
 

 

SAKI (HECTOR HUGH MUNRO: 1870-1916) 

REGINALD (1904) 

REGINALD ON CHRISTMAS PRESENTS 

I wish it to be distinctly understood (said Reginald) that I don’t want a “George, 

Prince of Wales” Prayer-book as a Christmas present.  The fact cannot be too widely 

known. 

There ought (he continued) to be technical education classes on the science of 

present-giving. No one seems to have the faintest notion of what anyone else wants, and 

the prevalent ideas on the subject are not creditable to a civilised community. 

There is, for instance, the female relative in the country who “knows a tie is always 

useful,” and sends you some spotted horror that you could only wear in secret or in 

Tottenham Court Road.  It might have been useful had she kept it to tie up currant bushes 

with, when it would have served the double purpose of supporting the branches and 

frightening away the birds—for it is an admitted fact that the ordinary tomtit of commerce 

has a sounder æsthetic taste than the average female relative in the country. 

Then there are aunts.  They are always a difficult class to deal with in the matter 

of presents.  The trouble is that one never catches them really young enough.  By the time 

one has educated them to an appreciation of the fact that one does not wear red woollen 

mittens in the West End, they die, or quarrel with the family, or do something equally 

inconsiderate.  That is why the supply of trained aunts is always so precarious. 

There is my Aunt Agatha, par exemple, who sent me a pair of gloves last 

Christmas, and even got so far as to choose a kind that was being worn and had the correct 

number of buttons. But—they were nines! I sent them to a boy whom I hated intimately: 

he didn’t wear them, of course, but he could have—that was where the bitterness of death 

came in.  It was nearly as consoling as sending white flowers to his funeral.  Of course I 

wrote and told my aunt that they were the one thing that had been wanting to make 

existence blossom like a rose; I am afraid she thought me frivolous—she comes from the 

North, where they live in the fear of Heaven and the Earl of Durham.  (Reginald affects 

an exhaustive knowledge of things political, which furnishes an excellent excuse for not 

discussing them.) Aunts with a dash of foreign extraction in them are the most satisfactory 



 

 

in the way of understanding these things; but if you can’t choose your aunt, it is wisest in 

the long run to choose the present and send her the bill. 

Even friends of one’s own set, who might be expected to know better, have curious 

delusions on the subject. I am not collecting copies of the cheaper editions of Omar 

Khayyam.  I gave the last four that I received to the lift-boy, and I like to think of him 

reading them, with FitzGerald’s notes, to his aged mother. Lift-boys always have aged 

mothers; shows such nice feeling on their part, I think. 

Personally, I can’t see where the difficulty in choosing suitable presents lies.  No 

boy who had brought himself up properly could fail to appreciate one of those decorative 

bottles of liqueurs that are so reverently staged in Morel’s window—and it wouldn’t in 

the least matter if one did get duplicates.  And there would always be the supreme moment 

of dreadful uncertainty whether it was crême de menthe or Chartreuse—like the expectant 

thrill on seeing your partner’s hand turned up at bridge.  People may say what they like 

about the decay of Christianity; the religious system that produced green Chartreuse can 

never really die. 

And then, of course, there are liqueur glasses, and crystallised fruits, and tapestry 

curtains, and heaps of other necessaries of life that make really sensible presents—not to 

speak of luxuries, such as having one’s bills paid, or getting something quite sweet in the 

way of jewellery.  Unlike the alleged Good Woman of the Bible, I’m not above 

rubies.  When found, by the way, she must have been rather a problem at Christmas-time; 

nothing short of a blank cheque would have fitted the situation.  Perhaps it’s as well that 

she’s died out. 

The great charm about me (concluded Reginald) is that I am so easily pleased.  But 

I draw the line at a “Prince of Wales” Prayer-book. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

REGINALD ON WORRIES 

I have (said Reginald) an aunt who worries.  She’s not really an aunt—a sort of 

amateur one, and they aren’t really worries. She is a social success, and has no domestic 

tragedies worth speaking of, so she adopts any decorative sorrows that are going, myself 

included.  In that way she’s the antithesis, or whatever you call it, to those sweet, 

uncomplaining women one knows who have seen trouble, and worn blinkers ever 

since.  Of course, one just loves them for it, but I must confess they make me uncomfy; 

they remind one so of a duck that goes flapping about with forced cheerfulness long after 

its head’s been cut off.  Ducks have no repose.  Now, my aunt has a shade of hair that 

suits her, and a cook who quarrels with the other servants, which is always a hopeful sign, 

and a conscience that’s absentee for about eleven months of the year, and only turns up 

at Lent to annoy her husband’s people, who are considerably Lower than the angels, so 

to speak: with all these natural advantages—she says her particular tint of bronze is a 

natural advantage, and there can be no two opinions as to the advantage—of course she 

has to send out for her afflictions, like those restaurants where they haven’t got a 

licence.  The system has this advantage, that you can fit your unhappinesses in with your 

other engagements, whereas real worries have a way of arriving at meal-times, and when 

you’re dressing, or other solemn moments.  I knew a canary once that had been trying for 

months and years to hatch out a family, and everyone looked upon it as a blameless 

infatuation, like the sale of Delagoa Bay, which would be an annual loss to the Press 

agencies if it ever came to pass; and one day the bird really did bring it off, in the middle 

of family prayers.  I say the middle, but it was also the end: you can’t go on being thankful 

for daily bread when you are wondering what on earth very new canaries expect to be fed 

on. 

At present she’s rather in a Balkan state of mind about the treatment of the Jews 

in Roumania. Personally, I think the Jews have estimable qualities; they’re so kind to their 

poor—and to our rich. I daresay in Roumania the cost of living beyond one’s income isn’t 

so great. Over here the trouble is that so many people who have money to throw about 

seem to have such vague ideas where to throw it. That fund, for instance, to relieve the 

victims of sudden disasters—what is a sudden disaster? There’s Marion Mulciber, 

who would think she could play bridge, just as she would think she could ride down a hill 

on a bicycle; on that occasion she went to a hospital, now she’s gone into a Sisterhood—

lost all she had, you know, and gave the rest to Heaven.  Still, you can’t call it a sudden 



 

 

calamity; that occurred when poor dear Marion was born.  The doctors said at the time 

that she couldn’t live more than a fortnight, and she’s been trying ever since to see if she 

could.  Women are so opinionated. 

And then there’s the Education Question—not that I can see that there’s anything 

to worry about in that direction. To my mind, education is an absurdly over-rated 

affair.  At least, one never took it very seriously at school, where everything was done to 

bring it prominently under one’s notice.  Anything that is worth knowing one practically 

teaches oneself, and the rest obtrudes itself sooner or later. The reason one’s elders know 

so comparatively little is because they have to unlearn so much that they acquired by way 

of education before we were born. Of course I’m a believer in Nature-study; as I said to 

Lady Beauwhistle, if you want a lesson in elaborate artificiality, just watch the studied 

unconcern of a Persian cat entering a crowded salon, and then go and practise it for a 

fortnight.  The Beauwhistles weren’t born in the Purple, you know, but they’re getting 

there on the instalment system—so much down, and the rest when you feel like it.  They 

have kind hearts, and they never forget birthdays.  I forget what he was, something in the 

City, where the patriotism comes from; and she—oh, well, her frocks are built in Paris, 

but she wears them with a strong English accent.  So public-spirited of her.  I think she 

must have been very strictly brought up, she’s so desperately anxious to do the wrong 

thing correctly.  Not that it really matters nowadays, as I told her: I know some perfectly 

virtuous people who are received everywhere. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

REGINALD ON HOUSE-PARTIES 

The drawback is, one never really knows one’s hosts and hostesses.  One gets to 

know their fox-terriers and their chrysanthemums, and whether the story about the go-

cart can be turned loose in the drawing-room, or must be told privately to each member 

of the party, for fear of shocking public opinion; but one’s host and hostess are a sort of 

human hinterland that one never has the time to explore. 

There was a fellow I stayed with once in Warwickshire who farmed his own land, 

but was otherwise quite steady.  Should never have suspected him of having a soul, yet 

not very long afterwards he eloped with a lion-tamer’s widow and set up as a golf-

instructor somewhere on the Persian Gulf; dreadfully immoral, of course, because he was 

only an indifferent player, but still, it showed imagination.  His wife was really to be 

pitied, because he had been the only person in the house who understood how to manage 

the cook’s temper, and now she has to put “D.V.” on her dinner invitations.  Still, that’s 

better than a domestic scandal; a woman who leaves her cook never wholly recovers her 

position in Society. 

I suppose the same thing holds good with the hosts; they seldom have more than 

a superficial acquaintance with their guests, and so often just when they do get to know 

you a bit better, they leave off knowing you altogether.  There was rather a breath of 

winter in the air when I left those Dorsetshire people.  You see, they had asked me down 

to shoot, and I’m not particularly immense at that sort of thing.  There’s such a deadly 

sameness about partridges; when you’ve missed one, you’ve missed the lot—at least, 

that’s been my experience.  And they tried to rag me in the smoking-room about not being 

able to hit a bird at five yards, a sort of bovine ragging that suggested cows buzzing round 

a gadfly and thinking they were teasing it.  So I got up the next morning at early dawn—

I know it was dawn, because there were lark-noises in the sky, and the grass looked as if 

it had been left out all night—and hunted up the most conspicuous thing in the bird line 

that I could find, and measured the distance, as nearly as it would let me, and shot away 

all I knew.  They said afterwards that it was a tame bird; that’s simply silly, because it 

was awfully wild at the first few shots.  Afterwards it quieted down a bit, and when its 

legs had stopped waving farewells to the landscape I got a gardener-boy to drag it into 

the hall, where everybody must see it on their way to the breakfast-room.  I breakfasted 

upstairs myself.  I gathered afterwards that the meal was tinged with a very unchristian 



 

 

spirit.  I suppose it’s unlucky to bring peacock’s feathers into a house; anyway, there was 

a blue-pencilly look in my hostess’s eye when I took my departure. 

Some hostesses, of course, will forgive anything, even unto pavonicide (is there 

such a word?), as long as one is nice-looking and sufficiently unusual to counterbalance 

some of the others; and there are others—the girl, for instance, who reads Meredith, and 

appears at meals with unnatural punctuality in a frock that’s made at home and repented 

at leisure.  She eventually finds her way to India and gets married, and comes home to 

admire the Royal Academy, and to imagine that an indifferent prawn curry is for ever an 

effective substitute for all that we have been taught to believe is luncheon.  It’s then that 

she is really dangerous; but at her worst she is never quite so bad as the woman who 

fires Exchange and Mart questions at you without the least provocation.  Imagine the 

other day, just when I was doing my best to understand half the things I was saying, being 

asked by one of those seekers after country home truths how many fowls she could keep 

in a run ten feet by six, or whatever it was!  I told her whole crowds, as long as she kept 

the door shut, and the idea didn’t seem to have struck her before; at least, she brooded 

over it for the rest of dinner. 

Of course, as I say, one never really knows one’s ground, and one may make 

mistakes occasionally.  But then one’s mistakes sometimes turn out assets in the long-

run: if we had never bungled away our American colonies we might never have had the 

boy from the States to teach us how to wear our hair and cut our clothes, and we must get 

our ideas from somewhere, I suppose.  Even the Hooligan was probably invented in China 

centuries before we thought of him.  England must wake up, as the Duke of Devonshire 

said the other day; wasn’t it?  Oh, well, it was someone else.  Not that I ever indulge in 

despair about the Future; there always have been men who have gone about despairing of 

the Future, and when the Future arrives it says nice, superior things about their having 

acted according to their lights.  It is dreadful to think that other people’s grandchildren 

may one day rise up and call one amiable. 

There are moments when one sympathises with Herod. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

REGINALD ON BESETTING SINS  
The Woman who told the Truth 

 

There was once (said Reginald) a woman who told the truth.  Not all at once, of 

course, but the habit grew upon her gradually, like lichen on an apparently healthy 

tree.  She had no children—otherwise it might have been different.  It began with little 

things, for no particular reason except that her life was a rather empty one, and it is so 

easy to slip into the habit of telling the truth in little matters.  And then it became difficult 

to draw the line at more important things, until at last she took to telling the truth about 

her age; she said she was forty-two and five months—by that time, you see, she was 

veracious even to months.  It may have been pleasing to the angels, but her elder sister 

was not gratified.  On the Woman’s birthday, instead of the opera-tickets which she had 

hoped for, her sister gave her a view of Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives, which is not 

quite the same thing.  The revenge of an elder sister may be long in coming, but, like a 

South-Eastern express, it arrives in its own good time. 

The friends of the Woman tried to dissuade her from over-indulgence in the 

practice, but she said she was wedded to the truth; whereupon it was remarked that it was 

scarcely logical to be so much together in public.  (No really provident woman lunches 

regularly with her husband if she wishes to burst upon him as a revelation at dinner.  He 

must have time to forget; an afternoon is not enough.)  And after a while her friends began 

to thin out in patches.  Her passion for the truth was not compatible with a large visiting-

list.  For instance, she told Miriam Klopstock exactly how she looked at the Ilexes’ 

ball.  Certainly Miriam had asked for her candid opinion, but the Woman prayed in church 

every Sunday for peace in our time, and it was not consistent. 

It was unfortunate, everyone agreed, that she had no family; with a child or two 

in the house, there is an unconscious check upon too free an indulgence in the 

truth.  Children are given us to discourage our better emotions.  That is why the stage, 

with all its efforts, can never be as artificial as life; even in an Ibsen drama one must 

reveal to the audience things that one would suppress before the children or servants. 

Fate may have ordained the truth-telling from the commencement and should justly bear 

some of the blame; but in having no children the Woman was guilty, at least, of 

contributory negligence. 

Little by little she felt she was becoming a slave to what had once been merely an 

idle propensity; and one day she knew.  Every woman tells ninety per cent. of the truth to 



 

 

her dressmaker; the other ten per cent. is the irreducible minimum of deception beyond 

which no self-respecting client trespasses.  Madame Draga’s establishment was a 

meeting-ground for naked truths and over-dressed fictions, and it was here, the Woman 

felt, that she might make a final effort to recall the artless mendacity of past 

days.  Madame herself was in an inspiring mood, with the air of a sphinx who knew all 

things and preferred to forget most of them.  As a War Minister she might have been 

celebrated, but she was content to be merely rich. 

“If I take it in here, and—Miss Howard, one moment, if you please—and there, 

and round like this—so—I really think you will find it quite easy.” 

The Woman hesitated; it seemed to require such a small effort to simply acquiesce 

in Madame’s views.  But habit had become too strong.  “I’m afraid,” she faltered, “it’s 

just the least little bit in the world too”— 

And by that least little bit she measured the deeps and eternities of her thraldom 

to fact.  Madame was not best pleased at being contradicted on a professional matter, and 

when Madame lost her temper you usually found it afterwards in the bill. 

And at last the dreadful thing came, as the Woman had foreseen all along that it 

must; it was one of those paltry little truths with which she harried her waking hours.  On 

a raw Wednesday morning, in a few ill-chosen words, she told the cook that she 

drank.  She remembered the scene afterwards as vividly as though it had been painted in 

her mind by Abbey.  The cook was a good cook, as cooks go; and as cooks go she went. 

Miriam Klopstock came to lunch the next day.  Women and elephants never forget 

an injury. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

REGINALD IN RUSSIA (1910)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
 

THE RETICENCE OF LADY ANNE 

Egbert came into the large, dimly lit drawing-room with the air of a man who is 

not certain whether he is entering a dovecote or a bomb factory, and is prepared for either 

eventuality.  The little domestic quarrel over the luncheon-table had not been fought to a 

definite finish, and the question was how far Lady Anne was in a mood to renew or forgo 

hostilities.  Her pose in the arm-chair by the tea-table was rather elaborately rigid; in the 

gloom of a December afternoon Egbert’s pince-nez did not materially help him to discern 

the expression of her face. 

By way of breaking whatever ice might be floating on the surface he made a 

remark about a dim religious light.  He or Lady Anne were accustomed to make that 

remark between 4.30 and 6 on winter and late autumn evenings; it was a part of their 

married life.  There was no recognised rejoinder to it, and Lady Anne made none. 

Don Tarquinio lay astretch on the Persian rug, basking in the firelight with superb 

indifference to the possible ill-humour of Lady Anne.  His pedigree was as flawlessly 

Persian as the rug, and his ruff was coming into the glory of its second winter.  The page-

boy, who had Renaissance tendencies, had christened him Don Tarquinio.  Left to 

themselves, Egbert and Lady Anne would unfailingly have called him Fluff, but they were 

not obstinate. 

Egbert poured himself out some tea.  As the silence gave no sign of breaking on 

Lady Anne’s initiative, he braced himself for another Yermak effort. 

“My remark at lunch had a purely academic application,” he announced; “you 

seem to put an unnecessarily personal significance into it.” 

Lady Anne maintained her defensive barrier of silence.  The bullfinch lazily filled 

in the interval with an air from Iphigénie en Tauride.  Egbert recognised it immediately, 

because it was the only air the bullfinch whistled, and he had come to them with the 

reputation for whistling it.  Both Egbert and Lady Anne would have preferred something 

from The Yeomen of the Guard, which was their favourite opera.  In matters artistic they 

had a similarity of taste.  They leaned towards the honest and explicit in art, a picture, for 

instance, that told its own story, with generous assistance from its title.  A riderless 

warhorse with harness in obvious disarray, staggering into a courtyard full of pale 



 

 

swooning women, and marginally noted “Bad News”, suggested to their minds a distinct 

interpretation of some military catastrophe.  They could see what it was meant to convey, 

and explain it to friends of duller intelligence. 

The silence continued.  As a rule Lady Anne’s displeasure became articulate and 

markedly voluble after four minutes of introductory muteness.  Egbert seized the milk-

jug and poured some of its contents into Don Tarquinio’s saucer; as the saucer was already 

full to the brim an unsightly overflow was the result.  Don Tarquinio looked on with a 

surprised interest that evanesced into elaborate unconsciousness when he was appealed 

to by Egbert to come and drink up some of the spilt matter.  Don Tarquinio was 

prepared to play many rôles in life, but a vacuum carpet-cleaner was not one of them. 

“Don’t you think we’re being rather foolish?” said Egbert cheerfully. 

If Lady Anne thought so she didn’t say so. 

“I daresay the fault has been partly on my side,” continued Egbert, with 

evaporating cheerfulness.  “After all, I’m only human, you know.  You seem to forget 

that I’m only human.” 

He insisted on the point, as if there had been unfounded suggestions that he was 

built on Satyr lines, with goat continuations where the human left off. 

The bullfinch recommenced its air from Iphigénie en Tauride.  Egbert began to 

feel depressed.  Lady Anne was not drinking her tea.  Perhaps she was feeling 

unwell.  But when Lady Anne felt unwell she was not wont to be reticent on the 

subject.  “No one knows what I suffer from indigestion” was one of her favourite 

statements; but the lack of knowledge can only have been caused by defective listening; 

the amount of information available on the subject would have supplied material for a 

monograph. 

Evidently Lady Anne was not feeling unwell. 

Egbert began to think he was being unreasonably dealt with; naturally he began 

to make concessions. 

“I daresay,” he observed, taking as central a position on the hearth-rug as Don 

Tarquinio could be persuaded to concede him, “I may have been to blame.  I am willing, 

if I can thereby restore things to a happier standpoint, to undertake to lead a better life.” 

He wondered vaguely how it would be possible.  Temptations came to him, in 

middle age, tentatively and without insistence, like a neglected butcher-boy who asks for 

a Christmas box in February for no more hopeful reason that than he didn’t get one in 

December.  He had no more idea of succumbing to them than he had of purchasing the 



 

 

fish-knives and fur boas that ladies are impelled to sacrifice through the medium of 

advertisement columns during twelve months of the year.  Still, there was something 

impressive in this unasked-for renunciation of possibly latent enormities. 

Lady Anne showed no sign of being impressed. 

Egbert looked at her nervously through his glasses.  To get the worst of an 

argument with her was no new experience.  To get the worst of a monologue was a 

humiliating novelty. 

“I shall go and dress for diner,” he announced in a voice into which he intended 

some shade of sternness to creep. 

At the door a final access of weakness impelled him to make a further appeal. 

“Aren’t we being very silly?” 

“A fool” was Don Tarquinio’s mental comment as the door closed on Egbert’s 

retreat.  Then he lifted his velvet forepaws in the air and leapt lightly on to a bookshelf 

immediately under the bullfinch’s cage.  It was the first time he had seemed to notice the 

bird’s existence, but he was carrying out a long-formed theory of action with the precision 

of mature deliberation.  The bullfinch, who had fancied himself something of a despot, 

depressed himself of a sudden into a third of his normal displacement; then he fell to a 

helpless wing-beating and shrill cheeping.  He had cost twenty-seven shillings without 

the cage, but Lady Anne made no sign of interfering.  She had been dead for two hours. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

THE SAINT AND THE GOBLIN 

The little stone Saint occupied a retired niche in a side aisle of the old 

cathedral.  No one quite remembered who he had been, but that in a way was a guarantee 

of respectability.  At least so the Goblin said.  The Goblin was a very fine specimen of 

quaint stone carving, and lived up in the corbel on the wall opposite the niche of the little 

Saint.  He was connected with some of the best cathedral folk, such as the queer carvings 

in the choir stalls and chancel screen, and even the gargoyles high up on the roof.  All the 

fantastic beasts and manikins that sprawled and twisted in wood or stone or lead overhead 

in the arches or away down in the crypt were in some way akin to him; consequently he 

was a person of recognised importance in the cathedral world. 

The little stone Saint and the Goblin got on very well together, though they looked 

at most things from different points of view.  The Saint was a philanthropist in an old- 

fashioned way; he thought the world, as he saw it, was good, but might be improved.  In 

particular he pitied the church mice, who were miserably poor.  The Goblin, on the other 

hand, was of opinion that the world, as he knew it, was bad, but had better be let alone.  It 

was the function of the church mice to be poor. 

“All the same,” said the Saint, “I feel very sorry for them.” 

“Of course you do,” said the Goblin; “it’s your function to feel sorry for them.  If 

they were to leave off being poor you couldn’t fulfil your functions.  You’d be a 

sinecure.” 

He rather hoped that the Saint would ask him what a sinecure meant, but the latter 

took refuge in a stony silence.  The Goblin might be right, but still, he thought, he would 

like to do something for the church mice before winter came on; they were so very poor. 

Whilst he was thinking the matter over he was startled by something falling 

between his feet with a hard metallic clatter.  It was a bright new thaler; one of the 

cathedral jackdaws, who collected such things, had flown in with it to a stone cornice just 

above his niche, and the banging of the sacristy door had startled him into dropping 

it.  Since the invention of gun powder the family nerves were not what they had been. 

“What have you got there?” asked the Goblin. 

“A silver thaler,” said the Saint.  “Really,” he continued, “it is most fortunate; now 

I can do something for the church mice.” 

“How will you manage it?” asked the Goblin. 

The Saint considered. 



 

 

“I will appear in a vision to the vergeress who sweeps the floors.  I will tell her 

that she will find a silver thaler between my feet, and that she must take it and buy a 

measure of corn and put it on my shrine.  When she finds the money she will know that 

it was a true dream, and she will take care to follow my directions.  Then the mice will 

have food all the winter.” 

“Of course you can do that,” observed the Goblin.  “Now, I can only appear to 

people after they have had a heavy supper of indigestible things.  My opportunities with 

the vergeress would be limited.  There is some advantage in being a saint after all.” 

All this while the coin was lying at the Saint’s feet.  It was clean and glittering and 

had the Elector’s arms beautifully stamped upon it.  The Saint began to reflect that such 

an opportunity was too rare to be hastily disposed of.  Perhaps indiscriminate charity 

might be harmful to the church mice.  After all, it was their function to be poor; the Goblin 

had said so, and the Goblin was generally right. 

“I’ve been thinking,” he said to that personage, “that perhaps it would be really 

better if I ordered a thaler’s worth of candles to be placed on my shrine instead of the 

corn.” 

He often wished, for the look of the thing, that people would sometimes burn 

candles at his shrine; but as they had forgotten who he was it was not considered a 

profitable speculation to pay him that attention. 

“Candles would be more orthodox,” said the Goblin. 

“More orthodox, certainly,” agreed the Saint, “and the mice could have the ends 

to eat; candle-ends are most fattening.” 

The Goblin was too well bred to wink; besides, being a stone goblin, it was out of 

the question. 

* * * * * 

“Well, if it ain’t there, sure enough!” said the vergeress next morning.  She took 

the shining coin down from the dusty niche and turned it over and over in her grimy 

hands.  Then she put it to her mouth and bit it. 

“She can’t be going to eat it,” thought the Saint, and fixed her with his stoniest 

stare. 

“Well,” said the woman, in a somewhat shriller key, “who’d have thought it!  A 

saint, too!” 



 

 

Then she did an unaccountable thing.  She hunted an old piece of tape out of her 

pocket, and tied to crosswise, with a big loop, round the thaler, and hung it round the neck 

of the little Saint. 

Then she went away. 

“The only possible explanation,” said the Goblin, “is that it’s a bad one.” 

 “What is that decoration your neighbour is wearing?” asked a wyvern that was 

wrought into the capital of an adjacent pillar. 

The Saint was ready to cry with mortification, only, being of stone, he couldn’t. 

“It’s a coin of—ahem!—fabulous value,” replied the Goblin tactfully. 

And the news went round the Cathedral that the shrine of the little stone Saint had 

been enriched by a priceless offering. 

“After all, it’s something to have the conscience of a goblin,” said the Saint to 

himself. 

The church mice were as poor as ever.  But that was their function. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

A YOUNG TURKISH CATASTROPHE 
In Two Scenes 

The Minister for Fine Arts (to whose Department had been lately added the new 

sub-section of Electoral Engineering) paid a business visit to the Grand 

Vizier.  According to Eastern etiquette they discoursed for a while on indifferent 

subjects.  The minister only checked himself in time from making a passing reference to 

the Marathon Race, remembering that the Vizier had a Persian grandmother and might 

consider any allusion to Marathon as somewhat tactless.  Presently the Minister broached 

the subject of his interview. 

“Under the new Constitution are women to have votes?” he asked suddenly. 

“To have votes?  Women?” exclaimed the Vizier in some astonishment.  “My 

dear Pasha, the New Departure has a flavour of the absurd as it is; don’t let’s try and make 

it altogether ridiculous.  Women have no souls and no intelligence; why on earth should 

they have votes?” 

“I know it sounds absurd,” said the Minister, “but they are seriously considering 

the idea in the West.” 

“Then they must have a larger equipment of seriousness than I gave them credit 

for.  After a lifetime of specialised effort in maintaining my gravity I can scarcely restrain 

an inclination to smile at the suggestion.  Why, out womenfolk in most cases don’t know 

how to read or write.  How could they perform the operation of voting?” 

“They could be shown the names of the candidates and where to make their cross.” 

“I beg your pardon?” interrupted the Vizier. 

“Their crescent, I mean,” corrected the Minister.  “It would be to the liking of the 

Young Turkish Party,” he added. 

“Oh, well,” said the Vizier, “if we are to do the thing at all we may as well go the 

whole h---” he pulled up just as he was uttering the name of an unclean animal, and 

continued, “the complete camel.  I will issue instructions that womenfolk are to have 

votes.” 

* * * * * 

The poll was drawing to a close in the Lakoumistan division.  The candidate of 

the Young Turkish Party was known to be three or four hundred votes ahead, and he was 

already drafting his address, returning thanks to the electors.  His victory had been almost 

a foregone conclusion, for he had set in motion all the approved electioneering machinery 



 

 

of the West.  He had even employed motorcars.  Few of his supporters had gone to the 

poll in these vehicles, but, thanks to the intelligent driving of his chauffeurs, many of his 

opponents had gone to their graves or to the local hospitals, or otherwise abstained from 

voting.  And then something unlooked-for happened.  The rival candidate, Ali the Blest, 

arrived on the scene with his wives and womenfolk, who numbered, roughly, six 

hundred.  Ali had wasted little effort on election literature, but had been heard to remark 

that every vote given to his opponent meant another sack thrown into the Bosphorus.  The 

Young Turkish candidate, who had conformed to the Western custom of one wife and 

hardly any mistresses, stood by helplessly while his adversary’s poll swelled to a 

triumphant majority. 

“Cristabel Columbus!” he exclaimed, invoking in some confusion the name of a 

distinguished pioneer; “who would have thought it?” 

“Strange,” mused Ali, “that one who harangued so clamorously about the Secret 

Ballot should have overlooked the Veiled Vote.” 

And, walking homeward with his constituents, he murmured in his beard an 

improvisation on the heretic poet of Persia: 

 

“One, rich in metaphors, his Cause contrives 

To urge with edged words, like Kabul knives; 

And I, who worst him in this sorry game, 

Was never rich in anything but—wives.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

GABRIEL-ERNEST 

“There is a wild beast in your woods,” said the artist Cunningham, as he was being 

driven to the station.  It was the only remark he had made during the drive, but as Van 

Cheele had talked incessantly his companion’s silence had not been noticeable. 

“A stray fox or two and some resident weasels.  Nothing more formidable,” said 

Van Cheele.  The artist said nothing. 

“What did you mean about a wild beast?” said Van Cheele later, when they were 

on the platform. 

“Nothing.  My imagination.  Here is the train,” said Cunningham. 

That afternoon Van Cheele went for one of his frequent rambles through his 

woodland property.  He had a stuffed bittern in his study, and knew the names of quite a 

number of wild flowers, so his aunt had possibly some justification in describing him as 

a great naturalist.  At any rate, he was a great walker.  It was his custom to take mental 

notes of everything he saw during his walks, not so much for the purpose of assisting 

contemporary science as to provide topics for conversation afterwards.  When the 

bluebells began to show themselves in flower he made a point of informing every one of 

the fact; the season of the year might have warned his hearers of the likelihood of such 

an occurrence, but at least they felt that he was being absolutely frank with them. 

What Van Cheele saw on this particular afternoon was, however, something far 

removed from his ordinary range of experience.  On a shelf of smooth stone overhanging 

a deep pool in the hollow of an oak coppice a boy of about sixteen lay asprawl, drying his 

wet brown limbs luxuriously in the sun.  His wet hair, parted by a recent dive, lay close 

to his head, and his light-brown eyes, so light that there was an almost tigerish gleam in 

them, were turned towards Van Cheele with a certain lazy watchfulness.  It was an 

unexpected apparition, and Van Cheele found himself engaged in the novel process of 

thinking before he spoke.  Where on earth could this wild-looking boy hail from?  The 

miller’s wife had lost a child some two months ago, supposed to have been swept away 

by the millrace, but that had been a mere baby, not a half-grown lad. 

“What are you doing there?” he demanded. 

“Obviously, sunning myself,” replied the boy. 

“Where do you live?” 

“Here, in these woods.” 

“You can’t live in the woods,” said Van Cheele. 



 

 

“They are very nice woods,” said the boy, with a touch of patronage in his voice. 

“But where do you sleep at night?” 

“I don’t sleep at night; that’s my busiest time.” 

Van Cheele began to have an irritated feeling that he was grappling with a problem 

that was eluding him. 

“What do you feed on?” he asked. 

“Flesh,” said the boy, and he pronounced the word with slow relish, as though he 

were tasting it. 

“Flesh!  What Flesh?” 

“Since it interests you, rabbits, wild-fowl, hares, poultry, lambs in their season, 

children when I can get any; they’re usually too well locked in at night, when I do most 

of my hunting.  It’s quite two months since I tasted child-flesh.” 

Ignoring the chaffing nature of the last remark Van Cheele tried to draw the boy 

on the subject of possible poaching operations. 

“You’re talking rather through your hat when you speak of feeding on 

hares.”  (Considering the nature of the boy’s toilet the simile was hardly an apt one.)  “Our 

hillside hares aren’t easily caught.” 

“At night I hunt on four feet,” was the somewhat cryptic response. 

“I suppose you mean that you hunt with a dog?” hazarded Van Cheele. 

The boy rolled slowly over on to his back, and laughed a weird low laugh, that 

was pleasantly like a chuckle and disagreeably like a snarl. 

“I don’t fancy any dog would be very anxious for my company, especially at 

night.” 

Van Cheele began to feel that there was something positively uncanny about the 

strange-eyed, strange-tongued youngster. 

“I can’t have you staying in these woods,” he declared authoritatively. 

“I fancy you’d rather have me here than in your house,” said the boy. 

The prospect of this wild, nude animal in Van Cheele’s primly ordered house was 

certainly an alarming one. 

“If you don’t go.  I shall have to make you,” said Van Cheele. 

The boy turned like a flash, plunged into the pool, and in a moment had flung his 

wet and glistening body half-way up the bank where Van Cheele was standing.  In an 

otter the movement would not have been remarkable; in a boy Van Cheele found it 

sufficiently startling.  His foot slipped as he made an involuntarily backward movement, 



 

 

and he found himself almost prostrate on the slippery weed-grown bank, with those 

tigerish yellow eyes not very far from his own.  Almost instinctively he half raised his 

hand to his throat.  They boy laughed again, a laugh in which the snarl had nearly driven 

out the chuckle, and then, with another of his astonishing lightning movements, plunged 

out of view into a yielding tangle of weed and fern. 

“What an extraordinary wild animal!” said Van Cheele as he picked himself 

up.  And then he recalled Cunningham’s remark “There is a wild beast in your woods.” 

Walking slowly homeward, Van Cheele began to turn over in his mind various 

local occurrences which might be traceable to the existence of this astonishing young 

savage. 

Something had been thinning the game in the woods lately, poultry had been 

missing from the farms, hares were growing unaccountably scarcer, and complaints had 

reached him of lambs being carried off bodily from the hills.  Was it possible that this 

wild boy was really hunting the countryside in company with some clever poacher 

dogs?  He had spoken of hunting “four-footed” by night, but then, again, he had hinted 

strangely at no dog caring to come near him, “especially at night.”  It was certainly 

puzzling.  And then, as Van Cheele ran his mind over the various depredations that had 

been committed during the last month or two, he came suddenly to a dead stop, alike in 

his walk and his speculations.  The child missing from the mill two months ago—the 

accepted theory was that it had tumbled into the mill-race and been swept away; but the 

mother had always declared she had heard a shriek on the hill side of the house, in the 

opposite direction from the water.  It was unthinkable, of course, but he wished that the 

boy had not made that uncanny remark about child-flesh eaten two months ago.  Such 

dreadful things should not be said even in fun. 

Van Cheele, contrary to his usual wont, did not feel disposed to be communicative 

about his discovery in the wood.  His position as a parish councillor and justice of the 

peace seemed somehow compromised by the fact that he was harbouring a personality of 

such doubtful repute on his property; there was even a possibility that a heavy bill of 

damages for raided lambs and poultry might be laid at his door.  At dinner that night he 

was quite unusually silent. 

“Where’s your voice gone to?” said his aunt.  “One would think you had seen a 

wolf.” 



 

 

Van Cheele, who was not familiar with the old saying, thought the remark rather 

foolish; if he had seen a wolf on his property his tongue would have been extraordinarily 

busy with the subject. 

At breakfast next morning Van Cheele was conscious that his feeling of 

uneasiness regarding yesterday’s episode had not wholly disappeared, and he resolved to 

go by train to the neighbouring cathedral town, hunt up Cunningham, and learn from him 

what he had really seen that had prompted the remark about a wild beast in the 

woods.  With this resolution taken, his usual cheerfulness partially returned, and he 

hummed a bright little melody as he sauntered to the morning-room for his customary 

cigarette.  As he entered the room the melody made way abruptly for a pious 

invocation.  Gracefully asprawl on the ottoman, in an attitude of almost exaggerated 

repose, was the boy of the woods.  He was drier than when Van Cheele had last seen him, 

but no other alteration was noticeable in his toilet. 

“How dare you come here?” asked Van Cheele furiously. 

“You told me I was not to stay in the woods,” said the boy calmly. 

“But not to come here.  Supposing my aunt should see you!” 

And with a view to minimising that catastrophe, Van Cheele hastily obscured as 

much of his unwelcome guest as possible under the folds of a Morning Post.  At that 

moment his aunt entered the room. 

“This is a poor boy who has lost his way—and lost his memory.  He doesn’t know 

who he is or where he comes from,” explained Van Cheele desperately, glancing 

apprehensively at the waif’s face to see whether he was going to add inconvenient 

candour to his other savage propensities. 

Miss Van Cheele was enormously interested. 

“Perhaps his underlinen is marked,” she suggested. 

“He seems to have lost most of that, too,” said Van Cheele, making frantic little 

grabs at the Morning Post to keep it in its place. 

A naked homeless child appealed to Miss Van Cheele as warmly as a stray kitten 

or derelict puppy would have done. 

“We must do all we can for him,” she decided, and in a very short time a 

messenger, dispatched to the rectory, where a page-boy was kept, had returned with a suit 

of pantry clothes, and the necessary accessories of shirt, shoes, collar, etc.  Clothed, clean, 

and groomed, the boy lost none of his uncanniness in Van Cheele’s eyes, but his aunt 

found him sweet. 



 

 

“We must call him something till we know who he really is,” she said.  “Gabriel-

Ernest, I think; those are nice suitable names.” 

Van Cheele agreed, but he privately doubted whether they were being grafted on 

to a nice suitable child.  His misgivings were  not diminished by the fact that his staid and 

elderly spaniel had bolted out of the house at the first incoming of the boy, and now 

obstinately remained shivering and yapping at the farther end of the orchard, while the 

canary, usually as vocally industrious as Van Cheele himself, had put itself on an 

allowance of frightened cheeps.  More than ever he was resolved to consult Cunningham 

without loss of time. 

As he drove off to the station his aunt was arranging that Gabriel-Ernest should 

help her to entertain the infant members of her Sunday-school class at tea that afternoon. 

Cunningham was not at first disposed to be communicative. 

“My mother died of some brain trouble,” he explained, “so you will understand 

why I am averse to dwelling on anything of an impossibly fantastic nature that I may see 

or think that I have seen.” 

“But what did you see?” persisted Van Cheele. 

“What I thought I saw was something so extraordinary that no really sane man 

could dignify it with the credit of having actually happened.  I was standing, the last 

evening I was with you, half-hidden in the hedge-growth by the orchard gate, watching 

the dying glow of the sunset.  Suddenly I became aware of a naked boy, a bather from 

some neighbouring pool, I took him to be, who was standing out on the bare hillside also 

watching the sunset.  His pose was so suggestive of some wild faun of Pagan myth that I 

instantly wanted to engage him as a model, and in another moment I think I should have 

hailed him.  But just then the sun dipped out of view, and all the orange and pink slid out 

of the landscape, leaving it cold and grey.  And at the same moment an astounding thing 

happened—the boy vanished too!” 

“What! vanished away into nothing?” asked Van Cheele excitedly. 

“No; that is the dreadful part of it,” answered the artist; “on the open hillside where 

the boy had been standing a second ago, stood a large wolf, blackish in colour, with 

gleaming fangs and cruel, yellow eyes.  You may think—” 

But Van Cheele did not stop for anything as futile as thought.  Already he was 

tearing at top speed towards the station.  He dismissed the idea of a telegram.  “Gabriel-

Ernest is a werewolf” was a hopelessly inadequate effort at conveying the situation, and 

his aunt would think it was a code message to which he had omitted to give her the 



 

 

key.  His one hope was that he might reach home before sundown.  The cab which he 

chartered at the other end of the railway journey bore him with what seemed exasperating 

slowness along the country roads, which were pink and mauve with the flush of the 

sinking sun.  His aunt was putting away some unfinished jams and cake when he arrived. 

“Where is Gabriel-Ernest?” he almost screamed. 

“He is taking the little Toop child home,” said his aunt.  “It was getting so late, I 

thought it wasn’t safe to let it go back alone.  What a lovely sunset, isn’t it?” 

But Van Cheele, although not oblivious of the glow in the western sky, did not 

stay to discuss its beauties.  At a speed for which he was scarcely geared he raced along 

the narrow lane that led to the home of the Toops.  On one side ran the swift current of 

the millstream, on the other rose the stretch of bare hillside.  A dwindling rim of red sun 

showed still on the skyline, and the next turning must bring him in view of the ill-assorted 

couple he was pursuing.  Then the colour went suddenly out of things, and a grey light 

settled itself with a quick shiver over the landscape.  Van Cheele heard a shrill wail of 

fear, and stopped running. 

Nothing was ever seen again of the Toop child or Gabriel-Ernest, but the latter’s 

discarded garments were found lying in the road so it was assumed that the child had 

fallen into the water, and that the boy had stripped and jumped in, in a vain endeavour to 

save it.  Van Cheele and some workmen who were near by at the time testified to having 

heard a child scream loudly just near the spot where the clothes were found.  Mrs Toop, 

who had eleven other children, was decently resigned to her bereavement, but Miss Van 

Cheele sincerely mourned her lost foundling.  It was on her initiative that a memorial 

brass was put up in the parish church to “Gabriel-Ernest, an unknown boy, who bravely 

sacrificed his life for another.” 

Van Cheele gave way to his aunt in most things, but he flatly refused to subscribe 

to the Gabriel-Ernest memorial. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

THE MOUSE 

Theodoric Voler had been brought up, from infancy to the confines of middle age, 

by a fond mother whose chief solicitude had been to keep him screened from what she 

called the coarser realities of life.  When she died she left Theodoric alone in a world that 

was as real as ever, and a good deal coarser than he considered it had any need to be.  To 

a man of his temperament and upbringing even a simple railway journey was crammed 

with petty annoyances and minor discords, and as he settled himself down in a second-

class compartment one September morning he was conscious of ruffled feelings and 

general mental discomposure.  He had been staying at a country vicarage, the inmates of 

which had been certainly neither brutal nor bacchanalian, but their supervision of the 

domestic establishment had been of that lax order which invites disaster.  The pony 

carriage that was to take him to the station had never been properly ordered, and when 

the moment for his departure drew near the handyman who should have produced the 

required article was nowhere to be found.  In this emergency Theodoric, to his mute but 

very intense disgust, found himself obliged to collaborate with the vicar’s daughter in the 

task of harnessing the pony, which necessitated groping about in an ill-lighted outhouse 

called a stable, and smelling very like one—except in patches where it smelt of 

mice.  Without being actually afraid of mice, Theodoric classed them among the coarser 

incidents of life, and considered that Providence, with a little exercise of moral courage, 

might long ago have recognised that they were not indispensable, and have withdrawn 

them from circulation.  As the train glided out of the station Theodoric’s nervous 

imagination accused himself of exhaling a weak odour of stable-yard, and possibly of 

displaying a mouldy straw or two on his usually well-brushed garments.  Fortunately the 

only other occupant of the compartment, a lady of about the same age as himself, seemed 

inclined for slumber rather than scrutiny; the train was not due to stop till the terminus 

was reached, in about an hour’s time, and the carriage was of the old-fashioned sort, that 

held no communication with a corridor, therefore no further travelling companions were 

likely to intrude on Theodoric’s semi-privacy.  And yet the train had scarcely attained its 

normal speed before he became reluctantly but vividly aware that he was not alone with 

the slumbering lady; he was not even alone in his own clothes.  A warm, creeping 

movement over his flesh betrayed the unwelcome and highly resented presence, unseen 

but poignant, of a strayed mouse, that had evidently dashed into its present retreat during 

the episode of the pony harnessing.  Furtive stamps and shakes and wildly directed 



 

 

pinches failed to dislodge the intruder, whose motto, indeed, seemed to be Excelsior; and 

the lawful occupant of the clothes lay back against the cushions and endeavoured rapidly 

to evolve some means for putting an end to the dual ownership.  It was unthinkable that 

he should continue for the space of a whole hour in the horrible position of a Rowton 

House for vagrant mice (already his imagination had at least doubled the numbers of the 

alien invasion).  On the other hand, nothing less drastic than partial disrobing would ease 

him of his tormentor, and to undress in the presence of a lady, even for so laudable a 

purpose, was an idea that made his eartips tingle in a blush of abject shame.  He had never 

been able to bring himself even to the mild exposure of open-work socks in the presence 

of the fair sex.  And yet—the lady in this case was to all appearances soundly and securely 

asleep; the mouse, on the other hand, seemed to be trying to crowd a Wanderjahr into a 

few strenuous minutes.  If there is any truth in the theory of transmigration, this particular 

mouse must certainly have been in a former state a member of the Alpine 

Club.  Sometimes in its eagerness it lost its footing and slipped for half an inch or so; and 

then, in fright, or more probably temper, it bit.  Theodoric was goaded into the most 

audacious undertaking of his life.  Crimsoning to the hue of a beetroot and keeping an 

agonised watch on his slumbering fellow-traveller, he swiftly and noiselessly secured the 

ends of his railway-rug to the racks on either side of the carriage, so that a substantial 

curtain hung athwart the compartment.  In the narrow dressing-room that he had thus 

improvised he proceeded with violent haste to extricate himself partially and the mouse 

entirely from the surrounding casings of tweed and half-wool.  As the unravelled mouse 

gave a wild leap to the floor, the rug, slipping its fastening at either end, also came down 

with a heart-curdling flop, and almost simultaneously the awakened sleeper opened her 

eyes.  With a movement almost quicker than the mouse’s, Theodoric pounced on the rug, 

and hauled its ample folds chin-high over his dismantled person as he collapsed into the 

further corner of the carriage.  The blood raced and beat in the veins of his neck and 

forehead, while he waited dumbly for the communication-cord to be pulled.  The lady, 

however, contented herself with a silent stare at her strangely muffled companion.  How 

much had she seen, Theodoric queried to himself, and in any case what on earth must she 

think of his present posture? 

“I think I have caught a chill,” he ventured desperately. 

“Really, I’m sorry,” she replied.  “I was just going to ask you if you would open 

this window.” 



 

 

“I fancy it’s malaria,” he added, his teeth chattering slightly, as much from fright 

as from a desire to support his theory. 

“I’ve got some brandy in my hold-all, if you’ll kindly reach it down for me,” said 

his companion. 

“Not for worlds—I mean, I never take anything for it,” he assured her earnestly. 

“I suppose you caught it in the Tropics?” 

Theodoric, whose acquaintance with the Tropics was limited to an annual present 

of a chest of tea from an uncle in Ceylon, felt that even the malaria was slipping from 

him.  Would it be possible, he wondered, to disclose the real state of affairs to her in small 

instalments? 

“Are you afraid of mice?” he ventured, growing, if possible, more scarlet in the 

face. 

“Not unless they came in quantities, like those that ate up Bishop Hatto.  Why do 

you ask?” 

“I had one crawling inside my clothes just now,” said Theodoric in a voice that 

hardly seemed his own.  “It was a most awkward situation.” 

“It must have been, if you wear your clothes at all tight,” she observed; “but mice 

have strange ideas of comfort.” 

“I had to get rid of it while you were asleep,” he continued; then, with a gulp, he 

added, “it was getting rid of it that brought me to—to this.” 

“Surely leaving off one small mouse wouldn’t bring on a chill,” she exclaimed, 

with a levity that Theodoric accounted abominable. 

Evidently she had detected something of his predicament, and was enjoying his 

confusion.  All the blood in his body seemed to have mobilised in one concentrated blush, 

and an agony of abasement, worse than a myriad mice, crept up and down over his 

soul.  And then, as reflection began to assert itself, sheer terror took the place of 

humiliation.  With every minute that passed the train was rushing nearer to the crowded 

and bustling terminus where dozens of prying eyes would be exchanged for the one 

paralysing pair that watched him from the further corner of the carriage.  There was one 

slender despairing chance, which the next few minutes must decide.  His fellow-traveller 

might relapse into a blessed slumber.  But as the minutes throbbed by that chance ebbed 

away.  The furtive glance which Theodoric stole at her from time to time disclosed only 

an unwinking wakefulness. 

“I think we must be getting near now,” she presently observed. 



 

 

Theodoric had already noted with growing terror the recurring stacks of small, 

ugly dwellings that heralded the journey’s end.  The words acted as a signal.  Like a 

hunted beast breaking cover and dashing madly towards some other haven of momentary 

safety he threw aside his rug, and struggled frantically into his dishevelled garments.  He 

was conscious of dull suburban stations racing past the window, of a choking, hammering 

sensation in his throat and heart, and of an icy silence in that corner towards which he 

dared not look.  Then as he sank back in his seat, clothed and almost delirious, the train 

slowed down to a final crawl, and the woman spoke. 

“Would you be so kind,” she asked, “as to get me a porter to put me into a cab?  It’s 

a shame to trouble you when you’re feeling unwell, but being blind makes one so helpless 

at a railway station.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

THE CHRONICLES OF CLOVIS (1911) 

 
 

ESMÉ 
 

"All hunting stories are the same," said Clovis; "just as all Turf stories are the same, 

and all—" 

"My hunting story isn't a bit like any you've ever heard," said the Baroness. "It 

happened quite a while ago, when I was about twenty-three. I wasn't living apart from my 

husband then; you see, neither of us could afford to make the other a separate allowance. 

In spite of everything that proverbs may say, poverty keeps together more homes than it 

breaks up. But we always hunted with different packs. All this has nothing to do with the 

story." 

"We haven't arrived at the meet yet. I suppose there was a meet," said Clovis. 

"Of course there was a meet," said the Baroness; all the usual crowd were there, 

especially Constance Broddle. Constance is one of those strapping florid girls that go so 

well with autumn scenery or Christmas decorations in church. 'I feel a presentiment that 

something dreadful is going to happen,' she said to me; 'am I looking pale?' 

"She was looking about as pale as a beetroot that has suddenly heard bad news. 

"'You're looking nicer than usual,' I said, 'but that's so easy for you.' Before she had 

got the right bearings of this remark we had settled down to business; hounds had found 

a fox lying out in some gorse-bushes." 

"I knew it," said Clovis, "in every fox-hunting story that I've ever heard there's been 

a fox and some gorse-bushes." 

"Constance and I were well mounted," continued the Baroness serenely, "and we 

had no difficulty in keeping ourselves in the first flight, though it was a fairly stiff run. 

Towards the finish, however, we must have held rather too independent a line, for we lost 

the hounds, and found ourselves plodding aimlessly along miles away from anywhere. It 

was fairly exasperating, and my temper was beginning to let itself go by inches, when on 

pushing our way through an accommodating hedge we were gladdened by the sight of 

hounds in full cry in a hollow just beneath us. 

"'There they go,' cried Constance, and then added in a gasp, 'In Heaven's name, what 

are they hunting?' 



 

 

"It was certainly no mortal fox. It stood more than twice as high, had a short, ugly 

head, and an enormous thick neck. 

"'It's a hyaena,' I cried; 'it must have escaped from Lord Pabham's Park.' 

"At that moment the hunted beast turned and faced its pursuers, and the hounds 

(there were only about six couple of them) stood round in a half-circle and looked foolish. 

Evidently they had broken away from the rest of the pack on the trail of this alien scent, 

and were not quite sure how to treat their quarry now they had got him. 

"The hyaena hailed our approach with unmistakable relief and demonstrations of 

friendliness. It had probably been accustomed to uniform kindness from humans, while 

its first experience of a pack of hounds had left a bad impression. The hounds looked 

more than ever embarrassed as their quarry paraded its sudden intimacy with us, and the 

faint toot of a horn in the distance was seized on as a welcome signal for unobtrusive 

departure. Constance and I and the hyaena were left alone in the gathering twilight. 

"'What are we to do?' asked Constance. 

"'What a person you are for questions,' I said. 

"'Well, we can't stay here all night with a hyaena,' she retorted. 

"'I don't know what your ideas of comfort are,' I said; 'but I shouldn't think of staying 

here all night even without a hyaena. My home may be an unhappy one, but at least it has 

hot and cold water laid on, and domestic service, and other conveniences which we 

shouldn't find here. We had better make for that ridge of trees to the right; I imagine the 

Crowley road is just beyond.' 

"We trotted off slowly along a faintly marked cart-track, with the beast following 

cheerfully at our heels. 

"'What on earth are we to do with the hyaena?' came the inevitable question. 

"'What does one generally do with hyaenas?' I asked crossly. 

"'I've never had anything to do with one before,' said Constance. 

"'Well, neither have I. If we even knew its sex we might give it a name. Perhaps we 

might call it Esmé. That would do in either case.' 

"There was still sufficient daylight for us to distinguish wayside objects, and our 

listless spirits gave an upward perk as we came upon a small half-naked gipsy brat picking 

blackberries from a low-growing bush. The sudden apparition of two horsewomen and a 

hyaena set it off crying, and in any case we should scarcely have gleaned any useful 

geographical information from that source; but there was a probability that we might 



 

 

strike a gipsy encampment somewhere along our route. We rode on hopefully but 

uneventfully for another mile or so. 

"'I wonder what that child was doing there,' said Constance presently. 

"'Picking blackberries. Obviously.' 

"'I don't like the way it cried,' pursued Constance; 'somehow its wail keeps ringing 

in my ears.' 

"I did not chide Constance for her morbid fancies; as a matter of fact the same 

sensation, of being pursued by a persistent fretful wail, had been forcing itself on my 

rather over-tired nerves. For company's sake I hulloed to Esmé, who had lagged 

somewhat behind. With a few springy bounds he drew up level, and then shot past us. 

"The wailing accompaniment was explained. The gipsy child was firmly, and I 

expect painfully, held in his jaws. 

"'Merciful Heaven!' screamed Constance, 'what on earth shall we do? What are we 

to do?' 

"I am perfectly certain that at the Last Judgment Constance will ask more questions 

than any of the examining Seraphs. 

"'Can't we do something?' she persisted tearfully, as Esmé cantered easily along in 

front of our tired horses. 

"Personally I was doing everything that occurred to me at the moment. I stormed 

and scolded and coaxed in English and French and gamekeeper language; I made absurd, 

ineffectual cuts in the air with my thongless hunting-crop; I hurled my sandwich case at 

the brute; in fact, I really don't know what more I could have done. And still we lumbered 

on through the deepening dusk, with that dark uncouth shape lumbering ahead of us, and 

a drone of lugubrious music floating in our ears. Suddenly Esmé bounded aside into some 

thick bushes, where we could not follow; the wail rose to a shriek and then stopped 

altogether. This part of the story I always hurry over, because it is really rather horrible. 

When the beast joined us again, after an absence of a few minutes, there was an air of 

patient understanding about him, as though he knew that he had done something of which 

we disapproved, but which he felt to be thoroughly justifiable. 

"'How can you let that ravening beast trot by your side?' asked Constance. She was 

looking more than ever like an albino beetroot. 

"'In the first place, I can't prevent it,' I said; 'and in the second place, whatever else 

he may be, I doubt if he's ravening at the present moment.' 



 

 

"Constance shuddered. 'Do you think the poor little thing suffered much?' came 

another of her futile questions. 

"'The indications were all that way,' I said; 'on the other hand, of course, it may have 

been crying from sheer temper. Children sometimes do.' 

"It was nearly pitch-dark when we emerged suddenly into the highroad. A flash of 

lights and the whir of a motor went past us at the same moment at uncomfortably close 

quarters. A thud and a sharp screeching yell followed a second later. The car drew up, 

and when I had ridden back to the spot I found a young man bending over a dark 

motionless mass lying by the roadside. 

"'You have killed my Esmé,' I exclaimed bitterly. 

"'I'm so awfully sorry,' said the young man; I keep dogs myself, so I know what you 

must feel about it. I'll do anything I can in reparation.' 

"'Please bury him at once,' I said; 'that much I think I may ask of you.' 

"'Bring the spade, William,' he called to the chauffeur. Evidently hasty roadside 

interments were contingencies that had been provided against. 

"The digging of a sufficiently large grave took some little time. 'I say, what a 

magnificent fellow,' said the motorist as the corpse was rolled over into the trench. 'I'm 

afraid he must have been rather a valuable animal.' 

"'He took second in the puppy class at Birmingham last year,' I said resolutely. 

"Constance snorted loudly. 

"'Don't cry, dear,' I said brokenly; 'it was all over in a moment. He couldn't have 

suffered much.' 

"'Look here,' said the young fellow desperately, 'you simply must let me do 

something by way of reparation.' 

"I refused sweetly, but as he persisted I let him have my address. 

"Of course, we kept our own counsel as to the earlier episodes of the evening. Lord 

Pabham never advertised the loss of his hyaena; when a strictly fruit-eating animal strayed 

from his park a year or two previously he was called upon to give compensation in eleven 

cases of sheep-worrying and practically to re-stock his neighbours' poultry-yards, and an 

escaped hyaena would have mounted up to something on the scale of a Government grant. 

The gipsies were equally unobtrusive over their missing offspring; I don't suppose in large 

encampments they really know to a child or two how many they've got." 

The Baroness paused reflectively, and then continued: 



 

 

"There was a sequel to the adventure, though. I got through the post a charming little 

diamond brooch, with the name Esmé set in a sprig of rosemary. Incidentally, too, I lost 

the friendship of Constance Broddle. You see, when I sold the brooch I quite properly 

refused to give her any share of the proceeds. I pointed out that the Esmé part of the affair 

was my own invention, and the hyaena part of it belonged to Lord Pabham, if it really 

was his hyaena, of which, of course, I've no proof." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

MRS PACKLETIDE'S TIGER 

 

It was Mrs Packletide's pleasure and intention that she should shoot a tiger. Not that 

the lust to kill had suddenly descended on her, or that she felt that she would leave India 

safer and more wholesome than she had found it, with one fraction less of wild beast per 

million of inhabitants. The compelling motive for her sudden deviation towards the 

footsteps of Nimrod was the fact that Loona Bimberton had recently been carried eleven 

miles in an aeroplane by an Algerian aviator, and talked of nothing else; only a personally 

procured tiger-skin and a heavy harvest of Press photographs could successfully counter 

that sort of thing. Mrs Packletide had already arranged in her mind the lunch she would 

give at her house in Curzon Street, ostensibly in Loona Bimberton's honour, with a tiger-

skin rug occupying most of the foreground and all of the conversation. She had also 

already designed in her mind the tiger-claw brooch that she was going to give Loona 

Bimberton on her next birthday. In a world that is supposed to be chiefly swayed by 

hunger and by love Mrs Packletide was an exception; her movements and motives were 

largely governed by dislike of Loona Bimberton. 

Circumstances proved propitious. Mrs Packletide had offered a thousand rupees for 

the opportunity of shooting a tiger without overmuch risk or exertion, and it so happened 

that a neighbouring village could boast of being the favoured rendezvous of an animal of 

respectable antecedents, which had been driven by the increasing infirmities of age to 

abandon game-killing and confine its appetite to the smaller domestic animals. The 

prospect of earning the thousand rupees had stimulated the sporting and commercial 

instinct of the villagers; children were posted night and day on the outskirts of the local 

jungle to head the tiger back in the unlikely event of his attempting to roam away to fresh 

hunting-grounds, and the cheaper kinds of goats were left about with elaborate 

carelessness to keep him satisfied with his present quarters. The one great anxiety was 

lest he should die of old age before the date appointed for the memsahib's shoot. Mothers 

carrying their babies home through the jungle after the day's work in the fields hushed 

their singing lest they might curtail the restful sleep of the venerable herd-robber. 

The great night duly arrived, moonlit and cloudless. A platform had been constructed 

in a comfortable and conveniently placed tree, and thereon crouched Mrs Packletide and 

her paid companion, Miss Mebbin. A goat, gifted with a particularly persistent bleat, such 

as even a partially deaf tiger might be reasonably expected to hear on a still night, was 



 

 

tethered at the correct distance. With an accurately sighted rifle and a thumbnail pack of 

patience cards the sportswoman awaited the coming of the quarry. 

"I suppose we are in some danger?" said Miss Mebbin. 

She was not actually nervous about the wild beast, but she had a morbid dread of 

performing an atom more service than she had been paid for. 

"Nonsense," said Mrs Packletide; "it's a very old tiger. It couldn't spring up here even 

if it wanted to." 

"If it's an old tiger I think you ought to get it cheaper. A thousand rupees is a lot of 

money." 

Louisa Mebbin adopted a protective elder-sister attitude towards money in general, 

irrespective of nationality or denomination. Her energetic intervention had saved many a 

rouble from dissipating itself in tips in some Moscow hotel, and francs and centimes clung 

to her instinctively under circumstances which would have driven them headlong from 

less sympathetic hands. Her speculations as to the market depreciation of tiger remnants 

were cut short by the appearance on the scene of the animal itself. As soon as it caught 

sight of the tethered goat it lay flat on the earth, seemingly less from a desire to take 

advantage of all available cover than for the purpose of snatching a short rest before 

commencing the grand attack. 

"I believe it's ill," said Louisa Mebbin, loudly in Hindustani, for the benefit of the 

village headman, who was in ambush in a neighbouring tree. 

"Hush!" said Mrs Packletide, and at that moment the tiger commenced ambling 

towards his victim. 

"Now, now!" urged Miss Mebbin with some excitement; "if he doesn't touch the 

goat we needn't pay for it." (The bait was an extra.) 

The rifle flashed out with a loud report, and the great tawny beast sprang to one side 

and then rolled over in the stillness of death. In a moment a crowd of excited natives had 

swarmed on to the scene, and their shouting speedily carried the glad news to the village, 

where a thumping of tom-toms took up the chorus of triumph. And their triumph and 

rejoicing found a ready echo in the heart of Mrs Packletide; already that luncheon-party 

in Curzon Street seemed immeasurably nearer. 

It was Louisa Mebbin who drew attention to the fact that the goat was in death-throes 

from a mortal bullet-wound, while no trace of the rifle's deadly work could be found on 

the tiger. Evidently the wrong animal had been hit, and the beast of prey had succumbed 

to heart-failure, caused by the sudden report of the rifle, accelerated by senile decay. Mrs 



 

 

Packletide was pardonably annoyed at the discovery; but, at any rate, she was the 

possessor of a dead tiger, and the villagers, anxious for their thousand rupees, gladly 

connived at the fiction that she had shot the beast. And Miss Mebbin was a paid 

companion. Therefore did Mrs Packletide face the cameras with a light heart, and her 

pictured fame reached from the pages of the Texas Weekly Snapshot to the illustrated 

Monday supplement of the Novoe Vremya. As for Loona Bimberton, she refused to look 

at an illustrated paper for weeks, and her letter of thanks for the gift of a tiger-claw brooch 

was a model of repressed emotions. The luncheon-party she declined; there are limits 

beyond which repressed emotions become dangerous. 

From Curzon Street the tiger-skin rug travelled down to the Manor House, and was 

duly inspected and admired by the county, and it seemed a fitting and appropriate thing 

when Mrs Packletide went to the County Costume Ball in the character of Diana. She 

refused to fall in, however, with Clovis's tempting suggestion of a primeval dance party, 

at which every one should wear the skins of beasts they had recently slain. "I should be 

in rather a Baby Bunting condition," confessed Clovis, "with a miserable rabbit-skin or 

two to wrap up in, but then," he added, with a rather malicious glance at Diana's 

proportions, "my figure is quite as good as that Russian dancing boy's." 

"How amused every one would be if they knew what really happened," said Louisa 

Mebbin a few days after the ball. 

"What do you mean?" asked Mrs Packletide quickly. 

"How you shot the goat and frightened the tiger to death," said Miss Mebbin, with 

her disagreeably pleasant laugh. 

"No one would believe it," said Mrs Packletide, her face changing colour as rapidly 

as though it were going through a book of patterns before post-time. 

"Loona Bimberton would," said Miss Mebbin. Mrs Packletide's face settled on an 

unbecoming shade of greenish white. 

"You surely wouldn't give me away?" she asked. 

"I've seen a week-end cottage near Dorking that I should rather like to buy," said 

Miss Mebbin with seeming irrelevance. "Six hundred and eighty, freehold. Quite a 

bargain, only I don't happen to have the money." 

 

Louisa Mebbin's pretty week-end cottage, christened by her "Les Fauves," and gay 

in summertime with its garden borders of tiger-lilies, is the wonder and admiration of her 

friends. 



 

 

"It is a marvel how Louisa manages to do it," is the general verdict. 

Mrs Packletide indulges in no more big-game shooting. 

"The incidental expenses are so heavy," she confides to inquiring friends. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

THE PEACE OF MOWSLE BARTON 
 

Crefton Lockyer sat at his ease, an ease alike of body and soul, in the little patch of 

ground, half-orchard and half-garden, that abutted on the farmyard at Mowsle Barton. 

After the stress and noise of long years of city life, the repose and peace of the hillbegirt 

homestead struck on his senses with an almost dramatic intensity. Time and space seemed 

to lose their meaning and their abruptness; the minutes slid away into hours, and the 

meadows and fallows sloped away into middle distance, softly and imperceptibly. Wild 

weeds of the hedgerow straggled into the flower-garden, and wallflowers and garden 

bushes made counter-raids into farmyard and lane. Sleepy-looking hens and solemn 

preoccupied ducks were equally at home in yard, orchard, or roadway; nothing seemed to 

belong definitely to anywhere; even the gates were not necessarily to be found on their 

hinges. And over the whole scene brooded the sense of a peace that had almost a quality 

of magic in it. In the afternoon you felt that it had always been afternoon, and must always 

remain afternoon; in the twilight you knew that it could never have been anything else 

but twilight. Crefton Lockyer sat at his ease in the rustic seat beneath an old medlar tree, 

and decided that here was the life-anchorage that his mind had so fondly pictured and that 

latterly his tired and jarred senses had so often pined for. He would make a permanent 

lodging-place among these simple friendly people, gradually increasing the modest 

comforts with which he would like to surround himself, but falling in as much as possible 

with their manner of living. 

As he slowly matured this resolution in his mind an elderly woman came hobbling 

with uncertain gait through the orchard. He recognized her as a member of the farm 

household, the mother or possibly the mother-in-law of Mrs Spurfield, his present 

landlady, and hastily formulated some pleasant remark to make to her. She forestalled 

him. 

"There's a bit of writing chalked up on the door over yonder. What is it?" 

She spoke in a dull impersonal manner, as though the question had been on her lips 

for years and had best be got rid of. Her eyes, however, looked impatiently over Crefton's 

head at the door of a small barn which formed the outpost of a straggling line of farm 

buildings. 

"Martha Pillamon is an old witch" was the announcement that met Crefton's 

inquiring scrutiny, and he hesitated a moment before giving the statement wider publicity. 

For all he knew to the contrary, it might be Martha herself to whom he was speaking. It 



 

 

was possible that Mrs Spurfield's maiden name had been Pillamon. And the gaunt, 

withered old dame at his side might certainly fulfil local conditions as to the outward 

aspect of a witch. 

"It's something about some one called Martha Pillamon," he explained cautiously. 

"What does it say?" 

"It's very disrespectful," said Crefton; "it says she's a witch. Such things ought not 

to be written up." 

"It's true, every word of it," said his listener with considerable satisfaction, adding 

as a special descriptive note of her own, "the old toad." 

And as she hobbled away through the farmyard she shrilled out in her cracked voice, 

"Martha Pillamon is an old witch!" 

"Did you hear what she said?" mumbled a weak, angry voice somewhere behind 

Crefton's shoulder. Turning hastily, he beheld another old crone, thin and yellow and 

wrinkled, and evidently in a high state of displeasure. Obviously this was Martha 

Pillamon in person. The orchard seemed to be a favourite promenade for the aged women 

of the neighbourhood. 

"'Tis lies, 'tis sinful lies," the weak voice went on. "'Tis Betsy Croot is the old witch. 

She an' her daughter, the dirty rat. I'll put a spell on 'em, the old nuisances." 

As she limped slowly away her eye caught the chalk inscription on the barn door. 

"What's written up there?" she demanded, wheeling round on Crefton. 

"Vote for Soarker," he responded, with the craven boldness of the practised 

peacemaker. 

The old woman grunted, and her mutterings and her faded red shawl lost themselves 

gradually among the tree-trunks. Crefton rose presently and made his way towards the 

farmhouse. Somehow a good deal of the peace seemed to have slipped out of the 

atmosphere. 

The cheery bustle of tea-time in the old farm kitchen, which Crefton had found so 

agreeable on previous afternoons, seemed to have soured to-day into a certain uneasy 

melancholy. There was a dull, dragging silence around the board, and the tea itself, when 

Crefton came to taste it, was a flat, lukewarm concoction that would have driven the spirit 

of revelry out of a carnival. 

"It's no use complaining of the tea," said Mrs Spurfield hastily, as her guest stared 

with an air of polite inquiry at his cup. "The kettle won't boil, that's the truth of it." 



 

 

Crefton turned to the hearth, where an unusually fierce fire was banked up under a 

big black kettle, which sent a thin wreath of steam from its spout, but seemed otherwise 

to ignore the action of the roaring blaze beneath it. 

"It's been there more than an hour, an' boil it won't," said Mrs Spurfield, adding, by 

way of complete explanation, "we're bewitched." 

"It's Martha Pillamon as has done it," chimed in the old mother; "I'll be even with 

the old toad. I'll put a spell on her." 

"It must boil in time," protested Crefton, ignoring the suggestions of foul influences. 

"Perhaps the coal is damp." 

"It won't boil in time for supper, nor for breakfast to-morrow morning, not if you 

was to keep the fire a-going all night for it," said Mrs Spurfield. And it didn't. The 

household subsisted on fried and baked dishes, and a neighbour obligingly brewed tea 

and sent it across in a moderately warm condition. 

"I suppose you'll be leaving us, now that things has turned up uncomfortable," Mrs 

Spurfield observed at breakfast; "there are folks as deserts one as soon as trouble comes." 

Crefton hurriedly disclaimed any immediate change of plans; he observed, however, 

to himself that the earlier heartiness of manner had in a large measure deserted the 

household. Suspicious looks, sulky silences, or sharp speeches had become the order of 

the day. As for the old mother, she sat about the kitchen or the garden all day, murmuring 

threats and spells against Martha Pillamon. There was something alike terrifying and 

piteous in the spectacle of these frail old morsels of humanity consecrating their last 

flickering energies to the task of making each other wretched. Hatred seemed to be the 

one faculty which had survived in undiminished vigour and intensity where all else was 

dropping into ordered and symmetrical decay. And the uncanny part of it was that some 

horrid unwholesome power seemed to be distilled from their spite and their cursings. No 

amount of sceptical explanation could remove the undoubted fact that neither kettle nor 

saucepan would come to boiling-point over the hottest fire. Crefton clung as long as 

possible to the theory of some defect in the coals, but a wood fire gave the same result, 

and when a small spirit-lamp kettle, which he ordered out by carrier, showed the same 

obstinate refusal to allow its contents to boil he felt that he had come suddenly into contact 

with some unguessed-at and very evil aspect of hidden forces. Miles away, down through 

an opening in the hills, he could catch glimpses of a road where motor-cars sometimes 

passed, and yet here, so little removed from the arteries of the latest civilization, was a 



 

 

bat-haunted old homestead, where something unmistakably like witchcraft seemed to 

hold a very practical sway. 

Passing out through the farm garden on his way to the lanes beyond, where he hoped 

to recapture the comfortable sense of peacefulness that was so lacking around house and 

hearth—especially hearth—Crefton came across the old mother, sitting mumbling to 

herself in the seat beneath the medlar tree. "Let un sink as swims, let un sink as swims," 

she was, repeating over and over again, as a child repeats a half-learned lesson. And now 

and then she would break off into a shrill laugh, with a note of malice in it that was not 

pleasant to hear. Crefton was glad when he found himself out of earshot, in the quiet and 

seclusion of the deep overgrown lanes that seemed to lead away to nowhere; one, 

narrower and deeper than the rest, attracted his footsteps, and he was almost annoyed 

when he found that it really did act as a miniature roadway to a human dwelling. A 

forlorn-looking cottage with a scrap of ill-tended cabbage garden and a few aged apple 

trees stood at an angle where a swift flowing stream widened out for a space into a decent 

sized pond before hurrying away again through the willows that had checked its course. 

Crefton leaned against a tree-trunk and looked across the swirling eddies of the pond at 

the humble little homestead opposite him; the only sign of life came from a small 

procession of dingy-looking ducks that marched in single file down to the water's edge. 

There is always something rather taking in the way a duck changes itself in an instant 

from a slow, clumsy waddler of the earth to a graceful, buoyant swimmer of the waters, 

and Crefton waited with a certain arrested attention to watch the leader of the file launch 

itself on to the surface of the pond. He was aware at the same time of a curious warning 

instinct that something strange and unpleasant was about to happen. The duck flung itself 

confidently forward into the water, and rolled immediately under the surface. Its head 

appeared for a moment and went under again, leaving a train of bubbles in its wake, while 

wings and legs churned the water in a helpless swirl of flapping and kicking. The bird 

was obviously drowning. Crefton thought at first that it had caught itself in some weeds, 

or was being attacked from below by a pike or water-rat. But no blood floated to the 

surface, and the wildly bobbing body made the circuit of the pond current without 

hindrance from any entanglement. A second duck had by this time launched itself into 

the pond, and a second struggling body rolled and twisted under the surface. There was 

something peculiarly piteous in the sight of the gasping beaks that showed now and again 

above the water, as though in terrified protest at this treachery of a trusted and familiar 

element. Crefton gazed with something like horror as a third duck poised itself on the 



 

 

bank and splashed in, to share the fate of the other two. He felt almost relieved when the 

remainder of the flock, taking tardy alarm from the commotion of the slowly drowning 

bodies, drew themselves up with tense outstretched necks, and sidled away from the scene 

of danger, quacking a deep note of disquietude as they went. At the same moment Crefton 

became aware that he was not the only human witness of the scene; a bent and withered 

old woman, whom he recognized at once as Martha Pillamon, of sinister reputation, had 

limped down the cottage path to the water's edge, and was gazing fixedly at the gruesome 

whirligig of dying birds that went in horrible procession round the pool. Presently her 

voice rang out in a shrill note of quavering rage: 

"'Tis Betsy Croot adone it, the old rat. I'll put a spell on her, see if I don't." 

Crefton slipped quietly away, uncertain whether or no the old woman had noticed 

his presence. Even before she had proclaimed the guiltiness of Betsy Croot, the latter's 

muttered incantation "Let un sink as swims" had flashed uncomfortably across his mind. 

But it was the final threat of a retaliatory spell which crowded his mind with misgiving 

to the exclusion of all other thoughts or fancies. His reasoning powers could no longer 

afford to dismiss these oldwives' threats as empty bickerings. The household at Mowsle 

Barton lay under the displeasure of a vindictive old woman who seemed able to 

materialize her personal spites in a very practical fashion, and there was no saying what 

form her revenge for three drowned ducks might not take. As a member of the household 

Crefton might find himself involved in some general and highly disagreeable visitation 

of Martha Pillamon's wrath. Of course he knew that he was giving way to absurd fancies, 

but the behaviour of the spirit-lamp kettle and the subsequent scene at the pond had 

considerably unnerved him. And the vagueness of his alarm added to its terrors; when 

once you have taken the Impossible into your calculations its possibilities become 

practically limitless. 

Crefton rose at his usual early hour the next morning, after one of the least restful 

nights he had spent at the farm. His sharpened senses quickly detected that subtle 

atmosphere of things-being-not-altogether-well that hangs over a stricken household. The 

cows had been milked, but they stood huddled about in the yard, waiting impatiently to 

be driven out afield, and the poultry kept up an importunate querulous reminder of 

deferred feeding-time; the yard pump, which usually made discordant music at frequent 

intervals during the early morning, was to-day ominously silent. In the house itself there 

was a coming and going of scuttering footsteps, a rushing and dying away of hurried 

voices, and long, uneasy stillnesses. Crefton finished his dressing and made his way to 



 

 

the head of a narrow staircase. He could hear a dull, complaining voice, a voice into which 

an awed hush had crept, and recognized the speaker as Mrs Spurfield. 

"He'll go away, for sure," the voice was saying; "there are those as runs away from 

one as soon as real misfortune shows itself." 

Crefton felt that he probably was one of "those," and that there were moments when 

it was advisable to be true to type. 

He crept back to his room, collected and packed his few belongings, placed the 

money due for his lodgings on a table, and made his way out by a back door into the yard. 

A mob of poultry surged expectantly towards him; shaking off their interested attentions 

he hurried along under cover of cowstall, piggery, and hayricks till he reached the lane at 

the back of the farm. A few minutes' walk, which only the burden of his portmanteaux 

restrained from developing into an undisguised run, brought him to a main road, where 

the early carrier soon overtook him and sped him onward to the neighbouring town. At a 

bend of the road he caught a last glimpse of the farm; the old gabled roofs and thatched 

barns, the straggling orchard, and the medlar tree, with its wooden seat, stood out with an 

almost spectral clearness in the early morning light, and over it all brooded that air of 

magic possession which Crefton had once mistaken for peace. 

The bustle and roar of Paddington Station smote on his ears with a welcome 

protective greeting. 

"Very bad for our nerves, all this rush and hurry," said a fellow-traveller; "give me 

the peace and quiet of the country." 

Crefton mentally surrendered his share of the desired commodity. A crowded, 

brilliantly over-lighted music-hall, where an exuberant rendering of ‘1812’ was being 

given by a strenuous orchestra, came nearest to his ideal of a nerve sedative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

SREDNI VASHTAR 
 

Conradin was ten years old, and the doctor had pronounced his professional opinion 

that the boy would not live another five years. The doctor was silky and effete, and 

counted for little, but his opinion was endorsed by Mrs de Ropp, who counted for nearly 

everything. Mrs De Ropp was Conradin's cousin and guardian, and in his eyes she 

represented those three-fifths of the world that are necessary and disagreeable and real; 

the other two-fifths, in perpetual antagonism to the foregoing, were summed up in himself 

and his imagination. One of these days Conradin supposed he would succumb to the 

mastering pressure of wearisome necessary things—such as illnesses and coddling 

restrictions and drawn-out dullness. Without his imagination, which was rampant under 

the spur of loneliness, he would have succumbed long ago. 

Mrs de Ropp would never, in her honestest moments, have confessed to herself that 

she disliked Conradin, though she might have been dimly aware that thwarting him "for 

his good" was a duty which she did not find particularly irksome. Conradin hated her with 

a desperate sincerity which he was perfectly able to mask. Such few pleasures as he could 

contrive for himself gained an added relish from the likelihood that they would be 

displeasing to his guardian, and from the realm of his imagination she was locked out—

an unclean thing, which should find no entrance. 

In the dull, cheerless garden, overlooked by so many windows that were ready to 

open with a message not to do this or that, or a reminder that medicines were due, he 

found little attraction. The few fruit-trees that it contained were set jealously apart from 

his plucking, as though they were rare specimens of their kind blooming in an arid waste; 

it would probably have been difficult to find a market-gardener who would have offered 

ten shillings for their entire yearly produce. In a forgotten corner, however, almost hidden 

behind a dismal shrubbery, was a disused tool-shed of respectable proportions, and within 

its walls Conradin found a haven, something that took on the varying aspects of a 

playroom and a cathedral. He had peopled it with a legion of familiar phantoms, evoked 

partly from fragments of history and partly from his own brain, but it also boasted two 

inmates of flesh and blood. In one corner lived a ragged-plumaged Houdan hen, on which 

the boy lavished an affection that had scarcely another outlet. Further back in the gloom 

stood a large hutch, divided into two compartments, one of which was fronted with close 

iron bars. This was the abode of a large polecat-ferret, which a friendly butcher-boy had 

once smuggled, cage and all, into its present quarters, in exchange for a long-secreted 



 

 

hoard of small silver. Conradin was dreadfully afraid of the lithe, sharp-fanged beast, but 

it was his most treasured possession. Its very presence in the tool-shed was a secret and 

fearful joy, to be kept scrupulously from the knowledge of the Woman, as he privately 

dubbed his cousin. And one day, out of Heaven knows what material, he spun the beast a 

wonderful name, and from that moment it grew into a god and a religion. The Woman 

indulged in religion once a week at a church near by, and took Conradin with her, but to 

him the church service was an alien rite in the House of Rimmon. Every Thursday, in the 

dim and musty silence of the tool-shed, he worshipped with mystic and elaborate 

ceremonial before the wooden hutch where dwelt Sredni Vashtar, the great ferret. Red 

flowers in their season and scarlet berries in the winter-time were offered at his shrine, 

for he was a god who laid some special stress on the fierce impatient side of things, as 

opposed to the Woman's religion, which, as far as Conradin could observe, went to great 

lengths in the contrary direction. And on great festivals powdered nutmeg was strewn in 

front of his hutch, an important feature of the offering being that the nutmeg had to be 

stolen. These festivals were of irregular occurrence, and were chiefly appointed to 

celebrate some passing event. On one occasion, when Mrs de Ropp suffered from acute 

toothache for three days, Conradin kept up the festival during the entire three days, and 

almost succeeded in persuading himself that Sredni Vashtar was personally responsible 

for the toothache. If the malady had lasted for another day the supply of nutmeg would 

have given out. 

The Houdan hen was never drawn into the cult of Sredni Vashtar. Conradin had long 

ago settled that she was an Anabaptist. He did not pretend to have the remotest knowledge 

as to what an Anabaptist was, but he privately hoped that it was dashing and not very 

respectable. Mrs de Ropp was the ground plan on which he based and detested all 

respectability. 

After a while Conradin's absorption in the tool-shed began to attract the notice of his 

guardian. "It is not good for him to be pottering down there in all weathers," she promptly 

decided, and at breakfast one morning she announced that the Houdan hen had been sold 

and taken away overnight. With her short-sighted eyes she peered at Conradin, waiting 

for an outbreak of rage and sorrow, which she was ready to rebuke with a flow of excellent 

precepts and reasoning. But Conradin said nothing: there was nothing to be said. 

Something perhaps in his white set face gave her a momentary qualm, for at tea that 

afternoon there was toast on the table, a delicacy which she usually banned on the ground 



 

 

that it was bad for him; also because the making of it "gave trouble," a deadly offence in 

the middle-class feminine eye. 

"I thought you liked toast," she exclaimed, with an injured air, observing that he did 

not touch it. 

"Sometimes," said Conradin. 

In the shed that evening there was an innovation in the worship of the hutch-god. 

Conradin had been wont to chant his praises, to-night he asked a boon. 

"Do one thing for me, Sredni Vashtar." 

The thing was not specified. As Sredni Vashtar was a god he must be supposed to 

know. And choking back a sob as he looked at that other empty corner, Conradin went 

back to the world he so hated. 

And every night, in the welcome darkness of his bedroom, and every evening in the 

dusk of the tool-shed, Conradin's bitter litany went up: "Do one thing for me, Sredni 

Vashtar." 

Mrs De Ropp noticed that the visits to the shed did not cease, and one day she made 

a further journey of inspection. 

"What are you keeping in that locked hutch?" she asked. "I believe it's guinea-pigs. 

I'll have them all cleared away." 

Conradin shut his lips tight, but the Woman ransacked his bedroom till she found 

the carefully hidden key, and forthwith marched down to the shed to complete her 

discovery. It was a cold afternoon, and Conradin had been bidden to keep to the house. 

From the furthest window of the dining-room the door of the shed could just be seen 

beyond the corner of the shrubbery, and there Conradin stationed himself. He saw the 

Woman enter, and then he imagined her opening the door of the sacred hutch and peering 

down with her short-sighted eyes into the thick straw bed where his god lay hidden. 

Perhaps she would prod at the straw in her clumsy impatience. And Conradin fervently 

breathed his prayer for the last time. But he knew as he prayed that he did not believe. He 

knew that the Woman would come out presently with that pursed smile he loathed so well 

on her face, and that in an hour or two the gardener would carry away his wonderful god, 

a god no longer, but a simple brown ferret in a hutch. And he knew that the Woman would 

triumph always as she triumphed now, and that he would grow ever more sickly under 

her pestering and domineering and superior wisdom, till one day nothing would matter 

much more with him, and the doctor would be proved right. And in the sting and misery 

of his defeat, he began to chant loudly and defiantly the hymn of his threatened idol: 



 

 

 

Sredni Vashtar went forth, 

His thoughts were red thoughts and his teeth were white. 

His enemies called for peace, but he brought them death. 

Sredni Vashtar the Beautiful. 

 

And then of a sudden he stopped his chanting and drew closer to the window-pane. 

The door of the shed still stood ajar as it had been left, and the minutes were slipping by. 

They were long minutes, but they slipped by nevertheless. He watched the starlings 

running and flying in little parties across the lawn; he counted them over and over again, 

with one eye always on that swinging door. A sour-faced maid came in to lay the table 

for tea, and still Conradin stood and waited and watched. Hope had crept by inches into 

his heart, and now a look of triumph began to blaze in his eyes that had only known the 

wistful patience of defeat. Under his breath, with a furtive exultation, he began once again 

the paean of victory and devastation. And presently his eyes were rewarded: out through 

that doorway came a long, low, yellow-and-brown beast, with eyes a-blink at the waning 

daylight, and dark wet stains around the fur of jaws and throat. Conradin dropped on his 

knees. The great polecat-ferret made its way down to a small brook at the foot of the 

garden, drank for a moment, then crossed a little plank bridge and was lost to sight in the 

bushes. Such was the passing of Sredni Vashtar. 

"Tea is ready," said the sour-faced maid; "where is the mistress?" 

"She went down to the shed some time ago," said Conradin. 

And while the maid went to summon her mistress to tea, Conradin fished a toasting-

fork out of the sideboard drawer and proceeded to toast himself a piece of bread. And 

during the toasting of it and the buttering of it with much butter and the slow enjoyment 

of eating it, Conradin listened to the noises and silences which fell in quick spasms 

beyond the dining-room door. The loud foolish screaming of the maid, the answering 

chorus of wondering ejaculations from the kitchen region, the scuttering footsteps and 

hurried embassies for outside help, and then, after a lull, the scared sobbings and the 

shuffling tread of those who bore a heavy burden into the house. 

"Whoever will break it to the poor child? I couldn't for the life of me!" exclaimed a 

shrill voice. And while they debated the matter among themselves, Conradin made 

himself another piece of toast. 

 



 

 

THE BACKGROUND 
 

"That woman's art-jargon tires me," said Clovis to his journalist friend. "She's so 

fond of talking of certain pictures as 'growing on one,' as though they were a sort of 

fungus." 

"That reminds me," said the journalist, "of the story of Henri Deplis. Have I ever 

told it you?" 

Clovis shook his head. 

"Henri Deplis was by birth a native of the Grand Duchy of Luxemburg. On maturer 

reflection he became a commercial traveller. His business activities frequently took him 

beyond the limits of the Grand Duchy, and he was stopping in a small town of Northern 

Italy when news reached him from home that a legacy from a distant and deceased relative 

had fallen to his share. 

"It was not a large legacy, even from the modest standpoint of Henri Deplis, but it 

impelled him towards some seemingly harmless extravagances. In particular it led him to 

patronize local art as represented by the tattoo-needles of Signor Andreas Pincini. Signor 

Pincini was, perhaps, the most brilliant master of tattoo craft that Italy had ever known, 

but his circumstances were decidedly impoverished, and for the sum of six hundred francs 

he gladly undertook to cover his client's back, from the collar-bone down to the waistline, 

with a glowing representation of the Fall of Icarus. The design, when finally developed, 

was a slight disappointment to Monsieur Deplis, who had suspected Icarus of being a 

fortress taken by Wallenstein in the Thirty Years' War, but he was more than satisfied 

with the execution of the work, which was acclaimed by all who had the privilege of 

seeing it as Pincini's masterpiece. 

"It was his greatest effort, and his last. Without even waiting to be paid, the 

illustrious craftsman departed this life, and was buried under an ornate tombstone, whose 

winged cherubs would have afforded singularly little scope for the exercise of his 

favourite art. There remained, however, the widow Pincini, to whom the six hundred 

francs were due. And thereupon arose the great crisis in the life of Henri Deplis, traveller 

of commerce. The legacy, under the stress of numerous little calls on its substance, had 

dwindled to very insignificant proportions, and when a pressing wine bill and sundry 

other current accounts had been paid, there remained little more than 430 francs to offer 

to the widow. The lady was properly indignant, not wholly, as she volubly explained, on 

account of the suggested writing-off of 170 francs, but also at the attempt to depreciate 



 

 

the value of her late husband's acknowledged masterpiece. In a week's time Deplis was 

obliged to reduce his offer to 405 francs, which circumstance fanned the widow's 

indignation into a fury. She cancelled the sale of the work of art, and a few days later 

Deplis learned with a sense of consternation that she had presented it to the municipality 

of Bergamo, which had gratefully accepted it. He left the neighbourhood as unobtrusively 

as possible, and was genuinely relieved when his business commands took him to Rome, 

where he hoped his identity and that of the famous picture might be lost sight of. 

"But he bore on his back the burden of the dead man's genius. On presenting himself 

one day in the steaming corridor of a vapour bath, he was at once hustled back into his 

clothes by the proprietor, who was a North Italian, and who emphatically refused to allow 

the celebrated Fall of Icarus to be publicly on view without the permission of the 

municipality of Bergamo. Public interest and official vigilance increased as the matter 

became more widely known, and Deplis was unable to take a simple dip in the sea or river 

on the hottest afternoon unless clothed up to the collarbone in a substantial bathing 

garment. Later on the authorities of Bergamo conceived the idea that salt water might be 

injurious to the masterpiece, and a perpetual injunction was obtained which debarred the 

muchly harassed commercial traveller from sea bathing under any circumstances. 

Altogether, he was fervently thankful when his firm of employers found him a new range 

of activities in the neighbourhood of Bordeaux. His thankfulness, however, ceased 

abruptly at the Franco-Italian frontier. An imposing array of official force barred his 

departure, and he was sternly reminded of the stringent law which forbids the exportation 

of Italian works of art. 

"A diplomatic parley ensued between the Luxemburgian and Italian Governments, 

and at one time the European situation became overcast with the possibilities of trouble. 

But the Italian Government stood firm; it declined to concern itself in the least with the 

fortunes or even the existence of Henri Deplis, commercial traveller, but was immovable 

in its decision that the Fall of Icarus (by the late Pincini, Andreas) at present the property 

of the municipality of Bergamo, should not leave the country. 

"The excitement died down in time, but the unfortunate Deplis, who was of a 

constitutionally retiring disposition, found himself a few months later, once more the 

storm-centre of a furious controversy. A certain German art expert, who had obtained 

from the municipality of Bergamo permission to inspect the famous masterpiece, declared 

it to be a spurious Pincini, probably the work of some pupil whom he had employed in 

his declining years. The evidence of Deplis on the subject was obviously worthless, as he 



 

 

had been under the influence of the customary narcotics during the long process of 

pricking in the design. The editor of an Italian art journal refuted the contentions of the 

German expert and undertook to prove that his private life did not conform to any modern 

standard of decency. The whole of Italy and Germany were drawn into the dispute, and 

the rest of Europe was soon involved in the quarrel. There were stormy scenes in the 

Spanish Parliament, and the University of Copenhagen bestowed a gold medal on the 

German expert (afterwards sending a commission to examine his proofs on the spot), 

while two Polish schoolboys in Paris committed suicide to show what THEY thought of 

the matter. 

"Meanwhile, the unhappy human background fared no better than before, and it was 

not surprising that he drifted into the ranks of Italian anarchists. Four times at least he 

was escorted to the frontier as a dangerous and undesirable foreigner, but he was always 

brought back as the Fall of Icarus (attributed to Pincini, Andreas, early Twentieth 

Century). And then one day, at an anarchist congress at Genoa, a fellow-worker, in the 

heat of debate, broke a phial full of corrosive liquid over his back. The red shirt that he 

was wearing mitigated the effects, but the Icarus was ruined beyond recognition. His 

assailant was severely reprimanded for assaulting a fellow-anarchist and received seven 

years' imprisonment for defacing a national art treasure. As soon as he was able to leave 

the hospital Henri Deplis was put across the frontier as an undesirable alien. 

"In the quieter streets of Paris, especially in the neighbourhood of the Ministry of 

Fine Arts, you may sometimes meet a depressed, anxious-looking man, who, if you pass 

him the time of day, will answer you with a slight Luxemburgian accent. He nurses the 

illusion that he is one of the lost arms of the Venus de Milo, and hopes that the French 

Government may be persuaded to buy him. On all other subjects I believe he is tolerably 

sane." 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

BEASTS AND SUPER-BEASTS (1914) 
 

 

LAURA 

“You are not really dying, are you?” asked Amanda. 

“I have the doctor’s permission to live till Tuesday,” said Laura. 

“But today is Saturday; this is serious!” gasped Amanda. 

“I don’t know about it being serious; it is certainly Saturday,” said Laura. 

“Death is always serious,” said Amanda. 

“I never said I was going to die.  I am presumably going to leave off being Laura, 

but I shall go on being something.  An animal of some kind, I suppose.  You see, when 

one hasn’t been very good in the life one has just lived, one reincarnates in some lower 

organism.  And I haven’t been very good, when one comes to think of it.  I’ve been petty 

and mean and vindictive and all that sort of thing when circumstances have seemed to 

warrant it.” 

“Circumstances never warrant that sort of thing,” said Amanda hastily. 

“If you don’t mind my saying so,” observed Laura, “Egbert is a circumstance that 

would warrant any amount of that sort of thing.  You’re married to him—that’s different; 

you’ve sworn to love, honour, and endure him: I haven’t.” 

“I don’t see what’s wrong with Egbert,” protested Amanda. 

“Oh, I dare say the wrongness has been on my part,” admitted Laura 

dispassionately; “he has merely been the extenuating circumstance.  He made a thin, 

peevish kind of fuss, for instance, when I took the collie puppies from the farm out for a 

run the other day.” 

“They chased his young broods of speckled Sussex and drove two sitting hens off 

their nests, besides running all over the flower beds.  You know how devoted he is to his 

poultry and garden.” 

“Anyhow, he needn’t have gone on about it for the entire evening and then have 

said, ‘Let’s say no more about it’ just when I was beginning to enjoy the 

discussion.  That’s where one of my petty vindictive revenges came in,” added Laura with 



 

 

an unrepentant chuckle; “I turned the entire family of speckled Sussex into his seedling 

shed the day after the puppy episode.” 

“How could you?” exclaimed Amanda. 

“It came quite easy,” said Laura; “two of the hens pretended to be laying at the 

time, but I was firm.” 

“And we thought it was an accident!” 

“You see,” resumed Laura, “I really have some grounds for supposing that my 

next incarnation will be in a lower organism.  I shall be an animal of some kind.  On the 

other hand, I haven’t been a bad sort in my way, so I think I may count on being a nice 

animal, something elegant and lively, with a love of fun.  An otter, perhaps.” 

“I can’t imagine you as an otter,” said Amanda. 

“Well, I don’t suppose you can imagine me as an angel, if it comes to that,” said 

Laura. 

Amanda was silent.  She couldn’t. 

“Personally I think an otter life would be rather enjoyable,” continued Laura; 

“salmon to eat all the year round, and the satisfaction of being able to fetch the trout in 

their own homes without having to wait for hours till they condescend to rise to the fly 

you’ve been dangling before them; and an elegant svelte figure—” 

“Think of the otter hounds,” interposed Amanda; “how dreadful to be hunted and 

harried and finally worried to death!” 

“Rather fun with half the neighbourhood looking on, and anyhow not worse than 

this Saturday-to-Tuesday business of dying by inches; and then I should go on into 

something else.  If I had been a moderately good otter I suppose I should get back into 

human shape of some sort; probably something rather primitive—a little brown, 

unclothed Nubian boy, I should think.” 

“I wish you would be serious,” sighed Amanda; “you really ought to be if you’re 

only going to live till Tuesday.” 

As a matter of fact Laura died on Monday. 

“So dreadfully upsetting,” Amanda complained to her uncle-in-law, Sir Lulworth 

Quayne.  “I’ve asked quite a lot of people down for golf and fishing, and the 

rhododendrons are just looking their best.” 

“Laura always was inconsiderate,” said Sir Lulworth; “she was born during 

Goodwood week, with an Ambassador staying in the house who hated babies.” 



 

 

“She had the maddest kind of ideas,” said Amanda; “do you know if there was 

any insanity in her family?” 

“Insanity?  No, I never heard of any.  Her father lives in West Kensington, but I 

believe he’s sane on all other subjects.” 

“She had an idea that she was going to be reincarnated as an otter,” said Amanda. 

“One meets with those ideas of reincarnation so frequently, even in the West,” 

said Sir Lulworth, “that one can hardly set them down as being mad.  And Laura was such 

an unaccountable person in this life that I should not like to lay down definite rules as to 

what she might be doing in an after state.” 

“You think she really might have passed into some animal form?” asked 

Amanda.  She was one of those who shape their opinions rather readily from the 

standpoint of those around them. 

Just then Egbert entered the breakfast-room, wearing an air of bereavement that 

Laura’s demise would have been insufficient, in itself, to account for. 

“Four of my speckled Sussex have been killed,” he exclaimed; “the very four that 

were to go to the show on Friday.  One of them was dragged away and eaten right in the 

middle of that new carnation bed that I’ve been to such trouble and expense over.  My 

best flower bed and my best fowls singled out for destruction; it almost seems as if the 

brute that did the deed had special knowledge how to be as devastating as possible in a 

short space of time.” 

“Was it a fox, do you think?” asked Amanda. 

“Sounds more like a polecat,” said Sir Lulworth. 

“No,” said Egbert, “there were marks of webbed feet all over the place, and we 

followed the tracks down to the stream at the bottom of the garden; evidently an otter.” 

Amanda looked quickly and furtively across at Sir Lulworth. 

Egbert was too agitated to eat any breakfast, and went out to superintend the 

strengthening of the poultry yard defences. 

“I think she might at least have waited till the funeral was over,” said Amanda in 

a scandalised voice. 

“It’s her own funeral, you know,” said Sir Lulworth; “it’s a nice point in etiquette 

how far one ought to show respect to one’s own mortal remains.” 

Disregard for mortuary convention was carried to further lengths next day; during 

the absence of the family at the funeral ceremony the remaining survivors of the speckled 

Sussex were massacred.  The marauder’s line of retreat seemed to have embraced most 



 

 

of the flower beds on the lawn, but the strawberry beds in the lower garden had also 

suffered. 

“I shall get the otter hounds to come here at the earliest possible moment,” said 

Egbert savagely. 

“On no account!  You can’t dream of such a thing!” exclaimed Amanda.  “I mean, 

it wouldn’t do, so soon after a funeral in the house.” 

“It’s a case of necessity,” said Egbert; “once an otter takes to that sort of thing it 

won’t stop.” 

“Perhaps it will go elsewhere now there are no more fowls left,” suggested 

Amanda. 

“One would think you wanted to shield the beast,” said Egbert. 

“There’s been so little water in the stream lately,” objected Amanda; “it seems 

hardly sporting to hunt an animal when it has so little chance of taking refuge anywhere.” 

“Good gracious!” fumed Egbert, “I’m not thinking about sport.  I want to have the 

animal killed as soon as possible.” 

Even Amanda’s opposition weakened when, during church time on the following 

Sunday, the otter made its way into the house, raided half a salmon from the larder and 

worried it into scaly fragments on the Persian rug in Egbert’s studio. 

“We shall have it hiding under our beds and biting pieces out of our feet before 

long,” said Egbert, and from what Amanda knew of this particular otter she felt that the 

possibility was not a remote one. 

On the evening preceding the day fixed for the hunt Amanda spent a solitary hour 

walking by the banks of the stream, making what she imagined to be hound noises.  It 

was charitably supposed by those who overheard her performance, that she was practising 

for farmyard imitations at the forthcoming village entertainment. 

It was her friend and neighbour, Aurora Burret, who brought her news of the day’s 

sport. 

“Pity you weren’t out; we had quite a good day.  We found at once, in the pool 

just below your garden.” 

“Did you—kill?” asked Amanda. 

“Rather.  A fine she-otter.  Your husband got rather badly bitten in trying to ‘tail 

it.’  Poor beast, I felt quite sorry for it, it had such a human look in its eyes when it was 

killed.  You’ll call me silly, but do you know who the look reminded me of?  My dear 

woman, what is the matter?” 



 

 

When Amanda had recovered to a certain extent from her attack of nervous 

prostration Egbert took her to the Nile Valley to recuperate.  Change of scene speedily 

brought about the desired recovery of health and mental balance.  The escapades of an 

adventurous otter in search of a variation of diet were viewed in their proper 

light.  Amanda’s normally placid temperament reasserted itself.  Even a hurricane of 

shouted curses, coming from her husband’s dressing-room, in her husband’s voice, but 

hardly in his usual vocabulary, failed to disturb her serenity as she made a leisurely toilet 

one evening in a Cairo hotel. 

“What is the matter?  What has happened?” she asked in amused curiosity. 

“The little beast has thrown all my clean shirts into the bath!  Wait till I catch you, 

you little—” 

“What little beast?” asked Amanda, suppressing a desire to laugh; Egbert’s 

language was so hopelessly inadequate to express his outraged feelings. 

“A little beast of a naked brown Nubian boy,” spluttered Egbert. 

And now Amanda is seriously ill. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

THE OPEN WINDOW 

“My aunt will be down presently, Mr Nuttel,” said a very self-possessed young 

lady of fifteen; “in the meantime you must try and put up with me.” 

Framton Nuttel endeavoured to say the correct something which should duly 

flatter the niece of the moment without unduly discounting the aunt that was to 

come.  Privately he doubted more than ever whether these formal visits on a succession 

of total strangers would do much towards helping the nerve cure which he was supposed 

to be undergoing. 

“I know how it will be,” his sister had said when he was preparing to migrate to 

this rural retreat; “you will bury yourself down there and not speak to a living soul, and 

your nerves will be worse than ever from moping.  I shall just give you letters of 

introduction to all the people I know there.  Some of them, as far as I can remember, were 

quite nice.” 

Framton wondered whether Mrs Sappleton, the lady to whom he was presenting 

one of the letters of introduction, came into the nice division. 

“Do you know many of the people round here?” asked the niece, when she judged 

that they had had sufficient silent communion. 

“Hardly a soul,” said Framton.  “My sister was staying here, at the rectory, you 

know, some four years ago, and she gave me letters of introduction to some of the people 

here.” 

He made the last statement in a tone of distinct regret. 

“Then you know practically nothing about my aunt?” pursued the self-possessed 

young lady. 

“Only her name and address,” admitted the caller.  He was wondering whether 

Mrs Sappleton was in the married or widowed state.  An undefinable something about the 

room seemed to suggest masculine habitation. 

“Her great tragedy happened just three years ago,” said the child; “that would be 

since your sister’s time.” 

“Her tragedy?” asked Framton; somehow in this restful country spot tragedies 

seemed out of place. 

“You may wonder why we keep that window wide open on an October afternoon,” 

said the niece, indicating a large French window that opened on to a lawn. 



 

 

“It is quite warm for the time of the year,” said Framton; “but has that window got 

anything to do with the tragedy?” 

“Out through that window, three years ago to a day, her husband and her two 

young brothers went off for their day’s shooting.  They never came back.  In crossing the 

moor to their favourite snipe-shooting ground they were all three engulfed in a 

treacherous piece of bog.  It had been that dreadful wet summer, you know, and places 

that were safe in other years gave way suddenly without warning.  Their bodies were 

never recovered.  That was the dreadful part of it.”  Here the child’s voice lost its self-

possessed note and became falteringly human.  “Poor aunt always thinks that they will 

come back some day, they and the little brown spaniel that was lost with them, and walk 

in at that window just as they used to do.  That is why the window is kept open every 

evening till it is quite dusk.  Poor dear aunt, she has often told me how they went out, her 

husband with his white waterproof coat over his arm, and Ronnie, her youngest brother, 

singing ‘Bertie, why do you bound?’ as he always did to tease her, because she said it got 

on her nerves.  Do you know, sometimes on still, quiet evenings like this, I almost get a 

creepy feeling that they will all walk in through that window—” 

She broke off with a little shudder.  It was a relief to Framton when the aunt 

bustled into the room with a whirl of apologies for being late in making her appearance. 

“I hope Vera has been amusing you?” she said. 

“She has been very interesting,” said Framton. 

“I hope you don’t mind the open window,” said Mrs Sappleton briskly; “my 

husband and brothers will be home directly from shooting, and they always come in this 

way.  They’ve been out for snipe in the marshes to-day, so they’ll make a fine mess over 

my poor carpets.  So like you men-folk, isn’t it?” 

She rattled on cheerfully about the shooting and the scarcity of birds, and the 

prospects for duck in the winter.  To Framton it was all purely horrible.  He made a 

desperate but only partially successful effort to turn the talk on to a less ghastly topic; he 

was conscious that his hostess was giving him only a fragment of her attention, and her 

eyes were constantly straying past him to the open window and the lawn beyond.  It was 

certainly an unfortunate coincidence that he should have paid his visit on this tragic 

anniversary. 

“The doctors agree in ordering me complete rest, an absence of mental excitement, 

and avoidance of anything in the nature of violent physical exercise,” announced 

Framton, who laboured under the tolerably widespread delusion that total strangers and 



 

 

chance acquaintances are hungry for the least detail of one’s ailments and infirmities, 

their cause and cure.  “On the matter of diet they are not so much in agreement,” he 

continued. 

“No?” said Mrs Sappleton, in a voice which only replaced a yawn at the last 

moment.  Then she suddenly brightened into alert attention—but not to what Framton 

was saying. 

“Here they are at last!” she cried.  “Just in time for tea, and don’t they look as if 

they were muddy up to the eyes!” 

Framton shivered slightly and turned towards the niece with a look intended to 

convey sympathetic comprehension.  The child was staring out through the open window 

with dazed horror in her eyes.  In a chill shock of nameless fear Framton swung round in 

his seat and looked in the same direction. 

In the deepening twilight three figures were walking across the lawn towards the 

window; they all carried guns under their arms, and one of them was additionally 

burdened with a white coat hung over his shoulders.  A tired brown spaniel kept close at 

their heels.  Noiselessly they neared the house, and then a hoarse young voice chanted out 

of the dusk: “I said, Bertie, why do you bound?” 

Framton grabbed wildly at his stick and hat; the hall-door, the gravel-drive, and 

the front gate were dimly noted stages in his headlong retreat.  A cyclist coming along 

the road had to run into the hedge to avoid an imminent collision. 

“Here we are, my dear,” said the bearer of the white mackintosh, coming in 

through the window; “fairly muddy, but most of it’s dry.  Who was that who bolted out 

as we came up?” 

“A most extraordinary man, a Mr Nuttel,” said Mrs Sappleton; “could only talk 

about his illnesses, and dashed off without a word of good-bye or apology when you 

arrived.  One would think he had seen a ghost.” 

“I expect it was the spaniel,” said the niece calmly; “he told me he had a horror of 

dogs.  He was once hunted into a cemetery somewhere on the banks of the Ganges by a 

pack of pariah dogs, and had to spend the night in a newly dug grave with the creatures 

snarling and grinning and foaming just above him.  Enough to make anyone lose their 

nerve.” 

Romance at short notice was her speciality. 

 



 

 

THE STORY-TELLER 

It was a hot afternoon, and the railway carriage was correspondingly sultry, and 

the next stop was at Templecombe, nearly an hour ahead.  The occupants of the carriage 

were a small girl, and a smaller girl, and a small boy.  An aunt belonging to the children 

occupied one corner seat, and the further corner seat on the opposite side was occupied 

by a bachelor who was a stranger to their party, but the small girls and the small boy 

emphatically occupied the compartment.  Both the aunt and the children were 

conversational in a limited, persistent way, reminding one of the attentions of a housefly 

that refuses to be discouraged.  Most of the aunt’s remarks seemed to begin with “Don’t,” 

and nearly all of the children’s remarks began with “Why?”  The bachelor said nothing 

out loud.   

“Don’t, Cyril, don’t,” exclaimed the aunt, as the small boy began smacking the 

cushions of the seat, producing a cloud of dust at each blow. 

“Come and look out of the window,” she added. 

The child moved reluctantly to the window.  “Why are those sheep being driven 

out of that field?” he asked. 

“I expect they are being driven to another field where there is more grass,” said 

the aunt weakly. 

“But there is lots of grass in that field,” protested the boy; “there’s nothing else 

but grass there.  Aunt, there’s lots of grass in that field.” 

“Perhaps the grass in the other field is better,” suggested the aunt fatuously. 

“Why is it better?” came the swift, inevitable question. 

“Oh, look at those cows!” exclaimed the aunt.  Nearly every field along the line 

had contained cows or bullocks, but she spoke as though she were drawing attention to a 

rarity. 

“Why is the grass in the other field better?” persisted Cyril. 

The frown on the bachelor’s face was deepening to a scowl.  He was a hard, 

unsympathetic man, the aunt decided in her mind.  She was utterly unable to come to any 

satisfactory decision about the grass in the other field. 

The smaller girl created a diversion by beginning to recite “On the Road to 

Mandalay.”  She only knew the first line, but she put her limited knowledge to the fullest 

possible use.  She repeated the line over and over again in a dreamy but resolute and very 

audible voice; it seemed to the bachelor as though some one had had a bet with her that 



 

 

she could not repeat the line aloud two thousand times without stopping.  Whoever it was 

who had made the wager was likely to lose his bet. 

“Come over here and listen to a story,” said the aunt, when the bachelor had looked 

twice at her and once at the communication cord. 

The children moved listlessly towards the aunt’s end of the carriage.  Evidently 

her reputation as a story-teller did not rank high in their estimation. 

In a low, confidential voice, interrupted at frequent intervals by loud, petulant 

questionings from her listeners, she began an unenterprising and deplorably uninteresting 

story about a little girl who was good, and made friends with every one on account of her 

goodness, and was finally saved from a mad bull by a number of rescuers who admired 

her moral character. 

“Wouldn’t they have saved her if she hadn’t been good?” demanded the bigger of 

the small girls.  It was exactly the question that the bachelor had wanted to ask. 

“Well, yes,” admitted the aunt lamely, “but I don’t think they would have run quite 

so fast to her help if they had not liked her so much.” 

“It’s the stupidest story I’ve ever heard,” said the bigger of the small girls, with 

immense conviction. 

“I didn’t listen after the first bit, it was so stupid,” said Cyril. 

The smaller girl made no actual comment on the story, but she had long ago 

recommenced a murmured repetition of her favourite line. 

“You don’t seem to be a success as a story-teller,” said the bachelor suddenly from 

his corner. 

The aunt bristled in instant defence at this unexpected attack. 

“It’s a very difficult thing to tell stories that children can both understand and 

appreciate,” she said stiffly. 

“I don’t agree with you,” said the bachelor. 

“Perhaps you would like to tell them a story,” was the aunt’s retort. 

“Tell us a story,” demanded the bigger of the small girls. 

“Once upon a time,” began the bachelor, “there was a little girl called Bertha, who 

was extraordinarily good.” 

The children’s momentarily-aroused interest began at once to flicker; all stories 

seemed dreadfully alike, no matter who told them. 



 

 

“She did all that she was told, she was always truthful, she kept her clothes clean, 

ate milk puddings as though they were jam tarts, learned her lessons perfectly, and was 

polite in her manners.” 

“Was she pretty?” asked the bigger of the small girls. 

“Not as pretty as any of you,” said the bachelor, “but she was horribly good.” 

There was a wave of reaction in favour of the story; the word horrible in 

connection with goodness was a novelty that commended itself.  It seemed to introduce a 

ring of truth that was absent from the aunt’s tales of infant life. 

“She was so good,” continued the bachelor, “that she won several medals for 

goodness, which she always wore, pinned on to her dress.  There was a medal for 

obedience, another medal for punctuality, and a third for good behaviour.  They were 

large metal medals and they clicked against one another as she walked.  No other child in 

the town where she lived had as many as three medals, so everybody knew that she must 

be an extra good child.” 

“Horribly good,” quoted Cyril. 

“Everybody talked about her goodness, and the Prince of the country got to hear 

about it, and he said that as she was so very good she might be allowed once a week to 

walk in his park, which was just outside the town.  It was a beautiful park, and no children 

were ever allowed in it, so it was a great honour for Bertha to be allowed to go there.” 

“Were there any sheep in the park?” demanded Cyril. 

“No;” said the bachelor, “there were no sheep.” 

“Why weren’t there any sheep?” came the inevitable question arising out of that 

answer. 

The aunt permitted herself a smile, which might almost have been described as a 

grin. 

“There were no sheep in the park,” said the bachelor, “because the Prince’s mother 

had once had a dream that her son would either be killed by a sheep or else by a clock 

falling on him.  For that reason the Prince never kept a sheep in his park or a clock in his 

palace.” 

The aunt suppressed a gasp of admiration. 

“Was the Prince killed by a sheep or by a clock?” asked Cyril. 

“He is still alive, so we can’t tell whether the dream will come true,” said the 

bachelor unconcernedly; “anyway, there were no sheep in the park, but there were lots of 

little pigs running all over the place.” 



 

 

“What colour were they?” 

“Black with white faces, white with black spots, black all over, grey with white 

patches, and some were white all over.” 

The story-teller paused to let a full idea of the park’s treasures sink into the 

children’s imaginations; then he resumed: 

“Bertha was rather sorry to find that there were no flowers in the park.  She had 

promised her aunts, with tears in her eyes, that she would not pick any of the kind Prince’s 

flowers, and she had meant to keep her promise, so of course it made her feel silly to find 

that there were no flowers to pick.” 

“Why weren’t there any flowers?” 

“Because the pigs had eaten them all,” said the bachelor promptly.  “The 

gardeners had told the Prince that you couldn’t have pigs and flowers, so he decided to 

have pigs and no flowers.” 

There was a murmur of approval at the excellence of the Prince’s decision; so 

many people would have decided the other way. 

“There were lots of other delightful things in the park.  There were ponds with 

gold and blue and green fish in them, and trees with beautiful parrots that said clever 

things at a moment’s notice, and humming birds that hummed all the popular tunes of the 

day.  Bertha walked up and down and enjoyed herself immensely, and thought to herself: 

‘If I were not so extraordinarily good I should not have been allowed to come into this 

beautiful park and enjoy all that there is to be seen in it,’ and her three medals clinked 

against one another as she walked and helped to remind her how very good she really 

was.  Just then an enormous wolf came prowling into the park to see if it could catch a fat 

little pig for its supper.” 

“What colour was it?” asked the children, amid an immediate quickening of 

interest. 

“Mud-colour all over, with a black tongue and pale grey eyes that gleamed with 

unspeakable ferocity.  The first thing that it saw in the park was Bertha; her pinafore was 

so spotlessly white and clean that it could be seen from a great distance.  Bertha saw the 

wolf and saw that it was stealing towards her, and she began to wish that she had never 

been allowed to come into the park.  She ran as hard as she could, and the wolf came after 

her with huge leaps and bounds.  She managed to reach a shrubbery of myrtle bushes and 

she hid herself in one of the thickest of the bushes.  The wolf came sniffing among the 

branches, its black tongue lolling out of its mouth and its pale grey eyes glaring with 



 

 

rage.  Bertha was terribly frightened, and thought to herself: ‘If I had not been so 

extraordinarily good I should have been safe in the town at this moment.’  However, the 

scent of the myrtle was so strong that the wolf could not sniff out where Bertha was 

hiding, and the bushes were so thick that he might have hunted about in them for a long 

time without catching sight of her, so he thought he might as well go off and catch a little 

pig instead.  Bertha was trembling very much at having the wolf prowling and sniffing so 

near her, and as she trembled the medal for obedience clinked against the medals for good 

conduct and punctuality.  The wolf was just moving away when he heard the sound of the 

medals clinking and stopped to listen; they clinked again in a bush quite near him.  He 

dashed into the bush, his pale grey eyes gleaming with ferocity and triumph, and dragged 

Bertha out and devoured her to the last morsel.  All that was left of her were her shoes, 

bits of clothing, and the three medals for goodness.” 

“Were any of the little pigs killed?” 

“No, they all escaped.” 

“The story began badly,” said the smaller of the small girls, “but it had a beautiful 

ending.” 

“It is the most beautiful story that I ever heard,” said the bigger of the small girls, 

with immense decision. 

“It is the only beautiful story I have ever heard,” said Cyril. 

A dissentient opinion came from the aunt. 

“A most improper story to tell to young children!  You have undermined the effect 

of years of careful teaching.” 

“At any rate,” said the bachelor, collecting his belongings preparatory to leaving 

the carriage, “I kept them quiet for ten minutes, which was more than you were able to 

do.” 

“Unhappy woman!” he observed to himself as he walked down the platform of 

Templecombe station; “for the next six months or so those children will assail her in 

public with demands for an improper story!” 

 

 



 

 

THE LUMBER-ROOM 

The children were to be driven, as a special treat, to the sands at 

Jagborough.  Nicholas was not to be of the party; he was in disgrace.  Only that morning 

he had refused to eat his wholesome bread-and-milk on the seemingly frivolous ground 

that there was a frog in it.  Older and wiser and better people had told him that there could 

not possibly be a frog in his bread-and-milk and that he was not to talk nonsense; he 

continued, nevertheless, to talk what seemed the veriest nonsense, and described with 

much detail the colouration and markings of the alleged frog.  The dramatic part of the 

incident was that there really was a frog in Nicholas’ basin of bread-and-milk; he had put 

it there himself, so he felt entitled to know something about it.  The sin of taking a frog 

from the garden and putting it into a bowl of wholesome bread-and-milk was enlarged on 

at great length, but the fact that stood out clearest in the whole affair, as it presented itself 

to the mind of Nicholas, was that the older, wiser, and better people had been proved to 

be profoundly in error in matters about which they had expressed the utmost assurance. 

“You said there couldn’t possibly be a frog in my bread-and-milk; there was a 

frog in my bread-and-milk,” he repeated, with the insistence of a skilled tactician who 

does not intend to shift from favourable ground. 

So his boy-cousin and girl-cousin and his quite uninteresting younger brother were 

to be taken to Jagborough sands that afternoon and he was to stay at home.  His cousins’ 

aunt, who insisted, by an unwarranted stretch of imagination, in styling herself his aunt 

also, had hastily invented the Jagborough expedition in order to impress on Nicholas the 

delights that he had justly forfeited by his disgraceful conduct at the breakfast-table.  It 

was her habit, whenever one of the children fell from grace, to improvise something of a 

festival nature from which the offender would be rigorously debarred; if all the children 

sinned collectively they were suddenly informed of a circus in a neighbouring town, a 

circus of unrivalled merit and uncounted elephants, to which, but for their depravity, they 

would have been taken that very day. 

A few decent tears were looked for on the part of Nicholas when the moment for 

the departure of the expedition arrived.  As a matter of fact, however, all the crying was 

done by his girl-cousin, who scraped her knee rather painfully against the step of the 

carriage as she was scrambling in. 

“How she did howl,” said Nicholas cheerfully, as the party drove off without any 

of the elation of high spirits that should have characterised it. 



 

 

“She’ll soon get over that,” said the soi-disant aunt; “it will be a glorious 

afternoon for racing about over those beautiful sands.  How they will enjoy themselves!” 

“Bobby won’t enjoy himself much, and he won’t race much either,” said Nicholas 

with a grim chuckle; “his boots are hurting him.  They’re too tight.” 

“Why didn’t he tell me they were hurting?” asked the aunt with some asperity. 

“He told you twice, but you weren’t listening.  You often don’t listen when we 

tell you important things.” 

“You are not to go into the gooseberry garden,” said the aunt, changing the subject. 

“Why not?” demanded Nicholas. 

“Because you are in disgrace,” said the aunt loftily. 

Nicholas did not admit the flawlessness of the reasoning; he felt perfectly capable 

of being in disgrace and in a gooseberry garden at the same moment.  His face took on an 

expression of considerable obstinacy.  It was clear to his aunt that he was determined to 

get into the gooseberry garden, “only,” as she remarked to herself, “because I have told 

him he is not to.” 

Now the gooseberry garden had two doors by which it might be entered, and once 

a small person like Nicholas could slip in there he could effectually disappear from view 

amid the masking growth of artichokes, raspberry canes, and fruit bushes.  The aunt had 

many other things to do that afternoon, but she spent an hour or two in trivial gardening 

operations among flower beds and shrubberies, whence she could keep a watchful eye on 

the two doors that led to the forbidden paradise.  She was a woman of few ideas, with 

immense powers of concentration. 

Nicholas made one or two sorties into the front garden, wriggling his way with 

obvious stealth of purpose towards one or other of the doors, but never able for a moment 

to evade the aunt’s watchful eye.  As a matter of fact, he had no intention of trying to get 

into the gooseberry garden, but it was extremely convenient for him that his aunt should 

believe that he had; it was a belief that would keep her on self-imposed sentry-duty for 

the greater part of the afternoon.  Having thoroughly confirmed and fortified her 

suspicions Nicholas slipped back into the house and rapidly put into execution a plan of 

action that had long germinated in his brain.  By standing on a chair in the library one 

could reach a shelf on which reposed a fat, important-looking key.  The key was as 

important as it looked; it was the instrument which kept the mysteries of the lumber-room 

secure from unauthorised intrusion, which opened a way only for aunts and such-like 

privileged persons.  Nicholas had not had much experience of the art of fitting keys into 



 

 

keyholes and turning locks, but for some days past he had practised with the key of the 

schoolroom door; he did not believe in trusting too much to luck and accident.  The key 

turned stiffly in the lock, but it turned.  The door opened, and Nicholas was in an unknown 

land, compared with which the gooseberry garden was a stale delight, a mere material 

pleasure. 

Often and often Nicholas had pictured to himself what the lumber-room might be 

like, that region that was so carefully sealed from youthful eyes and concerning which no 

questions were ever answered.  It came up to his expectations.  In the first place it was 

large and dimly lit, one high window opening on to the forbidden garden being its only 

source of illumination.  In the second place it was a storehouse of unimagined 

treasures.  The aunt-by-assertion was one of those people who think that things spoil by 

use and consign them to dust and damp by way of preserving them.  Such parts of the 

house as Nicholas knew best were rather bare and cheerless, but here there were 

wonderful things for the eye to feast on.  First and foremost there was a piece of framed 

tapestry that was evidently meant to be a fire-screen.  To Nicholas it was a living, 

breathing story; he sat down on a roll of Indian hangings, glowing in wonderful colours 

beneath a layer of dust, and took in all the details of the tapestry picture.  A man, dressed 

in the hunting costume of some remote period, had just transfixed a stag with an arrow; 

it could not have been a difficult shot because the stag was only one or two paces away 

from him; in the thickly-growing vegetation that the picture suggested it would not have 

been difficult to creep up to a feeding stag, and the two spotted dogs that were springing 

forward to join in the chase had evidently been trained to keep to heel till the arrow was 

discharged.  That part of the picture was simple, if interesting, but did the huntsman see, 

what Nicholas saw, that four galloping wolves were coming in his direction through the 

wood?  There might be more than four of them hidden behind the trees, and in any case 

would the man and his dogs be able to cope with the four wolves if they made an 

attack?  The man had only two arrows left in his quiver, and he might miss with one or 

both of them; all one knew about his skill in shooting was that he could hit a large stag at 

a ridiculously short range.  Nicholas sat for many golden minutes revolving the 

possibilities of the scene; he was inclined to think that there were more than four wolves 

and that the man and his dogs were in a tight corner. 

But there were other objects of delight and interest claiming his instant attention: 

there were quaint twisted candlesticks in the shape of snakes, and a teapot fashioned like 

a china duck, out of whose open beak the tea was supposed to come.  How dull and 



 

 

shapeless the nursery teapot seemed in comparison!  And there was a carved sandal-wood 

box packed tight with aromatic cotton-wool, and between the layers of cotton-wool were 

little brass figures, hump-necked bulls, and peacocks and goblins, delightful to see and to 

handle.  Less promising in appearance was a large square book with plain black covers; 

Nicholas peeped into it, and, behold, it was full of coloured pictures of birds.  And such 

birds!  In the garden, and in the lanes when he went for a walk, Nicholas came across a 

few birds, of which the largest were an occasional magpie or wood-pigeon; here were 

herons and bustards, kites, toucans, tiger-bitterns, brush turkeys, ibises, golden pheasants, 

a whole portrait gallery of undreamed-of creatures.  And as he was admiring the colouring 

of the mandarin duck and assigning a life-history to it, the voice of his aunt in shrill 

vociferation of his name came from the gooseberry garden without.  She had grown 

suspicious at his long disappearance, and had leapt to the conclusion that he had climbed 

over the wall behind the sheltering screen of the lilac bushes; she was now engaged in 

energetic and rather hopeless search for him among the artichokes and raspberry canes. 

“Nicholas, Nicholas!” she screamed, “you are to come out of this at once.  It’s no 

use trying to hide there; I can see you all the time.” It was probably the first time for 

twenty years that anyone had smiled in that lumber-room. 

Presently the angry repetitions of Nicholas’ name gave way to a shriek, and a cry 

for somebody to come quickly.  Nicholas shut the book, restored it carefully to its place 

in a corner, and shook some dust from a neighbouring pile of newspapers over it.  Then 

he crept from the room, locked the door, and replaced the key exactly where he had found 

it.  His aunt was still calling his name when he sauntered into the front garden. 

“Who’s calling?” he asked. 

“Me,” came the answer from the other side of the wall; “didn’t you hear me?  I’ve 

been looking for you in the gooseberry garden, and I’ve slipped into the rain-water 

tank.  Luckily there’s no water in it, but the sides are slippery and I can’t get out.  Fetch 

the little ladder from under the cherry tree—” 

“I was told I wasn’t to go into the gooseberry garden,” said Nicholas promptly. 

“I told you not to, and now I tell you that you may,” came the voice from the rain-

water tank, rather impatiently. 

“Your voice doesn’t sound like aunt’s,” objected Nicholas; “you may be the Evil 

One tempting me to be disobedient.  Aunt often tells me that the Evil One tempts me and 

that I always yield.  This time I’m not going to yield.” 

“Don’t talk nonsense,” said the prisoner in the tank; “go and fetch the ladder.” 



 

 

“Will there be strawberry jam for tea?” asked Nicholas innocently. 

“Certainly there will be,” said the aunt, privately resolving that Nicholas should 

have none of it. 

“Now I know that you are the Evil One and not aunt,” shouted Nicholas gleefully; 

“when we asked aunt for strawberry jam yesterday she said there wasn’t any.  I know 

there are four jars of it in the store cupboard, because I looked, and of course you know 

it’s there, but she doesn’t, because she said there wasn’t any.  Oh, Devil, you have sold 

yourself!” 

There was an unusual sense of luxury in being able to talk to an aunt as though 

one was talking to the Evil One, but Nicholas knew, with childish discernment, that such 

luxuries were not to be over-indulged in.  He walked noisily away, and it was a 

kitchenmaid, in search of parsley, who eventually rescued the aunt from the rain-water 

tank. 

Tea that evening was partaken of in a fearsome silence.  The tide had been at its 

highest when the children had arrived at Jagborough Cove, so there had been no sands to 

play on—a circumstance that the aunt had overlooked in the haste of organising her 

punitive expedition.  The tightness of Bobby’s boots had had disastrous effect on his 

temper the whole of the afternoon, and altogether the children could not have been said 

to have enjoyed themselves.  The aunt maintained the frozen muteness of one who has 

suffered undignified and unmerited detention in a rain-water tank for thirty-five 

minutes.  As for Nicholas, he, too, was silent, in the absorption of one who has much to 

think about; it was just possible, he considered, that the huntsman would escape with his 

hounds while the wolves feasted on the stricken stag. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

THE TOYS OF PEACE (1919) 

THE INTERLOPERS 

In a forest of mixed growth somewhere on the eastern spurs of the Karpathians, a 

man stood one winter night watching and listening, as though he waited for some beast 

of the woods to come within the range of his vision, and, later, of his rifle.  But the game 

for whose presence he kept so keen an outlook was none that figured in the sportsman’s 

calendar as lawful and proper for the chase; Ulrich von Gradwitz patrolled the dark forest 

in quest of a human enemy. 

The forest lands of Gradwitz were of wide extent and well stocked with game; the 

narrow strip of precipitous woodland that lay on its outskirt was not remarkable for the 

game it harboured or the shooting it afforded, but it was the most jealously guarded of all 

its owner’s territorial possessions.  A famous law suit, in the days of his grandfather, had 

wrested it from the illegal possession of a neighbouring family of petty landowners; the 

dispossessed party had never acquiesced in the judgment of the Courts, and a long series 

of poaching affrays and similar scandals had embittered the relationships between the 

families for three generations.  The neighbour feud had grown into a personal one since 

Ulrich had come to be head of his family; if there was a man in the world whom he 

detested and wished ill to it was Georg Znaeym, the inheritor of the quarrel and the tireless 

game-snatcher and raider of the disputed border-forest.  The feud might, perhaps, have 

died down or been compromised if the personal ill-will of the two men had not stood in 

the way; as boys they had thirsted for one another’s blood, as men each prayed that 

misfortune might fall on the other, and this wind-scourged winter night Ulrich had banded 

together his foresters to watch the dark forest, not in quest of four-footed quarry, but to 

keep a look-out for the prowling thieves whom he suspected of being afoot from across 

the land boundary.  The roebuck, which usually kept in the sheltered hollows during a 

storm-wind, were running like driven things to-night, and there was movement and unrest 

among the creatures that were wont to sleep through the dark hours.  Assuredly there was 

a disturbing element in the forest, and Ulrich could guess the quarter from whence it 

came. 

He strayed away by himself from the watchers whom he had placed in ambush on 

the crest of the hill, and wandered far down the steep slopes amid the wild tangle of 

undergrowth, peering through the tree trunks and listening through the whistling and 



 

 

skirling of the wind and the restless beating of the branches for sight and sound of the 

marauders.  If only on this wild night, in this dark, lone spot, he might come across Georg 

Znaeym, man to man, with none to witness—that was the wish that was uppermost in his 

thoughts.  And as he stepped round the trunk of a huge beech he came face to face with 

the man he sought. 

The two enemies stood glaring at one another for a long silent moment.  Each had 

a rifle in his hand, each had hate in his heart and murder uppermost in his mind.  The 

chance had come to give full play to the passions of a lifetime.  But a man who has been 

brought up under the code of a restraining civilisation cannot easily nerve himself to shoot 

down his neighbour in cold blood and without word spoken, except for an offence against 

his hearth and honour.  And before the moment of hesitation had given way to action a 

deed of Nature’s own violence overwhelmed them both.  A fierce shriek of the storm had 

been answered by a splitting crash over their heads, and ere they could leap aside a mass 

of falling beech tree had thundered down on them.  Ulrich von Gradwitz found himself 

stretched on the ground, one arm numb beneath him and the other held almost as 

helplessly in a tight tangle of forked branches, while both legs were pinned beneath the 

fallen mass.  His heavy shooting-boots had saved his feet from being crushed to pieces, 

but if his fractures were not as serious as they might have been, at least it was evident that 

he could not move from his present position till some one came to release him.  The 

descending twig had slashed the skin of his face, and he had to wink away some drops of 

blood from his eyelashes before he could take in a general view of the disaster.  At his 

side, so near that under ordinary circumstances he could almost have touched him, lay 

Georg Znaeym, alive and struggling, but obviously as helplessly pinioned down as 

himself.  All round them lay a thick-strewn wreckage of splintered branches and broken 

twigs. 

Relief at being alive and exasperation at his captive plight brought a strange 

medley of pious thank-offerings and sharp curses to Ulrich’s lips.  Georg, who was nearly 

blinded with the blood which trickled across his eyes, stopped his struggling for a moment 

to listen, and then gave a short, snarling laugh. 

“So you’re not killed, as you ought to be, but you’re caught, anyway,” he cried; 

“caught fast.  Ho, what a jest, Ulrich von Gradwitz snared in his stolen forest.  There’s 

real justice for you!” 

And he laughed again, mockingly and savagely. 



 

 

“I’m caught in my own forest-land,” retorted Ulrich.  “When my men come to 

release us you will wish, perhaps, that you were in a better plight than caught poaching 

on a neighbour’s land, shame on you.” 

Georg was silent for a moment; then he answered quietly: 

“Are you sure that your men will find much to release?  I have men, too, in the 

forest to-night, close behind me, and they will be here first and do the releasing.  When 

they drag me out from under these damned branches it won’t need much clumsiness on 

their part to roll this mass of trunk right over on the top of you.  Your men will find you 

dead under a fallen beech tree.  For form’s sake I shall send my condolences to your 

family.” 

“It is a useful hint,” said Ulrich fiercely.  “My men had orders to follow in ten 

minutes time, seven of which must have gone by already, and when they get me out—I 

will remember the hint.  Only as you will have met your death poaching on my lands I 

don’t think I can decently send any message of condolence to your family.” 

“Good,” snarled Georg, “good.  We fight this quarrel out to the death, you and I 

and our foresters, with no cursed interlopers to come between us.  Death and damnation 

to you, Ulrich von Gradwitz.” 

“The same to you, Georg Znaeym, forest-thief, game-snatcher.” 

Both men spoke with the bitterness of possible defeat before them, for each knew 

that it might be long before his men would seek him out or find him; it was a bare matter 

of chance which party would arrive first on the scene. 

Both had now given up the useless struggle to free themselves from the mass of 

wood that held them down; Ulrich limited his endeavours to an effort to bring his one 

partially free arm near enough to his outer coat-pocket to draw out his wine-flask.  Even 

when he had accomplished that operation it was long before he could manage the 

unscrewing of the stopper or get any of the liquid down his throat.  But what a Heaven-

sent draught it seemed!  It was an open winter, and little snow had fallen as yet, hence the 

captives suffered less from the cold than might have been the case at that season of the 

year; nevertheless, the wine was warming and reviving to the wounded man, and he 

looked across with something like a throb of pity to where his enemy lay, just keeping 

the groans of pain and weariness from crossing his lips. 

“Could you reach this flask if I threw it over to you?” asked Ulrich suddenly; 

“there is good wine in it, and one may as well be as comfortable as one can.  Let us drink, 

even if to-night one of us dies.” 



 

 

“No, I can scarcely see anything; there is so much blood caked round my eyes,” 

said Georg, “and in any case I don’t drink wine with an enemy.” 

Ulrich was silent for a few minutes, and lay listening to the weary screeching of 

the wind.  An idea was slowly forming and growing in his brain, an idea that gained 

strength every time that he looked across at the man who was fighting so grimly against 

pain and exhaustion.  In the pain and languor that Ulrich himself was feeling the old fierce 

hatred seemed to be dying down. 

“Neighbour,” he said presently, “do as you please if your men come first.  It was 

a fair compact.  But as for me, I’ve changed my mind.  If my men are the first to come 

you shall be the first to be helped, as though you were my guest.  We have quarrelled like 

devils all our lives over this stupid strip of forest, where the trees can’t even stand upright 

in a breath of wind.  Lying here to-night thinking I’ve come to think we’ve been rather 

fools; there are better things in life than getting the better of a boundary 

dispute.  Neighbour, if you will help me to bury the old quarrel I—I will ask you to be 

my friend.” 

Georg Znaeym was silent for so long that Ulrich thought, perhaps, he had fainted 

with the pain of his injuries.  Then he spoke slowly and in jerks. 

“How the whole region would stare and gabble if we rode into the market-square 

together.  No one living can remember seeing a Znaeym and a von Gradwitz talking to 

one another in friendship.  And what peace there would be among the forester folk if we 

ended our feud to-night.  And if we choose to make peace among our people there is none 

other to interfere, no interlopers from outside . . . You would come and keep the Sylvester 

night beneath my roof, and I would come and feast on some high day at your castle . . . I 

would never fire a shot on your land, save when you invited me as a guest; and you should 

come and shoot with me down in the marshes where the wildfowl are.  In all the 

countryside there are none that could hinder if we willed to make peace.  I never thought 

to have wanted to do other than hate you all my life, but I think I have changed my mind 

about things too, this last half-hour.  And you offered me your wine-flask . . .  Ulrich von 

Gradwitz, I will be your friend.” 

For a space both men were silent, turning over in their minds the wonderful 

changes that this dramatic reconciliation would bring about.  In the cold, gloomy forest, 

with the wind tearing in fitful gusts through the naked branches and whistling round the 

tree-trunks, they lay and waited for the help that would now bring release and succour to 

both parties.  And each prayed a private prayer that his men might be the first to arrive, 



 

 

so that he might be the first to show honourable attention to the enemy that had become 

a friend. 

Presently, as the wind dropped for a moment, Ulrich broke silence. 

“Let’s shout for help,” he said, “in this lull our voices may carry a little way.” 

“They won’t carry far through the trees and undergrowth,” said Georg, “but we 

can try.  Together, then.” 

The two raised their voices in a prolonged hunting call. 

“Together again,” said Ulrich a few minutes later, after listening in vain for an 

answering halloo. 

 “I heard nothing but the pestilential wind,” said Georg hoarsely. 

There was silence again for some minutes, and then Ulrich gave a joyful cry. 

“I can see figures coming through the wood.  They are following in the way I came 

down the hillside.” 

Both men raised their voices in as loud a shout as they could muster. 

“They hear us!  They’ve stopped.  Now they see us.  They’re running down the 

hill towards us,” cried Ulrich. 

“How many of them are there?” asked Georg. 

“I can’t see distinctly,” said Ulrich; “nine or ten,” 

“Then they are yours,” said Georg; “I had only seven out with me.” 

“They are making all the speed they can, brave lads,” said Ulrich gladly. 

“Are they your men?” asked Georg.  “Are they your men?” he repeated 

impatiently as Ulrich did not answer. 

“No,” said Ulrich with a laugh, the idiotic chattering laugh of a man unstrung with 

hideous fear. 

“Who are they?” asked Georg quickly, straining his eyes to see what the other 

would gladly not have seen. 

“Wolves.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

THE SQUARE EGG (1924) 

THE SQUARE EGG 

A Badger’s-Eye View of the War Mud in the Trenches 

 

 Assuredly a badger is the animal that one most resembles in this trench warfare, 

that drab-coated creature of the twilight and darkness, digging, burrowing, listening; 

keeping itself as clean as possible under unfavourable circumstances, fighting tooth and 

nail on occasion for possession of a few yards of honeycombed earth. 

 What the badger thinks about life we shall never know, which is a pity, but cannot 

be helped; it is difficult enough to know what one thinks about, oneself, in the trenches. 

Parliament, taxes, social gatherings, economies, and expenditure, and all the thousand 

and one horrors of civilization seem immeasurably remote, and the war itself seems 

almost as distant and unreal. A couple of hundred yards away, separated from you by a 

stretch of dismal untidy-looking ground and some strips of rusty wire-entanglement, lies 

a vigilant, bullet-splitting enemy; lurking and watching in those opposing trenches are 

foemen who might stir the imagination of the most sluggish brain, descendants of the men 

who went to battle under Moltke, Blücher, Frederick the  Great, and the Great Elector, 

Wallenstein, Maurice of Saxony, Barbarossa, Albert the Bear, Henry the Lion, Witekind 

the Saxon. They are matched against you there, man for man and gun for gun, in what is 

perhaps the most stupendous struggle that modern history has known, and yet one thinks 

remarkably little about them. It would not be advisable to forget for the fraction of a 

second that they are there, but one’s mind does not dwell on their existence; one 

speculates little as to whether they are drinking warm soup and eating sausage, or going 

cold and hungry, whether they are well supplied with copies of the Meggendorfer Blätter 

and other light literature or bored with unutterable weariness. 

 Much more to be thought about than the enemy over yonder or the war all over 

Europe is the mud of the moment, the mud that at times engulfs you as cheese engulfs a 

cheesemite. In Zoological Gardens one has gazed at an elk or bison loitering at its pleasure 

more than knee-deep in a quagmire of greasy mud, and one has wondered what it would 

feel like to be soused and plastered, hourlong, in such a muck-bath. One knows now. In 

narrow-dug support-trenches, when thaw and heavy rain have come suddenly atop of a 

frost, when everything is pitch-dark around you, and you can only stumble about and feel 

your way against streaming mud walls, when you have to go down on hands and knees 



 

 

in several inches of soup-like mud to creep into a dug-out, when you stand deep in mud, 

lean against mud, grasp mud-slimed objects with mud-caked fingers, wink mud away 

from your eyes, and  shake it out of your ears, bite muddy biscuits with muddy teeth then 

at least you are in a position to understand thoroughly what it feels like to  wallow – on 

the other hand the bison’s idea of pleasure becomes more and more incomprehensible. 

 When one is not thinking about mud one is probably thinking about estaminets. 

An estaminet is a haven that one finds in agreeable plenty in most of the surrounding 

townships and villages, flourishing still amid roofless and deserted houses, patched up 

where necessary in rough-and-ready fashion, and finding a new and profitable tide of 

customers from among the soldiers who have replaced the bulk of the civil population. 

An estaminet is a sort of compound between a wine-shop and a coffee-house, having a 

tiny bar in one corner, a few long tables and benches, a prominent cooking stove, 

generally a small grocery store tucked away in the back premises, and always two or three 

children running and bumping about at inconvenient angles to one’s feet. It seems to be 

a fixed rule that estaminet children should be big enough to run about and small enough 

to get between one’s legs. There must, by the way, be one considerable advantage in being 

a child in a war-zone village; no one can attempt to teach it tidiness. The  wearisome 

maxim, ‘A place for everything and everything in its proper place,’ can never be insisted 

on when a considerable part of the roof is lying in the backyard, when a bedstead from 

the neighbour’s demolished bedroom is half buried in the beetroot pile, and the chickens 

are roosting in a derelict meat-safe because a shell has removed the top and sides and 

front of the chicken-house. 

 Perhaps there is nothing in the foregoing description to suggest that a village wine-

shop, frequently a shell-nibbled building in a shell-gnawed street, is a paradise to dream 

about, but when one has lived in a dripping wilderness of unrelieved mud and sodden 

sandbags for any length of time one’s mind dwells on the plain-furnished parlour with its 

hot coffee and vin ordinaire as something warm and snug and comforting in a wet and 

slushy world. To the soldier on his trench-to-billets migration the wine-shop is what the 

tavern rest-house is to the caravan nomad of the East. One comes and goes in a crowd of 

chance-foregathered men, noticed or unnoticed as one wishes; amid the khaki-clad, be-

putteed throng of one’s own kind one can be as unobtrusive as a green caterpillar on a 

green cabbage leaf; one can sit undisturbed, alone or with one’s friends, or if on wishes 

to be talkative and talked to one can readily find a place in a circle where men of divers 

variety of cap badges are exchanging experiences, real or improvised. 



 

 

 Besides the changing throng of mud-stained khaki there is a drifting leaven of 

local civilians, uniformed interpreters, and men in varying types of foreign military garb, 

from privates in the Regular Army to Heaven-knows-what in some intermediate corps 

that only an expert in such matters could put a name to, and, of course, here and there are 

representatives of that great army of adventurer purse-sappers, that carries on its 

operations uninterruptedly in time of peace or war alike, over the greater part of the 

earth’s surface. You meet them in England and France, in Russia and Constantinople; 

probably they are to be met with also in Iceland, though on that point I have no direct 

evidence. 

 In the estaminet of the Fortunate Rabbit I found myself sitting next to an individual 

of indefinite age and nondescript uniform, who was obviously determined to make the 

borrowing of a match serve as a formal introduction and a baker’s reference. He had the 

air of jaded jauntiness, the equipment of temporary amiability, the aspect of a foraging 

crow, taught by experience to be wary and prompted by necessity to be bold; he had the 

contemplative downward droop of nose and moustache and the furtive sidelong range of 

eye – he had all those things that are the ordinary outfit of the purse-sapper the world 

over. 

“I am a victim of the war,” he exclaimed after a little preliminary conversation. 

“One cannot make an omelette without breaking the eggs,” I answered, with the 

appropriate callousness of a man who had seen some dozens of square miles od devastated 

country-side and roofless homes. 

“Eggs!” he vociferated, “but it is precisely of eggs that I am about to speak. Have 

you ever considered what is the great drawback in the excellent and most useful egg – the 

ordinary, everyday egg of commerce and cookery?” 

“Its tendency o age rapidly is something against it,” I hazarded; “unlike the United 

States of North America, which grow more respectable and self-respecting the longer they 

last, an egg gains nothing by persistence; it resembles your Louis the Fifteenth, who 

declined in popular favour with every year he lived – unless the historians have entirely 

misrepresented his record.” 

“No,” replied the Tavern Acquaintance seriously, “it’s not a question of age. It is 

the shape, the roundness. Consider how easily it rolls. On a table, a shelf, a shop counter, 

perhaps, one little push, and it may roll to the floor and be destroyed. What catastrophe 

for the poor, the frugal!” 

I gave a sympathetic shudder at the idea; eggs here cost 6 sous apiece. 



 

 

“Monsieur,” he continued, “it is a subject I had often pondered and turned over in 

my mind, this economical malformation of the household egg. In our little village of 

Verchey-les-Torteaux, in the Department of the Tarn, my aunt has a small dairy and 

poultry farm, from which we drew a modest income. We were poor, but there was always 

the necessary to labour, to contrive, to be sparing. One day I chanced to notice that one 

of my aunt’s hens, a hen of the mop-headed Houdan breed, had laid an egg that was not 

altogether so round-shaped as the eggs of other hens; it could not be called square, but it 

had well-defined angles. I found out that this particular bird always laid eggs of this 

particular shape. The discovery gave a new stimulus to my ideas. If one collected all the 

hens that one could find with a tendency to lay a slightly angular egg and bred chickens 

only from those hens, and went on selecting and selecting, always choosing those that 

laid the squarest egg, at last, with patience and enterprise, one would produce a breed of 

fowls that laid only square eggs.” 

“In the curse of several hundred years one might arrive at such a result,” I said; “it 

would more probably take several thousands.” 

“With your cold Northern conservative slow-moving hens that might be the case,” 

said the Acquaintance impatiently and rather angrily; “with our vivacious Southern 

poultry it is different. Listen. I searched, I experimented, I explored the poultry-yards of 

our neighbours, I ransacked the markets of the surrounding towns, wherever I found a 

hen laying an angular egg I bought her; I collected in time a vast concourse of fowls all 

sharing the same tendency; from their progeny I selected only those pullets whose eggs 

showed the most marked deviation from the normal roundness. I continued, I persevered. 

Monsieur, I produced a breed of hens that laid an egg which could not roll, however much 

you might push or jostle it. My experiment was more than a success; it was one of the 

romances of modern industry.” 

Of that I had not the least doubt, but I did not say so. 

“My eggs became known,” continued the soi-disant poultry-farmer; “at first they 

were sought after as a novelty, something curious, bizarre. Then merchants and 

housewives began to see that they were a utility, an improvement, an advantage over the 

ordinary kind. I was able to command a sale for my wares at a price considerably above 

market rates. I began to make money. I had a monopoly. I refused to sell any of my 

“square-layers,” and the eggs that went to market were carefully sterilised, so that no 

chickens should be hatched from them. I was in the way to become rich, comfortably rich. 

Then this war broke out, which has brought misery to so many. I was obliged to leave my 



 

 

hens and my customers and go to the Front. My aunt carried on the business as usual, sold 

the square eggs, the eggs that I had devised and created and perfected, and received the 

profits; can you imagine it,  she refuses to send me one centime of the takings! She says 

that she looks after the hens, and pays for their corn, and sends the eggs to market, and 

that the money is hers. Legally, of course, it is mine; if I could afford to bring a process 

in the Courts I could recover all the money that the eggs have brought in since the war 

commenced, many thousands of francs. To bring a process would only need a small sum; 

I have a lawyer friend who would arrange matters cheaply for me. Unfortunately I have 

not sufficient funds in hand; I need still about eighty francs. In war-time, alas! It is 

difficult to borrow.” 

I had always imagined that it was a habit that was especially indulged in during 

war-time, and said do. 

“On a big scale, yes, but I am talking of a very small matter. It is easier to arrange 

a loan of millions than a trifle of eighty or ninety francs.” 

The would-be financier paused for a few tense moments. Then he recommenced 

in a more confidential strain. 

“Some of you English soldiers, I have heard, are men with private means: is it no 

so? It is perhaps possible that among your comrades there might be some one willing to 

advance a small sum – you yourself, perhaps – it would be a secure and profitable 

investment, quickly repaid –” 

“If I get a few days’leave I will go down to Verchey-les-Torteaux and inspect the 

square-egg hen-farm,” I said gravely, “and question the local egg-merchants as to the 

position and prospects of the business.” 

The Tavern Acquaintance gave an almost imperceptible shrug to his shoulders, 

shifted in his seat, and began moodily to roll a cigarette. His interest in me had suddenly 

died out, but for the sake of appearances he was bound to make a perfunctory show of 

winding up the conversation he had so laboriously started. 

“Ah, you will go to Verchey-les-Torteaux and make inquires about our farm. And 

if you find that what I have told you about the square eggs is true, Monsieur, what then?” 

“I shall marry your aunt.”  

 

 

 


