The Man with Eyes in his Back
By E R L E
" T T THAT is to keep them from form' V ing a whispered conspiracy to jump
on you all at once? Why could n't they
make it up to scatter out, like a covey
of flushed partridges? If they did, you
could n't stop but two or three of them.
The others would get away."
Tlie two men were seated on a high
roadbank, in the shade of a green-leaved
water-oak. It was so hot, even in the
shade, that they were fanning themselves
with their wide-brimmed straw hats.
Young Rand, who had asked the question,
was fascinated by the spectacle in the roadway below them.
Captain Stoning, in charge of the convict road-gang, stroked his drooping blond
mustache, arranged his long legs more
comfortably, fingered the cylinder of a big,
ugly revolver at his side, and lazily smiled.
Sweltering under the rays of a July sun,
about fifteen colored convicts were busily
at work. Their spades, shovels, picks, and
road-scoops were gashing and gutting the
earth. The rank odors of sweating horses,
mules, and men came up through the
breathless, heat-trembling air. There rose
the grind of cutting shovels, the thump of
driven picks, the rattle of straining traces,
and the horrible clank of convict chains.
The men wore as little clothing as the
law allowed; Stoning did not make them
wear stripes. They were known to him
by name, not by number. Nearly all
were barefooted and bare-armed, and wore
trousers as light as they could get, which
were soiled with dirt and wet with
perspiration. Only one or two wore shirts.
Most of them had on thin undershirts instead, which were open at the throat. As
they moved about at their work, the halfdozen who wore chains seemed to strut.
Stoning said they liked the distinction the
chains gave them as being "bad men."
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From a band of thick leather clamped
about one ankle the chains ran up through
the heavy belt buckled about each man's
waist, and down to another band of
leather fastened to the other ankle. They
effectually prevented running.
Stoning at last answered Rand's question :
"Superstition. They know I dream
about 'em."
One convict, whose face was more intelligent-looking than the others, looked
up suddenly and chuckled. He was directly below the two white men. Stoning scowled down at him.
"Did you hear what I said, 'Rastus?"
he demanded.
"Yas, sah."
"No, you did n't," the captain'stated
flatly. "Did you?"
"Naw, sah. Never beared a word,
sah."
'Rastus immediately and diligently applied himself to improving the public highway.
On the opposite side of the road, in a
ditch he was deepening, a hard-featured,
brown-skinned man was busily, silently at
work. He was the only man in the ditcli,
which was deep enough to. conceal him
from the waist downward. As he worked,
the clank of a chain he wore could be
heard. He was lifting red earth, a shovelful at a time, up over the edge of the ditch,
and tossing it into the road-bed. Now and
then he glanced calculatingly at the trunk
of a small tree on the bank just above him.
It slanted in toward the road, and was
almost, but not quite, in reach of his
hands.
Stoning had been watching him for an
hour. Rand, still wondering over the
captain's last statement, asked him:
"What 's to keep that big fellow yonder
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from jumping up into the woods when you
are not looking and making a clean getaway ? You could n't chase him down and
stay with the gang, too."
"A dream I had last night," Stoning
said in his languid drawl.
Rand was a bit mystified, but disgusted.
"I 'm not superstitious. I don't believe
in dreams."
"Stick around. You '11 see."
"What has a dream got to do with that
yellow convict making a get-away?"
"I dreamed he would make a break today, and know in advance every move he
will make. I ' m ready for him. 'Rastus!"
"Yas, sah."
"Did you tell Buck Sledge I had been
dseaming about him?"
"Sho did, jes like you toF me to."
"What did he say?"
"Say he don't b'lieve in no dreams."
"Get to work!" he ordered loudly.
"What are you standing there looking at
me for?" Then as 'Rastus seized his
spade-handle and drove the edge into the
earth, the captain asked softly, "Did I
say anything to you, 'Rastus?"
Still working, without looking up, the
convict said hastily:
"Yas, sah!"
"No, I did n't," the captain said, with
low-voiced positiveness. "Did I?"
"Naw, sah. Naw, sah," whimpered the
perspiring negro. "Did n't say a word,
sah."
Stoning looked across at the tall ditchdigger; then he looked up between the
leaves at the dazzling, heat-shot sky.
"If I 'm any judge o' weather," he observed to Rand, "Buck Sledge '11 believe
in dreams at exactly twelve o'clock—
noon."
"I suppose you don't put any faith at
all in your little Gatling-gun," Rand
stated, irritated by the heat and at the
way Captain Stoning had answered his
questions.
Stoning fingered the formidable weapon
caressingly.
"She 's a handy little watch-dog. Always bites what she barks at when I pull
her tail."
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Rand shuddered.
"You really don't have to shoot any of
them often, do you?"
"Only once."
The inquisitive young man looked again
at the slow-speeched, lazy-looking Southerner, and wondered if the man was a
brute. He was said to treat the convicts
well. They slept comfortably at night
in "cages," iron-barred little rooms not unlike box-cars mounted on wagon-wheels.
All of them were well fed. Every day at
knocking-off time he forced them to wash
up in some near-by creek.
Could. Stoning have the heart to shoot
them down like dogs .at any breach of
discipline or sign of rebellion? He controlled and worked the entire gang entirely
without assistance. How did he do it?
What was the secret of his power over
them?
The captain indicated a very black man
whose forearm had a bandage around the
fleshy part.
"Had to shoot him a little. From now
on he '11 be a perfect gentleman. He got
away—fifteen feet. I had dreamed about
him a'nd was ready."
A black mule, drawing a burly convict
who stood on the bottom of an overturned
road-scoop, suddenly lay back rebellious
ears and viciously kicked. The negro had
seen the mule's ears flatten and, grinning,
sprang nimbly out of hoof-reach.
Stoning said:
"Ever notice how much kin mules are
to niggers ? Did you notice the expression
on that black's mule's face ? Pretty vicious.
Look at Buck Sledge. See the resemblance
between his squint-eyed phiz and the way
that mule looked just before kickin' at
Sam?"
Buck was looking out of his ditch
across a shovelful of moist clay. His
sweat-dripping forehead was corrugated
with ridges; his coarse, black brows met
across the root of his wide-nostriled nose;
his yellow face was hard and set; his thick
lips were compressed. Every line of every
feature showed rebellion, hatred, surliness,
cunning.
There was no conversation among the
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convicts, which was strange, as Rand knew
that Stoning permitted theni to talk as
they pleased so long as they spoke loudly
enough for him to hear what they said.
Usually they joked one another and sang
as they worked. This morning some
strange influence had stricken them dumb.
T h e y Were not even making those grunting noises peculiar to laboring negroes.
Rand thought at first that the intense
heat had made them silent; but it was no
hotter to-day than yesterday, when he had
heard them laugh and sing and call each
other unprintable names.
Stoning was watching Buck and twirling the big cylinder of his revolver. Along
Rand's spine crept the sensation that he
once had when from a helpless distance he
witnessed a flying express-train mangle a
tramp who slept on a curve of the railroad.
T h e engineer had not seen him in time.
"Buck was n't working in that
ditch yesterday," drawled Stoning. " H e
swapped his scraper to Sam for Sam's
shovel and went to work in that ditch
without any orders from me. Usually a
nigger had rather run a scraper drawn
by a horse than use a pick or shovel. He
figured I would sit over here in the shade
as usual since we 've been working on this
section of road.
" H e knew that ditch would have to be
cut pretty deep on account of the curve in
the hill. A shallow ditch there would
make the water cut the road across the
middle after heavy rains. He also took
note of that young sweet-gum-tree slanting over the ditch, and he knows the woods
come right up to the edge of the bank over
there.
"See how he is holding that shovel?
He 's dipping up dirt slower than any
other man. Every time he draws the
shovel back down into the ditch, the
handle turns straight up. See that? And
notice that little slashy, jerky motion to it
before he scoops up another shovelful. See
it? Watch the other men a minute. T h e
handles of their shovels never turn up
to vertical, and the motion is the same over
and over. Get the difference ? Can't you
figure out what Friend Buck is doing?"
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Rand swallowed hard, and his eyes began to feel strained.
"You mean—he is—"
" H e can't run with that chain on him.
H e 's got to get it off first. Every time
he draws the shovel back into the ditch,
where we can't see it, he makes a slash at
the leather thongs around his ankles. U p
until an hour ago he was cutting the band
around his right ankle. I could tell by
the direction the handle of the shovel
slanted. N o w he 's slashing loose the left
ankle-bracelet."
" W h y don't you stop him?" Rand was
growing horrified. "Are you going to let
the man start just for the pleasure of
shooting him in the back?"
" I t '11 be for the good o' the community
to let him work off his steam. If I stopped
him right now, he would be watching and
waiting for another chance to break."
T h e captain unconcernedly lighted a
mild cigarette. He tossed away the match,
exhaled a cloud of smoke, then looked
slowly, carefully, over the irregular group
of perspiring, silent laborers. T h e glare
from overhead was intense; heat-waves
trembled between them.
" I t ain't natural for niggers to work
quietly."
Young Rand felt the atmosphere subtly
thicken.
In the roadway below the convicts stole
sidelong glances at one another.
The
white men could see the rolling whites of
their eyes. Now and then a fellow-convict stealthily glanced at Buck Sledge,
whose slow shovel continued its eccentric
behavior.
" I t 's mighty plain to me that Buck 's
been boasting what he was going to do
to-day. They are scared he '11 get shot."
"You have figured all this out since
you 've been sitting here," Rand decided.
" T h a t dream-business is all—"
Stoning blew a smoke-ring into the
green oak-leaves.
"If it had n't been for my dream, I
would n't be noticing anything out o' the
way."
Rand thought 'Rastus, overhearing, had
cluickled again. Stoning must have heard
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the sound.
He scowled downward
blackly.
"Niggers are like children: they 've got
imaginations that make 'em talk to themselves and laugh and have a devil of a
good time. 'Rastus is always figuring out
some good joke and chuckling about it."
'Rastus straightened up, and looked
across the road at Buck. The ears of both
convicts worked slightly at the sides of
their heads. It might have been some exchange of signals. Then 'Rastus stooped
over and began lazily shaping down a
scoop-load of dirt just dumped by a
scraper. His thick lips were moving
silently.
Stoning watched 'Rastus intently, and
calmly puffed at his cigarette.
Rand was extremely uncomfortable.
He could scarcely sit still.
"I dream true," said Stoning. "Buck
will have his other ankle-strap cut loose in
about ten minutes. He will swing himself up on the little sweet-gum-trunk and
dodge into the woods."
"Good Lord!" Rand blurted. "If you
are so positive, why don't you—"
"Don't talk so loud." Stoning was intently gazing at two men whose heads
were held close together for a moment. "I
dream true, and I can tell what the
black rascals are saying without hearing
'em say it. See those two whispering to
each other in the middle of the road?
That little black fellow has just asked Sam
who you are. Wait; I '11 show you.
"Sam," he called out, "tell Joe this is Mr.
Rand from Memphis. He is visiting his
home-folks. They live in that farmhouse at the Forks."
The two convicts fell apart as if they
had been shot at. Their mouths fell open,
and their eye-balls bulged. They fell to
work feverishly, dumb with amazement,
ashen with fear.
The captain smiled and smoked complacently. Rand's astonishment was almost as great as that of the superstitious
negroes. 'Rastus chuckled distinctly.
"Last week these boys made it up in
their cage one night to jump on me when
I opened the door next morning," Stoning
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continued. "We were about ten miles
from here. There was n't a house or
another white man anywhere close by us.
Guess it looked pretty easy to 'em. I always fool around the cage and look 'em
over before I unlock the door. I can always tell when they are sulky or playing
possum. They are just like children in a
lot o' ways. That morning when I went
to the cage they were talking and singing,
making the usual amount of noise. Their
play-acting was pretty good; it might have
fooled me. 'Rastus was close to the bars,
looking out at me, his mouth working, and
his eyes mighty cunning. I just watched
'Rastus a minute, looked at the bunch, and
remarked : 'Good morning, boys! Last
night I dreamed you rascals had made
it up to stomp my guts out when I unlocked this shebang to-day. Is that so?' "
The captain paused, critically examined
the accumulated ash of his cigarette,
flicked it off, then drawlingly finished his
narration of the little episode.
"You ought to a-seen them falling over
each other; every blessed son of a gun tried
to deny it first. I let 'em out one by one,
and kept them lined up in front of me.
And they won't make up any such fool
scheme again."
A heavy, oppressive hand was invisibly
weighing upon the spirits of the sweating,
odorous convicts. Their minds seemingly
paralyzed under the apprehensive dread,
some of them did idiotic things. One
dumped a spadeful of dirt, then hastily
scooped up the dirt and put it back in its
original place. One dropped his shovel and
picked up an ax. He nearly cut his bare
foot trying to press the ax into the earth as
he had been pressing the shovel. Another
stooped down and tried to scoop up a load
of dirt in a scoop that was turned bottom
upward. Their eyes were shifting from
fearful glances at the captain to wondering looks at Buck Sledge.
The drivers of horses and mules drawing road-scrapers or scoops were in eager,
nervous haste to pass across the line from
Captain Stoning to the convict in the
ditch. At each trip and turn they
whipped the horses' sides with the lines.
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Buck now rested his shovel-handle in
the crook of his left arm; both his hands
were out of sight below the line of roadedge. His snaky eyes were gleaming.
Still he did not jump. Captain Stoning
rose and stretched.
" H e seems bashful. Guess I 11 have to
turn my back on him to get the thing over
with. I can watch him just as well with
my back turned." H e added, "I 'd like
for him to learn about the eyes I wear in
the back of my head."
'Rastus backed away from his original
position and stood in the middle of the
road, facing toward the road-gang. H e
looked straight at Buck.
After turning his back toward the gang.
Stoning could see only 'Rastus, whose thick
lips were moving again.
A thrill of fear shot through Rand.
He leaped to his feet, breathing almost
suspended, eyes widening with horror.
Words of remonstrance seethed in his
brain, but his stammering lips could not
utter them. Stoning's quiet voice said:
" N o w Buck has decided to seek the tall
timber. He is unbuckling his belt. A h !
hear the chain fall into the ditch behind
him?"
T o Rand the abrupt, muffled clank was
sickening. Every man except Buck was
still. T h e lips of 'Rastus alone of his
motionless body seemed alive. Stoning
did not turn. His heavy pistol lay on the
ground at his feet. He said:
" W h a t is he waiting for? Now he is
watching me. His ears are working at
'Rastus, and 'Rastus is answering the sign.
N o w Buck is looking up at the sweet-gum.
H e is getting ready for a leap. A h ! he
did n't jump quite high enough!"
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Rand's lips and tongue were stricken
with paralysis. H e was stupefied.
He
was watching Buck's every move. T h e
tall, lithe captain must indeed have eyes
behind him.
"There he goes up again," Stoning
murmured softly. " H e caught it that
time. N o w he is trying to swing his legs
up."
W i t h swift, panther-like precision of
movement and absolute accuracy of aim
Stoning turned about, picked up his gun,
and fired.
T h e bark of the sweet-gum burst at
Buck's hands; blood trickled from his
fingers.
He fell limply back into the
ditch, where he lay until found, inert,
helpless, trembling with horror and fright.
Stoning sat down. H e lighted another
cigarette as he said:
"Sam, you and Joe go pick him up.
Tell him he made my dream come true.
He ain't hurt. I just skinned a couple of
his fingers."
T h e captain dipped his hand into his
right trousers-pocket; it came out closed,
and he fingered for a moment with the
band around his hat. He held the hat
awkwardly. It slipped from his fingers
and rolled down into the dirty roadway
below.
" 'Rastus, pick up my hat!" he ordered.
"Knock the dirt off before you hand it
back." He added sententiously, "Another
dream came true."
"Yas, sah, yas, sah."
T h e intelligent face of 'Rastus wore a
pleased smile as he sprang nimbly to pick
up the hat. He chuckled again. Rand
saw the negro deftly extract a silver dollar
from the hat-band.

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

QUAINT

PROVINCETOWN
Nine

drawings

Made for THE

CENTURY

By Lester G. Hornby

I. FISHING-BOATS IN WITH THE CATCH
II. CHESCO'S, THE ARTISTS' COLONY RESTAURANT
III. PILGRIM MONUMENT. A LANDMARK
IV. OLD WHARF, FROM BOAT-YARD
V. AN OLD WHARF
VI. THE HARBOR SEEN OVER THE ROOFS
VII. HOME OF THE LONE FISHERMAN
VIII. HOME OF THE "PROVINCETOWN PLAYERS"
IX. COMMERCIAL STREET, PROVINCETOWN
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The Third Year of the War
A summing-up and a suggestion
By J. B. W. GARDINER

T

H E beginning of the third year of
the war disclosed Germany in the
process of undergoing an entirely new experience—the experience of being attacked
simultaneously on all sides, so that she
could not concentrate against any single
one of her foes.
THE FRENCH FRONT

FROM the beginning of the conflict Germany has had one great advantage—the
advantage of position. Operating from
the center of a circle against the circumference, with relatively short lines of communication, Germany has been enabled,
whether on attack or defense, to throw to
any given point the maximum number of
troops in a minimum time. There is only
one way to neutralize such an advantage,
and that is by exerting pressure simultaneously at many widely separated points
on the circle, and so prevent any point
from receiving strength at the expense of
any other. But this implies unity of control, a single directing force which would
guide every move. This the Allies did not
have. O n the contrary, each of the Allied
powers was conducting the war almost independently, attacking when and where it
saw fit, without any comprehensive, cooperative plan. T h e result was that Germany was permitted to fight each of the
Allies separately, without ever feeling the
full force of their concerted action. But
fortunately for themselves, for the United
States, and for democracy itself, the Allies
perceived this error before Germany could
obtain a decision.
In February, 1916, there was formed
an Allied general staff composed of representatives of all of the Allied powers,
l^his body had its first meeting in March

of that year, and immediately began the
work of formulating a general plan by
which the operations in every field might
be conducted with maximum effect. So
radical a change in the scheme of things
took time to work out, and delayed somewhat activities that had previously been
scheduled. It was not, therefore, until
early summer that the plans laid in March
gave evidence of fructification.
These
plans involved one central idea—continuous pressure at as many points as possible on the circle by which the Central
powers were circumscribed.
Russia began operations on June i, with
an overwhelming attack against the Austrian line in Volhynia and Galicia. This
was followed by an Italian offensive in
Trentino against a line weakened by withdrawals made to bolster up the Russian
front; and finally, on July i, by the opening guns of the Battle of the Somme.
August I, 1916, the beginning of the third
year of the war, saw, therefore, the Central powers contending for the first time
against the full strength of the Entente on
every important front—saw their lines in
Russia, in France, and in Italy under such
extreme pressure that any transfer of
troops from one front to reinforce another
could be made only in the face of possible
disaster. T h e Allies had at last adopted
the only way by which Germany's initial
advantage could be neutralized.
THE BATTLE OF THE SOMME

T H E Battle of the Somme was the great
eSort of the western Allies of the third
year of the war. It was really not a single
battle, but a series of major efforts, one
following the other in quick succession,
and each one directed against a particular
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