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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Part I




CHAPTER I


THE Electors Club, to which I belong, is intended to be extremely exclusive, for which reason the first of the club’s rules is that no one may become a member unless he is on the roll of parliamentary electors. That the vote has been widely extended during this century is not any fault of ours, and our rule remains, although it naturally fails to keep out many that the founders of the club would have not considered suitable. Still, so far as we can, and in difficult times, we preserve the old idea of exclusiveness, and there was a small section of the club only recently, that opposed with some vehemence the election of Pundit Sinadryana on the grounds that, even though now a resident in Chelsea and qualified to vote at elections therein, he was by several thousand miles outside the circle that was intended by the original founders to contain possible members of the Electors Club. Pundit Sinadryana was duly elected, and I mention the opposition to his election without intention of making any reflections against himself, but so as to explain a certain antagonism between the pundit and Colonel Polders, who for some reason had constituted himself the leader of that opposition.


Once Pundit Sinadryana had been elected it was obviously useless, and even embarrassing, to maintain that opposition, and one day a deliberate effort was made to induce the colonel to speak to him, and ultimately he did. “You must find it very cold here,” were the colonel’s actual words.


“It does not matter. For I can always return to India,” replied the pundit, “at any moment.”


The words ‘at any moment’ puzzled those of us that were within hearing, but the colonel seemed to understand what the pundit was talking about.


“You can do that, eh?” he replied.


“Certainly,” said Sinadryana.


“I should like to see you do it,” said the colonel. This remark of course could be taken as none too hospitable, said by an elder member of the club to one who was just elected; but it did not appear to ruffle the composure of Pundit Sinadryana.


“At any moment,” repeated the pundit.


“You are sure of that?” asked the colonel.


“Or you either,” added the pundit.


“You mean you could send me to India?” the colonel enquired.


“Or further,” the pundit said.


“To the Gilbert Islands?” the colonel suggested.


“Further,” the pundit repeated.


“You couldn’t go much further,” the colonel remarked. “That is on the international date-line, you know.”


“Much further,” the pundit insisted.


“Where?” asked the colonel.


“Beyond life,” said the pundit.


“Murder, you mean,” said the colonel.


“No,” said the pundit. “Merely travel.”


“Transmigration?” the colonel said.


“Exactly,” replied the pundit.


“I don’t believe in it,” said the colonel.


“You have experienced it?” asked the pundit.


“I’ve heard of it in Benares,” the colonel said. “And I don’t believe in it.”


“You should see it,” the pundit said.


“How can I do that?” asked the colonel.


“Easily,” said the pundit.


“I should like to see you do it,” said the colonel again, though this time he said it of himself.


“I will show you,” said Pundit Sinadryana. And after what the colonel had just said it was difficult for him to decline the invitation; much as he wished to do so, not from any fear of the adventure, but because he did not like Pundit Sinadryana.


“When?” said the colonel.


“Tonight, if you like,” said the pundit.


It was already evening. And at this moment the few of us who were listening felt suddenly that we no longer listened to light talk, with a barb in it now and then, between two men whom we knew to be antagonistic to one another, but that there was something graver afoot; the atmosphere of the room seemed at once to thrill with it, and, no longer smiling at little verbal scores as each man achieved them, we sat there hushed and listened to every word.


“I don’t quite understand,” the colonel was saying.


“Merely the igniting of a few powders, that you would call incense,” said Pundit Sinadryana, “a few different powders in a bowl, and then a few spells.”


“And what then?” said the colonel.


“Then the spirit goes on its journey,” said the pundit.


“Whither?” the colonel asked.


“To other lives,” said Pundit Sinadryana.


“And you can do that?” said the colonel.


“I can,” said the pundit.


“And it will return?”


“Certainly,” the pundit assured him.


“In how long?” the colonel asked next.


The pundit gazed upwards awhile in silence before he answered, and then said: “It is easy to estimate time by our clocks, and easy to speak of it by our subdivisions of hours and minutes and seconds. But where spells are concerned the matter is very different. The difference between our easier multiplication tables and algebra at its most intricate is as nothing compared with the difference between these two ways of time.”


“Really?” said the colonel.


“And so,” the pundit continued, “if I were to embark on the intricacies your question suggests, I should make everything appear very complicated instead of plainly sailing. Enough perhaps that your spirit may visit other lives, if you should care to undertake the little experiment.”


A very slight smile touched Pundit Sinadryana’s lips, which seems hardly worth mentioning, and yet such trifles will sometimes have their effect where reasoned words may fail, and I got the impression that it was so in this case; which goes to show that reason may not control us as much as we think.


“I don’t mind,” blurted out Colonel Polders.


“Then?” said the pundit.


We all looked at each other, feeling that something was going to happen. Either the pundit would be shown up as a mountebank, or we might see something incredible.


“Well,” said the colonel, “well? Where would you like to burn your spices?”


“Powders,” said Pundit Sinadryana.


“Powders, then,” said the colonel.


And in the hush that followed, one of us said, “There is the music-room.”


We have a music-room at our club, in which there used to be a piano. But scarcely anyone goes there. It was an ideal room for our purpose; small, quiet and out of the way.


“It will do,” said Pundit Sinadryana.


“As you like,” said the colonel. “When?”


“Now?” said the pundit quietly, again with his faint smile.


I can think of nothing but the acute crack of a bullet, that would have been more distinctly noticeable than was that single quiet syllable. None of us said a word, and we all walked to the music-room.


When we got there, I said to a member standing beside me, “Do you think that Sinadryana knows how much Polders opposed his election?”


“Oh, I don’t suppose so,” said the other member.


“Do you think he would be revengeful,” I asked, “if he did know?”


“Oh, I don’t think that,” the other member said.


But I couldn’t tell what he really thought.


Of Pundit Sinadryana’s performance I can give two accounts. First of all I can tell what he did with his little packets of powders that he had in his pocket, and the tea-saucers that he got from a waiter; while we watched for ten minutes or so in that little room, all waiting with various degrees of expectancy for something that never happened. And then I can give Colonel Polders’ story, as he told it to us on several occasions afterwards, either in the club or in the sitting-room in my flat.


Well, first of all the pundit brought out a crumpled packet of something in a sort of gold foil, that turned out to be a greenish powder, of which he poured a spoonful into one of the saucers that the waiter had already brought. The saucer he stood on a plate, I suppose to protect the table from the heat when he lit the powder; for he put the plate on a table close to a chair on which Colonel Polders was sitting, and set light to his little heap of scented powder, while we stood further away. In fact we edged away as far as we could in so small a room, not only so as to avoid the smell of the smoke, but on account of a curious remark that the pundit made to us over his shoulder after he had lit the powder and was about to intone some spell, “The power of all these things, you understand, varies in accordance with the square of the distance.” And that of course meant that every ten inches we edged away from him gave us a hundred inches of increased safety, if there was anything in what he was doing.


Another thing that the pundit did was to pull out a compass and to move the colonel’s chair, so as to be, as he said, facing Benares. And this the colonel evidently thought silly, which had the effect of cheering him up; for, though he had showed no sign of a strain, it must have been a strain to sit there facing the man who claimed to have such power over his life, a power in which, as one watched the strange and solemn face of the pundit, it seemed possible to believe. But this shifting of the chair so as to face Benares appeared something more trivial, and metaphorically broke the spell; but not actually, for just at this moment Pundit Sinadryana began to utter his spell low and musical right into the colonel’s face, of which we heard no clear word, nor did we wish to, and it murmured on inside the grey haze of smoke that was now all round the colonel. “Well,” said the colonel, “I don’t seem to be doing much travelling.”


Those were the last words we heard him say, before he suddenly fell asleep. We peered through the haze without coming any closer, to see that he was all right, and the pundit went on with his spell. For most of the time that we were in that room he was muttering musical spells, and on several occasions he brought out some other powder and lit it on other saucers. The colonel began to snore heavily, and again we felt anxious and were about to move nearer, but at that moment he woke up. He stood up at once and walked out of the room without saying a word, and we were left looking in one another’s faces, and then silently at the pundit, expecting an explanation, but not a word would he say; and while he put back his little packets of gold foil into his pocket we wondered if Polders might not have been right after all, and that the Electors Club was not quite the place for a man who played a charlatan’s trick on the members, besides making the music-room smelly with that odd, unwholesome smoke. We therefore said nothing either, but went out of the room together, leaving the pundit there. We were agreed that the whole thing had taken about ten minutes, and that we had seen nothing, heard little, and did not like the smell.


One of us went straight to the secretary of the club and told him what the pundit had done. And the secretary said that, whatever we might think of Pundit Sinadryana, he had not actually broken any rule of the club, and we should have, in fact, to put up with him until he did something more definite that could be brought before the committee. And so matters rested for a few days, all of us feeling that we had been fooled by an Indian and that we had better have kept more closely to the spirit of the club and not let in anybody who had chanced to reside in Chelsea just long enough to secure a vote.


And then one day the colonel came into the club again, and I found him completely reticent, so that I took some trouble to get from him exactly what had happened; and it was more trouble than perhaps my reader would credit. But in the end I asked him to dine with me in my flat, and I gave him some wine that, though it is mentioned in history, is not known to exist any longer; but I had got some from Greece. It was Malmsey, as a matter of fact. And so I got his extraordinary story.




CHAPTER II


AND this is what Colonel Polders told me after dinner, and after a few glasses of Malmsey wine, when we had left my dining-room and were sitting in deep chairs beside the fire, in the room that I mostly use.


“Well,” he said, “I thought there might be something in that fellow’s magic, or whatever you call it. To tell you the truth I didn’t quite like it, but I couldn’t back out of it very well.”


“Then there was something in it?” I asked.


“Yes,” he said.


“What happened?” I asked.


“Well,” he said, and nothing more for a while, and I saw that he was still reluctant to speak.


“Would you like a cigar?” I asked. “I ought to have offered you one before.” And I went to a box of rather nice cigars that I have.


“Oh, thank you,” he said.


He lit up and I said no more.


What the Malmsey had nearly done, the cigar completed. He seemed to be waiting for me to say something more. But still I said nothing. And then he began to speak: this is his story.


“That smoke that that fellow burned was soporific. I don’t suppose there was anything much more to it than that. But the spells were another matter. I dropped off to sleep nearly at once, as you may have noticed; but I heard those spells, whenever he uttered them, ringing clear through my sleep. Those spells are what did it. There are things about which I don’t quite understand. I didn’t entirely understand what that fellow said about time, and I don’t see even now. We know that air can be compressed, and that water can’t. It would appear that time can.”


I said never a word, though he waited. Had I done so, we should have got away on to a discussion about time. But I said nothing, and got his story.


“Perhaps I may have been wrong,” he went on, “in saying that the smoke of that powder was only soporific. It sent me to sleep all right, but it sent me to sleep in his country, into his dreamland, as it were. Consequently his spells appeared to be orders there, instead of the regulations of any decent civilization. I recognized that at once, I couldn’t help it. Perhaps you will hardly believe what I have told you.”


“Every word of it,” I said.


And I spoke the truth. For so prejudiced had the colonel been against Sinadryana, that any acknowledgement of the pundit’s powers from such a source was bound to be true.


“Well, it’s an odd story,” said the colonel, “whatever way you look at it.”


“Sinadryana is an odd man,” I said to help him along.


“Damned odd,” said the colonel.


“I quite agree,” I said.


“Well, it was like this,” he continued. “To make a long story short, I became a fish. I suddenly found that I was a fish. Of course I couldn’t believe it at first. Who would? But there was no mistake about it: I was wearing no clothes and I was swimming about in the water, a long way down where it was nearly dark, or dark at any rate compared with what we are used to; and it soon became clear enough that if I wasn’t a fish I’d have been drowned. But I was breathing the water, if one can use such a word, and feeling quite comfortable. In fact breathing air seemed to me no more agreeable than eating it: it seemed to me as if it would be altogether too insubstantial.


Very soon I forgot about air altogether and what we call adequate lighting, and was entirely content with the dim glow and the colour that was all round me, and great weeds that waved from the bottom of the sea. For that is where I was; somewhere in the sea. I forgot too about the way we walk and move about on the earth, but before I forgot it I could not help comparing what I can only call the clumsiness of our heavy movements. Indeed clumsy and heavy I am afraid they will always seem to me now, after once having known the ease and the grace and the swiftness of a fish. Why! One had only to move a hand or a foot—a fin I suppose I should say—with no more effort than I use to raise this glass, and one glided several yards. It was wonderful. And one had a lightness that I fear I shall never feel again.


“The scenery was marvellous. It was like a picture done in enamels, or something upon another planet. With the most astonishing ease I glided through beautiful vistas of waving weeds glimmering in the dim glow. I saw before me a trellis-work, through which the greenery of the floor of the sea seemed to shine like a garden. And, just as I drifted towards it to see what it was, the whole thing lifted upwards, and there seemed to be more of it below me and behind. I had no idea what it was, for I had forgotten our ways by then, and I was taken completely by surprise. But though I had no idea that it was a net, I knew well enough that I was caught.


“Well, that would have been the end of it, the end of what I believe that fellow calls an incarnation, only that they had a tank in their beastly ship; and they put me into that. They seem to have been collecting for an aquarium.


“What I dislike particularly about that horrible experience is that it gave me what I can only call a distaste for the human race, which I hope will wear off, though as yet I am afraid it has not done so entirely. I hope it will in time. The men in the ship looked horrible, as I lay gasping for something that I could breathe before they put me into their tank. They looked heavy and gross and greedy; in a single word, if you will excuse my using it in this sense, human. I shouldn’t perhaps have used the word ‘distaste’, as I did just now, for I shouldn’t have minded eating them, if I had found them in the sea. They looked plump and juicy. But, as anything except food, they appeared to me loathsome.


I was taken to an aquarium. That is the long and short of it. I was an exhibit in a show.”


“Won’t you have another glass?” I said. For we had brought our glasses into my sitting-room.


“Well, thank you,” he said. “I’ll have half a glass.”


I filled up his glass and he drank, and gradually restored his self-respect.


“Of course the aquarium was better than the deck. In a way. On the deck one was hopeless; in the aquarium there was always a kind of hope; but it was so illusory, swimming round that one rock that there was and hoping day after day, and indeed minute after minute, that one would find an outlet this time as one came round, and always being met by that sheer wall of glass, that the long weariness and myriad disillusions were in a way worse than the deck. It would have been over in a minute on the deck, the weariness of gasping for water, but here the weariness dragged on and on; a lesser weariness, but all adding up in the end to the size of the other.


“It was a very strange view that one had, following that hope round the rock. It seems strange to me still, though it was perfectly ordinary really, just a gallery with people walking up and down, and looking in through the glass at the tanks; and all of us, for a lot of others were caught at the same time, gazing with equal wonder back at them. But I had forgotten by then what human beings looked like and what they did, and these gaping faces, sometimes with mouths slightly open, looking in through the glass, seemed foolish and horrible. And that terrible sheet of glass, I shall never forget it. It was worse than a thousand iron bars, for there was always the faint hope of escape, even though it grew slightly fainter every day, and always the same shock on finding it absolutely impossible, as one came round the rock with one’s minute hope of freedom which I could never entirely abandon. One did not need to have to touch the glass to realize its absolute impassability: all the currents set up by my movement, each slight sway of the water, everything, stopped there. It was palpably the world’s end, of a very tiny world.


“I don’t know why I didn’t lie still and despair, but there was always that faint hope urging me on. And then always that invisible, but impassable, end, and the foolish staring faces. And still I hoped for the rippling waters with the sunlight glimmering down through them, which I knew were somewhere beyond, if one only could find them, waters flowing and swaying, without boundaries for ever and ever.


“And one day hope died, and I lay on the floor of their tank and tried to get round the glass no more. And soon after that I must have died too, for I heard one of that fellow’s spells ringing clear through the water, and I was unmistakably living another life. In fact I was a dog.”




CHAPTER III


WHY the colonel should have objected to being a dog more than to being a fish I do not know, unless it be that a dog is in a position more immediately subordinate. You do not for instance give orders to a fish. But, whatever it was, he was showing a greater reluctance to say any more, than he had when recalling his memory of being a fish in a show. But I have found in life that all the old proverbs are true, discovering it as one comes across them one by one; and none truer than that which the wisdom of Rome discovered, in vino veritas. And so I filled my guest’s glass with more Malmsey wine and persuaded him to drink it, which it always becomes easier to do with each glass, and the old proverb worked, as it always does; and, as truth cannot be expressed without words, he spoke.


“Yes,” he said, “a dog. It was damned annoying. I shouldn’t have minded that fellow sending me anywhere: one is accustomed to various jobs in odd places, but as oneself, with whatever respect may be due to one, even if on half-rations. But a dog! It was a nasty trick to play on a man. You see the sort of thing that can happen if you fellows let in that kind of man to the club.”


I agreed that the committee had been lax. And he went on: “A dog! But there it was. A cocker spaniel. I know I can rely on you not to say a word about this to anyone.”


“Of course,” I said. And I kept my word, until released from it by Colonel Polders long afterwards on account of the discovery that he had made, when talking of this experience himself, that nobody believed him; so that finally he had said: “You can tell whom you like. If they’re silly enough not to believe it, it won’t matter what you tell them.”


And, frankly, to us Europeans, few of whom have studied the lore of transmigration with any real thoroughness, and most of whom are out of immediate touch with the wisdom of the East, there is something a little incredible about Colonel Polders’ story. The condensation of time alone seems a little odd to us, accustomed as we are to doing almost everything by the clock, and to regard our calendars as part of creation. However, it is not for me to lay before my readers any difficulties there may be in believing a plain tale, of which they will judge for themselves.


“Well, there it was,” the colonel went on. “I was a dog. That is what the fellow had done, that fellow you let into the club.”


Still I wondered why it seemed worse to him to be a dog than a fish. And then, after a few more criticisms of the committee of the club for their slackness in allowing such men as Pundit Sinadryana to become members, he went on with his account of what happened. “Yes, a spaniel,” he said. “Somewhere not very far from here. I never realized before what a lot of dogs there were in London. The air was full of them.”


“The air?” I said.


But the interruption seemed to annoy him.


“Certainly,” he replied. “Where else do you suppose it would be? I mean, of course, the smell of them. One can’t tell how many dogs there are about in a town by merely watching for a few minutes. You can only tell by the smell.”


So absorbed he seemed to be by his strange experience, once he began to tell of it, that I got the impression that now and then he forgot his present life and spoke from the point of view of the body of which he had been, by his own account, a tenant. At any rate he seemed surprised by my interruption.


“You want to know,” he went on, “how many dogs have gone by that day, what kinds of dogs they were, what they were doing, and what health they were in. You can’t tell all that by merely looking, while you happen to be in the street.”


“Of course not,” I said. And he continued his narrative.


“A spaniel,” he said. “A damned dog. There was no doubt about it. My face was only a few inches above the pavement. Well, I had to make the best of it. At the moment it happened I was going for a walk with the man in whose service I was. I think I had not been in his service long, for that sense of adoration that dogs have for their employers was obviously increasing, as well as my familiarity with his smell, which was growing less and less strange to me, till it lay like a scarlet thread in a grey tapestry, clear over all other smells, if I may compare a thing perceived by one sense with something perceived by another. The street was full of smells. It had never before occurred to me that men smelt. Not distinctively, that is to say. I may have thought that perhaps that fellow Sinadryana did; but they told me that was my prejudice. Well, it seems everyone does. We might have learned that from dogs, if we’d paid more attention; but when it comes to being a dog, you can’t help noticing.


“Dogs of course smell too. We knew that. But men have a superior smell, something more gamey. Well, it’s hard to describe in words, but there it was. I should like to forget it. And yet, at the time, I admit that I found it most interesting to follow the activities of so many that had walked that evening along the street. When one merely trusts to one’s eyes, one has very little idea, even in a crowd, of what more than half a dozen people are doing, and one doesn’t know much about them; but when it comes to smells in a street one is always in a crowd; hundreds of trails lie about one; a bit confusing perhaps, but not as confusing as an actual crowd.


“And the things one can tell about them! It is astonishing! I shouldn’t of course recommend anyone to allow himself to be turned into a dog. But, at the same time, it is quite a remarkable experience, and if it weren’t that I should never advise you to ask favours of that fellow Sinadryana I would almost say try it. Still, perhaps the less one has to do with that kind of fellow the better, though that does not appear to be the view of the committee.


“Yes, it was like being in a crowd of hundreds of people and hundreds of ghosts among them.”


“Ghosts?” I said.


“Yes, some faint as ghosts,” he said, “some half-way, and so on, depending on the time they had gone, and to a certain extent on the state of the weather. A dog that had gone a long time could be rather romantic, full of a certain mystery; while some, that had only gone by within the hour, left a scent so strong that it seemed to be challenging you to go and have a fight with them. It was a very interesting story that was written all over that street, and while I was all new to it I found it fascinating; in fact, I never ceased to find it so, all the time that that fellow kept me in the shape of a dog, and I never passed by railings or any prominent stones without making careful enquiries. It is a very curious thing to say, and I give no credit to that fellow Sinadryana, for he is an unpleasant fellow and did not mean to help me, but I know more about dogs, and even men, than ever I did before that performance of his.


“Well, there I was a dog, and didn’t mind it, however unpleasant it may be to realize that it happened. And what helped more than anything to mitigate the unpleasantness of my absurd situation was an altogether exaggerated idea I had got, as I can easily see now, of the almost divine importance of the smug little ass who, as one would say in the case of any ordinary dog, owned me. Well, it’s no use telling you what I think of him now, looking back at it all and using my judgement, which has fortunately been restored to me; that would be to give you a secondhand account as it were. I will tell you what I felt at the time, which all travellers should do; and in a sense I was a traveller. It is subsequent impressions that always lead to exaggeration.


“Well, then, I knew his weaknesses; his pomposity, his self-importance, his lack of a sense of humour; just as I know them now, and yet with such a compassionate toleration as we are taught that the angels have. For his inability to smell, which made it impossible for him to understand half of what was going on, and his slowness of movement, which prevented him from taking any part in it all, I had the most profound pity. And, as it appeared to me at the time, he was very hard of hearing; though very likely he may have been able to hear as well as you or I can now. And about this, as about all his defects, I felt the very deepest sympathy. Not only that, but for his endurance of all his oppressive defects he had from me an admiration greater than I can possibly describe to you. It was in fact nothing less than the admiration I felt for his wisdom and power, though I cannot describe that to you either. Briefly, I looked on him as the wisest and mightiest of all creatures. I walked behind him, breathing his smell with sheer admiration, knowing, and in this I was perfectly right, that there was no other smell like it in the world.


“I remember once he went into his club and told me to lie down outside, which of course I did, and somebody came while I was there and asked the hall-porter for him by name, which of course I knew, just as I knew my own, and enquired if he was in the club; which seemed to me, I remember, such an absurd enquiry, when the whole of the hall-door was full of his beautiful scent, and it was rising up from the steps all round the man who was asking for him.


“My life may seem to you to have been a simple one, occupied as it mostly was with adoration, eating, fighting, and chasing a ball. It may even seem to lack interest. But I do assure you that never before, or now, have I known the amount of activity with which every moment of life may be full. There were social activities too, and of course sleep; and all these things between them made up a more ample life than any, I am sorry to say, that any of us can live. More full, more ample, life with a grander scope. Chasing a ball alone, even if there were nothing else, seemed to provide such a life.”


There was a strange look in the colonel’s eyes as he seemed to gaze into the past with ecstasy, and he was silent awhile. Perhaps I should not have interrupted, but I couldn’t help challenging his assertion that chasing a ball provided an ampler life than anything that any of us can find to do.


“Surely not,” I said.


“Certainly,” he replied.


It seemed there had been a garden at the back of the house of the man who had owned this dog, and that he used to throw a tennis-ball and the colonel had gone after it, and found some ecstasy in that other life that he had never known here, and therefore, as is often the case, would not admit that anyone else had. I do not give our exact argument, because none of my readers, I imagine, will want to hear it strongly asserted that whatever he may have devoted his life to is less thrilling, and indeed of a narrower scope, than chasing a tennis-ball. Yet some excitement that had thrilled him from this pursuit seemed to glow in his mind yet, and he would not give up his point that the grandest thing in life was chasing a tennis-ball.


Yet, galling though it was to hear a man complacently arguing that nothing I had ever done, or approved of others for doing, could equal the scope of his absurd occupation, I had at least the satisfaction of knowing that I was hearing a first-hand narrative of what to any European is a very extraordinary journey. For, had he never actually been a dog, so extraordinary a point of view could hardly have entered his head at any time, still less have lingered till now.


For a while my disagreement ended his story, and I should have got no more, had I not conciliated him by admitting that I had known men who, even in old age, looked back on some great game of polo, or on a twenty-mile point after a fox, as something that was not equalled in the rest of their lives; but further than that I would not go. However, we were agreed that there were things that, if chased at the proper time and in the right way, could give a sufficient sense of achievement, even though I wouldn’t concede that a tennis-ball could be one of them. And so, over another glass of that rare Greek wine, I heard more of his story.


“There was one thing that soon began to cast a certain shade of uneasiness over an otherwise very pleasant, and even exciting, life. I had a tail; that is to say the damned dog I had been sent to inhabit had a tail. I believe there is some sort of theory among those fellows who make a study of transmigration that a complete body is needed for a migrating spirit, and that the spirit won’t enter it otherwise; though of this I know nothing. But I dare say that fellow Sinadryana may have been guided by that belief, and found a spaniel that had a tail. Not a very easy thing to find in England, I should say. However, he found one; and there I was. I had not been in that life long when I heard a friend of the fat little fool who owned me say that I looked absurd with a tail, and that it ought to be cut off.


“I should explain that, instead of knowing the meaning of more and more words as time went on, as is the case with ordinary dogs, I knew at first less and less as my memory faded; memory, I mean, of a decent civilized life; and later I got to know more again, as I relearned the words, just as a common dog does. But when this damned fellow was giving advice, that nobody ever asked him for, about my tail, I could understand every word. And a nasty business it was, listening to silly arguments from a man who knew nothing about it, to which I, who knew everything about it, was never given a chance to reply.


“ ‘He’s a bit old for it now,’ ” the little man said, who owned me.


“ ‘Oh, it doesn’t hurt if done properly,’ said the interfering fellow.


“And just as I was thinking what an absurd remark that was from a man who hadn’t got a tail, and would certainly never have had it cut off if he had, my master allowed himself to be completely convinced by it.


“I looked up at my fat little master with worshipping eyes, that still adored him in spite of his folly, waiting to hear him say that even if amputation was painless, that still was no reason for cutting off my tail. But he never said it; and I couldn’t. I gave a little slight whine, and the damned fellow said to my master, ‘Ah, he’s asking to have it docked.’ And to me he said, ‘You’d like to look a smart little dog, wouldn’t you?’


“I bit him. Then of course there was trouble. A good deal of it. I got him in the calf of the leg, and it seemed soft as a peach, no doubt because of the sharpness of my teeth. And no sooner had I nipped him than he started shouting. And then my master beat me. I considered it an honour to be beaten by him, as I tried to convey to him when it was over, but it was extremely unpleasant while it lasted. A stick on one’s bare ribs, you know. Very unpleasant indeed. And nobody seemed to understand that this interfering fellow was threatening me with something much worse, and that I only bit him in self-defence. Wouldn’t you want to do something pretty drastic to a man who wanted to chop off a couple of feet of bone from you anywhere, for no better reasons than that he said it wouldn’t hurt, and that you didn’t want it, and that you’d look better without it? For he said all that and more.


“I admit that once I thought silly things like that about dogs’ tails myself, if I can say that I ever thought about it at all, and supposed that a mutilated stump looked better than a graceful feathery tail, and that a dog could have no use for the rest of his tail. But, good lord, when you’ve been a dog, you know well enough what a tail means to one of them. I’d as soon have my left arm cut off at the elbow as be a dog with only two or three inches of tail. Why! You might as well take his balancing pole away from a tight-rope walker, and say ‘What does he want it for?’ You might as well say a ship would look smarter without a rudder. You might as well say no one ever wanted to turn up his coat-collar in a cold wind, and cut off the collar of his greatcoat because it is no use to him. And, mind you, we (I don’t mean we, I mean dogs) always lay the feathery ends of their tails in front of their nostrils when they sleep, especially in cold weather.


“Well, I need not go into the uses dogs have for their tails; but it made me furious to hear this sleek fool say that mine should be chopped off because I didn’t want it, and because it wouldn’t hurt. And so I bit him; and they called me a savage dog. Yes, that is what they called me. And he kept on saying that I had had my one bite now, and insisted on my master making a note of it. And that, you know, is half a death sentence. And he still kept on about my tail. Said it was probably having a long tail, as he called it, that made me savage. I hadn’t a long tail; it was merely a tail: and, though I hadn’t been a dog for very long, I’d learned that one couldn’t get on without a tail. Why! I used it with every step I took, even when walking. I’d have liked to bite him again.


“The last words I heard from the damned fellow were: ‘You dock him. And you’ll see he will be less savage.’ Then he walked away; I was glad to see, with a limp.”




CHAPTER IV


“AS we walked home I saw that my master was thinking. I usually knew what he was thinking, though I couldn’t always be sure. I saw he was thinking now; and I was afraid that he was thinking about cutting off my tail. All the terriers I passed had had it done to them, as well as all the spaniels; and I noticed, what I had never thought of before, that they had all of them that sensitive feeling of deformity, that a deformed person has amongst us, a certain oversensitive shyness. I don’t quite know how I was aware of it; but somehow, as a dog, I could see it at once, though I had never thought of it as a man. Of course I ought to have done so, because we know that men are sensitive about the loss of a limb, or any deformity, and we never call attention to it when we meet it in anyone, but we gaily inflict it on dogs.
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