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A WIDOW OF THE SANTA ANA VALLEY.

soft, red-lidded eyes, and deep crape of
“ Sister Wade ” at church or prayer meeting
was grateful to the soul of these gloomy wor-
shippers, and in time she herself found that
the arm of these dyspeptics of mind and
body was nevertheless strong and sustaining.
Small wonder that she should hesitate to-
night about plunging into inconsistent, even
though trifling, frivolities.

But apart from this superficial reason there
was another instinctive one deep down in the
recesses of Mrs. Wade’s timid heart which she
had secretly kept to herself, and indeed would
have tearfully resented had it been offered
by another. The late Mr. Wade had been,
in fact, a singular example of a careless,
frivolous existence carried to a man-like
excess. Beside being a patron of amuse-
ments, Mr. Wade gambled, raced, and drank.
He was often home late, and sometimes not
at all. Not that this conduct was exceptional
in the “roaring days” of Heavy Tree Hill,
but it had given Mrs. Wade perhaps an
undue preference for a more certain, and even
a more serious, life. His tragic death was, of
course, a kind of martyrdom which exalted
him in the feminine mind to a saintly
nmiemory, yet Mrs. Wade was not without a
certain relief in that. It was voiced, perhaps
crudely, by the widow of Abner Drake in a
visit of condolence to the tearful Mrs. Wade
a few days after Wade’s death.

“It’s a vale o' sorrow, Mrs. Wade,” said
the sympathizer, “but it has its ups and
downs, and I reckon ye'll be feelin’ soon
pretty much as I did about Abner when 4e
was took. It was mighty soothin’ and com-
fortin’ to feel that, whatever might happen
now, I always knew jist whar Abner was
passin’ his nights.”

Poor slim Mrs. Wade had no disquieting
sense of humour to interfere with her recep-
tion of this large truth, and she accepted it
with a burst of reminiscent tears.

Now, gazing from the window, she was
vaguely conscious of an addition to the
landscape in the shape of a man who was
passing down the road with a pack on
his back like the tramping * prospectors”
she had often seen at Heavy Tree Hill
That memory apparently settled her vacil-
lating mind : she determined she would not
go to the dance. But as she was turning
away from the window a second figure—a
horseman—appeared in another direction by
a cross road, a shorter cut through her
domain. .This she had no difficulty in

recognising as one of the strangers who were

getting up the dance. She had noticed him
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at church on the previous Sunday. As he
passed the house he appeared to be gazing
at it so earnestly that she drew back from
the window lest she should be seen. And
then, for no reason whatever, she changed
her mind once more, and resolved to go to
the dance. Gravely announcing this fact to
the wife of her superintendent, who kept
house with her in her loneliness, she thought
nothing more about it. She should go in
her mourning, with perhaps the addition of a
white collar and frill. '

It was evident, however, that Santa Ana
thought a good deal more than she did of
this new idea, which seemed a part of the
innovation already begun by the building of
the new hotel. It was argued by some that,
as the new church and new school-house had
been opened with prayer, it was only natural
that a lighter festivity should inaugurate the
opening of the hotel. “I reckon that dancin’
is about the next thing to travellin’ for gettin’
up an appetite for refreshments, and that’s
what the landlord is kalkilatin’ to sarve,”
was the remark of a gloomy but practical
citizen on the veranda of ‘The Valley
Emporium.”

“That’s so,” rejoined a bystander, “and I
notice on that last box o’ pills I got for
chills, the directions say that a little ‘agree-
able exercise ’—not too violent—is a great
assistance to the working o’ the pills.”

“1 reckon that that Mr. Brooks who’s
down here lookin’ arter mill property got up
the dance. He’s bin round town canvassin’
all the women-folks and drummin’ up likely
gels for it. They say he actually sent an
invite to the Widder Wade,” remarked
another lounger. “Gosh ! he’s got cheek!”

‘“Well, gentlemen,” said the proprietor,
judicially, *“ while we don’t intend to hev any
minin’ camp fandangos or "Frisco falals round
Santa Any” (Santa Ana was proud of its
simple agricultural virtues) “I ain’t so hard-
shelled as not to give new things a fair trial.
And after all, it’s the women-folk that has the
say about it. Why, there’s old Miss Ford
sez she hasn’t kicked a foot sence she left
Mizoori, but wouldn’t mind trying it agin.
Ez to Brooks takin’ that trouble-—well, I sup-
pose it’s along o’ his bein’ Aealthy/” He
heaved a deep, dyspeptic sigh, which was
faintly echoed by the others. “ Why, look at
him now, ridin’ round on that black hoss o’
his, in the wet, since daylight and not carin’
for blind chills or rhumatiz !”

He was looking at a serape-draped horse-
man, the one the widow had seen on the
previous night, who _was now cantering slowly
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A WIDOW OF THE SANTA ANA VALLEY.

Santa Ana if my mill speculation holds good.
So good-bye, Mrs. Wade—but not for long.”
He shook her hand frankly and departed,
leaving the widow conscious of a certain
sympathetic confidence and a little grateful
for—she knew not what.

This feeling remained with her most of
the afternoon, and even imparted a certain
gaiety to her spirits, to the extent of causing
her to hum softly to herself, the air being,
oddly enough, the Julien waltz. And when,
later in the day, the shadows were closing
in with the rain, word was brought to her
that a stranger wished to see her in the
sitting-room, she carried a less mournful
mind to this function of her existence.
For Mrs. Wade was accustomed to give
audience to travelling agents, tradesmen,
working hands, and servants as chatelaine of
her ranch, and the occasion was not novel.
Yet, on entering the room which she used
partly as an office, she found some difficulty
in classifying the stranger, who at the first
glance reminded her of the tramping miner
she had seen that night from her window.
He was rather incongruously dressed, some
articles of his apparel being finer than others :
he wore a diamond pin in a scarf folded over
a rough “hickory ” shirt; his light trousers
were tucked in common mining boots that
bore stains of travel and a suggestion that he
had slept in his clothes. What she could
see of his unshaven face in that uncertain
light expressed a kind of dogged concent a-
tion, overlaid by an assumption of ease. He
got up as she came in, and with a slight,
“ How do, ma’am ? ” shut the door behind her
and glanced furtively around the room.

“ What I've got to say to ye, Mrs. Wade—
as I reckon you be—is strictly private and
confidential! Why, ye'll see afore I get
through. But I thought I might just as well
caution ye ag’in our being disturbed.”

Overcoming a slight instinct of repulsion,
Mrs. Wade returned : “You can speak to
me here ; no one will interrupt you—unless
I call them,” she added, with a little feminine
caution.

““ And I reckon ye won’t do that,” he said,
with a grim smile. * You are the widow o’
Pulaski Wade, late o’ Heavy Tree Hill, I
reckon ?”

“I am,” said Mrs. Wade.

‘““And your husband’s berried up thar in
the graveyard with a monument over him,
setting forth his virtues ez a Christian and a
square man, and a high- minded citizen?
And that he was foully murdered by high-
waymen ?”’
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“Yes,” said Mrs. Wade, “that is the
inscription.”

“ Well, ma’am—a bigger pack o’ lies never
was cut on stone ! ”

Mrs. Wade arose, half in indignation, half
in vague terror.

“ Keep your sittin’,” said the stranger, with
a warning wave of his hand. * Wait till 'm
through, and then you call in the hull State
o’ Californy—ef ye want.”

The stranger's manner was so doggedly
confident that Mrs. Wade sank Dback,
tremblingly, in her chair. The man put his
slouch hat on his knee, twirled it round once
or twice, and then said, with the same
stubborn deliberation:  *“ The highwayman
in that business was your Ausband-Pulaski
Wade and his gang, and he was killed by
one o’ the men he was robbin’. Ye see,
ma’am, it used to be your husband’s little
game to rope in three or four strangers in a
poker deal at Spanish Jim’ssaloon. . . . ..
I see you've heard o’ the place,” he inter-
polated, as Mrs. Wade drew back suddenly ;
“and when he couldn’t clean ’em out in that
way, or they showed a little more money
than they played, he’d lay for ’em with his
gang in a lone part of the trail, and go
through them like any road agent. That’s
what he did that night, and that’s how he
got killed.”

“ How do you know this?” said Mrs. Wade,
with quivering lips.

“] was one o’ the men he went through
before he was killed. And 1'd hev got my
money back, but the rest o’ the gang came
up, and I got away jest in time to save my
life and nothin’ else. Ye might remember
thar was one man got away and giv’ the
alarm, but he was goin’ on to the States by
the overland coach that night, and couldn’t
stay to be a witness. J was that man. I
had paid my passage through, and I couldn’t
lose that too with my other money, so I
went.”

Mrs. Wade sat, stunned. She remembered
the missing witness, and how she had longed
to see the man who was last with her
husband. She remembered Spanish Jim’s
saloon—his well-known haunt ; his frequent
and wunaccountable absences ; the sudden
influx of money which he always said he had
won at cards; the diamond ring he had
given her as the result of ‘“a bet”; the
forgotten recurrences of other robberies by a
secret masked gang ; a hundred other things
that had worried her, instinctively, vaguely.
She knew now, too, the meaning of the
unrest that had driven her from Heavy Tree
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a buckskin bag of gold thrust it in his hand.
“There! Go away now.” She lifted her thin
hand despairingly to her head. “Go! Do!”

The man seemed struck by her manner.
“I don't want to be hard on a woman,” he
said, slowly. “Ill go now, and come back
again at nine to-night. You can git the
money ; or, what's as good, a cheque to
bearer, by then. And ef ye'll take my advice
you won’t ask no advice from others, ef you
want to keep your secret. Jest now it’s safe
with me; I’'m a square man—ef I seem to
be a hard one.” He made a gesture as if to
take her hand, but as she drew shrinkingly
away he changed it to an awkward bow, and
the next moment was gone.

She started to her feet, but the unwonted
strain upon her nerves and frail body had
been greater than she knew. She made a
step forward, felt the room whirl round her,
and then seem to collapse beneath her feet,
and, clutching at her chair, sank back into
it, fainting.

How long she lay there she never knew.
She was at last conscious of someone bend-
ing over her, and a voice—the voice of Mr.
Brooks—in her ear, saying, “I beg your
pardon—-you seem ill. Shall I call some-
one?”

“No!” she gasped, quickly recovering
herself with an effort and staring around her.
“ Where is—when did you come in?”

“Only this moment. I was leaving to-
night, sooner than I expected, and thought
I'd say good-bye. They told me that you
bad been engaged with a stranger, but he
had just gone. I beg your pardon—I see
you are ill. I won’t detain you any longer.”

“No! No! Dontgo! I am better—
better,” she said, feverishly. As she glanced
at his strong and sympathetic face a wild
idea seized her. He was a stranger here, an
alien to these people, like herself! The
advice that she dare not seek from others,
from her half - estranged religious friends,
from even her superintendent and his wife—
dare she ask from him?

Perhaps he saw this frightened doubt, this
imploring appeal, in her eyes, for he said,
gently, “Is it anything I can do for you?”

“Yes,” she said, with the sudden despera-
tion of weakness, “I want you to keep a
secret !”

“Yours; yes!” he said, promptly.

Whereat poor Mrs. Wade instantly burst
into tears. Then amidst her sobs she told
him of the stranger’s visit, of his terrible
accusations, of his demands; his expected
return, and her own utter helplessness. To

y »

her terror, as she went on she saw a singular
change in his kind face: he was following
her with hard, eager intensity. She had half
hoped, even through her fateful instincts, that
he might have laughed man-like at her fears,
or pooh-poohed the whole thing. But he
did not.

“You say he positively recognised your
husband ? ” he repeated, quickly.

“Yes! yes!” sobbed the widow; *“and
knew that photograph!” she pointed to the
desk. Brooks turned quickly in that direction.
Luckily his back was towards her, and she
could not see his face nor the quick, startled
look that came into his eyes. But when they
again met hers it was gone, and even their
eager intensity had changed to a gentle com-
miseration.

“You have only his word for it, Mrs.
Wade,” he said, gently ; “and in telling your
secret to another, you have shorn the rascal
of half his power over you. And he knew
it. Now, dismiss the matter from your mind
and leave it all to me. I will be here a few
minutes before nine—and alone in this room.
Let your visitor be shown in here—and don’t
let us be disturbed. Don’t be alarmed,” he
added, with a faint twinkle in his eye, ‘“there
will be no fuss and no exposure ! ”

It lacked a few minutes of nine when
Mr. Brooks was ushered into the sitting-room.
As soon as he was alone he quietly examined
the door and the windows, and, having
satisfied himself, took his seat in a chair
casually placed behind the door. Presently
he heard the sound of voices and a heavy
footstep in the passage. He lightly felt his
waistcoat-pocket—it contained a pretty little
weapon of power and precision, with a barrel
scarcely two inches long.

The door opened, and the person outside
entered the room. In an instant Brooks had
shut the door and locked it behind him.
The man turned fiercely, but was faced by
Brooks quietly, with-one finger carelessly
hooked in his waistcoat-pocket. The man
slightly recoiled from him, not so much from
fear as from some vague stupefaction.
“ What's that for? What's your little game ?”
he said, half contemptuously.

“No game at all,” returned Brooks,
coolly. “You came here to sell a secret.
I don't propose to have it grven away first to
any listener.”

% You don’t l—who are you ?”

“That’s a queer question to ask of the
man you are trying to personate ; but I don’t
wonder ! ~You're doing it d—d badly.”
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