie, however, knew it was not indifference,
but a bitter and rankling resignation. And

deep within her, her heart ached for Big.

64

Jim Kelso's humiliation at the hands of
what she had so often heard called “the

gentler sex.”

Big Jim spoke first, his voice sounding
dulled and apathetic, desplte his effort to
make it seem casual.

“Got your dishes and kitchenware all
packed, I see,” he mentioned off-handedly
Then, “I saw Mark Tenipleton yesterday
afternoon. He’s sending his spring wagon
over to pick up our furniture and the rest
of the stuff. Sometime this forencon, he
said.” , -

In a flat, vicious voice, Julie said, “I
hate that woman!” :

Chidingly, Big Jim shook his head.
“Pearl Marvin’s the owner of Andiron,

Suddenly he pulled her agaim‘;t
him, and his lips met hers. . .
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now. She don’t want me as foreman ; that’s
her right and privilege. Anyway—" Big
Jim heaved a sigh. ‘“We got no call to com-
plain. The M.T.-Connected’s a right smart
of a spread.”

“It will never be the same for you there,
Dad—and you know it won't!”

“Now, honey—"

“And don’t start honeying me! I'm not
in the mood for it.”  Julie instantly regret-
ted her flare of temper, as she always did,
after it was too late to stem the explosion.
I'm sorry, Dad,” she said contritely, “but
I just can’t stand it to see you eat humble
pie this way. And all on account of that—
that black-haired hussy of a swivel dude!”

Jim Kelso shook his head again, sigh-.

ing, “Things change, Julie. That’s life,”
he said philosophically. He stooped and
kissed her on'top of the head, adding, “I’ve
got to mosey on down to the barn and pack
some of my work gear. If Mark sends Pete
Hoskins over with the spring wagon, you
can show him where all the stuff is.”

Julie stood up abruptly, looking boyishly
hoydenish in a pair of skin-tight levis and
a mannish gray cotton blouse. -“Dad,
wait!” she said. “What about Ken Car-
penter? You don’t think he'd be fool
enough to—"

“Take on the job I've just heen bounced
from?”” Jim Kelso finished for her grimly.
He swung around, his smoky eyes acute
and a little ‘meager, searching over her
cleanly planed face, which peculiarly
semed to take on a sharper and more vivid
prettiness when she was angry. He
frowned, saying, “You let Ken plow his
own furrow. No need of a man’s cutting
off his nose to spite his face.”

“I don’t care,” snapped Julie, “what
Ken Carpenter does! But I hate to see any
man made a fool of by a lot of fancy fluff-
duffs and a little female war paint!”

“Depending,” said Jim Kelso gently,
“on who wears ’em.” He grinned down at
her deprecatingly, adding, “It’s all right
when you do, I suppose.”

Julie began vehemently, “Dad, you know
darned .well I neyver—7”’ )

But Jim Kelso didn’t let her finish. He
swung, saying cryptically, “Time you
started, mebbe”, and then was walking at
his long-gaited stride up toward the barn,
his gray eyes intent and preoccupied, as
they had been, now, for more than a week.

Ever sirice that Marvin female arrived
here, thought Julie darkly, ever since she
started throwing her weight around. ’

But what had her father meant, saying,
“Time you started, mebbe’’? Surely he
didn’t think—he couldn’t have meant—

She cut the idea curtly from her mind,
neatly and cleanly, as she might snip at the
exasperating end of a thread. That was ri-
diculous! Pearl Marvin was twenty-five or
six if she was a day, and looked it. Not,
of course, that she wasn’t—well, attractive.
Tall, slim and dark, she did have a kind of
sultry beauty that might put notions in
some men’s heads. But not in Ken Car-
penter’s. Nor, for that matter, in the head
of any man who carried an ourice of brains
around with him. Anybody with half an eye
could see that she was the bossy type, and
once that kind dabbed. their loop on a
man. . . .

Absently, Julie Kelso drew her hand
across the tight titian-red braids coiled
above the tips of her ears. Braids were
quick and easy to make, so that's how she
always did up her hair. But maybe they
did look a little—well, severe. Dowdy—
that was the word. Maybe if she wore it
swept straight back, the way Pearl Marvin
did, and gathered it up into a bobbly little
chignon at the nape of her neck. . . .

Psha! Fiddlesticks and nonsense! Her
red mouth set in a small pout. And now,
like a barn swallow swooping toward its
homing point, her mind made pleasant lit-
tle dips and swirls, coming to rest, finally,
on the remembrance of her meeting yester-
day with Ken, up in the democrat pasture.
He had been out hunting a sick dogie, but
hadn’t found it, and when she had come up-
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on him unexpectedly he was down from his
horse and giving it 4 drink from the little
pool where Bent Bow Creek had been
damned up to create a tiny oasis of shade
and coolness under the umbrella of a great
low-bhranched cottonwood.

“Hi!” Ken had said. And “Hi!" she
had given it back to him. And from this,
one word had led to another, and one arm
—Ken's—had led to her shoulder, when
she had seated herself beside him on the
old-mossy deadfall beside the dam.

Tt was, a lovely spot—a spot to which
she came often, alone,- just to relax and
dream. And the dappled light of sun on
the pool, the freckles of light reflected from

the cottonwood upon the lazy curving wa-

ter, had filled her with a kind of deep and
languid peacefulness, so that it seemed as
natural as the gently flowing -water when
Ken had suddenly pulled her against him
and kissed her on the lips.

~. The same fierce need had seemed to fill

them both, simultaneously, and the sound:

of the water had faded ta a secret murmur-
ing as their mouths came together. And
for one of those small eternities in which
the mind shuts itself completely to any
sense of time, they sat locked in each oth-
er’s arms, and; to Julie, even their hearts
‘had seemed to pound in unison.

Finally, she was compelled to draw back
from him out of sheer breathlessness. She
had on levis-and an old scuffed-out pair of
Justins and a green cotton shirt shrunk
from too many washings, and suddenly she
realized that a top button had popped, re-
vealing a hint of rounded whiteness below
her neck line. Flushing, she pulled the
shirt’s folds together, saying, “Sudden
Ken, they call him,” and then in spite of
theforced lightness in her voice, was aware
of an abrupt fluttery sensation in the pit of
her stomach.

Ken was looking down at her with a
sober fixity, his gray-cool eyes filled with
a kind of abstracted wonderment aimed at
the faint spray of freckles speckling the

bridge of her slim, pertly uptilted nose.
“I've been wanting to do that a long time,”
he breathed out finally.

“Have you, Ken?”
“Why "

The directness of the question seemed
to disconcert him momentarily, and now
the subdued note of teasing in his voice
seemed an effort to him. “I've got rea-
sons,” he answered. “You don’t have to
know everything, do you?”

“Name one,” she said. -

" Shafts of sunlight spearing down
through the interstices of the cottonwood’s
branches gave a chinquapin luster to her
reddish-bronze hair, and she was aware of
Ken Carpenter staring at it.

“One is,” he said awkwardly, “you’ve
got curly red hair, and I'm sort 6f partial
to red curls.”

“Psha!” - She turned her head, and ab-
sently stroked a hand across a dark coil of
braid banding her head. “How do you
know I have curls?” she said. “My halr s
in braids.”

“Then it shouldn’t he"’ said Ken. “Wear
it loose and you’d see.’

“Fiddlesticks! Anyway, what’s a hank
or two of hair?”

With clumsy abruptness, Ken Carpenter
turned the conversation to another chan-
nel. .

“I hear the old Texler homestead’s on
the market,” he mentioned. “Sam Texler’s
moved to town. He’s asking fifteen hundred

she asked softly.

- for it.”

“That’'s a switch,” said Julie, trying to
pull lightness into her voice. “Men! From
red hair to homesteads in the flicker of an
eye!”

Ken flushed. “They could be connect-
ed.” He stood, grinning now. Then his
gray eyes became thoughtfully vacant.
“I’'ve got some chores yet,” he told her.
“Ridin’ back with me?”

Julie pouted at him.
when you get my woman’s
aroused.”

“Chores! Just
curiosity
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Ken walked- to his grulla, standing hip-
shot a few feet away. “Curiosity’ll keep,
chores won’t,” he said. “Comin’ ?”

She felt confused and let down, and just
the faintest bit angered, saying, “No. I
think I'll rest awhile. Maybe if T sit here
long enough,” she added spitefully, “I'll
get to know how to do my hair so it won’t
look like links in a rusty chain!” ‘

Ken.Carpenter swung up to the saddle.
“A copper chain,” he daid appreciatively,
staring down at her. Then, awkwardly, he
had told her, “Well, if you're not coming,
I've got to slope.” And he had clucked to
the grulla and pointed it back toward
Andiron.

She had waited until he had passed from
sight beyond a distant ridge. Then, a
vague anger still stirring within her, she
had mounted her own horse and headed
it around. But as she rode thoughtfully
back toward the ranch, the anger in her
had slowly dissolved into a feeling of dull,
bitter-sweet painfulness. And slowly, like
a warm and gentle hand pressmg against
her heart, she had felt the pain grow and
swell into a kind of aching loneliness, and
like the sudden winging of a startled bird
the thought had plerced her, W/ hy I am m
love'

NOVV hunkered on the- doorstep of the
little house which had been the only
home she could- remember since the day
she had baked her first mudpie and cuddled
her sawdust doll to her child’s heart, her
thoughts idled backward, turning a little
somber at the memory of her motherless
childhood. .
She could not remember her mother,
who had died when she was only two years

old. But except for this vacant spot in her

life—a big one, she had increasingly real-
ized as she had grown older—her days at
Andiron had been mostly happy ones. Big
Jim Kelso had been—was—a wonderful
father, but like most wonderful fathers had
undoubtedly spoiled her a bit.

He had taught her to ride when she was
only eleven, and by the time she had
reached fourteen she was a little demon
in. the saddle, and could dab her loop on a
running dogie with as much skill and
aplomb, almost, as Big Jim himself. Leng
Tom Swiggart, Andiron’s owner until his
sudden tragic death, two months before, at
the hands of an enraged Brahma bull, had
called her, with avuncular affection, Little
Miss Jinglespurs, and to her he had al-
ways been Uncle Tom. He. too, had
spoiled her. and his sudden passing had
left the same void in her heart that it had'
left in her father’s.

But now things were different—so dif-
ferent that she no longer cared much where
she went, as long as it was well out of sight
of Pearl Marvin, the new owner of And-
iron. At the death of Long Tom Swig-
art, Pear] Marvin, his niece, and only living
kin, had been summoned to Andiron by a
telegram from Jason Hawks, Adobe Falls’
lawyer, and executor of Tom- Swiggart’s
estate. And upon her arrival she had been
informed that she was now full owner of
Andiron Ranch.

Soon afterward, apparently soured by a
bequest of five thousand dollars, in Tom
Swiggart’s will, to Big Jim Kelso, she had
announced her intention of injecting new
blood into the ranch organization, and had
given Big Jim -a month’s notice. A
month’s notice—Pearl Marvin’s idea of a
fair exchange for more than twenty years
of loyal and faithful service. New blood,
indeed! The new ‘mistress of Andiron had
kept on old Von Yeager, the grub-wran-
gler, and -Mrs. Forrester, the housekeeper
—sixty-five, if she was a day.

I’'m the one she wanted out of her way,
Julie thought bleakly, and looking up at
that moment she saw Ken Carpenter head-
ing up toward the corral, carrying a chick-
en saddle under one arm, and his own big
single-fire rig under the other. . . .

A few minutes later, as Julie came up
to the corral gate, the foreman was tight-
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ening the cinch-straps of the smaller sad-
dle to a dun mare. The mare was an old
horse, long gentled, that Long Tom Swig-
gart had kept in his cavvy more for the use

of greeners and dude visitors than anyone"

else.

Ken Carpenter’s eyes showed embar-
rassed surprise as Julie said, a dry coldness
tempering her voice, “Taking her sight-
seeing, Ken?” And he whipped around,
heeling over on one foot with the sudden-
ness of his spin. -

“Morning, Julie,” he said, then, his
dark-tanned face staining into sudden color.

He made a disgruntled gesture with his,

hand, adding, “Miss Marvin asked me to
show her around a bit. I don’t know that
you’d call it sightseeing.”

“Just a romantic tour,” said Julie, with
thinly veiled sarcasm. “And a chance for
her to throw those green come-hither eyes
at her new foreman.”

“Now, Julie—” o

“So you are her foreman now!”

“Julie, you don’t understand. I'm sorry
about Big Jim. But a whack at ramrod
pay will mean a lot to me, right now. Any-
way, for a few months until I can get—"

“Until you can get in the catbird’s seat

" with her!” )
An angry scowl built up on Ken Car-
penter’s lean, high-boned face. “That’s
_just not so, and you know it,”
in a nettled tone. “I told you yesterday
about Sam Texler. If I can collect fore-
man’s wages here for just six months, I
might be able to make a deal with Sani.”
Suddenly Julie felt her own temper
fraying as she remembered the dull look of
resignation on her father’s face when she
had talked to him a few minutes earlier.
“Mark Templeton needs another man,”
she snapped. “If you had any feeling of

friendship or loyalty for dad, you'd tell off A

(k&

Miss Bossy Pants right now!

“Certainly,” agreed a low, husky voice
from behind her. “Do that if you like, Ken.
But first I'd better advise you that Miss

he answered-,

Bossy Pants is raising her foreman’s scale
by thirty dollars a month, starting now.”

With a startled gasp, Julie spun-around
and saw Pearl Marvin. The owner of And-
iron was standing a few paces behind her,
dressed fetchingly in.a divided-green riding
skirt and a white bolero jacket, with a pert
little bottle-green hat perched jauntily on
top of her wavy black hair. Julie envied:
her-cool poise, and at the same moment was-
conscious of a tense, angry ‘expectancyl
running through her.

She glanced curtly at Pearl \/[arvm s
slim, fine-boned face, then abruptly fixed
her eyes on Ken Carpenter. i

“There’s your chance,” she told him
scoffingly. “What’s the matter—the cat
got your tongue? Can’t you say thanks to
the nice lady ?”

“I—" began Ken.

But Pearl Marvin cut him off, her pale,
sea-water green eyes fastening with an ex-
pression of cool mockery on Julie’s angrily
stiff-set face. .

“I can say something—to you,” she told:
Julie arrogantly. “Don’t meddle-in busi-
ness that doesn’t concern you. This is
strictly a private matter between Mr. Car-

penter and myself. 1t does not concern dlS-

charged personnel.”

Julie’s face went white, Then, taking
two swift forward steps, she stood tensely
before the tall, slender figure of the city
woman. “I ought to slap your face for
that!” she cried. “It’s a pity to spoil your
artistic makeup, but—" Her small right
hand flew back, but never reached its tar-
get. Ken Carpenter lunged and gripped
her arm as it prepared to strike.

“For heaven’s sake, Julie! Are you out
of your mind?” -

“I'm not, but you are!” Julie delivered
a savage kick at his shin boot, but the fore-

man’s grip on.der arm did not relax

From the corner of one eye she saw Pearl
Marvin step daintily back out of range, her
shiny mouth budding into an expressxon of
derisive amusement. - :
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Then the owner of Andiroin turned, idl-
ing a glance back at Julie and saying, “You
can bring the horses around to the house,
Ken. But please hurry. Children bore me,
especially when they lack the bteeding to
be seen, but not heard!” »

Julie swallowed convulsively. - Pearl
Marvin was starting back toward the
house, the riding skirt swishing gracefully
about her slender .ankles. A cold fury
welled in Julie as her pointed boot lashed
furiously again at Ken Carpenter’s shin.

“Breeding!”" she blurted out fiercely.
“That painted-up city hussy talking to me
about breeding! Look at her, all spraddled
out in war paint and fancy . store-boughts
like a dress . store dummy!« And you—
you——

“Julie! Will you lrsten to me?”

“No! You're carrying a torch for her
so bad you can't see straight. You'll be
no foreman here. You'll be her faithful
man Friday, and heaver knows what else!”

Ken sighed grimly. “Julie,” he said,
“stop acting like a jealous little chunk-
head.. I’'m going to be just what she’s pay-
ing me to be—the ramrod at Andiron, and
that’s all. And it will only be temporary—

just till I can get together enough money.

to—

“Enough money to squire her around
town and show her off to the local yokels!”
Julie finished for him vehemently. With

an abrupt wrench, she tore free from him,

panting. “And if you think I'm- jealous
of that—that—"=

“I hope you're not,” Ken interrupted her
softly. “But just in case you are, before
‘you and Big Jim leave’—he advanced to-
ward her, his gray eyes earnestly grave—
“T want you to take something with you.”

He bent forward abruptly. Then, before
she could either know his intention or re-
sist it, he kissed her softly, sWeetly, on the
mouth.

For a bare instant, she was taken aback
by surprise, his sincerity 'discomfiting and
disorienting her momentarily. It made it

hard for her to choose between the fact of
this brief intimacy and the bitter knowledge
of how easily, from now on, -he .could
transfer these kisses to a riper, redder pair
of lips.

Her taut, held- back fury abruptly
reached its breaking point. “Thank you,
Ken,” she said evenly. “Thank you.very
much. And here is semething for yeu to
take with you.” And her right hand flicked
out like the striking paw of a cat, and
slapped- hard and stingingly " across . his
cheek.

She was running from him, thenmrun-
ming -and sobbing—and when she at last
reached the haven of the little tenant house
and flung herself down on the bed in her
room, she began crying with great heaving:
gasps. At last, when all the pent-up anger
and frustration and bitterness in her .had
been washed free, she was left with a feel-
ing of complete exhaustion, and a dead, un-

caring despair.

HEN Big Jim Kelso told Julie of his

own plan to hunt for some real .es-
tate in the Long Trail Valley area, men-
tioning, with fatherly concern, that maybe
Ken Carpenter might eventually like to
throw in with them Julie thought she’d
cannip.

They had been established at Mark
Templeton’s MT-Connected- for a week,
and while the little cabin in which they were
now installed was pleasant enough, it ‘was
a far cry from the commodious tenant
house they had occupied at Andiron. Julie
hadn’t yet fully accustomed herself to it.

It was at breakfast that Big Jim had
brought up the possibility of starting an
iron of his own, and quitting MT-Con-
nected as soon as he could find a likely
location. Mark Templeton, he said, could
acquire another foreman.

“T heard today,” he told Julie w1th a
feigned off-handedness, “that the old Ban-
croft place might go on the auction block
in maybe three, four weeks. I know Ken’s
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got his eye on Sam Texler’s place, but
Bancroft’s is higger. If Ken was interest-
ed, we might be able to work out some
kind of a partnership deal.”

Julie studied the drawn look on Big
Jim Kelso’s face, and was torn hetween
her concern for him and the problem of
her own blighted hopes. '

“All Ken Carpenter is interested .in,”
she declared flatly, “is making time with
‘Pearl Marvin, and not a thing else!  If

you want Bancroft’'s for us, Dad, go ahead -

and look into it. But leave Ken.out of
it—he has other irons in the fire.”
“Fiddle-faddle!” Big Jim finished his

second cup of coffee and stood up from the -

breakfast table, stooping’to kiss her gent-
ly on top of the head.
had a little lovers’ spat, but that's soon

‘mended. Now you stop fretting yourself,

or first thing you know I'll be forgetting
I've got a nineteen-year-old daughter, and
‘take you over my knee.”

But after her father had gone out, the .

thin smile Julie .had- given him quickly
faded. She and her father had each heen
trying to buoy up the other, one about
as unsuccessfully as the other. Big Jim

~was still hurt and resentful at the raw-
treatment he had received from the new-

owner of Andiron. And in Julie herself,
Ken Carpenter’s refusal to quit Andiron

remained like an ugly festering wound,

deep within her.

She began clearing the breakfast table
going about the chore ‘with an abstracted
disinterestedness. Just yesterday she had
driven in to Rosadero to buy a few staples

at the Fagle Mercantile and had seen Ken'

hand Pearl Marvin down from the Andiron
buckboard in front of the Bon Ton. It
was a display of gallantry that had been
like 'g:f]l and wormwood to her. A moment
later, Pearl Marvin had disappeared into
the store, and Ken had seen her and called
out to her acragss the street.

She had coldly ignored him. But a_.few
minutes later, when she had come out of

““You and Ken

the Eagle, he had been waiting for her
outside, under the wooden awning,
-“That’s quite’ an armful of groceries
you've got,” he told her, with a weak
smile. “Maybe you'd better let me load
‘em into the spring wagon “for you.”
“I think,” she had answered frigidly,
“that you will find your loadmg job is on
the other side of the street.” And she had
brushed past him brusquely, dumping her
bundles into the back of the spring wagon.

At that moment, Pearl Marvin had
stepped from the doorway of the Bon Ton,
laden with three long boxes that had ob-
viously contained new suits or dresses.
For a bare instant, then; Ken had divided
a torn glance between her and Pearl Mar-
vin, as the city girl had remained poised
on the step of the dry goods store, her red
mouth flattened in a sulky pout as she
had waited for him to come to her assist-
ance.

With a vicious slami, Julie had closed the
tail-gate of the wagon, then, relishing the
foreman’s discomfiture with an icy smile,
hid turned and crossed around the wagon
to the driver's seat. . e B

Ken had blurted, *Julie—wait!” But
even as he had spoken, his worried gaze
had heen toward the Bon. Ton, “and she
h.:d gathered up her reins, saying spite-
fully, “I could—but you had better not!”
And then she had slapped briskly at the
flanks of her team of matched grays:

Over her shoulder, a few seconds later,
she had seen Ken walking .down to the
buckl.oard toting the hundles, with Pearl
Marvin’s hand tucked cosily under his
arm. Then he had heen helping her fussily
into the rig, and she had turned her gaze
from them, a cold sinking sensation settling
heavily to the pit of her stomach.

Later; she had learned the reason for
Pearl Marvin’s visit to the Bon Ton. To--
night Pearl Marvin .was holding a get-
together at Andiron, a party to which she
had invited nearby ranchers and their
wives as an ostensible gesture of neigh-
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borliness. But now, mechanically going
through the motions of washing the break-
fast dishes,, Julie Kelso thought she knew
the real reason for this sudden burst of
hospitality and community spirit on the
part of Andiron’s new owner.

She thought bleakly, this is just what
Miss Bossy Pants has been waiting for—
a chance to get herself all fumadiddled up
and really go to town on Ken.

The dishes finished, Julie went out and
found herself heading for the corral. May-
be a ride would do her good—physical
activity might take her mind . off herself
for. a short time. But once she had reached
the corral, a dull feeling of listlessness
overcame her, and she sank down on a flat
‘rock beside the gate and sat with her hand
cupped to her chin, staring off moodily
into space.

Riding off by herseli—alone—wasn’t the
answer, she decided. Neither was mop-
ing around the house all day, once she had
finished her chores. Then what was? Cer-
tainly it did no good for her just to sit
here .and think. At least, not to sit here
and think about a worthless woman-chaser
like Ken Carpenter!- ‘ )

.To begin with, she had to awakén her-

self to the realization .that that much of -

her life was water over the dam, and the
sooner she did realize it, the better off
she’d be. Probably- plenty 'of girls had
found themselves in this kind of a boat—
ane with a leaky bottom—so - what had
they done? Found themselves a more sea-
worthy craft, naturally! A man, for ex-
ample, who appreciated honesty and maybe
a fair amount of good looks more than he
did a sinuous hip-wriggle and a pair of
green cat’s eyes! .

But where to start—and how— That
was the squestion. Maybe she’d ride in to
.town and see her friend, Tilly Blackmon.
Maybe if she opened up her heart to Tilly,
and they had a good woman-to-woman talk
together— }

A voice behind her said, “A book of

verses underneath the bough, a. jug ef
wine, a loaf of bread—and thou.” And as
she swung about with a half-guilty start
and saw Mark Templeton, he grinned down
at her, adding drolly; “There’s a bough
about twenty yards away, but that. still
leaves us without a jug or a loaf.”

“Or a ‘thou,” ” she said, summoning a
faint smile. “Hello, Mark. I—I guess I
was' just—woolgathering.” e

“We can’t allow woolgathering,” he
said. ““At least not on-a cow spread. But
maybe. I could pinch-hit for the ‘thouw'—if
you'd just push over a bit.and let a man
take a load off his feet.”

Julie bounced to the far end of the
stone.. “It’s your rock,” she said pertly.
“Help yourself.” ’ e

EXCEPT for dancing with him a couple
of times when he had cut in for: heér at
neighborhood stomps,  Julie ‘had- never
known Mark Templeton very well. But
now, studying him with a-sudden -specu-
lative. interest, she was awarée of ‘a rangy,
solidly muscled figure, with a rather square;
bronzed face and déep-set brown eyes in
which a quizzically amused twinkle scemed
permanently embedded. :
© “I was looking for you, Julie,” he sald
seating himself beside her and taking off
his hat.

Julie observed that his hair, of a pleasant
sandy color, had been freshly dressed with
a wet comb, giving it a clean sparkling
look which she suddenly found herself com-
paring with- Ken Carpenter’s unruly In-
dian-black thlstle-top o

“I wanted,” continued Mark Templeton,

“to ask you a question, Julie.” &

Julie hooked tanned arms around her
knees, giving him a quizzical sidelong look.
“Animal, vegetable: or mineral?” - she
teased.

“Why,” said Mark Templeton carefully,
“this one I guess you'd call a bit on the
personal side. I wanted to ask i you'd
care to go to a dance with me.”
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A tiny shiver of excitement rippled
through Julie. And suddenly she: realized
that here was the answer to her own ques-
tion, the question any girl on the rebound

eventually asks herself: Where is the next .

man? She looked up at Mark Templeton’s
ruddy, not unhandsome face, and was con-
scious of only a momentary half-guilty
pang, saying, “Why, T’d be delighted,
Mark. When is it?”
““Tonight.”

“Tonight! But I dldn t know of any—"

“At Andiron,” he said, . watching her
_eyes.
the new owner, but she invited me. And
if she lives up to the laws of Western hos-
pitality, she can’t very well tell me who
I'm to bring.”

Julie shook her head. “l don’t know,

Mark. If it were anywhere else—"
- He grinned. - “Next thing, you’ll tell me
you have nothing to wear. Shucks, you're
not going to let a female swivel dude jockey
you out of a little fun, are you?”’

Julie grimaced.
anything to wear, Mark. I'd have to go to
town. I—1I don’t know what to say, really.”

‘Mark Templeton .stood up, grinning.
“Translated from the female, I'd say that
meant yes.” ‘ .

~“Well—all right, Mark! But I might
as well warn you. I have a very special
reason . for doing this—not to mention a
particularly bad habit of sticking my chin
out when T ought to keep it poked back
where. it belongs?!”

“Maybe,” he murmured; with a cryptic
smile, “we both have special reasons.” He
swung around, adding, “Pick you up about
eight.” And then he was walking away,
and, staring after him, Julie was left with
a sudden appalling awareness of having
committed herself to an act of supreme
and final folly. ‘

* ok ok

That - evening, however, when Mark
Templeton halted his buggy outside the

“I know you're not too keen about.

“But I really haven't

gayly lighted quadrangle of lawn in front
of the Andiron ranch house and Julie saw
Ken Carpenter and Pearl Marvin kicking
up their heels with. a dozen or so other
couples dancing on the hard-packed grass,
she was suddenly, spitefully glad that she
had responded te the angry impulse’ that

‘had brought her here.

The scene before them was a festive one.
Chains of jack-o’-lanterns were festooned
from tree to tree around the outskirts of
the yard. And off to one side, beside a
plank table oaded with biscuits and pies
and fried cakes, Von Yeager, the Andiron
grub-wrangler, was barbecuing a whole
half steer from a great iron spit hung over
a bed of glowing wood embers.

Mark Templeton handed Julie down
from the buggy, murmuring, “Quite a
shindig. What would you like to do first,
Julie—eat or dance?”

Julie, her glance fixed stonily om Ken
Carpenter and Pearl Marvin posturing
with exaggerated gusto in each other’s
arms, answered tersely, “Dance.” And in
the next moment they had joined the gay
throng on the greensward dnd were linked
in a do-ce-do.
~ The fiddle music had an entrancing lilt,
and the voice of the caller was bull-strong
and stentorian, chanting :

Swing ’em once let ’em go,
All hands left and do-ce-do.

You swing me and-I'l swing you,
And we'll all go to heaven in the same

old shoe .

Julie responded to the patter with a show
of enthusiasm for Mark Templeton’s sake,
but if her feet were not like lead, her heart
felt that way. And when she noticed the
sheepish, oxlike way Ken Carpenterswas
looking down at the lacquered, manikin-
like face of Pearl Marvin, it seemed to sink
like a dead weight to the pit of her stomach.

There comes a girl I used to know,
Swing her once and let her-go.

At that moment Ken Carpenter saw her,
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and Julie saw his mouth fall open in a look
of startled shock. In town that.afternoon
she had purchased a dress of almost shock-
ing décolleté. It was a filmy creation with
a tight bodice and full-flounced skirt that
swirled about her ankles like emerald
foam. And now, aware that Ken was still
staring at her, open-mouthed, her throat
trembled in a little lilting laugh as.she
pressed her glance back on Mark Temple-
ton’s” vuddy face, and the caller’s chant
went on:

Grab your partner and sail away,
Hurry up, it’s breaking day. .

Then it was over, and Julie, aware that
her escort was looking down at her in a
queer, studying way, murmured, “If you
wouldn’t mind, Mark, I'd like to go back
to the buggy for my jacket. This night
air is a little chilly when you're not danc-
ing.”

“That dress you're wearing,” said Mark
Templeton dryly, “isn’t exactly made to
keep out air. Not,” he added quickly,
“that you don’t look plumb adorable in it,
Julie.”

“Thank you, Mark. Maybe—maybe I
did go a bit overboard with it. But 1f you
understood—"

“I do, Julie. More than you know, per-
haps.” They were almost to the row of
buckboards and rigs and saddle horses
lined up at the edge of the yard when
Mark Templeton turned, as if at a sudden
sound, and glanced back across his shoul-
der. Then he halted abruptly and turned,
saying, “We’re going to have to meet our
host, Julie. And I think maybe it may get
really chilly around here in another min-
ute.” N

Wheeling slowly, Julie saw Pearl Mar-
vin hurrying toward them from the press

around the refreshment table, making ur-,

gent beckoning motions with her right
hand. Even Julie, at that moment, had to
admit that the mistress of Andiron was
a compellingly beautiful woman. Wearing

a black satin gown that fitted her volup-
tuous figure like a glove; her only adern-
ments were an emerald glass necklace that
flashed above the slender column of her
throat like green fire and a pair of pendant
jade earrings that -dangled intriguingly
from the shell-pink tips of her ears.

Julie had the . despairing thought: I
should have worn green earrings myself,
and then Pearl Marvin was up to them and
gushing, “Mr. Templeton! I am so glad
you could come. I have been so wery an-
ious to meet all my neighbors that I thought
a get-together would be the bést means to
round evervbody up. There!” She sighed
in amused deprecation, shrugging coquet-
tishly. “I've ‘used a Western colloquialism,
haven’t I? Roundup!”. :

“It would seem so,’ murmured Mark
Templeton dryly. He added perfunctorily,
“You_have made a splendid party, Miss
Marvin. Allow me to congratulatc you on
its success.’

Julie could have been a stone wall, a
tree—anything but a vividly pretty girl
with flashing red hair and a face that sud-
denly went white as linen as Pearl Marvin
stared unseeingly past her, at Mark Tem-
pleton.

Pearl Marvin said, “Thank you semuch,
Mr. Templeton, and do have fun. And now
I must rush off. So many people, you
know, and just one hostess—so, if you will
excuse me. . . .” She was going away, then,
with an airy wave of her hand, and sud-

>

~denly Julie felt Mark Templeton’s arm

closing around her waist, not, she sensed,
with any designing intimacy, but more in a
gesture of comfort.

“She is a stupid and jealous woman.
You must not mind her, Julie,” he said
softly. -

Julie Kelso’s voice was hard and flat,
saying, “I don’t. But if I ever get a chance
to pay her back for that—""

“I think,” said Mark Templeton quietly,
“you will. And maybe sooner than you
expect.” ‘
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Julie’s glancé ran toward the buggy.

Then she quivered. “Mark, if you would

fetch my jacket. . ~.”
A HARD, ear-stopping anger was still
beating through Julie, so that she
didn’t see the tall, shambling figure emerge
from' the group at the refreshment table,
or hear the swish of footfalls through the
grass as a man’s shadowy shape built larger
toward them through the darkness. But
Mark Templeton both saw and heard, and
abruptly he seized Tuhes arms, surprising
her with the sudden vehemence in his voice.

“Julie, listen to me! I am going to kiss
-you: But you mustn’t be frightened.”

‘And then, before she could cry out or
resist, even had she wanted to, Mark Tem-
pleton’s arms enfolded her in a crushing
hug. Then his mouth closed against ‘hers
in a prolonged and deliberate kiss.

Julie was conscious only of a weary tist-
lessness from the strong, steady pressure
of Mark Templeton’s mouth fastened to
her own. But her head had dropped back
and a feeling of uncaring resignation was
wiading through her when the voice, sharp
and imperative behind her, said, “Let go
of her, Mark!” And at the same -instant
an outthrust hand jolted against the ranch
owner’s shoulder and Julie saw the sternly
stiffi-set face of Ken Carpenter pushing in
between them.

“Ken!” she blurted. “You get out of
here! . You have no right—

“I've got as much right as he has. and
more—I hope!”

“You hope,” said Mark Templeton mild-
ly. “And so do I, Ken.”

A puzzled scowl built slowly on Ken
Carpenter’s leanly planed face. “I don’t
get it,”” he muttered.

Julie, observing the faint twinkle in
Mark Templeton’s eyes, did, suddenly.
“Ken,” she said, “I want to talk with
Mark -a minute—alone. Then if there is
still something you want te say to me, you
can say it.”’

“I've got plenty to say,” grumbled Ken.
“Then save it for a minute,” Julie said,
and pulled Mark Templeton’s arm, guid-
ing him back toward the buggy.

“Mark,” she said, then, when they were
finally out of earshot of Ken Carpenter,
“I want.to compliment you—on your act-
ing ability.”

“Just don’t tell your friend Tilly Black-
mon about this,” Mark Templeton said.
“It's been a secret till now, but Tilly and
I are going to be married next month.”
Smilingly, he said, “I'll wait for you in the
buggy. I've got a kind of crazy notion that
we may have a’ passenger going back with
us.” )

Returning to the rim of the yard a mo-
ment later, Julie came to a halt in front
of Ken Carpenter and said simply, “Well?
You said there was somethmg you wanted
to tell me, Ken.”

Staring down into her ingenuously veiled
eyes, Ken Carpenter seemed at a loss for
words momentarily. Then, with a rough
impulsiveness, he pulled her abruptly into
his arms.

“I gave Miss Bossy Pants notice today,”
he blurted out hollowly. -

“That’s nice,” Julie said noncommittaily.

“I told you,” Ken went on in a strained
voice, “why I wanted that extra money.
It was for the Texler piace—for—for us,
Julie. It may take me some longer to get
it, now.’

“Maybe,” said Julie ind teasing deliber-
ative tone, “I could wait—just the teensiest
bit longer.” '

“‘VVeIl, if you could. What I mean is,

Julie—" :
“Show me, Ken,” Julie interrupted him
softly, “just what you do mean.”

The music was starting up again.

Then it went away from her awareness
completely. Her head fell back under the
ardent pressure of Ken Carpenter’s lips,
and with a glad singing in her ears she
realized that the meaning was .being ‘sealed
for both of them—forever. - vy
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The range]a‘nd bully tried to corner lovely Ethel’s stock o’

” klsses. S Would the man she’d kept em for put ap a

fight to win back her dreams?

OR the first* time in his life, Jim
Sears actually enjoyed watching a-

© blizzard. His little house was snug,
the fire at his back was warm, and a cov-
ered shed led to his new, sturdy barn. After
he finished milking, he could wash up in
comfort, then hike up the road a couple of
hundred yards to Ethel McClosky s birth-
day party. -

Somehow the snow slashlng against the.
winflows and the wind in the chimney -

added to Jim’s feeling of security and
accomplishment. He thought of Ethel—
a funny sort of girl she was, coming down
here to straxghten up his house while he
was in the barn doing his evening chores.
She had made a habit of it lately.
. The door blew open and Ethel's kid
brother came in with a drift of 'snow. He
was twelve years old,.thin from growing
too fast, and had become defiant in small
ways. Jim remembered when he, too, had
been like that, pretending to be a man
hecause he was afraid of not being a hoy
dny more.

“Now what?” ]1m asked.

The kid shrugged. Melted snow ran
down his slicker to gather in a pool around
his soggy calfskin boots.
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“Von Kann rode in,” the kid said. “He
dldn t brmg that organ you were gvomg to
give to sis.’ '

“Why not?” Jim asked sharply. .

“His wagon broke down,” the kid said.

“Slipped on the ice and busted a spoke.

He’s up to our place sitting around and
whittling a new one.”
- Quick anger swept Jim Séars. "He had
bought that little cottage organ from Von
Kann as a birthday present for Ethel, who
loved to sing: but had ne instrument for
accompaniment. Von Kann, who had in-
herited the organ with the ranch, had
promised to deliver it in time for the party,
but had produced half a dozen reasons for
not havmg brought it during the past week.
It was a long ride out to the Von Kann

. spread and back, doubly treacherous during

a blizzard like this one. But Jim had
planned for a long time to give that orgam
to Ethel if Von Kann would sell it, and
Jim was a stubborn man. He glanced again
at the snow slamming on the windows. It
seemed to be more furious than ever. Jim
thought of Ethel’s loyely, wistful voice as
she sang while straightening up-his house
He made an abrupt decision.

“Okay, kid,” he said. “I'll go out to



Von Kann’s. But don’t tell anybody what
I'm up to. This ought to be a surprise.”
“I won’t tell nobody,” the bhoy said.

Jim said, “My. cows have to be fed and

" milked, and that new bull needs his supper,

7y

too.
“I’ll take care of them,” the boy prom-
ised.
He shrugged out of his coat. As he did
50, Jim noticed a bulge in the kid’s bregst
pocket. ’

she lifted

Impulsively,
her face to his. . . .

“You been smoking again?” Jim asked
sharply. “Stealing -tobacco again?”

The kid flared up. “I'm my own boss,”
he shouted. “Where I get my fixings is
my own business.”

Jim was sorry for the boy. The kid
was trying to be a man before his time.
This recent smoking was one of his ways
of showing it, though he still had net
gotten up emough nerve to smoke at home
where he was sure of getting a licking.

77
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“Just don’t take a cigarette into my Jim had to shové hard with his shoulder
barn,” Jim said. to close the door.

“I got more sense than that,” the boy
told him. “I’'m no stupid baby who's got
to be lectured to all the time.” )

Jim was not so sure that the kid was
right, but there seemed to be no point in-
saying so. There were times when it was
best to leave a boy alone.

IM DECIDED on taking the light farm

wagon and the two big horses instead

of the buckboard. There would be heavy
drifts along the eight miles of frozen ruts
that formed the trail to the Von Kann
place and he wanted an outfit strong
enough to fight through them. He wrapped
a bottle of hot, rum-spiked coffee in. a
blanket to ‘use as a foot-warmer on his
way out. On the way back it would have
cooled off too much to keep his feet warm,
but he reckoned he would be able to find
some other use for it. He. shrugged into
his fleece-lined canvas coat and led the
two horses outside. -

Though it was mldafternoon the sky
was already dark. In the lee of the barn,
drifts were deep and fluffy and the cold
hardly noticeable. But after he had tucked
the buffalo robe around his knees and had
driven the horses past the edge of ‘the
little white house, the wind hit him solidly.
He had to use his whip to drive the halky
team into the whining gale. The wheels
crunched over new snow and onto the road

_that always was a rutted torture of mud,
dust or ice, according to the season.

When they reached the McClosky place,
the horses followed their habit of turning
off the road into the shelter of the long
log building. Jim threw the robes over
the horses and went inside. McClosky had
built his combination store, home and
saloon during a period of fine weather and
had not thought of heading it away from
the wind. A ribbon of snow rfished across
the roughly floored room, dancing over the
sawdust to hiss against the big iron stove.

Flint Von Kann, sitting with bis feet on
the nickel-plated rail of the stove, stopped
talking long enough to glance around to
see who had come in. He had been facing
an open doorway behind a pine counter
while he whittled on a hickory billet.

“Come on +in,” he said jovially. “No
day for working. Have a hot buttered
rum on me, Jim?”

Jim had never liked Flint, even when
they were kids in school, though he had
never been able to explain to himself .ex-
actly why, and had always tried to get along
with his neighbor.
~ “Rum sounds good, Flint,” Jim said.
“Only you got to let me treat you when 1
get back.”

“Going somewhere ?” Flint asked.

“Got some steers in the breaks down by
the river,” Jim said. “I'm goin’ to look
them over to see if they’re in trouble.” -

“That’s a hell of a note, riding the river:
on a day like this,” Flint said. Then he
shouted toward the doorway, “Service—
girl 1”

He was joking, of course, but it annoyed
Jim just the same that anybody would
talk to Ethel like that. Yet she was laugh-
ing when she came in with a wooden tray
holding .two fragrantly steaming drinks:
Ethel didn’t take after her .father or kid
brother in any way. Her father was a
crazy, wild Irishman who bad come over
from the old country to help build the
Northern Pacific .Railroad. Her mother
had been of native stock, part mountain
folk, part voyageur, and may be a dash
of Sioux. If FEthel’s kid brother had in-
herited the worst of these strains, she had
certainly gotten the best—her father’s blue
eyes, her mother’s dark hair, and skin ripe
as a freshly picked peach. She was eighteen
today in a country where a girl was on

the way to being an old maid if she had
not hog-tied her man yet: ;

Jim lifted his drink from the tray.
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“To the Queen of Mermon Ferry!” he
toasted.

Ethel laughed ‘her_ voice rmgmg young
and free through the log shack. Flint took
his drink with an extravagant gesture.

. “Long may she reign.”

They drank, and the old song echoed
through Jim.

. ...How old are you, my pretty little miss?
‘How old are you, my honey?
She answered with a shy httle smlle,
. “I'll be .sixteen next Sunday.”

It hardly seemed that two years had
passed since Fthel was sixteen. But time

moves fast when a man is busy, and Jim-

had been working from before dawn to
after dusk ever since he was a youngster
‘ﬁghtmg for the day when he would have
a ranch of his own.
no Ionger needed to look up te any man.
A gust of wind rattled the shakes on
the roof. It was pleasant in here, even
though the .presence of Flint Von -Kann

contributed nothmg but annoyance to Jim.
Flmt glanced -across at Ethel-in a manner

that thoroughly annoyed Jim. He leaned
back in his chair.

l“‘On a day like today,” he said, “T'm
sure glad 1 sold off all my stock last fall.
Come spring I won’t be counting up the
dead steers along the drift fence.”

“Come spring,” Jim said, “you won’t
be countmg up any steers.”

That didn’t phase Flint.

“I’ll have some jingle left in my pocket,”
he ‘boasted. “I can get me a foreman’s job
up on one of those big ranches near Sheri-
dan. A little house comes with a fore-
man’s ]Ob 5

“We’ll sure be sorry to see you go,” Jim
said sarcastically.

Flint laughed. He knew how Jim felt
toward him.

“With a little house, a good job, and
some money in the bank, a man might get
himself a little wife,” said Flint, obviously
referring to how Ethel would go chasing

“after him.

Now he had it, and he’

“A foreman’s wife don’t have
to worry all the time or work herself to
death. Have another rum on me, Jim?”

“No, thanks,” Jim said. He noticed
that Ethel was blushing, her breath coming
faster than usual, He set his glass on the
tray. “Be seeing you all.”

Wind shook the building as Ethel fol-
lowed Jim to the door. He had to kick
it to loosen the latch, and then shove hard
to get it open. Ethel’s flannel skirt whipped
against her legs and her sweater moulded
close to her lovely figure as she led Jim
around the corner out of the gale’s blast. |

“You better go back inside,” Jim said.

Her short nose was pink with the cold,.
her blue eyes bright. She had been a little
girl so recently it was hard to realize that
she was a grown and desirable woman.
It had taken Von Kann’s inferences to make
Jim really look at her.

“Don't let Flint bother you,”

“He doesn’t mean anything to me,”
said. “I’ve already forgotten him.” ,

She smiled up at him. “You'll be home
for the party?” :

“Sure ‘thing,” he promised. “I never
missed one of your parties yet.” - -

" “Be careful,” she. said.

Impulsively, she pulled him close and
lifted her face to his. She kissed him full
on the mouth. For a moment, her arms
were around his neck, holding tightly te
him. Then she let go and ran around to
the rear of the building and let herself in
at the kitchen door where she would net
have to fight the wind. Jim just stoed
there in the snow for a while. Ethel had
never kissed him before.

_she said. - .
Jim

HEN ~McClosky had first come to this

country, Ethel was only eight and the
kid was two. The boy’s mother had not
lived long enough to give him a name and
it had not occurred to anybody else to do
it for her. McClosky had been looking
for a place where he could build a saloon
and settle down. When he reached Mor-
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mon Ferry the river was in flood stage,
the ferry had. been washed downstream,
and McClosky had been marooned for sev-
eral days on the ‘nearest high ground.

“Hell,” he told Ethel. “Any place in
Montana is. as good as any other for a
saloon.” _

So he settled right there, and stayed
even when the Mormons abandoned their
ferry station. You could cross over the
river in summer when the water was low
enough to be forded, or in the winter when
the river was frozen, In between times,
McClosky or one of his children would
row passengers. across while their horses
swam. - _

Summer or winter, Jim always crossed
as fast as he could. He liked the chill
spray kicked up by the horses during warm
weather fording. In winter, he hurried

for another reason—he had pulled out o

many frozen or drowned cattle he hated
the river when ice was formed.

On this afternoon, the horses took the
slope to the river at a gallop. Their calks
bit into the clear ice that the wind had

.swept clean and polished. The wagon
skidded behind them. Jim bellowed like a
Sioux and the team rushed up the more
gentle bank of the far side onto the rutted
road to the Von Kann place. Jim settled
into the buffalo robe. With booted feet he
felt for the wrapped bettle of rum and

coffee. He knew that it was only his imagi--
nation that made him feel less cold when

he touched it, since the amount of heat
left in the bottle would hardly warm a
gnat. - ' )

Though the mercury was rushing down
toward zero and the snow bit at his face
like tiny shards of glass fired from a shot-
gun, Jim found himself beginning to enjoy
the fight. Constantly he had to battle the
horses to keep them from turning their
tails to the storm to run home through the
endless worldl of gray sky and white snow
that blended together into one smothermg
v01d

Only the ruts underneath the occasional
bush at the side told him that he was still
on the road. Then he found the broken
barbed-wire fence of the Von Kann- place
with its cedar posts standing starkly in the
snow, and he turned into the yard and let
his horses find their shelter in the lee of
the house. He was surprised that he had
gotten this far without any trouble.

He covered the horses, shoved open the
door and stepped inside. Flint lived here
all alone. It had'been a fine house once,
the neatest in the valley while Flint’s moth-
er lived. Now there were dirty dishes on
the table, dust everywhere and a couple
of bottles standing among other refuse in
the corner. One thing immediately obvious
and very puzzling to Jim was-a half full
‘whiskey bottle standing on a cleared space
on the table. Von Kann never left:a hottle
until it was empty. .

Jim shrugged it off as nothing xmpor-
tant. The bedroom door was closed, the
kitchen shut off. Flint apparently had
moved into this-one room for the winter.

" The strange anger. that hit Jim some-
times when he met Flint, gripped him now.

It was well known that Flint had been.
asking Ethel to marry him ever since she
was sixteen and had begun to round out.
Offering to bring her here seemed like a
slap in the face, a direct insult.

Well, it ‘was no business of Jim’s how
Flint lived or whom he wanted to marry.
Jim dusted off the little organ with one of
Flint’s dirty shirts. He found a comforter
in the bedroom with which he securely
wrapped the instrument to protect it from
the snow, and carried it to the door, where
he set it down a moment. Glancing back
a moment, he wondered about that half-
full bottle placed so handily for anyone who
might enter. He was even tempted to take
a snort, but decided to load the organ on
the wagon first. ,

He carried it outside, stowed it away
with a tarpaulin over it, and started back
toward the house. Part way there, he
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stopped. He remembered now that the
house had been cold, as if Flint had let
the fire go out early in the morning. Yet
it had not been until afternoon that the boy
had come down to tell Jim that Flint had
not brought in the organ.

Flint, Jim began to suspect, was up to
some devious scheme. On impulse, he
fought through the snow to the wagon-
shed. Sure enough, a spoke was broken.
Jim hunkered down to study it carefully.
He could not be sure, but it seemed to
have been smashed with a piece of cord-
wood. It did not look as if it had been
broken by accident. A

There was a pattern here that Jim was
beginning to follow. The wagon deliber-

ately disabled so Jim would have to go out .

for the organ or have no present for Ethel
—the offer of the hot rum to delay him—
the planting of the whiskey bottle on the
table to trap Jim into a drink or two that
would delay him further. It had all been
set up to keep Jim away until after dark—
or for the whole night.

Grimly, Jim climbed back into the wagon

and headed the horses for home. Though
the gale was no longer in his face, Jim’s
cheeks began to sting. It was a pleasantly
warm but deceptlve feehng, meariing that
he was, in danger of beling frostbitten. He
swung “his arms to keep the blood cir-
culating, and constantly called to his horses,
as much for company as to urge them on.
With gloved hands he cradled his face
until he had warmed it up a little.. Then
he unwrapped the rum-spiked coffee and
took a good, deep swig.

Though it was hardly lukewarm, it had
authority. Jim glanced around a couple
of times to see if the organ was riding all
right. He smiled with the memory of the
warm kiss and clinging arms of Ethel Mc-
Closky. A month ago, if anyone had told
him that Ethel would kiss him, he would
have laughed. If he had been told that he
would be eager for another, he would have
laughed louder. He had known her since

. lashing the big brutes.

she was a little kid. He had always liked
her, and had been very appreciative of how
she had taken to tidying his place for him:
But he hadn’t thought of her as a girl to
be kissed. .

Jim had to kick himself to keep awake,
and stand up to stamp his feet in the roll-
ing wagon. For a while he got down to
run alongside thé horses where the road
had been swept clear of snow. Then he
got back into the wagon and under the
buffalo robe to uncork the bottle.

He was tucking it back into the blanket
when he first noticed the red in the sky,
like a sunset cutting through the gray over-
cast. Here it was still blowing and snow-
ing, but this was a phenomenon he had
seen before. Often at nightfall the weather
would change; the sun would - break
through a rift in the clouds for a moment
as if-to promise a fine tomorrow. Then it
would drop behind the mountains for the
night.

So Jim was not alarmed at first. It was
when he realized that the glow was foo
low for the setting sun that he began to
whip the horses. He stood in the wagon

But he got home too late. Not that he
could have done anything. His barn was
a total loss. The men of Mormon Ferry
had saved his little house by shoveling
snow on it. They had no pumps or hose,
and if they had had some, the equipment
would have frozen solid in minutes.

Jim stared bleakly at the glowing timbers,
at the great red pile of his winter’s hay
supply kindled into new flames by the
wind, stirring up like a volcano, then dying
down again. Silhouetted against it was
his big Studebaker wagon that the men
had rescued. Someone had shoved his
buckboard into ‘a snowbank. One of his
neighbors came up to him. The rest had
gone back to McClosky’s.

“Good stand of oak behind my house,”
the neighbor said. ‘“Was thinking of thin-
ning it out. Make good timbers. Could
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cut them this winter. Come slack in the

summer, folks would have a big time at a

barn raising.”

“Thanks,” Jim said.

That’s the way folks were here. They
could help a man who was in trouble and
make it seem like a carefree party. The
wind stirred the fire in the hay like a
little tornado” in hell.

“Got your stock out,” the neighbor said.
Then he added reluctantly, “all but that
thousand dollar bull.”

Jim turned away. He stared at the
lights of the McClosky place for a long
time. Then he led his horses up to the

McClosky barn when, without asking for.

permission, he shoved the door open and
drevé the team up the ramp.

HERE was animal warmth in here—

the smell and sounds of other horses
and of Jim's two milch cows lowing nerv-
ously from their recent terror. There
was no room.for Jim’s wagon in the barn,
so he unhitched the horses in the doorway
and drove them inside. Hauling the’ door
closed, he lit a lantern so he could look

around and was very careful to extinguish _

the match before putting it in his pocket
so there could bhe no accident. He hung
the harness on a rack where the rats could
not get to it and rubbed down the horses

with a gunny sack. After taking them to -

their stalls he fed them with hay and oats.
His legs made great, scissor-like shadows
as he walked toward the front of-the barn.
The wind was only a dying sigh here. Jim
would hardly know that there was a storm
outside except for the siftings of snow
under the door.

There was peace in the barn—a sort of
peace that Jim had never known inside a
house where lonesomeness always seemed
to stay with him. Even in his new little
house, so snug and tight, Jim had enjoyed
watching the blizzard only because he
planned to go into it soon and join with
other people.

He lifted the globe of the lantern to blow
out the flame. The butterfly light danced
a moment, then died. Jim hung the lantern
back on the hook and went outside. Red
glow still lit the sky. The wind actually
had eased some, but Jim shuddered as if
he were exposed naked on the icy river.
Then he went to the wagon to unload the
present that he had brought for Ethel.

* K K

Even in the quilt and tarpaulin, frozen
in a sheet of ice, the organ did not seem
heavy to him. With it balanced on his
shoulder, he plowed through the drifts to
the back door of the McClosky place. The
kitchen was hot. The old Sioux cook
stared at Jim with black, inscrutable eves,
and edged away over by the stove. Op the
woodbox in the kitchen, young McClosky
sat sullenly. His hand and forearm were
inside his shirt, holding' onto something.
The tobacco pouch had disappeared.

“I didn’t do it!” the boy said, his voice
running high and cracking. “Nobody can
make me say I did it!”

“Who said you did?” Jim asked. .

“They all think I did—evén if they don’t
say so.” The boy was close to hysteria.
He jumped to his feet. When the shirt
flared a bit, Jim saw what he was hiding
there. It was an old Frontier Colt pistol.

-Jim had never seen anyone so scared. It

was this fear that might cause the kid to
start shooting. “You can’t hang it on me!”
the boy insisted. “I never lit—"

McClosky stopped talking in the bar-
room. Nobody talked in there any more
now. Uneasy feet scuffed. Glasses thumped
nervously on the counter.

Ethel cried, “Jim!”

She had been sitting on the bar. Oiten
she climbed up there and sang to her
neighbors on a cold winter’s night. It was
during one of her performances that Jim
got the idea of buying the organ that had
not been used since Von Kann's mother
died. Then Ethel could sit at it and play
while she sang.
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-She jumped down to run to him in the
doorway. Her blue eyes appeared to be
almost black in contrast to the whiteness of

_her face. He smiled down at her, but he

knew his smile was unconvincing.
“Look what I brought—" he started.
“It’s terrible, Jim!” she cried. “We dis-
covered it too late. T went down there after
Junior finished the milking—and—" She

broke down, sobbing, holding onto his
“shoulders.

“A man can always build another barn,”
Jim said.

The girl looked back at him with wide,
damp eyes.

“He tried—that is, my brother tried to
get that bull out, Jim,” she explained
fervently. “But the barn was already caving
in.”

“If a man feels like it, he can work for

-another bull,” Jim said.

The boy had come to the doorway, wait-

ing, half wild, with his gun. With sur-

‘prising strength, Ethel twisted away from

Jim so she was between him and her broth-
er. Jim, still carrying the organ, took it
over to the south wall where he got down
on his knees to undo the lashings. The
crowd gathered there failed to group
around him. There was a curious aloofness
to all of them, men and women alike, as
if they did not want to have anything
further to do with this affair.

The. boy gulped. “You can’t whup me,
because—"

McClosky swallowed a drink of his
third-rate liquor.

“You got my permission to lick the kjd,”
the boy’s father said. “He’s got it coming
to him. T don’t know where he got the

tobacco. I been keeping it locked up. But

we found a sack on him after the fire.”

Jim’s fingers fumbled with the knots.
He was not the man at ease that he pre-
sented to the audience. He had.to be very
careful with his words. He had to play
out his part until he was absolutely sure
what to do next.

“You men got my Studebaker out,”
he said in his slow way. “My horses are
in good shape. I can work the rest of the
winter hauling ties for the railroad.” The
tarp fell from the organ, but he still held
the quilt against it, veiling it from the
small crowd. “T’ll need a lot of help cutting
and hauling those ties—and-I figure on
getting it free from the feller who burned
down my barn.” His voice had become a
low monotone. “He’s going to work like
sin. He's going to wish he was dead be-
fore I get through with him. But before
I start off, I’'m going to give him a licking
he ain’t likely to forget. Maybe it'll help
to make a man of him.”

It was a long speech for Jim. No one
in the crowd moved or breathed, until
young McClosky broke.

“You can’t prove nothin’—” he bleated.

LINT VON KANN?’S dark face hardly

hid its satisfaction. This affair seemed
to bhe going his way, to be pleasing to him.
Jim knew exactly what Flint expected
him to do; beat up the kid and maybe lose
Ethel’s friendship, which meant more to
Jim now than he had ever thought it would.
He had discovered somewhere along the
line that he loved Ethel—and he had

- learned, too, that he trusted the boy. Flint,

in his tortuous way, had tried to ruin Jim
—and had come mighty close to succeed-
ing.

He dropped the quilt from the organ.
He took off his heavy coat and threw it
across the counter. The kid was hunched
over his pistol hidden in his shirt. Jim
grinned at him.

“It’s okay, kid,? Jim said. “You can
watch my cows while Flint’s cutting ties
for me. Take it easy, boy—" -

Flint said swiftly, “I’ve been here all
day—whittling- spokes. Ask Ethel. Ask
Mac.” o
" “I wouldn’t know,” Ethel said. “I was
down at Jim’s—and in my own room half
the day.”
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“I went down to see if I’d caught any
fish through that hole I cut in the ice,”
McClosky said. “Flint watched bar for
me while T was down there.” His eye-
brows arched. “Now—who come in here
while T was gone, Flint?” :

Jim strode across the room. Flint gaped
strangely.

“Hell, nobody!” he said. “You don’t ex-
pect travelers on a day like today.”

He had completely given himself away.

“Everyone here would have denied seeing
him if they had not actually been here
while he was supposed to be alone Jim
was satisfied.

“You busted that spoke on yous wagon
so Id ‘have to go out to your place for the
organ. You waited almost until milking
time to send the kid down. You gave him
a sack of 4obacco so T'd blame him for the
fire.” Guilt was plain on Flint’s face, and
the boy nodded automatically, confirming
Jim. “You're a dirty skunk, Flint. I'm
going to start cleaning you up.”

Flint lost his nerve. He swung the spoke
on which he had been whittling at Jim’s
‘head. Jim couldri’t get out from under it in
time. ' -

Young McClosky yelled out something.
The six-shooter’ blasted inside his shirt,
setting fire to his underwear. The ex-
plosmn ‘and hum of the bullet that dug a
hole in a'log above Flint’s head put him a
little off balance as the heavy piece of
hickory smashed down at Jim’s head with
a glancing blow that crashed against his
shoulder. Jim grabbed the club with both
‘hands, forcing the other man to his knee.
Then he kicked Flint in the face.

It was a fight that is still talked about
in that corner of Montana. Flint was tough
and brutal, while Jim was slighter but
faster. Jim was fighting for the girl he
loved—while Flint was only trying to work
off a grudge and save himself from a beat-
ing.

A wild fury swept through Jim, giv-
ing him the added power that finally

~

smashed Flint to the ﬂoor and defeat. F!mt
swore bitterly.

“Okay, 1 did it when the old man wemnt
fishing,” Flint said. “You've been getting
everything—including Ethel cleaning your
house—and that damn thousand dollar

“bull—"

He ran out of breath.
Jim stood over him, and he was no long-

- er threatening. .

“I didn’t get any of it,” ]im gasped.

“T worked for it—and this winter I’'m go-

ing to teach you how to do the same. Now,

get up. I owe you a hot tum from before

the trip to your place.”

Wearily, Flint pushed hlmself up ‘from
the floor.

Tension was broken. Everyone talked at
once.

“I brought you a little birthday present,
Ethel,” Jim said. “How about a tune? T'tl
play while you sing.” ;

Ethel flung her arms around jlm and
kissed him again, but with arder mixed
with relief. It was a long, warm kiss that
left him weak in the knees, yet stronger.
than he had ever been before. He drew
away from her and looked into her deep
blue eyes.

“Maybe next summer—when I get the
new barn up—" He faltered. “Mayhe we
can find somebody to play a wedding
march.” '

“But I don’t want to live in a barn,” she
said. The crowd laughed again. Her eyes
were very big and soft. “Oh, Jim, do we
have to wait any longer?”

Only Jim heard that plaintive question,
and his heart took a great jump. He had
been planning all along to have everything
set before he took a wife. This winter he
would be away all week. But he could
come home Saturday nights to a warm and
cheerful home—to Ethel. :

“I'll ride down to the Junction tomor-
row and fetch the parson,” Jim said. Then
he kissed her, holding ‘her tight and kissing
her hard. veyew



ﬂomé Coming

Saddle a star; I'll be viding tonight—
Riding the rangeland blue;.

Saddle another, a shining one . . . bright,
That's for my darlin’ so true..

Ready my lasso and dust it with dreams,
She doesn’t need one of these;

Silver the mesquite and sagebrush and sand,
This night, I'm aimin’ to please.

W hat of the ranch? 1s it well-stocked with f/mrmj,
Begging her never to yoam?

Steady, my beart . .. and you might say a pmyer,
This night, I'm brmgmg her home!

—M. Kathleen Haley



SWEETHEART OF
LONESOME TRAIL

By CARROLL FITZPATRICK

Valerie knew there was gold at the

end of that rainbow . . . but it was

still another girl’s claim. . . .

She leaned down and
kissed him. . . .

86



Love and Danger

on the Western
Mining Camp

Trails

8

VALERIE HIGGINS operated a sort of mobile

store and general errand service for the miners

:and prospectors who had stayed on in the Haunted
Canyon country after the placer diggings gave out. Every
one of these old-timers was sure that he would come
across the mother lode any day now and, though Valerie
87



38 B

15 RANGE ROMANCES

had long since become convinced that they
would never find it, she never dared say
so, especially to her father, whose mine
was clear up at the head of the canyon.
They never discussed the fact that her
business was the only thing that kept them
in groceries. Pa Higgins even went so far
as to pretend that his daughter hauled
groceries to the lonely ‘miners ]ust out of
the kindness of her heart.

Once a week she set out for the tiny:

settlement of Ghost River, and she had to
keep an_ exact schedule too, because her
visits were red-letter days for the old-
timers. It would never do for herto come
a day late, so this Monday morning she
hitched her mules, Mike and Tke, to the
buckboard and set out early. Her first
stop was in the canyon below One-eye
Pete’s diggings. Old Pete had died a couple
of months back and a complete stranger
who had read a somewhat fanciful news-
paper account about Pete and the mine
came into the canyon and took over the
diggings. Since he was both young and a

stranger, the other inhabitants of Haunted

Canyon didn’t trust him.

But when' Valerie neared his place, her
heart began acting strange and a buzzing
set up in her ears.

“Hey!” she shouted.
want from town?” ’

The young miner—Valerie had heard
his name. was Dave Anderson—appeared
at the door of the shanty that clung pre-

“Anything you

cariously to the side of the canyon-a couple .

of hundred yards from the trail. She had
never gotten a closer look at him than this,
but the fact he was not much older than
herself always excited her.

“There’s a sack of quartz under that
white rock just ahead of you,” he shouted
back.
sayed ?”

That was mighty interesting news. One-
eye Pete had never gotten anything out of
his diggings worth assaying. -Valerie won-
dered if this Anderson hombre didn’t know

“buckboard, -
‘hauled out the heavy sack. After hoisting

“Could you send it out to be as- -

his business and was just sending down
some worthless rocks. They would find out
soon enough. The flat; white stone was
only a few yards from where her mules
had stopped. ‘She stepped.down from the
turned over the “rock, and

it.up onto the buckboard, she climbed back
onto the seat and waved to Dave Ander—
son.

“Anything else?” she shouted. :

“No, thanks,” he hollered back.” “Buit
buy yousself a new dress, or something.”,

She drove off. One of her ancient pals
farther down the canyon needed a .new
shovel—another had an order for groceries,
and Salty O’Hara had written his usual
letter to some lady who -advertised in a
matrimony magazine for a husband.
Though Salty carried on a volumirous

correspondence, he never managed to get

in touch with a woman who suited him.
All of Valerie’s friends had requests of one
sort or another, so it was late ‘in the day
when she pulled her Mike and Ike mules
to a halt in front of Old Man Biddle’s
general store, sometimes known as ““The
Ghost River Emporium, What We Amt
Got, We'll Git.”

Old Man Biddle’s granddaughter, Betsy

~Biddle, was sitting out on the bench before

the store looking very demure in a brand:
new dress and an elegant hair-do. Betsy
was a pretty, curvacious girl who had men
on her mind in a neighborhood where
hombres her age were mighty sparse, but
even Betsy did not usually get herself up
in an outfit like this.

Her green, off-shoulder dress reflected
its color in her green eyes and was a per-
fect contrast to her red curls that danced
on white shoulders. In this rough coun-
try, Betsy always managed to retain the
appearance of unblemished femininity.
This had always amused Valerie, who
couldn’t avoid the sun and wind that left
her skin brightly - tanned. Dark-haired,

blue-eyed Valerie had a mighty nice figure
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too, not as lusciois as Bets'y’s maybe, and
not quite so obvious, since Valerie almost
always wore jeans and a shirt, -

Valerie smiled at the storekeeper’s
daughter as she climbed down from the
buckboard.

“Hi, Betsy,”
party?”

“Oh, this!” Betsy smoothed the green
dress over a nicely rounded thigh. “T just
got tired of sitting around in rags.” She
‘set her knitting down on the bench, tried
to look bored, and added, “See anything
of that new hombre who's up at One-eye
Pete’s?”

“See him all the time,” Valerle kidded
Betsy. ‘“He’s always hanging around our
place pretending he wants to play cribbage
with my father.”

“Maybe he really does want to play
cribbage,” Betsy said, piqued.

“If he does,” Valerie kidded Betsy some
more, “he sure has trouble keeping his
mind on the game.” She arched her chest.
“Or his eyes!”

“T’ll bet!” Betsy was definitely annoyed
Now.

Valerie was hlghly entertained.
walked around to the rear of the buck-
board for the heavy sack of ore, which she
let drop with a clank on the road. As she
toted it up to the store, Betsy asked,
“What’s that?”

“Quartz,” Valerie said absently. “Gold-
bearing quartz.”

she said. “Where’s the

ETSY’S curiosity was tremendous.
The only gold-bearing quartz they had
found in this neighborhood had been mixed
with the placer that had long since been
panned out of the river. It was a vein of
gold-bearing quartz that the miners and
prospectors were looking for. Whoever
found it would make a real killing.
Valerie hauled the sack into the store.
Betsy’s grandfather was out back figuring
sums in a ledger. Valerie banged the sack
on the counter.

She

“Hi, MraBiddle,” Valerie greeted. “That
new man wants this assayed.”

“Just another bag of rocks, most likely,”
Old Man Biddle growled. “Waste of
money.” "

But he was as curious -as his grand-
daughter, who had followed Valerie into
the store. He slit the string holding the
mouth of the sack closed, and poured the
contents on the counter. For a full minute
the two girls and the old-timer just stared
at the quartz. They hardly dared breathe
or speak. This was the precious stuff, all
right, quartz chunks interlaced with heavy
wire gold.

“Good grief!” Old Man Blddle burst
out. “He found it. Everybody in the can-
yon looking for years, and this here strang-
er comes up and finds the mother lode,
just like that, right where One-eye Pete
spent most of his life digging.”

Valerie’s sudden intake of breath hurt
her chest.

“Something funny about. this,” she said.

“You mean he’s pulling some kind of
trick?” Old ‘Man Biddle asked.

“Maybe he salted that mine,” Valerie
suggested.

“It don’t figure,” the storekeeper -said.
“He couldn’t fool nobedy in these parts
with a salted mine. 1 don’t get it.”

Betsy suddenly found her voice.
goodness!” she .cried. “Is it real?”

Valerie laughed at Betsy. “He’s got a
machise up there that makes it,” she said.
“It’s counterfeit.”

A shadow darkened the store door.
Hastily, Old Man Biddle scooped "the
precious quartz back into the sack. At
first, Valerie thought that the tall, lean
man walking down the line of counters was
Dave Anderson, who could have changed
his mind after Valerie left and decided to
go to towm himself. Then she saw it
wasn’t Dave at all. This man was a com-
plete stranger.

“Don’t you girls tell nobody nothing
about this,” the storekeeper said in a hasty

»

“My
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whisper. Hiding the sack behing the coun-
ter, he smiled nervously at the newcomer.
“Can 1 help you, mister?”’

The bright hair -and bare shoulders of
Betsy Biddle caught the stranger’s eye.
He blinked quickly, glanced at Valerie,
and back at Betsy. It had always been this
way wheneyer a young man showed up,
which was mighty rare—just a glance at
Valerie, then full time for Betsy. It wasn’t
fair. The tall young man appeared to be
paralyzed by the sight of this gorgeous
girl. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he
gulped. Finally, with great effort, he tore
his gaze away and glanced around at Old
Man Biddle.

“Just passing through—" he said. His
glance went back to Betsy. Apparently he
couldn’t even see Valerie. “Uh—maybe
you know where I could find a hombre
name of Luke Higgins.”

Valerie’s heart leaped up from the depths
with a bang. Like Higgins was her pa!

“Well, now, mister,” Old Man Biddle
told him, “this here is Luke’s daughter,
Valerie.” -
- He jerked his thumb in the direction of
Valerie, but the stranger eagerly took
Betsy’s soft little hand.

“I'm sure glad to meet you,  Valerie!”
he cried, shaking her hand vigorously and
drowning in her green eyes while his pulse

clattered like an overloaded donkey engine.

“This is sure a pleasure. - I can see that
this is going to be a vacation to remsmber.
Uh—"
death. “The name is Al Hays. My old
man and yours were pals long back.”
Crazy Jack Hays must have been Al's
father, an old-time partner of Luke Hig-
gins’. He was one of the miners. who
had drifted elsewhere when the placer ran
out. Only vaguely did Valerie remember
this man. She had been seven or eight,
maybe, and he had been twelve and aloof
to girls when he and his father left the
region. He sure had changed-a lot; and,
apparently, he thought that Valerie had,

‘He appeared about to choke to .

too, by the way he was carrymg on with
Betsy.

“Little Valerie,” he sighed as he re-
minisced. “A fat little dumpling—growed
into—" He couldn’t think of a description
suitable for a lovely like Betsy:

Valerie was real mad how.

“I never was a fat little dumpling,”
snapped at him..

“You?” His neck seemed to creak as
he turned his head to look at her. “Where
do you fit in?”

“T’m Valerie Higgins,” she told -him
angrily. “That girl you're hanging onto
with your death grip is Betsy Biddle, Mr.
Biddle’s granddaughter.”

Al Hays looked like a little boy whose
lollypop had been taken from him. He had
to struggle to pull himself together.

“Little Valerie—" he said with a sigh.
He laughed nervously. “I should have
known that your blue eyes wouldn't turn
green and that your black hair wouldn’t
turn to red-gold.”

“You should have, indeed!” Valerie
agreed. A strange little thrill shot through
her. Had he made this up on the spur of
the moment—or had he remembered her
all these years? Then she-got down te
business. “You wanted to see my pa,” she
said. “We have a claim away out at the end
of the canyon You can come along with
me tomorrow.’

Al shrugged and smashed Valerie’s faint
yearnings with one swift and cruel blow.

“No hurry,” he said. “I've got a long
vacation.” :

He turned back and proceeded drowning
all over again in the deep green sea of
Betsy’s eyes.

she

VALERIE always spent the night with

Betsy when she came to shop at the
Ghost River Emporium. Betsy had a big
room of her own up on the second floor.
After supper, when Valerie had finished
washing the dishes, she took a magazine
and beat a retreat up to Betsy’s roem. Like
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everything else about Betsy, the bedroom
was loaded with frills and furbelows, yet it
was not_too cluttered and was rather in-
wviting. Valerie washed up, slipped into her

nightgown and robe, then stretched out on -

Betsy’s chaise longue to read the magazine.

Usually she and Betsy would chatter a-
while. But tonight Betsy was busy with
Al Hays, who sat on the front porch
twanging his guitar and singing cowhoy
songs. Valerie had to admit that Al had
developed a mighty fine voice during his
travels away from Haunted Canyon. She
closed her eyes to listen to the melody and
concentrated hard on imagining Betsy
away to someplace else. Unfortunately it
didn’t work. It only made Valerie more

angry than ever. Then she sat up and com- -

posed in her head the entry she would
write in her diary when she got home the
following evening.

Guess who came back, of all people, that
brat, Al Hays. A girl has to admit he
turned out to be plenty handsome. But he’s
just as repulsive, really, as he was m the
old days.

She played with the -word, “repulswe
Mayhe that was a little strong. “Just as
big a nuisance,” might be better—but ac-
tually, he wasn’t a nuisance at all. At least
he wasn’t bothering Valerie, hang it!
Nervously she prowled around the room,
finally to go back and try her magazine
again. The story had no meaning for her
against the background of Al's singing.
Then, when there was only a long stretch
of silence down there, to sit quietly reading
became impossible.

Likely, Crazy Jack Hays’ boy had his
arm around that supple, soft waist of Betsy
Biddie’s. Maybe he was kissing those
warm, carmine lips or whispering into
Betsy’s shell-like ear. Suddenly Valerie felt
like screaming out the window, “You can
have him—I don’t want him!”

Valerie shook and shivered,
laughed aloud.

It would do nobody any good for her

then

to start screaming, Betsy already had Al
Hays hogtied. He wouldn’t even look at
Valerie if he could avoid it. Most likely
‘he had already forgotten that she existed,
and, Valerie swore to herself, if he never
thought of her again that would be soon
enough for her.

She went back to the magazine she had
tried to read earlier, but the pages were
only a series of blurs.

* % %

Valerie drove back up the canyon early
the next morning, her ears still rinzing
with the happy tones of Betsy’s voice as
she trilled on about Al Hays. Al's old man
had struck it rich in Alaska, he had told
Betsy. He had sent Al to school to study
mining engineering. Al had a very fine job
up in Montana—but he had always wanted
" to see again the diggings where he had

lived when he was a kid, and when a vaca-

tion turned up he came on down here. Al
this, Al that, until Valerie could have
choked.

Well, it was a relief to drive along be-
hind her mules, away from it all. To Salty
O’Hara, she delivered a sheaf of scented
letters from lonely women. Newspapers,
magazines, mail, groceries, shovels,  all
were left off near the mines of the men who
had ordered them. For this fine service,
Valerie had set fees; two-bits a week for
bringing the mail; two-bits more for any
small errand; and four-bits for a box of
groceries. She only made about five or six
bucks a week, but that was plenty of
money. It kept her pa in tobacco, both of
them in vittles, and sometimes there was a
little left over to put away for her old age
which at times did not seem to be very
remote.

A girl got old mighty quick if she didn’t

* have a proper man to love and protect her.

Dreaming, Valerie nearly rode on past
Dave Anderson’s place. He had not asked
‘her. to bring anything back and there was
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no mail for him. Yet she hauled in the

mules, anyway, to shout up to him.

“Yo-dee-oo-eee-00!” she yodeled.rThe'

echo came back,. but no Dave Anderson
appeared. She yodeled again—with no bet-
ter results. Worried now, -afraid that
something might have happened to Ander-
son in his mine, she tied the mules to an
alder bush and climbed up through the
brush to the little cabin on the steep canyon
wall. His mine stope was above it, off to
the left a couple of dozen yards with the
tailings spread out below to show how
much fruitless digging the now deceased
One-eye Pete had done.

Gasping for breath after the stiff cl'mb
Valérie stopped at the shack. The former
owner, a man who liked his comforts, had
piped water from a seepage higher up the
canyon wall right into the kitchen. A
branch ran to a tank that he had used occa-
sionally to wash crushed rock in search of
the elusive “color”—gold.

" Thirsty, Valerie stepped into the cabin
for a drink before climbing the rest of the
way to the stope. The always running wa-
ter was cool, delicious. Valerie rinsed out
the glass, set it in the sink, then noticed
-2 piece of paper on the pine table. Think-
ing it might explain what had happened to
Dave Anderson, she picked up the paper
and read it. :

Dear Chuck:

Believe me, chum, I’m the luckiest man
alive. My hunch was right about the Haunted
Canyon mother lode. That old fool of a One-
eye Pete was holding out on the rest of his
pals.

These characters up here have a sort of
agreement that if one hits the lode they all
share in it. Pete must have never taken any
quartz out. There’s tons of it here all cracked
up, then covered with dirt.

There’s a girl comes down the canyon run-

- ming errands. She’s cute as a bug, Chuck. .

Valerie’s hand trembled so violently the_
paper crackled like a burning fuse. A little”
oy escaped her lips. There was more to
the letter, but she didn’t read the rest.
Dropping the paper on the table, she ran

out of the house and kept on going at high
speed until she reached the opening of the
stope. There was a trickle of water along
the floor of the tunnel, coolness inside; out
of the sun’s rays. Blood thundered in Val-
erie’s ears. She was giddy and" weak.

“Mr. Anderson—" she croaked.

She hadn’t seen him standing there in
the darkness only a few feet away. When
he spoke, she nearly jumped out of her
shoes.

“Miss Higgins—" he said. “What's the
matter ?”’

Like a fashionable lady from the city,
Valerie fainted. She passed out cold, and
tumbled into the arms of the tall young
miner. -

T FIRST, Valerie did not know where
she was when she came back to her
senses. She was on a hard bed, staring at
the rough ceiling of a miner’s cabin while
a young man applied a cold, wet towel to
her forehead. She blinked her eyes a couple
of times, then looked straight at-Dave An-
derson. This was the first time she had
ever seen him up close. She was surprised
that he did not look at all like the man she
had imagined him to be when she had seen
him at a distance.

To begin with, he wasn’t really “hand-
some. His face was rather craggy, marked
by a small scar near the nose and a larger
one on his right cheek. He was older, too,
than she had thought he would be—though
not really old, maybe thirty-one or two.
He smiled down crookedly when he saw
that she was conscious again.

“You sure gave me a start,” he said,
“running in like that—then passing out on
me. How do you feel now?”

“All . right—" she said in a hardly
audible voice. She didn’t want to move at
all for a while. Silentl;;, Dave Anderson
dipped the towel in cold water again and
put it back on her forehead. It felt wonder-
ful. And Valerie was beginning to feel fine.
She couldn’t remember when anybody had
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taken care of her, She had always been the
one to take care of the others, ever since
she was six or seven and her mother, fed up
on mining camps, ran away with a patent
medicine drummer. “I’'m okay now, Mr.
Anderson,” she said. “I guess 1 ran up
that slope too fast.”

She patted his hand. He turned-it palm

up and gripped her hand hghtly Her head

spun again.

“What’s the hurry?” he asked. “You
couldn’t have gotten the assay report yet
on that ore you-took down to Ghost
River?”

It was more like a question than a state-
ment. ]

“Of course not,” she said. “Old Man
Biddle will have to send your sample away.
But you'll hear next week.” She added,
just as if she hadn’t the silghtest idea how
valuable his find was, “I hope the assay
isn’t as disappointing as most of them have
been from the canyon.”

“I’m not worried,” he said. She studied
him with new interest. He seemed like a
nice guy, and hadn’t he written in his letter

to his friend she was cute as a bug? “You

still haven’t told me just what your hurry
was.” ' ‘

“Oh!” Water from the damp towel
trickled down her neck like a couple of
carpenter ants on the run. She handed him
the damp cloth, and sat up, shaking her

head.

She felt light enough to be blown away -

by ‘a zephyr. “I kind of look after folks
up and down the canyon. When I yodeled
and you didn’t answer, I was afraid you'd
been caught by a cave-in, or something.”

She laughed. “I reckon I ran too fast.
Well—1I'd better be going.”

He brought her a cup of cold water,
which she drank eagerly. Then he walked
down the narrow, precipifous track to the
main trail up the canyon along the edge of
Ghost River. He untied her mules then,
and helped her up onto the buckboard seat.
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« Only $1.98 postpaid! Money-back
guarontee if you are not delighted!
« 247 riotous pages!
* How o be well-bed in 37 sparkling,
wise. cracking chapters.
« Full of esquirish illustrations. s
BED MANNERS and il -
BEVTER BED MANNERS
by Dr. Ralph Y. Hopton and Anne Ballicl
with illustrations by John Groth
Rip off the coupon and mail it now! It's worth
ten times the amount as o gag for friend
wife or husband—for their secret little foibles
are all here! 37 hilarious chapters include
dissertations on “How to Get Undressed,”
*“A Short History of Bed Manners” (the early
French liad some peculiar ones!). “'Berth Con-
trol in the Sleeping Car,” and “The Seven
. Great Problems of Marriage.”
Act Quickly and Gzt This Rare,
Witty, Two- Books-in-One
Volume by Return Mail ¥

Arden Book Co.
Dept. P-5 5,386 4th Ave.
New York 16, N.Y.

Now in
one volume:

’Po‘_s'r#mp”

ARDEN BOOK CO., Pubhshou, Dept. P-55
386 Fourth Ave., New York 16, N. Y.

Rush me my copy of BED MANNERS. It'}1 delight
or my money back in five days.

[ T enclose $1.98. Send it postpaid.

0] Send C.0.D. I'll pay $1.98 plus postage,

Clly and BtMe, svssvisssmvenisssvsssssasssmes .

¢ €.0.D. in U. 8. only. Foreign send $1.98 in U. 8.
l“unds or payasble in U. 8.

&



94

. I5 RANGE ROMANCES

The dizziness had passed from her head. -

She just felt a little weak and, curiously,
hungry.

“Yousure you'll be all right ?”” he asked.

“I'm fine now,” she said. “Say—my
father shot a fat deer a couple of weeks
ago. We'll have roast venison for Sunday
dinner—Yorkshire pudding, too, and all
the fixings. Why don’t you come on up—
about noontime ?»”’

He was suddenly suspicious.

“I don't know,” he evaded. Then he
added quickly, “You see—I'm sort of short
on cash. I really ought to do some digging
tomorrow. I've got to do as much proving
up here as quick as I can.”

Valerie was disappointed. The mules
wera in a hurry to get home and out of
their harness, so she did not press her in-
vitation. In her opinion, he had turned
down the ‘invitation for the same reason
that Al Hays had been unable to see her
when Betsy Biddle was around. It was
fate, she teckoned. .

But he had written that she was cute!
Maybe he was just bashful. Then she re-
membered one small detail that she had
noticed after she had gotten off the bed in
his cabin. While she was unconscious, he
had put away the letter he had written to
his friend, Chuck. He hadn’t wanted her to
see it, apparently. The mules tugged at the
-reins. . :

"Valerie smiled down cheerfully on Dave
Anderson. ‘ .

“Maybe you’ll come up to dinner another
Sunday,” she said hopefully. Then, think-
ing this was as suitable a time te start be-
ing a good neighbor as any other day, she
leaned down from the buckboard and
kissed him full on the mouth.

The kiss left him staggered. .

Valerie laughed and drove off. “Be seein’
you!” she shouted back .gaily over her
shoulder.

He just stood in the trail staring hungri-
ly at her until she disappeared around a
bend in the road.

CHAPTER

2"'

YHAT night, Valerie could not sort out
her emotions. She burned her father’s
steak and forgot to put on the coffee.
Though used to her vagaries, he had never
before seen her in a state like this. After
he had reminded her for the second time
to boil some coffee, he sat back in his chair.
“That ' no-account offspring of Crazy
Jack Hays ain’t got under your skin has
he?”

“He’s just as no-account as ‘he ever
was,” Valerie said. “He practically boiled
over when he took a sight on Betsy’s hair.”

“Don’t know as I blame him,” Luke
Higgins said. “Now, if I was twenty years
younger—"’
= “But you aren’t twenty years younger,”

Valerie snapped at him. Her father—she

was disgusted—even her father drooling
over Betsy. “And don't forget it,” she
added. A

Her father, whose wife had run out on
him, and whose hopes of a bonanza had
never materialized, went back to his pipe
and his dreams. He could sit for hours at
a time on the tiny porch fronting the two-
room cabin, smoking his pipe and looking
at the canyon’s rim. In the last few years,
after Valerie began her errand service, he
had changed a little. Now he kept a cow,
some chickens and a garden in a litfle park
at the high, upper end of the canyon.

All this helped to keep them eating regu-
larly and sometimes encouraged Valerie to
think that her father might give up this
endless digging for gold that was not there.
But tonight the new secret that the mother
lode had been found weighed heavily upon
her. Anybody could have located it if his
luck had been right. The mother lode didn’t
have to fall to One-eye Pete who never had
benefited from his discovery—and certain-
ly Dave Anderson should not have
stumbled across it.
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Whether to tell about the letter she read
in Dave’s cabin was a problem that had no
ready solution for Valerie. Half a dozen
times she almost mentioned it to her father,
but each time she thought that it would not
be fair. The people of Haunted Canyon
had treated Dave Anderson like a leper.
They had ignored him and made him an
outsider. No wender he felt like keeping
the lode entirely to himself. Maybe, if
everyone was a little kinder, he might share
it.

Valerie mulled it over for a couple of
days before deciding to continue on her
good-neighbor policy. Relieved that her
father was busy with his digging and
wouldn’t bother her with questions, she
prepared a mighty fine dinter, packed it in
a basket, and rode south to Anderson’s
place. She yodeled a couple of times, and
Dave Anderson came out of the shack.

Climbing up the slope, Valerie thought
it strange that the man was not in.his mine
on this working day, especially since he
had said he would be too busy to come to
dinner on Sunday. Well, maybe he had
come down to eat his lunch or get a drink
of water, or something. Not a suspicious
type, Valerie reckoned that the miner must
have a perfectly good reason for not dig-
ging every moment of the day, and that
it was his business, not hers. She was pant-
ing after climbing the steep trail and lug-
ging the heavy basket, yet she laughed
when she reached the tiny flat space that
One-eye Pete had dug from the slope for
his miniature front yard.

“Here!” she gulped, setting the basket
on the rickety bench. “I've been-thinking
about you,” she added, “up here—all
alone—no friends in Haunted Canyon—
too busy to come to dinner on Sunday.
Well—” She had to stop for breath. “I
didn’t have anything else to do, so I
thought you might like some woman’s
cooking for a change. There.”

She pointed to the basket. He lifted the
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covering napkin to look inside. Then he

grinned down on her.

“Nobody ever di¢ anything like that for
me before,” he said. “Gosh, miss, I don’t
know how to thank you.”

She was still breathing rapidly; feeling
shaky and strange, as if her innards were
revolving like a Ferris wheel.

“Just enjoy it,” she cugges.ted “That’ll
be thanks enough.”

His brown eyes were hormg into her,
studying her body, whose curves were in
no way hidden by her rough clothing, then
'staring concentratedly at her mouth.

. “You kissed me the other day,” he said.

"Valerie laughed. “T just felt like it. A
girl doesn’t get a chance to kiss a man
very often in these diggings, except people
old enough to be her grandpa.” She ran
out of wind again. Gulping, she added,
“T’ll be by, Monday if you want any errands
run. I'll bring reports on your assay when
I come back.”

Moving -only one step, Dave Anderson
put himself between Valerie and the down-
slope trail. There was no way for her to
escape. Though she was beginning to be a
little frightened, she reckoned that if he
made a pass at her it was her own fault for
kissing him and then bringing him these
vittles. He took her in his arms quickly,
roughly.' His kiss bruised her mouth and
shot waves of giddiness all through her.
The man’s hug was like a bear’s. He let go
of her just as abruptly as he had grabbed
her. He seemed terribly worried, while
she gasped for breath and tried to keep
from fainting again. B

“That wasn good, was it?” he said
gloomily.

“Oh—that’s all right,” she forgave him.

“Maybe you’d better not come up here
any more,” he added. “I suppose plenty of
men told you before—there’s something
about you.that makes a man want you more
than- anything ‘else ‘in the world.”

No, nobody had ever put it that way. It
was Betsy Biddle who collected such sen-

t1ments—but maybe this-man hadn’t seen

the gorgeous redhead yet. '
Valerie ‘said, “Well—thanks for the

compliment.” :
“It wasn’t a compliment,” Dave Ander-

~son said. “It’s just a statemént of fact.

Maybe—"" He stopped as if to reconsider
what he was going to say.“I think I might
have something good in this mine. If that
assay is promising, maybe I can take time
off to visit you now and then. You know—-:
a man can’t live alone forever. It didn’t
bother me so much until you showed up—
but—""

He broke down. It sure was a crude way
of proposing for some time in the future,
yet it warmed up Valerie’s heart.

"“You can’t work all the time,” she said.-
He nodded, and she added, “Well—I'd
better be going!” ' :

He didn’t block her this time, nor did

“he climb down the slope with her. He stood:

on the tihy flat space before his cabin and,
when she stepped into the saddle; he waved
to her. She rode home, curiously depressed.
A-man had practically proposed to her, a
decent sort of hombre, too, it seemed—a
man who had struck it rich, Valerie should:
have been ehted«——eager to tell all the
world.

But she couldn’t escape ‘from the impli-
cation of the letter Dave Anderson™ had
written to some unkown gent by the name
of Chuck. Sure, that agreement be-
tween the old-timers to share the mother-
lode if one of them found it was only a’
shake-hands agreement, nothing down on
paper, no way that anyone could be forced
to share. But it had been standing for so:
long, it seemed only right that even a
new man in the canyon should stick with-
i. gt

Give him time, Valerie thought.

ETSY BIDDLE and Al Hays arrived
uninvited Saturday night in time-for
supper. Betsy was all a-twitter, dressed up
in another of her revealing gowns that was
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covered with a duster while she sat in the
front seat of the surrey that Al tooled ex-
pertly. Betsy also wore a big hat with a
veil over it that made her look very elegant,
like the ladies in the magazines. Al Hays
was a sure enough handsome sight, too,
with a neat broadeloth suit, tattersal vest
and highly polished bhoots. Two horses
trotted along behind the surrey, one a
saddle horse, the other chunky and rugged
for carrying a pack. The back of the sur-
rey was loaded with all sorts of gear.
Valerie beat a retreat when she saw who
was coming, combed out her lustrous black
hair, shucked her pants and shirt, and
slipped into a dress she had made recently
from material she had ordered from a mail
order catalog. This dress was of her own
design, inspired by those that Betsy had
been wearing lately. Valerie had sense
enough to know that she didn’t have quite
as much to put into a dress as Betsy had,
but Valerie was sure that what she did

have would assay at much more a ton than-

the redhead’s. All she had to do, she had
convinced herself, was to look like a lady,
for a change, and take the chance that she
would be recognized as someone more than
the kid who ran errands for people and kept
house for her old man.

She also stalled a little for time, though
thisc was rather difficult in the small two-
room cabin. Her father settled Betsy on
the porch in the very best chair in the
house. Then he brought out his jug of
homemade whiskey that he kept mostly for
times when his old cronies visited him.
Once a year he ran off a barrel of corn
liquor that he stored inside his stope until
it was ready to drink. He has six barrels
in there now. The likker in the jug was a
good seven years old and one of the best
runs Luke Higgins had ever distilled. Val-
erie could hear him talking.

“Yes, sir, Al=—"" he boasted. “Your pa
always said nobody could brew likker like
Luke Higgins could. He was always telling
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me [ ought to qult digging and take up
distilling as a business. Maybe he was
right.”

“Pa used to tell me that, too,” Al said. .

“Never forgot a drop he ever drank up
here, he used to say.’

“To the ladies,” Luke Higgins toasted.
“And let me tell you, Al, the gent who gets
this here Betsy gets something mighty
close to the mother lode. itself.”

Betsy giggled.

Al said, “Right you are, sir.”

Valerie gagged. She knew. that her old
man would moon around for days after
Betsy went back to Ghost River. Waiting
unti! the men had the second shot of

whiskey before putting in her appearance.’

Valerie wanted to be sure that Al Hays
was sufficiently warmed up before he saw
her. Nervously, she gave her hair a final
adjustment and shook the little cap sleeves
of her daring outfit ‘a little farther down
her arms. Well—anyway—she thought,
looking in the mirror, he couldn’t ignore
her this time. Then she walked out to the
porch, swishing her skirt, making her eyes
as big and round as she could, so the blue
of the dress would enhance the blue of her

eyes that would make any mountain lake

look pallid.

 The first to see her coming was Betsy,
who squealed decorously. ‘

“For goodness sake, Valerie!”

Al's head swung around; he batted his
eyes a couple of times, and automatically
swallowed his drink in one gulp, almost
gobbling up the little glass at the same time.
Valerie’s pa turned, too. He became red
in the face and his lips thinned.

“You take that off right away,’
dered.

Valerie had expected some -such reaction
from him. It was okay for Betsy to go
around with bare shoulders, while she wore
a far more revealing gown than Valerie’s.

> he or-

It was a fine thing for Betsy to dress to

please the men—but a crime for Valerie to
do the same thing.

It you want me to take this off right

away,” Valerie said directly to her father,
“I will. T'l take #t off right here.”

Betsy squealed again. Al began to laugh.,
It started deep in his throat and turned inte
a roar. Valerie turned pink,-and Luke
Higgins poured himself another quick
drink.

“I order you to put on something de-
cent!” her father shouted.

Valerie’s back-was up. She was set to
fight for her rights te be a female in this
lonesome canyon country.

“This is the latest style evemng dress,
pa,”” she said, controlh_ng her voice. “I got
the pattern from The Lady’s Friemd maga-

‘zine. Betsy will back me up, won’t you?”

“TI sure will,” Betsy said. “Gosh, you
look grand in it!”

Valerie smiled her thanks. “And I intend
to keep on looking grand in it,” she said.
Turning to her father, she added, “I've
always done everything you wanted me to
de. I'm not a baby any more. From now
on I'm going to live my own life in my
own way. If you want to toss orders at
somebody, you can go out and leok. for
somebody else to throw them at.”

It was a bitter pill for her father to take.
Valerie thought for a moment that he was
going to fight. But he gave in abruptly. .

“I guess you're old enough to knew
what you want,” he said, “and if you insist
on going around half naked and catching
pneumonia, I guess there’s. nothing I can
do about it.” . '

Valerie guessed the same too, but didn’t
say so. She just.pitched her most dev-
astating glance at Al Hays and was
pleased to see that it definitely shook him.

ET is seemed to Valerie that every-

thing went from bad to worse. Her
father insisted on sitting up that night to
the bitter end. So 'did Betsy Biddle. Luke
Higgins and Al Hays talked mining while
the girls tried to catch up on the very shm
amount of gossip that floated up and down
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the canyon. Al said he was thinking of
doing a little prospecting while on his vaca-
tion. He wanted to go right up to the end
of the canyon and work down, he told Luke
Higgins. Luke told him it was a
time because there was nothing up there.

Valerie wanted to discuss the letter she
had read in Dave Anderson’s cabin but
decided to wait until she found out what
the assay would prove, though it certainly
seemed that it would turn out to be fabu-
lous. Luke and Al talked more mining, so
finally Betsy and Valerie went to bed in
the back room. Luke would sleep in the
loft as usual, and Al could have the porch
or main room floor for his bed.

“Isn’t he thrilling?” Betsy bubbled to
Valerie. “I mean—Al Hays!”"

Valerie shrugged it off. “I'd go along
with you if you meant Dave Anderson.”

“Oh, him!” Betsy said. “Do you think
- that gold he’s found is really worth much?
I guess T shouldn’t have done it, but I just
had to tell Al about it. Al shrugged it off.”

Valerie shrugged, too, and thought with
a curious secret feeling what a big. surprise
everybody was going to have when One-
eye Pete’s hoard came to view, since, even
if she did keep quiet about Dave-Ander-
son’s’ letter, the news was sure to leak out
anyway. It seemed hours before Valerie
fell into a troubled sleep. Visions of Al
Hays digging up tremendous quantities of
gold, chased through her dreams. Visions
of Al Hays holding her close, kissing her
as Dave had done, crept up on her and
woke her. The heck with him, she thought,
and lay down again to try to sleep.

She woke to Sunday morning nervous as
a jay bird, wishing that Al and Betsy would
go away. But they stuck close together.
At would open and close doors whenever
Betsy went into or out'of the house. He
also held the chair for her when she sat
down at the table. Al who had been a
rough diamond in his youth, had sure

enough turned into a gentleman—at least |
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as far as Betsy was concerned. He even
took her for a Sunday evening stroll—up
to the lookout on the canyon rim. They
didn’t ask Valerie to come along, and they
didn’t come back until after the moon came
up.

When Monday morning arrived, Valerie
was so annoyed she hitched up her mules
an hour earlier than usual. Her father and
Al Hays had finished their plans to go on
up the canyon for a couple of days. Betsy
reckoned she had better go back to Ghost
River, since she would be too lonesome
sitting around the house alone. So Valerie
took her aboard and drove her team down
the trail at a smart clip. -

There was a letter waiting under the-

white rock below the mine that Dave An-
derson was working. It was addressed to
Chuck Moulton in Denver. Since Valerie
had read it when she first saw it on the
Anderson table, she knew all ahout it. But
Betsy Biddle was curious, especially be-
cause Dave had apparently forgotten to seal
the envelope. Before Betsy could read it,
Valerie slipped it into the mail bag.

For once; old Salty O'Hara did not have
a letter to some hopeful widow. He was
down at the trail waiting for Valerie when
she drove up. He was as excited as a
Mexican jumping bean. ,

“Say—Valerie—"" he stuttered. “What’s
this T hear about that Anderson hombre
striking it rich in Pete’s old mine?”

" “He sent out some samples last week,”
Valerie said “But T haven’t heard about
the assay.”

“Why—one chunk—this i is what Charlie
Ingalls passed up to me—" Salty O’Hara’s
words tumbled over each other. “Said it
run over two hundred dollars to the ton—
said another was over three hundred.”

Betsy squealed.

Valerie said, “Gee! Is'that a fact?” An-
derson’s letter seemed to be burning a hole
in the mail pouch.

“You'd think One-eye Pete might ofA

found it,” Salty said sadly.

“You sure would,” Valerie agreed.

She clucked to the horses, and around
the next bend Charlie Ingalls was waiting
for- her, bursting with the same informa-
tion. Tt hegan to look like a holiday had
been declared, by the number of old-timers
who had come down from their claims, all
as excited as little kids at a birthday party.
By the time Valerie got to the store, she
was steamed up, too, but she had definitely
made up her mind not to mention Dave
Anderson’s letter.

It would cause too big a ruckus if these
old-timers learned that Dave had no inten-
tion of sticking to the agreement and shar-
ing his find with them. She figured she
would rather talk to Dave about it before
letting out the sorry news. If the find was
fabulous as it appeared to be, surely the
newcomer to the canyon would share part
of it with the old boys who had been hunt-
ing so long for it.

Old Man Biddle was excited as the rest.

“You hear the results of those assays PE

‘he cried.

“Sure!” Valerie said. “I. guess every-
body in the canyon but the fellow the assay
was made for, knows the results. But why
get worked up? Maybe he only struck a
pocket. If there was a lot of gold up there,
One-eye Pete would have found some—
anyway.”

“T dunno!”
in easily.

Valerie threw the mail bag on the coun-
ter, then took out the list of things to
be delivered. She hadn’t noticed that Betsy
had disappeared umtil the redhead sud-
denly screamed from behind a stack of
overalls. She screamed hali a dozen times
in quick succession.

She had fished Dave Anderson’s letter
from the mail pouch, and had read it. Trem-
bling, she handed the paper to her grand-
father. Adjusting his glasses, he read it,
too. He turned white, then red, and

Old Man Biddle didn’t give

"~ slammed the letter down on the counter,

“Good grief!” he shouted. “I knew One-
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eye Pete was up to something snide. I
knew it.” Then he became canny. “That
was Pete’s gold. Pete was in on this agree-
ment. This young feller can't take Pete’s
gold and keep it.” He nodded. “Yessir—
that’s ours.”

“But suppose he won't give it up?” Val-
erie asked.

The old man’s glance moved to a rack
of shotguns and rifles—then back to her.

“There’s ways to convince him,” he said
hoarsely. “Remember that feller we hanged
for stealing a shipment of dust? Well—
there’s plenty of boys around here who
were on that posse.”

Valerie was becoming frantic. Thinking
of all the old-timers up the canyon—of
their ageless dream. Yes, they’d kill Dave
Anderson for his mine—and-later on they’d
all regret it.

“Reckon I'll take a little walk,” she
said. “This kind of has me all wound up.”

Outside, she. waited only a moment be-
fore climbing into the buckboard, turning
the mules up-canyon and applying the whip.
She reckoned she had to make Anderson
see light before somethmg terrible hap-
pened

CHAPTER

3 v v v

IT IS doubtful if any vehicle had ever

gone up the trail with a speed approach-
ing that of the mule-drawn buckhoard. Val-
erie rocketed along through the late part of
a hot afternoon much to the astonishment
of the old-timers who had gathered in
groups of two or three to discuss the phe-
nomenal find in Pete’s old mine.

Dusk came on, and it was nearly dark
when she hauled in the team and dropped

to the trail below Dave Anderson’s place.-
Excitedly she clambered up to his cabin,

but he was not there. Though another half-
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written letter lay on his table, she did: not

stop to read it. In his tiny yard she tried
to shout, but found that her voice was only
a squeak. Maybe he was working far back
in the mine.

At the opening of the stope, Valerie could
not see any light. Breathing deeply, she
managed to get up a fair-sized shout. The
sound échoed hollowly up and down the
mine. She didn’t have nerve enough to go
into that dark place, and obviously Dave
Anderson wasn’t there, or he would have
answered her.

It was a relief to get back out in the
semi-dusk of the coming night. As she
stood looking down on the trail, her mules
suddenly took off for home. She shouted
wildly at them, but they kept on going.
Then they broke into a fast run and, after
a while, there was nothing but silence.

Valerie went back to the cabin and
lighted a lamp. :

Having read one of Dave Anderson’s
letter, she had no compunctions about
another. This was to the president of a
DPenver bank and, surprisingly, saluted him
as “Dear Ed.” Then it went on:

I t'hinkfI’ve found a bonanza in this ©ne-

¢ye Pete mine you helped stake me to. I

won'’t need much to develop it, since this crazy

Pete hombre has already dug 2 lot of ore and

hid it under the mine floor. But we ought to

have about ten thousand to get things moving
here. Also, I need a lawyer. These local
characters think they own a share in the mine.

I want this cleared up-before we go any fur-

ther. Could you send up someone good to take

care of this?

Your old pal,
Dave.

Valerie didn’t know what to do. It didn’t
make sense that Dave Anderson would go
off somewhere leaving a fortune behind.
But he obviously wasn’t around. She reck-
oned she would leave him a note and start
the hike home to take care of the mules.
With a blunt pencil she scrawled:

You'll need more than a lawyer, Dave.
The old boys are getting up a posse. They
figure to split on this deal, or else. Betsy
Biddle read your letter to the fellow in Den-
ver and the whole canyon is boiling over.

She guessed that would do. Weighting
the note down with a chunk of rock, she
blew out the lamp and stepped through the
door. From upslope a cold voice challenged
‘her. :

“I got a rifle,” Dave Anderson said.
“Come on up here so I can see who you
are, or I'll shoot.”

Valerie’s knees banged together, and her
heart went on a merry-go-round, but she
managed to gasp out, “It’s me, Dave—
Valerie Higgins.”

“Just climb up here and let me look at
you!” His voice sounded unfriendly.

Valerie started up the steep can&onside.

»

* * *

He had forted himself up behind a couple
of big boulders where he could”watch the
trail down canyon, the mine entrance and
his little shack. He had food and water,

" plus a coupe of rifles, a shotgun, a case of

ammunition and a box of dynamite. Dave
Anderson' was ready for a siege. He was
still wary when Valerie climbed over his
barricade.

“You coming on your own?” he asked,
“or did somebody send you?”’

She was as afraid of him now as she
had been a moment ago when he challenged
her from the night.

“I'm trying to keep you from hurting.a
lot of nice guys and from being hurt your-
self,” she said. “Gold isn’t worth all that.”

“What do they want?” he asked.
“They’ve been riding by here all day—
looking at me with field glasses. Someone
took a pot shot at.me.”

“If you want to know, they've discov-
ered what you found up here,” Valerie told
him. “Old Man Biddle was curious from
the first when he saw those samples you
sent out to be assayed. Everybody knew
about them. Then Betsy read that letter
you wrote to your friend in Denver, Maybe.
.she wouldn’t have if you hadn’t carelessly
forgotten to seal it.”

He was silent for a moment. In the can-
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yon below them there was a movemeént of
men and animals, furtive, cautious and care-
ful. A mule brayed raucously up-canyon
from the place, a mule that Valerie recog-
nized as Ike, which apparently had decided
to- come back after all. There was a feeling
of being pushed around and crowded, even
up here in the free air of the canyon’s
side. Then Dave Anderson set his jaw.

“It’s mine!” he said. “I own the claim. I
bought it. I figured out from a number of
things that One-eye Pete was holding out
on his friends. If they hadn’t brains enough
to figure it out, they haven’t any right to
what he found here.”

THE TROUBLE was, Valerie thought,

that everybody was more or less right
in this argument—everybody, that is, but
One-eye Pete. She wished he hadn’t kicked
the bucket while hiding this bonanza, and
that her pa and Al Hays were here. She

didn’t have enough arguments to convmceﬁ

Dave Anderson.

“It may be yours,” she said slowly.
“That is, it may be yours legally. But you’re
not geing to enjoy it when you’re farther
underground than- your ore—are you?”’

“I found it,” he insisted. “I m not going
to let them steal it from.me.

Vaalerze guessed arguing was wuseless.
Then she remembered a phrase in the last
letter of his which she had read.

“You're going to need money to develop
the mine,” she said. “Maybe the boys would
‘'be willing to pay a little—or work for

shares—or something. Maybe you could |-

save everybody a little trouble by making
them an offer.”
~ “The hell with it!” He was bitter.

The canyon below had filled with angry
men. Without a leader, they had not gotten
up the nerve to attack Dave Anderson, but
sooner or later they would charge. Valerie
was desperate.

“You can’t just sit here and shoot it
out!”
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“Sure I can!” he told her. “Who’s afraid
of those old men?”

“I am!” she said, and suddenly she real-
ized that she was afraid of Anderson, too.
“You'd let them attack while I'm here,
too?” .

He held her away with another of his
long silences. Then he cleared his throat
loudly.

ed. “I got me a woman up here. We don’t
want to be bothered.”

Valerie was shocked. Old Man Biddle .

was only angry.
“We know what else you got up there,
mlster, and we got 4 claim to our share in

it,” he called up the slope. “We want to be

sure we get it, too. And the hell with a
girl who'll inform on her friends.”

‘That numbed Valerie.

'Salty O’Hara’s voice rasped out, “Now
you're being kind of rough on Valerie, Bid-
dle, is my opmlon Let’s just parley wtth
this hombre a bit.” : .

They were grouped below. 'A man with
a strong arm could blast them to bits with
‘a few sticks of dynamite. They were too
pigheaded to give up. Then Dave Ander-
son turned the tables. He stood up behind
his barricade.

“This little g1r1 has ycur interests at
heart, gentlemen,” he told the old-timers of
Haunted Canyon. “A man with a mine
needs a little cash to help develop it. She’s
trying to argue me into lettlng you boys
put it up But I won't take it.”

Old Man Biddle swore.

Salty O’Hara muttered, “Now—]ust tell

us why, mister.”

“Because the mine ain’t Worth nothmg,
Dave Anderson said.

Valerie gasped. *“But it is,” she wanted
to cry out. Here was what they had all
been hunting for.

“Now, just go away and leave us alone,”
Anderson added.

2

Down below, the argument grew hot,

and Dave Anderson began to laugh.

“What do you hombres want ?” he shout-

“That’s a dirty, low trick,” Valerie said
to him. “I read all those letters you wrote—
the one to the banker, too.” And she had
seen the sample ore. :

“Oh?” he said. Then he shouted down
below, “If you boys want to buy half rights
in a worthless mine for ten thousand bucks,
it’s yours—because this little lady per-
suaded me to share it with you.”

“Okay,” Old Man Biddle finally said
after another conference. “But we want a

* look at it first.”

‘Oh, no!” Dave answered. “If you

looked at it, you wouldn’t give me the ten
thousand. You pay up without looking, and
we'll form a company. But if you don’t pay
up, I want to be left alone to develop it.”
+ There was an ominous silence below, a
. spate of talk, and silence again. Dave An-
derson turned to Valerie with a chuckle
and said in a whisper that only she could
hear, “They’ll turn it down. It'll clear me
of any obligation to that old agreement. I
can do what I want with the loot, and we’ll
be rich.” '

{‘We ?”

“Of course,” he said. “You brought me
this luck. You know I've wanted you ever
since the first time I saw you. Now come
on over here and give me a hug while those
old fogies argue themselves out of a for-
tune.” :

VALERIE stood up, but she did not go

to Dave Anderson immediately. A num-
ber of things clicked in her'mind. First, the
samples of gold that assayed so high—
then the letter telling of One-eye Pete’s
hoard. Finally, the letter to the “banker.”
This hombre had been mighty careless for
‘a man who wanted to keep a secret, or he
had deliberately peddled a phoney set of
evidence to get a good price on a phoney
mine. She knew—and Dave knew, too—
that™ the old-timers would pay his price.
They had faith in their own worthless
mines for so long, they would surely think
that finally they had hit pay dirt.
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She reddened -with embarrassment at
having been sucked into his scheme. Then
she became violently angry. She jumped to
her feet and cussed him out. - :

“You dog—" she said. “You dirty dog!
You planted those letters and the gold sam-
ples. I'm going—

“Shut up!” he snapped at her,

Viciously, he slapped her, backhanded,
across the mouth. It knocked her flat, stun-
ning her. He moved fast. He gagged-her

with a piece of shirt before she could put

up any sort of battle. While a heated con-
ference went on below, he carried her down
to the mine shaft, took her inside and bound
her to a support timber. Then he scrambled
back to his little fort, higher up the slope,
where he would be in a good position to
accept any offer made and still retreat over
the canyon’s rim before he was found out.

In the mine, Valerie fought agonizingly
with ‘ropes until she knew it was no use.
She struggled to free herself of the gag, but
could not budge it. Finally she gave up, not
so sorry for herself as she was for her old
friends whom she had helped sucker into
a fraud. They could raise the money, and
probably would. Then Old Man Biddle’s
voice rose up from the trail again,

“Okay, stranger, we take you up.” After

all, he had seen the letter to the man in |-

Denver and he had seen the assay on the
samples of gold. “Ten thousand for half
rights.  But it'll .take us a little while to
gather it.”

“Take your time,” Dave shouted back.
“But don’t be too disappointed if you never
get that ten thousand back out of the mine.”

Clever, he was, talking down the mine so
they would not suspect that he was selling
them a swindle. Valerie fought again with
the bonds, but still could not budge them.
She tried to concentrate very hard in a
sort of telepathic communication with Old
Man Biddle. Time passed, and it seemed
forever to Valerie, in the mine shaft, while
horses trotted up and down the canyon and
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her Tke mule brayed again. As if the mule’s
bray were the signal, the storekeeper shout-
ed again. up-slope.

“We got that ten thousand—some money
—some dust. You want to come down
and get it?”

“Send it up!” Dave’s voice was edgy.

Valerie shuddered. She twisted her head
back against the rough post, in a mad ef-
fort to shake the gag loose. It seemed to
her that it gave a little. Frantically, she
tried again, but had to quit once more when
breatHing became almost impossible. Now
she could héar someone slowly climbing up
the slope. Reaching the cabin, he stopped.

“Where are you?” he asked.

“Up here!” This cool character, Dave
Anderson, was getting excited.

The messenger  from the old-timers
climbed some more. Tensely, Valerie lis-
tened. o

“You Mr. Anderson?” he asked. “Own-
er of One-eye Pete’s mine?”

“That’'s me. Just hand over the dough,
and I guess we can go down and fill out
the papers.” ' '

“Qkay, Mr. Anderson.”

Through her agony, Valerie recognized
the voice as being Al Hays’. .

“You’re a skunk, Mr. Anderson,” Al
went on. “You're a louse and a liar. And if
you've hurt Valerie, T'll kill.you.”

With one last effort, Valerie freed her-
self of the gag. '

“Al—Al—" she gasped.

Valerie heard a fist splat against a jaw.
A gun blasted.

Anderson swore bitterly, then grunted as
Al kicked him in the belly. There was a lot
of scrambling around among the rocks. A
rifle’ slid down the slope, blasting again.
Tied to a post in the mine, Valerie thought
that she would go crazy with the suspense.
She could hear the men slugging it out
again—then a great tumbling sound as
something rolled down the canyon walls.
A man up in the little fort stood breathing
heavily.

’

“Catch him, boys, and hold him for me.’
It was, Al “I got a date with a girl in a
mine.” : : :

ENTLY, Al unbound her. When she
nearly fainted from .the tension and
from having been tied so long, he picked

‘her up, carried her outside.

“T’m all right now,” she gasped. “I guess
I'm a fool. You can leave me be and go
back to Betsy.”

“We’re all fools sometimes,” he said slow-

- ly, “and I’d be a fool to go back to Betsy,

as you call it.” He stopped again. “l was
just having a little joke with you at first.
I figured on following you right out to the
ranch. But I saw that gold—and Betsy
said you were gad over Anderson. I had
to find out.”

“Oh, Al!” she cried, flinging her arms
around his neck.

“It was the gold samples that gave him
away,” Al said. “I've studied mining and
worked at it in new ways, and I know there
isn’t anything like that around here. So I
hung around to see what he was up to. But
there’s other stuff just as valuable as gold—
ore the old-timers never heard of, such as
vanadium, tungsten, uranium—and we’ll
all go out to find it.”

Valerie hung onto his neck. She didn’t
care about those strangely named metals.
She just wished he’d do something more
than just hold her in his arms like a baby.
But even only that was mighty pleasant.

“I came back, Valerie,” he said, “and I
reckon I've already found my own
bonanza.”

“Then maybe you bétter start proving
up your claim,” she said, closing her eyes.

His lips were very gentle on hers, and
his arms snug. Then something strange
happened inside her, something she had
never suspected could happen. Her heart
began to beat like crazy, and she knew
that this was her man forever and that the
vein of ore he had found would never
give out. vVvyey
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water to which 3 level tablespoons salt have }

been added. When tender (twenty to twen-
ty-five minutes) drain in colander. Mean-
while heat sauce, adding 1 pound sharp
American cheese diced. Stir occasionally
until cheese has melted and sauce is hot.

Serve over the spaghetti with grated Par--

mesian cheese. Twenty-five servings.

In planning for party feeds it’s well to
remember that women are pleased with un-
usual dishes or odd methods of serving
them.

Men are interested in plenty of food and
prefer the plain, hearty dishes. For a mixed
crowd keep the men in mind for the main
part, but add something out of the ordinary
to tempt the ladies. ‘

'

- closet door. A perfect gift gag for the

- eye-opener anywhere, Order several—

GORGEOUS

Full Color — Life Size
(5 FOOT TALL)

MARILYN

 MONROE
PIN-UP

BEST GIFT GAG EVER

Big as life—twice as natural—lovely
Marilyn Monroe, beautifully repro-
duced 5 feet tall from a full color
Kodachrome. The omly LIFE SIZE
pin-up print. Pin it on the wall or

man with a den, bar or playroom. An

order NOW. Overall size 62 inches
high, 2114 inches wide. Only $2.00
Ppd. Send cash, check or M. O.

Write PIN-UPS Dept. PG1-4

Box 86, Boston, Mass.

M Banish the craving for tobacco as thou-
f sands have with Tabacco Redeemer. Write
B Today for free booklet telting of injurious
W effect of tobacco and of a treatment which
has relieved over 300.000 people:
In Businass Since 1903 | FREE

THE NEWELL cOMPANY 299K}
324 Clayton Sta. ® St. Louis 5, Mo.

Large Sixe 00
12 Assorted Colors QNLY $1
Money Back Guaraniee, Order Now
MURRAY HILL HOUSE, Dept. 236-A

es2vul |57 East 31st St., New York 16, N. Y.
Dealers’ Inquiries Invited

y PEEK-A-BO) 0

"DELIGHTEUL EYEFULLS

SENSATIONAL VIEWER with 20 Fulf-
.Color poses of beautiful models. Different
girl in each exciting, revealing pose. Noth-
ing Else Like It! Viewer complete with film, -
sent prepaid for $2.00 in plain sealed
wrapper. No C.O.D.s.

NATIONAL, Dept. 18, Box 5, Sta. E, TOLEDOD 8, OHIO
ILLUSTRATED COMIC BOOKLETS

Sell our ILLUSTRATED COMIC BOOKLETS ond other
NOVELTIES. Each bookiet size 415 x 234 and is fully
illustrated. We will send 24 assorted booklets prepaid
upon receipt of $1.00 or 60 assorted booklets sent pre-
paid upon receipt of $2.00. Wholesale novelty price list
sent with order only. No orders sent C.0.D, Send Cash
or Money-order.

REPSAC SALES CO., Dept. 38A
1 Orchard St. New York 2, N. Y.

A EPE RN N B
BECOME AN EXPERT
= LE ) e .
SEND FOR FREE SAMPLE LESSON
Executive Accountants and C.P. A’s earn $4,000 to $10,000 a year.
Thousands of firms need them, We-train you thoroly at home in spare
time for C.P. A’s inations or it i dtion
Previous experience annecessary. Personal fraining under supervision
of staff of 8 P, A’s. Placement counsel. Write fgr froe book, *‘Ac-
countancy, the Profession That Pays,’” and sample lesson.
LASALLE Extension University, 417 So. Dearborn St..
A Correspondence Institution Dept.1334 H,Chicago 5, Ii.
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BROILED FISH STEAKS WITH
SAUCE

Combine 5 cup mayonnaise or salad dress-
ing with 74 cup finely chopped parsley, 3

tablespoons pickle relish, 1 teaspoon:lemon -

juice, 114 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce,
1 teaspoon minced onion and 14 teaspoon
salt. Fold in the stiffly beaten whites of
2 eggs. Grease the broiler pan. Heat. Wipe
fish with damp, clean cloth. Sprinkle
lightly with salt and pepper. Place on pre-
heated broiler pan. With fish two inches
from tip of the flame, broil five or ten min-
utes, turning once. Fish should flake easily
with fork tine. Spread the top of the steaks

“with the sauce. Broil two or three minutes’

longer, or until the sauce is puffed and

- lightly browned. Place on heated platter

and serve with mashed. potatoes.

LOBSTER WITH CAULIFLOWER

Wash and trim the head of a cauliflower.
Leave whole and stand in cold water to
which has been added the juice of 1 lemon.
Put 1 pint of water in saucepan and add
14 teaspoon salt. Stand cauliffower with

flower side up in saucepan and steam cook -

for thirty minutes. Remove to plate -and
surround with lobster sauce made as fol-
lows:

in 1 cup of lobster meat broken into bits.
When hot, stir in 3 tablespoons of flour.
- When well blended, add 2 cups of milk, salt
and pepper to taste.

If you are going on a camping trip and
like some fare that isn’t strictly plain, take
a few cans of the foods that may be made
into dishes like the foregoing. After a few
days of simple meals it’s a temptmg contrast

Heat 3 tablespoons of butter in pan. Stir

to spring a -dish that ‘usually appears only

* at town meals.

ZIG-ZAG CAKE

is not slimming, but it’s too good not to
try. Nice for one of those special occasion
meals. For this, use two nine-inch cake
pans that are an inch and a half deep. Have
them ready, lined on the bottom with paper,
then greased. Sift together 214 cups of pre-
sifted flour, 174 teaspoons baking powder,
1 teaspoon salt, 145 teaspoon of soda and
124 cups sugar.

Measure into the mixing bowl 34 of a
cup of shortening. If you are using butter,
margarine or lard, have ready 34 cup of
sour milk. With vegetable shortenlng you 11
need 1 cup milk.

Mix in a small bowl and let stand while
mixing the cake: 1 square of unsweetened
melted chocolate, 2 tablespoons hot water,
14 teaspoon soda and 1 tablespoon of sugar.

Stir the shortening in bowl until it is
soft. Sift in dry ingredients. Add milk and
mix until the flour is all dampened. Beat
thoroughly. Add 1 teaspoon vanilla and 3
unbeaten eggs, and beat one hundred and
fifty strokes by hand. Add the chocolate
mixture to 34 of the cake batter. Put into
the baking pans large spoonfuls of the mix-
tures, alternating chocolate and plain. Then
take a knife and cut through the batter in
a zig-zag manner. Bake in-moderate oven
thirty to thirty-five minutes. Cool for five
minutes. Loosen cakes from side of pans
with spatula and turn upside down to fin-
ish cooling.  Put layers together with any
chocolate frosting you favor. A half cup
of chopped maraschino cherries, drained

‘and added to part of the frosting, makes an

extra nice filling.




TRAILSIDE COOK BOOK

- QUICK CLAM CHOWDER

Fry Y% cup diced salt pork. Remove the
scraps. Add one thinly sliced onion. Fry
till hight brown. Add 1 tablespoon flour.
Put in layers of potatoes and clams—I1
quart sliced, raw potatoes, 1 pint clams.
Cover with boiling water and cook until
potatoes are soft, about fifteen minutes.
Add 1 pint hot milk, 1 teaspoon salt and
14 teaspoon pepper. Lastly add 4 crackers
broken into bits. Opyster chowder may be
made in the same manner.

-BAKED SHRIMPS

~Wash and drain 1 pint of shrimps. Melt
2 tablespoons of butter in saucepan and
heat shrimps in this. Stir in 2 tablespoons
of flour. Add 1% cups milk. Stir well
and cook until mixture bubbles. Add_15
cup of cooking wine or orange juice, a bit
of lemon peel, 14 teaspoon salt, a little
pepper and a sprinkling of mace. Stir in
2 well beaten eggs. Place in an open baking
dish or - casserole, cover with buttered
utes in a moderate oven.

SHRIMP CHOWDER

Fry two tablespoons of minced pork fat,
or melt the same amount of butter and cook
in it 1 tablespgon of chopped onion until
tender but not browned. Add 1 tablespoon
flour and 124 cups milk. Stir in slowly
until smooth.. Add 1 cup diced, cold
boiled potatoes, 14 cup canned shrimp, and
salt and pepper to taste. Simmer for five
or six minutes. Serve with crisp crackers.

EVERY DAY

taking_ orders for_
sensational plastic

Auto Seat Covers

Every car owner your prospect
«e . yOUr own seat covers
as bonus

~
Here’s the BIG MONEY business . .
taking orders from car owners with prospects
unlimited! Just show America’s most exciting Auto
Seat Cover values. Newest materials, ﬂne quallw,
sxkpecrb tailoring, perfect fit 'LUS
PRICES . .

‘BIG OUTFI

. all help you get orders fm‘ the ask-

ing. No experience needed. Earn spare hours ar

full hmel Start ngw . . . SEND §0 MONEY . i

* we supply everything needed. ame any

Write Today! address for big sales outfit, FREEuﬂ‘Wrt te today.

Includes many actual fabric and material samples.

KEY PRODUCTS, Dept. 4641, 800 N. Clark St., Chicago 10, I,

BE YOUR OWN BOSS

Start saw filing shop—either spare or full time—in
your basement or garage, No selling. Hardware stores
" get saws for you on' comunission basis. Steady year -
round business. No experience necessal Completa
instructions furnished. Easy payments. REE booke

let——MONEY MAKING FACTS—teIIs how. No obe
ligation. No salesman will call. Send postcard today.
FOLEY MFG. CO. » 147-4 Foloy Bldg. o Minneapolis 18, Mina.

EAR WAX DROPS for
fast temporary relief of
accumulated wax condition

TOOTHACHE?
ask your druggist for DENT'S
TOOTH G, T2OTH DROPSor POULTICE

SONGS WANTED

A well known composer will write the music
for your words on a professional basis. His
songs _have soid millions of copies.
Recordings made. Send for FREE booklet.

The MELODY MART

80 Boylston St., RM. 433-40, Dept. P, Boston 16, Mass.

JSTRA
BOOK
Y THE KIND MEN LIKE!
THE GIRLS LIKE IT T00 ! 1
(VEST POCKET SIZE)

B £,
They are loaded with rare car-
toons. Full of Fun and Humor.

g&' '
20 DIFFERENT booklets sent for

__‘ $1 in plain wrapper. No C.0.D.
BULCO, Dept. 777, P.O. Box 89-K, Bklyn. 29, N.Y.

=

Free Book on Arthritis

And Rheumatism )
HOW. TO AVOID CRIPPLING DEFORMITIES

An amazing newly enlarged 44-page book entitled
“Rheumatism” will be sent free to anyone who will
write for it.

It reveals why drugs and medicines give only tem-
porary relief and fail to remove the causes of the
trouble; explains a proven specialized non-surgical,
non-medical treatment which has proven successful
for the past 33 years.

You incur no obligation in sending for this instructive

book It may be the means of saving you years.of untold

‘Write: today te: The Ball - Clinic,

- Dept. 186,
Excelsior Springs, Missouri.
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moon/igﬁf Sweef/warté
S o many minutes,

Aglow with dreams,
We ride the range
Through bright moonbeams.

So sweet the songs
Of whippoorwills;
So soft the breeze
From sage-grown bills,

So filled with bliss
Each tender word—
How shocking if
The cynics heard.

But cynics shun

Where moonsilver dvips;
So hurry, dear,

And kiss my lips!

~—Pauline Booker
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CARRYIN’ THE MAIL

(Continued from page 9)
From the Hills of Alabama

Dear Editor :

How about letting a lonesome gal from the
Hills of Alabama get into the crowd around the
mailbag? Am 21 years old, have brown hair, blue
eyes, am 5 feet 11 inches tall, and am a divorcee.
I live with my parents, so how about writing?

ELTZABETH NESBITT
Rt. 1, Box 364-B
Empire, Ala.

Yipp--ee, Fourteen-Year-Olds!
Dear “Editor :

Say! How about printing two Ilinois girls’
pleas for pals? We like mail too, you know. I
am 5 ft. tall, light reddish blond hair.
eyes. 14 years old. Likes hosses and dogs, also
sports, Delories is 14 also.- She has brown hair;
brown ‘eyes, 5 ft. tall, likes cats and horses and
all sports.

We are wanting our boxes filled.

DELORIES TYNER
JUNE AKINS
Cambria, Iil. -

, From Florida Air Force
Dear Editor :

I would appreciate it very much if you could
squeeze me in some place on the Carryin’ The
Mail department. Regardless of how much I
_write, I receive very little and sometimes no
mail at all. 1 promise to answer all mail that
comes my way. 1 am also very anxious to have
many pen pals. I am 22 years old, weigh 150
pounds, have brown hair and eyes, dark com-
plexion when suntanned, and am 5 feet 614 inches
tall. T am also in the Air Force and have two
more years to serve unless I change my mind. I
like Western and hillbilly music, all sports, and
am extremely lonely. I would like to hear from
girls .and boys around my own age (18-25).

A/3C JAMES R. McDONALD
AF12382309—Box 158

809th Supply Saq.

MacDill AFB, Fla.

Green |

8
=
3
4
=
=
F

. ¥ You can get the cdsh you need
B irmediately . . . entirely by mail.
l No co-signers or endorsers re-
B quired. No inguiries of employers, |
B relatives, or friends. Convenient
B monthly payments to fit your in-
4 come. Men and women with steady
J§ income eligible, anywhere in U.S.
§ f you need $50 to $500 extra-cash
B for any purpose, mail the coupon
today; wa'll rush free application
blank to you by return mail.
Licensed b:

Application Blank
SENT FREE

in Plain Envelope

____________________ (NO OBLIGATION)
City National Bank Bldyg.

. f§ Omaha 2, Nebraska ... Dept, PF-I

J occuraTion.......

B o oA TION. .. everecere
E r r F K 8 7 3 F f 2 |

Noisy Neighbors? Traffic?
Airplanes? Kids? Radio?

NERVOUS SLEEPERS, factory wo:kers, day-sleepers
here is THE BEST -sound deadener on the markei. Wsed by iop
movie stars. A simple little gadget you slip in your -ear. Medi- |
cally approved. Soft rubber. You won't even know they’re there.
For a good night’s snooze send for your pair of ear stopples.
ONLY $1.00 Post Paid. Sorry no C.0.D. Money-back Guaraniee,

WESTERN WORLD PRODUCTS, Dept. 25
2611 Tilden Ave., Los Angeles 64, Calif.

e aDetective

Make Secret Investigations

Earn Big Money. Work home or travel. Fas-
cinating work. Experience Unnecessary.
DETECTIVE Particulars FREE. Write to
GEO. P. F. WAGNER, 125 W. 86th St., N. Y.

500 FT. 2 PLY NYLON

ﬁR 25 b, Test
0] lCEs?-.). 250 Ft.
OR i 3 PLY NYLON
43 Ib. Test

150 Ft. FLI=S . 150 Ft. i 125 Ft.
.020 STAINLESS STEEL ] ASSORTED |3 PLY NYLON |3 PLY NYLON
LEADER, 86 Ib. Test 10 for $1.00 85 Ib. Test 0 ib. Test
BRAIDED NYLON FISHING LINES 1090’ 196 1h. Test
200’ 15 or 20 lb. Test [1507 50 tb. Test I 507 200 Th. Test
175’ 35 Ib. Test 1 25’ 450 Ib. Test *
Above lines available in longer lengths.
* Send check or money order.
Dept. PF-1

25775 ib. Test H

‘We pay postage.
Pleasant Valley, N. Y.

START YOUR OWN BUSINESS ON CREDIT. Your
own boss. 1658 of our dealers sold $5,000 to $27,500 in

1952. We supply stocks, equipment on credit. 200 home
necessities. Sales experience unnecessary. Pleasant
profitable business backed by world-wide industry.

Write RAWLEIGH’S, Dept. A-U-PBL, Freeport, Ill.

EYE GLASSES BY MAIL

Now buy attractive creations in modern reading-
magnifying or bifoc¢al glasses for far or near from the
oldest established U.S. firm offering this service!
Thousands of customers coast to coast! We fur-
nish 14-lens~sample card with many combi-
nations!

= o $795

SEND NO MONEY!

SEND FOR

FREE catalog

30 DAYS TRIAL!
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- Horoscope Fan
Dear Editor:

I have been reading 15 Range Romances for
quite a while now. I am 32 years old, have been
in the service 12 years, 10 months of which I
spent in Korea. I am single and have a hobby
that some people think is strange. It's guessing
other people’s birth months. -So to keep me from
guessing you give me your birth month. I just
want to prove that belief in the stars and in the
horoscope isn’t foolish.

I would like to hear from young ladies in the
ages from 23 to 27, that are single. Don’t forget,
now, to mention your birth month.

WILLIAM L. ARVIN
1018 N. Mill St ;
Fairmont, Ind.

Can He Join?
Dear Editor: .

How about a serviceman joining the Carryin’
The Mail gang? I am a regular reader of 15
Range Rowmances, and would like very much to
receive mail from some of you girls out there.

1 am 22 years old, 5 feet 11 inches.tall, weigh
160 pounds. I have black hair, blue-eyes, and
dark complexion. I like all kinds of sports, espe-
cially baskethall, and baseball. My native state
is Florida,

1 will answer all letters and will be glad to
exchange snapshots with anyone interested, so
come on, how about filling up my mail box the
next time the postman comes around, especially
you girls from 17 to 25°? }

A/2C CHARLES L. CAMPBELL
14271183

804th Food Service Squadron
Hunter Air Force Base

Savannah, Ga.

No Age Limits
Dear Editor':

How’s about letting a gal from Michigan in
with your wonderful gang of Carryin’ The Mail
department? I would like pen pals from any-
where, near or far. Will answer all. No limit
on the age. I am sixteen, 5 feet tall, have brown
hair,-hazel eyes, weigh about 110 pounds, and am
a sophomore in high school. 1 like most all
sports, music, movies, animals, and people. My
hobby is .photography. 1 would be glad to ex-
change snapshots.

So won't -someone please answer? Will be
looking for you, boys and gals.

GLADYS FINEHOUT
942 Ramona
Bentonr Harbor, Mich.
Servicemen First
Dear Editor: -

This is my first try at Carryin’ The Mail, and
1 hope it won't be in vain. I am seventeen, have
black hair, gray eyes, and am 5 feet 414 inches
tall. I like all kinds of sports, especially horse-

back riding, skating, and writing letters. I would’

like mostly to hear from servicemen and I would
like to help cheer them up and do my part. May
1 hear from all? I will answer all letters and
will be glad to exchange snapshots.
. MARY JO DAUGHERTY
Route 1, Box 7
Princeton. West Va.

Great Reading Enjoyment

Dear Editor:

I'm a fellow just out of Service since Septem-
ber, and I would like very much to get better
acquainted with all of your readers. 15 Range
Rowmances offers me great enjoyment in reading.
I am 25 years young, have black hair, brown eyes
and weigh 190 pounds. My hobbies are fishing,
reading and any outdoor sport. I work in a rug
factory, and I can tell a few interesting poinis
on that, besides my interesting travels while I was

. in the Service,

BOB LUKE
1625 Candlewood Dr.
‘Salem, Ore.

Interested in Am. Indians

Dear Editor:

I am interested in writing to Indians. I like
all Indians and wish them to write to me. I am
also interested in all Service men and women.
I am 15, have brown wavy hair and hazel eyes.
I am 5 feet tall and wengh 120 pounds. Any other
person who wishes to write to me will receive
letters back as soon as I get them. I will be glad
to exchange snapshots with anyone who wants
to.

CHRISTINE LEWIS
Thurmont, Md.

Paging Pals

Dear Editor: e o A
I'm a lonely Colorado girl here in California.
I am 5 feet 3, weigh 120. I have dark auburn hair
and dark brewn eyes. I'm 23 years old. I like
dancing and hillhilly music best. Would exchange
pictures and letters with some nice men ages 23
to 28. Be waiting!
TERRI DORNEKAMP
1610 East Main St. 5
Stockton, Calif.

Collects Western Romance Mags

Dear Editor:

Here’s hoping you will publish my. plea. I'm
a, girl, 5 feet 8 inches tall, weigh 130 pounds,
brown hair and eyes. I will be a sophomore next
fall. Play the piano and enjoy Western and
hillbilly music very much. I collect Western
love story magazines. I also draw and paint.

JOSIE BELLE WOOD
Route 1
Oklawaha, Fla.

Wants Real True Buddy

Dear Editor:
I am 24 years old, 6 feet tall, weigh 185 pounds.

I live at home with my parents. ,I love music,

writing letters and taking long “walks in the

country. I am single and a vet. I will answer

all letters and exchange photos. ]
MERLE NEWVILLE
625 Spruce St.
Madison. Wis.

i



LEARN AT HOME
TO HELP THE SICK

There’s always a demand—at high pay—

for those skilled in caring for the sick.

You can learn in spare time to be a nurse’s

aide, practical nurse or infant nurse Men

A KISS FOR KATIE

(Continued from page 47)
ting on blue jeans every niorning. She

. = 3 -60. Hi chool quired! Physi-
&d t‘he anlmals, ﬁxed fenceS, and pOlSOned 2inadns“g:::;t::'solgogfse;Hgll‘gzﬂlllfxclegnge?o{in)!)‘: n(lxll:iecfkl\ l"::y
2 1 d k paymenrts; earn .as you learn. Trial plan, 55th year.

army worms until dark. v CHICAGO SCHOOL OF NURSING

¢ Dept. 291, 256 East Jackson Bivd., Chicage 4, L
Slr aChed constantly. Rough CaHL‘lSCS ap_ Please send me free booklet and 16 sample lesson pages,
'nred on her SOft hands’ and there were NG5 o+ cvioers Senie s & e 5 BHUBE v ¥EIE § SO § Gups »
CitY i v sioaws s s wos State .......... Age .....
dark smudges under her eyes. She lost

; th TES?
weight because she didn’t eat much, but she Bofhere?s’g 2{;-\;' ?;?3;% ?oEﬁF{!;?nghP EATES
kept- working. Clay had said she could| TRu-fiT is o truly remorkable piastic ?elinee, easily and

: ’ quickly applied at home, that makes your loose dentures
save the ranCh; and even if he hadn’t meant fit as they should! Lasts for months. Endorsed by thou-

- e . . sands of satisfied customers. Send $1.00 for TRU-FIT
it, she was deten‘nlned to do it. today. Mailed postpaid, complete with directions. Soid

on money-back guarantee.

Gerald Helvis drove out often. Katie DENTAL RESEARCH CO.
didn’t discourage him but she scarcely no-| Pert- F 465 Weyant Ave. Columbus 13, 0.
ticed him, except to listen for any hint that

might tell her that he was responsible for

the her land. He of dner | | B FNVIEST. 1N
worms on ner land. e oiten urged her ; -
to marrv him. Hawking the soft life she. m TOMORROW

would live as his wife in the same way a SECURITY °
feed salesman would barter a sack of oats. B BON

When the third week passed, she knew . l”ow, BUY BONDS

she was losing the fight. The poison, TODAY
worked on the worms, but new sieges, .

CHEW IMPROVED FORMULA CHEWING GUM

Lbs. With Dr.
A  Phillips
Week Plan

Redoee to a slimmer, more graceful figure the way Dr. Phillips recommends—without starving
—wiithout missing a single meal! Here for you Now—a scientific way which guarantees you
cam Sesc as much weight as you wish—or you pay nothing! No Drugs, No Starvation, No
Exescises or Laxatives. The Amazing thing is that it is so casy to follow-—simple and safe to
lome those ugly, fatty bulges. Each and every week you lose pounds safely until you reach
the weight that most becomes you. Now at last you have the doctors’ new modern way to
redoee—To acquire that dreamed about silhouette, an improved slimmer, exciting more grace-
ful fgure. Simply chew delicious improved Formula Dr. Phillips Kelpidine Chewing Gum and
follow Dr. Phillips Plan. Thls wholesome, tasty delicious Kelpidine Chewing Gum contains
Hemitol, reduces appetite and is sugar free. Hexitol is a new discovery and contains no fat
and mo available carbohydrates. Enjoy chewing -this delicious gum and reduce with Dr. Phillips
Plam. Try it for 12 days, then step on the scale. You'll hardly believe your eyes.

1oney-Back Guarantee! 10 Day Free Tna!,',

|“ the coupon now! Test tho amazing Dr. Phlmns KELPIDINE CHEWING GUM REDUCING PLAN
Ifor 18 days at our expense. If after 10 days your friends, your mirror and your scale do.not tell you
that yeu have lost weight and look slimmer you pay nothing.

I

IAMER!CAN HEALTHAIDS CO., Dept. CH-146, 318 :Market St., Newark, N. J.
Just mail ws your name and address, and $1.00 tash, check or money-order. You wil receive a 12 day supply
lof KELPIDINE CHEWING GUM (improved Formula), and -Dr. Phillips. Reducing Plan postage prepaid. |

I NAME ceceieeiiiiiiiiiciieiicie et eeeseesne. .. ADDRESS e

1 Send - meSpacial 24 day supply and FSEE 12 day uékau for $2.00. 1 undorstmd that if 1 am not delighted l
Iwuth KELPIDINE CHEWING GUM and Dr. Phiitips Reducing Plan, 1 can return in 10 days for full nurchaso'

price l
|
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cropped up faster than she could kill them '

The poison she sprayed on the grass made
it dangerous for the cows to eat and the
constant shifting from pasture to pasture
made them lean and stringy. The water
supply was low in the south pasture, and
Katie didn’t know how to ration it.

It was late afternoon. She sat down
wearily in the kitchen, rubbing her tem-
ples. Her eyes caught the mirror over the
water bucket and she gasped. Her cheek-
bones stood out, her eyes above them were
slanted and wary like a cat’s. The plaid
shirt and blue jeans were torn and dusty.
At least the hair was the same. It was all
that seemed to be left of the old happy
Katie.

She sat up suddenly, hearmg v01ces out-
side.

Two.men were dlsmountmg from horses.
She recognized Gerald Helvis, looking an-

gry and flustered, as he dismounted care-.

fully and preceded the other man to the
porch. The other, a dark moustached Span-
iard, wearing a black jacket and tall som-
brero, stayed close behind, holding some-
thing ‘to Helvis’ back.

Katie backed away. Two cowboys came
‘up from the barn, hesitated, then stood
watching. The dark man prodded Helvis
up the steps.

The cowboys nudged one another and
hurried up to see better.

“Your wealthy friend,” a familiar voice
said, “has something interesting to show
you.” o

Katie caught her breath. The voice was
Clay’s, but the swarthy complexion and
Spanish clothes couldn’t be.

“Clay!” she exclaimed.
" “Right. A little stained and dyed, but
Clay, the same as ever,” he said softly. “I
couldn’t catch Helvis planting the worms
by staying here, so I pretended to desert
and got myself a job as one of his hire-
lings.”

She nodded toward Helvis.
can you prove—”"

“But how

. her close again.

€lay. pulled a leather pouch fromr' his
studded' belt.- Katie, leaning close, could
see tufts of grass inside. She pulled sev-
eral out, then crumpled them in her. fist.
“Full of army ‘worms,” she told him bit-

terly.

“He sodded them i ‘in your land at nlght
I finally got a chance to go along on atrip.
That was all the proof I needed.”

“Then you succeeded where I couldn’t,’ .
she said, and she turned to move back in-
side.

Clay touched her shoulder gently “The
boys are taking Helvis back into town now.
He won’t bother your land any more,
Katie.”

She closed her ‘eyes wearily. She was
tired. She was almost too tired to talk to
Clay.

“T was wrong about you, Katie. A beau—
tiful woman who knows the. finer things is
wonderful, and a whip-strong little wildcat
makes a mighty good helpmate in times of
trouble. You’re both.”

" Smiling, she turned to hlm, sem,e “of the
tiredness leaving her. “But I'mi a flirt, and

“my lips are too full and curvy to be quite

decent—
gaily.

Clay surrendered w1th upra1sed hands.
“I had that coming.” And then he pulled
“I knew, when I saw you
in Helvis’ arms, that T had to have you for
myself. It took awhile for nie to realize
why you were there, but when I did, I
knew you loved Clearview the way Dan
had. We aren’t in two différent classes,
Katie. We're just two people in love, ready
to fight for the happmess which is our
right here.”

Katie sighed softly She felt completely
safe and contented. A soft breeze fluttered
her curls as Clay kissed her, and some-
where in the yard a stallion mnickered jeal-
ously for his master, but Clay and Katie
didn’t hear. '

“Your lips look just right,” he said fi-
nally, “after they’ve been kissed.” ¥ ¥ ¥

” She eocked.an eyebrow almost
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