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McAllister’s Grouch 
by Charles Wesley Sanders 

 
When He Found Out Who the Operator at MX Was, It Vanished Like the Mist. 

 
CALLISTER’S promotion had 
been rapid. He had blown into the 
chief despatcher’s office one 
afternoon and asked for a job, 

having ridden from the western terminal in a 
caboose. He had answered questions 
satisfactorily, and the chief had sent him to a 
way-station to work nights. 

“Say, that man at BG is a whirlwind,” 
the third-trick man said next morning. “He 
sends like a machine, and I never had to call 
him more’n twice.” 

“Think he’d be all right copying up 
here?” the chief asked. 

The copier on the third trick had quit 
the week before, and the chief had been 
hesitating whom to put in his place. There 
were, of course, any number of operators who 
could have done the work, but the chief 
wanted a man who had the making of a 
despatcher. 

So, when McAllister came to work the 
next night, he found a message ordering him 
to report for duty on the third trick at the 
despatcher’s office in twenty-four hours. He 
came—a tall, dark-haired, blue-eyed young 
man—who spoke only when business 
demanded it, and who eternally smoked a 
long, thick, very-black cigar. 

Everybody admired him on the spot 
for his ability, but he made no friends 
personally. When he was spoken to he 
answered with a nod, when pressed; by a 
monosyllable when necessary. 

Sometimes he was almost 
discourteous. The chief dropped in one night 
while the despatcher was at luncheon, and 

wanted to know where 48 was. M “It’s on the sheet,” McAllister said, 
shifting his big cigar and leaning back in his 
chair. 

The chief had a notion to speak 
sharply, but he only looked at the sheet and 
went into his own office. 

“I wonder what’s eating that fellow,” 
he said to the trick-man when they met on the 
stairs a little later. 

“He’s a queer fish,” the trick-man said. 
“I feel like smashing him one in the jaw 
sometimes, but I’m afraid I couldn’t get a way 
with it.” 

The reason for McAllister’s grouch 
was very simple and as old as the race. He had 
been disappointed in love. Like all persons 
who have been so disappointed, he kept on 
thinking about the girl. He had her picture 
always with him, and wrote a letter to her 
every night—and then tore it up. After the 
letter-writing he would pace his room. 

“I’ll be hanged if I’ll pay any more 
attention to her,” he would say, and then he 
would dwell upon her looks and her ways till 
his heart was like lead. And then his grouch 
would sweep over him like a flood, till he was 
immersed. 

He had worked his way to the first 
trick on the road where he had learned 
telegraphy. Her father was the chief. 
McAllister and the girl became engaged. The 
father died. Unwise investments had taken all 
his money. 

Even the home had to be sold to meet 
debts. The girl had a mother and a sister to 
care for. The mother was incapable of effort 
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for herself, and the sister was too young to do 
much at breadwinning. The superintendent 
gave the girl a place as a telegrapher in the 
yard office. McAllister was furious. 

“What are you going to work for?” he 
demanded. 

“We must live,” she said. 
“I’m working, am I not?” he asked. 
“Why, yes,” the girl said gently, 

“but—” 
She paused and looked at him 

appealingly. He had a temper and looked at 
things simply. 

“But you couldn’t let me help you?” 
he finished for her. 

His anger rose higher. To think of her 
going to work made his blood boil. According 
to his way of thinking, she might easily have 
let him take care of the family, or she might 
have married him at once. But he was too 
angry now to suggest that latter. 

“You are speaking harshly,” she said, 
still gently. 

He fumbled for a cigar. 
“Well,” he said slowly, and his voice 

was harder and more bitter than he was 
justified in letting it be, “well, if I’m not good 
enough to help you, we might as well call it 
quits.” 

He had not meant quite that. He had no 
idea of giving her up. But he hurt her so that 
her own temper rose. She straightened herself 
and looked at him kindly. 

“You are going rather far, aren’t you?” 
she asked. 

“Why, no! I’ll go farther than that if I 
like.” 

“Indeed?” She rose and walked to the 
door. “You nay come to see me again when 
you can act like a gentleman.” Then she left 
him. 

He sat for a moment, listening for her 
return. There were two closed doors between 
him and the sound of her weeping. He arose 

and left, slamming the door behind him. He 
heard next morning that she had gone to work. 

He resigned to the chief despatcher as 
soon as that official came to the office. The 
chief knew that it was futile to question or 
argue, and he accepted the resignation with a 
sigh. McAllister was a good man—too good 
to lose, in spite of his peculiarities. And now 
he was working a trick on a road two hundred 
miles away, but ever she dwelt in his heart. 
He grew sadder and colder and sterner; and 
she, doing the task she had set herself to do, 
wondered how he was and whether he ever 
thought of her? 

For lovers’ quarrels partake of such 
folly and madness. 

The first-trick man was ill. McAllister 
and the second-trick man were dividing the 
time—McAllister working from midnight till 
noon. This gave him two sets of operators to 
work with, the day men and the night men. He 
had got the night men trained, because they 
were afraid of his speed and his sharp way of 
doing business; but he had had one or two 
wire fights with the day men. 

“Who’s that man at MX?” he” asked 
the chief. 

The chief smiled and opened his lips to 
reply. Then he seemed to change his mind. He 
finished a message he was writing. McAllister 
repeated his question with a frown. 

“Oh, that’s somebody the 
superintendent of telegraph sent over when I 
asked for a man. I haven’t seen him. We were 
so rushed. We didn’t even give him the color 
examination.” 

“Well, he’s a ham,” said McAllister. “I 
should think we might get a better class of 
operators.” 

“How’re they moving?” he asked the 
second-trick man when he came on. 
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“Rotten,” said the second-trick man. 

“There’s been a heavy rain west, and there 
was a little washout at Dascom. MX says it’s 
sleeting there to beat the band. I had the 
general office set the repeaters in here, but it’s 
pretty heavy yet.” 

He pulled up to show how heavy the 
wire was. McAllister slipped into a chair and 
began to make dots firmly, even on that 
leaking line. 

“I guess you can put it through,” the 
second-trick man said. 

McAllister spent a few minutes getting 
terminals to see how they were adjusted. As 
he was calling an office, MX broke and began 
calling him. McAllister tried to break, but MX 
was not adjusted. 

He waited till the operator closed his 
key. Then he called the office nearest MX, 
and told the operator there to get MX 
adjusted. That operator did so, and McAllister 
was soon able to make MX understand. 

He administered a smarting rebuke 
because the operator hadn’t had sense enough 
to pull up in heavy weather. The operator 
offered an apology, and McAllister snapped 
open his key. 

“What are you working for?” he 
demanded. “Where’s the night-man?” 

He had recognized the sending of the 

man he had previously and politely designated 
as a “ham.” 

“He’s sick,” was the nervous reply. 
“I’ll have to work to-night.” 

“Well, it’s going to be bad,” 
McAllister said. “You want to keep on the 
job.” 

It proved to be very bad, indeed. Fog 
was reported all along the line, with sleet and 
rain in spots. McAllister never took his hand 
from the key, or his eyes from the sheet. 

Toward midnight what he had feared 
happened. A train slipped between spreading 
rails. Not much damage was done, but another 
train jamming along in the mist ran into the 
first one, and the cars went all over the right-
of-way. 

A fireman had a broken leg, but none 
other was injured. McAllister telephoned the 
trainmaster, and in an hour he was speeding 
west in a special. 

McAllister called an office to give an 
order to the special. That office answered 
promptly, and McAllister called the yard 
office. There was no reply. A while before the 
operator at the yard had said that the 
yardmaster thought there would be no 49, but 
that train had not yet been annulled. 
McAllister, knowing the yardman would 
report 49 ready, sent this order to the 
trainmaster’s special: 
 

Number Forty-nine of this date is 
annulled. 
 

That sent the special speeding against 
49, so far as technicalities were concerned, 
without 49 having been annulled. 

A little later the operator nearest the 
wreck sent a report from the conductor of the 
train which had gone into the one derailed. 
McAllister called MX, and MX answered 
promptly. 

“Msg for extra west,” McAllister said. 
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“Sm fine.” 
Which meant that he had a message 

for the special, and that the message was 
“some fine,” or long. Sending long messages 
was McAllister’s forte’. His Morse was 
perfect, his spacing being as if cut out with a 
knife. 

MX did not break for the first hundred 
words. The wire seemed to be working better. 
McAllister’s speed increased till his sounder 
sang. MX broke, and then broke again. 
McAllister slowed down, MX got started 
again, and McAllister once more speeded up. 

MX broke nervously, and then again 
more nervously. McAllister slowed down 
again, but still MX broke. Once the operator 
held open his key for twenty seconds, while 
McAllister fumed at the vacant wire. When 
MX said, “Go ahead,” McAllister shot a short 
but ugly word over the wire. 

“Never mind,” he said, “I’ll send it to 
BX.” 

The man at BX was an old-timer, and 
he had a typewriter, so that McAllister could 
not put it up his back. 

“There’s some sense to you,” 
McAllister said at the finish, for he admired 
good work as much as he loathed poor. 

The operator at MX heard with 
burning cheeks. The operator at MX was well 
aware that the operator at BX was a better 
telegrapher, but that was no reason why 
McAllister should rub it in. 

Then Fate’s finger touched the proud 
McAllister. 

The yard operator reported 49 ready, 
the yard operator having scared up enough 
loads for a train. The yard operator asked for 
orders. McAllister said there were none. 

Forty-nine pulled out and glided away 
through the mist. At the scene of the wreck 
they let her through the siding, and he sped 
merrily eastward, while the trainmaster’s 
special bore down upon her from the east. 

“Os’s “ came from offices along the 
line, reporting 49 and the special by. 
McAllister studied the sheet and kept things 
moving well, considering the weather and the 
fact that he had a bad wreck on his hands. 

Presently he wanted to put out an 
order to 49 to meet a train at a siding near 
MX. He called MX. 

“Think you can copy an order?” he 
asked. 

“I’ll try.” the operator meekly said. 
McAllister called a station ten miles 

down the line. The station answered promptly, 
and McAllister started his order. 

“To No. 49. MX,” he began, and then 
MX broke. 

“Forty-nine’s gone,” was the laconic 
report. 

“Why didn’t you report them 
coming?” McAllister snapped. 

“You didn’t tell me to.” 
McAllister knew he had not done so, 

but the fact of his omission only made him 
more angry. He started a smarting rebuke 
when the station east of MX broke in. 

“Os, os,” the operator said slowly. 
“Special west by 1.10 A.M. with one coach.” 

McAllister shot his eye down the 
sheet. Then he knew. For a moment, 
strangely, he had no sense of shock or horror. 
He was only filled with a great wonder that 
he, the most careful of men, should have made 
this colossal blunder. While he had been 
sitting here in his chair in a warm office, he 
had been letting men go forth to their crashing 
death. It was rank stupidity. 

He leaned back in his chair and closed 
his eyes. First, he disposed of himself. He had 
a notion of flight—the inevitable swift 
emotion in such cases—and then he decided 
to stay and face the music. That was more his 
way. 

Action followed swiftly. He called the 
yard office and ordered an engine got ready 
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on the instant. 
“Stick some box cars behind her,” he 

said. “I want to make time.” 
Then he called a couple of doctors 

who lived near by and gave orders, putting 
everything in to clear for his special of an 
engine and two box cars. Slipping into his 
heavy coat, he ran down the stairs and 
hastened to the yard office. The doctors came 
presently. 

“What’s up?” the operator asked. 
McAllister only scowled and went out 

to the engine. With the two doctors, he 
crowded into the engine-cab. 

“You can let her out,” he told the 
engineer. 

“It’s pretty slippery and foggy,” the 
engineer said. 

“Never mind, we’ve got to get over 
there.” 

McAllister had so much on his mind 
that he had no sense of fear. He sat chewing 
his cigar, while his scowling eyes sought to 
pierce the gray-black bank ahead. It was 
characteristic of him that he had no moment 
of despair. He only wanted to get to the 
wrecked train, to help those whom his 
carelessness had injured. Then he would 
decide upon the next move. 

Through his plans shot a thought of 
Anna. He wished that she had not been so 
stubborn. They might have been happily 
married. If he had had her safely in a little 
home of their own, he would not be in his 
present predicament. Worry had made him 
unstable. He had had nothing to care for—
nothing to work for. 

“We’re near MX,” he said. “Why!” He 
strained his eyes. “Why, that chump has got 
the block against us. Heaven, what a ham that 
fellow is! Whistle him!” he ordered the 
engineer. 

The whistle screeched. McAllister 
kept his eyes on a tiny point of light that 

showed red through the fog-bank. He wanted 
it to disappear. He knew MX had no orders 
for this train, but there might be something 
wrong somewhere. That little flickering light 
could not be ignored. 

“You’ll have to stop,” he told the 
engineer through his set teeth. “I’ll go in and 
murder that fellow.” 

 
They were a hundred yards beyond the 

telegraph office when the engine slid to a 
standstill. McAllister jumped down, bidding 
the engineer to stay where he was. 

“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said. 
He strode to the office, slipping now 

and then on the soft clay. The sleet and the 
mist had coated the windows, so that he could 
not see inside the office. 

With a touch of anger, he threw open 
the door and stepped in. 

“What have you got that block against 
us for?” he cried as he sprang to the door 
which separated the outer room from the 
telegraph office. “Didn’t I put everything in to 
clear?” 

He threw open the door, and as he 
stopped on the threshold the operator rose to 
face him, her back to the table. 

McAllister gasped. The operator was a 



McAllister’s Grouch 
 

7

slim, white-faced, tired-looking young 
woman. Her brown eyes were wide now with 
astonishment, and her lips were tremulous. 

McAllister was sure she was about to 
cry. She put up her hand and brushed back her 
soft hair. It was a well-remembered gesture—
one of her most charming. 

“Anna!” McAllister breathed. 
“Well?” she whispered. 
“What are you doing here?” 
She laughed uncertainly. 
“I’m working.” she said. “That is, I’m 

trying to work. I guess I’m not getting along 
very well. The despatcher hasn’t shown me 
much consideration. I told him the night-man 
was sick, and I thought he would bear in mind 
how long I had worked.” 

It was inconsequential talk to cover 
her confusion, but it was sweet to 
McAllister’s ears. 

“How do you happen to be here?” he 
asked. 

“I don’t happen to be here,” she said. 
“I came here on purpose. I came to see you. I 
meant to go straight to you, but then I lost my 
nerve. I asked the superintendent for a place, 
and for father’s sake he got me in here without 
any of the usual red tape. I heard you were 
half sick and irritable, and mother didn’t need 
me any more. I don’t know whether you 
heard, but we found some insurance papers of 
father’s. Those gave mother enough—” 
 “Anna—Anna!” McAllister broke in. 
“You have come too late. I’m a ruined man. I 
can’t ever get on my feet again.” 

The despair was so unlike him that it 
made the girl shudder. It was as if some strong 
thing upon which she had leaned had 
suddenly grown weak. 

“Why is that?” she asked. 
“I sent an extra against 49 to-night. I 

expected to annul 49, but I forgot it. I don’t 
understand how I ever did it.” 

“I heard you send the order to the 

extra,” the girl said. “I knew you hadn’t 
annulled 49. I heard you let 49 out of the 
yards, too.” 

“Oh, Anna!” the despatcher cried. 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“I tried,” she replied, and he thought 
her voice was cheerful under the 
circumstances: “but you wouldn’t let me. 
Don’t you remember I tried to break three 
times when 49 was coming?” 

“Yes, and I told you to stop,” he 
admitted reluctantly. 

“Well. I mustn’t sit here any longer. 
We’ve got to get over there and see how bad it 
is.” 

The girl went close to him. 
“Why don’t you wait till the extra 

comes?” 
McAllister stared at her in amazement. 
“The extra is probably in the ditch by 

now,” he said. “Don’t you see that it and 49 
would meet head on?” 

“Oh, no,” she said. She picked up a 
manifold-book that lay on the table. “Read 
this.” 

McAllister read: 
 

Number Forty-nine, engine 408, will 
run as extra east from Main Crossing to 
Edgerton. Extra east, engine 408, and extra 
west, engine 37, will meet at Harland siding. 
 

“I grounded the wire and sent that to 
the extra west.” the girl said. “Then I put the 
block red, so that I would hold everything till 
the extra west got here. That made it safe, 
didn’t it?” 

McAllister sat and stared at the sheet 
of yellow tissue-paper in his hand. The hand, 
for the first time within the girl’s recollection, 
trembled. When McAllister looked up and 
spoke his face was white and his voice 
trembled. 

“You saved me, little girl,” he 
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whispered. “They’re getting impatient,” 
McAllister said. “All you’ve got to do now is to fix 

your sheet, isn’t it?” she asked. He rose and went to a window, 
rubbing it with the palm of his hand. But the 
mist on the outside still covered the pane. He 
threw up the sash. 

“That’s all,” said McAllister. “Oh, of 
course. I won’t try to deceive them! I’ll tell 
the chief the whole truth. I guess I can still 
hold my job. Despatchers are scarce in these 
parts.” 

“The extra west is coming, Anna.” he 
said. “I’ll have to do a little despatching from 
here.” They fell silent. There was something 

more to say, but neither knew how to say it. 
Outside, the engine which had brought 
McAllister over whistled sharply. 

He moved toward the table and the girl 
stepped back. He raised his eyes and met hers. 
They looked at each other a full minute. Then 
he held out his arms and took a step toward 
her. 

 

With a laugh that was half a cry she 
stepped toward him. 

 
 


