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PREFACE 

Reading and writing are essential skills to be honed during the 

academic career of a student. The dire need of the present day is to 

create a comfortable reading environment for the students.  Reading 

is a complex activity that involves both perception and thought. It 

consists of two related processes: word recognition and 

comprehension. Word recognition refers to the process of perceiving 

how written symbols correspond to one‘s spoken language. 

Comprehension is the process of making sense of words, sentences 

and connected text. Readers typically make use of background 

knowledge, vocabulary, grammatical knowledge, experience with 

text and other strategies to help them understand written text.  

Reading is  

 a skill which enables us to get a message;   

 recognizing the written words (written symbols);  

 getting (understanding) the meaning;  

 practising correct pronunciation and 

 grasping information from texts.  

There are the following types of reading and the corresponding 

types of activities to develop the corresponding reading skills:  

 Skimming: Reading to confirm expectations; reading for 

communicative tasks. Skimming is the most rudimentary type 

of reading. Its object is to familiarize you as quickly as possible 

with the material to be read.  

 Scanning: Reading to extract specific information; reading for 

general understanding. Scanning is a skill that requires that 

you read quickly while looking for specific information. To 



scan a reading text, you should start at the top of the page and 

then move your eyes quickly toward the bottom. Generally, 

scanning is a technique that is helpful when you are looking 

for the answer to a known question.  

  Close or Searching: Reading for complete understanding; 

reading for detailed comprehension of information, function 

and discourse. Close reading is the most important skill you 

need for any form of literary studies. It means paying 

especially close attention to what is printed on the page. Close 

reading means not only reading and understanding the 

meanings of the individual printed words, but also involves 

making yourself sensitive to all the nuances and connotations 

of language as it is used by skilled writers. 

The PG & Research Department of English of Arulmigu 

Palaniandavar Arts College for Women, Palani ventures to introduce 

innovative courses at the Under graduate and Post graduate level, 

competing with the academic acumen of the fast progressing world. 

An attempt is taken through the compilation of this book to put in 

the students at the under graduation level in the practice of reading. 

The objective of this edition is offer oral reading practice and 

evaluation. The students are expected to train themselves in the 

given exercises: 

i. Giving a loud reading to the text with correct 

pronunciation, stress, pause and intonation 

ii. Skimming through the passage given and reporting the 

essence of the content 



iii. Scanning the passage suggested, scrutinizing the passage 

and finding out its importance in the story 

iv. Comprehending the story and answering the questions  

v. Narrating the story in own words. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



OSCAR WILDE - THE SELFISH GIANT 

Every afternoon, as they were coming from school, the children used 

to go and play in the Giant's garden. 

     It was a large lovely garden, with soft green grass. Here and there 

over the grass stood beautiful flowers like stars, and there were 

twelve peach-trees that in the spring-time broke out into delicate 

blossoms of pink and pearl, and in the autumn bore rich fruit. The 

birds sat on the trees and sang so sweetly that the children used to 

stop their games in order to listen to them. 'How happy we are here!' 

they cried to each other. 

     One day the Giant came back. He had been to visit his friend the 

Cornish ogre, and had stayed with him for seven years. After the 

seven years were over he had said all that he had to say, for his 

conversation was limited, and he determined to return to his own 

castle. When he arrived he saw the children playing in the garden. 

     'What are you doing here?' he cried in a very gruff voice, and the 

children ran away. 

     'My own garden is my own garden,' said the Giant; 'any one can 

understand that, and I will allow nobody to play in it but myself.' So 

he built a high wall all round it, and put up a notice-board. 

TRESPASSERS 

WILL BE 

PROSECUTED 

      He was a very selfish Giant. 

     The poor children had now nowhere to play. They tried to play 

on the road, but the road was very dusty and full of hard stones, and 

they did not like it. They used to wander round the high wall when 

their lessons were over, and talk about the beautiful garden inside. 

     'How happy we were there,' they said to each other. 



     Then the Spring came, and all over the country there were little 

blossoms and little birds. Only in the garden of the Selfish Giant it 

was still Winter. The birds did not care to sing in it as there were no 

children, and the trees forgot to blossom. Once a beautiful flower 

put its head out from the grass, but when it saw the notice-board it 

was so sorry for the children that it slipped back into the ground 

again, and went off to sleep. The only people who were pleased were 

the Snow and the Frost. 'Spring has forgotten this garden,' they cried, 

'so we will live here all the year round.' The Snow covered up the 

grass with her great white cloak, and the Frost painted all the trees 

silver. Then they invited the North Wind to stay with them, and he 

came. He was wrapped in furs, and he roared all day about the 

garden, and blew the chimney-pots down. 'This is a delightful spot,' 

he said, 'we must ask the Hail on a visit.' So the Hail came. Every day 

for three hours he rattled on the roof of the castle till he broke most 

of the slates, and then he ran round and round the garden as fast as 

he could go. He was dressed in grey, and his breath was like ice. 

     'I cannot understand why the Spring is so late in coming,' said the 

Selfish Giant, as he sat at the window and looked out at his cold 

white garden; 'I hope there will be a change in the weather.' 

     But the Spring never came, nor the Summer. The Autumn gave 

golden fruit to every garden, but to the Giant's garden she gave 

none. 'He is too selfish,' she said. So it was always Winter there, and 

the North Wind, and the Hail, and the Frost, and the Snow danced 

about through the trees. 

     One morning the Giant was lying awake in bed when he heard 

some lovely music. It sounded so sweet to his ears that he thought it 

must be the King's musicians passing by. It was really only a little 

linnet singing outside his window, but it was so long since he had 

heard a bird sing in his garden that it seemed to him to be the most 

beautiful music in the world. Then the Hail stopped dancing over his 

head, and the North Wind ceased roaring, and a delicious perfume 

came to him through the open casement. 'I believe the Spring has 



come at last,' said the Giant; and he jumped out of bed and looked 

out. 

What did he see? 

     He saw a most wonderful sight. Through a little hole in the wall 

the children had crept in, and they were sitting in the branches of 

the trees. In every tree that he could see there was a little child. And 

the trees were so glad to have the children back again that they had 

covered themselves with blossoms, and were waving their arms 

gently above the children's heads. The birds were flying about and 

twittering with delight, and the flowers were looking up through the 

green grass and laughing. It was a lovely scene, only in one corner it 

was still Winter. It was the farthest corner of the garden, and in it 

was standing a little boy. He was so small that he could not reach up 

to the branches of the tree, and he was wandering all round it, 

crying bitterly. The poor tree was still quite covered with frost and 

snow, and the North Wind was blowing and roaring above it. 'Climb 

up! little boy,' said the Tree, and it bent its branches down as low as 

it could; but the little boy was too tiny. 

     And the Giant's heart melted as he looked out. 'How selfish I have 

been!' he said; 'now I know why the Spring would not come here. I 

will put that poor little boy on the top of the tree, and then I will 

knock down the wall, and my garden shall be the children's 

playground forever and ever.' He was really very sorry for what he 

had done. 

     So he crept downstairs and opened the front door quite softly, 

and went out into the garden. But when the children saw him they 

were so frightened that they all ran away, and the garden became 

Winter again. Only the little boy did not run, for his eyes were so 

full of tears that he did not see the Giant coming. And the Giant stole 

up behind him and took him gently in his hand, and put him up into 

the tree. And the tree broke at once into blossom, and the birds came 

and sang on it, and the little boy stretched out his two arms and 

flung them round the Giant's neck, and kissed him. And the other 



children, when they saw that the Giant was not wicked any longer, 

came running back, and with them came the Spring. 'It is your 

garden now, little children,' said the Giant, and he took a great axe 

and knocked down the wall. And when the people were going to 

market at twelve o'clock they found the Giant playing with the 

children in the most beautiful garden they had ever seen. 

     All day long they played, and in the evening they came to the 

Giant to bid him good-bye. 

     'But where is your little companion?' he said: 'the boy I put into 

the tree.' The Giant loved him the best because he had kissed him. 

     'We don't know,' answered the children; 'he has gone away.' 

     'You must tell him to be sure and come here to-morrow,' said the 

Giant. But the children said that they did not know where he lived, 

and had never seen him before; and the Giant felt very sad. 

     Every afternoon, when school was over, the children came and 

played with the Giant. But the little boy whom the Giant loved was 

never seen again. The Giant was very kind to all the children, yet he 

longed for his first little friend, and often spoke of him. 'How I would 

like to see him!' he used to say. 

     Years went over, and the Giant grew very old and feeble. He 

could not play about any more, so he sat in a huge armchair, and 

watched the children at their games, and admired his garden. 'I have 

many beautiful flowers,' he said; 'but the children are the most 

beautiful flowers of all.' 

     One winter morning he looked out of his window as he was 

dressing. He did not hate the Winter now, for he knew that it was 

merely the Spring asleep, and that the flowers were resting. 

     Suddenly he rubbed his eyes in wonder, and looked and looked. It 

certainly was a marvellous sight. In the farthest corner of the garden 

was a tree quite covered with lovely white blossoms. Its branches 



were all golden, and silver fruit hung down from them, and 

underneath it stood the little boy he had loved. 

     Downstairs ran the Giant in great joy, and out into the garden. 

He hastened across the grass, and came near to the child. And when 

he came quite close his face grew red with anger, and he said, 'Who 

hath dared to wound thee?' For on the palms of the child's hands 

were the prints of two nails, and the prints of two nails were on the 

little feet. 

'Who hath dared to wound thee?' cried the Giant; 'tell me, that I may 

take my big sword and slay him.' 

     'Nay!' answered the child; 'but these are the wounds of Love.' 

     'Who art thou?' said the Giant, and a strange awe fell on him, and 

he knelt before the little child. 

     And the child smiled on the Giant, and said to him, 'You let me 

play once in your garden, to-day you shall come with me to my 

garden, which is Paradise.' 

     And when the children ran in that afternoon, they found the 

Giant lying dead under the tree, all covered with white blossoms. 

      ********* 

R. K. NARAYAN- A HERO 

For Swami events took an unexpected turn. Father looked 

over the newspaper he was reading under the hall lamp and said, 

‗Swami, listen to this: ―News is to hand of the bravery of a village 

lad who, while returning home by the jungle path, came face to 

face with a tiger ‖ ‗The paragraph described the fight the boy 

had with the tiger and 

his flight up a tree where he stayed for half a day till some 

people came that way and killed the tiger. 

After reading it through, father looked at Swami fixedly 

and asked. What do you say to that? Swami said, ‗I think he 

must have been a very strong and grown up person, not at all a 



boy. How could a boy fight a tiger?‘ 

‗You think you are wiser than the newspaper?‘ Father 

sneered. ‗A man may have the strength of an elephant and yet be 

a coward; whereas another may have the strength of a 

consumptive, but if he has courage he can do anything. 

Courage is verything, strength and age are not important.‘ 

Swami disputed the theory. ‗How can it be, father? 

Suppose I have all the courage, what can I do if a tiger should 

attack me?‘ 

‗Leave alone strength, can you prove you have courage? Let 

me see if you can sleep along tonight in my office room.‘ A 

frightful proposition, Swami thought. He had always slept 

beside his granny in the passage and any change in this 

arrangement kept him trembling and awake all night. He hoped 

at first that his father was only joking. He mumbled weakly, 

‗yes‘, and tried to change the subject; he said very loudly and 

with a great deal of enthusiasm. ‗We are going to admit even 

elders in our cricket club hereafter. We are buying brand new 

bats and balls. Our captain has asked me to tell you ‘ 

‗We‘ll see about it, later‘ father cut in. ‗You must sleep along 

hereafter.‘ Swami realised that the matter had gone beyond his 

control: from a challenge it had become a plain command, he 

knew his father‘s tenacity at such moments. 

‗From the first of next month I‘ll sleep alone, father.‘ 

`No, you must do it now. It is disgraceful sleeping beside 

granny or mother like a baby. You are in the Second Form and ... 

I don't at all like the way you are being brought up,' he said and 

looked at his wife, who was rocking the cradle. 'Why do you look 

at me while you say it?' she asked, `I hardly know anything about 

the boy' 

`No, no, I don't mean you,' father said. 

`If you mean that your mother is spoiling him, tell her so, 

and don't look at me,' she said and turned away. 

Swami's father sat gloomily gazing at the newspaper on his 

lap. He prayed that his father might lift the newspaper once 



again to his face so that he might slip away to his bed and fall 

asleep before he could be called again. As if in answer to his 

prayer father rustled the newspaper, and held it up before his 

face. And Swami rose silently and tiptoed away to his bed in the 

passage. Granny was sitting up in her bed, and remarked. 'Boy, 

are you already feeling sleepy? Don't you want a story?' Swami 

made wild gesticulations to silence his granny, but that good 

lady saw nothing. So Swami threw himself on his bed and pulled 

the blanket over his face. 

Granny said, 'Don't cover your face. Are you really very 

sleepy?' Swami leant over and whispered, `Please, please, shut 

up, granny. Don't talk to me, and don't let anyone call me even if 

the house is on fire. If I don't sleep at once I shall perhaps die.‘ He 

turned over, curled, and snored under the blanket till he found 

his blanket pulled away. 

Father was standing over him. `Swami, get up,' he said. He 

looked like an apparition in the semi-darkness of the passage, 

which was lit by a cone of light reaching from the hall lamp. 

Swami stirred and groaned as if in sleep. Father said, `Get up, 

Swami.' Granny pleaded, "Why do you disturb him?" 

'Get up, Swami' he said for the fourth time and Swami got 

up. Father rolled up his bed, took it under his arm and said, 

'Come with me,' Swami looked at granny, hesitated for a 

moment and followed his father into the office room. On the 

way he threw a look of appeal at his mother and she said,' Why 

do you take him to the office 

room? He can sleep in the hall, I think.' 

`I don't think so,' father said, and Swami slunk behind him 

with bowed head. 

`Let me sleep in the hall, father, Swami pleaded. ‗Your 

office room is very dusty and there may be scorpions behind your 

law books.' 

`There are no scorpions, little fellow. Sleep on the bench if you 

like.' 



`Can I have a lamp burning in the room?" 

'No, you must learn not to be afraid of darkness. It is only a 

question of habit. 

You must cultivate good habits.' 

`Will you at least leave the door open?‘ 

`All right. But promise you will not roll up your bed and 

go to your granny's side at night. If you do it, mind you, I will 

make you the laughing-stock of your school.' 

Swami felt cut off from humanity. He was pained and angry 

He did not like the strain of cruelty he saw in his father's nature- 

He hated the newspaper for printing the tiger's story. He wished 

that the tiger hadn't spared the boy, who did not appear to be a 

boy after all but a monster. 

As the night advanced and the silence in the house 

deepened, his heart beat faster. He remembered all the stories of 

devils and ghosts he had heard in his life. How often had his 

chum, Mani, seen the devil in the banyan tree at his street end? 

And what about poor; Munisami's father who spat out blood 

because the devil near the river's edge slapped his cheek when 

he was returning home late one night" And so on and on his 

thoughts continued. He was faint with fear. A ray of light from 

the street lamp strayed in and cast shadows on the wall. 

Through the stillness, all kinds of noises reached his ears-

ticking of the clock, rustle of trees, snoring sounds, and some 

vague night insects humming. He covered himself with the 

blanket as if it were an armour, covered himself so completely 

that :he could hardly breathe Every moment he expected the 

devils to come up and clutch at his throat or carry him away, 

there was the instance of his old friend in the fourth class who 

suddenly disappeared and was said to have been carried off by a 

ghost to Siam or Nepal.... 

Swami hurriedly got up and spread his bed under the 

bench and crouched 

there. It seemed to be a much safer place, more compact and 



reassuring. He shut his eyes tight and encased himself in his 

blanket once again and unknown to himself fell asleep and in 

sleep he was racked with nightmares. A tiger was chasing him. 

His feet stuck to the ground. He desperately tried to escape but 

his feet would not move; the tiger was at his back and he could 

hear its claws scratch the ground... scratch, scratch, and then a 

light thud... Swami tried to open his eyes, but his eye-lids would 

not open and the nightmare continued. It threatened to continue 

all his life... Swami groaned in despair. What an inescapable 

dream! 

With a desperate effort he opened his eyes. He put his 

hand out to feel his granny's presence at his side, as was his 

habit, but he only touched the wooden leg of the bench. And his 

lonely state came back to him. He sweated with fright. And now 

what was this rustling? He moved to the edge of the bench and 

stared in the darkness, something was moving down. He lay 

gazing at it in horror. His end had come. He became desperate. 

He knew that the devil would presently pull him out and tear him 

to shreds, and so why should he wait? As it came nearer he 

crawled out from under the bench and hugged it with all his 

might, and used his teeth on it like a mortal weapon.... 

'Aiyo! Something has bitten me,' went for an agonised, 

thundering cry and was followed by a heavy tumbling and 

falling amidst furniture. In a moment father, cook and the 

servant came in, carrying light. 

And all three of them fell on the burglar who lay amidst 

the furniture with a bleeding ankle.... 

CONGRATULATIONS came showering on Swami next day. 

His classmates looked at him with respect and his teacher patted 

his back. The headmaster said that he was a true scout. Swami 

had bitten into the flesh of one of the most notorious house- 

breakers of the district and the police was grateful to him for it. 

The Inspector said, `Why don't you join the police when 

you are grown up?' Swami said for the sake of politeness, 

`Certainly, yes,' though he had quite made up his mind to be an 

engine driver, a railway guard. or a bus conductor, later in life. 



When he returned home from the club that night, father 

asked, 

Where is the boy?' 

`He is asleep' ̀ Already!' 

`He didn't have a wink of sleep the whole of last night.' said his 

mother. 

`Where is he sleeping?' 

`In his usual place,' mother said casually. ̀ He went to bed at 

seven-thirty.' 

`Sleeping beside his granny again!' father said. `No 

wonder he wanted to be asleep before I should return home-

clever boy!' 

Mother lost her temper. `You let him sleep where he likes. 

You needn't risk his life again. ' Father mumbled as he went in 

to change: `All right, mollycoddle and 

spoil him as much as you like. Only don't blame me afterwards. ' 

Swami, following the whole conversation from under the 

blanket, felt tremendously relieved to hear that his father was giving 

him up. 

      ******** 

 

MULK RAJ ANAND - THE LOST CHILD 

It was the festival of spring. From the wintry shades of narrow lanes 

and alleys emerged a  

gaily clad humanity. Some walked, some rode on horses, others sat, 

being carried in bamboo  

and bullock carts. One little boy ran between his father‘s legs, 

brimming over with life and  

laughter. ―Come, child, come,‖ called his parents, as he lagged 

behind, fascinated by the toys  

in the shops that lined the way.  

 



He hurried towards his parents, his feet obedient to their call, his 

eyes still lingering on the  

receding toys. As he came to where they had stopped to wait for 

him, he could not suppress  

the desire of his heart, even though he well knew the old, cold stare 

of refusal in their eyes. ―I  

want that toy,‖ he pleaded. His father looked at him red-eyed, in his 

familiar tyrant‘s way. His mother, melted by the free spirit of the day 

was tender and, giving him her finger to hold,  

said, ―Look, child, what is before you!‖  

 

It was a flowering mustard-field, pale like melting gold as it swept 

across miles and miles of  

even land. A group of dragon-flies were bustling about on their 

gaudy purple wings,  

intercepting the flight of a lone black bee or butterfly in search of 

sweetness from the flowers.  

The child followed them in the air with his gaze, till one of them 

would still its wings and rest, and he would try to catch it. But it 

would go fluttering, flapping, up into the air, when he had almost 

caught it in his hands. Then his mother gave a cautionary call: 

―Come, child, come, come on to the footpath.‖  

 

He ran towards his parents gaily and walked abreast of them for a 

while, being, however, soon left behind, attracted by the little insects 

and worms along the footpath that were teeming out from their 

hiding places to enjoy the sunshine.  

 

―Come, child, come!‖ his parents called from the shade of a grove 

where they had seated  

themselves on the edge of a well. He ran towards them. A shower of 

young flowers fell upon  

the child as he entered the grove, and, forgetting his parents, he 

began to gather the raining  

petals in his hands. But lo! he heard the cooing of doves and ran 

towards his parents,  



shouting, ―The dove! The dove!‖ The raining petals dropped from 

his forgotten hands.  

―Come, child, come!‖ they called to the child, who had now gone 

running in wild capers round the banyan tree, and gathering him 

up they took the narrow, winding footpath which led to the fair 

through the mustard fields. As they neared the village the child 

could see many other footpaths full of throngs, converging to the 

whirlpool of the fair, and felt at once repelled and fascinated by the 

confusion of the world he was entering.  

 

A sweetmeat seller hawked, ―gulab-jaman, rasagulla, burfi, jalebi,‖ 

at the corner of the  

entrance and a crowd pressed round his counter at the foot of an 

architecture of many  

coloured sweets, decorated with leaves of silver and gold. The child 

stared open-eyed and his  

mouth watered for the burfi that was his favourite sweet. ―I want 

that burfi,‖ he slowly  

murmured. But he half knew as he begged that his plea would not 

be heeded because his  

parents would say he was greedy. So without waiting for an answer 

he moved on.  

 

A flower-seller hawked, ―A garland of gulmohur, a garland of 

gulmohur !‖ The child seemed  

irresistibly drawn. He went towards the basket where the flowers lay 

heaped and half  

murmured, ―I want that garland.‖ But he well knew his parents 

would refuse to buy him those  

flowers because they would say that they were cheap. So, without 

waiting for an answer, he  

moved on.  

 

A man stood holding a pole with yellow, red, green and purple 

balloons flying from it. The  



child was simply carried away by the rainbow glory of their silken 

colours and he was filled  

with an overwhelming desire to possess them all. But he well knew 

his parents would never  

buy him the balloons because they would say he was too old to play 

with such toys. So he  

walked on farther.  

 

A snake-charmer stood playing a flute to a snake which coiled itself 

in a basket, its head  

raised in a graceful bend like the neck of a swan, while the music 

stole into its invisible ears  

like the gentle rippling of an invisible waterfall. The child went 

towards the snake-charmer.  

But, knowing his parents had forbidden him to hear such coarse 

music as the snake- charmer  

played, he proceeded farther.  

 

There was a roundabout in full swing. Men, women and children, 

carried away in a whirling  

motion, shrieked and cried with dizzy laughter. The child watched 

them intently and then he  

made a bold request: ―I want to go on the roundabout, please, 

Father, Mother.‖ There was no  

reply. He turned to look at his parents. They were not there, ahead of 

him. He turned to look  

on either side. They were not there. He looked behind. There was no 

sign of them.  

 

A full, deep cry rose within his dry throat and with a sudden jerk of 

his body he ran from  

where he stood, crying in real fear, ―Mother, Father.‖ Tears rolled 

down from his eyes, hot  

and fierce; his flushed face was convulsed with fear. Panic- stricken, 

he ran to one side first,  



then to the other, hither and thither in all directions, knowing not 

where to go. ―Mother,  

Father,‖ he wailed. His yellow turban came untied and his clothes 

became muddy.  

 

Having run to and fro in a rage of running for a while, he stood 

defeated, his cries suppressed  

into sobs. At little distances on the green grass he could see, through 

his filmy eyes, men and  

women talking. He tried to look intently among the patches of bright 

yellow clothes, but there  

was no sign of his father and mother among these people, who 

seemed to laugh and talk just for the sake of laughing and talking.  

He ran quickly again, this time to a shrine to which people seemed 

to be crowding. Every little inch of space here was congested with 

men, but he ran through people‘s legs, his little sob lingering: 

―Mother, Father!‖ Near the entrance to the temple, however, the 

crowd became very thick: men jostled each other, heavy men, with 

flashing, murderous eyes and hefty shoulders. The poor child 

struggled to thrust a way between their feet but, knocked to and fro 

by their brutal movements, he might have been trampled underfoot, 

had he not shrieked at the highest pitch of his voice, ―Father, 

Mother!‖  

 

A man in the surging crowd heard his cry and, stooping with great 

difficulty, lifted him up in  

his arms. ―How did you get here, child? Whose baby are you?‖ the 

man asked as he steered  

clear of the mass. The child wept more bitterly than ever now and 

only cried, ―I want my  

mother, I want my father!‖  

 

The man tried to soothe him by taking him to the roundabout. ―Will 

you have a ride on the  

horse?‖ he gently asked as he approached the ring. The child‘s 

throat tore into a thousand  



shrill sobs and he only shouted: ―I want my mother, I want my 

father!‖  

 

The man headed towards the place where the snake- charmer still 

played on the flute to the  

swaying cobra. ―Listen to that nice music, child!‖ he pleaded. But the 

child shut his ears with  

his fingers and shouted his double-pitched strain: ―I want my 

mother, I want my father!‖ The  

man took him near the balloons, thinking the bright colours of the 

balloons would distract the  

child‘s attention and quieten him. ―Would you like a rainbow-

coloured balloon?‖ he  

persuasively asked. The child turned his eyes from the flying 

balloons and just sobbed, ―I  

want my mother, I want my father!‖  

 

The man, still trying to make the child happy, bore him to the gate 

where the flower-seller sat. ―Look! Can you smell those nice flowers, 

child! Would you like a garland to put round your neck?‖ The child 

turned his nose away from the basket and reiterated his sob: ―I want 

my mother, I want my father!‖  

 

Thinking to humour his disconsolate charge by a gift of sweets, the 

man took him to the  

counter of the sweet shop. ―What sweets would you like, child?‖ he 

asked. The child turned  

his face from the sweet shop and only sobbed, ―I want my mother, I 

want my father!‖  

      ******* 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

RUSKIN BOND - THE EYES HAVE IT 

 

I had the train compartment to myself up to Rohana, then a girl got 

in. The couple who saw her off were probably her parents; they 

seemed very anxious about her comfort, and the woman gave the 

girl detailed instructions as to where to keep her things, when not to 

lean out of windows, and how to avoid speaking to strangers. 

They called their goodbyes and the train pulled out of the station. As 

I was totally blind at the time, my eyes sensitive only to light and 

darkness, I was unable to tell what the girl looked like; but I knew 

she wore slippers from the way they slapped against her heels. 

It would take me some time to discover something about her looks, 

and perhaps I never would. But I liked the sound of her voice, and 

even the sound of her slippers. 

―Are you going all the way to Dehra?‖ I asked. 

I must have been sitting in a dark corner, because my voice startled 

her. She gave a little exclamation and said, ―1 didn‘t know anyone 

else was here‖ 

Well, it often happens that people with good eyesight fail to see what 

is right in front of them. They have too much to take in, 1 suppose. 

Whereas people who cannot see (or see very little) have to take in 

only the essentials, whatever registers most tellingly on their 

remaining senses. 

I didn‘t see you either,‖ I said. ―But I heard you come in. 

I wondered if I would be able to prevent her from discovering that I 

was blind. Provided I keep to my seat, I thought, it shouldn‘t be too 

difficult. 

The girl said, ―T‘m getting off at Saharanpur. My aunt is meeting me 

there.‖ 



―Then I had better not get too familiar,‖ I replied. ―Aunts are usually 

formidable creatures.‖ 

―Where are you going? she asked. 

―To Dehra, and then to Mussoorie.‖ 

―Oh, how lucky you are. I wish I were going to Mussoorie. I love the 

hills Especially in October:‖ 

―Yes, this is the best time,‖I said, calling on my memories. ―The hills 

are covered with wild dahlias, the sun is delicious, and at night you 

can sit in front of a log fire and drink a little brandy. Most of the 

tourists have gone, and the roads are quiet and almost deserted. Yes, 

October is the best time.‖ 

She was silent. I wondered if my words had touched her, or whether 

she thought me a romantic fool. Then I made a mistake. 

―What is it like outside?‖I asked. 

She seemed to find nothing strange in the question. Had she noticed 

already that I could not see? But her next question removed my 

doubts. 

―Why don‘t you look out of the window?‖ she asked. 

I moved easily along the berth and felt for the window ledge. The 

window was open, and I faced it, making a pretence of studying the 

landscape. I heard the panting of the engine, the rumble of the 

wheels, and, in my mind‘s eye, I could see telegraph posts flashing 

by. 

―Have you noticed,‖l ventured, ―that the trees seem to be moving 

while we seem to be standing still? 

―That always happens,‖ she said. ―Do you see any animals?‖ 

―No,‖I answered quite confidently. I knew that there were hardly 

any animals left in the forests near Dehra. 

I turned from the window and faced the girl, and for a while we sat 

in silence. 



―You have an interesting face,‖ I remarked. I was becoming quite 

daring, but it was a safe remark. Few girls can resist flattery. She 

laughed pleasantly - a clear, ringing laugh. 

―It‘s nice to be told l have an interesting face. I‘m tired of people 

telling me I have a pretty face.‖ 

Oh, so you do have a pretty face, thought I-and aloud I said: ―Well, 

an interesting face can also be pretty‖. 

―You are a very gallant young man‖ she said, ―but why are you so 

serious?‖ 

I thought, then, I would try to laugh for her, but the thought of 

laughter only made me feel troubled and lonely. 

―We‘ll soon be at your station‖ I said. 

―Thank goodness it‘s a short journey. I can‘t bear to sit in a train for 

more than two-or-three hours.‖ 

Yet I was prepared to sit there for almost any length of time,just to 

listen to her talking. Her voice had the sparkle of a mountain stream. 

As soon as she left the train, she would forget our brief encounter; 

but it would stay with me for the rest of the journey, and for some 

time after. 

The engine‘s whistle shrieked, the carriage wheels changed their 

sound and rhythm, the girl got up and began to collect her things. I 

wondered if she wore her hair in bun, or if it was plaited; perhaps it 

was hanging loose over her shoulders, or was it cut very short? 

The train drew slowly into the station. Outside, there was the 

shouting of porters and vendors and a high-pitched female voice 

near the carriage door; that voice must have belonged to the girl‘s 

aunt. 

―Goodbye,‖ the girl said. 



She was standing very close to me, so close that the perfume from 

her hair was tantalising. I wanted to raise my hand and touch her 

hair, but she moved away. 

There was some confusion in the doorway. A man, getting into the 

compartment, stammered an apology. Then the door banged, and 

the world was shut out again. I returned to my berth. The guard 

blew his whistle and we moved off. Once again, I had a game to play 

and a new fellow-traveller. 

The train gathered speed, the wheels tookup their song, the carriage 

groaned and shook. I found the the window and sat in front of it, 

staring into the daylight that was darkness for me. 

So many things wwre happening outside the window: it could be a 

fascinating game, guessing what went on out there. 

The man who had entered the compartment broke into my reverie. 

―You must be disappointed,‖ he said. ―Tm not nearly as attractive a 

travelling companion as the one who just left.‖ 

―She was an interesting girl,‖ I said. ―Can you tell me-did she keep 

her hair long or short? 

―I don‘t remember,‖ he said, sounding puzzled. ―It was her eyes I 

notced, not her hair. She had beautiful eyes-but they were of no use 

to her. She was completely blind. Didn‘t you notice?‖ 

      ******* 

KATHERINE MANSFIELD - A CUP OF TEA 

 

ROSEMARY FELL was not exactly beautiful. No, you couldn't have 

called her beautiful. Pretty ? Well, if you took her to pieces . .. But 

why be so cruel as to take anyone to pieces ? She was young, 

brilliant, extremely modern, exquisitely well dressed, amazingly well 

read in the newest of the new books, and her parties were the most 

delicious mixture of the really important people and... artists—

quaint creatures, discoveries of hers, some of them too terrifying for 

words, but others quite presentable and amusing. 



Rosemary had been married two years. She had a duck of a boy. No, 

not Peter—Michael. And her husband absolutely adored her. They 

were rich, really rich, not just comfortably well off, which is odious 

and stuffy and sounds like one's grandparents. But if Rosemary 

wanted to shop she would go to Paris as you and I would go to Bond 

Street. If she wanted to buy flowers, the car pulled up at that perfect 

shop in Regent Street, and Rosemary inside the shop  just gazed in 

her dazzled, rather exotic way, and said: " I want those and those 

and those. Give me four bunches of those. And that jar of roses. Yes, 

I'll have all the roses in the jar. No, no lilac. I hate lilac. It's got no 

shape." The attendant bowed and put the lilac out of sight, as though 

this was only too true; lilac was dreadfully shapeless. " Give me those 

stumpy little tulips. Those red and white ones." And she was 

followed to the car by a thin shopgirl staggering under an immense 

white paper armful that looked like a baby in long clothes... 

One winter afternoon she had been buying something in a little 

antique shop in Curzon Street. It was a shop she liked. For one thing, 

one usually had it to oneself. And then the man who kept it was 

ridiculously fond of serving her. He beamed whenever she came in. 

He clasped his hands ; he was so gratified he could scarcely speak. 

Flattery, of course. All the same, there was something... 

" You see, madam," he would explain in his low respectful tones, " I 

love my things. I would rather not part with them than sell them to 

someone who does not appreciate them, who has not that fine 

feeling which is so rare..." And, breathing deeply he unrolled a tiny 

square of blue velvet and pressed it on the glass counter with his 

pale finger-tips. 

To-day it was a little box. He had been keeping it for her. He had 

shown it to nobody as yet. An exquisite little enamel box with a 

glaze so fine it looked as though it had been baked in cream. On the 

lid a minute creature stood under a flowery tree, and a more minute 

creature still had her arms round his neck. Her hat, really no bigger 

than a geranium petal, hung from a branch ; it had green ribbons. 

And there was a pink cloud like a watchful cherub floating above 

their heads. Rosemary took her hands out of her long gloves. She 

always took off her gloves to examine such things. Yes, she liked it 



very much. She loved it; it was a great duck. She must have it. And, 

turning the creamy box, opening and shutting it, she couldn't help 

noticing how charming her hands were against the blue velvet. The 

shopman, in some dim cavern of his mind, may have dared to think 

so too. For he took a pencil, leant over the counter, and his pale 

bloodless fingers crept timidly towards those rosy, flashing ones, as 

he murmured gently : " If I may venture to point out to madam, the 

flowers on the little lady's bodice." 

" Charming! " Rosemary admired the flowers. But what was the price 

? For a moment the shopman did not seem to hear. Then a murmur 

reached her. " Twenty-eight guineas, madam." 

" Twenty-eight guineas." Rosemary gave no sign. She laid the little 

box down ; she buttoned her gloves again. Twenty-eight  guineas. 

Even if one is rich... She looked vague. She stared at a plump tea-

kettle like a plump hen above the shopman's head, and her voice 

was dreamy as she answered: " Well, keep it for me—will you ? 

I'll..." 

But the shopman had already bowed as though keeping it for her 

was all any human being could ask. He would be willing, of course, 

to keep it for her forever. 

The discreet door shut with a click. She was outside on the step, 

gazing at the winter afternoon. Rain was falling, and with the rain it 

seemed the dark came too, spinning down like ashes. There was a 

cold bitter taste in the air, and the new-lighted lamps looked sad. 

Sad were the lights in the houses opposite. Dimly they burned as if 

regretting something. And people hurried by, hidden under their 

hateful umbrellas. Rosemary felt a strange pang. She pressed her 

muff against her breast; she wished she had the little box, too, to 

cling to. Of course, the car was there. She'd only to cross the 

pavement. But still she waited. There are moments, horrible 

moments in life, when one emerges from shelter and looks out, and 

it's awful. One oughtn't to give way to them. One ought to go home 

and have an extra-special tea. But at the very instant of thinking 

that, a young girl, thin, dark, shadowy—where had she come from 

?—was standing at Rosemary's elbow and a voice like a sigh, almost 

like a sob,  breathed : " Madam, may I speak to you a moment ? " 



" Speak to me ? " Rosemary turned. She saw a little battered creature 

with enormous eyes, someone quite young, no older than herself, 

who clutched at her coat-collar with reddened hands, and shivered 

as though she had just come out of the water. 

" M-madam," stammered the voice. " Would you let me have the 

price of a cup of tea ? " 

" A cup of tea ? " There was something simple, sincere in that voice ; 

it wasn't in the least the voice of a beggar. " Then have you no money 

at all ? " asked Rosemary. 

" None, madam," came the answer. 

" How extraordinary ! " Rosemary peered through the dusk, and the 

girl gazed back at her. How more than extraordinary! And suddenly 

it seemed to Rosemary such an adventure. It was like something out 

of a novel by Dostoevsky, this meeting in the dusk. Supposing she 

took the girl home ? Supposing she did do one of those things she 

was always reading about or seeing on the stage, what would 

happen ? It would be thrilling. And she heard herself saying 

afterwards to the amazement of her friends : " I simply took her 

home with me," as she stepped forward and said to that dim person 

beside her : " Come home to tea with me." 

The girl drew back startled. She even  stopped shivering for a 

moment. Rosemary put out a hand and touched her arm. " I mean 

it," she said, smiling. And she felt how-simple and kind her smile 

was. " Why won't you ? Do. Come home with me now in my car and 

have tea." 

" You—you don't mean it, madam," said the girl, and there was pain 

in her voice. 

" But I do," cried Rosemary. " I want you to. To please me. Come 

along." 

The girl put her fingers to her lips and her eyes devoured Rosemary. 

" You're—you're not taking me to the police station ? " she 

stammered. 

" The police station ! " Rosemary laughed out. " Why should I be so 

cruel ? No, I only want to make you warm and to hear— anything 

you care to tell me." 



Hungry people are easily led. The footman held the door of the car 

open, and a moment later they were skimming through the dusk. 

" There ! " said Rosemary. She had a feeling of triumph as she slipped 

her hand through the velvet strap. She could have said, " Now I've 

got you," as she gazed at the little captive she had netted. But of 

course she meant it kindly. Oh, more than kindly. She was going to 

prove to this girl that—wonderful things did happen in life, that—

fairy godmothers were real, that— rich people had hearts, and that 

women were sisters. She turned impulsively, saying: " Don't  be 

frightened. After all, why shouldn't you come back with me ? We're 

both women. If I'm the more fortunate, you ought to expect..." 

But happily at that moment, for she didn't know how the sentence 

was going to end, the car stopped. The bell was rung, the door 

opened, and with a charming, protecting, almost embracing 

movement, Rosemary drew the other into the hall. Warmth, softness, 

light, a sweet scent, all those things so familiar to her she never even 

thought about them, she watched that other receive. It was 

fascinating. She was like the rich little girl in her nursery with all 

the cupboards to open, all the boxes to unpack. 

" Come, come upstairs," said Rosemary, longing to begin to be 

generous. " Come up to my room." And, besides, she wanted to spare 

this poor little thing from being stared at by the servants; she 

decided as they mounted the stairs she would not even ring for 

Jeanne, but take off her things by herself. The great thing was to be 

natural! 

And " There ! " cried Rosemary again, as they reached her beautiful 

big bedroom with the curtains drawn, the fire leaping on her 

wonderful lacquer furniture, her gold cushions and the primrose 

and blue rugs. 

The girl stood just inside the door ; she seemed dazed. But Rosemary 

didn't mind that. 

" Come and sit down," she cried, dragging her big chair up to the 

fire, " in this comfy chair. Come and get warm. You look so 

dreadfully cold." 

" I daren't, madam," said the girl, and she edged backwards. 



" Oh, please,"—Rosemary ran forward—" you mustn't be frightened, 

you mustn't, really. Sit down, and when I've taken off my things we 

shall go into the next room and have tea and be cosy. Why are you 

afraid ? " And gently she half pushed the thin figure into its deep 

cradle. 

But there was no answer. The girl stayed just as she had been put, 

with her hands by her sides and her mouth slightly open. To be quite 

sincere, she looked rather stupid. But Rosemary wouldn't 

acknowledge it. She leant over her, saying : " Won't you take off your 

hat ? Your pretty hair is all wet. And one is so much more 

comfortable without a hat, isn't one ? " 

There was a whisper that sounded like " Very good, madam," and the 

crushed hat was taken off. 

" And let me help you off with your coat, too," said Rosemary. 

The girl stood up. But she held on to the chair with one hand and let 

Rosemary pull. It was quite an effort. The other scarcely helped her 

at all. She seemed to stagger like a child, and the thought came and 

went through Rosemary's mind, that if people wanted helping they 

must respond a little, just a little, other wise it became very 

difficult indeed. And what was she to do with the coat now ? She left 

it on the floor, and the hat too. She was just going to take a cigarette 

off the mantelpiece when the girl said quickly, but so lightly and 

strangely : " I'm very sorry, madam, but I'm going to faint. I shall go 

off, madam, if I don't have something." 

" Good heavens, how thoughtless I am ! " Rosemary rushed to the 

bell. 

" Tea ! Tea at once ! And some brandy immediately ! " 

The maid was gone again, but the girl almost cried out. " No, I don't 

want no brandy. I never drink brandy. It's a cup of tea I want, 

madam." And she burst into tears. 

It was a terrible and fascinating moment. Rosemary knelt beside her 

chair. 

" Don't cry, poor little thing," she said. " Don't cry." And she gave the 

other her lace handkerchief. She really was touched beyond words. 

She put her arm round those thin, bird-like shoulders. 
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Now at last the other forgot to be shy, forgot everything except that 

they were both women, and gasped out: " I can't go on no longer like 

this. I can't bear it. I can't bear it. I shall do away with myself. I can't 

bear no more." 

" You shan't have to. I'll look after you. Don't cry any more. Don't 

you see what a good thing it was that you met me ? We'll  have tea 

and you'll tell me everything. And I shall arrange something. I 

promise. Do stop crying. It's so exhausting. Please ! " 

The other did stop just in time for Rosemary to get up before the tea 

came. She had the table placed between them. She plied the poor 

little creature with everything, all the sandwiches, all the bread and 

butter, and every time her cup was empty she filled it with tea, 

cream and sugar. People always said sugar was so nourishing. As for 

herself she didn't eat; she smoked and looked away tactfully so that 

the other should not be shy. 

And really the effect of that slight meal was marvellous. When the 

tea-table was carried away a new being, a light, frail creature with 

tangled hair, dark lips, deep, lighted eyes, lay back in the big chair 

in a kind of sweet languor, looking at the blaze. Rosemary lit a fresh 

cigarette ; it was time to begin. 

" And when did you have your last meal ? " she asked softly. 

But at that moment the door-handle turned. 

" Rosemary, may I come in ? " It was Philip. 

" Of course." 

He came in. " Oh, I'm so sorry," he said, and stopped and stared. 

" It's quite all right," said Rosemary smiling. " This is my friend, 

Miss——" 

" Smith, madam," said the languid figure, who was strangely still and 

unafraid. 

" Smith," said Rosemary. " We are going to have a little talk." 

" Oh, yes," said Philip. " Quite," and his eye caught sight of the coat 

and hat on the floor. He came over to the fire and turned his back to 

it. " It's a beastly afternoon," he said curiously, still looking at that 

listless figure, looking at its hands and boots, and then at Rosemary 

again. 

" Yes, isn't it ? " said Rosemary enthusiastically. " Vile." 



Philip smiled his charming smile. "As a matter of fact," said he, " I 

wanted you to come into the library for a moment. Would you ? 

Will Miss Smith excuse us ? " 

The big eyes were raised to him, but Rosemary answered for her. " 

Of course she will." And they went out of the room together. 

" I say," said Philip, when they were alone. " Explain. Who is she ? 

What does it all mean ?" 

Rosemary, laughing, leaned against the door and said : " I picked her 

up in Curzon Street. Really. She's a real pick-up. She asked me for 

the price of a cup of tea, and I brought her home with me." 

" But what on earth are you going to do with her ? " cried Philip. 

" Be nice to her," said Rosemary quickly. " Be frightfully nice to her. 

Look after her. I don't know how. We haven't talked yet. But show 

her—treat her—make her feel——" " My darling girl," said Philip, " 

you're quite mad, you know. It simply can't be done." 

" I knew you'd say that," retorted Rosemary. " Why not ? I want to. 

Isn't that a reason ? And besides, one's always reading about these 

things. I decided——" 

" But," said Philip slowly, and he cut the end of a cigar, " she's so 

astonishingly pretty." 

" Pretty ? " Rosemary was so surprised that she blushed. " Do you 

think so ? I—I hadn't thought about it." 

" Good Lord! " Philip struck a match. " She's absolutely lovely. Look 

again, my child. I was bowled over when I came into your room just 

now. However... I think you're making a ghastly mistake. Sorry, 

darling, if I'm crude and all that. But let me know if Miss Smith is 

going to dine with us in time for me to look up The Milliner's 

Gazette." 

" You absurd creature ! " said Rosemary, and she went out of the 

library, but not back to her bedroom. She went to her writing-room 

and sat down at her desk. Pretty ! Absolutely lovely ! Bowled over ! 

Her heart beat like a. heavy bell. Pretty ! Lovely ! She drew her 

cheque-book towards her. But no, cheques would be no use, of 

course. She opened a drawer and took out five pound notes, looked 

at them, put two back, and holding the three squeezed in her hand, 

she went back to her bedroom. 



Half an hour later Philip was still in the library, when Rosemary 

came in. 

" I only wanted to tell you," said she, and she leaned against the door 

again and looked at him with her dazzled exotic gaze, " Miss Smith 

won't dine with us to-night." 

Philip put down the paper. " Oh, what's happened ? Previous 

engagement ? " 

Rosemary came over and sat down on his knee. " She insisted on 

going," said she, " so I gave the poor little thing a present of money. I 

couldn't keep her against her will, could I ? " she added softly. 

Rosemary had just done her hair, darkened her eyes a little, and put 

on her pearls. She put up her hands and touched Philip's cheeks. 

" Do you like me ? " said she, and her tone, sweet, husky, troubled 

him. 

" I like you awfully," he said, and he held her tighter. " Kiss me." 

There was a pause. 

Then Rosemary said dreamily. " I saw a fascinating little box to-day. 

It cost twenty-eight guineas. May I have it ? " 

Philip jumped her on his knee. " You may, little wasteful one," said 

he. 

But that was not really what Rosemary wanted to say. 

" Philip," she whispered, and she pressed his head against her bosom, 

" am I pretty ? " 

      ******** 

MARK TWAIN - MONDAY MORNING 

MONDAY morning found Tom Sawyer miserable. Monday morning 

always found him so -- because it began another week's slow 

suffering in school. He generally began that day with wishing he 

had had no intervening holiday, it made the going into captivity and 

fetters again so much more odious. 

Tom lay thinking. Presently it occurred to him that he wished he was 

sick; then he could stay home from school. Here was a vague 

possibility. He canvassed his system. No ailment was found, and he 

investigated again. This time he thought he could detect colicky 



symptoms, and he began to encourage them with considerable hope. 

But they soon grew feeble, and presently died wholly away. He 

reflected further. Suddenly he discovered something. One of his 

upper front teeth was loose. This was lucky; he was about to begin to 

groan, as a "starter," as he called it, when it occurred to him that if 

he came into court with that argument, his aunt would pull it out, 

and that would hurt. So he thought he would hold the tooth in 

reserve for the present, and seek further. Nothing offered for some 

little time, and then he remembered hearing the doctor tell about a 

certain thing that laid up a patient for two or three weeks and 

threatened to make him lose a finger. So the boy eagerly drew his 

sore toe from under the sheet and held it up for inspection. But now 

he did not know the necessary symptoms. However, it seemed well 

worthwhile to chance it, so he fell to groaning with considerable 

spirit. 

But Sid slept on unconscious. 

Tom groaned louder, and fancied that he began to feel pain in the 

toe. 

No result from Sid. 

Tom was panting with his exertions by this time. He took a rest and 

then swelled himself up and fetched a succession of admirable 

groans. 

Sid snored on. 

Tom was aggravated. He said, "Sid, Sid!" and shook him. This course 

worked well, and Tom began to groan again. Sid yawned, stretched, 

then brought himself up on his elbow with a snort, and began to 

stare at Tom. Tom went on groaning. Sid said: 

"Tom! Say, Tom!" [No response.] "Here, Tom! Tom! What is the 

matter, Tom?" And he shook him and looked in his face anxiously. 

Tom moaned out: 



"Oh, don't, Sid. Don't joggle me." 

"Why, what's the matter, Tom? I must call auntie." 

"No -- never mind. It'll be over by and by, maybe. Don't call 

anybody." 

"But I must! Don't groan so, Tom, it's awful. How long you been this 

way?" 

"Hours. Ouch! Oh, don't stir so, Sid, you'll kill me." 

"Tom, why didn't you wake me sooner ? Oh, Tom, don't ! It makes 

my flesh crawl to hear you. Tom, what is the matter?" 

"I forgive you everything, Sid. [Groan.] Everything you've ever done 

to me. When I'm gone -- " 

"Oh, Tom, you ain't dying, are you? Don't, Tom -- oh, don't. Maybe -

- " 

"I forgive everybody, Sid. [Groan.] Tell 'em so, Sid. And Sid, you give 

my window-sash and my cat with one eye to that new girl that's 

come to town, and tell her -- " 

But Sid had snatched his clothes and gone. Tom was suffering in 

reality, now, so handsomely was his imagination working, and so his 

groans had gathered quite a genuine tone. 

Sid flew down-stairs and said: 

"Oh, Aunt Polly, come! Tom's dying!" 

"Dying!" 

"Yes'm. Don't wait -- come quick!" 

"Rubbage! I don't believe it!" 



But she fled up-stairs, nevertheless, with Sid and Mary at her heels. 

And her face grew white, too, and her lip trembled. When she 

reached the bed-side she gasped out: 

"You, Tom! Tom, what's the matter with you?" 

"Oh, auntie, I'm -- " 

"What's the matter with you -- what is the matter with you, child?" 

"Oh, auntie, my sore toe's mortified!" 

The old lady sank down into a chair and laughed a little, then cried a 

little, then did both together. This restored her and she said: 

"Tom, what a turn you did give me. Now you shut up that nonsense 

and climb out of this." 

The groans ceased and the pain vanished from the toe. The boy felt a 

little foolish, and he said: 

"Aunt Polly, it seemed mortified, and it hurt so I never minded my 

tooth at all." 

"Your tooth, indeed! What's the matter with your tooth?" 

"One of them's loose, and it aches perfectly awful." 

"There, there, now, don't begin that groaning again. Open your 

mouth. Well -- your tooth IS loose, but you're not going to die about 

that. Mary, get me a silk thread, and a chunk of fire out of the 

kitchen." 

Tom said: 

"Oh, please, auntie, don't pull it out. It don't hurt any more. I wish I 

may never stir if it does. Please don't, auntie. I don't want to stay 

home from school." 



"Oh, you don't, don't you? So all this row was because you thought 

you'd get to stay home from school and go a-fishing? Tom, Tom, I 

love you so, and you seem to try every way you can to break my old 

heart with your outrageousness." By this time the dental instruments 

were ready. The old lady made one end of the silk thread fast to 

Tom's tooth with a loop and tied the other to the bedpost. Then she 

seized the chunk of fire and suddenly thrust it almost into the boy's 

face. The tooth hung dangling by the bedpost, now. 

But all trials bring their compensations. As Tom wended to school 

after breakfast, he was the envy of every boy he met because the gap 

in his upper row of teeth enabled him to expectorate in a new and 

admirable way. He gathered quite a following of lads interested in 

the exhibition; and one that had cut his finger and had been a centre 

of fascination and homage up to this time, now found himself 

suddenly without an adherent, and shorn of his glory. His heart was 

heavy, and he said with a disdain which he did not feel that it wasn't 

anything to spit like Tom Sawyer; but another boy said, "Sour 

grapes!" and he wandered away a dismantled hero. 

Shortly Tom came upon the juvenile pariah of the village, 

Huckleberry Finn, son of the town drunkard. Huckleberry was 

cordially hated and dreaded by all the mothers of the town, because 

he was idle and lawless and vulgar and bad -- and because all their 

children admired him so, and delighted in his forbidden society, and 

wished they dared to be like him. Tom was like the rest of the 

respectable boys, in that he envied Huckleberry his gaudy outcast 

condition, and was under strict orders not to play with him. So he 

played with him every time he got a chance. Huckleberry was 

always dressed in the cast-off clothes of full-grown men, and they 

were in perennial bloom and fluttering with rags. His hat was a vast 

ruin with a wide crescent lopped out of its brim; his coat, when he 

wore one, hung nearly to his heels and had the rearward buttons far 

down the back; but one suspender supported his trousers; the seat of 

the trousers bagged low and contained nothing, the fringed legs 

dragged in the dirt when not rolled up. 



Huckleberry came and went, at his own free will. He slept on 

doorsteps in fine weather and in empty hogsheads in wet; he did not 

have to go to school or to church, or call any being master or obey 

anybody; he could go fishing or swimming when and where he 

chose, and stay as long as it suited him; nobody forbade him to fight; 

he could sit up as late as he pleased; he was always the first boy that 

went barefoot in the spring and the last to resume leather in the fall; 

he never had to wash, nor put on clean clothes; he could swear 

wonderfully. In a word, everything that goes to make life precious 

that boy had. So thought every harassed, hampered, respectable boy 

in St. Petersburg. 

Tom hailed the romantic outcast: 

"Hello, Huckleberry!" 

"Hello yourself, and see how you like it." 

"What's that you got?" 

"Dead cat." 

"Lemme see him, Huck. My, he's pretty stiff. Where'd you get him ?" 

"Bought him off'n a boy." 

"What did you give?" 

"I give a blue ticket and a bladder that I got at the slaughter-house." 

"Where'd you get the blue ticket?" 

"Bought it off'n Ben Rogers two weeks ago for a hoop-stick." 

"Say -- what is dead cats good for, Huck?" 

"Good for? Cure warts with." 

"No! Is that so? I know something that's better." 



"I bet you don't. What is it?" 

"Why, spunk-water." 

"Spunk-water! I wouldn't give a dern for spunk-water." 

"You wouldn't, wouldn't you? D'you ever try it?" 

"No, I hain't. But Bob Tanner did." 

"Who told you so!" 

"Why, he told Jeff Thatcher, and Jeff told Johnny Baker, and Johnny 

told Jim Hollis, and Jim told Ben Rogers, and Ben told a nigger, and 

the nigger told me. There now!" 

"Well, what of it? They'll all lie. Leastways all but the nigger. I don't 

know him . But I never see a nigger that wouldn't lie. Shucks! Now 

you tell me how Bob Tanner done it, Huck." 

"Why, he took and dipped his hand in a rotten stump where the 

rain-water was." 

"In the daytime?" 

"Certainly." 

"With his face to the stump?" 

"Yes. Least I reckon so." 

"Did he say anything?" 

"I don't reckon he did. I don't know." 

"Aha! Talk about trying to cure warts with spunk-water such a 

blame fool way as that! Why, that ain't a-going to do any good. You 

got to go all by yourself, to the middle of the woods, where you 

know there's a spunk-water stump, and just as it's midnight you 

back up against the stump and jam your hand in and say: 



'Barley-corn, barley-corn, injun-meal shorts, 

Spunk-water, spunk-water, swaller these warts,' 

and then walk away quick, eleven steps, with your eyes shut, and 

then turn around three times and walk home without speaking to 

anybody. Because if you speak the charm's busted." 

"Well, that sounds like a good way; but that ain't the way Bob 

Tanner done." 

"No, sir, you can bet he didn't, becuz he's the wartiest boy in this 

town; and he wouldn't have a wart on him if he'd knowed how to 

work spunk-water. I've took off thousands of warts off of my hands 

that way, Huck. I play with frogs so much that I've always got 

considerable many warts. Sometimes I take 'em off with a bean." 

"Yes, bean's good. I've done that." 

"Have you? What's your way?" 

"You take and split the bean, and cut the wart so as to get some 

blood, and then you put the blood on one piece of the bean and take 

and dig a hole and bury it 'bout midnight at the crossroads in the 

dark of the moon, and then you burn up the rest of the bean. You see 

that piece that's got the blood on it will keep drawing and drawing, 

trying to fetch the other piece to it, and so that helps the blood to 

draw the wart, and pretty soon off she comes." 

"Yes, that's it, Huck -- that's it; though when you're burying it if you 

say 'Down bean; off wart; come no more to bother me!' it's better. 

That's the way Joe Harper does, and he's been nearly to Coonville 

and most everywheres. But say -- how do you cure 'em with dead 

cats?" 

"Why, you take your cat and go and get in the graveyard 'long about 

midnight when somebody that was wicked has been buried; and 

when it's midnight a devil will come, or maybe two or three, but you 

can't see 'em, you can only hear something like the wind, or maybe 



hear 'em talk; and when they're taking that feller away, you have 

your cat after 'em and say, 'Devil follow corpse, cat follow devil, 

warts follow cat, I'm done with ye!' That'll fetch ANY wart." 

"Sounds right. D'you ever try it, Huck?" 

"No, but old Mother Hopkins told me." 

"Well, I reckon it's so, then. Becuz they say she's a witch." 

"Say! Why, Tom, I know she is. She witched pap. Pap says so his own 

self. He come along one day, and he see she was a-witching him, so 

he took up a rock, and if she hadn't dodged, he'd a got her. Well, 

that very night he rolled off'n a shed wher' he was a layin drunk, 

and broke his arm." 

"Why, that's awful. How did he know she was a-witching him?" 

"Lord, pap can tell, easy. Pap says when they keep looking at you 

right stiddy, they're a-witching you. Specially if they mumble. Becuz 

when they mumble they're saying the Lord's Prayer backards." 

"Say, Hucky, when you going to try the cat?" 

"To-night. I reckon they'll come after old Hoss Williams to-night." 

"But they buried him Saturday. Didn't they get him Saturday night?" 

"Why, how you talk! How could their charms work till midnight? -- 

and then it's Sunday. Devils don't slosh around much of a Sunday, I 

don't reckon." 

"I never thought of that. That's so. Lemme go with you?" 

"Of course -- if you ain't afeard." 

"Afeard! 'Tain't likely. Will you meow?" 



"Yes -- and you meow back, if you get a chance. Last time, you kep' 

me a-meowing around till old Hays went to throwing rocks at me 

and says 'Dern that cat!' and so I hove a brick through his window -- 

but don't you tell." 

"I won't. I couldn't meow that night, becuz auntie was watching me, 

but I'll meow this time. Say -- what's that?" 

"Nothing but a tick." 

"Where'd you get him?" 

"Out in the woods." 

"What'll you take for him?" 

"I don't know. I don't want to sell him." 

"All right. It's a mighty small tick, anyway." 

"Oh, anybody can run a tick down that don't belong to them. I'm 

satisfied with it. It's a good enough tick for me." 

"Sho, there's ticks a plenty. I could have a thousand of 'em if I 

wanted to." 

"Well, why don't you? Becuz you know mighty well you can't. This is 

a pretty early tick, I reckon. It's the first one I've seen this year." 

"Say, Huck -- I'll give you my tooth for him." 

"Less see it." 

Tom got out a bit of paper and carefully unrolled it. Huckleberry 

viewed it wistfully. The temptation was very strong. At last he said: 

"Is it genuwyne?" 

Tom lifted his lip and showed the vacancy. 



"Well, all right," said Huckleberry, "it's a trade." 

Tom enclosed the tick in the percussion-cap box that had lately been 

the pinchbug's prison, and the boys separated, each feeling wealthier 

than before. 

When Tom reached the little isolated frame school-house, he strode 

in briskly, with the manner of one who had come with all honest 

speed. He hung his hat on a peg and flung himself into his seat with 

business-like alacrity. The master, throned on high in his great 

splint-bottom arm-chair, was dozing, lulled by the drowsy hum of 

study. The interruption roused him. 

"Thomas Sawyer!" 

Tom knew that when his name was pronounced in full, it meant 

trouble. 

"Sir!" 

"Come up here. Now, sir, why are you late again, as usual?" 

Tom was about to take refuge in a lie, when he saw two long tails of 

yellow hair hanging down a back that he recognized by the electric 

sympathy of love; and by that form was the only vacant place on the 

girls' side of the school-house. He instantly said: 

"I STOPPED TO TALK WITH HUCKLEBERRY FINN!" 

The master's pulse stood still, and he stared helplessly. The buzz of 

study ceased. The pupils wondered if this foolhardy boy had lost his 

mind. The master said: 

"You -- you did what?" 

"Stopped to talk with Huckleberry Finn." 

There was no mistaking the words. 



"Thomas Sawyer, this is the most astounding confession I have ever 

listened to. No mere ferule will answer for this offence. Take off your 

jacket." 

The master's arm performed until it was tired and the stock of 

switches notably diminished. Then the order followed: 

"Now, sir, go and sit with the girls! And let this be a warning to you." 

The titter that rippled around the room appeared to abash the boy, 

but in reality that result was caused rather more by his worshipful 

awe of his unknown idol and the dread pleasure that lay in his high 

good fortune. He sat down upon the end of the pine bench and the 

girl hitched herself away from him with a toss of her head. Nudges 

and winks and whispers traversed the room, but Tom sat still, with 

his arms upon the long, low desk before him, and seemed to study 

his book. 

By and by attention ceased from him, and the accustomed school 

murmur rose upon the dull air once more. Presently the boy began 

to steal furtive glances at the girl. She observed it, "made a mouth" at 

him and gave him the back of her head for the space of a minute. 

When she cautiously faced around again, a peach lay before her. 

She thrust it away. Tom gently put it back. She thrust it away again, 

but with less animosity. Tom patiently returned it to its place. Then 

she let it remain. Tom scrawled on his slate, "Please take it -- I got 

more." The girl glanced at the words, but made no sign. Now the boy 

began to draw something on the slate, hiding his work with his left 

hand. For a time the girl refused to notice; but her human curiosity 

presently began to manifest itself by hardly perceptible signs. The 

boy worked on, apparently unconscious. The girl made a sort of 

non-committal attempt to see, but the boy did not betray that he was 

aware of it. At last she gave in and hesitatingly whispered: 

"Let me see it." 



Tom partly uncovered a dismal caricature of a house with two gable 

ends to it and a corkscrew of smoke issuing from the chimney. Then 

the girl's interest began to fasten itself upon the work and she forgot 

everything else. When it was finished, she gazed a moment, then 

whispered: 

"It's nice -- make a man." 

The artist erected a man in the front yard, that resembled a derrick. 

He could have stepped over the house; but the girl was not 

hypercritical; she was satisfied with the monster, and whispered: 

"It's a beautiful man -- now make me coming along." 

Tom drew an hour-glass with a full moon and straw limbs to it and 

armed the spreading fingers with a portentous fan. The girl said: 

"It's ever so nice -- I wish I could draw." 

"It's easy," whispered Tom, "I'll learn you." 

"Oh, will you? When" 

"At noon. Do you go home to dinner?" 

"I'll stay if you will." 

"Good -- that's a whack. What's your name?" 

"Becky Thatcher. What's yours? Oh, I know. It's Thomas Sawyer." 

"That's the name they lick me by. I'm Tom when I'm good. You call 

me Tom, will you?" 

"Yes." 

Now Tom began to scrawl something on the slate, hiding the words 

from the girl. But she was not backward this time. She begged to see. 

Tom said: 



"Oh, it ain't anything." 

"Yes it is." 

"No it ain't. You don't want to see." 

"Yes I do, indeed I do. Please let me." 

"You'll tell." 

"No I won't -- deed and deed and double deed won't." 

"You won't tell anybody at all? Ever, as long as you live?" 

"No, I won't ever tell anybody. Now let me." 

"Oh, you don't want to see!" 

"Now that you treat me so, I will see." And she put her small hand 

upon his and a little scuffle ensued, Tom pretending to resist in 

earnest but letting his hand slip by degrees till these words were 

revealed: "I LOVE YOU." 

"Oh, you bad thing!" And she hit his hand a smart rap, but reddened 

and looked pleased, nevertheless. 

Just at this juncture the boy felt a slow, fateful grip closing on his 

ear, and a steady lifting impulse. In that vise he was borne across the 

house and deposited in his own seat, under a peppering fire of 

giggles from the whole school. Then the master stood over him 

during a few awful moments, and finally moved away to his throne 

without saying a word. But although Tom's ear tingled, his heart was 

jubilant. 

As the school quieted down Tom made an honest effort to study, but 

the turmoil within him was too great. In turn he took his place in 

the reading class and made a botch of it; then in the geography class 

and turned lakes into mountains, mountains into rivers, and rivers 

into continents, till chaos was come again; then in the spelling class, 



and got "turned down," by a succession of mere baby words, till he 

brought up at the foot and yielded up the pewter medal which he 

had worn with ostentation for months. 

      ****** 

ANTON CHEKOV - VANKA 

NINE-YEAR-OLD Vanka Zhukov, who had been apprenticed three 

months ago to Alyakhin the shoemaker, did not go to bed on 

Christmas eve. He waited till his master and mistress and the senior 

apprentices had gone to church, and then took from the cupboard a 

bottle of ink and a pen with a rusty nib, spread out a crumpled sheet 

of paper, and was all ready to write. Before tracing the first letter he 

glanced several times anxiously at the door and window, peered at 

the dark icon, with shelves holding cobbler's lasts stretching on 

either side of it, and gave a quivering sigh. The paper lay on the 

bench, and Vanka knelt on the floor at the bench. 

"Dear Grandad Konstantin Makarich," he wrote. "I am writing a 

letter to you. I send you Christmas greetings and hope God will send 

you his blessings. I have no Father and no Mummie and you are all I 

have left." 

Vanka raised his eves to the dark window-pane, in which the 

reflection of the candle flickered, and in his imagination distinctly 

saw his grandfather, Konstantin Makarich, who was night 

watchman on the estate of some gentlefolk called Zhivarev. He was a 

small, lean old man about sixty-five. but remarkably lively and agile, 

with a smiling face and eves bleary with drink. In the daytime he 

either slept in the back kitchen, or sat joking with the cook and the 

kitchen-maids, and in the night, wrapped in a great sheepskin coat, 

he walked round and round the estate, sounding his rattle. After 

him, with drooping heads, went old Kashtanka and another dog, 

called Eel, on account of his black coat and long, weasel-like body. 

Eel was wonderfully respectful and insinuating, and turned the same 

appealing glance on friends and strangers alike, but he inspired 

confidence in no one. His deferential manner and docility were a 

cloak for the most Jesuitical spite and malice. He was an adept at 



stealing up, to snap at a foot, creeping into the ice-house, or 

snatching a peasant's chicken. His hind-legs had been slashed again 

and again, twice he had been strung up, he was beaten within an 

inch of his life every week, but he survived it all. 

Grandad was probably standing at the gate at this moment, screwing 

up his eves to look at the bright red light coming from the church 

windows, or stumping about in his felt boots, fooling with the 

servants. His rattle would be fastened to his belt. He would be 

throwing out his arms and hugging himself against the cold, or, 

with his old man's titter, pinching a maid, or one of the cooks. "Have 

a nip," he would say, holding out his snuffbox to the women. 

The women would take a pinch and sneeze. Grandfather would be 

overcome with delight, breaking out into jolly laughter, and 

shouting: 

"Good for frozen noses!" 

Even the dogs would be given snuff. Kashtanka would sneeze, shake 

her head and walk away, offended. But Eel, too polite to sneeze, 

would wag his tail. And the weather was glorious. The air still, 

transparent. fresh. It was a dark night, but the whole village with its 

white roofs, the smoke rising from the chimneys, the trees, silver 

with rime, the snow-drifts, could be seen distinctly. The sky was 

sprinkled with gaily twinkling stars, and the Milky Way stood out as 

clearly as if newly scrubbed for the holiday and polished with 

snow.... 

Vanka sighed, dipped his pen in the ink, and went on writing: 

"And yesterday I had such a hiding. The master took me by the hair 

and dragged me out into the yard and beat me with the stirrup-strap 

because by mistake I went to sleep rocking their baby. And one day 

last week the mistress told me to gut a herring and I began from the 

tail and she picked up the herring and rubbed my face with the 

head. The other apprentices make fun of me, they send me to the 

tavern for vodka and make me steal the masters cucumbers and the 

master beats me with the first thing he finds. And there is nothing to 

eat. They give me bread in the morning and gruel for dinner and in 

the evening bread again but I never get tea or cabbage soup they 

gobble it all rip themselves. And they make me sleep in the passage 



and when their baby cries I dont get any sleep at all I have to rock it. 

Dear Grandad for the dear Lords sake take me away from here take 

me home to the village I can‘t bear it any longer. Oh Grandad I beg 

and implore you and I will always pray for you do take me away 

from here or I'll die. . . ." 

Vanka's lips twitched, he rubbed his eyes with a black fist and gave a 

sob. 

"I will grind your snuff for you," he went on. "I will pray for you and 

you can flog me as hard as you like if I am naughty. And if you think 

there is nothing for me to do I will ask the steward to take pity on 

me and let me clean the boots or I will go as a shepherd-boy instead 

of Fedya. Dear Grandad I can‘t stand it it is killing me. I thought I 

would run away on foot to the village but I have no boots and I was 

afraid of the frost. And when I grow up to be a man I will look after 

you and I will not let anyone hurt you and when you die I will pray 

for your soul like I do for my Mummie. 

"Moscow is such a big town there are so many gentlemens houses 

and such a lot of horses and no sheep and the dogs are not a bit 

fierce. The boys dont go about with the star at Christmas and they 

dont let you sing in church and once I saw them selling fish-hooks 

in the shop all together with the lines and for any fish you like very 

good ones and there was one would hold a sheat-fish weighing 

thirty pounds and I have seen shops where there are all sorts of guns 

just like the master has at home they must cost a hundred rubles 

each. And in the butchers shops there are grouse and wood-cock 

and hares but the people in the shop dont say where they were shot. 

"Dear Grandad when they have a Christmas tree at the big house 

take a gilded nut for me and put it away in the green chest. Ask Miss 

Olga Ignatvevna tell her its for Vanka." 

Vanka gave a sharp sigh and once more gazed at the windowpane. 

He remembered his grandfather going to get a Christmas tree for the 

gentry, and taking his grandson with him. Oh, what happy times 

those had been! Grandfather would give a chuckle, and the frost-

bound wood chuckled, and Vanka, following their example, 

chuckled, too. Before chopping down the fir-tree, Grandfather 

would smoke a pipe, take a long pinch of snuff, and laugh at the 



shivering Vanka. . . . The young fir-trees, coated with frost, stood 

motionless, waiting to see which one of them was to die. And 

suddenly a hare would come leaping over a snow-drift, swift as an 

arrow.. .. Grandfather could never help shouting: 

"Stop it, stop it . . . stop it! Oh, you stub-tailed devil!" 

Grandfather would drag the tree to the big house, and they would 

start decorating it. . . . Miss Olga Ignatyevna, Vanka's favorite, was 

the busiest of all. While Pelageva, Vanka's mother, was alive and in 

service at the big house, Olga Ignatyevna used to give Vanka sweets, 

and amuse herself by teaching him to read, write and count to a 

hundred, and even to dance the quadrille. But when Pelageya died, 

the orphaned Vanka was sent down to the back kitchen to his 

grandfather, and from there to Moscow, to Alyakhin the shoemaker. 

. . . 

"Come to me dear Grandad," continued Vanka. "I beg you for Christs 

sake take me away from here. Pity me unhappy orphan they beat me 

all the time and I am always hungry and I am so miserable here I 

can‘t tell you I cry all the time. And one day the master hit me over 

the head with a last and I fell down and thought I would never get 

rip again. I have such a miserable life worse than a dogs. And I send 

my love to Alyona one-eyed Yegor and the coachman and dont give 

my concertina to anyone. I remain your grandson Ivan Zhukov dear 

Grandad do come." 

Vanka folded the sheet of paper in four and put it into an envelope 

which he had bought the day before for a kopek. ... Then he paused 

to think, dipped his pen into the ink-pot, wrote: "To Grandfather in 

the village," scratched his head, thought again, then added: 

"TO KONSTANTIN MAKARICH" 

Pleased that no one had prevented him from writing, he put on his 

cap and ran out into the sheet without putting his coat on over his 

shirt. 

The men at the butcher's told him, when he asked them the day 

before, that letters are put into letter-boxes, and from these boxes 

sent all over the world on mail coaches with three horses and 

drunken drivers and jingling bells. Vanka ran as far as the nearest 

letter-box and dropped his precious letter into the slit. . . 



An hour later, lulled by rosy hopes, he was fast asleep. . . . He 

dreamed of a stove. On the stove-ledge sat his grandfather, his bare 

feet dangling, reading the letter to the cooks. . . . Eel was walking 

backwards and forwards in front of the stove, wagging his tail. . . 

      ****** 

ERNEST HEMINGWAY - A DAY'S WAIT 

He came into the room to shut the windows while we were still in 

bed and I saw he looked ill. He was shivering, his face was white, 

and he walked slowly as though it ached to move. 

'What's the matter, Schatz?' 

'I've got a headache.' 

'You better go back to bed.' 

'No, I'm all right.' 

'You go to bed. I'll see you when I'm dressed.' 

But when I came downstairs he was dressed, sitting by the fire, 

looking a very sick and miserable boy of nine years. When I put my 

hand on his forehead I knew he had a fever. 

'You go up to bed,' I said, 'you're sick.' 

'I'm all right,' he said. 

When the doctor came he took the boy's temperature. 

'What is it?' I asked him. 

'One hundred and two.' 

Downstairs, the doctor left three different medicines in different 

colored capsules with instructions for giving them. One was to bring 

down the fever, another a purgative, the third to overcome an acid 

condition. The germs of influenza can only exist in an acid 

condition, he explained. He seemed to know all about influenza and 

said there was nothing to worry about if the fever did not go above 

one hundred and four degrees. This was a light epidemic of flu and 

there was no danger if you avoided pneumonia. 

Back in the room I wrote the boy's temperature down and made a 

note of the time to give the various capsules. 

'Do you want me to read to you?' 

'All right. If you want to,' said the boy. His face was very white and 

there were dark areas under his eyes. He lay still in bed and seemed 

very detached from what was going on. 



I read aloud from Howard Pyle's Book of Pirates; but I could see he 

was not following what I was reading. 

'How do you feel, Schatz?' I asked him. 

'Just the same, so far,' he said. 

I sat at the foot of the bed and read to myself while I waited for it to 

be time to give another capsule. It would have been natural for him 

to go to sleep, but when I looked up he was looking at the foot of the 

bed, looking very strangely. 

'Why don't you try to go to sleep? I'll wake you up for the medicine.' 

'I'd rather stay awake.' 

After a while he said to me, 'You don't have to stay here with me, 

Papa, if it bothers you.' 

'It doesn't bother me.' 

'No, I mean you don't have to stay if it's going to bother you.' 

I thought perhaps he was a little light-headed and after giving him 

the prescribed capsule at eleven o'clock I went out for a while. 

It was a bright, cold day, the ground covered with a sleet that had 

frozen so that it seemed as if all the bare trees, the bushes, the cut 

brush and all the grass and the bare ground had been varnished 

with ice. I took the young Irish setter for a little walk up the road 

and along a frozen creek, but it was difficult to stand or walk on the 

glassy surface and the red dog slipped and slithered and fell twice, 

hard, once dropping my gun and having it slide over the ice. 

We flushed a covey of quail under a high clay bank with 

overhanging brush and killed two as they went out of sight over the 

top of the bank. Some of the covey lit the trees, but most of them 

scattered into brush piles and it was necessary to jump on the ice-

coated mounds of brush several times before they would flush. 

Coming out while you were poised unsteadily on the icy, springy 

brush they made difficult shooting and killed two, missed five, and 

started back pleased to have found a covey close to the house and 

happy there were so many left to find on another day. 

At the house they said the boy had refused to let anyone come into 

the room. 

'You can't come in,' he said. 'You mustn't get what I have.' 

I went up to him and found him in exactly the position I had left 



him, white-faced, but with the tops of his cheeks flushed by the 

fever, staring still, as he had stared, at the foot of the bed. 

I took his temperature. 

'What is it?' 

'Something like a hundred,' I said. It was one hundred and two and 

four tenth. 

'It was a hundred and two,' he said. 

'Who said so?' 

'The doctor.' 

'Your temperature is all right,' I said. It's nothing to worry about.' 

'I don't worry,' he said, 'but I can't keep from thinking.' 

'Don't think,' I said. 'Just take it easy.' 

'I'm taking it easy,' he said and looked straight ahead. He was 

evidently holding tight onto himself about something. 

'Take this with water.' 

'Do you think it will do any good?' 

'Of course it will.' 

I sat down and opened the Pirate book and commenced to read, but I 

could see he was not following, so I stopped. 

'About what time do you think I'm going to die?' he asked. 

'What?' 

'About how long will it be before I die?' 

'You aren't going to die. What's the matter with you?' 

Oh, yes, I am. I heard him say a hundred and two.' 

'People don't die with a fever of one hundred and two. That's a silly 

way to talk.' 

'I know they do. At school in France the boys told me you can't live 

with forty-four degrees. I've got a hundred and two.' 

He had been waiting to die all day, ever since nine o'clock in the 

morning. 

'You poor Schatz,' I said. 'Poor old Schatz. It's like miles and 

kilometers. You aren't going to die. That's a different thermometer. 

On that thermometer thirty-seven is normal. On this kind it's ninety-

eight.' 

'Are you sure?' 

'Absolutely,' I said. 'It's like miles and kilometers. You know, like how 



many kilometers we make when we do seventy in the car?' 

'Oh,' he said. 

But his gaze at the foot of his bed relaxed slowly. The hold over 

himself relaxed too, finally, and the next day it was very slack and 

he cried very easily at little things that were of no importance. 

  ******** 

 

O. HENRY - THE GIFT OF THE MAGI 

ONE DOLLAR AND eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents 

of it was in pennies. Pennies saved one and two at a time by 

bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man and the butcher until 

one's cheeks burned with the silent imputation of parsimony that 

such close dealing implied. Three times Della counted it. One dollar 

and eighty-seven cents. And the next day would be Christmas. 

There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby little 

couch and howl. So Della did it. Which instigates the moral 

reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with 

sniffles predominating. 

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first 

stage to the second, take a look at the home. A furnished flat at $8 

per week. It did not exactly beggar description, but it certainly had 

that word on the lookout for the mendicancy squad. 

In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would 

go, and an electric button from which no mortal finger could coax a 

ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name ―Mr. 

James Dillingham Young.‖ The ―Dillingham‖ had been flung to the 

breeze during a former period of prosperity when its possessor was 

being paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk to $20, 

the letters of ―Dillingham‖ looked blurred, as though they were 

thinking seriously of contracting to a modest and unassuming D. But 

whenever Mr. James Dillingham Young came home and reached his 

flat above he was called ―Jim‖ and greatly hugged by Mrs. James 

Dillingham Young, already introduced to you as Della. Which is all 

very good. 

Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder 

rag. She stood by the window and looked out dully at a grey cat 



walking a grey fence in a grey backyard. Tomorrow would be 

Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 with which to buy Jim a 

present. She had been saving every penny she could for months, 

with this result. Twenty dollars a week doesn't go far. Expenses had 

been greater than she had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 

to buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent 

planning for something nice for him. Something fine and rare and 

sterling—something just a little bit near to being worthy of the 

honor of being owned by Jim. 

There was a pier-glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps 

you have seen a pier-glass in an $8 flat. A very thin and very agile 

person may, by observing his reflection in a rapid sequence of 

longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly accurate conception of his looks. 

Della, being slender, had mastered the art. 

Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. 

Her eyes were shining brilliantly, but her face had lost its color 

within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it 

fall to its full length. 

Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in 

which they both took a mighty pride. One was Jim's gold watch that 

had been his father's and his grandfather's. The other was Della's 

hair. Had the Queen of Sheba lived in the flat across the airshaft, 

Della would have let her hair hang out the window some day to dry 

just to depreciate Her Majesty's jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon 

been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the basement, Jim 

would have pulled out his watch every time he passed, just to see 

him pluck at his beard from envy. 

So now Della's beautiful hair fell about her, rippling and shining like 

a cascade of brown waters. It reached below her knee and made 

itself almost a garment for her. And then she did it up again 

nervously and quickly. Once she faltered for a minute and stood still 

while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet. 

On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With a 

whirl of skirts and with the brilliant sparkle still in her eyes, she 

fluttered out the door and down the stairs to the street. 



Where she stopped the sign read: ―Mme. Sofronie. Hair Goods of All 

Kinds.‖ One flight up Della ran, and collected herself, panting. 

Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the ―Sofronie.‖ 

―Will you buy my hair?‖ asked Della. 

―I buy hair,‖ said Madame. ―Take yer hat off and let's have a sight at 

the looks of it.‖ 

Down rippled the brown cascade. ―Twenty dollars,‖ said Madame, 

lifting the mass with a practised hand. 

―Give it to me quick,‖ said Della. 

Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the 

hashed metaphor. She was ransacking the stores for Jim's present. 

She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. 

There was no other like it in any of the stores, and she had turned all 

of them inside out. It was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in 

design, properly proclaiming its value by substance alone and not by 

meretricious ornamentation—as all good things should do. It was 

even worthy of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she knew that it 

must be Jim's. It was like him. Quietness and value—the description 

applied to both. Twenty-one dollars they took from her for it, and 

she hurried home with the 87 cents. With that chain on his watch 

Jim might be properly anxious about the time in any company. 

Grand as the watch was, he sometimes looked at it on the sly on 

account of the old leather strap that he used in place of a chain. 

When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to 

prudence and reason. She got out her curling irons and lighted the 

gas and went to work repairing the ravages made by generosity 

added to love. Which is always a tremendous task, dear friends—a 

mammoth task. 

Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close-lying 

curls that made her look wonderfully like a truant schoolboy. She 

looked at her reflection in the mirror long, carefully, and critically. 

―If Jim doesn't kill me,‖ she said to herself, ―before he takes a second 

look at me, he'll say I look like a Coney Island chorus girl. But what 

could I do—oh! what could I do with a dollar and eighty-seven 

cents?‖ 



At 7 o'clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the back 

of the stove hot and ready to cook the chops. 

Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat 

on the corner of the table near the door that he always entered. Then 

she heard his step on the stair away down on the first flight, and she 

turned white for just a moment. She had a habit for saying little 

silent prayers about the simplest everyday things, and now she 

whispered: ―Please God, make him think I am still pretty.‖ 

The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin 

and very serious. Poor fellow, he was only twenty-two—and to be 

burdened with a family! He needed a new overcoat and he was 

without gloves. 

Jim stopped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of 

quail. His eyes were fixed upon Della, and there was an expression 

in them that she could not read, and it terrified her. It was not 

anger, nor surprise, nor disapproval, nor horror, nor any of the 

sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply stared at her 

fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face. 

Della wriggled off the table and went for him. 

―Jim, darling,‖ she cried, ―don't look at me that way. I had my hair 

cut off and sold it because I couldn't have lived through Christmas 

without giving you a present. It'll grow out again—you won't mind, 

will you? I just had to do it. My hair grows awfully fast. Say ‗Merry 

Christmas!‘ Jim, and let's be happy. You don't know what a nice—

what a beautiful, nice gift I've got for you.‖ 

―You've cut off your hair?‖ asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not 

arrived at that patent fact yet even after the hardest mental labor. 

―Cut it off and sold it,‖ said Della. ―Don't you like me just as well, 

anyhow? I'm me without my hair, ain't I?‖ 

Jim looked about the room curiously. 

―You say your hair is gone?‖ he said, with an air almost of idiocy. 

―You needn't look for it,‖ said Della. ―It's sold, I tell you—sold and 

gone, too. It's Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, for it went for you. 

Maybe the hairs of my head were numbered,‖ she went on with 

sudden serious sweetness, ―but nobody could ever count my love for 

you. Shall I put the chops on, Jim?‖ 



Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. 

For ten seconds let us regard with discreet scrutiny some 

inconsequential object in the other direction. Eight dollars a week or 

a million a year—what is the difference? A mathematician or a wit 

would give you the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, 

but that was not among them. This dark assertion will be 

illuminated later on. 

Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the 

table. 

―Don't make any mistake, Dell,‖ he said, ―about me. I don't think 

there's anything in the way of a haircut or a shave or a shampoo that 

could make me like my girl any less. But if you'll unwrap that 

package you may see why you had me going a while at first.‖ 

White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an 

ecstatic scream of joy; and then, alas! a quick feminine change to 

hysterical tears and wails, necessitating the immediate employment 

of all the comforting powers of the lord of the flat. 

For there lay The Combs—the set of combs, side and back, that Della 

had worshipped long in a Broadway window. Beautiful combs, pure 

tortoise shell, with jewelled rims—just the shade to wear in the 

beautiful vanished hair. They were expensive combs, she knew, and 

her heart had simply craved and yearned over them without the 

least hope of possession. And now, they were hers, but the tresses 

that should have adorned the coveted adornments were gone. 

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to 

look up with dim eyes and a smile and say: ―My hair grows so fast, 

Jim!‖ 

And them Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, ―Oh, oh!‖ 

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him 

eagerly upon her open palm. The dull precious metal seemed to flash 

with a reflection of her bright and ardent spirit. 

―Isn't it a dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. You'll have to 

look at the time a hundred times a day now. Give me your watch. I 

want to see how it looks on it.‖ 

Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his 

hands under the back of his head and smiled. 



―Dell,‖ said he, ―let's put our Christmas presents away and keep ‘em 

a while. They're too nice to use just at present. I sold the watch to get 

the money to buy your combs. And now suppose you put the chops 

on.‖ 

The magi, as you know, were wise men—wonderfully wise men—

who brought gifts to the Babe in the manger. They invented the art 

of giving Christmas presents. Being wise, their gifts were no doubt 

wise ones, possibly bearing the privilege of exchange in case of 

duplication. And here I have lamely related to you the uneventful 

chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely 

sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in 

a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give 

gifts these two were the wisest. Of all who give and receive gifts, 

such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are 

the magi. 

 

J. B. PRIESTLEY - ON DOING NOTHING 

I had been staying with a friend of mine, an artist and delightfully 

lazy fellow, at his cottage among the Yorkshire fells, some ten miles 

from a railway-station; and as we had been fortunate enough to 

encounter a sudden spell of really warm weather, day after day we 

had set off in the morning, taken the nearest moonland track, 

climbed leisurely until we had reached somewhere about two 

thousand feet above sea-level, and had then spent long golden 

afternoon lying flat on our backs – doing nothing. 

There is no better lounging place than a moor. It is a kind of clean 

bare antechamber to heaven. Beneath its apparent monotony that 

offers no immediate excitement, no absorbing drama of sound and 

colour, there is subtle variety in its slowly changing patterns of 

cloud and shadow and tinted horizons, sufficient to keep up a flicker 

of interest in the mind all day. With its velvety patches, no bigger 

than a drawing-room carpet, of fine moorland grass, its surfaces 

invite repose. Its remoteness, its permanence, its old and sprawling 

indifference to man and his concerns, rest and cleanse the mind. All 

the noises of the world are drowned in the one monotonous cry of 

the curlew. 



Day after day, then, found us full-stretched upon the moor, looking 

up at the sky or gazing dreamily at the distant horizon. It is not 

strictly true, of course, to say that we did absolutely nothing, for we 

smoked great quantities of tobacco, ate sandwiches and little sticks 

of chocolate, drank from the cold bubbling streams that spring up 

from nowhere, gurgle for a few score yards, then disappear again. 

Occasionally we exchanged a remark to two. But we probably came 

as close to doing nothing as it is possible for two members of our 

race. We made nothing, not even any plans; not a single idea entered 

our heads; we did not even indulge in that genial boasting which is 

the usual pastime of two friendly males in conference. Somewhere, 

far away, our friends and relatives were humming and bustling, 

shaping and contriving, planning, disputing, getting, spending; but 

we were gods, solidly occupied in doing nothing, our minds 

immaculate vacancies. But when our little hour of idling was done 

and we descended for the last time, as flushed as sunsets, we came 

down into this world of men and newspaper owners only to discover 

that we had just been denounced by Mr Gordon Selfridge. 

When and where he had been denouncing us I do not know. Nor do 

I know what hilarious company had invited and received his 

conferences. Strange things happen at this season, when the 

unfamiliar sun ripens our eccentricities. It was only last year or the 

year before that some enterprising person who had organized a 

conducted tour to the Continental arranged, as bait for the more 

intellectual holiday-makers, that a series if lectures should be given 

to the party by eminent authors at various places en route. The 

happy tourists set out, and their conductor was as good as his word, 

for behold – at the very first stopping-place Dean Inge gave them an 

address on the modern love of pleasure. But whether Mr Selfridge 

had been addressing a crowd of holiday-makers or a solemn 

conference of emporium owners, I do not know, but I do know that 

he said that he hated laziness more than anything else and held it 

the greatest of sins. I believe too that he delivered some judgment on 

persons who waste time, but I have forgotten his reasons and 

instances and, to be frank, would count it a disgraceful waste of time 

to discover again what they were. Mr Selfridge did not mention us 



by name, but it is hardly possible to doubt that he had us in mind 

throughout his attack on idleness. Perhaps he had had a frantic 

vision of the pair of us lying flat on our backs on the moor, wasting 

time royally while the world‘s work waited to be done, and, 

incidentally, to be afterwards bought and sold in Mr Selfridge‘s 

store. I hope he had, for the sight should have done him good; we 

are a pleasing spectacle at any time, but when we are doing nothing 

it would do any man‘s heart good to see us, even in the most 

fragmentary and baffling vision. Unfortunately, Mr Selfridge had 

probably already made up his mind about the sin, as would call it, of 

laziness, and so was not open to conviction, was not ready to be 

pleased. It is a pity, and all the more so because his views seem to me 

to be wrong and quite definitely harmful. 

All the evil in this world brought by persons who are always up and 

doing, but do not know when they ought to be up nor what they 

ought to be doing. The devil, I take it, is still the busiest creature in 

the universe, and I can quite imagine him denouncing laziness and 

becoming angry at the smallest waste of time. In his kingdom, I will 

wager, nobody is allowed to do nothing, not even for a single 

afternoon. The world, we all freely admit, is in a muddle, but I for 

one do not think that it is laziness that brought it to such a pass. It is 

not the active virtue that it lacks but passive ones; it is capable of 

anything but kindness and a little steady thought. There is still plenty 

of energy in the world (there never were more fussy people about), 

but most of it is simply misdirected. If, for example, in July 1914, 

when there was some capital idling weather, everybody, emperor, 

kings, archdukes, statesmen, generals, journalists, had been 

suddenly smitten with an intense and consume tobacco, then we 

should all have been much better off than we are now. But no, the 

doctrine of the strenuous life still went unchallenged; there must be 

no time wasted; something must be done. And, as we know, 

something was done. Again, suppose our statemen, instead of 

rushing off to Versailles with a bundle of ill-digested notions and a 

great deal of energy to dissipate, had all taken fortnight off, away 

from all correspondence and interviews and what not, and had 

simply lounged about on some hillside or other, apparently doing 



nothing for the first time in their energetic lives, then they might 

have gone to their so called Peace Conference and come away again 

with their reputations still unsoiled and the affairs of the world in 

good trim. Even at the present time, if half the politicians in Europe 

would relinquish the notion  that laziness is a crime and go away 

and do nothing for a little space, we should certainly gain by it. 

Other examples come crowding into the mind. Thus, every now and 

then, certain religious sects hold conferences; but though there are 

evils abroad that are mountains high, though the fate of civilization 

is still doubtful, the members who attend these conferences spend 

their time condemning the length ladies‘ skirts and the noisiness of 

dance bands. They would all be better employed lying flat on their 

backs somewhere, staring at the sky and recovering their mental 

health. 

The idea that laziness is the primary sin and the accompanying 

doctrine of the strenuous life are very prevalent in America, and we 

cannot escape the fact that America is an amazingly prosperous 

country. But neither can we escape the fact that society there is in 

such condition that all its best contemporary writers are satirists. 

Curiously enough, most of the great American writers have not 

hesitated to praise idleness, and it has often been their faculty for 

doing nothing and praising themselves for doing it, that has been 

their salvation. Thus, Thoreay, without his capacity for idling and 

doing nothing more than appreciate the Milky Way, would be a cold 

prig; and Whitman robbed if his habit of lounging round with his 

hands in his pockets and his innocent delight in this pastime, would 

be merely a large-sized ass. Any fool can be fussy and rid himself of 

energy all over the place, but a man has to have something in him 

before he can settle down to do nothing. He must have reserves to 

draw upon, must be at heart a poet. 

Wordsworth, to whom we go when most other poets fail us, knew 

the value of doing nothing; nobody, you may say, could do it better; 

and you may discover in his work the best account of the matter. He 

lived long enough to retract most of his youthful opinions, but I do 

not think that he ever went back on his youthful notion that a man 

could have no healthier and more spiritualizing employment than 



idling about and starting at Nature. (It is true that he is very angry in 

one poem with some gypsies because they had apparently done 

absolutely nothing from the time he passed them at the beginning of 

his walk to the time when he passed them again, twelve hours later. 

But this is racial prejudice, tinged, I suspect, with envy, for though 

he had not done much, they had done even less.) If he were alive to-

day I have no doubt he would preach his doctrine more frequently 

and more frequently than ever, and he would probably attack Mr 

Selfridge and defend us (beginning ‗Last week they loitered on a love 

wide moor‘) in a series of capital sonnets, which would not, by the 

way, attract the slightest attention. He would tell us that the whole 

world would be better off if it spent every possible moment it could, 

these next ten years, lying flat on its back on a moor, doing nothing. 

And he would be right. 

      ********* 

 

ALICE MUNRO - THE EYE 

When I was five years old my parents all of a sudden produced a 

baby boy, which my mother said was what I had always wanted. 

Where she got this idea I did not know. She did quite a bit of 

elaborating on it, all fictitious but hard to counter. Then a year later 

a baby girl appeared, and there was another fuss but more subdued 

than with the first one. 

Up until the time of the first baby I had not been aware of ever 

feeling different from the way my mother said I felt. And up until 

that time the whole house was full of my mother, of her footsteps 

her voice her powdery yet ominous smell that inhabited all the 

rooms even when she wasn't in them. 

 

Why do I say ominous? I didn't feel frightened. It wasn't that my 

mother actually told me what I was to feel about things. She was an 

authority on that without having to question a thing. Not just in the 

case of a baby brother but in the matter of Red River cereal which 

was good for me and so I must be fond of it. And in my 

interpretation of the picture that hung at the foot of my bed, 

showing Jesus suffering the little children to come unto him. 



Suffering meant something different in those days, but that was not 

what we concentrated on. My mother pointed out the little girl half 

hiding round a corner because she wanted to come to Jesus but was 

too shy. That was me, my mother said, and I supposed it was though 

I wouldn't have figured it out without her telling me and I rather 

wished it wasn't so. 

 

The thing I really felt miserable about was Alice in Wonderland 

huge and trapped in the rabbit hole, but I laughed because my 

mother seemed delighted. It was with my brother's coming, though, 

and the endless carryings-on about how he was some sort of present 

for me, that I began to accept how largely my mother's notions about 

me might differ from my own. 

 

I suppose all this was making me ready for Sadie when she came to 

work for us. My mother had shrunk to whatever territory she had 

with the babies. With her not around so much, I could think about 

what was true and what wasn't. I knew enough not to speak about 

this to anybody. 

 

The most unusual thing about Sadie – though it was not a thing 

stressed in our house – was that she was a celebrity. Our town had a 

radio station where she played her guitar and sang the opening 

welcome song which was her own composition. 

"Hello, hello, hello, everybody – " 

 

And half an hour later it was, "Good-bye, good-bye, good-bye, 

everybody." In between she sang songs that were requested, as well 

as some she picked out herself. The more sophisticated people in 

town tended to joke about her songs and about the whole station 

which was said to be the smallest one in Canada. Those people 

listened to a Toronto station that broadcast popular songs of the day 

– three little fishes and a momma fishy too – and Jim Hunter 

hollering out the desperate war news. But people on the farms liked 

the local station and the kind of songs Sadie sang. Her voice was 

strong and sad and she sang about loneliness and grief. 



Leanin' on the old top rail, In a big corral. 

Lookin' down the twilight trail For my long lost pal – 

 

Most of the farms in our part of the country had been cleared and 

settled around a hundred and fifty years ago, and you could look out 

from almost any farmhouse and see another farmhouse only a few 

fields away. Yet the songs the farmers wanted were all about lone 

cowhands, the lure and disappointment of far-off places, the bitter 

crimes that led to criminals dying with their mothers' names on 

their lips, or God's. 

This was what Sadie sang with such sorrow in a full-throated 

alto, but in her job with us she was full of energy and 

confidence, happy to talk and mostly to talk about herself. There 

was usually nobody to talk to but me. Her jobs and my mother's 

kept them divided most of the time and somehow I don't think 

they would have enjoyed talking together anyway. My mother 

was a serious person as I have indicated, one who used to teach 

school before she taught me. She maybe would have liked Sadie 

to be somebody she could help, teaching her not to say "youse." 

But Sadie did not give much indication that she wanted the help 

anybody could offer, or to speak in any way that was different 

from how she had always spoken. 

After dinner, which was the noon meal, Sadie and I were alone 

in the kitchen. My mother took time off for a nap and if she was 

lucky the babies napped too. When she got up she put on a 

different sort of dress as if she expected a leisurely afternoon, 

even though there would certainly be more diapers to change 

and also some of that unseemly business that I tried never to 

catch sight of, when the littlest one guzzled at a breast. 

 

My father took a nap too – maybe fifteen minutes on the porch with 

the Saturday Evening Post over his face, before he went back to the 

barn. Sadie heated water on the stove and washed the dishes with 

me helping and the blinds down to keep out the heat. When we 

were finished she mopped the floor and I dried it, by a method I had 



invented 

— skating around and around it on rags. Then we took down 

the coils of sticky yellow fly-paper that had been put up after 

breakfast and were already heavy with dead or buzzing nearly 

dead black flies, and hung up the fresh coils which would be full 

of newly dead ones by suppertime. All this while Sadie was 

telling me about her life. 

 

I didn't make easy judgments about ages then. People were either 

children or grown-ups and I thought her a grown-up. Maybe she 

was sixteen, maybe eighteen or twenty. Whatever her age, she 

announced more than once that she was not in any hurry to get 

married. 

 

She went to dances every weekend but she went by herself. By 

herself and for herself, she said. 

 

She told me about the dance halls. There was one in town, off the 

main street, where the curling rink was in the winter. You paid a 

dime for a dance, then went up and danced on a platform with 

people gawking all around, not that she cared. She always liked to 

pay her own dime, not to be beholden. But sometimes a fellow got to 

her first. He asked if she wanted to dance and the first thing she said 

was, Can you? Can you dance? she asked him bluntly. Then he would 

look at her funny and say yes, meaning why else would he be here? 

And it would turn out usually that what he meant by dance was 

shuffling around on two feet with his sweaty big meats of hands 

grabbing at her. Sometimes she just broke off and left him stranded, 

danced by herself – which was what she liked to do anyway. She 

finished up the dance that had been paid for, and if the money-taker 

objected and tried to make her pay for two when it was only one, she 

told him that was enough out of him. 

 

They could all laugh at her dancing by herself if they liked. 

 



The other dance hall was just out of town on the highway. You paid 

at the door there and it wasn't for one dance but the whole night. 

The place was called the Royal-T. She paid her own way there too. 

There was generally a better class of dancer, but she did try to get an 

idea of how they managed before she let them take her out on the 

floor. They were usually town fellows while the ones at the other 

place were country. Better on their feet – the town ones – but it was 

not always the feet you had to look out for. It was where they wanted 

to get hold of you. Sometimes she had to read them the riot act and 

tell them what she would do to them if they didn't quit it. She let 

them know she'd come there to dance and paid her own way to do 

it. Furthermore she knew where to jab them. That would straighten 

them out. Sometimes they were good dancers and she got to enjoy 

herself. Then when they played the last dance she bolted for home. 

 

She wasn't like some, she said. She didn't mean to get caught. 

Caught. When she said that, I saw a big wire net coming down, 

some evil little creatures wrapping it around and around you and 

choking you so you could never get out. Sadie must have seen 

something like this on my face because she said not to be scared. 

"There's nothing in this world to be scared of, just look out for 

yourself." 

"You and Sadie talk together a lot," my mother said. 

 

I knew something was coming that I should watch for but I 

didn't know what. "You like her, don't you?" I said yes. "Well of 

course you do. I do too." I hoped that was going to be all and for 

a moment I thought it was. Then, "You and I don't get so much 

time now we have the babies. They don't give us much time, do 

they? "But we do love them, don't we?" Quickly I said yes. She 

said, "Truly?" She wasn't going to stop till I said truly, so I said it. 

My mother wanted something very badly. Was it nice friends? 

Women  who played bridge and had husbands who went to work in 

suits with vests? Not quite, and no hope of that anyway. Was it me 

as I used to be, with my sausage curls that I didn't mind standing 



still for, and my expert Sunday School recitations? No time for her 

to manage that anymore. And something in me was turning 

traitorous, though she didn't know why, and I didn't know why 

either. I hadn't made any town friends at Sunday School. Instead, I 

worshipped Sadie. I heard my mother say that to my father. "She 

worships Sadie." 

 

My father said Sadie was a godsend. What did that mean? He 

sounded cheerful. Maybe it meant he wasn't going to take 

anybody's side. 

 

"I wish we had proper sidewalks for her," my mother said. 

"Maybe if we had proper sidewalks she could learn to roller-

skate and make friends." I did wish for roller skates. But now 

without any idea why, I knew that I was never going to admit it. 

Then my mother said something about it being better when school 

started. Something about me being better or something concerning 

Sadie that would be better. I didn't want to hear. 

 

Sadie was teaching me some of her songs and I knew I wasn't very 

good at singing. I hoped that wasn't what had to get better or else 

stop. I truly did not want it to stop. 

My father didn't have much to say. I was my mother's business, 

except for later on when I got really mouthy and had to be punished. 

He was waiting for my brother to get older and be his. A boy would 

not be so complicated. And sure enough my brother wasn't. He 

would grow up to be just fine. 

 

Now school has started. It started some weeks ago, before the leaves 

turned red and yellow. Now they were mostly gone. I am not 

wearing my school coat but my good coat, the one with the dark 

velvet cuffs and collar. My mother is wearing the coat she wears to 

church, and a turban covers most of her hair. 

 

My mother is driving to whatever place it is that we are going to. 



She doesn't drive often, and her driving is always more stately and 

yet uncertain than my father's. She peeps her horn at any curve. 

"Now," she says, but it takes a little while for her to get the car into  

place. "Here we are then." Her voice seems meant to be encouraging. 

She touches my hand to give me a chance to hold hers, but I pretend 

not to notice and she takes her hand away. 

 

The house has no driveway or even a sidewalk. It's decent but quite 

plain. My mother has raised her gloved hand to knock but it turns 

out we don't have to. The door is opened for us. My mother has just 

started to say something encouraging to me – something like, It will 

go more quickly than you think – but she doesn't get finished. The 

tone in which she spoke to me had been somewhat stern but slightly 

comforting. It changes when the door is opened into something 

more subdued, softened as if she was bowing her head. 

 

The door has been opened to let some people go out, not just to 

let us go in. One of the women going out calls back over her 

shoulder in a voice that does not try to be soft at all. "It's her that 

she worked for, and that little girl." 

 

Then a woman who is rather dressed up comes and speaks to my 

mother and helps her off with her coat. That done, my mother 

takes my coat off and says to the woman that I was especially 

fond of Sadie. She hopes it was all right to bring me. 

"Oh the dear little thing," the woman says and my mother 

touches me lightly to get me to say hello. 

"Sadie loved children," the woman said. "She did indeed." 

I notice that there are two other children there. Boys. I know 

them from school, one being in the first grade with me, and the 

other one older. 

 

They are peering out from what is likely the kitchen. The 

younger one is stuffing a whole cookie into his mouth in a 

comical way and the other, older, one is making a disgusted 



face. Not at the cookie stuffer, but at me. They hate me of course. 

Boys either ignored you if they met you somewhere that wasn't 

school (they ignored you there too) or they made these faces and 

called you horrid names. If I had to go near one I would stiffen 

and wonder what to do. Of course it was different if there were 

adults around. These boys stayed quiet but I was slightly 

miserable until somebody yanked the two of them into the 

kitchen. 

 

Then I became aware of my mother's especially gentle and 

sympathetic voice, more ladylike even than the voice of the 

spokeswoman she was talking to, and I thought maybe the face was 

meant for her. Sometimes people imitated her voice when she called 

for me at school. 

 

The woman she was talking to and who seemed to be in charge was 

leading us to a part of the room where a man and a woman sat on a 

sofa, looking as if they did not quite understand why they were 

here. My mother bent over and spoke to them very respectfully and 

pointed me out to them. 

 

"She did so love Sadie," she said. I knew that I was supposed to say 

something then but before I could the woman sitting there let out a 

howl. She did not look at any of us and the sound she made seemed 

like a sound you might make if some animal was biting or gnawing 

at you. She slapped away at her arms as if to get rid of whatever it 

was, but it did not go away. She looked at my mother as if my 

mother was the person who should do something about this. 

The old man told her to hush. 

 

"She's taking it very hard," said the woman who was guiding us. 

"She doesn't know what she's doing." She bent down lower and 

said, "Now, now. You'll scare the little girl." 

"Scare the little girl," the old man said obediently. 

 



By the time he finished saying that, the woman was not 

making the noise anymore and was patting her scratched 

arms as if she didn't know what had happened to them. 

My mother said, "Poor woman." 

"An only child too," said the conducting woman. To me she said, 

"Don't  you  worry." 

I was worried but not about the yelling. I knew Sadie was 

somewhere and I did not want to see her. My mother had not 

actually said that I would have to see her but she had not said that I 

wouldn't have to, either. 

Sadie had been killed when walking home from the Royal-T dance 

hall. A car had hit her just on that little bit of gravel road between 

the parking space belonging to the dance hall and the beginning of 

the proper town sidewalk. She would have been hurrying along just 

the way she always did, and was no doubt thinking cars could see 

her, or that she had as much right as they did, and perhaps the car 

behind her swerved or perhaps she was not quite where she thought 

she was. She was hit from behind. The car that hit her was getting 

out of the way of the car that was behind it, and that second car was 

looking to make the first turn onto a town street. There had been 

some drinking at the dance hall, though you could not buy liquor 

there. And there was always some honking and yelling and 

whipping around too fast when the dancing was over. Sadie 

scurrying along without even a flashlight would behave as if it was 

everybody's business to get out of her way. 

"A girl without a boyfriend going to dances on foot," said the woman 

who was still being friends with my mother. She spoke quite softly 

and my mother murmured something regretful. 

It was asking for trouble, the friendly woman said still more 

softly. I had heard talk at home that I did not understand. My 

mother wanted something done that might have had to do with 

Sadie and the car that hit her, but my father said to leave it 

alone. We've got no business in town, he said. I did not even try 

to figure this out because I was trying not to think about Sadie at 

all, let alone about her being dead. When I had realized that we 



were going into Sadie's house I longed not to go, but didn't see 

any way to get out of it except by behaving with enormous 

indignity. 

Now after the old woman's outburst it seemed to me we might 

turn around and go home. I would never have to admit the 

truth, which was that I was in fact desperately scared of any 

dead body. 

Just as I thought this might be possible, I heard my mother and the 

woman she seemed now to be conniving with speak of what was 

worse than anything. 

Seeing Sadie. 

Yes, my mother was saying. Of course, we must see 

Sadie. Dead Sadie. 

I had kept my eyes pretty well cast down, seeing mostly just those 

boys who were hardly taller than I was, and the old people who 

were sitting down. But now my mother was taking me by the hand 

in another direction. 

 

There had been a coffin in the room all the time but I had thought it 

was  something else. Because of my lack of experience I didn't know 

exactly what such a thing looked like. A shelf to put flowers on, this 

object we were approaching might have been, or a closed piano. 

Perhaps the people being around it had somehow disguised its real 

size and shape and purpose. But now these people were making way 

respectfully and my mother spoke in a new very quiet voice. 

"Come now," she said to me. Her gentleness sounded hateful to 

me, triumphant. 

She bent to look into my face, and this, I was sure, was to 

prevent me from doing what had just occurred to me – keeping 

my eyes squeezed shut. Then she took her gaze away from me 

but kept my hand tightly held in hers. I did manage to lower my 

lids as soon as she took her eyes off me, but I did not shut them 

quite lest I stumble or somebody push me right where I didn't 

want to be. I was able to see just a blur of the stiff flowers and 

the sheen of polished wood. 



 

Then I heard my mother sniffling and felt her pulling away. 

There was a click of her purse being opened. She had to get her 

hand in there, so her hold on me weakened and I was able to get 

myself free of her. She was weeping. It was attention to her tears 

and sniffles that had set me loose. 

I looked straight into the coffin and saw Sadie. 

 

The accident had spared her neck and face but I didn't see all of 

that at once. I just got the general impression that there was 

nothing about her as bad as I had been afraid of. I shut my eyes 

quickly but found myself unable to keep from looking again. 

First at the little yellow cushion that was under her neck and 

that also managed to cover her throat and chin and the one 

cheek I could easily see. The trick was in seeing a bit of her 

quickly, then going back to the cushion, and the next time 

managing a little bit more that you were not afraid of. And then 

it was Sadie, all of her or at least all I could reasonably see on the 

side that was available. Something moved. I saw it, her eyelid on 

my side moved. It was not opening or halfway opening or 

anything like that, but lifting just such a tiny bit as would make 

it possible, if you were her, if you were inside her, to be able to 

see out through the lashes. Just to distinguish maybe what was 

light outside and what was dark. 

 

I was not surprised then and not in the least scared. Instantly, 

this sight fell into everything I knew about Sadie and somehow, 

as well, into whatever special experience was owing to myself. 

And I did not dream of calling anybody else's attention to what 

was there, because it was not meant for them, it was completely 

for me. 

My mother had taken my hand again and said that we were 

ready to go. There were some more exchanges, but before any 

time had passed, as it seemed to me, we found ourselves 

outside. 



 

My mother said, "Good for you." She squeezed my hand and 

said, "Now then. It's over." She had to stop and speak to 

somebody else who was on the way to the house, and then we 

got into the car and began to drive home. I had an idea that she 

would like me to say something, or maybe even tell her 

something, but I didn't do it. 

 

There was never any other appearance of that sort and in fact 

Sadie faded rather quickly from my mind, what with the shock 

of school, where I learned somehow to manage with an odd 

mixture of being dead scared and showing off. As a matter of 

fact some of her importance had faded in that first week in 

September when she said 

she had to stay home now to look after her father and mother, 

so she wouldn't be working for us anymore. 

 

And then my mother had found out she was working in the 

creamery. Yet for a long time when I did think of her, I never 

questioned what I believed had been shown to me. Long, long 

afterwards, when I was not at all interested in any unnatural 

display, I still had it in my mind that such a thing had happened. 

I just believed it easily, the way you might believe and in fact 

remember that you once had another set of teeth, now vanished 

but real in spite of that. Until one day, one day when I may even 

have been in my teens, I knew with a dim sort of hole in my 

insides that now I didn't believe it anymore 

     ********* 

 

FRANTZ KAFKA - A HUNGER ARTIST 

 During these last decades the interest in professional fasting has 

markedly diminished. It used to pay very well to stage such great 

performances under one's own management, but today that is quite 

impossible. We live in a different world now. At one time the whole 

town took a lively interest in the hunger artist; from day to day of his 



fast the excitement mounted; everybody wanted to see him at least 

once a day; there were people who bought season tickets for the last 

few days and sat from morning till night in front of his small barred 

cage; even in the nighttime there were visiting hours, when the 

whole effect was heightened by torch flares; on fine days the cage 

was set out in the open air, and then it was the children's special 

treat to see the hunger artist; for their elders he was often just a joke 

that happened to be in fashion, but the children stood openmouthed, 

holding each other's hands for greater security, marveling at him as 

he sat there pallid in black tights, with his ribs sticking out so 

prominently, not even on a seat but down among straw on the 

ground, sometimes giving a courteous nod, answering questions 

with a constrained smile, or perhaps stretching an arm through the 

bars so that one might feel how thin it was, and then again 

withdrawing deep into himself, paying no attention to anyone or 

anything, not even to the all-important striking of the clock that was 

the only piece of furniture in his cage, but merely staring into 

vacancy with half-shut eyes, now and then taking a sip from a tiny 

glass of water to moisten his lips. 

Besides casual onlookers there were also relays of permanent 

watchers selected by the public, ususally butchers, strangely enough, 

and it was their task to watch the hunger artist day and night, three 

of them at a time, in case he should have some secret recourse to 

nourishment. This was nothing but a formality, instituted to reassure 

the masses, for the initiates knew well enough that during his fast 

the artist would never in any circumstances, not even under forcible 

compulsion, swallow the smallest morsel of food; the honor of his 

profession forbade it. Not every watcher, of course, was capable of 

understanding this, there were often groups of night watchers who 

were very lax in carrying out their duties and deliberately hudled 

together in a retired corner to play cards with great absorption, 

obviously intending to give the hunger artist the chance of a little 

refreshment, which they supposed he could draw from some private 

hoard. Nothing annoyed the artist more than such watchers; they 

made him miserable; they made his fast seem unendurable; 

sometimes he mastered his feebleness sufficiently to sing during 



their watch for as long as he could keep going, to show them how 

unjust their suspicions were. But that was of little use; they only 

wondered at his cleverness in being able to fill his mouth even while 

singing. Much more to his taste were the watchers who sat up close 

to the bars, who were not content with the dim night lighting of the 

hall but focused him in the full glare of the electric pocket torch 

given them by the impresario. The harsh light did not trouble him at 

all, in any case he could never sleep properly,and he could always 

drowse a little, even when the hall was thronged with noisy 

onlookers. He was quite happy at the prospect of spending a 

sleepless night with such watchers; he was ready to exchange jokes 

with them, to tell them stories out of his nomadic life, anything at all 

to keep them awake and demonstrate to them that he had no 

eatables in his cage and that he was fasting as not one of them could 

fast. But his happiest moment was when the morning came and an 

enormous breakfast was brought them, at his expense, on which 

they flung themselves wit hthe keen appetite of healthy men after a 

weary night of wakefulness. Of course there were people who 

argued that this breakfast was an unfair attempt to bribe the 

watchers, but that was going rather too far, and when they were 

invited to take on a night's vigil without a breakfast, merely for the 

sake of the cause, they made themselves scarce, although they stuck 

stubbornly to their suspicions. 

Such suspicions, anyhow, were a necessary accompaniment to the 

profession of fasting. No one could possibly watch the hunger artist 

continuosly, day and night, and so no one could produce first-hand 

evidence that the fast had really been rigorous and continuous; only 

the artist himself could know that, he was therefore bound to be the 

sole completely satisfied spectator of his own fast. Yet for other 

reasons he was never satisfied; it was not perhaps mere fasting that 

had brought him to such skeleton thinness that many people had 

regretfully to keep away from his exhibitions, because the sight of 

him was too much for them, perhaps it was dissatisfaction with 

himself that had worn him down. For he alone knew, what no other 

initiate knew, how easy it was to fast. It was the easiest thing in the 

world. He made no secret of this, yet people did not believe him. At 



the best they set him down as modest, most of them, however, 

thought he was out for publicity or else he was some kind of cheat 

who found it easy to fast because he had discovered a way of making 

it easy, and then had the impudence to admit the fact, more or less. 

He had to put up with all that, and in the course of time had got 

used to it, but his inner dissatisfaction always rankled, and never yet, 

after any term of fasting--this must be granted to his credit--had he 

left the cage of his own free will. The longest period of fasting was 

fixed by his impresario at forty days, beyond that term he was not 

allowed to go, not even in great cities, and there was good reason for 

it, too. Experience had proved that for about forty days the interest 

of the public could be stimulated by a steadily increasing pressure of 

advertisment, but after that the town began to lose interest, 

sympathetic support began notably to fall off, there were of course 

local variations as between one town and another, but as a general 

rule forty days marked the limit. So on the fortieth day the flower-

bedecked cage was opened, enthusiastic spectators filled the hall, a 

military band played, two doctors entered the cage to measure the 

results of the fast, which were announced through a megaphone, 

and finally two young ladies appeared, blissful at having been 

selected for the honor, to help the hunger artist down the few steps 

leading to a small table on which was spread a carefully chosen 

invalid repast. And at this very moment the artist always turned 

stubborn. True, he would entrust his bony arms to the outstretched 

helping hands of the ladies bending over him, but stand up he 

would not. Why stop fasting at this particular moment, after forty 

days of it? He had held out for a long time, an illimitably long time; 

why stop now, when he was in his best fasting form, or rather, not 

yet quite in his best fasting form? Why should he be cheated of the 

fame he would get for fasting longer, for being not only the record 

hunger artist of all time, which presumably he was already, but for 

beating his own record by a performance beyond human 

imagination, since he felt that there were no limits to his capacity for 

fasting? His public pretended to admire him so much, why should it 

have so little patience with him; if he could endure fasting longer, 

why shouldn't the public endure it? Besides, he was tired, and now 



he was supposed to lift himself to his full height and go down to a 

meal the very thought of which gave him a nausea that only the 

presence of the ladies kept him from betraying, and even that with 

an effort. And he looked up into the eyes of the ladies who were 

apparently so friendly and in reality so cruel, and shook his head, 

which felt too heavy on its strengthless neck. But then there 

happened yet again what always happened. The impresario came 

forward, without a word--for the band made speech impossible--

lifted his arms in the air above the artist, as if inviting Heaven to 

look down upon its creature here in the straw, this suffering martyr, 

which indeed he was, although in quite another sense; grasped him 

around the emaciated waist, with exaggerated caution, so that the 

frail condition he was in might be appreciated; and committed him 

to the care of the blenching ladies, not without secretly giving him a 

shaking so that his legs and body tottered and swayed. The artist 

now submitted completely; his head lolled on his breast as if it had 

landed there by chance; his body was hollowed out; his legs in a 

spasm of self-preservation clung to each other at the knees, yet 

scraped on the ground as if it were not really solid ground, as if they 

were only trying to find solid ground; and the whole weight of his 

body, a featherweight after all, relapsed onto one of the ladies, who 

looking round for help and panting a little--this post of honor was 

not at all what she expected it to be--first stretched her neck as far 

as she could to keep her face at least free from contact with the 

artist, then finding this impossible, and her more fortunate 

companion not coming to her aid, but merely holding extended on 

her own trembling hand the little bunch of knucklebones that was 

the artist's, to the great delight of the spectators burst into tears and 

had to be replaced by an attendant who had long been stationed in 

readiness. Then came the food, a little of which the impresario 

managed to get between the artist's lips, while he sat in a kind of 

half-fainting trance, to the accompaniment of cheerful patter 

designed to distract the public's attention from the artist's condition; 

after that, a toast was drunk to the public, supposedly prompted by a 

whisper from the artist in the impresario's ear; the band confirmed it 

with a mighty flourish, the spectators melted away, and no one had 



any cause to be dissatisfied with the proceedings, no one except the 

hunger artist himself, he only, as always. 

So he lived for many years, with small regular intervals of 

recuperation, in visible glory, honored by all the world, yet in spite 

of that troubled in spirit, and all the more troubled because no one 

would take his trouble seriously. What comfort could he posibly 

need? What more could he possibly wish for? And if some good-

natured person, feeling sorry for him, tried to console him by 

pointing out that his melancholy was probably caused by fasting, it 

could happen, especially when he had been fasting for some time, 

that he reacted with an outburst of fury and to the general alarm 

began to shake the bars of the cage like a wild animal. Yet the 

impresario had a way of punishing these outbreaks which he rather 

enjoyed putting into operation. He would apologize publicly for the 

artist's behavior, which was only to be excused, he admitted, because 

of the irritability caused by fasting; a condition hardly to be 

understood by well-fed people; then by natural transition he went 

on to mention the artist's equally incomprehensible boast that he 

could fast for much longer than he was doing; he praised the high 

ambition, the good will, the great self-denial undoubtedly implicit in 

such a statement; and then quite simply countered it by bringing out 

photographs, which were also on sale to the public, showing the 

artist on the fortieth day of a fast lying in bed almost dead from 

exhaustion. This perversion of the truth, familiar to the artist though 

it was, always unnerved him afresh and proved too much for him. 

What was a consequence of the premature ending of his fast was 

here presented as the cause of it! To fight against this lack of 

understanding, against a whole world of non-understanding, was 

impossible. Time and time again in good faith he stood by the bars 

listening to the impresario, but as soon as the photographs appeared 

he always let go and sank with a groan back on to his straw, and the 

reassured public could once more come close and gaze at him. 

A few years later when the witnesses of such scenes called them to 

mind, they often failed to understand themselves at all. For 

meanwhile the aforementioned chance in public interest had set in; 

it seemed to happen almost overnight; there may have been 



profound causes for it, but who was going to bother about that; at 

any rate the pampered hunger artist suddenly found himself 

deserted one fine day by the amusement seekers, who went 

streaming past him to other more favored attractions. For the last 

time the impresario hurried him over half Europe to discover 

whether the old interest might still survive here and there; all in 

vain; everywhere, as if by secret agreement, a positive revulsion 

from professional fasting was in evidence. Of course it could not 

really have sprung up so suddenly as all that, and many premonitory 

symptoms which had not been sufficiently remarked or suppressed 

during the rush and glitter of success now came retrospectively to 

mind, but it was now too late to take any countermeasures. Fasting 

would surely come into fashion again at some future date, yet that 

was no comfort for those living in the present. What, then, was the 

hunger artist to do? He had been applauded by thousands in his time 

and could hardly come down to showing himself in a street booth at 

village fairs, and as for adopting another profession, he was not only 

too old for that but too fanatically devoted to fasting. So he took 

leave of the impresario, his partner in an unparalleled career, and 

hired himself to a large circus; in order to spare his own feelings he 

avoided reading the conditions of his contract. 

A large circus with its enormous traffic in replacing and 

recruiting men, animals and apparatus can always find a use for 

people at any time, even for a hunger artist, provided of course that 

he does not ask too much, and in this particular case anyhow it was 

not only the artist who was taken on but his famous and long-

known name as well, indeed considering the peculiar nature of his 

performance, which was not impaired by advancing age, it could 

not be objected that here was an artist past his prime, no longer at 

the height of his professional skill, seeking a refuge in some quiet 

corner of a circus, on the contrary, the hunger artist averred that he 

could fast as well as ever, which was entirely credible, he even 

alleged that if he were allowed to fast as he liked, and this was at 

once promised him without more ado, he could astound the world 

by establishing a record never yet achieved, a statement which 

certainly provoked a smile among the other professionals, since it 



was left out of account the change in public opinion, which the 

hunger artist in his zeal conveniently forgot. 

He had not, however, actually lost his sense of the real situation 

and took it as a matter of course that he and his cage should be 

stationed, not in the middle of the ring as a main attraction, but 

outside, near the animal cages, on a site that was after all easily 

accessible. Large and gaily painted placards made a frame for the 

cage and announced what was to be seen inside it. When the public 

came thronging out in the intervals to see the animals, they could 

harly avoid passing the hunger artist's cage and stopping there a 

moment, perhaps they might even have stayed longer had not those 

pressing behind them in the narrow gangway, who did not 

understand why they should be held up on their way towards the 

excitements of the menagerie, made it impossible for anyone to 

stand gazing quietly for any length of time. And that was the reason 

why the hunger artist, who had of course been looking forward to 

these visiting hours as the main achievement of his life, began 

instead to shrink from them. At first he could hardly wait for the 

intervals; it was exhilirating to watch the crowds come streaming 

his way, until only too soon--not even the most obstinante self-

deception, clung to almost consciously, could hold out against the 

fact--the conviction was borne in upon him that these people, most 

of them, to judge from their actions, again and again, without 

exception, were all on their way to the menagerie. And the first sight 

of them from the distance remained the best. For when they reached 

his cage he was at once deafened by the storm of shouting and abuse 

that arose from the two contending factions, which renewed 

themselves continuously, of those who wanted to stop and stare at 

him--he soon began to dislike them more than the others--not out of 

real interest but only out of obstinante self-assertiveness, and those 

who wanted to go straight on to the animals. When the first great 

rush was past, the stragglers came along, and these, whom nothing 

could have prevented from stopping to look at him as long as they 

had breath, raced past with long strides, hardly even glancing at 

him, in their haste to get to the menagerie in time. And all too rarely 

did it happen that he had a stroke of luck, when some father of a 



family fetched up before him with his children, pointed a finger at 

the hunger artist and explained at length what the phenomenon 

meant, telling storied of earlier years when he himself had watched 

similar but much more thrilling performances, and the children, still 

rather uncomprehending, since neither inside nor outside school 

had they been sufficiently prepared for this lesson--what did they 

care about fasting?--yet showed by the brightness of their intent 

eyes that new and better times might be coming. Perhaps, said the 

hunger artist to himself many a time, things could be a little better if 

his cage were set not quite so near the menagerie. That made it too 

easy for people to make their choice, to say nothing of what he 

suffered from the stench of the menagerie, the animals' restlessness 

by night, the carrying past of raw lumps of flesh for the beasts of 

prey, the roaring at feeding times, which depressed him 

continuously. But he did not dare to lodge a complaint with the 

management; after all, he had the animals to thank for the troops of 

people who passed his cage, among whom there might always be 

one here and there to take an interest in him, and who could tell 

where they might seclude him if he called attention to his existence 

and thereby to the fact that, strictly speaking, he was only an 

impediment on the way to the menagerie. 

A small impediment, to be sure, one that grew steadily less. People 

grew familiar with the strange idea that they could be expected, in 

times like these, to take an interest in a hunger artist, and with this 

familiarity the verdict went out against him. He might fast as much 

as he could, and he did so; but nothing could save him now, people 

passed him by. Just try to explain to anyone the art of fasting! 

Anyone who has no feeling for it cannot be made to understand it. 

The fine placards grew dirty and illegible, they were torn down; the 

little notice board telling the number of fast days achieved, which at 

first was changed carefully every day, had long stayed at the same 

figure, for after the first few weeks even this small task seemed 

pointless to the staff; and so the artist simply fasted on and on, as he 

had once dreamed of doing, and it was no trouble to him, just as he 

had always foretold, but no one counted the days, not one, not even 

the artist himself, knew what records he was already breaking, and 



his heart grew heavy. And when once in a time some leisurely 

passer-by stopped, made merry over the old figure on the board and 

spoke of swindling, that was in its way the stupidest lie ever 

invented by indifference and inborn malice, since it was not the 

hunger artist who was cheating, he was working honestly, but the 

world who was cheating him of his reward. 

Many more days went by, however, and that too came to an end. 

An overseer's eye fell on the cage one day and he asked the 

attendants why this perfectly good cage should be left standing there 

unused with dirty straw inside it; nobody knew, until one man, 

helped out by the notice board, remembered about the hunger artist. 

They poked into the straw with sticks and found him in it. "Are you 

still fasting?" asked the overseer, "when on earth do you mean to 

stop?" "Forgive me, everybody," whispered the hunger artist, only the 

overseer, who had his ear to the bars, understood him. "Of course," 

said the overseer, and tapped his forehead with a finger to let the 

attendants know what state the man was in, "we forgive you." "I 

always wanted you to admire my fasting," said the hunger artist. 

"We do admire it," said the overseer, affably. "But you shouldn't 

admire it," said the hunger artist. "Well then we don't admire it," said 

the overseer, "but why shouldn't we admire it?" "Because I have to 

fast, I can't help it," said the hunger artist. "What a fellow you are," 

said the overseer, "and why can't you help it?" "Because," said the 

hunger artist, lifting his head a little and speaking, with his lips 

pursed, as if for a kiss, right into the overseer's ear, so that no 

syllable might be lost, "because I couldn't find the food I liked. If I 

had found it, believe me, I should have made no fuss and stuffed 

myself like you or anyone else." These were his last words, but in his 

dimming eyes remained the firm though no longer proud persuasion 

that he was continuing to fast. 

"Well, clear this out now!" said the overseer, and they buried the 

hunger artist, straw and all. Into the cage they put a young panther. 

Even the most insensitive felt it refreshing to see this wild creature 

leaping around the cage that had so long been dreary. The panther 

was all right. The food he liked was brought him without hesitation 

by the attendants; he seemed not even to miss his freedom; his noble 



body, furnished almost to the bursting point with all that it needed, 

seemed to carry freedom around with it too; somewhere in his jaws 

it seemed to lurk; and the joy of life streamed with such ardent 

passion from his throat that for the onlookers it was not easy to 

stand the shock of it. But they braced themselves, crowded round the 

cage, and did not want ever to move away. 

      ****** 

 

ALBERT CAMUS - THE GUEST 

The schoolmaster was watching the two men climb toward him. 

One was on horseback, the other on foot. They had not yet tackled 

the abrupt rise leading to the schoolhouse built on the hillside. 

They were toiling onward, making slow progress in the snow, 

among the stones, on the vast expanse of the high, deserted 

plateau. From time to time the horse stumbled. Without hearing 

anything yet, he could see the breath issuing from the horses 

nostrils. One of the men, at least, knew the region. They were 

following the trail although it had disappeared days ago under a 

layer of dirty white snow. The schoolmaster calculated that it 

would take them half an hour to get onto the hill. It was cold; he 

went back into the school to get a sweater. 

 

He crossed the empty, frigid classroom. On the blackboard the 

four rivers of France, drawn with four different colored chalks, 

had been flowing toward their estuaries for the past three days. 

Snow had suddenly fallen in mid-October after eight months of 

drought without the transition of rain, and the twenty pupils, 

more or less, who lived in the villages scattered over the plateau 

had stopped coming. With fair weather they would return. Daru 

now heated only the single room that was lodging, adjoining the 

classroom and giving also onto the plateau to the east. Like the 

class cows, his window looked to the south too. On that side the 

school was a few kilometers from the point where the plateau 

began to slope toward the south. In clear weather could be seen 

the purple mass of the mountain range where the gap opened onto 

the desert. 



 

Somewhat warmed, Daru returned to the window from which 

he had first seen the two men. They were no longer visible. Hence 

they must have tackled the rise. The sky was not so dark, for the 

snow had stopped falling during the night. The morning had 

opened with a dirty light which had scarcely become brighter as 

the ceiling of clouds lifted. At two in the after- noon it seemed as if 

the day were merely beginning. But still this was better than those 

three days when the thick snow was falling amidst unbroken 

darkness with little gusts of wind that rattled the double door of 

the class- room. Then Daru had spent long hours in his room, 

leaving it only to go to the shed and feed the chickens or get some 

coal. Fortunately the delivery truck from Tadjid, the nearest village 

to the north, had brought his supplies two days before the blizzard. 

It would return in forty-eight hours. 

 

Besides, he had enough to resist a siege, for the little room was 

cluttered with bags of wheat that the administration left as a stock 

to distribute to those of his pupils whose families had suffered 

from the drought. Actually they had all been victims because they 

were all poor. Every day Daru would distribute a ration to the 

children. They had missed it, he knew, during these bad days. 

Possibly one of the fathers would come this afternoon and he 

could supply them with grain. It was just a matter of carrying 

them over to the next harvest. Now shiploads of wheat were 

arriving from France and the worst was over. But it would be 

hard to forget that poverty, that army of ragged ghosts wandering 

in the sunlight, the plateaus burned to a cinder month after 

month, the earth shriveled up little by little, literally scorched, 

every stone bursting into dust under one's foot. The sheep had 

died then by thousands and even a few men, here and there, 

sometimes without anyone's knowing. 

 

In contrast with such poverty, he who lived almost like a monk 

in his remote schoolhouse, nonetheless satisfied with the little he 

had and with the rough life, had felt like a lord with his 



whitewashed walls, his narrow couch, his unpainted shelves, his 

well, and his weekly provision of water and food. And suddenly 

this snow, without warning, without the foretaste of rain. This is 

the way the region was, cruel to live in, even without men--who 

didn't help matters either. But Daru had been born here 

Everywhere else, he felt exiled.  

He stepped out onto the terrace in front of the schoolhouse. The 

two men were now halfway up the slope. He recognized the 

horseman as Balducci the old gendarme he had known for a long 

time. Balducci was holding on the end of a rope an Arab who was 

walking behind him with hands bound and head lowered. The 

gendarme waved a greeting to which Daru did not reply, lost as he 

was in contemplation of the Arab dressed in a faded blue jellaba, 

his feet in sandals but covered with socks of heavy raw wool, his 

head surmounted by a narrow, short cheche. They were 

approaching. Balducci was holding back his horse in order not to 

hurt the Arab, and the group was advancing slowly. 

 

Within earshot, Balducci shouted: "One hour to do the three 

kilometers from El Ameur!" Daru did not answer. Short and square 

in his thick sweater he watched them climb. Not once had the 

Arab raised his head. "Hello," said Daru when they got up onto the 

terrace. "Come in and warm up." Balducci painfully got down from 

his horse without letting go the rope. From under his bristling 

mustache he smiled at the schoolmaster. His little dark eyes, deep-

set under a tanned forehead, and his mouth surrounded with 

wrinkles made him look attentive and studious. Daru took the 

bridle, led the horse to the shed, and came back to the two men, 

who were now waiting for him in the school. He led them into his 

room "I am going to heat up the classroom," he said. "We'll be 

more comfortable there." When he entered the room again, 

Balducci was on the couch. He had undone the rope tying him to 

the Arab, who had squashed near the stove. His hands still bound, 

the cheche pushed back on his head, he was looking toward the 

window. At first Daru noticed only his huge lips, fat, smooth, 

almost Negroid; yet his nose was straight, his eyes were dark and 



full of fever. The cheche revealed an obstinate forehead and, under 

the weathered skin now rather discolored by the cold, the whole 

face had a restless and rebellious look that struck Daru when the 

Arab, turning his face toward him, looked him straight in the eyes. 

"Go into the other room," said the schoolmaster' "and I'll make you 

some mint tea." ''Thanks,'' Balducci said. "What a chore! How I 

long for retirement." And addressing his prisoner in Arabic: "Come 

on, you." The Arab got up and, slowly, holding his bound wrists in 

front of him, went into the classroom. 

 

With the tea, Daru brought a chair. But Balducci was already 

enthroned on the nearest pupil's desk and the Arab had squatted 

against the teacher's platform facing the stove, which stood 

between the desk and the window. When he held out the glass of 

tea to the prisoner, Daru hesitated at the sight of his bound hands. 

"He might perhaps be untied." "Sure," said Balducci. "That was for 

the trip." He started to get to his feet. 

But Daru, setting the glass on the floor, had knelt beside the Arab. 

Without saying anything, the Arab watched him with his feverish 

eyes. Once his hands were free, he rubbed his swollen wrists 

against each other, took the glass of tea, and sucked up the burning 

liquid in swift little sips. 

 

"Good," said Daru. "And where are 

you headed?" Balducci withdrew his 

mustache from the tea. "Here, Son." 

"Odd pupils! And you're spending 

the night?" 

"No. I'm going back to El Ameur. And you will deliver this 

fellow to Tinguit. He is expected at police headquarters." 

 

Balducci was looking at Daru with a friendly little smile. 

 

"What's this story?" asked the schoolmaster. 

"Are you pulling my leg?" "No, son. Those are 

the orders." 



"The orders? I'm not . . ." Daru hesitated, not wanting to hurt the 

old Corsican. 

 

"I mean, that's not my job." "What! What's the meaning of that? 

In wartime people do all kinds of jobs." "Then I'll wait for the 

declaration of war!" 

Balducci nodded. 

 

"O. K. But the orders exist and they concern you too. Things are 

brewing, it appears. There is talk of a forthcoming revolt. We are 

mobilized, in away. 

 

Daru still had his obstinate look. 

 

Listen, Son," Balducci said. "I like you and you must understand. 

There's only a dozen of us at El Ameur to patrol throughout the 

whole territory of a small department and I must get back in a 

hurry. I was told to hand this guy over to you and return without 

delay. He couldn't be kept there. His village was beginning to stir; 

they wanted to take him back. You must take him to Tinguit 

tomorrow before the day is over. Twenty kilometers shouldn't faze 

a husky fellow like you. After that, all will be over. You'll come 

back to your pupils and your comfortable life." 

 

Behind the wall the horse could be heard snorting and pawing 

the earth. Daru was looking out the window. Decidedly, the 

weather was clearing and the light was increasing over the 

snowy plateau. When all the snow had melted, the sun would 

take over again and once more would burn the fields of stone. For 

days, still, the unchanging sky would shed its dry light on the 

solitary expanse where nothing had any connection with man. 

 

"After all," he said, turning around toward Balducci, "what did 

he do?" And, before the gendarme had opened his mouth, he asked: 

"Does he speak French?" 

 



"No, not a word. We had been looking for him for a month, but 

they were hiding him. He killed his cousin." 

 

"Is he against us?" 

 

"I don't think so. But you can 

never be sure." "Why did he 

kill?" 

"A family squabble, I think one owned the other grain, it seems. 

It's not all clear. In short, he killed his cousin with a billhook. You 

know, like a sheep, kreeck!" 

 

Balducci made the gesture of drawing a blade across his throat 

and the Arab, his attention attracted, watched him with a sort of 

anxiety. Dam felt a sudden wrath against them all, against all men 

with their rotten spite, their tireless hates, their blood lust. 

 

But the kettle was singing on the stove. He served Balducci 

more tea hesitated, then served the Arab again, who, a second 

time, drank avidly his raised arms made the jellaba fall open 

and the schoolmaster saw his thin, muscular chest. 

 

"Thanks, kid," Balducci said. "And now, I'm off." 

 

He got up and went toward the Arab, taking a 

small rope from his pocket. "What are you 

doing?" Daru asked dryly. 

Balducci, disconcerted, 

showed him the rope. "Don't 

bother." 

The old gendarme hesitated. "It's up to you. 

Of course, you are armed?" "I have my 

shotgun." 

"Where?" 

 

"In the trunk." 



 

"You ought to have it 

near your bed." "Why? I 

have nothing to fear." 

"You're crazy, son. If there's an uprising, no one is 

safe, we're all in the same boat." "I'll defend myself. 

I'll have time to see them coming." 

Balducci began to laugh, then suddenly the mustache covered the 

white teeth. 

 

"You'll have time? O.K. That's just what I was saying. You have 

always been a little cracked. That's why I like you, my son was 

like that." 

 

At the same time he took out his revolver 

and put it on the desk. "Keep it; I don't need 

two weapons from here to El Ameur." 

The revolver shone against the black paint of the table. When 

the gendarme turned toward him, the schoolmaster caught the 

smell of leather and horseflesh. "Listen, Balducci," Daru said 

suddenly, "every bit of this disgusts me, and first of all your fellow 

here. But I won't hand him over. Fight, yes, if I have to. But not 

that." 

 

The old gendarme stood in front of him and looked at him 

severely. 

 

"You're being a fool," he said slowly. "I don't like it either. You 

don't get used to putting a rope on a man even after years of it, 

and you're even ashamed, yes, ashamed. But you can't let them 

have their way." 

 

"I won't hand him over," 

Daru said again. "It's an 

order, son, and I repeat it." 

"That's right. Repeat to them what I've said to you: I won't hand 



him over." 

 

Balducci made a visible effort to reflect. He looked at the Arab and 

at Daru. At last he decided. 

 

"No, I won't tell them anything. If you want to drop us, go 

ahead. I'll not denounce you. I have an order to deliver the 

prisoner and I'm doing so. And now you'll just sign this paper for 

me." 

 

"There's no need. I'll not deny that you left him with me." 

 

"Don't be mean with me. I know you'll tell the truth. You're from 

hereabouts and you are a man. But you must sign, that's the rule." 

Daru opened his drawer, took out a little square bottle of purple 

ink, the red wooden penholder with the "sergeant-major" pen he 

used for making models of penmanship, and signed. The 

gendarme carefully folded the paper and put it into his wallet. 

Then he moved toward the door. 

 

"I'll see you off," Daru said. 

 

"No," said Balducci. "There's no use being polite. You insulted me." 

 

He looked at the Arab, motionless in the same spot, sniffed 

peevishly, and turned away toward the door. "Good-by, son," he 

said. The door shut behind him. Balducci appeared suddenly 

outside the window and then disappeared. His footsteps were 

muffled by the snow. The horse stirred on the other side of the wall 

and several chickens fluttered in fright. A moment later Balducci 

reappeared outside the window leading the horse by the bridle. He 

walked toward the little rise without turning around and 

disappeared from sight with the horse following him. A big stone 

could be heard bouncing down. Daru walked back toward the 

prisoner, who, without stirring, never took his eyes off him. 

"Wait," the schoolmaster said in Arabic and went toward the 



bedroom. As he was going through the door, he had a second 

thought, went to the desk, took the revolver, and stuck it in his 

pocket. Then, without looking back, he went into his room. 

 

For some time he lay on his couch watching the sky gradually 

close over, listening to the silence. It was this silence that had 

seemed painful to him during the first days here, after the war. He 

had requested a post in the little town at the base of the foothills 

separating the upper plateaus from the desert. There, rocky walls, 

green and black to the north, pink and lavender to the south, 

marked the frontier of eternal summer. He had been named to a 

post farther north, on the plateau itself. In the beginning, the 

solitude and the silence had been hard for him on these wastelands 

peopled only by stones. Occasionally, furrows suggested 

cultivation, but they had been dug to uncover a certain kind of 

stone good for building. The only plowing here was to harvest 

rocks. Elsewhere a thin layer of soil accumulated in the hollows 

would be scraped out to enrich palty village gardens. This is the 

way it was: bare rock covered three quarters of the region. 

Towns sprang up, flourished, then disappeared; men came by, 

loved one another or fought bitterly, then died. No one in this 

desert, neither he nor his guest, mattered. And yet, outside this 

desert neither of them, Daru knew, could have really lived. 

 

When he got up, no noise came from the classroom. He was 

amazed at the unmixed joy he derived from the mere thought that 

the Arab might have fled and that he would be alone with no 

decision to make. But the prisoner was there. He had merely 

stretched out between the stove and the desk. With eyes open, he 

was staring at the ceiling. In that position, his thick lips were 

particularly noticeable, giving him a pouting look. "Come," said 

Daru. The Arab got up and followed him. In the bedroom, the 

schoolmaster pointed to a chair near the table under the window. 

The Arab sat down without taking his eyes off Daru. 

 

"Are you hungry?" "Yes," the prisoner said. 



Daru set the table for two. He took flour and oil, shaped a cake 

in a frying-pan, and lighted the little stove that functioned on 

bottled gas. While the cake was cooking, he went out to the shed to 

get cheese, eggs, dates and condensed milk. When the cake was 

done he set it on the window sill to cool, heated some condensed 

milk diluted with water, and beat up the eggs into an omelette. In 

one of his motions he knocked against the revolver stuck m his 

right pocket. He set the bowl down, went into the classroom and 

put the revolver in his desk drawer. When he came back to the 

room night was falling. He put on the light and served the Arab. 

"Eat," he said. The Arab took a piece of the cake, lifted it eagerly to 

his mouth, and stopped short. 

 

"And you?" he 

asked. "After 

you. I'll eat 

too." 

The thick lips opened slightly. The Arab hesitated, then 

bit into the cake determinedly. The meal over, the Arab 

looked at the schoolmaster. "Are you the judge?" 

"No, I'm simply keeping you 

until tomorrow." "Why do 

you eat with me?" 

"I'm hungry." 

 

The Arab fell silent. Daru got up and went out. He brought back 

a folding bed from the shed, set it up between the table and the 

stove, perpendicular to his own bed. From a large suitcase which, 

upright in a corner, served as a shelf for papers, he took two 

blankets and arranged them on the camp bed. Then he stopped, 

felt useless, and sat down on his bed. There was nothing more to 

do or to get ready. He had to look at this man. He looked at him, 

therefore, trying to imagine his face bursting with rage. He 

couldn't do so. 

He could see nothing but the dark yet shining eyes and the animal 

mouth. 



 

"Why did you kill him?" he asked in a voice 

whose hostile tone surprised him. The Arab 

looked away. 

"He ran away. I ran after him." 

 

He raised his eyes to Daru again and they were full of a sort of 

woeful interrogation. "Now what will they do to me?" 

 

"Are you afraid?" 

 

He stiffened, turning his 

eyes away. "Are you 

sorry?" 

The Arab stared at him openmouthed. Obviously he did not 

understand. Daru's annoyance was growing. 

At the same time he felt awkward and self-conscious with his big 

body wedged between the two beds. "Lie down there," he said 

impatiently. "That's your bed." 

The Arab didn't move. He 

called to Daru: "Tell me!" 

The schoolmaster looked at him. 

 

"Is the gendarme coming 

back tomorrow?" "I don't 

know." 

"Are you coming 

with us?" "I don't 

know. Why?" 

The prisoner got up and stretched out on top of the blankets, his 

feet toward the window. The light from the electric bulb shone 

straight into his eyes and he closed them at once. 

 

"Why?" Daru repeated, standing beside the bed. 

The Arab opened his eyes under the blinding light and 

looked at him, trying not to blink. "Come with us," he 



said. 

In the middle of the night, Daru was still not asleep. He had gone 

to bed after undressing completely; he generally slept naked. But 

when he suddenly realized that he had nothing on, he hesitated. 

He felt vulnerable and the temptation came to him to put his 

clothes back on. Then he shrugged his shoulders; after all, he 

wasn't a child and, if need be, he could break his adversary in two. 

From his bed he could observe him, lying on his back, still 

motionless with his eyes closed under the harsh light. When Daru 

turned out the light, the darkness seemed to coagulate all of a 

sudden. Little by little, the night came back to life in the window 

where the starless sky was stirring gently. The schoolmaster soon 

made out the body lying at his feet. The Arab still did not move, 

but his eyes seemed open. A light wind was prowling around the 

schoolhouse. Perhaps it would drive away the clouds and the sin 

would reappear. 

 

During the night the wind increased. The hens fluttered a little 

and then were silent. The Arab turned over on his side with his 

back to Daru, who thought he heard him moan. Then he listened 

for his guest's breathing, become heavier and more regular. He 

listened to that breath so close to him and mused without being 

able to go to sleep. In this room where he had been sleeping alone 

for a year, this presence bothered him. But it bothered him also by 

imposing on him a sort of brotherhood he knew well but refused to 

accept in the present circumstances. Men who share the same 

rooms, soldiers or prisoners, develop a strange alliance as if, 

having cast off their armor with their clothing, they fraternized 

every evening, over and above their differences, in the ancient 

community of dream and fatigue. But Daru shook himself; he 

didn't like such musings, and it was essential to sleep. 

 

A little later, however, when the Arab stirred slightly, the 

schoolmaster was still not asleep. When the prisoner made a 

second move, he stiffened, on the alert. The Arab was lifting 

himself slowly on his arms with almost the motion of a 



sleepwalker. Seated upright in bed, he waited motionless without 

turning his head toward Daru, as if he were listening attentively. 

Daru did not stir; it had just occurred to him that the revolver was 

still in the drawer of his desk. It was better to act at once. Yet he 

continued to observe the prisoner, who, with the same slithery 

motion, put his feet on the ground, waited again, then began to 

stand up slowly. Daru was about to call out to him when the Arab 

began to walk, in a quite natural but extraordinarily silent way. 

He was heading toward the door at the end of the room that 

opened into the shed. He lifted the latch with precaution and went 

out, pushing the door behind him but without shutting it. Daru 

had not stirred. "He is running away," he merely thought. "Good 

riddance!" Yet he listened attentively. The hens were not 

fluttering; the guest must be on the plateau. A faint sound of water 

reached him, and he didn't know what it was until the Arab again 

stood framed in the doorway, closed the door carefully, and came 

back to bed without a sound. Then Daru turned his back on him 

and fell asleep. Still later he seemed, from the depths of his sleep, 

to hear furtive steps around the schoolhouse. "I'm dreaming! I'm 

dreaming!" he repeated to himself. And he went on sleeping. 

 

When he awoke, the sky was clear; the loose window let in a 

cold, pure air. The Arab was asleep, hunched up under the 

blankets now, his mouth open, utterly relaxed. But when Daru 

shook him, he started dreadfully staring at Daru with wild eyes as 

if he had never seen him and such a frightened expression that the 

schoolmaster stepped back. "Don't be afraid. It's me. You must eat." 

The Arab nodded his head and said yes. Calm had returned to his 

face, but his expression was vacant and listless. 

 

The coffee was ready. They drank it seated together on the 

folding bed as they munched their pieces of the cake. Then Daru 

led the Arab under the shed and showed him the faucet where he 

washed. He went back into the room, folded the blankets and the 

bed, made his own bed and put the room in order. Then he went 

through the classroom and out onto the terrace. The sun was 



already rising in the blue sky; a soft, 

bright light was bathing the deserted plateau. On the ridge the 

snow was melting in spots. The stones were about to reappear. 

Crouched on the edge of the plateau, the schoolmaster looked at 

the deserted expanse. He thought of Balducci. He had hurt him, 

for he had sent him off in a way as if he didn't want to be 

associated with him. He could still hear the gendarme's farewell 

and, without knowing why, he felt strangely empty and 

vulnerable. At that moment, from the other side of the 

schoolhouse, the prisoner coughed. Daru listened to him almost 

despite himself and then furious, threw a pebble that whistled 

through the air before sinking into the snow. That man's stupid 

crime revolted him, but to hand him over was contrary to honor. 

Merely thinking of it made him smart with humiliation. And he 

cursed at one and the same time his own people who had sent him 

this Arab and the Arab too who had dared to kill and not managed 

to get away. Daru got up, walked in a circle on the terrace, waited 

motionless, and then went back into the schoolhouse. 

 

The Arab, leaning over the cement floor of the shed, was 

washing his teeth with two fingers. Daru looked at him and said: 

"Come." He went back into the room ahead of the prisoner. He 

slipped a hunting- jacket on over his sweater and put on walking-

shoes. Standing, he waited until the Arab had put on his cheche 

and sandals. They went into the classroom and the schoolmaster 

pointed to the exit, saying: "Go ahead." The fellow didn't budge. 

"I'm coming," said Daru. The Arab went out. Daru went back into 

the room and made a package of pieces of rusk, dates, and sugar. 

In the classroom, before going out, he hesitated a second in front 

of his desk, then crossed the threshold and locked the door. "That's 

the way," he said. He started toward the east, followed by the 

prisoner. But, a short distance from the schoolhouse, he thought 

he heard a slight sound behind them. He retraced his steps and 

examined the surroundings of the house, there was no one there. 

The Arab watched him without seeming to understand. "Come on," 

said Daru. 



 

They walked for an hour and rested beside a sharp peak of 

limestone. The snow was melting faster and faster and the sun was 

drinking up the puddles at once, rapidly cleaning the plateau, 

which gradually dried and vibrated like the air itself. When they 

resumed walking, the ground rang under their feet. From time to 

time a bird rent the space in front of them with a joyful cry. Daru 

breathed in deeply the fresh morning light. He felt a sort of 

rapture before the vast familiar expanse, now almost entirely 

yellow under its dome of blue sky. They walked an hour more, 

descending toward the south. They reached a level height made up 

of crumbly rocks. From there on, the plateau sloped down, 

eastward, toward a low plain where there were a few spindly trees 

and, to the south, toward outcroppings of rock that gave the 

landscape a chaotic look. 

 

Daru surveyed the two directions. There was nothing but the sky 

on the horizon. Not a man could be seen. He turned toward the 

Arab, who was looking at him blankly. Daru held out the package 

to him. "Take it," he said. "There are dates, bread, and sugar. You 

can hold out for two days. Here are a thousand francs too." The 

Arab took the package and the money but kept his full hands at 

chest level as if he didn't know what to do with what was being 

given him. "Now look," the schoolmaster said as he pointed in the 

direction of the east, "there's the way to Tinguit. You have a two-

hour walk. At Tinguit you'll find the administration and the police. 

They are expecting you." The Arab looked toward the east, still 

holding the package and the money against his chest. Daru took 

his elbow and turned him rather roughly toward the south. At the 

foot of the height on which they stood could be seen a faint path. 

"That's the trail across the plateau. In a day's walk from here you'll 

find pasturelands and the first nomads. They'll take you in and 

shelter you according to their law." The Arab had now turned 

toward Daru and a sort of panic was visible in his expression. 

"Listen," he said. Daru shook his head: "No, be quiet. Now I'm 

leaving you." He turned his back on him, took two long steps in the 



direction of the school, looking hesitantly at the motionless Arab 

and started off again. For a few minutes he heard nothing but his 

own step resounding on the cold ground and did not turn his 

head. A moment later however he turned around. The Arab was 

still there on the edge of the hill his arms hanging now, and he 

was looking at the schoolmaster. Daru felt something rise in his 

throat. But he swore with impatience, waved vaguely, and started 

off again. He had already gone some distance when he again 

stopped and looked. There was no longer anyone on the hill. 

 

Daru hesitated. The sun was now rather high in the sky and was 

beginning to beat down on his head. 

The schoolmaster retraced his steps at first somewhat uncertainly 

then with decision. When he reached the little hill he was bathed 

in sweat. He climbed it as fast as he could and stopped. Out of 

breath at the top. 

The rock-fields to the south stood out sharply against the blue sky 

but on the plain to the east a steamy heat was already rising. And 

in that slight haze Daru with heavy heart made out the Arab 

walking slowly on the road to prison. 

 

A little later standing before the window of the classroom the 

school master was watching the clear light bathing the whole 

surface of the plateau but he hardly saw it. Behind him on the 

blackboard among the winding French rivers sprawled the 

clumsily chalked-up words he had just read. "You handed over our 

brother. You will pay for this." Daru looked at the sky, the plateau 

and beyond the invisible lands stretching all the way to the sea. In 

this vast landscape he had loved so much, he was alone. 

      ********* 

 

 

FLORA ANNIE- VALIANT VICKY 

Once upon a time there lived a little weaver, by name Victor Prince, 

but because his head was big, his legs thin, and he was altogether 



small, and weak, and ridiculous, his neighbours called him Vicky–

Little Vicky the Weaver. 

But despite his size, his thin legs, and his ridiculous appearance, 

Vicky was very valiant, and loved to talk for hours of his bravery, 

and the heroic acts he would perform if Fate gave him an 

opportunity. Only Fate did not, and in consequence Vicky remained 

little Vicky the valiant weaver, who was laughed at by all for his 

boasting. 

Now one day, as Vicky was sitting at his loom, weaving, a mosquito 

settled on his left hand just as he was throwing the shuttle from his 

right hand, and by chance, after gliding swiftly through the warp, 

the shuttle came flying into his left hand on the very spot where the 

mosquito had settled, and squashed it. Seeing this, Vicky became 

desperately excited: 'It is as I have always said,' he cried; 'if I only 

had the chance I knew I could show my mettle! Now, I'd like to 

know how many people could have done that? Killing a mosquito is 

easy, and throwing a shuttle is easy, but to do both at one time is a 

mighty different affair! It is easy enough to shoot a great hulking 

man–there is something to see, something to aim at; then guns and 

crossbows are made for shooting; but to shoot a mosquito with 

a shuttle is quite another thing. That requires a man!' 

The more he thought over the matter, the more elated he became 

over his skill and bravery, until he determined that he would no 

longer suffer himself to be called 'Vicky.' No! now that he had shown 

his mettle he would be called 'Victor'–'Victor Prince'–or better still, 

'Prince Victor'; that was a name worthy his merits. But when he 

announced this determination to the neighbours, they roared with 

laughter, and though some did call him Prince Victor, it was with 

such sniggering and giggling and mock reverence that the little man 

flew home in a rage. Here he met with no better reception, for his 

wife, a fine handsome young woman, who was tired to death by her 

ridiculous little husband's whims and fancies, sharply bade him hold 

his tongue and not make a fool of himself. Upon this, beside himself 

with pride and mortification, he seized her by the hair, and beat her 

most unmercifully. Then, resolving to stay no longer in a town 



where his merits were unrecognised, he bade her prepare some 

bread for a journey, and set about packing his bundle. 

'I will go into the world!' he said to himself. 'The man who can shoot 

a mosquito dead with a shuttle ought not to hide his light under a 

bushel.' So off he set, with his bundle, his shuttle, and a loaf of bread 

tied up in a kerchief. 

Now as he journeyed he came to a city where a dreadful elephant 

came daily to make a meal off the inhabitants. Many mighty 

warriors had gone against it, but none had returned. On hearing 

this the valiant little weaver thought to himself, 'Now is my chance! 

A great haystack of an elephant will be a fine mark to a man who 

has shot a mosquito with a shuttle!' So he went to the King, and 

announced that he proposed single-handed to meet and slay the 

elephant. At first the King thought the little man was mad, but as he 

persisted in his words, he told him that he was free to try his luck if 

he chose to run the risk; adding that many better men than he had 

failed. 

Nevertheless, our brave weaver was nothing daunted; he even 

refused to take either sword or bow, but strutted out to meet the 

elephant armed only with his shuttle. 

'It is a weapon I thoroughly understand, good people,' he replied 

boastfully to those who urged him to choose some more deadly arm, 

'and it has done its work in its time, I can tell you!' 

It was a beautiful sight to see little Vicky swaggering out to meet his 

enemy, while the townsfolk flocked to the walls to witness the fight. 

Never was such a valiant weaver till the elephant, descrying its tiny 

antagonist, trumpeted fiercely, and charged right at him, and then, 

alas! all the little man's courage disappeared, and forgetting his new 

name of Prince Victor he dropped his bundle, his shuttle, and his 

bread, and bolted away as fast as Vicky's legs could carry him. 

Now it so happened that his wife had made the bread ever so sweet, 

and had put all sorts of tasty spices in it, because she wanted to hide 

the flavour of the poison she had put in it also; for she was a wicked, 

revengeful woman, who wanted to be rid of her tiresome, whimsical 

little husband. And so, as the elephant charged past, it smelt the 

delicious spices, and catching up the bread with its long trunk, 



gobbled it up without stopping an instant. Meanwhile fear lent 

speed to Vicky's short legs, but though he ran like a hare, the 

elephant soon overtook him. In vain he doubled and doubled, and 

the beast's hot breath was on him, when in sheer desperation he 

turned, hoping to bolt through the enormous creature's legs; being 

half blind with fear, however, he ran full tilt against them instead. 

Now, as luck would have it, at that very moment the poison took 

effect, and the elephant fell to the ground stone dead. 

When the spectators saw the monster fall they could scarcely believe 

their eyes, but their astonishment was greater still when, running up 

to the scene of action, they found Valiant Vicky seated in triumph on 

the elephant's head, calmly mopping his face with his handkerchief. 

'I had to pretend to run away,' he explained, 'or the coward would 

never have engaged me. Then I gave him a little push, and he fell 

down, as you see. Elephants are big beasts, but they have no strength 

to speak of.' 

The good folks were amazed at the careless way in which Valiant 

Vicky spoke of his achievement, and as they had been too far off to 

see very distinctly what had occurred, they went and told the King 

that the little weaver was just a fearful wee man, and had knocked 

over the elephant like a ninepin. Then the King said to himself, 'None 

of my warriors and wrestlers, no, not even the heroes of old, could 

have done this. I must secure this little man's services if I can.' So he 

asked Vicky why he was wandering about the world. 



 
'For pleasure, for service, or for conquest! ' returned Valiant Vicky, 

laying such stress on the last word that the King, in a great hurry, 

made him Commander-in-Chief of his whole army, for fear he 

should take service elsewhere. 

So there was Valiant Vicky a mighty fine warrior, and as proud as a 

peacock of having fulfilled his own predictions. 

'I knew it!' he would say to himself when he was dressed out in full 

fig, with shining armour and waving plumes, and spears, swords, 

and shields; 'I felt I had it in me!' 

Now after some time a terribly savage tiger came ravaging the 

country, and at last the city-folk petitioned that the mighty Prince 

Victor might be sent out to destroy it. So out he went at the head of 

his army,–for he was a great man now, and had quite forgotten all 

about looms and shuttles. But first he made the King promise his 

daughter in marriage as a reward. 'Nothing for nothing!' said the 

astute little weaver to himself, and when the promise was given he 

went out as gay as a lark. 

'Do not distress yourselves, good people,' he said to those who 

flocked round him praying for his successful return; 'it is ridiculous 

to suppose the tiger will have a chance. Why, I knocked over an 

elephant with my little finger! I am really invincible!' 

But, alas for our Valiant Vicky! No sooner did he see the tiger 

lashing its tail and charging down on him, than he ran for the 



nearest tree, and scrambled into the branches. There he sat like a 

monkey, while the tiger glowered at him from below. Of course 

when the army saw their Commander-in-Chief bolt like a mouse, 

they followed his example, and never stopped until they reached the 

city, where they spread the news that the little hero had fled up a 

tree. 

'There let him stay!' said the King, secretly relieved, for he was 

jealous of the little weaver's prowess, and did not want him for a 

son-in-law. 

Meanwhile, Valiant Vicky sat cowering in the tree, while the tiger 

occupied itself below with sharpening its teeth and claws, and 

curling its whiskers, till poor Vicky nearly tumbled into its jaws with 

fright. So one day, two days, three days, six days passed by; on the 

seventh the tiger was fiercer, hungrier, and more watchful than 

ever. As for the poor little weaver, he was so hungry that his hunger 

made him brave, and he determined to try and slip past his enemy 

during its mid-day snooze. He crept stealthily down inch by inch, till 

his foot was within a yard of the ground, and then? Why then the 

tiger, which had had one eye open all the time, jumped up with a 

roar! 

Valiant Vicky shrieked with fear, and making a tremendous effort, 

swung himself into a branch, cocking his little bandy legs over it to 

keep them out of reach, for the tiger's red panting mouth and 

gleaming white teeth were within half an inch of his toes. In doing 

so, his dagger fell out of its sheath, and went pop into the tiger's 

wide-open mouth, and thus point foremost down into its stomach, so 

that it died! 

Valiant Vicky could scarcely believe his good fortune, but, after 

prodding at the body with a branch, and finding it did not move, he 

concluded the tiger really was dead, and ventured down. Then he 

cut off its head, and went home in triumph to the King. 

'You and your warriors are a nice set of cowards!' said he, 

wrathfully. 'Here have I been fighting that tiger for seven days and 

seven nights, without bite or sup, whilst you have been guzzling and 

snoozing at home. Pah! it's disgusting! but I suppose every one is not 



a hero as I am!' So Prince Victor married the King's daughter, and 

was a greater man than ever. 

But by and by a neighbouring prince, who bore a grudge against the 

King, came with a huge army, and encamped outside the city, 

swearing to put every man, woman, and child within it to the sword. 

Hearing this, the inhabitants of course cried with one accord, 'Prince 

Victor! Prince Victor to the rescue!' so the valiant little weaver was 

ordered by the King to go out and destroy the invading army, after 

which he was to receive half the kingdom as a reward. Now Valiant 

Vicky, with all his boasting, was no fool, and he said to himself, 'This 

is a very different affair from the others. A man may kill a mosquito, 

an elephant, and a tiger; yet another man may kill him. And here is 

not one man, but thousands! No, No!–what is the use of half a 

kingdom if you haven't a head on your shoulders? Under the 

circumstances I prefer not to be a hero!' 

So in the dead of night he bade his wife rise, pack up her golden 

dishes, and follow him–'Not that you will want the golden dishes at 

my house,' he explained boastfully, 'for I have heaps and heaps, but 

on the journey these will be useful.' Then he crept outside the city, 

followed by his wife carrying the bundle, and began to steal through 

the enemy's camp. 

Just as they were in the very middle of it, a big cockchafer flew into 

Valiant Vicky's face. 'Run! run!' he shrieked to his wife, in a terrible 

taking, and setting off as fast as he could, never stopped till he had 

reached his room again and hidden under the bed. His wife set off at 

a run likewise, dropping her bundle of golden dishes with a clang. 

The noise roused the enemy, who, thinking they were attacked, flew 

to arms; but being half asleep, and the night being pitch-dark, they 

could not distinguish friend from foe, and falling on each other, 

fought with such fury that by next morning not one was left alive! 

And then, as may be imagined, great were the rejoicings at Prince 

Victor's prowess. 'It was a mere trifle!' remarked that valiant little 

gentleman modestly; 'when a man can shoot a mosquito with a 

shuttle, everything else is child's play.' 



So he received half the kingdom, and ruled it with great dignity, 

refusing ever afterwards to fight, saying truly that kings never 

fought themselves, but paid others to fight for them. 

Thus he lived in peace, and when he died every one said Valiant 

Vicky was the greatest hero the world had ever seen. 

 

      ******** 
 


