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AN IDEAL FAMILY (1921)
By Katherine Mansfield

That evening for the first time in his life, as peessed through the swing door
descended the three broad steps to the pavemdn¥jrolNeave felt he was too old f
the spring. Spring-warm, eager, restle—was there, waitindor him in the golden light
ready in front of everybody to run up, to blow ii$ white beard, to drag sweetly on
arm. And he couldn't meet her, no; he couldn't sejua once more and stride off, jau
as a young man. He was tired and, althougtlate sun was still shining, curiously co
with a numbed feeling all over. Quite suddenly hdrit the energy, he hadn't the hea
stand this gaiety and bright movement any longecpnfused him. He wanted to ste
still, to wave it away with his ick, to say, "Be off with you!" Suddenly it was ertible
effort to greet as usualtipping his wideawake with his stick-all the people whom h
knew, the friends, acquaintances, shopkeepersnpostdrivers. But the gay glance t
went with the gesturehe kindly twinkle that seemed to say, "I'm a maacil more fo
any of you"—that old Mr. Neave could not manage at all. He gtednalong, lifting his
knees high as if he were walking through air tred Bomehow grown heavy and sc
like water. And thehomewar-looking crowd hurried by, the trams clanked, thght
carts clattered, the big swinging cabs bowled alamigh that reckless, defial
indifference that one knows only in dream

It had been a day like other days at the officethihg specialhad happened. Haro
hadn't come back from lunch until close on four.afhhad he been? What had he t
up to? He wasn't going to let his father know. ®Id Neave had happened to be in
vestibule, saying goolye to a caller, when Harold sauntern, perfectly turned out ¢
usual, cool, suave, smiling that peculiar littléftsmile that women found so fascinatii

Ah, Harold was too handsome, too handsome by Hat;Had been the trouble all alol
No man had a right to such eyes, such lashed such lips; it was uncanny. As for |
mother, his sisters, and the servants, it wasawituch to say they made a young go
him; they worshipped Harold, they forgave him eteiryg; and he had needed so
forgiving ever since the time when he wairteen and he had stolen his mother's pt
taken the money, and hidden the purse in the cdmdsoom. Old Mr. Neave stru
sharply with his stick upon the pavement edge.iBwasn't only his family who spoile
Harold, he reflected, it was everybohe had only to look and to smile, and down t
went before him. So perhaps it wasn't to be wortatethat he expected the office
carry on the tradition. H'm, h'm! But it couldn'e lwWlone. No busine—not even a
successful, established, big paying cern—could be played with. A man had either
put his whole heart and soul into it, or it wenttalpieces before his eyes

And then Charlotte and the girls were always at tonmake the whole thing over
Harold, to retire, and to spend his timnjoying himself. Enjoying himself! Old Mi
Neave stopped dead under a group of ancient caljlges outside the Governme
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buildings! Enjoying himself! The wind of eveningaik the dark leaves to a thin a
cackle. Sitting at home, twiddling his thun conscious all the while that his life's wc
was slipping away, dissolving, disappearing throtdgtrold's fine fingers, while Haro!
smiled...

"Why will you be so unreasonable, father? There&hitely no need for you to go to 1
office. It only makest very awkward for us when people persist in sgyfrow tired
you're looking. Here's this huge house and gar8erely you could be happy—in—
appreciating it for a change. Or you could takesome hobby.

And Lola the baby had chimed in loftily, "I men ought to have hobbies. It makes
impossible if they haven't

Well, welll He couldn't help a grim smile as pailhyune began to climb the hill that le
into Harcourt Avenue. Where would Lola and heresstand Charlotte be if he'd gone
for hobbies, he'd like to know? Hobbies couldn't paytfe town house and the seas
bungalow, and their horses, and their golf, andstkiy-guinea gramophone in the mt-

room for them to dance to. Not that he grudged these things. No, they were «rt,

goodiooking girls, and Charlotte was a remarkable woniawas natural for them to t
in the swim. As a matter of fact, no other houséhmtown was as popular as theirs;
other family entertained so much. And how many srakel Mr. Neave, pushg the cigar
box across the smokimgom table, had listened to praises of his wifes girls, of
himself even.

"You're an ideal family, sir, an ideal family. Itlke something one reads about or see
the stage."

"That's all right, my boy," old MrNeave would reply. "Try one of those; | think yb
like them. And if you care to smoke in the gardgsy'll find the girls on the lawn, | da
say."

That was why the girls had never married, so pespld. They could have marri
anybody. But they hatbo good a time at home. They were too happy t@gethe girls
and Charlotte. H'm, h'm! Well, well. Perhaps <

By this time he had walked the length of fashioeathrcourt Avenue; he had react
the corner house, their house. The carriage ga&e pushed back; there were fre
marks of wheels on the drive. And then he facedbilgewhite-painted house, with i
wide-open windows, its tulle curtains floating outwarids,blue jars of hyacinths on tl
broad sills. On either side of the carriagech their hydrangeasfamous in the ton—
were coming into flower; the pinkish, bluish massédlower lay like light among th
spreading leaves. And somehow, it seemed to old Nave that the house and

flowers, and even the fresh marks on the drivere saying, "There is young life he
There are girls—"

The hall, as always, was dusky with wraps, paraggts/es, piled on the oak ches
From the musicoom sounded the piano, quick, loud and impatiditttough the
drawingroom door that was ajar ices floated.

"And were there ices?" came from Charlotte. Thenciteak, creak of her rocke
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"Ices!" cried Ethel. "My dear mother, you never saweh ices. Only two kinds. And o
a common little strawberry shop ice, in a soppireg fill."

"The foodaltogether was too appalling,” came from Mari
"Still, it's rather early for ices,"” said Charlotasily.

"But why, if one has them at all... " began Etl

"Oh, quite so, darling," crooned Charlot

Suddenly the musimmom door opened and Lolashed out. She started, she ne
screamed, at the sight of old Mr. Nea

"Gracious, father! What a fright you gave me! Haxm just come home? Why is
Charles here to help you off with your coa

Her cheeks were crimson from playing, her eyesered, the hair fell over her forehe:
And she breathed as though she had come runniagghrthe dark and was frighten:
Old Mr. Neave stared at his youngest daughtergliehé had never seen her before.
that was Lola, was it? But she seemed tce forgotten her father; it was not for him tl
she was waiting there. Now she put the tip of hempled handkerchief between |
teeth and tugged at it angrily. The telephone r#&-ah! Lola gave a cry like a sob a
dashed past him. The door of thdephoneroom slammed, and at the same mon
Charlotte called, "Is that you, fathei

"You're tired again," said Charlotte reproachfulind she stopped the rocker and offe
her warm plumike cheek. Brigt-haired Ethel pecked his beard, Marion's brushed
his ear.

"Did you walk back, father?" asked Charlo

"Yes, | walked home," said old Mr. Neave, and haksato one of the immense draw-
room chairs.

"But why didn't you take a cab?" said Ethel. "Thare hundred of cabs about at t
time."

"My dear Ethel,” cried Marion, "if father prefers tire himself out, | really don't s
what business of ours it is to interfer

"Children, children?" coaxed Charlot

But Marion wouldn't be stopped. "No, mother, yowispather, and it's not ght. You
ought to be stricter with him. He's very naugh§tie laughed her hard, bright laugh
patted her hair in a mirror. Strange! When she wadgtle girl she had such a sc
hesitating voice; she had even stuttered, and ndwatever she se—even if it was only
"Jam, please, father"#+rang out as though she were on the st

"Did Harold leave the office before you, dear?"eskCharlotte, beginning to rock age
"I'm not sure,"” said Old Mr. Neave. "I'm not surrdidn't see him after folo'clock."

"He said— began Charlotte
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But at that moment Ethel, who was twitching over ksaves of some paper or other,
to her mother and sank down beside her ¢

"There, you see," she cried. "That's what | meamnmy. Yellow, with touches csilver.
Don't you agree?"

"Give it to me, love," said Charlotte. She fumbfedher tortois-shell spectacles and g
them on, gave the page a little dab with her plemgall fingers, and pursed up her li
"Very sweet!" she crooned vaguely; she loolat Ethel over her spectacles. "Bu
shouldn't have the train.”

"Not the train!" wailed Ethel tragically. "But theain's the whole point.

"Here, mother, let me decide." Marion snatched ghper playfully from Charlotte. '
agree with mother," she ed triumphantly. "The train overweights i

Old Mr. Neave, forgotten, sank into the broad l&pie chair, and, dozing, heard them
though he dreamed. There was no doubt about Mvasetired out; he had lost his ho
Even Charlotte and the girls re too much for him tavght. They were too... too... B
all his drowsing brain could think of w—too rich for him. And somewhere at the be
of everything he was watching a little withered iant man climbing up endless fligt
of stairs. Who was he?

"l shan't dress toight," he mutterec
"What do you say, father

"Eh, what, what?" Old Mr. Neave woke with a startlastared across at them. "I shi
dress tonight,” he repeatec

"But, father, we've got Lucile coming, and HenrwBaport, and Mr<Teddie Walker."
"It will look so very out of the picture.

"Don't you feel well, dear?

"You needn't make any effort. What is Charor?"

"But if you're really not up to it,” Charlotte waresl.

"Very welll Very well!" Old Mr. Neave got up and weto join that little old climbing
fellow just as far as his dress-room...

There young Charles was waiting for him. Carefudly,though everything depended
it, he was tucking a towel round the -water can. Young Charles had been a favouri
his ever since as a little r-faced boy he had come into the house to look #itefires.
Old Mr. Neave lowered himself into the cane lounyethe window, stretched out t
legs, and made his little evening joke, "Dress bn Charles!" And Charles, breing
intensely and frowning, bent forward to take the gut of his tie

H'm, h'm! Well, well! It was pleasant by the opemeow, very pleasa—a fine mild
evening. They were cutting the grass on the tecmist below; he heard the soft churr
the mower. Soon the girls would begin their tennis paragain. And at the thought |
seemed to hear Marion's voice ring out, "Good fou,\partner... Ohplayed, partner...
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Oh, very nice indeed." Then Charlotte calling from the velan'Where is Harold?" Ar
Ethel, "He's certainly not here, mother." And Cbtd's vague, "He se—"

Old Mr. Neave sighed, got up, and putting one hamder his beard, he took the co
from young Charles, and carefully combed the wbigard over. Charles gave hin
folded hanéerchief, his watch and seals, and spectacle

"That will do, my lad."” The door shut, he sank hauoik was alone.

And now that little ancient fellow was climbing dowendless flights that led to
glittering, gay dining-oom. What legs he had! TF were like a spider—thin, withered.

"You're an ideal family, sir, an ideal family

But if that were true, why didn't Charlotte or thiels stop him? Why was he all alor
climbing up and down? Where was Harold? Ah, it waggood expecting anythincom
Harold. Down, down went the little old spider, ahén, to his horror, old Mr. Neave s
him slip past the diningpom and make for the porch, the dark drive, theiage gates
the office. Stop him, stop him, somebo

Old Mr. Neave started up.was dark in his dressinmgom; the window shone pale. Hc
long had he been asleep? He listened, and thrdweglbig, airy, darkened house th
floated faraway voices, feaway sounds. Perhaps, he thought vaguely, he had
asleep for a long time. Hebeen forgotten. What had all this to do with —this house
and Charlotte, the girls and Har—what did he know about them? They were stran
to him. Life had passed him by. Charlotte was netiife. His wife!

... A dark porch, half hidden by a peon-ine, that drooped sorrowful, mournful,
though it understood. Small, warm arms were rouisdnieck. A face, little and pal
lifted to his, and a voice breathed, "G-bye, my treasure.”

My treasure! "Goodsye, my treasure!" Which of them had spc? Why had they sai
goodbye? There had been some terrible mistake. Shehisasife, that little pale girl
and all the rest of his life had been a dre

Then the door opened, and young Charles, standitigeilight, put his hands by his si
and showed like a young soldier, "Dinner is on the tablg;' ¢

"I'm coming, I'm coming," said old Mr. Neav
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The Verger
By Somerset Maugham

There had been a christening that afternoon at St Peter's, Neville Square, and Albert
Edward Foreman still wore his verger's gown. He kept his new one, its folds as full and
stiff as though it were made not of alpaca but of perennial bronze, for funerals and
weddings (St Peter's, Neville Square, was a church much favoured by the fashionable
for these ceremonies) and now he wore only his second-best. He wore it with
complacence, for it was the dignified symbol of his office, and without it (when he took
it off to go home) he had the disconcerting sensation of being somewhat insufficiently
clad. He took pains with it; he pressed it and ironed it himself. During the sixteen years
he had been verger of this church he had had a succession of such gowns, but he had
never been able to throw them away when they were worn out and the complete series,
neatly wrapped up in brown paper, lay in the bottom drawers of the wardrobe in his
bedroom.

The verger busied himself quietly, replacing the painted wooden cover on the marble
font, taking away a chair that had been brought for an infirm old lady, and waited for
the vicar to have finished in the vestry so that he could tidy up in there and go home.
Presently he saw him walk across the chancel, genuflect in front of the high altar, and
come down the aisle; but he still wore his cassock.

"What's he 'anging about for?' the verger said to himself. "Don't'e know I want my tea?

The vicar had been but recently appointed, a red-faced energetic man in the early
forties, and Albert Edward still regretted his predecessor, a clergyman of the old school
who preached leisurely sermons in a silvery voice and dined out a great deal with his
more aristocratic parishioners. He liked things in church to be just so, but he never
fussed; he was not like this new man who wanted to have his finger in every pie. But
Albert Edward was tolerant. St Peter's was in a very good neighbourhood and the
parishioners were a very nice class of people. The new vicar had come from the East
End and he couldn't be expected to fall in all at once with the discreet ways of his
fashionable congregation.

"All this 'ustle; said Albert Edward. 'But give 'im time, he'll learn.'

When the vicar had walked down the aisle so far that he could address the verger
without raising his voice more than was becoming in a place of worship he stopped.

‘Foreman, will you come into the vestry for a minute. I have something to say to you.'
"Very good, sir:

The vicar waited for him to come up and they walked up the church together.

*A very nice christening, I thought, sir. Funny 'ow the baby stopped cryin' the moment
you took him.'
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‘I've noticed they very often do,' said the vicar, with a little smile. ‘After all I've had a
good deal of practice with them.'

It was a source of subdued pride to him that he could nearly always quiet a whimpering
infant by the manner in which he held it and he was not unconscious of the amused
admiration with which mothers and nurses watched him settle the baby in the crook of
his surpliced arm. The verger knew that it pleased him to be complimented on his talent.
The vicar preceded Albert Edward into the vestry. Albert Edward was a trifle surprised
to find the two churchwardens there. He had not seen them come in. They gave him
pleasant nods.

*Good afternoon, my lord. Good afternoon, sir," he said to one after the other.

They were elderly men, both of them, and they had been churchwardens almost as long
as Albert Edward had been verger. They were sitting now at a handsome refectory table
that the old vicar had brought many years before from Italy and the vicar sat down in
the vacant chair between them. Albert Edward faced them, the table between him and
them, and wondered with slight uneasiness what was the matter. He remembered still
the occasion on which the organist had got into trouble and the bother they had all had
to hush things up. In a church like St Peter's, Neville Square, they couldn't afford a
scandal. On the vicar's red face was a look of resolute benignity, but the others bore an
expression that was slightly troubled.

"He's been naggin' them, he 'as,’ said the verger to himself. "He's jockeyed them into
doin' something, but they don't 'alf like it. That's what it is, you mark my words.'

But his thoughts did not appear on Albert Edward's clean-cut and distinguished features.
He stood in a respectful but not obsequious attitude. He had been in service before he
was appointed to his ecclesiastical office, but only in very good houses, and his
deportment was irreproachable. Starting as a page-boy in the household of a merchant
prince, he had risen by due degrees from the position of fourth to first footman, for a
year he had been single-handed butler to a widowed peeress, and, till the vacancy
occurred at St Peter's, butler with two men under him in the house of a retired
ambassador. He was tall, spare, grave, and dignified. He looked, if not like a duke, at
least like an actor of the old school who specialized in dukes' parts. He had tact,
firmness,-and self-assurance. His character was unimpeachable.

The vicar began briskly.

"Foreman, we've got something rather unpleasant to say to you. You've been here a
great many years and I think his lordship and the general agree with me that you've
fulfilled the duties of your office to the satisfaction of everybody concerned.'

The two churchwardens nodded.

‘But a most extraordinary circumstance came to my knowledge the other day and I felt
it my duty to impart it to the churchwardens. I discovered to my astonishment that you

could neither read nor write.'

The verger's face betrayed no sign of embarrassment.
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"The last vicar knew that, sir,' he replied. 'He said it didn't make no difference. He
always said there was a great deal too much education in the world for ‘is taste.'

“It's the most amazing thing I ever heard,' cried the general. "Do you mean to say
that you've been verger of this church for sixteen years and never learned to read or
write.’

I went into service when I was twelve, sir. The cook in the first place tried to teach me
once, but I didn't seem to 'ave the knack for it, and then what with one thing and another
I never seemed to'ave the time. I've never really found the want of it. I think a lot of
these young fellows waste a rare lot of time readin' when they might be doin' something
useful.'

'But don't you want to know the news? said the other churchwarden. ‘Don’t you ever
want to write a letter?'

'No, me lord, I seem to manage very well without. And of late years now they've all
these pictures in the papers I get to know what's goin' on pretty well. Me wife's quite a
scholar and if I want to write a letter she writes it for me. It's not as if [ was a bettin'
man: The two churchwardens gave the vicar a troubled glance and then looked down at
the table.

'Well, Foreman, I've talked the matter over with these gentlemen and they quite agree
with me that the situation is impossible. At a church like St Peter's, Neville Square, we
cannot have a verger who can neither read nor write.'

Albert Edward's thin, sallow face reddened and he moved uneasily on his feet, but he
made no reply.

'Understand me, Foreman, I have no complaint to make against you. You do your work
quite satisfactorily; I have the highest opinion both of your character and of your
capacity; but we haven't the right to take the risk of some accident that might happen
owing to your lamentable ignorance. It's a matter of prudence as well as of principle.’

'But couldn't you learn, Foreman? asked the general.

"No, sir, I'm afraid I couldn't, not now. You see, I'm not as young as [ was and if [
couldn't seem able to get the letters in me 'ead when I was a nipper I don't think there's
much chance of it now.'

'We don't want to be harsh with you, Foreman,' said the vicar. *But the churchwardens
and I have quite made up our minds. We'll give you three months and if at the end of
that time you cannot read and write I'm afraid you'll have to go.'

Albert Edward had never liked the new vicar. He'd said from the beginning that they'd
made a mistake when they gave him St Peter's. He wasn't the type of man they wanted
with a classy congregation like that. And now he straightened himself a little. He knew
his value and he wasn't going to allow himself to be put upon. ‘'I'm very sorry, sir, I'm
afraid it's no good. I'm too old a dog to learn new tricks. I've lived a good many years
without knowin' 'ow to read and write, and without wishin' to praise myself, self praise
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is no recommendation, I don't mind sayin' I've done my duty in that state of life in
which it 'as pleased a merciful providence to place me, and if I could learn now I don't
know as I'd want to.'

'In that case, Foreman, I'm afraid you must go.'

“Yes, sir, I quite understand. I shall be 'appy to 'and in my resignation as soon as you've
found somebody to take my place.'

But when Albert Edward with his usual politeness had closed the church door behind
the vicar and the two churchwardens he could not sustain the air of unruffled dignity
with which he had borne the blow inflicted upon him and his lips quivered. He walked
slowly back to the vestry and hung up on its proper peg his verger's gown. He sighed as
he thought of all the grand funerals and smart weddings it had seen. He tidied
everything up, put on his coat, and hat in hand walked down the aisle. He locked the
church door behind him. He strolled across the square, but deep in his sad thoughts he
did not take the street that led him home, where a nice strong cup of tea awaited him; he
took the wrong turning. He walked slowly along. His heart was heavy. He did not know
what he should do with himself. He did not fancy the notion of going back to domestic
service; after being his own master for so many years, for the vicar and churchwardens
could say what they liked, it was he that had run St Peter's, Neville Square, he could
scarcely demean himself by accepting a situation. He had saved a tidy sum, but not
enough to live on without doing something, and life seemed to cost more every year. He
had never thought to be troubled with such questions. The vergers of St Peter's, like the
popes of Rome, were there for life. He had often thought of the pleasant reference the
vicar would make in his sermon at evensong the first Sunday after his death to the long
and faithful service, and the exemplary character of their late verger, Albert Edward
Foreman. He sighed deeply. Albert Edward was a non-smoker and a total abstainer, but
with a certain latitude; that is to say he liked a glass of beer with his dinner and when he
was tired he enjoyed a cigarette. It occurred to him now that one would comfort him and
since he did not carry them he looked about him for a shop where he could buy a packet
of Gold Flake. He did not at once see one and walked on a little. It was a long street,
with all sorts of shops in it, but there was not a single one where you could buy
cigarettes.

"That's strange,' said Albert Edward.

To make sure he walked right up the street again. No, there was no doubt about it.
He stopped and looked reflectively up and down.

‘I can't be the only man as walks along this street and wants a fag," he said. "I shouldn't
wonder but what a fellow might do very well with a little shop here. Tobacco and
sweets, you know.'

He gave a sudden start.

‘That's an idea,' he said. ‘Strange 'ow things come to you when you least expect it.'

He turned, walked home, and had his tea.
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“You're very silent this afternoon, Albert,' his wife remarked.
‘I'm thinkin',' he said.

He considered the matter from every point of view and next day he went along the street
and by good luck found a little shop to let that looked as though it would exactly suit
him. Twenty-four hours later he had taken it, and when a month after that he left St
Peter's, Neville Square, for ever, Albert Edward Foreman set up in business as a
tobacconist and newsagent. His wife said it was a dreadful come-down after being
verger of St Peter's, but he answered that you had to move with the times, the church
wasn't what it was, and 'enceforward he was going to render unto Caesar what was
Caesar's. Albert Edward did very well. He did so well that in a year or so it struck him
that he might take a second shop and put a manager in. He looked for another long
street that hadn't got a tobacconist in it and when he found it, and a shop to let, took it
and stocked it. This was a success too. Then it occurred to him that if he could run two
he could run half a dozen, so he began walking about London, and whenever he found a
long street that had no tobacconist and a shop to let he took it. In the course of ten years
he had acquired no less than ten shops and he was making money hand over fist. He
went round to all of them himself every Monday, collected the week's takings, and took
them to the bank.

One morning when he was there paying in a bundle of notes and a heavy bag of silver
the cashier told him that the manager would like to see him. He was shown into an
office and the manager shook hands with him.

'Mr Foreman, I wanted to have a talk to you about the money you've got on deposit with
us. D'you know exactly how much it is?'

"Not within a pound or two, sir; but I've got a pretty rough idea.'

"Apart from what you paid in this morning it's a little over thirty thousand pounds.
That's a very large sum to have on deposit and I should have thought you'd do better to
invest it.'

'l wouldn't want to take no risk, sir. I know it's safe in the bank.'

"You needn't have the least anxiety. We'll make you out a list of absolutely giltedged
securities. They'll bring you in a better rate of interest than we can possibly afford to

give you.'

A troubled look settled on Mr Foreman's distinguished face. 'I've never 'ad anything to
do with stocks and shares and I'd 'ave to leave it all in your ‘ands,' he said.

The manager smiled. 'We'll do everything. All you'll have to do next time you come
in is just to sign the transfers:

'T could do that all right,’ said Albert uncertainly. 'But 'ow should I know what I was
signin'?

‘I suppose you can read,' said the manager a trifle sharply.
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Mr Foreman gave him a disarming smile.

"Well, sir, that's just it. I can't. I know it sounds funny-like, but there it is, I can't read or
write, only me name, an' I only learnt to do that when I went into business.'

The manager was so surprised that he jumped up from his chair.
"That's the most extraordinary thing I ever heard.'

"You see, it's like this, sir, I never 'ad the opportunity until it was too late and then
some'ow [ wouldn't. I got obstinate-like.'

The manager stared at him as though he were a prehistoric monster.
'And do you mean to say that you've built up this important business and amassed a
fortune of thirty thousand pounds without being able to read or write? Good God, man,

what would you be now if you had been able to?'

'T can tell you that, sir,' said Mr Foreman, a little smile on his still aristocratic features.
'T'd be verger of St Peter's, Neville Square.'
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Vil

THE POSTMASTER

THE postmaster first took up his duties in the village of Ulapur. Though the village
was a small one, there was an indigo factory near by, and the proprietor, an
Englishman, had managed to get a post office established.

Our postmaster belonged to Calcutta. He felt like a fish out of water in this remote
village. His office and living-room were in a dark thatched shed, not far from a green,
slimy pond, surrounded on all sides by a dense growth.

The men employed in the indigo factory had no leisure; moreover, they were hardly
desirable companions for decent folk. Nor is a Calcutta boy an adept in the art of
associating with others. Among strangers he appears either proud or ill at ease. At any
rate, the postmaster had but little company; nor had he much to do.

At times he tried his hand at writing a verse or two. That the movement of the leaves
and the clouds of the sky were enough to fill life with joy—such [Pg 116]were the
sentiments to which he sought to give expression. But God knows that the poor fellow
would have felt it as the gift of a new life, if some genie of the Arabian Nights had in
one night swept away the trees, leaves and all, and replaced them with
a macadamised road, hiding the clouds from view with rows of tall houses.

The postmaster's salary was small. He had to cook his own meals, which he used to
share with Ratan, an orphan girl of the village, who did odd jobs for him.

When in the evening the smoke began to curl up from the village cowsheds, and the
cicalas chirped in every bush; when the mendicants of the Balil sect sang their shrill
songs in their daily meeting-place, when any poet, who had attempted to watch the
movement of the leaves in the dense bamboo thickets, would have felt a ghostly
shiver run down his back, the postmaster would light his little lamp, and call out
"Ratan."

Ratan would sit outside waiting for this call, and, instead of coming in at once, would
reply, "Did you call me, sir?"

"What are you doing?" the postmaster would ask.
"I must be going to light the kitchen fire," would be the answer.[Pg 117]

And the postmaster would say: "Oh, let the kitchen fire be for awhile; light me my
pipe first."
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At last Ratan would enter, with puffed-out cheeks, vigorously blowing into a flame a
live coal to light the tobacco. This would give the postmaster an opportunity of
conversing. "Well, Ratan,” perhaps he would begin, "do you remember anything of
your mother?" That was a fertile subject. Ratan partly remembered, and partly didn't.
Her father had been fonder of her than her mother; him she recollected more vividly.
He used to come home in the evening after his work, and one or two evenings stood
out more clearly than others, like pictures in her memory. Ratan would sit on the floor
near the postmaster's feet, as memories crowded in upon her. She called to mind a
little brother that she had—and how on some bygone cloudy day she had played at
fishing with him on the edge of the pond, with a twig for a make-believe fishing-rod.
Such little incidents would drive out greater events from her mind. Thus, as they
talked, it would often get very late, and the postmaster would feel too lazy to do any
cooking at all. Ratan would then hastily light the fire, and toast some unleavened
bread, which, with the cold remnants of the morning meal, was enough for their
supper.

On some evenings, seated at his desk in the corner [Pg 118]of the big empty shed, the
postmaster too would call up memories of his own home, of his mother and his sister,
of those for whom in his exile his heart was sad,—memories which were always
haunting him, but which he could not talk about with the men of the factory, though
he found himself naturally recalling them aloud in the presence of the simple little
girl. And so it came about that the girl would allude to his people as mother, brother,
and sister, as if she had known them all her life. In fact, she had a complete picture of
each one of them painted in her little heart.

One noon, during a break in the rains, there was a cool soft breeze blowing; the smell
of the damp grass and leaves in the hot sun felt like the warm breathing of the tired
earth on one's body. A persistent bird went on all the afternoon repeating the burden
of its one complaint in Nature's audience chamber.

The postmaster had nothing to do. The shimmer of the freshly washed leaves, and the
banked-up remnants of the retreating rain-clouds were sights to see; and the
postmaster was watching them and thinking to himself: "Oh, if only some kindred
soul were near—just one loving human being whom I could hold near my heart!" This
was exactly, he went on to think, what that bird was trying to say, [Pg 119]and it was
the same feeling which the murmuring leaves were striving to express. But no one
knows, or would believe, that such an idea might also take possession of an ill-paid
village postmaster in the deep, silent mid-day interval of his work.

The postmaster sighed, and called out "Ratan." Ratan was then sprawling beneath
the guava-tree, busily engaged in eating unripe guavas. At the voice of her master, she
ran up breathlessly, saying: "Were you calling me, Dada?" "'l was thinking," said the
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postmaster, "of teaching you to read.” And then for the rest of the afternoon he taught
her the alphabet.

Thus, in a very short time, Ratan had got as far as the double consonants.

It seemed as though the showers of the season would never end. Canals, ditches, and
hollows were all overflowing with water. Day and night the patter of rain was heard,
and the croaking of frogs. The village roads became impassable, and marketing had to
be done in punts.

One heavily clouded morning, the postmaster's little pupil had been long waiting
outside the door for her call, but, not hearing it as usual, she took up her dog-eared
book, and slowly entered the room. She found her master stretched out on his bed,
and, thinking that he was resting, she was about to retire [Pg 120]on tip-toe, when she
suddenly heard her name—"Ratan!" She turned at once and asked: "Were you
sleeping, Dada?" The postmaster in a plaintive voice said: "I am not well. Feel my
head; is it very hot?"

In the loneliness of his exile, and in the gloom of the rains, his ailing body needed a
little tender nursing. He longed to remember the touch on the forehead of soft hands
with tinkling bracelets, to imagine the presence of loving womanhood, the nearness of
mother and sister. And the exile was not disappointed. Ratan ceased to be a little girl.
She at once stepped into the post of mother, called in the village doctor, gave the
patient his pills at the proper intervals, sat up all night by his pillow, cooked his gruel
for him, and every now and then asked: "Are you feeling a little better, Dada?"

It was some time before the postmaster, with weakened body, was able to leave his
sick-bed. "No more of this," said he with decision. "I must get a transfer." He at once
wrote off to Calcutta an application for a transfer, on the ground of the unhealthiness
of the place.

Relieved from her duties as nurse, Ratan again took up her old place outside the door.
But she no longer heard the same old call. She would sometimes peep inside furtively
to find the postmaster [Pg 121]sitting on his chair, or stretched on his bed, and staring
absent-mindedly into the air. While Ratan was awaiting her call, the postmaster was
awaiting a reply to his application. The girl read her old lessons over and over
again,—her great fear was lest, when the call came, she might be found wanting in the
double consonants. At last, after a week, the call did come one evening. With an
overflowing heart Ratan rushed into the room with her—"Were you calling me,
Dada?"

The postmaster said: "'l am going away to-morrow, Ratan."

"Where are you going, Dada?"
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"I am going home."
"When will you come back?"
"I am not coming back."

Ratan asked no other question. The postmaster, of his own accord, went on to tell her
that his application for a transfer had been rejected, so he had resigned his post and
was going home.

For a long time neither of them spoke another word. The lamp went on dimly burning,
and from a leak in one corner of the thatch water dripped steadily into an earthen
vessel on the floor beneath it.

After a while Ratan rose, and went off to the kitchen to prepare the meal; but she was
not so [Pg 122]quick about it as on other days. Many new things to think of had
entered her little brain. When the postmaster had finished his supper, the girl suddenly
asked him: "Dada, will you take me to your home?"

The postmaster laughed. "What an idea!" said he; but he did not think it necessary to
explain to the girl wherein lay the absurdity.

That whole night, in her waking and in her dreams, the postmaster's laughing reply
haunted her—"What an idea!"

On getting up in the morning, the postmaster found his bath ready. He had stuck to his
Calcutta habit of bathing in water drawn and kept in pitchers, instead of taking a
plunge in the river as was the custom of the village. For some reason or other, the girl
could not ask him about the time of his departure, so she had fetched the water from
the river long before sunrise, that it should be ready as early as he might want it. After
the bath came a call for Ratan. She entered noiselessly, and looked silently into her
master's face for orders. The master said: "You need not be anxious about my going
away, Ratan; | shall tell my successor to look after you." These words were kindly
meant, no doubt: but inscrutable are the ways of a woman's heart![Pg 123]

Ratan had borne many a scolding from her master without complaint, but these kind
words she could not bear. She burst out weeping, and said: “"No, no, you need not tell
anybody anything at all about me; | don't want to stay on here."

The postmaster was dumbfounded. He had never seen Ratan like this before.

The new incumbent duly arrived, and the postmaster, having given over charge,
prepared to depart. Just before starting he called Ratan and said: "Here is something
for you; I hope it will keep you for some little time." He brought out from his pocket
the whole of his month's salary, retaining only a trifle for his travelling expenses.
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Then Ratan fell at his feet and cried: "Oh, Dada, | pray you, don't give me anything,
don't in any way trouble about me," and then she ran away out of sight.

The postmaster heaved a sigh, took up his carpet bag, put his umbrella over his
shoulder, and, accompanied by a man carrying his many-coloured tin trunk, he slowly
made for the boat.

When he got in and the boat was under way, and the rain-swollen river, like a stream
of tears welling up from the earth, swirled and sobbed at her bows, then he felt a pain
at heart; the grief-stricken face of a village girl seemed to represent for him the [Pg
124]great unspoken pervading grief of Mother Earth herself. At one time he had an
impulse to go back, and bring away along with him that lonesome waif, forsaken of
the world. But the wind had just filled the sails, the boat had got well into the middle
of the turbulent current, and already the village was left behind, and its outlying
burning-ground came in sight.

So the traveller, borne on the breast of the swift-flowing river, consoled himself with
philosophical reflections on the numberless meetings and partings going on in the
world—on death, the great parting, from which none returns.

But Ratan had no philosophy. She was wandering about the post office in a flood of
tears. It may be that she had still a lurking hope in some corner of her heart that her
Dada would return, and that is why she could not tear herself away. Alas for our
foolish human nature! Its fond mistakes are persistent. The dictates of reason take a
long time to assert their own sway. The surest proofs meanwhile are disbelieved.
False hope is clung to with all one's might and main, till a day comes when it has
sucked the heart dry and it forcibly breaks through its bonds and departs. After that
comes the misery of awakening, and then once again the [Pg 125]longing to get back
into the maze of the same mistakes.

WORDS TO BE STUDIED

indigo. This word has a very interesting history. It means "Indian." The celebrated
dark-blue dye came from India. This dye was first known to the Greeks who
called it "Indikon," then to the Latins who called it Indicum, then to the Italians
and Spaniards who called it Indigo. It was introduced into England from Italy by
artists and painters who kept the Italian word "indigo" without change.

genie. There is a Latin word "genius,” meaning originally a spirit inhabiting a special
place. It is from this word that our English common noun "genius" is taken,
meaning a specially gifted or inspired person, e.g. "a man of genius.” But in the
Arabian Nights a completely different Arabic word is found, viz. "jinn" with its
feminine form "jinni." This was written in English "genie" and was confused with


https://www.gutenberg.org/files/33525/33525-h/33525-h.htm#t_indigo
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/33525/33525-h/33525-h.htm#t_genie

the word "genius.” The plural of genie when used in this sense is genii, which is
really the plural of the Latin word genius.

macadamised. This is quite a modern word in English. It comes from the name of the
inventor of this kind of road-paving, who was Mr. J. L. Macadam. He discovered
that different layers of small stone rolled in, one after the other, can stand the
wear and tear of traffic. We have similar words from proper names.
Compare, boycott, burke, lynch, etc.

allude. From the Latin "ludere," to play.
Compare prelude, interlude, delude, collusion, elude, elusive, allusion.

guava. This word came into English from the Spanish. It is of great interest to trace
the names of the fruits in [Pg 126]English back to their sources, e.g. currant,
comes from Corinth; mango from the Portuguese manga (from the Tamil
"mankay" fruit-tree); orange from the Arabic "narang" and Hindustani
"narangi"; apricot from Arabic al-burquq; date from the Greek "daktulos,"
meaning "finger."

alphabet. The two first letters in the Greek language are called "alpha™ and "beta."”
Then the whole series of letters was named an alphabeta or alphabet.

consonants. From the Latin "sonare," meaning to sound. Consonants are letters which
"sound with" the vowels.
Compare dissonant, assonance, sonant, sonorous, sonata.

canal. This is one example of a word taken into English from the Latin, through the
French, having a companion word in English. The companion word in this case
is channel. Compare cavalry and chivalry, legal and loyal, guard and ward.

dumbfounded. This word has come into the English language from common speech.
It is a mixture of the English word dumb, and the Latin "fundere,” "to pour"
which we find in confound, profound, confusion. It is not often that we get such
hybrid words in earlier English, though to-day they are becoming common in the
case of new words such
as motorcar, speedometer, airplane, waterplane, automobile, etc. The old rule
used to be that a compound word in English should have both its parts from the
same language (e.g. both parts Latin, or Greek, or Saxon, etc.). But this rule is
rapidly breaking down in common practice as new words rush into the English
language to express all the new discoveries of science. We have English and
Greek roots mixed (such as airplane), and Latin and Greek roots mixed (such
as oleograph).
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HE SNOW-IMAGE:
A CHILDISH MIRACLE

One afternoon of a cold winter's day, when the sun shone forth with chilly
brightness, after a long storm, two children asked leave of their mother to run out and
play in the new-fallen snow. The elder child was a little girl, whom, because she was
of a tender and modest disposition, and was thought to be very beautiful, her parents,
and other people who were familiar with her, used to call Violet. But her brother was
known by the style and title of Peony, on account of the ruddiness of his broad and
round little phiz, which made everybody think of sunshine and great scarlet flowers.
The father of these two children, a certain Mr. Lindsey, it is important to say, was an
excellent but exceedingly matter-of-fact sort of man, a dealer in hardware, and was
sturdily accustomed to take what is called the common-sense view of all matters that
came under his consideration. With a heart about as tender as other people's, he had a
head as hard and impenetrable, and therefore, perhaps, as empty, as one of the iron
pots which it was a part of his business to sell. The mother's character, on the other
hand, had a strain of poetry in it, a trait of unworldly beauty,--a delicate and dewy
flower, as it were, that had survived out of her imaginative youth, and still kept itself
alive amid the dusty realities of matrimony and motherhood.

So, Violet and Peony, as | began with saying, besought their mother to let them
run out and play in the new snow; for, though it had looked so dreary and dismal,
drifting downward out of the gray sky, it had a very cheerful aspect, now that the sun
was shining on it. The children dwelt in a city, and had no wider play-place than a
little garden before the house, divided by a white fence from the street, and with a
pear-tree and two or three plum-trees overshadowing it, and some rose-bushes just in
front of the parlor-windows. The trees and shrubs, however, were now leafless, and
their twigs were enveloped in the light snow, which thus made a kind of wintry
foliage, with here and there a pendent icicle for the fruit.

"Yes, Violet,--yes, my little Peony," said their kind mother, "you may go out and
play in the new snow."

Accordingly, the good lady bundled up her darlings in woollen jackets and
wadded sacks, and put comforters round their necks, and a pair of striped gaiters on
each little pair of legs, and worsted mittens on their hands, and gave them a kiss
apiece, by way of a spell to keep away Jack Frost. Forth sallied the two children, with
a hop-skip-and-jump, that carried them at once into the very heart of a huge snow-
drift, whence Violet emerged like a snow-bunting, while little Peony floundered out
with his round face in full bloom. Then what a merry time had they! To look at them,
frolicking in the wintry garden, you would have thought that the dark and pitiless
storm had been sent for no other purpose but to provide a new plaything for Violet



and Peony; and that they themselves had beer created, as the snow-birds were, to take
delight only in the tempest, and in the white mantle which it spread over the earth.

At last, when they had frosted one another all over with handfuls of snow, Violet,
after laughing heartily at little Peony's figure, was struck with a new idea.

"You look exactly like a snow-image, Peony," said she, "if your cheeks were not
so red. And that puts me in mind! Let us make an image out of snow,--an image of a
little girl,--and it shall be our sister, and shall run about and play with us all winter
long. Won't it be nice?"

"Oh yes!" cried Peony, as plainly as he could speak, for he was but a little boy.
"That will be nice! And mamma shall see it!"

"Yes," answered Violet; "mamma shall see the new little girl. But she must not
make her come into the warm parlor; for, you know, our little snow-sister will not
love the warmth."

And forthwith the children began this great business of making a snow-image that
should run about; while their mother, who was sitting at the window and overheard
some of their talk, could not help smiling at the gravity with which they set about it.
They really seemed to imagine that there would be no difficulty whatever in creating a
live little girl out of the snow. And, to say the truth, if miracles are ever to be wrought,
it will be by putting our hands to the work in precisely such a simple and undoubting
frame of mind as that in which Violet and Peony now undertook to perform one,
without so much as knowing that it was a miracle. So thought the mother; and
thought, likewise, that the new snow, just fallen from heaven, would be excellent
material to make new beings of, if it were not so very cold. She gazed at the children a
moment longer, delighting to watch their little figures,--the girl, tall for her age,
graceful and agile, and so delicately colored that she looked like a cheerful thought
more than a physical reality; while Peony expanded in breadth rather than height, and
rolled along on his short and sturdy legs as substantial as an elephant, though not quite
so big. Then the mother resumed her work. What it was | forget; but she was either
trimming a silken bonnet for Violet, or darning a pair of stockings for little Peony's
short legs. Again, however, and again, and yet other agains, she could not help turning
her head to the window to see how the children got on with their snow-image.

Indeed, it was an exceedingly pleasant sight, those bright little souls at their task!
Moreover, it was really wonderful to observe how knowingly and skilfully they
managed the matter. Violet assumed the chief direction, and told Peony what to do,
while, with her own delicate fingers, she shaped out all the nicer parts of the snow-
figure. It seemed, in fact, not so much to be made by the children, as to grow up under



their hands, while they were playing and prattling about it. Their mother was quite
surprised at this; and the longer she looked, the more and more surprised she grew.

"What remarkable children mine are!" thought she, smiling with a mother's pride;
and, smiling at herself, too, for being so proud of them. "What other children could
have made anything so like a little girl's figure out of snow at the first trial? Well; but
now | must finish Peony's new frock, for his grandfather is coming to-morrow, and |
want the little fellow to look handsome."

So she took up the frock, and was soon as busily at work again with her needle as
the two children with their snow-image. But still, as the needle travelled hither and
thither through the seams of the dress, the mother made her toil light and happy by
listening to the airy voices of Violet and Peony. They kept talking to one another all
the time, their tongues being quite as active as their feet and hands. Except at
intervals, she could not distinctly hear what was said, but had merely a sweet
impression that they were in a most loving mood, and were enjoying themselves
highly, and that the business of making the snow-image went prosperously on. Now
and then, however, when Violet and Peony happened to raise their voices, the words
were as audible as if they had been spoken in the very parlor where the mother sat. Oh
how delightfully those words echoed in her heart, even though they meant nothing so
very wise or wonderful, after all!

But you must know a mother listens with her heart much more than with her ears;
and thus she is often delighted with the trills of celestial music, when other people can
hear nothing of the kind.

"Peony, Peony!" cried Violet to her brother, who had gone to another part of the
garden, "bring me some of that fresh snow, Peony, from the very farthest corner,
where we have not been trampling. | want it to shape our little snow-sister's bosom
with. You know that part must be quite pure, just as it came out of the sky!"

"Here it is, Violet!" answered Peony, in his bluff tone,--but a very sweet tone,
too,--as he came floundering through the half-trodden drifts. "Here is the snow for her
little bosom. O Violet, how beau-ti-ful she begins to look!"

"Yes," said Violet, thoughtfully and quietly; "our snow-sister does look very
lovely. | did not quite know, Peony, that we could make such a sweet little girl as
this."”

The mother, as she listened, thought how fit and delightful an incident it would
be, if fairies, or still better, if angel-children were to come from paradise, and play
invisibly with her own darlings, and help them to make their snow-image, giving it the



features of celestial babyhood! Violet and Peony would not be aware of their
immortal playmates,--only they would see that the image grew very beautiful while
they worked at it, and would think that they themselves had done it all.

"My little girl and boy deserve such playmates, if mortal children ever did!" said
the mother to herself; and then she smiled again at her own motherly pride.

Nevertheless, the idea seized upon her imagination; and, ever and anon, she took
a glimpse out of the window, half dreaming that she might see the golden-haired
children of paradise sporting with her own golden-haired Violet and bright-cheeked
Peony.

Now, for a few moments, there was a busy and earnest, but indistinct hum of the
two children's voices, as Violet and Peony wrought together with one happy consent.
Violet still seemed to be the guiding spirit, while Peony acted rather as a laborer, and
brought her the snow from far and near. And yet the little urchin evidently had a
proper understanding of the matter, too!

"Peony, Peony!" cried Violet; for her brother was again at the other side of the
garden. "Bring me those light wreaths of snow that have rested on the lower branches
of the pear-tree. You can clamber on the snowdrift, Peony, and reach them easily. |
must have them to make some ringlets for our snow-sister's head!"

"Here they are, Violet!" answered the little boy. "Take care you do not break
them. Well done! Well done! How pretty!"

"Does she not look sweetly?" said Violet, with a very satisfied tone; "and now we
must have some little shining bits of ice, to make the brightness of her eyes. She is not
finished yet. Mamma will see how very beautiful she is; but papa will say, Tush!
nonsense!--come in out of the cold!""

"Let us call mamma to look out,” said Peony; and then he shouted lustily,
"Mamma! mamma!! mamma!!! Look out, and see what a nice 'ittle girl we are
making!"

The mother put down her work for an instant, and looked out of the window. But
it so happened that the sun--for this was one of the shortest days of the whole year--
had sunken so nearly to the edge of the world that his setting shine came obliquely
into the lady's eyes. So she was dazzled, you must understand, and could not very
distinctly observe what was in the garden. Still, however, through all that bright,
blinding dazzle of the sun and the new snow, she beheld a small white figure in the
garden, that seemed to have a wonderful deal of human likeness about it. And she saw



Violet and Peony,--indeed, she looked more at them than at the image,--she saw the
two children still at work; Peony bringing fresh snow, and Violet applying it to the
figure as scientifically as a sculptor adds clay to his model. Indistinctly as she
discerned the snow-child, the mother thought to herself that never before was there a
snow-figure so cunningly made, nor ever such a dear little girl and boy to make it.

"They do everything better than other children," said she, very complacently. "No
wonder they make better snow-images!"

She sat down again to her work, and made as much haste with it as possible;
because twilight would soon come, and Peony's frock was not yet finished, and
grandfather was expected, by railroad, pretty early in the morning. Faster and faster,
therefore, went her flying fingers. The children, likewise, kept busily at work in the
garden, and still the mother listened, whenever she could catch a word. She was
amused to observe how their little imaginations had got mixed up with what they were
doing, and carried away by it. They seemed positively to think that the snow-child
would run about and play with them.

"What a nice playmate she will be for us, all winter long!" said Violet. "l hope
papa will not be afraid of her giving us a cold! Sha'n't you love her dearly, Peony?"

"Oh yes!" cried Peony. "And | will hug her, and she shall sit down close by me
and drink some of my warm milk!"

"Oh no, Peony!" answered Violet, with grave wisdom. "That will not do at all.
Warm milk will not be wholesome for our little snow-sister. Little snow people, like
her, eat nothing but icicles. No, no, Peony; we must not give her anything warm to
drink!"

There was a minute or two of silence; for Peony, whose short legs were never
weary, had gone on a pilgrimage again to the other side of the garden. All of a sudden,
Violet cried out, loudly and joyfully,--"Look here, Peony! Come quickly! A light has
been shining on her cheek out of that rose-colored cloud! and the color does not go
away! Is not that beautiful!"

"Yes; it is beau-ti-ful,” answered Peony, pronouncing the three syllables with
deliberate accuracy. "O Violet, only look at her hair! It is all like gold!"

"Oh certainly," said Violet, with tranquillity, as if it were very much a matter of
course. "That color, you know, comes from the golden clouds, that we see up there in
the sky. She is almost finished now. But her lips must be made very red,--redder than
her cheeks. Perhaps, Peony, it will make them red if we both kiss them!"



Accordingly, the mother heard two smart little smacks, as if both her children
were Kissing the snow-image on its frozen mouth. But, as this did not seem to make
the lips quite red enough, Violet next proposed that the snow-child should be invited
to kiss Peony's scarlet cheek.

"Come, "ittle snow-sister, kiss me!" cried Peony.

"There! she has kissed you," added Violet, "and now her lips are very red. And
she blushed a little, too!"

"Oh, what a cold kiss!" cried Peony.

Just then, there came a breeze of the pure west-wind, sweeping through the
garden and rattling the parlor-windows. It sounded so wintry cold, that the mother was
about to tap on the window-pane with her thimbled finger, to summon the two
children in, when they both cried out to her with one voice. The tone was not a tone of
surprise, although they were evidently a good deal excited; it appeared rather as if
they were very much rejoiced at some event that had now happened, but which they
had been looking for, and had reckoned upon all along.

"Mamma! mamma! We have finished our little snow-sister, and she is running
about the garden with us!"

"What imaginative little beings my children are!" thought the mother, putting the
last few stitches into Peony's frock. "And it is strange, too that they make me almost
as much a child as they themselves are! | can hardly help believing, now, that the
snow-image has really come to life!"

"Dear mammal!" cried Violet, "pray look out and see what a sweet playmate we
have!"

The mother, being thus entreated, could no longer delay to look forth from the
window. The sun was now gone out of the sky, leaving, however, a rich inheritance of
his brightness among those purple and golden clouds which make the sunsets of
winter so magnificent. But there was not the slightest gleam or dazzle, either on the
window or on the snow; so that the good lady could look all over the garden, and see
everything and everybody in it. And what do you think she saw there? Violet and
Peony, of course, her own two darling children. Ah, but whom or what did she see
besides? Why, if you will believe me, there was a small figure of a girl, dressed all in
white, with rose-tinged cheeks and ringlets of golden hue, playing about the garden
with the two children! A stranger though she was, the child seemed to be on as
familiar terms with Violet and Peony, and they with her, as if all the three had been



playmates during the whole of their little lives. The mother thought to herself that it
must certainly be the daughter of one of the neighbors, and that, seeing Violet and
Peony in the garden, the child had run across the street to play with them. So this kind
lady went to the door, intending to invite the little runaway into her comfortable
parlor; for, now that the sunshine was withdrawn, the atmosphere, out of doors, was
already growing very cold.

But, after opening the house-door, she stood an instant on the threshold,
hesitating whether she ought to ask the child to come in, or whether she should even
speak to her. Indeed, she almost doubted whether it were a real child after all, or only
a light wreath of the new-fallen snow, blown hither and thither about the garden by
the intensely cold west-wind. There was certainly something very singular in the
aspect of the little stranger. Among all the children of the neighborhood, the lady
could remember no such face, with its pure white, and delicate rose-color, and the
golden ringlets tossing about the forehead and cheeks. And as for her dress, which
was entirely of white, and fluttering in the breeze, it was such as no reasonable
woman would put upon a little girl, when sending her out to play, in the depth of
winter. It made this kind and careful mother shiver only to look at those small feet,
with nothing in the world on them, except a very thin pair of white slippers.
Nevertheless, airily as she was clad, the child seemed to feel not the slightest
inconvenience from the cold, but danced so lightly over the snow that the tips of her
toes left hardly a print in its surface; while Violet could but just keep pace with her,
and Peony's short legs compelled him to lag behind.

Once, in the course of their play, the strange child placed herself between Violet
and Peony, and taking a hand of each, skipped merrily forward, and they along with
her. Almost immediately, however, Peony pulled away his little fist, and began to rub
it as if the fingers were tingling with cold; while Violet also released herself, though
with less abruptness, gravely remarking that it was better not to take hold of hands.
The white-robed damsel said not a word, but danced about, just as merrily as before.
If Violet and Peony did not choose to play with her, she could make just as good a
playmate of the brisk and cold west-wind, which kept blowing her all about the
garden, and took such liberties with her, that they seemed to have been friends for a
long time. All this while, the mother stood on the threshold, wondering how a little
girl could look so much like a flying snow-drift, or how a snow-drift could look so
very like a little girl.

She called Violet, and whispered to her.

"Violet my darling, what is this child's name?" asked she. "Does she live near
us?"



"Why, dearest mamma,"” answered Violet, laughing to think that her mother did
not comprehend so very plain an affair, "this is our little snow-sister whom we have
just been making!"

"Yes, dear mamma," cried Peony, running to his mother, and looking up simply
into her face. "This is our snow-image! Is it not a nice ‘ittle child?"

At this instant a flock of snow-birds came flitting through the air. As was very
natural, they avoided Violet and Peony. But--and this looked strange--they flew at
once to the white-robed child, fluttered eagerly about her head, alighted on her
shoulders, and seemed to claim her as an old acquaintance. She, on her part, was
evidently as glad to see these little birds, old Winter's grandchildren, as they were to
see her, and welcomed them by holding out both her hands. Hereupon, they each and
all tried to alight on her two palms and ten small fingers and thumbs, crowding one
another off, with an immense fluttering of their tiny wings. One dear little bird nestled
tenderly in her bosom; another put its bill to her lips. They were as joyous, all the
while, and seemed as much in their element, as you may have seen them when
sporting with a snow-storm.

Violet and Peony stood laughing at this pretty sight; for they enjoyed the merry
time which their new playmate was having with these small-winged visitants, almost
as much as if they themselves took part in it.

"Violet," said her mother, greatly perplexed, "tell me the truth, without any jest.
Who is this little girl?"

"My darling mamma," answered Violet, looking seriously into her mother's face,
and apparently surprised that she should need any further explanation, "l have told
you truly who she is. It is our little snow-image, which Peony and | have been
making. Peony will tell you so, as well as I."

"Yes, mamma," asseverated Peony, with much gravity in his crimson little phiz;
"this is 'ittle snow-child. Is not she a nice one? But, mamma, her hand is, oh, so very
cold!

While mamma still hesitated what to think and what to do, the street-gate was
thrown open, and the father of Violet and Peony appeared, wrapped in a pilot-cloth
sack, with a fur cap drawn down over his ears, and the thickest of gloves upon his
hands. Mr. Lindsey was a middle-aged man, with a weary and yet a happy look in his
wind-flushed and frost-pinched face, as if he had been busy all the day long, and was
glad to get back to his quiet home. His eyes brightened at the sight of his wife and
children, although he could not help uttering a word or two of surprise, at finding the



whole family in the open air, on so bleak a day, and after sunset too. He soon
perceived the little white stranger sporting to and fro in the garden, like a dancing
snow-wreath, and the flock of snow-birds fluttering about her head.

"Pray, what little girl may that be?" inquired this very sensible man. "Surely her
mother must be crazy to let her go out in such bitter weather as it has been to-day,
with only that flimsy white gown and those thin slippers!"

"My dear husband," said his wife, "I know no more about the little thing than you
do. Some neighbor's child, I suppose. Our Violet and Peony," she added, laughing at
herself for repeating so absurd a story, "insist that she is nothing but a snow-image,
which they have been busy about in the garden, almost all the afternoon."

As she said this, the mother glanced her eyes toward the spot where the children's
snow-image had been made. What was her surprise, on perceiving that there was not
the slightest trace of so much labor!--no image at all!--no piled up heap of snow!--
nothing whatever, save the prints of little footsteps around a vacant space!

"This is very strange!" said she.

"What is strange, dear mother?" asked Violet. "Dear father, do not you see how it
is? This is our snow-image, which Peony and | have made, because we wanted
another playmate. Did not we, Peony?"

"Yes, papa,” said crimson Peony. "This be our 'ittle snow-sister. Is she not beau-
ti-ful? But she gave me such a cold kiss!"

"Poh, nonsense, children!" cried their good, honest father, who, as we have
already intimated, had an exceedingly common-sensible way of looking at matters.
"Do not tell me of making live figures out of snow. Come, wife; this little stranger
must not stay out in the bleak air a moment longer. We will bring her into the parlor;
and you shall give her a supper of warm bread and milk, and make her as comfortable
as you can. Meanwhile, I will inquire among the neighbors; or, if necessary, send the
city-crier about the streets, to give notice of a lost child."”

So saying, this honest and very kind-hearted man was going toward the little
white damsel, with the best intentions in the world. But Violet and Peony, each
seizing their father by the hand, earnestly besought him not to make her come in.

"Dear father," cried Violet, putting herself before him, "it is true what | have been
telling you! This is our little snow-girl, and she cannot live any longer than while she
breathes the cold west-wind. Do not make her come into the hot room!"



"Yes, father,” shouted Peony, stamping his little foot, so mightily was he in
earnest, "this be nothing but our 'ittle snow-child! She will not love the hot fire!"

"Nonsense, children, nonsense, nonsense!" cried the father, half vexed, half
laughing at what he considered their foolish obstinacy. "Run into the house, this
moment! It is too late to play any longer, now. | must take care of this little girl
immediately, or she will catch her death-a-cold!"

"Husband! dear husband!" said his wife, in a low voice,--for she had been looking
narrowly at the snow-child, and was more perplexed than ever,--"there is something
very singular in all this. You will think me foolish,--but--but--may it not be that some
invisible angel has been attracted by the simplicity and good faith with which our
children set about their undertaking? May he not have spent an hour of his
immortality in playing with those dear little souls? and so the result is what we call a
miracle. No, no! Do not laugh at me; | see what a foolish thought it is!"

"My dear wife," replied the husband, laughing heartily, "you are as much a child
as Violet and Peony."

And in one sense so she was, for all through life she had kept her heart full of
childlike simplicity and faith, which was as pure and clear as crystal; and, looking at
all matters through this transparent medium, she sometimes saw truths so profound
that other people laughed at them as nonsense and absurdity.

But now kind Mr. Lindsey had entered the garden, breaking away from his two
children, who still sent their shrill voices after him, beseeching him to let the snow-
child stay and enjoy herself in the cold west-wind. As he approached, the snow-birds
took to flight. The little white damsel, also, fled backward, shaking her head, as if to
say, "Pray, do not touch me!" and roguishly, as it appeared, leading him through the
deepest of the snow. Once, the good man stumbled, and floundered down upon his
face, so that, gathering himself up again, with the snow sticking to his rough pilot-
cloth sack, he looked as white and wintry as a snow-image of the largest size. Some of
the neighbors, meanwhile, seeing him from their windows, wondered what could
possess poor Mr. Lindsey to be running about his garden in pursuit of a snow-drift,
which the west-wind was driving hither and thither! At length, after a vast deal of
trouble, he chased the little stranger into a corner, where she could not possibly escape
him. His wife had been looking on, and, it being nearly twilight, was wonder-struck to
observe how the snow-child gleamed and sparkled, and how she seemed to shed a
glow all round about her; and when driven into the corner, she positively glistened
like a star! It was a frosty kind of brightness, too, like that of an icicle in the
moonlight. The wife thought it strange that good Mr. Lindsey should see nothing
remarkable in the snow-child's appearance.



"Come, you odd little thing!" cried the honest man, seizing her by the hand, "I
have caught you at last, and will make you comfortable in spite of yourself. We will
put a nice warm pair of worsted stockings on your frozen little feet, and you shall
have a good thick shawl to wrap yourself in. Your poor white nose, | am afraid, is
actually frost-bitten. But we will make it all right. Come along in."

And so, with a most benevolent smile on his sagacious visage, all purple as it was
with the cold, this very well-meaning gentleman took the snow-child by the hand and
led her towards the house. She followed him, droopingly and reluctant; for all the
glow and sparkle was gone out of her figure; and whereas just before she had
resembled a bright, frosty, star-gemmed evening, with a crimson gleam on the cold
horizon, she now looked as dull and languid as a thaw. As kind Mr. Lindsey led her
up the steps of the door, Violet and Peony looked into his face,--their eyes full of
tears, which froze before they could run down their cheeks,--and again entreated him
not to bring their snow-image into the house.

"Not bring her in!" exclaimed the kind-hearted man. "Why, you are crazy, my
little Violet!--quite crazy, my small Peony! She is so cold, already, that her hand has
almost frozen mine, in spite of my thick gloves. Would you have her freeze to death?"

His wife, as he came up the steps, had been taking another long, earnest, almost
awe-stricken gaze at the little white stranger. She hardly knew whether it was a dream
or no; but she could not help fancying that she saw the delicate print of Violet's
fingers on the child's neck. It looked just as if, while Violet was shaping out the
image, she had given it a gentle pat with her hand, and had neglected to smooth the
impression quite away.

"After all, husband," said the mother, recurring to her idea that the angels would
be as much delighted to play with Violet and Peony as she herself was,--"after all, she
does look strangely like a snow-image! | do believe she is made of snow!"

A puff of the west-wind blew against the snow-child, and again she sparkled like
a star.

"Snow!" repeated good Mr. Lindsey, drawing the reluctant guest over his
hospitable threshold. "No wonder she looks like snow. She is half frozen, poor little
thing! But a good fire will put everything to rights!"

Without further talk, and always with the same best intentions, this highly
benevolent and common-sensible individual led the little white damsel--drooping,
drooping, drooping, more and more out of the frosty air, and into his comfortable
parlor. A Heidenberg stove, filled to the brim with intensely burning anthracite, was



sending a bright gleam through the isinglass of its iron door, and causing the vase of
water on its top to fume and bubble with excitement. A warm, sultry smell was
diffused throughout the room. A thermometer on the wall farthest from the stove
stood at eighty degrees. The parlor was hung with red curtains, and covered with a red
carpet, and looked just as warm as it felt. The difference betwixt the atmosphere here
and the cold, wintry twilight out of doors, was like stepping at once from Nova
Zembla to the hottest part of India, or from the North Pole into an oven. Oh, this was a
fine place for the little white stranger!

The common-sensible man placed the snow-child on the hearth-rug, right in front
of the hissing and fuming stove.

"Now she will be comfortable!" cried Mr. Lindsey, rubbing his hands and looking
about him, with the pleasantest smile you ever saw. "Make yourself at home, my
child.”

Sad, sad and drooping, looked the little white maiden, as she stood on the hearth-
rug, with the hot blast of the stove striking through her like a pestilence. Once, she
threw a glance wistfully toward the windows, and caught a glimpse, through its red
curtains, of the snow-covered roofs, and the stars glimmering frostily, and all the
delicious intensity of the cold night. The bleak wind rattled the window-panes, as if it
were summoning her to come forth. But there stood the snow-child, drooping, before
the hot stove!

But the common-sensible man saw nothing amiss.

"Come wife," said he, "let her have a pair of thick stockings and a woollen shawl
or blanket directly; and tell Dora to give her some warm supper as soon as the milk
boils. You, Violet and Peony, amuse your little friend. She is out of spirits, you see, at
finding herself in a strange place. For my part, | will go around among the neighbors,
and find out where she belongs."

The mother, meanwhile, had gone in search of the shawl and stockings; for her
own view of the matter, however subtle and delicate, had given way, as it always did,
to the stubborn materialism of her husband. Without heeding the remonstrances of his
two children, who still kept murmuring that their little snow-sister did not love the
warmth, good Mr. Lindsey took his departure, shutting the parlor-door carefully
behind him. Turning up the collar of his sack over his ears, he emerged from the
house, and had barely reached the street-gate, when he was recalled by the screams of
Violet and Peony, and the rapping of a thimbled finger against the parlor window.



"Husband! husband!" cried his wife, showing her horror-stricken face through the
window-panes. "There is no need of going for the child's parents!"

"We told you so, father!" screamed Violet and Peony, as he re-entered the parlor.
"You would bring her in; and now our poor--dear-beau-ti-ful little snow-sister is
thawed!"

And their own sweet little faces were already dissolved in tears; so that their
father, seeing what strange things occasionally happen in this every-day world, felt
not a little anxious lest his children might be going to thaw too! In the utmost
perplexity, he demanded an explanation of his wife. She could only reply, that, being
summoned to the parlor by the cries of Violet and Peony, she found no trace of the
little white maiden, unless it were the remains of a heap of snow, which, while she
was gazing at it, melted quite away upon the hearth-rug.

"And there you see all that is left of it!" added she, pointing to a pool of water in
front of the stove.

"Yes, father," said Violet looking reproachfully at him, through her tears, "there
is all that is left of our dear little snow-sister!"

"Naughty father!" cried Peony, stamping his foot, and--1 shudder to say--shaking
his little fist at the common-sensible man. "We told you how it would be! What for
did you bring her in?"

And the Heidenberg stove, through the isinglass of its door, seemed to glare at
good Mr. Lindsey, like a red-eyed demon, triumphing in the mischief which it had
done!

This, you will observe, was one of those rare cases, which yet will occasionally
happen, where common-sense finds itself at fault. The remarkable story of the snow-
image, though to that sagacious class of people to whom good Mr. Lindsey belongs it
may seem but a childish affair, is, nevertheless, capable of being moralized in various
methods, greatly for their edification. One of its lessons, for instance, might be, that it
behooves men, and especially men of benevolence, to consider well what they are
about, and, before acting on their philanthropic purposes, to be quite sure that they
comprehend the nature and all the relations of the business in hand. What has been
established as an element of good to one being may prove absolute mischief to
another; even as the warmth of the parlor was proper enough for children of flesh and
blood, like Violet and Peony,--though by no means very wholesome, even for them,--
but involved nothing short of annihilation to the unfortunate snow-image.



But, after all, there is no teaching anything to wise men of good Mr. Lindsey's
stamp. They know everything,--oh, to be sure!--everything that has been, and
everything that is, and everything that, by any future possibility, can be. And, should
some phenomenon of nature or providence transcend their system, they will not
recognize it, even if it come to pass under their very noses.

"Wife," said Mr. Lindsey, after a fit of silence, "see what a quantity of snow the
children have brought in on their feet! It has made quite a puddle here before the
stove. Pray tell Dora to bring some towels and mop it up!"



The Bet
Anton Chekhov
|

It was a dark autumn night. The old banker was pacing from corner to corner of his study,
recalling to his mind the party he gave in the autumn fifteen years before. There were many
clever people at the party and much interesting conversation. They talked among other things of
capital punishment. The guests, among them not a few scholars and journalists, for the most part
disapproved of capital punishment. They found it obsolete as a means of punishment, unfitted to
a Christian State and immoral. Some of them thought that capital punishment should be replaced
universally by life-imprisonment.

"I don't agree with you," said the host. "I myself have experienced neither capital punishment nor
life-imprisonment, but if one may judge a priori, then in my opinion capital punishment is more
moral and more humane than imprisonment. Execution kills instantly, life-imprisonment kills by
degrees. Who is the more humane executioner, one who kills you in a few seconds or one who
draws the life out of you incessantly, for years?"

"They're both equally immoral,” remarked one of the guests, "because their purpose is the same,
to take away life. The State is not God. It has no right to take away that which it cannot give
back, if it should so desire."”

Among the company was a lawyer, a young man of about twenty-five. On being asked his
opinion, he said:

"Capital punishment and life-imprisonment are equally immoral; but if | were offered the choice
between them, | would certainly choose the second. It's better to live somehow than not to live at
all.”

There ensued a lively discussion. The banker who was then younger and more nervous suddenly
lost his temper, banged his fist on the table, and turning to the young lawyer, cried out:

"It's a lie. | bet you two millions you wouldn't stick in a cell even for five years."

"If you mean it seriously,” replied the lawyer, "then I bet I'll stay not five but fifteen."”

"Fifteen! Done!" cried the banker. "Gentlemen, | stake two millions."

"Agreed. You stake two millions, | my freedom," said the lawyer.

So this wild, ridiculous bet came to pass. The banker, who at that time had too many millions to

count, spoiled and capricious, was beside himself with rapture. During supper he said to the
lawyer jokingly:



"Come to your senses, young roan, before it's too late. Two millions are nothing to me, but you
stand to lose three or four of the best years of your life. | say three or four, because you'll never
stick it out any longer. Don't forget either, you unhappy man, that voluntary is much heavier than
enforced imprisonment. The idea that you have the right to free yourself at any moment will
poison the whole of your life in the cell. I pity you."

And now the banker, pacing from corner to corner, recalled all this and asked himself:

"Why did | make this bet? What's the good? The lawyer loses fifteen years of his life and | throw
away two millions. Will it convince people that capital punishment is worse or better than
imprisonment for life? No, no! all stuff and rubbish. On my part, it was the caprice of a well-fed
man; on the lawyer's pure greed of gold."”

He recollected further what happened after the evening party. It was decided that the lawyer must
undergo his imprisonment under the strictest observation, in a garden wing of the banker's house.
It was agreed that during the period he would be deprived of the right to cross the threshold, to
see living people, to hear human voices, and to receive letters and newspapers. He was permitted
to have a musical instrument, to read books, to write letters, to drink wine and smoke tobacco.
By the agreement he could communicate, but only in silence, with the outside world through a
little window specially constructed for this purpose. Everything necessary, books, music, wine,
he could receive in any quantity by sending a note through the window. The agreement provided
for all the minutest details, which made the confinement strictly solitary, and it obliged the
lawyer to remain exactly fifteen years from twelve o'clock of November 14th, 1870, to twelve
o'clock of November 14th, 1885. The least attempt on his part to violate the conditions, to escape
if only for two minutes before the time freed the banker from the obligation to pay him the two
millions.

During the first year of imprisonment, the lawyer, as far as it was possible to judge from his short
notes, suffered terribly from loneliness and boredom. From his wing day and night came the
sound of the piano. He rejected wine and tobacco. "Wine," he wrote, "excites desires, and desires
are the chief foes of a prisoner; besides, nothing is more boring than to drink good wine alone,"
and tobacco spoils the air in his room. During the first year the lawyer was sent books of a light
character; novels with a complicated love interest, stories of crime and fantasy, comedies, and so
on.

In the second year the piano was heard no longer and the lawyer asked only for classics. In the
fifth year, music was heard again, and the prisoner asked for wine. Those who watched him said
that during the whole of that year he was only eating, drinking, and lying on his bed. He yawned
often and talked angrily to himself. Books he did not read. Sometimes at nights he would sit
down to write. He would write for a long time and tear it all up in the morning. More than once
he was heard to weep.

In the second half of the sixth year, the prisoner began zealously to study languages, philosophy,
and history. He fell on these subjects so hungrily that the banker hardly had time to get books
enough for him. In the space of four years about six hundred volumes were bought at his request.
It was while that passion lasted that the banker received the following letter from the prisoner:



"My dear gaoler, I am writing these lines in six languages. Show them to experts. Let them read
them. If they do not find one single mistake, | beg you to give orders to have a gun fired off in
the garden. By the noise | shall know that my efforts have not been in vain. The geniuses of all
ages and countries speak in different languages; but in them all burns the same flame. Oh, if you
knew my heavenly happiness now that | can understand them!"™ The prisoner's desire was
fulfilled. Two shots were fired in the garden by the banker's order.

Later on, after the tenth year, the lawyer sat immovable before his table and read only the New
Testament. The banker found it strange that a man who in four years had mastered six hundred
erudite volumes, should have spent nearly a year in reading one book, easy to understand and by
no means thick. The New Testament was then replaced by the history of religions and theology.

During the last two years of his confinement the prisoner read an extraordinary amount, quite
haphazard. Now he would apply himself to the natural sciences, then he would read Byron or
Shakespeare. Notes used to come from him in which he asked to be sent at the same time a book
on chemistry, a text-book of medicine, a novel, and some treatise on philosophy or theology. He
read as though he were swimming in the sea among broken pieces of wreckage, and in his desire
to save his life was eagerly grasping one piece after another.

I
The banker recalled all this, and thought:

"To-morrow at twelve o'clock he receives his freedom. Under the agreement, | shall have to pay
him two millions. If I pay, it's all over with me. I am ruined for ever ..."

Fifteen years before he had too many millions to count, but now he was afraid to ask himself
which he had more of, money or debts. Gambling on the Stock-Exchange, risky speculation, and
the recklessness of which he could not rid himself even in old age, had gradually brought his
business to decay; and the fearless, self-confident, proud man of business had become an
ordinary banker, trembling at every rise and fall in the market.

"That cursed bet," murmured the old man clutching his head in despair... "Why didn't the man
die? He's only forty years old. He will take away my last farthing, marry, enjoy life, gamble on
the Exchange, and I will look on like an envious beggar and hear the same words from him every
day: 'I'm obliged to you for the happiness of my life. Let me help you." No, it's too much! The
only escape from bankruptcy and disgrace—is that the man should die."”

The clock had just struck three. The banker was listening. In the house everyone was asleep, and
one could hear only the frozen trees whining outside the windows. Trying to make no sound, he
took out of his safe the key of the door which had not been opened for fifteen years, put on his
overcoat, and went out of the house. The garden was dark and cold. It was raining. A damp,
penetrating wind howled in the garden and gave the trees no rest. Though he strained his eyes,
the banker could see neither the ground, nor the white statues, nor the garden wing, nor the trees.
Approaching the garden wing, he called the watchman twice. There was no answer. Evidently



the watchman had taken shelter from the bad weather and was now asleep somewhere in the
kitchen or the greenhouse.

"If 1 have the courage to fulfil my intention,” thought the old man, "the suspicion will fall on the
watchman first of all.”

In the darkness he groped for the steps and the door and entered the hall of the garden-wing, then
poked his way into a narrow passage and struck a match. Not a soul was there. Someone's bed,
with no bedclothes on it, stood there, and an iron stove loomed dark in the corner. The seals on
the door that led into the prisoner's room were unbroken.

When the match went out, the old man, trembling from agitation, peeped into the little window.

In the prisoner’'s room a candle was burning dimly. The prisoner himself sat by the table. Only
his back, the hair on his head and his hands were visible. Open books were strewn about on the
table, the two chairs, and on the carpet near the table.

Five minutes passed and the prisoner never once stirred. Fifteen years' confinement had taught
him to sit motionless. The banker tapped on the window with his finger, but the prisoner made
no movement in reply. Then the banker cautiously tore the seals from the door and put the key
into the lock. The rusty lock gave a hoarse groan and the door creaked. The banker expected
instantly to hear a cry of surprise and the sound of steps. Three minutes passed and it was as
quiet inside as it had been before. He made up his mind to enter.

Before the table sat a man, unlike an ordinary human being. It was a skeleton, with tight-drawn
skin, with long curly hair like a woman's, and a shaggy beard. The colour of his face was yellow,
of an earthy shade; the cheeks were sunken, the back long and narrow, and the hand upon which
he leaned his hairy head was so lean and skinny that it was painful to look upon. His hair was
already silvering with grey, and no one who glanced at the senile emaciation of the face would
have believed that he was only forty years old. On the table, before his bended head, lay a sheet
of paper on which something was written in a tiny hand.

"Poor devil," thought the banker, "he's asleep and probably seeing millions in his dreams. | have
only to take and throw this half-dead thing on the bed, smother him a moment with the pillow,
and the most careful examination will find no trace of unnatural death. But, first, let us read what
he has written here.”

The banker took the sheet from the table and read:

"To-morrow at twelve o'clock midnight, | shall obtain my freedom and the right to mix with
people. But before | leave this room and see the sun | think it necessary to say a few words to
you. On my own clear conscience and before God who sees me | declare to you that I despise
freedom, life, health, and all that your books call the blessings of the world.

"For fifteen years | have diligently studied earthly life. True, I saw neither the earth nor the
people, but in your books | drank fragrant wine, sang songs, hunted deer and wild boar in the



forests, loved women... And beautiful women, like clouds ethereal, created by the magic of your
poets' genius, visited me by night and whispered to me wonderful tales, which made my head
drunken. In your books I climbed the summits of Elbruz and Mont Blanc and saw from there
how the sun rose in the morning, and in the evening suffused the sky, the ocean and lie mountain
ridges with a purple gold. | saw from there how above me lightnings glimmered cleaving the
clouds; I saw green forests, fields, rivers, lakes, cities; | heard syrens singing, and the playing of
the pipes of Pan; | touched the wings of beautiful devils who came flying to me to speak of
God... In your books I cast myself into bottomless abysses, worked miracles, burned cities to the
ground, preached new religions, conquered whole countries...

"Your books gave me wisdom. All that unwearying human thought created in the centuries is
compressed to a little lump in my skull. I know that I am cleverer than you all.

"And | despise your books, despise all worldly blessings and wisdom. Everything is void, frail,
visionary and delusive as a mirage. Though you be proud and wise and beautiful, yet will death
wipe you from the face of the earth like the mice underground; and your posterity, your history,
and the immortality of your men of genius will be as frozen slag, burnt down together with the
terrestrial globe.

"You are mad, and gone the wrong way. You take falsehood for truth and ugliness for beauty.
You would marvel if suddenly apple and orange trees should bear frogs and lizards instead of
fruit, and if roses should begin to breathe the odour of a sweating horse. So do | marvel at you,
who have bartered heaven for earth. | do not want to understand you.

"That | may show you in deed my contempt for that by which you live, I waive the two millions
of which | once dreamed as of paradise, and which | now despise. That | may deprive myself of
my right to them, | shall come out from here five minutes before the stipulated term, and thus
shall violate the agreement."

When he had read, the banker put the sheet on the table, kissed the head of the strange man, and
began to weep. He went out of the wing. Never at any other time, not even after his terrible
losses on the Exchange, had he felt such contempt for himself as now. Coming home, he lay
down on his bed, but agitation and tears kept him a long time from sleeping...

The next morning the poor watchman came running to him and told him that they had seen the
man who lived in the wing climb through the window into the garden. He had gone to the gate
and disappeared. The banker instantly went with his servants to the wing and established the
escape of his prisoner. To avoid unnecessary rumours he took the paper with the renunciation
from the table and, on his return, locked it in his safe.

THE END



Chinua Achebe
- THE SACRIFICIAL EGG

Julius Obi sat gazing at his typewriter. The fat Chief Clerk, his boss, was
snoring at his table. Outside, the gatekeeper in his green uniform was sleeping at
his post. You couldn’t blame him; no customer had passed through the gate for
nearly a week. There was an empty basket on the giant weighing machine. A few
palm-kernels lay desolately in the dust around the machine. Only the flies re-
mained in strength.

Julius went to the window that overlooked the great market on the bank of the
River Niger. This market, though still called Nkwo, had long spilled over into
Eke, Oye, and Afo with the coming of civilization and the growth of the town
into a big palm-oil port. In spite of this encroachment, however, it was still
busiest on its original Nkwo day, because the deity who had presided over it
from antiquity still cast her spell only on her own day—let men in their greed
spill over themselves. It was said that she appeared in the form of an old woman
in the centre of the market just before cock-crow and waved her magic fan in the
four directions of the earth—in front of her, behind her, to the right and to the
left—to draw to the market men and women from distant places. And they
came bringing the produce of their lands—palm-oil and kernels, kola nuts, cas-
sava, mats, baskets and earthenware pots; and took home many-coloured cloths,
smoked fish, iron pots and plates. These were the forest peoples. The other half
of the world who lived by the great rivers came down also—by canoe, bringing
yams and fish. Sometimes it was a big canoe with a dozen or more people in it;
sometimes it was a lone fisherman and his wife in a small vessel from the swift-
flowing Anambara. They moored their canoe on the bank and sold their fish,
after much haggling. The woman then walked up the steep banks of the river to
the heart of the market to buy salt and oil and, if the sales had been very good,
even a length of cloth. And for her children at home she bought bean cakes and
mai-mai which the Igara women cooked. As evening approached, they took up
their paddles again and paddled away, the water shimmering in the sunset and
their canoe becoming smaller and smaller in the distance until it was just a dark
crescent on the water’s face and two dark bodies swaying forwards and back-
wards in it. Umuru then was the meeting place of the forest people who were
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tiful with a beauty that is too perfect and too cold. You catch a glimpse of her
with the tail of your eye, then you blink and look propetly, but she has already
vanished in the crowd.” _

Julius thought about these things as he now stood.at the window looking
down on the silent, empty market. Who would have believed that the great bois.
terous market could ever be quenched like this? But such was the strength of
Kitikpa, the incarnate power of smallpox. Only he could drive away all those
people and leave the market to the flies.

When Umuru was a little village, there was an age-grade who swept its
market-square every Nkwo day. But progress had turned it into a busy, sprawl-
ing, crowded and dirty river port, a no-man’s-land where strangers outnumbered
by far the sons of the soil, who could do nothing about it except shake their
heads at this gross perversion of their prayer. For indeed they had prayed—who
will blame them—for their town to grow and prosper. And it had grown. But
there is good growth and there is bad growth. The belly does not bulge out only
with food and drink; it might be the abominable disease which would end by
sending its sufferer out of the house even before he was fully dead.

The strangers who came to Umuru came for trade and money, not in search
of duties to perform, for they had those in plenty back home in their village
which was real home.

And as if this did not suffice, the young sons and daughters of Umuru soil,
encouraged by schools and churches were behaving no better than the strangers.
They neglected all their old tasks and kept only the revelries.

Spch was t.he state of the town when Kitikpa came to see it and to demand the
sacrifice the inhabitants owed the gods of the soil. He came in confident knowl
edge of the terror he held over the people. He was an evil deity, and boasted it.
Lest he be offended those he killed were not killed but decorated, and no on¢
dared weep for them. He put an end to the coming and going between neigh-

bours and between villages. They said, “Kitikpa is in that village,” and immedi-
ately it was cut off by its neighbours,
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alone, to this strange parting. Beirig educated he was not afraid of whom he
might meet, so he went to the bank of the river and just walked up and down it
He must have been there a long time because he was still there when the
wooden gong of the night-mask sounded. He immediately set out for home
half-walking and half-running, for night-masks were not a matter of superstition:
they were real. They chose the night for their revelry because like the bat’s their
ugliness was great. o

In his hurry he stepped on something that broke with a slight liquid explo-
sion. He stopped and peeped down at the footpath. The moon was not up yet
but there was a faint light in the sky which showed that it would not be long
delayed. In this half-light he saw that he had stepped on an egg offered in sacri-
fice. Someone oppressed by misfortune had brought the offering to the cross-
roads in the dusk. And he had stepped on it. There were the usual young
palm-fronds around it. But Julius saw it differently as a house where the terrible
artist was at work. He wiped the sole of his foot on the sandy path and hurried
away, carrying another vague worry in his mind. But hurrying was no use now;
the fleet-footed mask was already abroad. Perhaps it was impelled to hurry by
the threatening imminence of the moon. Its voice rose high and clear in the still
night air like a flaming sword. It was yet a long way away, but Julius knew that
distances vanished before it. So he made straight for the cocoyam farm beside
the road and threw himself on his belly, in the shelter of the broad leaves. He
had hardly done this when he heard the rattling staff of the spirit and a thun-
dering stream of esoteric speech. He shook all over. The sounds came bearing
down on him, almost pressing his face into the moist earth. And now he could
hear the footsteps. It was as if twenty evil men were running together. Panic
sweat broke all over him and he was nearly impelled to get up and run. Fortu-
nately he kept a firm hold on himself . . . In no time at all the commotion in the
air.and on the earth—the thunder and torrential rain, the earthquake and
flood—passed and disappeared in the distance on the other side of the road.

The next morning, at the office the Chief Clerk, a son of the soil spoke bit-
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THE PURLOINED LETTER

By EDGAR ALLAN POE

Nil sapientiae odiosius acumine nimio.

Seneca.

At Paris, just after dark one gusty eve-
ning in the autumn of 18—, I was enjoying
the twofold luxury of med-
itation and a meerschaum,
in company with my friend
C. Auguste Dupin, in his
little back library, or book- .-
closet, au troisiéme, No. ./
33, Rue Dun6ét, Faubourg
St. Germain. For one hour
at least we had maintained
a profound silence; while
each, to any casual ob-
server, might have seemed intently and ex-
clusively occupied with the curling eddies of
smoke that oppressed the atmosphere of the
chamber. For myself, however, I was men-
tally discussing certain topics which had
formed matter for conversation between us
at an earlier period of the evening; I mean
the affair of the Rue Morgue, and the mys-
tery attending the murder of Marie Rogét.
I looked upon it, therefore, as something of
a coincidence, when the door of our apart-
ment was thrown open and admitted our old
acquaintance, Monsieur G—, the Prefect of
the Parisian police. We gave him a hearty
welcome; for there was nearly half as much of
the entertaining as of the contemptible about
the man, and we had not seen him for several

years. We had been sitting in the dark, and

Dupin now arose for the purpose of light-

ing a lamp, but sat down again, without do-

ing so, upon G.’s saying that he had called to
consult us, or rather to ask
the opinion of my friend,
about some official busi-
ness which had occasioned
a great deal of trouble. “If

=~ itis any point requiring re-
flection,” observed Dupin,
as he forebore to enkindle
the wick, “we shall exam-
ine it to better purpose in
the dark.”

“That is another of your odd notions,”
said the Prefect, who had a fashion of calling
every thing “odd” that was beyond his com-
prehension, and thus lived amid an absolute
legion of “oddities.” “Very true,” said Dupin,
as he supplied his visiter with a pipe, and
rolled towards him a comfortable chair.

“And what is the difficulty now?” I asked.
“Nothing more in the assassination way, I
hope?”

“Oh no; nothing of that nature. The fact
is, the business is very simple indeed, and I
make no doubt that we can manage it suf-
ficiently well ourselves; but then I thought
Dupin would like to hear the details of it,
because it is so excessively odd.” “Simple and
odd,” said Dupin. “Why, yes; and not exact-
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The Purloined Letter

By Edgar Allan Poe

ly that, either. The fact is, we have all been
a good deal puzzled because the affair is so
simple, and yet baflles us altogether.”

“Perhaps it is the very simplicity of
the thing which puts you at fault,” said my
friend.

“What nonsense you do talk!” replied
the Prefect, laughing heartily. “Perhaps the
mystery is a little too plain,” said Dupin.
“Oh, good heavens! who ever heard of such
an idea?” “A little too self-evident.” “Ha! ha!
ha—ha! ha! hal—ho! ho! ho!” roared our vis-
iter, profoundly amused, “oh, Dupin, you
will be the death of me yet!” “And what, after
all, is the matter on hand?” I asked. “Why, I
will tell you,” replied the Prefect, as he gave
a long, steady and contemplative puff, and
settled himself in his chair. “I will tell you
in a few words; but, before I begin, let me
caution you that this is an affair demanding
the greatest secrecy, and that I should most
probably lose the position I now hold, were it
known that I confided it to any one.”

“Proceed,” said I.

“Or not,” said Dupin.

“Well, then; I have received personal in-
formation, from a very high quarter, that a
certain document of the last importance, has
been purloined from the royal apartments.
The individual who purloined it is known;
this beyond a doubt; he was seen to take it. It
is known, also, that it still remains in his pos-
session.” “How is this known?” asked Dupin.
“It is clearly inferred,” replied the Prefect,
“from the nature of the document, and from

the non-appearance of certain results which
would at once arise from its passing out of
the robber’s possession; that is to say, from
his employing it as he must design in the end
to employ it.”

“Be a little more explicit,” I said. “Well,
I may venture so far as to say that the paper
gives its holder a certain power in a certain
quarter where such power is immensely valu-
able.” The Prefect was fond of the cant of di-
plomacy. “Still I do not quite understand,”
said Dupin. “No? Well; the disclosure of the
document to a third person, who shall be
nameless, would bring in question the honor
of a personage of most exalted station; and
this fact gives the holder of the document
an ascendancy over the illustrious personage
whose honor and peace are so jeopardized.”

“But this ascendancy,” 1 interposed,
“would depend upon the robber’s knowledge
of the loser’s knowledge of the robber. Who
would dare—" “The thief,” said G., “is the
Minister D—, who dares all things, those un-
becoming as well as those becoming a man.
The method of the theft was not less ingenious
than bold. The document in question—a let-
ter, to be frank—had been received by the
personage robbed while alone in the royal
boudoir. During its perusal she was suddenly
interrupted by the entrance of the other ex-
alted personage from whom especially it was
her wish to conceal it. After a hurried and
vain endeavor to thrust it in a drawer, she
was forced to place it, open as it was, upon a
table. The address, however, was uppermost,
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and, the contents thus unexposed, the letter
escaped notice. At this juncture enters the
Minister D—. His lynx eye immediately per-
ceives the paper, recognises the handwriting
of the address, observes the confusion of the
personage addressed, and fathoms her secret.
After some business transactions, hurried
through in his ordinary manner, he produces
a letter somewhat similar to the one in ques-
tion, opens it, pretends to read it, and then
places it in close juxtaposition to the other.
Again he converses, for some fifteen minutes,
upon the public affairs. At length, in taking
leave, he takes also from the table the letter
to which he had no claim. Its rightful owner
saw, but, of course, dared not call attention
to the act, in the presence of the third per-
sonage who stood at her elbow. The minister
decamped; leaving his own letter—one of no
importance—upon the table.” “Here, then,”
said Dupin to me, “you have precisely what
you demand to make the ascendancy com-
plete—the robber’s knowledge of the loser’s
knowledge of the robber.” “Yes,” replied the
Prefect; “and the power thus attained has, for
some months past, been wielded, for politi-
cal purposes, to a very dangerous extent. The
personage robbed is more thoroughly con-
vinced, every day, of the necessity of reclaim-
ing her letter. But this, of course, cannot be
done openly. In fine, driven to despair, she
has committed the matter to me.”

“Than whom,” said Dupin, amid a per-
fect whirlwind of smoke, “no more sagacious
agent could, I suppose, be desired, or even

imagined.” “You flatter me,” replied the Pre-
fect; “but it is possible that some such opin-
ion may have been entertained.” “It is clear,”
said I, “as you observe, that the letter is still
in possession of the minister; since it is this
possession, and not any employment of the
letter, which bestows the power. With the
employment the power departs.”

“True,” said G.; “and upon this convic-
tion I proceeded. My first care was to make
thorough search of the minister’s hotel; and
here my chief embarrassment lay in the ne-
cessity of searching without his knowledge.
Beyond all things, I have been warned of the
danger which would result from giving him
reason to suspect our design.” “But,” said I,
“you are quite au fait in these investigations.
The Parisian police have done this thing of-
ten before.” “O yes; and for this reason I did
not despair. The habits of the minister gave
me, too, a great advantage. He is frequent-
ly absent from home all night. His servants
are by no means numerous. They sleep at a
distance from their master’s apartment, and,
being chiefly Neapolitans, are readily made
drunk. I have keys, as you know, with which
I can open any chamber or cabinet in Paris.
For three months a night has not passed, dur-
ing the greater part of which I have not been
engaged, personally, in ransacking the D—
Hotel. My honor is interested, and, to men-
tion a great secret, the reward is enormous.
So I did not abandon the search until I had
become fully satisfied that the thief is a more
astute man than myself. I fancy that I have
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investigated every nook and corner of the
premises in which it is possible that the paper
can be concealed.” “But is it not possible,”
suggested, “that although the letter may be in
possession of the minister, as it unquestion-
ably is, he may have concealed it elsewhere
than upon his own premises?” “This is barely
possible,” said Dupin. “The present peculiar
condition of affairs at court, and especially of
those intrigues in which D— is known to be
involved, would render the instant availabil-
ity of the document—its susceptibility of be-
ing produced at a moment’s notice—a point
of nearly equal importance with its posses-
sion.”

“Its susceptibility of being produced?”
said I. “That is to say, of being destroyed,”
said Dupin. “True,” I observed; “the paper is
clearly then upon the premises. As for its be-
ing upon the person of the minister, we may
consider that as out of the question.”

“Entirely,” said the Prefect. “He has been
twice waylaid, as if by footpads, and his per-
son rigorously searched under my own in-
spection.”

“You might have spared yourself this
trouble,” said Dupin. “D—, I presume, is
not altogether a fool, and, if not, must have
anticipated these waylayings, as a matter of
course.” “Not altogether a fool,” said G.,
“but then he’s a poet, which I take to be only
one remove from a fool.” “True,” said Dupin,
after a long and thoughtful whiff from his
meerschaum, “although I have been guilty of
certain doggrel myself.”

“Suppose you detail,” said I, “the par-
ticulars of your search.”

“Why the fact is, we took our time, and
we searched every where. I have had long
experience in these affairs. I took the en-
tire building, room by room; devoting the
nights of a whole week to each. We exam-
ined, first, the furniture of each apartment.
We opened every possible drawer; and I pre-
sume you know that, to a properly trained
police agent, such a thing as a secret drawer
is impossible. Any man is a dolt who permits
a ‘secret’ drawer to escape him in a search
of this kind. The thing is so plain. There is
a certain amount of bulk—of space—to be
accounted for in every cabinet. Then we have
accurate rules. The fiftieth part of a line could
not escape us. After the cabinets we took the
chairs. The cushions we probed with the fine
long needles you have seen me employ. From
the tables we removed the tops.”

“Why so0?”

“Sometimes the top of a table, or other
similarly arranged piece of furniture, is re-
moved by the person wishing to conceal an
article; then the leg is excavated, the article
deposited within the cavity, and the top re-
placed. The bottoms and tops of bedposts are
employed in the same way.”

“But could not the cavity be detected by
sounding?” I asked. “By no means, if, when
the article is deposited, a sufficient wadding
of cotton be placed around it. Besides, in our
case, we were obliged to proceed without
noise.”
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“But you could not have removed—you
could not have taken to pieces all articles of
furniture in which it would have been pos-
sible to make a deposit in the manner you
mention. A letter may be compressed into a
thin spiral roll, not differing much in shape
or bulk from a large knitting-needle, and in
this form it might be inserted into the rung
of a chair, for example. You did not take to
pieces all the chairs?”

“Certainly not; but we did better—we
examined the rungs of every chair in the ho-
tel, and, indeed the jointings of every descrip-
tion of furniture, by the aid of a most pow-
erful microscope. Had there been any traces
of recent disturbance we should not have
failed to detect it instantly. A single grain of
gimlet-dust, for example, would have been
as obvious as an apple. Any disorder in the
glueing—any unusual gaping in the joints—
would have sufficed to insure detection.” “I
presume you looked to the mirrors, between
the boards and the plates, and you probed
the beds and the bed-clothes, as well as the
curtains and carpets.”

“That of course; and when we had abso-
lutely completed every particle of the furni-
ture in this way, then we examined the house
itself. We divided its entire surface into
compartments, which we numbered, so that
none might be missed; then we scrutinized
each individual square inch throughout the
premises, including the two houses imme-
diately adjoining, with the microscope, as
before.”

“The two houses adjoining!” 1 ex-
claimed; “you must have had a great deal of
trouble.”

“We had; but the reward offered is pro-
digious!” “You include the grounds about
the houses?” “All the grounds are paved
with brick. They gave us comparatively little
trouble. We examined the moss between the
bricks, and found it undisturbed.”

“You looked among D—'’s papers, of
course, and into the books of the library?”

“Certainly; we opened every package and
parcel; we not only opened every book, but
we turned over every leaf in each volume, not
contenting ourselves with a mere shake, ac-
cording to the fashion of some of our police
officers. We also measured the thickness of
every book-cover, with the most accurate ad-
measurement, and applied to each the most
jealous scrutiny of the microscope. Had any
of the bindings been recently meddled with,
it would have been utterly impossible that
the fact should have escaped observation.
Some five or six volumes, just from the hands
of the binder, we carefully probed, longitudi-
nally, with the needles.”

“You explored the floors beneath the car-
pets?”

“Beyond doubt. We removed every car-
pet, and examined the boards with the mi-
croscope.”

“And the paper on the walls?” “Yes.”

“You looked into the cellars?” “We did.”
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“Then,” I said, “you have been making a
miscalculation, and the letter is not upon the
premises, as you suppose.”

“I fear you are right there,” said the Pre-
fect.

“And now, Dupin, what would you ad-
vise me to do?”

“To make a thorough re-search of the
premises.”

“That is absolutely needless,” replied
G—.

“I am not more sure that I breathe than I
am that the letter is not at the Hotel.”

“I have no better advice to give you,” said
Dupin. “You have, of course, an accurate de-
scription of the letter?”

“Oh yes!”—And here the Prefect, pro-
ducing a memorandum-book proceeded to
read aloud a minute account of the internal,
and especially of the external appearance of
the missing document. Soon after finishing
the perusal of this description, he took his
departure, more entirely depressed in spirits
than I had ever known the good gentleman
before. In about a month afterwards he paid
us another visit, and found us occupied very
nearly as before. He took a pipe and a chair
and entered into some ordinary conversation.
At length I said,—

“Well, but G—, what of the purloined
letter? I presume you have at last made up
your mind that there is no such thing as over-
reaching the Minister?”

“Confound him, say I—yes; I made
the re-examination, however, as Dupin sug-

gested—but it was all labor lost, as I knew it
would be.”

“How much was the reward offered, did
you say?” asked Dupin.

“Why, a very great deal—a very liberal
reward—TI don’t like to say how much, pre-
cisely; but one thing I will say, that I wouldn’t
mind giving my individual check for fifty
thousand francs to any one who could ob-
tain me that letter. The fact is, it is becoming
of more and more importance every day; and
the reward has been lately doubled. If it were
trebled, however, I could do no more than I
have done.”

“Why, yes,” said Dupin, drawlingly,
between the whiffs of his meerschaum, “I
really—think, G—, you have not exerted
yourself—to the utmost in this matter. You
might—do a little more, I think, eh?”

“How?—in what way?’

“Why—puff, puff—you might—puft,
puff—employ counsel in the matter, eh?—
puff, puff, puff. Do you remember the story
they tell of Abernethy?”

“No; hang Abernethy!”

“To be sure! hang him and welcome.
But, once upon a time, a certain rich miser
conceived the design of spunging upon this
Abernethy for a medical opinion. Getting up,
for this purpose, an ordinary conversation in
a private company, he insinuated his case to
the physician, as that of an imaginary indi-
vidual.  “We will suppose,” said the miser,
‘that his symptoms are such and such; now,
doctor, what would you have directed him
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to take?” “ “Takel’ said Abernethy, ‘why, take
> “ “But,” said the Prefect,
a little discomposed, “I am perfectly willing

advice, to be sure.

to take advice, and to pay for it. I would re-
ally give fifty thousand francs to any one who
would aid me in the matter.” “In that case,”
replied Dupin, opening a drawer, and pro-
ducing a check-book, “you may as well fill me
up a check for the amount mentioned. When
you have signed it, I will hand you the letter.”
[ was astounded. The Prefect appeared abso-
lutely thunder-stricken. For some minutes he
remained speechless and motionless, looking
incredulously at my friend with open mouth,
and eyes that seemed starting from their sock-
ets; then, apparently recovering himself in
some measure, he seized a pen, and after sev-
eral pauses and vacant stares, finally filled up
and signed a check for fifty thousand francs,
and handed it across the table to Dupin. The
latter examined it carefully and deposited it
in his pocket-book; then, unlocking an escri-
toire, took thence a letter and gave it to the
Prefect. This functionary grasped it in a per-
fect agony of joy, opened it with a trembling
hand, cast a rapid glance at its contents, and
then, scrambling and struggling to the door,
rushed at length unceremoniously from the
room and from the house, without having
uttered a syllable since Dupin had requested
him to fill up the check.

When he had gone, my friend entered
into some explanations. “The Parisian po-
lice,” he said, “are exceedingly able in their
way. They are persevering, ingenious, cun-

ning, and thoroughly versed in the knowledge
which their duties seem chiefly to demand.
Thus, when G— detailed to us his made of
searching the premises at the Hotel D—, 1
felt entire confidence in his having made a
satisfactory investigation—so far as his la-
bors extended.” “So far as his labors extend-
ed?” said 1. “Yes,” said Dupin. “The measures
adopted were not only the best of their kind,
but carried out to absolute perfection. Had
the letter been deposited within the range of
their search, these fellows would, beyond a
question, have found it.” I merely laughed—
but he seemed quite serious in all that he
said. “The measures, then,” he continued,
“were good in their kind, and well executed;
their defect lay in their being inapplicable
to the case, and to the man. A certain set of
highly ingenious resources are, with the Pre-
fect, a sort of Procrustean bed, to which he
forcibly adapts his designs. But he perpetu-
ally errs by being too deep or too shallow, for
the matter in hand; and many a schoolboy is
a better reasoner than he. I knew one about
eight years of age, whose success at guessing
in the game of ‘even and odd’ attracted uni-
versal admiration. This game is simple, and is
played with marbles. One player holds in his
hand a number of these toys, and demands
of another whether that number is even or
odd. If the guess is right, the guesser wins
one; if wrong, he loses one. The boy to whom
[ allude won all the marbles of the school.
Of course he had some principle of guessing;
and this lay in mere observation and admea-
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surement of the astuteness of his opponents.
For example, an arrant simpleton is his op-
ponent, and, holding up his closed hand,
asks, ‘are they even or odd?” Our schoolboy
replies, ‘odd,” and loses; but upon the second
trial he wins, for he then says to himself, ‘the
simpleton had them even upon the first trial,
and his amount of cunning is just sufficient
to make him have them odd upon the sec-
ond; I will therefore guess odd;’—he guesses
odd, and wins. Now, with a simpleton a de-
gree above the first, he would have reasoned
thus: “This fellow finds that in the first in-
stance I guessed odd, and, in the second, he
will propose to himself, upon the first im-
pulse, a simple variation from even to odd,
as did the first simpleton; but then a second
thought will suggest that this is too simple
a variation, and finally he will decide upon
putting it even as before. I will therefore guess
even; —he guesses even, and wins. Now this
mode of reasoning in the schoolboy, whom
his fellows termed ‘lucky,—what, in its last
analysis, is it?” “It is merely,” I said, “an iden-
tification of the reasoner’s intellect with that
of his opponent.” “It is,” said Dupin; “and,
upon inquiring, of the boy by what means he
effected the thorough identification in which
his success consisted, I received answer as fol-
lows: “When I wish to find out how wise, or
how stupid, or how good, or how wicked is
any one, or what are his thoughts at the mo-
ment, | fashion the expression of my face, as
accurately as possible, in accordance with the
expression of his, and then wait to see what

thoughts or sentiments arise in my mind or
heart, as if to match or correspond with the
expression.” This response of the schoolboy
lies at the bottom of all the spurious pro-
fundity which has been attributed to Roche-
foucault, to La Bougive, to Machiavelli, and
to Campanella.” “And the identification,” 1
said, “of the reasoner’s intellect with that of
his opponent, depends, if I understand you
aright, upon the accuracy with which the
opponent’s intellect is admeasured.” “For its
practical value it depends upon this,” replied
Dupin; “and the Prefect and his cohort fail so
frequently, first, by default of this identifica-
tion, and, secondly, by ill-admeasurement, or
rather through non-admeasurement, of the
intellect with which they are engaged. They
consider only their own ideas of ingenuity;
and, in searching for anything hidden, advert
only to the modes in which they would have
hidden it. They are right in this much—that
their own ingenuity is a faithful representa-
tive of that of the mass; but when the cun-
ning of the individual felon is diverse in char-
acter from their own, the felon foils them, of
course. This always happens when it is above
their own, and very usually when it is below.
They have no variation of principle in their
investigations; at best, when urged by some
unusual emergency—by some extraordinary
reward—they extend or exaggerate their old
modes of practice, without touching their
principles. What, for example, in this case
of D—, has been done to vary the principle
of action? What is all this boring, and prob-
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ing, and sounding, and scrutinizing with the
microscope and dividing the surface of the
building into registered square inches—what
is it all but an exaggeration of the application
of the one principle or set of principles of
search, which are based upon the one set of
notions regarding human ingenuity, to which
the Prefect, in the long routine of his duty, has
been accustomed? Do you not see he has taken
it for granted that all men proceed to conceal
a letter,—not exactly in a gimlet hole bored
in a chair-leg—but, at least, in some out-of-
the-way hole or corner suggested by the same
tenor of thought which would urge a man
to secrete a letter in a gimlet-hole bored in a
chair-leg? And do you not see also, that such
recherches nooks for concealment are adapt-
ed only for ordinary occasions, and would be
adopted only by ordinary intellects; for, in all
cases of concealment, a disposal of the article
concealed—a disposal of it in this recherche
manner,—is, in the very first instance, pre-
sumable and presumed; and thus its discov-
ery depends, not at all upon the acumen, but
altogether upon the mere care, patience, and
determination of the seekers; and where the
case is of importance—or, what amounts to
the same thing in the policial eyes, when the
reward is of magnitude,—the qualities in
question have never been known to fail. You
will now understand what I meant in sug-
gesting that, had the purloined letter been
hidden any where within the limits of the
Prefect’s examination—in other words,
had the principle of its concealment been

comprehended within the principles of the
Prefect—its discovery would have been a
matter altogether beyond question. This
functionary, however, has been thorough-
ly mystified; and the remote source of
his defeat lies in the supposition that the
Minister is a fool, because he has acquired
renown as a poet. All fools are poets; this
the Prefect feels; and he is merely guilty of
a non distributio medii in thence inferring
that all poets are fools.”

“But is this really the poet?” I asked.
“There are two brothers, I know; and both
have attained reputation in letters. The Min-
ister I believe has written learnedly on the
Differential Calculus. He is a mathemati-
cian, and no poet.”

“You are mistaken; I know him well; he is
both. As poet and mathematician, he would
reason well; as mere mathematician, he could
not have reasoned at all, and thus would have
been at the mercy of the Prefect.”

“You surprise me,” I said, “by these
opinions, which have been contradicted by
the voice of the world. You do not mean to
set at naught the well-digested idea of centu-
ries. The mathematical reason has long been

regarded as the reason par excellence.” “ “7/
y a a pariér, “ replied Dupin, quoting from
Chamfort, “ ‘que toute idée publique, toute

convention regue est une sottise, car elle a con-
venue au plus grand nombre.” The mathema-
ticians, I grant you, have done their best to
promulgate the popular error to which you
allude, and which is none the less an error for
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its promulgation as truth. With an art wor-
thy a better cause, for example, they have in-
sinuated the term ‘analysis’ into application
to algebra. The French are the originators of
this particular deception; but if a term is of
any importance—if words derive any value
from applicability—then ‘analysis’ conveys
‘algebra’ about as much as, in Latin, ‘ambitus’
implies ‘ambition,” ‘religio’ ‘religion,” or ‘ho-
mines honesti, a set of honorablemen.” “You
have a quarrel on hand, I see,” said I, “with
some of the algebraists of Paris; but proceed.”
“I dispute the availability, and thus the value,
of that reason which is cultivated in any es-
pecial form other than the abstractly logical.
I dispute, in particular, the reason educed by
mathematical study. The mathematics are the
science of form and quantity; mathematical
reasoning is merely logic applied to observa-
tion upon form and quantity. The great er-
ror lies in supposing that even the truths of
what is called pure algebra, are abstract or
general truths. And this error is so egregious
that I am confounded at the universality with
which it has been received. Mathematical ax-
ioms are not axioms of general truth. What
is true of relation—of form and quantity—is
often grossly false in regard to morals, for ex-
ample. In this latter science it is very usually
untrue that the aggregated parts are equal
to the whole. In chemistry also the axiom
fails. In the consideration of motive it fails;
for two motives, each of a given value, have
not, necessarily, a value when united, equal
to the sum of their values apart. There are

numerous other mathematical truths which
are only truths within the limits of relation.
But the mathematician argues, from his fi-
nite truths, through habit, as if they were of
an absolutely general applicability—as the
world indeed imagines them to be. Bryant,
in his very learned ‘Mythology,” mentions an
analogous source of error, when he says that
‘although the Pagan fables are not believed,
yet we forget ourselves continually, and make
inferences from them as existing realities.”
With the algebraists, however, who are Pagans
themselves, the ‘Pagan fables’ are believed,
and the inferences are made, not so much
through lapse of memory, as through an un-
accountable addling of the brains. In short, I
never yet encountered the mere mathemati-
cian who could be trusted out of equal roots,
or one who did not clandestinely hold it as a
point of his faith that x2+px was absolutely
and unconditionally equal to q. Say to one
of these gentlemen, by way of experiment,
if you please, that you believe occasions may
occur where x2+px is not altogether equal to
¢, and, having made him understand what
you mean, get out of his reach as speedily as
convenient, for, beyond doubt, he will en-
deavor to knock you down.

“I mean to say,” continued Dupin, while
I merely laughed at his last observations,
“that if the Minister had been no more than
a mathematician, the Prefect would have
been under no necessity of giving me this
check. I know him, however, as both math-
ematician and poet, and my measures were
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adapted to his capacity, with reference to the
circumstances by which he was surrounded.
I knew him as a courtier, too, and as a bold
intriguant. Such a man, I considered, could
not fail to be aware of the ordinary policial
modes of action. He could not have failed
to anticipate—and events have proved that
he did not fail to anticipate—the waylayings
to which he was subjected. He must have
foreseen, I reflected, the secret investigations
of his premises. His frequent absences from
home at night, which were hailed by the Pre-
fect as certain aids to his success, I regard-
ed only as ruses, to afford opportunity for
thorough search to the police, and thus the
sooner to impress them with the conviction
to which G—, in fact, did finally arrive—the
conviction that the letter was not upon the
premises. I felt, also, that the whole train of
thought, which I was at some pains in detail-
ing to you just now, concerning the invariable
principle of policial action in searches for ar-
ticles concealed—I felt that this whole train
of thought would necessarily pass through the
mind of the Minister. It would imperatively
lead him to despise all the ordinary nooks of
concealment. He could not, I reflected, be so
weak as not to see that the most intricate and
remote recess of his hotel would be as open
as his commonest closets to the eyes, to the
probes, to the gimlets, and to the microscopes
of the Prefect. I saw, in fine, that he would be
driven, as a matter of course, to simplicity, if
not deliberately induced to it as a matter of
choice. You will remember, perhaps, how des-

perately the Prefect laughed when I suggest-
ed, upon our first interview, that it was just
possible this mystery troubled him so much
on account of its being so very self-evident.”
“Yes,” said I, “I remember his merriment
well. T really thought he would have fallen
into convulsions.” “The material world,”
continued Dupin, “abounds with very strict
analogies to the immaterial; and thus some
color of truth has been given to the rhetori-
cal dogma, that metaphor, or simile, may be
made to strengthen an argument, as well as to
embellish a description. The principle of the
vis inertie, for example, seems to be identical
in physics and metaphysics. It is not more
true in the former, that a large body is with
more difficulty set in motion than a smaller
one, and that its subsequent momentum is
commensurate with this difficulty, than it is,
in the latter, that intellects of the vaster ca-
pacity, while more forcible, more constant,
and more eventful in their movements than
those of inferior grade, are yet the less read-
ily moved, and more embarrassed and full of
hesitation in the first few steps of their prog-
ress. Again: have you ever noticed which of
the street signs, over the shop-doors, are the
most attractive of attention?”

“I have never given the matter a thought,”
I said. “There is a game of puzzles,” he re-
sumed, “which is played upon a map. One
party playing requires another to find a given
word—the name of town, river, state or em-
pire—any word, in short, upon the motley
and perplexed surface of the chart. A novice
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in the game generally seeks to embarrass his
opponents by giving them the most minute-
ly lettered names; but the adept selects such
words as stretch, in large characters, from
one end of the chart to the other. These, like
the over-largely lettered signs and placards of
the street, escape observation by dint of be-
ing excessively obvious; and here the physi-
cal oversight is precisely analogous with the
moral inapprehension by which the intellect
suffers to pass unnoticed those considerations
which are too obtrusively and too palpably
self-evident. But this is a point, it appears,
somewhat above or beneath the understand-
ing of the Prefect. He never once thought it
probable, or possible, that the Minister had
deposited the letter immediately beneath the
nose of the whole world, by way of best pre-
venting any portion of that world from per-
ceiving it. “But the more I reflected upon the
daring, dashing, and discriminating ingenu-
ity of D—; upon the fact that the document
must always have been at hand, if he intended
to use it to good purpose; and upon the de-
cisive evidence, obtained by the Prefect, that
it was not hidden within the limits of that
dignitary’s ordinary search—the more satis-
fied I became that, to conceal this letter, the
Minister had resorted to the comprehensive
and sagacious expedient of not attempting to
conceal it at all.

“Full of these ideas, I prepared myself
with a pair of green spectacles, and called one
fine morning, quite by accident, at the Min-
isterial hotel. I found D— at home, yawning,

lounging, and dawdling, as usual, and pre-
tending to be in the last extremity of ennui.
He is, perhaps, the most really energetic hu-
man being now alive—but that is only when
nobody sees him. “To be even with him, I
complained of my weak eyes, and lamented
the necessity of the spectacles, under cover of
which I cautiously and thoroughly surveyed
the whole apartment, while seemingly intent
only upon the conversation of my host.

“I paid especial attention to a large writ-
ing-table near which he sat, and upon which
lay confusedly, some miscellaneous letters
and other papers, with one or two musical
instruments and a few books. Here, however,
after a long and very deliberate scrutiny, I
saw nothing to excite particular suspicion.

“At length my eyes, in going the circuit
of the room, fell upon a trumpery fillagree
card-rack of pasteboard, that hung dangling
by a dirty blue ribbon, from a little brass
knob just beneath the middle of the mantel-
piece. In this rack, which had three or four
compartments, were five or six visiting cards
and a solitary letter. This last was much soiled
and crumpled. It was torn nearly in two,
across the middle—as if a design, in the first
instance, to tear it entirely up as worthless,
had been altered, or stayed, in the second.
It had a large black seal, bearing the D— ci-
pher very conspicuously, and was addressed,
in a diminutive female hand, to D—, the
minister, himself. It was thrust carelessly,
and even, as it seemed, contemptuously, into
one of the uppermost divisions of the rack.
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“No sooner had I glanced at this letter, than
I concluded it to be that of which I was in
search. To be sure, it was, to all appearance,
radically different from the one of which the
Prefect had read us so minute a description.
Here the seal was large and black, with the
D— cipher; there it was small and red, with
the ducal arms of the S— family. Here, the
address, to the Minister, diminutive and fem-
inine; there the superscription, to a certain
royal personage, was markedly bold and de-
cided; the size alone formed a point of corre-
spondence. But, then, the radicalness of these
differences, which was excessive; the dirt; the
soiled and torn condition of the paper, so in-
consistent with the true methodical habits of
D—, and so suggestive of a design to delude
the beholder into an idea of the worthlessness
of the document; these things, together with
the hyper-obtrusive situation of this docu-
ment, full in the view of every visiter, and
thus exactly in accordance with the conclu-
sions to which I had previously arrived; these
things, I say, were strongly corroborative of
suspicion, in one who came with the inten-
tion to suspect.

“I protracted my visit as long as possible,
and, while I maintained a most animated
discussion with the Minister upon a topic
which I knew well had never failed to inter-
est and excite him, I kept my attention really
riveted upon the letter. In this examination,
I committed to memory its external appear-
ance and arrangement in the rack; and also
fell, at length, upon a discovery which set at

rest whatever trivial doubt I might have en-
tertained. In scrutinizing the edges of the pa-
per, I observed them to be more chafed than
seemed necessary. They presented the broken
appearance which is manifested when a stiff
paper, having been once folded and pressed
with a folder, is refolded in a reversed direc-
tion, in the same creases or edges which had
formed the original fold. This discovery was
sufficient. It was clear to me that the letter
had been turned, as a glove, inside out, re-
directed, and re-sealed. I bade the Minister
good morning, and took my departure at
once, leaving a gold snuff-box upon the table.
“The next morning I called for the snuff-box,
when we resumed, quite eagerly, the conver-
sation of the preceding day. While thus en-
gaged, however, a loud report, as if of a pistol,
was heard immediately beneath the windows
of the hotel, and was succeeded by a series of
fearful screams, and the shoutings of a terri-
fied mob. D— rushed to a casement, threw
it open, and looked out. In the meantime, I
stepped to the card-rack took the letter, put
it in my pocket, and replaced it by a fac-sim-
ile, (so far as regards externals,) which I had
carefully prepared at my lodgings—imitating
the D— cipher, very readily, by means of a
seal formed of bread. “The disturbance in the
street had been occasioned by the frantic be-
havior of a man with a musket. He had fired
it among a crowd of women and children. It
proved, however, to have been without ball,
and the fellow was suffered to go his way as
a lunatic or a drunkard. When he had gone,

Created for Lit2Go on the web at fcit.usf-edu



The Purloined Letter

By Edgar Allan Poe

D— came from the window, whither I had
followed him immediately upon securing the
object in view. Soon afterwards I bade him
farewell. The pretended lunatic was a man in
my own pay.” “But what purpose had you,”
asked, “in replacing the letter by a fac-simile?
Would it not have been better, at the first
visit, to have seized it openly, and departed?”
“D—,” replied Dupin, “is a desperate man,
and a man of nerve. His hotel, too, is not
without attendants devoted to his interests.
Had I made the wild attempt you suggest, I
might never have left the Ministerial presence
alive. The good people of Paris might have
heard of me no more. But I had an object
apart from these considerations. You know
my political prepossessions. In this matter, I
act as a partisan of the lady concerned. For
eighteen months the Minister has had her in
his power. She has now him in hers—since,
being unaware that the letter is not in his pos-
session, he will proceed with his exactions as
if it was. Thus will he inevitably commit him-
self, at once, to his political destruction. His
downfall, too, will not be more precipitate
than awkward. It is all very well to talk about
the facilis descensus Averni; but in all kinds
of climbing, as Catalani said of singing, it is
far more easy to get up than to come down.
In the present instance I have no sympathy—
at least no pity—for him who descends. He
is that monstrum horrendum, an unprinci-
pled man of genius. I confess, however, that
I should like very well to know the precise
character of his thoughts, when, being defied

by her whom the Prefect terms ‘a certain per-
sonage’ he is reduced to opening the letter
which I left for him in the card-rack.”

“How? did you put any thing particular
in it?”

“Why—it did not seem altogether right
to leave the interior blank—that would have
been insulting. D—, at Vienna once, did me
an evil turn, which I told him, quite good-
humoredly, that I should remember. So, as I
knew he would feel some curiosity in regard
to the identity of the person who had out-
witted him, I thought it a pity not to give
him a clue. He is well acquainted with my
MS., and I just copied into the middle of the
blank sheet the words—" ‘——Un dessein
si funeste, S’il nest digne d’Atrée, est digne de
Thyeste.

They are to be found in Crebillon’s
‘Atree.”
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