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Introduction



Train travel today has lost much of its charm. Trains are expensive, crowded and subject to frequent delays due to all manner of increasingly inventive reasons – ‘swans on the line’ anyone?


Given today’s often disheartening experience, it’s worth remembering how much of a dramatic and profound impact the birth of rail travel and its expansion had on life in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Travel became faster, more affordable and more accessible to more people than ever before. Families could visit relatives and enjoy day trips to the seaside, friends could connect and the commute was born. It was a time of unbridled economic growth that created great riches for some and tough labour for others.


Like all social, industrial and economic shifts, the railways in particular had a significant cultural impact on literature, as can be seen in this collection of stories. Indeed, the short story form and early train travel have much in common. Train travel was disruptive, fast and sometimes perilous – all the ingredients too of a good short story. The narrative of a short story needs to move quickly because space is limited, much like hurtling along in a confined railway carriage. Within these confines, strangers and acquaintances are thrown together and, if you miss your stop, you might be in trouble. Then there are the perils of travelling alone to somewhere new, possibly in the dark, when who knows what crimes and mysteries might unfold.


It’s no wonder so many authors drew on the new and expanding railways and stations that sprang up around them as the setting for their writing, as well as the labour – both worthy and disreputable – involved in establishing the new railway system.


The stories in this book are divided into three sections: connections, derailments and diversions. In the first section, a wealth of travelling characters find themselves in all kinds of different situations. From the inimitable Saki there’s a comedic portrayal of the efforts to control boisterous children, and in Katherine Mansfield’s gripping modernist story the narrator risks travelling by train through wartime France in her longing to be reunited with her lover.


Crime and rail travel have always been successful bedfellows and the second section highlights some of the masters of the genre such as Arthur Conan Doyle and Maurice Leblanc as well as lesser-known writers such as train aficionado V. L. Whitechurch.


While the railways represented progress and new opportunities for some, others lamented the loss of the countryside and the threat to rural ways. In his charming story ‘Cuckoo Valley Railway’, Arthur Quiller-Couch describes the opening of a country railway and the intersection between new technology and traditional country life. By contrast, Amelia B. Edwards’ story ‘The Engineer’ looks outwards and reflects on how this major new industry enabled its workers to take their skills abroad. The engineer of the title works in Egypt, Italy, France and America, but wherever he goes he is tormented by past rivalries and betrayals. And in Margaret Oliphant’s dramatic and poignant ‘A Story of a Wedding Tour’, an unhappy wife, stranded in France, must try to build a new life for herself.


All in all, there is much richness, dramatic opportunity and variety to be found in railway stories, so climb aboard and enjoy!










CONNECTIONS











ANTON CHEKHOV



A Happy Man


The passenger train is just starting from Bologoe, the junction on the Petersburg-Moscow line. In a second-class smoking compartment five passengers sit dozing, shrouded in the twilight of the carriage. They have just had a meal, and now, snugly ensconced in their seats, they are trying to go to sleep. Stillness.


The door opens and in there walks a tall, lanky figure straight as a poker, with a ginger-coloured hat and a smart overcoat, wonderfully suggestive of a journalist in Jules Verne or on the comic stage.


The figure stands still in the middle of the compartment for a long while, breathing heavily, screwing up his eyes and peering at the seats.


“No, wrong again!” he mutters. “What the deuce! It’s positively revolting! No, the wrong one again!”


One of the passengers stares at the figure and utters a shout of joy:


“Ivan Alexyevitch! what brings you here? Is it you?”


The poker-like gentleman starts, stares blankly at the passenger, and recognizing him claps his hands with delight.


“Ha! Pyotr Petrovitch,” he says. “How many summers, how many winters! I didn’t know you were in this train.”


“How are you getting on?”


“I am all right; the only thing is, my dear fellow, I’ve lost my compartment and I simply can’t find it. What an idiot I am! I ought to be thrashed!”


The poker-like gentleman sways a little unsteadily and sniggers.


“Queer things do happen!” he continues. “I stepped out just after the second bell to get a glass of brandy. I got it, of course. Well, I thought, since it’s a long way to the next station, it would be as well to have a second glass. While I was thinking about it and drinking it the third bell rang . . . I ran like mad and jumped into the first carriage. I am an idiot! I am the son of a hen!”


“But you seem in very good spirits,” observes Pyotr Petrovitch. “Come and sit down! There’s room and a welcome.”


“No, no . . . I’m off to look for my carriage. Good-bye!”


“You’ll fall between the carriages in the dark if you don’t look out! Sit down, and when we get to a station you’ll find your own compartment. Sit down!”


Ivan Alexyevitch heaves a sigh and irresolutely sits down facing Pyotr Petrovitch. He is visibly excited, and fidgets as though he were sitting on thorns.


“Where are you travelling to?” Pyotr Petrovitch enquires.


“I? Into space. There is such a turmoil in my head that I couldn’t tell where I am going myself. I go where fate takes me. Ha-ha! My dear fellow, have you ever seen a happy fool? No? Well, then, take a look at one. You behold the happiest of mortals! Yes! Don’t you see something from my face?”


“Well, one can see you’re a bit . . . a tiny bit so-so.”


“I dare say I look awfully stupid just now. Ach! it’s a pity I haven’t a looking-glass. I should like to look at my counting-house. My dear fellow, I feel I am turning into an idiot, honour bright. Ha-ha! Would you believe it, I’m on my honeymoon. Am I not the son of a hen?”


“You? Do you mean to say you are married?”


“To-day, my dear boy. We came away straight after the wedding.”


Congratulations and the usual questions follow.


“Well, you are a fellow!” laughs Pyotr Petrovitch. “That’s why you are rigged out such a dandy.”


“Yes, indeed . . . To complete the illusion, I’ve even sprinkled myself with scent. I am over my ears in vanity! No care, no thought, nothing but a sensation of something or other . . . deuce knows what to call it . . . beatitude or something? I’ve never felt so grand in my life!”


Ivan Alexyevitch shuts his eyes and waggles his head.


“I’m revoltingly happy,” he says. “Just think; in a minute I shall go to my compartment. There on the seat near the window is sitting a being who is, so to say, devoted to you with her whole being. A little blonde with a little nose . . . little fingers . . . My little darling! My angel! My little poppet! Phylloxera of my soul! And her little foot! Good God! A little foot not like our beetle-crushers, but something miniature, fairy-like, allegorical. I could pick it up and eat it, that little foot! Oh, but you don’t understand! You’re a materialist, of course, you begin analyzing at once, and one thing and another. You are cold-hearted bachelors, that’s what you are! When you get married you’ll think of me. ‘Where’s Ivan Alexyevitch now?’ you’ll say. Yes; so in a minute I’m going to my compartment. There she is waiting for me with impatience . . . in joyful anticipation of my appearance. She’ll have a smile to greet me. I sit down beside her and take her chin with my two fingers . . .”


Ivan Alexyevitch waggles his head and goes off into a chuckle of delight.


“Then I lay my noddle on her shoulder and put my arm round her waist. Around all is silence, you know . . . poetic twilight. I could embrace the whole world at such a moment. Pyotr Petrovitch, allow me to embrace you!”


“Delighted, I’m sure.” The two friends embrace while the passengers laugh in chorus. And the happy bridegroom continues:


“And to complete the idiocy, or, as the novelists say, to complete the illusion, one goes to the refreshment-room and tosses off two or three glasses. And then something happens in your head and your heart, finer than you can read of in a fairy tale. I am a man of no importance, but I feel as though I were limitless: I embrace the whole world!”


The passengers, looking at the tipsy and blissful bridegroom, are infected by his cheerfulness and no longer feel sleepy. Instead of one listener, Ivan Alexyevitch has now an audience of five. He wriggles and splutters, gesticulates, and prattles on without ceasing. He laughs and they all laugh.


“Gentlemen, gentlemen, don’t think so much! Damn all this analysis! If you want a drink, drink, no need to philosophize as to whether it’s bad for you or not . . . Damn all this philosophy and psychology!”


The guard walks through the compartment.


“My dear fellow,” the bridegroom addresses him, “when you pass through the carriage No. 209 look out for a lady in a grey hat with a white bird and tell her I’m here!”


“Yes, sir. Only there isn’t a No. 209 in this train; there’s 219!”


“Well, 219, then! It’s all the same. Tell that lady, then, that her husband is all right!”


Ivan Alexyevitch suddenly clutches his head and groans:


“Husband . . . Lady . . . All in a minute! Husband . . . Ha-ha! I am a puppy that needs thrashing, and here I am a husband! Ach, idiot! But think of her! . . . Yesterday she was a little girl, a midget . . . it’s simply incredible!”


“Nowadays it really seems strange to see a happy man,” observes one of the passengers; “one as soon expects to see a white elephant.”


“Yes, and whose fault is it?” says Ivan Alexyevitch, stretching his long legs and thrusting out his feet with their very pointed toes. “If you are not happy it’s your own fault! Yes, what else do you suppose it is? Man is the creator of his own happiness. If you want to be happy you will be, but you don’t want to be! You obstinately turn away from happiness.”


“Why, what next! How do you make that out?”


“Very simply. Nature has ordained that at a certain stage in his life man should love. When that time comes you should love like a house on fire, but you won’t heed the dictates of nature, you keep waiting for something. What’s more, it’s laid down by law that the normal man should enter upon matrimony. There’s no happiness without marriage. When the propitious moment has come, get married. There’s no use in shilly-shallying . . . But you don’t get married, you keep waiting for something! Then the Scriptures tell us that ‘wine maketh glad the heart of man.’ . . . If you feel happy and you want to feel better still, then go to the refreshment bar and have a drink. The great thing is not to be too clever, but to follow the beaten track! The beaten track is a grand thing!”


“You say that man is the creator of his own happiness. How the devil is he the creator of it when a toothache or an ill-natured mother-in-law is enough to scatter his happiness to the winds? Everything depends on chance. If we had an accident at this moment you’d sing a different tune.”


“Stuff and nonsense!” retorts the bridegroom. “Railway accidents only happen once a year. I’m not afraid of an accident, for there is no reason for one. Accidents are exceptional! Confound them! I don’t want to talk of them! Oh, I believe we’re stopping at a station.”


“Where are you going now?” asks Pyotr Petrovitch. “To Moscow or somewhere farther south?”


“Why, bless you! How could I go somewhere farther south, when I’m on my way to the north?”


“But Moscow isn’t in the north.”


“I know that, but we’re on our way to Petersburg,” says Ivan Alexyevitch.


“We are going to Moscow, mercy on us!”


“To Moscow? What do you mean?” says the bridegroom in amazement.


“It’s queer . . . For what station did you take your ticket?”


“For Petersburg.”


“In that case I congratulate you. You’ve got into the wrong train.”


There follows a minute of silence. The bridegroom gets up and looks blankly round the company.


“Yes, yes,” Pyotr Petrovitch explains. “You must have jumped into the wrong train at Bologoe . . . After your glass of brandy you succeeded in getting into the down-train.”


Ivan Alexyevitch turns pale, clutches his head, and begins pacing rapidly about the carriage.


“Ach, idiot that I am!” he says in indignation. “Scoundrel! The devil devour me! Whatever am I to do now? Why, my wife is in that train! She’s there all alone, expecting me, consumed by anxiety. Ach, I’m a motley fool!”


The bridegroom falls on the seat and writhes as though someone had trodden on his corns.


“I am un-unhappy man!” he moans. “What am I to do, what am I to do?”


“There, there!” the passengers try to console him. “It’s all right . . . You must telegraph to your wife and try to change into the Petersburg express. In that way you’ll overtake her.”


“The Petersburg express!” weeps the bridegroom, the creator of his own happiness. “And how am I to get a ticket for the Petersburg express? All my money is with my wife.”


The passengers, laughing and whispering together, make a collection and furnish the happy man with funds.










LUCY MAUD MONTGOMERY



The Man on the Train


When the telegram came from William George, Grandma Sheldon was all alone with Cyrus and Louise. And Cyrus and Louise, aged respectively twelve and eleven, were not very much good, Grandma thought, when it came to advising what was to be done. Grandma was “all in a flutter, dear, oh dear,” as she said.


The telegram said that Delia, William George’s wife, was seriously ill down at Green Village, and William George wanted Samuel to bring Grandma down immediately. Delia had always thought there was nobody like Grandma when it came to nursing sick folks.


But Samuel and his wife were both away—had been away for two days and intended to be away for five more. They had driven to Sinclair, twenty miles away, to visit with Mrs. Samuel’s folks for a week.


“Dear, oh dear, what shall I do?” said Grandma.


“Go right to Green Village on the evening train,” said Cyrus briskly.


“Dear, oh dear, and leave you two alone!” cried Grandma.


“Louise and I will do very well until tomorrow,” said Cyrus sturdily. “We will send word to Sinclair by today’s mail, and Father and Mother will be home by tomorrow night.”


“But I never was on the cars in my life,” protested Grandma nervously. “I’m—I’m so frightened to start alone. And you never know what kind of people you may meet on the train.”


“You’ll be all right, Grandma. I’ll drive you to the station, get you your ticket, and put you on the train. Then you’ll have nothing to do until the train gets to Green Village. I’ll send a telegram to Uncle William George to meet you.”


“I shall fall and break my neck getting off the train,” said Grandma pessimistically. But she was wondering at the same time whether she had better take the black valise or the yellow, and whether William George would be likely to have plenty of flaxseed in the house.


It was six miles to the station, and Cyrus drove Grandma over in time to catch a train that reached Green Village at nine o’clock.


“Dear, oh dear,” said Grandma, “what if William George’s folks ain’t there to meet me? It’s all very well, Cyrus, to say that they will be there, but you don’t know. And it’s all very well to say not to be nervous because everything will be all right. If you were seventy-five years old and had never set foot on the cars in your life you’d be nervous too, and you can’t be sure that everything will be all right. You never know what sort of people you’ll meet on the train. I may get on the wrong train or lose my ticket or get carried past Green Village or get my pocket picked. Well, no, I won’t do that, for not one cent will I carry with me. You shall take back home all the money you don’t need to get my ticket. Then I shall be easier in my mind. Dear, oh dear, if it wasn’t that Delia is so seriously ill I wouldn’t go one step.”


“Oh, you’ll be all right, Grandma,” assured Cyrus.


He got Grandma’s ticket for her and Grandma tied it up in the corner of her handkerchief. Then the train came in and Grandma, clinging closely to Cyrus, was put on it. Cyrus found a comfortable seat for her and shook hands cheerily.


“Good-bye, Grandma. Don’t be frightened. Here’s the Weekly Argus. I got it at the store. You may like to look over it.”


Then Cyrus was gone, and in a minute the station house and platform began to glide away.


Dear, oh dear, what has happened to it? thought Grandma in dismay. The next moment she exclaimed aloud, “Why, it’s us that’s moving, not it!”


Some of the passengers smiled pleasantly at Grandma. She was the variety of old lady at which people do smile pleasantly; a grandma with round, pink cheeks, soft, brown eyes, and lovely snow-white curls is a nice person to look at wherever she is found.


After a while Grandma, to her amazement, discovered that she liked riding on the cars. It was not at all the disagreeable experience she had expected it to be. Why, she was just as comfortable as if she were in her own rocking chair at home! And there was such a lot of people to look at, and many of the ladies had such beautiful dresses and hats. After all, the people you met on a train, thought Grandma, are surprisingly like the people you meet off it. If it had not been for wondering how she would get off at Green Village, Grandma would have enjoyed herself thoroughly.


Four or five stations farther on the train halted at a lonely-looking place consisting of the station house and a barn, surrounded by scrub woods and blueberry barrens. One passenger got on and, finding only one vacant seat in the crowded car, sat right down beside Grandma Sheldon.


Grandma Sheldon held her breath while she looked him over. Was he a pickpocket? He didn’t appear like one, but you can never be sure of the people you meet on the train. Grandma remembered with a sigh of thankfulness that she had no money.


Besides, he seemed really very respectable and harmless. He was quietly dressed in a suit of dark-blue serge with a black overcoat. He wore his hat well down on his forehead and was clean shaven. His hair was very black, but his eyes were blue—nice eyes, Grandma thought. She always felt great confidence in a man who had bright, open, blue eyes. Grandpa Sheldon, who had died so long ago, four years after their marriage, had had bright blue eyes.


To be sure, he had fair hair, reflected Grandma. It’s real odd to see such black hair with such light blue eyes. Well, he’s real nice looking, and I don’t believe there’s a mite of harm in him.


The early autumn night had now fallen and Grandma could not amuse herself by watching the scenery. She bethought herself of the paper Cyrus had given her and took it out of her basket. It was an old weekly a fortnight back. On the first page was a long account of a murder case with scare heads, and into this Grandma plunged eagerly. Sweet old Grandma Sheldon, who would not have harmed a fly and hated to see even a mousetrap set, simply revelled in the newspaper accounts of murders. And the more shocking and cold-blooded they were, the more eagerly did Grandma read of them.


This murder story was particularly good from Grandma’s point of view; it was full of “thrills.” A man had been shot down, apparently in cold blood, and his supposed murderer was still at large and had eluded all the efforts of justice to capture him. His name was Mark Hartwell, and he was described as a tall, fair man, with full auburn beard and curly, light hair.


“What a shocking thing!” said Grandma aloud.


Her companion looked at her with a kindly, amused smile.


“What is it?” he asked.


“Why, this murder at Charlotteville,” answered Grandma, forgetting, in her excitement, that it was not safe to talk to people you meet on the train. “It just makes my blood run cold to read about it. And to think that the man who did it is still around the country somewhere—plotting other murders, I haven’t a doubt. What is the good of the police?”


“They’re dull fellows,” agreed the dark man.


“But I don’t envy that man his conscience,” said Grandma solemnly—and somewhat inconsistently, in view of her statement about the other murders that were being plotted. “What must a man feel like who has the blood of a fellow creature on his hands? Depend upon it, his punishment has begun already, caught or not.”


“That is true,” said the dark man quietly.


“Such a good-looking man too,” said Grandma, looking wistfully at the murderer’s picture. “It doesn’t seem possible that he can have killed anybody. But the paper says there isn’t a doubt.”


“He is probably guilty,” said the dark man, “but nothing is known of his provocation. The affair may not have been so cold-blooded as the accounts state. Those newspaper fellows never err on the side of undercolouring.”


“I really think,” said Grandma slowly, “that I would like to see a murderer—just one. Whenever I say anything like that, Adelaide—Adelaide is Samuel’s wife—looks at me as if she thought there was something wrong about me. And perhaps there is, but I do, all the same. When I was a little girl, there was a man in our settlement who was suspected of poisoning his wife. She died very suddenly. I used to look at him with such interest. But it wasn’t satisfactory, because you could never be sure whether he was really guilty or not. I never could believe that he was, because he was such a nice man in some ways and so good and kind to children. I don’t believe a man who was bad enough to poison his wife could have any good in him.”


“Perhaps not,” agreed the dark man. He had absent-mindedly folded up Grandma’s old copy of the Argus and put it in his pocket. Grandma did not like to ask him for it, although she would have liked to see if there were any more murder stories in it. Besides, just at that moment the conductor came around for tickets.


Grandma looked in the basket for her handkerchief. It was not there. She looked on the floor and on the seat and under the seat. It was not there. She stood up and shook herself—still no handkerchief.


“Dear, oh dear,” exclaimed Grandma wildly, “I’ve lost my ticket—I always knew I would—I told Cyrus I would! Oh, where can it be?”


The conductor scowled unsympathetically. The dark man got up and helped Grandma search, but no ticket was to be found.


“You’ll have to pay the money then, and something extra,” said the conductor gruffly.


“I can’t—I haven’t a cent of money,” wailed Grandma. “I gave it all to Cyrus because I was afraid my pocket would be picked. Oh, what shall I do?”


“Don’t worry. I’ll make it all right,” said the dark man. He took out his pocketbook and handed the conductor a bill. That functionary grumblingly made the change and marched onward, while Grandma, pale with excitement and relief, sank back into her seat.


“I can’t tell you how much I am obliged to you, sir,” she said tremulously. “I don’t know what I should have done. Would he have put me off right here in the snow?”


“I hardly think he would have gone to such lengths,” said the dark man with a smile. “But he’s a cranky, disobliging fellow enough—I know him of old. And you must not feel overly grateful to me. I am glad of the opportunity to help you. I had an old grandmother myself once,” he added with a sigh.


“You must give me your name and address, of course,” said Grandma, “and my son—Samuel Sheldon of Midverne—will see that the money is returned to you. Well, this is a lesson to me! I’ll never trust myself on a train again, and all I wish is that I was safely off this one. This fuss has worked my nerves all up again.”


“Don’t worry, Grandma. I’ll see you safely off the train when we get to Green Village.”


“Will you, though? Will you, now?” said Grandma eagerly. “I’ll be real easy in my mind, then,” she added with a returning smile. “I feel as if I could trust you for anything—and I’m a real suspicious person too.”


They had a long talk after that—or, rather, Grandma talked and the dark man listened and smiled. She told him all about William George and Delia and their baby and about Samuel and Adelaide and Cyrus and Louise and the three cats and the parrot. He seemed to enjoy her accounts of them too.


When they reached Green Village station he gathered up Grandma’s parcels and helped her tenderly off the train.


“Anybody here to meet Mrs. Sheldon?” he asked of the station master.


The latter shook his head. “Don’t think so. Haven’t seen anybody here to meet anybody tonight.”


“Dear, oh dear,” said poor Grandma. “This is just what I expected. They’ve never got Cyrus’s telegram. Well, I might have known it. What shall I do?”


“How far is it to your son’s?” asked the dark man.


“Only half a mile—just over the hill there. But I’ll never get there alone this dark night.”


“Of course not. But I’ll go with you. The road is good—we’ll do finely.”


“But that train won’t wait for you,” gasped Grandma, half in protest.


“It doesn’t matter. The Starmont freight passes here in half an hour and I’ll go on her. Come along, Grandma.”


“Oh, but you’re good,” said Grandma. “Some woman is proud to have you for a son.”


The man did not answer. He had not answered any of the personal remarks Grandma had made to him in her conversation.


They were not long in reaching William George Sheldon’s house, for the village road was good and Grandma was smart on her feet. She was welcomed with eagerness and surprise.


“To think that there was no one to meet you!” exclaimed William George. “But I never dreamed of your coming by train, knowing how you were set against it. Telegram? No, I got no telegram. S’pose Cyrus forgot to send it. I’m most heartily obliged to you, sir, for looking after my mother so kindly.”


“It was a pleasure,” said the dark man courteously. He had taken off his hat, and they saw a curious scar, shaped like a large, red butterfly, high up on his forehead under his hair. “I am delighted to have been of any assistance to her.”


He would not wait for supper—the next train would be in and he must not miss it.


“There are people looking for me,” he said with his curious smile. “They will be much disappointed if they do not find me.”


He had gone, and the whistle of the Starmont freight had blown before Grandma remembered that he had not given her his name and address.


“Dear, oh dear, how are we ever going to send that money to him?” she exclaimed. “And he so nice and goodhearted!”


Grandma worried over this for a week in the intervals of looking after Delia. One day William George came in with a large city daily in his hands. He looked curiously at Grandma and then showed her the front-page picture of a man, clean-shaven, with an oddly shaped scar high up on his forehead.


“Did you ever see that man, Mother?” he asked.


“Of course I did,” said Grandma excitedly. “Why, it’s the man I met on the train. Who is he? What is his name? Now, we’ll know where to send—”


“That is Mark Hartwell, who shot Amos Gray at Charlotteville three weeks ago,” said William George quietly.


Grandma looked at him blankly for a moment.


“It couldn’t be,” she gasped at last. “That man a murderer! I’ll never believe it!”


“It’s true enough, Mother. The whole story is here. He had shaved his beard and dyed his hair and came near getting clear out of the country. They were on his trail the day he came down in the train with you and lost it because of his getting off to bring you here. His disguise was so perfect that there was little fear of his being recognized so long as he hid that scar. But it was seen in Montreal and he was run to earth there. He has made a full confession.”


“I don’t care,” cried Grandma valiantly. “I’ll never believe he was all bad—a man who would do what he did for a poor old woman like me, when he was flying for his life too. No, no, there was good in him even if he did kill that man. And I’m sure he must feel terrible over it.”


In this view Grandma persisted. She never would say or listen to a word against Mark Hartwell, and she had only pity for him whom everyone else condemned. With her own trembling hands she wrote him a letter to accompany the money Samuel sent before Hartwell was taken to the penitentiary for life. She thanked him again for his kindness to her and assured him that she knew he was sorry for what he had done and that she would pray for him every night of her life. Mark Hartwell had been hard and defiant enough, but the prison officials told that he cried like a child over Grandma Sheldon’s little letter.


“There’s nobody all bad,” says Grandma when she relates the story. “I used to believe a murderer must be, but I know better now. I think of that poor man often and often. He was so kind and gentle to me—he must have been a good boy once. I write him a letter every Christmas and I send him tracts and papers. He’s my own little charity. But I’ve never been on the cars since and I never will be again. You never can tell what will happen to you or what sort of people you’ll meet if you trust yourself on a train.”










SAKI



The Story-Teller


It was a hot afternoon, and the railway carriage was correspondingly sultry, and the next stop was at Templecombe, nearly an hour ahead. The occupants of the carriage were a small girl, and a smaller girl, and a small boy. An aunt belonging to the children occupied one corner seat, and the further corner seat on the opposite side was occupied by a bachelor who was a stranger to their party, but the small girls and the small boy emphatically occupied the compartment. Both the aunt and the children were conversational in a limited, persistent way, reminding one of the attentions of a housefly that refused to be discouraged. Most of the aunt’s remarks seemed to begin with “Don’t,” and nearly all of the children’s remarks began with “Why?” The bachelor said nothing out loud.


“Don’t, Cyril, don’t,” exclaimed the aunt, as the small boy began smacking the cushions of the seat, producing a cloud of dust at each blow.


“Come and look out of the window,” she added.


The child moved reluctantly to the window. “Why are those sheep being driven out of that field?” he asked.


“I expect they are being driven to another field where there is more grass,” said the aunt weakly.


“But there is lots of grass in that field,” protested the boy; “there’s nothing else but grass there. Aunt, there’s lots of grass in that field.”


“Perhaps the grass in the other field is better,” suggested the aunt fatuously.


“Why is it better?” came the swift, inevitable question.


“Oh, look at those cows!” exclaimed the aunt. Nearly every field along the line had contained cows or bullocks, but she spoke as though she were drawing attention to a rarity.


“Why is the grass in the other field better?” persisted Cyril.


The frown on the bachelor’s face was deepening to a scowl. He was a hard, unsympathetic man, the aunt decided in her mind. She was utterly unable to come to any satisfactory decision about the grass in the other field.


The smaller girl created a diversion by beginning to recite “On the Road to Mandalay.” She only knew the first line, but she put her limited knowledge to the fullest possible use. She repeated the line over and over again in a dreamy but resolute and very audible voice; it seemed to the bachelor as though some one had had a bet with her that she could not repeat the line aloud two thousand times without stopping. Whoever it was who had made the wager was likely to lose his bet.


“Come over here and listen to a story,” said the aunt, when the bachelor had looked twice at her and once at the communication cord.


The children moved listlessly towards the aunt’s end of the carriage. Evidently her reputation as a story-teller did not rank high in their estimation.


In a low, confidential voice, interrupted at frequent intervals by loud, petulant questions from her listeners, she began an unenterprising and deplorably uninteresting story about a little girl who was good, and made friends with every one on account of her goodness, and was finally saved from a mad bull by a number of rescuers who admired her moral character.


“Wouldn’t they have saved her if she hadn’t been good?” demanded the bigger of the small girls. It was exactly the question that the bachelor had wanted to ask.


“Well, yes,” admitted the aunt lamely, “but I don’t think they would have run quite so fast to her help if they had not liked her so much.”


“It’s the stupidest story I’ve ever heard,” said the bigger of the small girls, with immense conviction.


“I didn’t listen after the first bit, it was so stupid,” said Cyril.


The smaller girl made no actual comment on the story, but she had long ago recommenced a murmured repetition of her favourite line.


“You don’t seem to be a success as a story-teller,” said the bachelor suddenly from his corner.


The aunt bristled in instant defence at this unexpected attack.


“It’s a very difficult thing to tell stories that children can both understand and appreciate,” she said stiffly.


“I don’t agree with you,” said the bachelor.


“Perhaps you would like to tell them a story,” was the aunt’s retort.


“Tell us a story,” demanded the bigger of the small girls.


“Once upon a time,” began the bachelor, “there was a little girl called Bertha, who was extraordinarily good.”


The children’s momentarily-aroused interest began at once to flicker; all stories seemed dreadfully alike, no matter who told them.


“She did all that she was told, she was always truthful, she kept her clothes clean, ate milk puddings as though they were jam tarts, learned her lessons perfectly, and was polite in her manners.”


“Was she pretty?” asked the bigger of the small girls.


“Not as pretty as any of you,” said the bachelor, “but she was horribly good.”


There was a wave of reaction in favour of the story; the word horrible in connection with goodness was a novelty that commended itself. It seemed to introduce a ring of truth that was absent from the aunt’s tales of infant life.


“She was so good,” continued the bachelor, “that she won several medals for goodness, which she always wore, pinned on to her dress. There was a medal for obedience, another medal for punctuality, and a third for good behaviour. They were large metal medals and they clicked against one another as she walked. No other child in the town where she lived had as many as three medals, so everybody knew that she must be an extra good child.”


“Horribly good,” quoted Cyril.


“Everybody talked about her goodness, and the Prince of the country got to hear about it, and he said that as she was so very good she might be allowed once a week to walk in his park, which was just outside the town. It was a beautiful park, and no children were ever allowed in it, so it was a great honour for Bertha to be allowed to go there.”


“Were there any sheep in the park?” demanded Cyril.


“No,” said the bachelor, “there were no sheep.”


“Why weren’t there any sheep?” came the inevitable question arising out of that answer.


The aunt permitted herself a smile, which might almost have been described as a grin.


“There were no sheep in the park,” said the bachelor, “because the Prince’s mother had once had a dream that her son would either be killed by a sheep or else by a clock falling on him. For that reason the Prince never kept a sheep in his park or a clock in his palace.”


The aunt suppressed a gasp of admiration.


“Was the Prince killed by a sheep or by a clock?” asked Cyril.


“He is still alive, so we can’t tell whether the dream will come true,” said the bachelor unconcernedly; “anyway, there were no sheep in the park, but there were lots of little pigs running all over the place.”


“What colour were they?”


“Black with white faces, white with black spots, black all over, grey with white patches, and some were white all over.”


The story-teller paused to let a full idea of the park’s treasures sink into the children’s imaginations; then he resumed:


“Bertha was rather sorry to find that there were no flowers in the park. She had promised her aunts, with tears in her eyes, that she would not pick any of the kind Prince’s flowers, and she had meant to keep her promise, so of course it made her feel silly to find that there were no flowers to pick.”


“Why weren’t there any flowers?”


“Because the pigs had eaten them all,” said the bachelor promptly. “The gardeners had told the Prince that you couldn’t have pigs and flowers, so he decided to have pigs and no flowers.”


There was a murmur of approval at the excellence of the Prince’s decision; so many people would have decided the other way.


“There were lots of other delightful things in the park. There were ponds with gold and blue and green fish in them, and trees with beautiful parrots that said clever things at a moment’s notice, and humming birds that hummed all the popular tunes of the day. Bertha walked up and down and enjoyed herself immensely, and thought to herself: ‘If I were not so extraordinarily good I should not have been allowed to come into this beautiful park and enjoy all that there is to be seen in it,’ and her three medals clinked against one another as she walked and helped to remind her how very good she really was. Just then an enormous wolf came prowling into the park to see if it could catch a fat little pig for its supper.”


“What colour was it?” asked the children, amid an immediate quickening of interest.


“Mud-colour all over, with a black tongue and pale grey eyes that gleamed with unspeakable ferocity. The first thing that it saw in the park was Bertha; her pinafore was so spotlessly white and clean that it could be seen from a great distance. Bertha saw the wolf and saw that it was stealing towards her, and she began to wish that she had never been allowed to come into the park. She ran as hard as she could, and the wolf came after her with huge leaps and bounds. She managed to reach a shrubbery of myrtle bushes and she hid herself in one of the thickest of the bushes. The wolf came sniffing among the branches, its black tongue lolling out of its mouth and its pale grey eyes glaring with rage. Bertha was terribly frightened, and thought to herself: ‘If I had not been so extraordinarily good I should have been safe in the town at this moment.’ However, the scent of the myrtle was so strong that the wolf could not sniff out where Bertha was hiding, and the bushes were so thick that he might have hunted about in them for a long time without catching sight of her, so he thought he might as well go off and catch a little pig instead. Bertha was trembling very much at having the wolf prowling and sniffing so near her, and as she trembled the medal for obedience clinked against the medals for good conduct and punctuality. The wolf was just moving away when he heard the sound of the medals clinking and stopped to listen; they clinked again in a bush quite near him. He dashed into the bush, his pale grey eyes gleaming with ferocity and triumph, and dragged Bertha out and devoured her to the last morsel. All that was left of her were her shoes, bits of clothing, and the three medals for goodness.”


“Were any of the little pigs killed?”


“No, they all escaped.”


“The story began badly,” said the smaller of the small girls, “but it had a beautiful ending.”


“It is the most beautiful story that I ever heard,” said the bigger of the small girls, with immense decision.


“It is the only beautiful story I have ever heard,” said Cyril.


A dissentient opinion came from the aunt.


“A most improper story to tell to young children! You have undermined the effect of years of careful teaching.”


“At any rate,” said the bachelor, collecting his belongings preparatory to leaving the carriage, “I kept them quiet for ten minutes, which was more than you were able to do.”


“Unhappy woman!” he observed to himself as he walked down the platform of Templecombe station; “for the next six months or so those children will assail her in public with demands for an improper story!”
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