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CHAPTER VIIL
A CRUEL AWARENING.

What did It mean? :

This was the question Sim Banks '
asked himself as he sat there holding
that note In his bands, reading over
and over the few lines it contained.
What conld it mean, and who could
have written it?

Though Sim pondered these ques-,
tions long, e was able to find no an-
swer to them. The whole affair was
wrapped in a thick and impenctrable
mystery which he could not solve., He
felt, however, that there must be some-
thing dark and unpleasant back of it
all, and a senzation of uneasiness took
possesslon of him. After his experi-
ences of that day. which had been a
day of events in his uneventful life, he
was in a sthte of mind to expect all
manoer of curlous and unaccountable
bappenings
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Jest lke 1 did If he'd 'a’ been in my
place. Lord, I was countiu shore on
you bein plensed ‘cause 1 tuck up for
you that a-way. an now you don't
think I ort 'a’ done it! ‘Pears like can't
nothin 1 do please you, Loueesy, an
ever’ time 1 try to do somethiu for you
I seem to make a mess of it.”

4 Bim's voice was 8o pathetic and his

" disappolntment so evident that, In spite
of bher ill humor, Louisa was touched.
She looked at him, and there was an
expression of pity and something like
sympathy in her eyes. Slowly and
sadly she said:

“Slm, it I1s & sad thing to say, and
¥ou may think it cruel, but God knows
it is true. It would have been better
for us both If we had never met.”

“Loueesy!” Sim exclaimed fearfully,
starting to his feet, all in a tremble.
“What is that you say? Surely you
don't mean them words."

! “I do, and what I say is true. It
would have been far better for us both

If we had never, never meg.”

He stared at her a long time In si-
lence, and he noticed that her face was
painfully white and drawn. His, too,
he knew, bore the marks of a great
dread and fear,

“Loueesy.” he said, his voice husky
and scarcely audible, “for Geod's sake,
don't say that! Remember, you are
my wife. Please take back them
words. Bay they're not so”

*I eannot, Sim, I eannot, for I would
only be Iying if [ did.”
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The strong, bold chirography and the
language of the note convineced him of
that. This much, and this much only,
was clear to him.

The thought that his wife and mmel
man should be linked together by a se-
cret which no one else must share
made his heart sick. To his mind it
smacked of a dangerons and unwar- |
ranted Intimacy, and it caused him to
surmise the possibility of unpleasant
thing=. For the first time in his lite
he felt the bitter pangs of jealousy.

It did ocenr to him for a moment
that the note might have been written
by Melvin, which was very natural
consldering all that had happened that |
day and in view of the faet that Mel-
vin was the only strange man who had
been at Beckett's Mill for weeks. A
little reflection, however, decided him |
that he would have to look further for |
the anthor. Melvin was a total strnn-!
ger there, so what could Loulsa know
of him or his name?

Sim sald nothing to his wife that
night about the note, but the next
morning when they were seated at the
breakfast table he took the scrap Oti
paper from his pocket and handed it to
her, remarking quietly:

“Thar's somethin I found last night,
Loueesy, an from what I can make out
It must be your'n."

Louisa reached out and took the note, [
and as she glanced over it Sim was |
watching her. He saw the color mount
to her face, while her head drooped un-
til her eyes were fixed on her plate. |
She remained silent, and after a mo- |
ment's wait he said:

“Loueesy, Is that your'n?® !

There was a short pause. Then she '
looked up, and instead of answering |
his question she asked: |

“Where did you get 1t?"

“I found it on the tloor, where you'd
Kkely dropped 1t. Is it your'n?

“Yes, It 1s.” she admitted lms]lntln‘bl
ly.

“Then what does it mean, an who is
it from?* he demanded almost sternly. |
“That I cannot tell you,” she answer-
ed In low toues. !

“Why can't you?”

“Because 1 have no right to tell.” .

“No right to tell anything to your
man, your own husband

“Not that. You had as well say no
more about it.”

Sim looked at his wife very hard for
almost a minute, his face rapidly chang- '
Ing color and a varlety of thoughts
flashing through his mind.

“Loueesy,” he sald at last, “that note
was wrote by a man, an I want to
know what It means. I have a right to
know.” |

She flashed him a look full of resent- '
ment. |

“Whether you have a right to know
or not,” she replied, “you will never '
know.from me.” |

“Why?" !

“Because, as I have already said, I
cannot tell you.” i

“Can’t tell me? Loueesy, what am I
to think of such talk as that?” '

“You are to think what you please, 1
presume.” |
“But what can I think when you and
some man have a secret between you

that I ain’t allowed to share?’ .

She fixed him with her eyes and with
a scornful curl of her lips retorted:

“And what am I to think when you
and some womam have not only one se- '
cret, but many secrets, between you '
that I am not allowed to share?” |

He looked at her in astonishment.

“Me an some woman have secrets!” |
he repeated. “What do you mean by
that?"

“l mean just what I say. Last night
was not so long ago that you should !
forget what toek place then."

“I don't understand you. I've never .
had a secret from you in all my life, !
much less a secret between me an any |
woman,"”

“Are you so sure of that?"

“T am.”

“Then you must have forgotten Mary
Mann.”

Sim's face flushed instantly, and his
head drooped. He had forgotten Mary ;
Mann, but now he remembered her, as
well as his meeting with her the night |
before. It was the memory of that

meetng that made Dim biush, and he |
blushed, uot for hiroself, but for her. |
“And your meeting with her last .
night,” Louisa added after a pause. |
“Who told you about that?” Sim ask- '
ed mmm y, thus admitting the

“Then you did meet her?’ Loulsa

k

ain’t no reason on earth why I should
not 'a’ told you, an I'd 'a’ done it. Noth-
in happened at that meetin, so far as
I'm concerned, that I'd be ashamed to
tell to the whole world.”

“Not even your hanging over the
fence and making love to Mary Mann ?”

“l mever done it, Loucesy, an any-
body that went an told you any sich a
thing told you a p'int blank lie. 1 nev-
er made love to nobody In all my life
but you.”

“That will do for you to tell, but you
ean't fool me. If you were not making
love to Mary Mann last night, why
were you with her®”

“I was jest passin along the street,
an she called to me.”

“And you stopped ¥

“Of course. What else could I do?"

“Nothing but stop and make love to
her."

“I tell you I never done any sich a
thing as make love to her. You ask
her if 1 did.”

Mrs. Banks tossed her head disdain-
fully.

“I'll be apt to ask any woman such a
thing as that, and that woman in par-
ticular,”

“Waal, you neadn’t, then. But it was
jest like I say. I never dreamed of
makin love to her.”

“But you stopped there with her and
hung over the fence and talked to
her?"

“Waal, s'pose I did. I couldn’t help
myself. I couldn't jest walk on an leave
her while she was talkin, could 1%"

“Certainly not when hor talk was so
gweet and interesting. You must have
found it real pleasant’to have her as-
sure you that I didn't love you, but
that she knew some woman who did.”

“I didn't find It pleasant, an if I had
I wouldn't 'a’ done the way 1 41d.”

“Wouldn't have stald to listen to
her?”

“1 wouldn't have let on that I dldn’t
understand what she meant an digeour-
aged her ever' way I could.”

“By hanging over the fence and talk-
ing back to her®"

“If I did hang over the fence an talk
back to her, T never said nothin out of
the way am nothin to be ashamed of,
nary a word.”

“Some people haven't a very keen
sense of shame,”

Sim paused for a moment.
sald very sooerly:

“Loueesy, you don't love me. If you
did, you wouldn't never believe the lies
somebody’s gone an told you when I
tell you they are lies. A woman that
loves her man ain’t never a-goin to be-
lieve some old long tongned tattler as
ag'in him. 1It's a gospel truth, if ever [
spoke one in my life, when I say [ nev-
er made love to Mary Mann, an I'd
swear to it on a stack of Bibles a hun-
dred feet high. You ain't got no right
to accuse me of any sich a thing.”

“But you have a right to accuse me
of something just as bad?"

“I ain’t never accused you of nothin,
Loueesy, an you know it."”

“Not exactly in so many words, per-
haps, but you have Intimated it pretty
plainly.”

“Me intimated that you made love to
some other man besides me?”

“Something like that. You remem-
ber, I suppose, what you sald about
that note ¥’

“l never sald an I never meant that
you loved somebody elge.”

“I know what you think.”

“It I thought sich a thing as that,
would I 'a’ told Mary Mann yisteddy
that she was a-lyin when she said what
she did? An Jast night when Jim
Thorn hinted at the same thing, do
You know what I done to him? 1 jist
knocked him down plumb flat on his

Then he

| back, an if they hadn't 'a’ bheld me I'd

'a’ stamped the very daylights outen
him.,”

Louisa looked up, a surprised and
pained expression on her face.

“Did Jim Thorn dare to say such a
thing as that of me?” she cried.

“He d14,” Sim replled, and, feeling
sure of her gratitude at least, he added:
“But he ain’t never goin to say It no
more, [ bet. I done settled him for
that.”

“Yes,” she said; “but you've gone and
set everybody else to talking. I wish
you had let Jim Thorn alone.”

Sim was amazed, and the look on his

face showed It.
_“Why, my land, Loueesy,” he ex-
clalmed, “you sin't almin to say I done
wroag n k otkin Jim Thorn dowa,
are you?”’

“You had better not have dones #t,"
she replied, ‘ and [ wish you hadn't”

- — et —— . ———

drawn and a hard,
clutching at his heart.

“Loueesy,” he sald presently, “what
does thizs mean? Why do you treat me
like that?*

She made no reply, but continued to
sob. He reached out his hand again
and placed it gently on her head, and
agaln she shrank from him as though
his touch were poison. Her action cut
him deep, and a pain, sharp and poign-
ant, passed through his soul. When
he spoke agaln, his volce was low and
husky.

“Loueesy,” he sald, “is it true, as
Mary Mann says, that you don't love
me none?”

She did not answer, and when he had
walted a moment he repeated his ques-
tion. This time she looked slowly up
until her eyes met his. From that mo-
ment there was no need for her to
speak. In her eyes he only too plainly
read her answer to his question. Slow-
ly, as one in a dream, he turned to
leave the room. There was a queer
gensation of emptiness about his head,
and everything around him bore a
strange alr of unreality, At the door
he stopped and put his hand up to his
forehead and for a full minute stood
like one dazed. Then, turning his eves
once more on his wife, he said:

“My God, Loueesy, you are killiln me!
You have broken my heart. Oh, please,
please tell me It is not true, that look 1
gaw In your eyes, and that you do love
me!"

She did not ralse her head, but be-
tween her sobs he heard her murmaur:

“I can't, I can’t, for I don't love yea!™

Without another word he passed
from the wom and went staggering un-
certainly down the walk to the street.
He felt that he had recelved a death-
blows and in reality he had received
that which was far worse, for death
would have brought an end to pain and
suffering, and this brought pain and
suffering only.

At the yard gate he stopped, and,
leaning heavily against a post, he look-

-

tense sensation

“For God's sake, don't say thatl’
ed back at the house. Through the
window he saw his wife sitting as he
had left her, and a great yearning came
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over him to take her in his arms and
hold her to his bosom and kiss her. But
the next moment he remembered the
words she had spoken and the look she
had given him, and, laying his head
against his arm, be said sadly: .,

“But she % not mine! She Is not
mine!™

CHAPTER IX.
A DANGEROUS MEETTNG.

Although a couple of weeks had pass-
ed since James Melvin arrived on Pos-
sum Ridge, the public had by no means
lost interest In him, and neither had its
curiosity regarding him been in any de-
gree satisfied. He was still an object
of wonder, and speculation concerning
him—his past life and character and
his purpose In coming to the Ridge— !
was as rife as it had ever been.

Ot course his statement to old man
Turner that he had come there to pros-
pect for mineral had spread abroad
among the people, but there were very
few who believed for a moment that
there was a word of truth In It. Therb
were no mineral developments In that
section and, so far as any one knew, no
indications of mimeral deposits. In
¥lew of these things, what likelthood
wias there of a company of capltalists
sending a man there on any such mls-
slon?

Pap Sampson, 80 beastful of his abll-
ity to judge people at first s'-:4t, had

been conrneild to admig, ot =L g
S — R

To Melvin it was more.

Tt reluctantly enough, that for once he
hiad made a mistake when he so confi-
dently asserted that Melvin was a
preacher and that his object in coming
to Possum Ridge was to hold some
“meetin’s” at the Coon Run “meetin
house."” Jasou Roberts, still baving an
excuse for holding to his first formed
opinion, continued to argue that he was
there for the purpose of buying some-
thing. DBut Jason was alone, or’'very
nearly so, In his opinlon, and both he
and Pap had the satisfaction of seeing
Jim Thorn, a mere upstart, holding the
lead in publie opinion for once.

Melvin soon observed that wherever
he went the people watched him curl-
ously and that the great majority of
them showed an unmistakable dlsposi-
tion to avold him, He could engage
but few of them in conversation, and If
he approached a group of them and un-
dertook to show them the soclal side of
his nature they immediately began to
exchange furtive glances and present-
ly, one by one, dropped away until he
was left alone.

Of course this conduct on the part of
the people was unpleasant to a stran-
ger, for it made him feel that he was
not welcome and that his company
was less preferable than his absence.
It not only
annoysd but it disturbed bhim. A
man who Is carrying in his bosom a
dread secret is always under an appre-
henslon that he is going to be found
out, and any little pecullarity In the
conduct of those about him is sure to
excite hils suspicions and awaken In
him a feeling of uneasiness.

Several times during the two weeks
Melvin had made visits to Beckett's
Mili, ostensibly to make trifling pur-
chases at the store, but in reality for a
far different purpose. Each time, how-
ever, he had come back as he had gone,
his purpose unaccomplished., Bot at
last fortune favored him.

One eveniug he had left the village to
return to Turner's, where he was still
stopping, when In passing through a
thick wood he came suddenly face to
face with Mrs., Banks. Both started
back in surprise, but Melvin recovered
himself quickly, and, grasping her
hands in his, he looked full into her
face and cried:

“Thank God, Louisa, 1 have met you
at last!™

Then he caressed her hands, his mind
In such a tumult that he could find no
further words to speak, and when after
A moment she wonld bave d-awn her
hands away he held them fa 2.

“Don't, please don't!” she said in
tones of soft remonstrance. looking
anxiously around. “1—  Please let me
go!”

“No, no!" he repled. “Don’t ask me
fo Jdo that. It would be cruel after I
bhave hungered and starved for a sight
of you all this long time. Oh, Loulsa,
you don't know how I love you and
how 1 have missed you and yearned

for ygu! Oh my dacline!

|

He made a movement to put his arm
about her, but she tore herself from his
grasp and, staggering baek, stood lean-
Ing against a tree. She was trembling
all over, her face red and white by
turns and an uneasy, scared expression
in ber eyes.

After a momentary pause he advane-
ed toward her, but she held up her
hand to stop him,

“You forget,” she said In low tones.

“Forget what?' he asked, his eyes
fixed eagerly on her,

“That-—that I am married.”

He bhesitated an Instant, then sald
slowly:

“No; I don't forget that. 1 wish to
heaven I could and that you could for-
get it too. But I love you, Louisa, and
if you were married a thousand times
I'd love you. It may be wrong, but I
don't believe It Is; but, right or wrong,
I love you, and I'll always love you. I
can’t help it.”

A light"of heavenly bliss swept over
her features, then quickly died away.

“Don't say that,” she pleaded. “You
have no right.”
“But I have,” he replied. *“I have

more right than any one else, for I love
you more, and you love me. Isn't that
true, Louisa? Don't you love me?"

She made no reply, but hid her face
in her hands. DPresently he repeated:

“Don’t you love me, Loaisa ?"

She waited a moment, then looked up
appealingly.

“You are cruel, creel!” she eried.
you were not, you'd spare me,
have no right to ask me that."”

“Then It is true,” he cried joyfully,
“and you do love me.”

She looked up into his face and said
quietly:

“God knows [ do! It is wicked, but
it is true, and I cannot help It. I love
you with all my heart and all my soul.”

“It is not wicked,” he replied. *“We
learned to love when we had a right,
before you married that man. It is not
as though we had begun to love now.
You were mine—your heart and your
soul—before you became his. We loved
each other then, and it is not wicked in
us that our love will not die.”

“I don't kpow,” she answered
| thoughtfully. “It seems like all happl-
ness is wrong and that we can't do
right without being miserable. Oh, 1
don't know why we should ever have
met!”

“Say rather that you don't know why
we should ever have parted,” he said.
“Oh, Louisa, why did you go away
from me when you knew I loved you
and wanted you to be my wife? Why
did you leave me when you loved me?”

“I didn’t know then.”

“Didn’t know what?""

“That I loved you.”

“Didao't you know it then 7

“No. . 1 knew I liked you and I
thought of you sometimes in & different
wiy from what I ever thought of any
one else, but [ was young, and [ didn'r

“lt
You

Enow what love was.

“Why did you marry—that other?”

“My parents urged me, and I liked
him. 1 even thought I loved him. Aft-
erward there was an awakening, and
then I knew the truth. That awaken-
ing was bitter and cruel.”

“And you suffered,” he sald softly,
placing his hand on her head. - “My
poor little girl!"”

“Yes; I suffered,” she replied wearily,
“and God alone Enows how much 1 suf-
fer yet.”

“l know,” he said, again taking her
hands in his. “But there is the fu-
tare.”

She shook her head slowly.

“It will be the same as the past and
the present. I shall go on suffering to
the end.” >

“But you nead not.”

“I muast.”

He was thoughtfully silent for a little
while. Then he said:

“Loulsa, you have no right to sacri-
fice your life and happiness, and not
only your life and happiness, but mine.
It would be & sin, a far greater sin than
—the other.”

She knew his meaning, and she drew
away from him. When she spoke,
there was resentment In her voice.

“I don’t think I have given you any
excuse for saying that,” she said. “If
I have, I didn’t mean it. You must let
me go."

“Have you nothing more to say to me
after all our long separation?’ he asked
in hurt tones.

“I have sald too much already,” she
replied.

“I did not mean to say anything to
hurt you, and I humbly and sincerely

“Don't, please don't™
beg your forgiveness. Loving you as I
do, I would not hurt a hair of your
bead. Won't you beMeve me, Loulsa ¥
“J—yes; I believe you. Now let me
“l'
“No. no, not yet!

Thiok how long it

has Deen since T saw you!
Just yet.”

“I must.™ 4

“You are cruel, Louisa.”

“It is you who are eruel.,”

“I?7 How?®"

“Can't you understand what your
keeping me here means®”

“T ean understand that it means a
tasteof heaven to me.”

“And more pain and suffering for
m-|!

“Why shonld it do that?”

“Do you think I have no conscience?”

“No, but"—

“Do you think it costs an honest wo-
man nothing to keep a thing like this a
secret from her husband 7'

“I don’t know. But, there, I will not
keep you, though it is hard to let you
go. When shall I see you again?'

“Never!”

“No; don’t say that! I must see you!”

“It is best that we should never meet
agaln, best for both of us.” 2

“Never?”

“Never in this world!
never have met this time.” r

“Do you regret our meeting ¥ ¥

“Nothing good can come of it, noth-
ing bLut more pain and more misery.
Why did you eome here at all?” i

“I couldn’t help it. You were here,
and I eouldn’t stay away.” )

“When you knew I was married. You
are weak—weaker than I, and you are
a man.”

“No; I love more. If you loved me
one-half as much as I love you, you'
would not be so cold and exacting.” !

She looked at bhim a moment with an
incredulous smile on her lips.

“Listen,” she said. “I have told you;
that I love you, and now I may as well
tell you this. I love you so much that
I worship your very shadow, while one
drop of your blood, one atom of your
flesh, is more precious to me than all
the millions of human beings on this
earth. Is your love greater than that?”

“No. But yet you drive nfe from

Don't go

We should

-you.n

“I do, because [ know It Is best and
because I am strong enough to resist
temptation. You must leave here, and
we must never meet again. Goodby.”

“Wait a moment. Did you receive
my note that first day I came?"

“Yea.”

“I am glad of it. I was afraid the
poy 1 sent it by might lose it or get it
misplaced. You knew who It was
from *”

"Of course.”

“And 1 presnme you wondered wha
it meant?”

“Naturally. [ could not unde
why you should be so anxious to kee
your name a secret.”

“8hall I tell you?'

“Just as you please.”

“I think I would better, I am in hid
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