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The Open Window
by H. H. Munro (Saki)

"My aunt will be down presently, Mr. Nuttel," said a very self-possessed young lady of fifteen; 

"in the meantime you must try and put up with me."

Framton Nuttel endeavoured to say the correct something which should duly flatter the niece of 

the moment without unduly discounting the aunt that was to come. Privately he doubted more than 

ever whether these formal visits on a succession of total strangers would do much towards helping 

the nerve cure which he was supposed to be undergoing.

"I know how it will be," his sister had said when he was preparing to migrate to this rural retreat; 

"you will bury yourself down there and not speak to a living soul, and your nerves will be worse 

than ever from moping. I shall just give you letters of introduction to all the people I know there. 

Some of them, as far as I can remember, were quite nice."

Framton wondered whether Mrs. Sappleton, the lady to whom he was presenting one of the 

letters of introduction, came into the nice division.

"Do you know many of the people round here?" asked the niece, when she judged that they had 

had sufficient silent communion.

"Hardly a soul," said Framton. "My sister was staying here, at the rectory, you know, some four 

years ago, and she gave me letters of introduction to some of the people here."

He made the last statement in a tone of distinct regret.

"Then you know practically nothing about my aunt?" pursued the self-possessed young lady.

"Only her name and address," admitted the caller. He was wondering whether Mrs. Sappleton 

was in the married or widowed state. An undefinable something about the room seemed to suggest 

masculine habitation.

"Her great tragedy happened just three years ago," said the child; "that would be since your 

sister's time."

"Her tragedy?" asked Framton; somehow in this restful country spot tragedies seemed out of 

place.

"You may wonder why we keep that window wide open on an October afternoon," said the niece, 

indicating a large French window that opened on to a lawn.

"It is quite warm for the time of the year," said Framton; "but has that window got anything to do 

with the tragedy?"

"Out through that window, three years ago to a day, her husband and her two young brothers went 

off for their day's shooting. They never came back. In crossing the moor to their favourite snipe-

shooting ground they were all three engulfed in a treacherous piece of bog. It had been that dreadful 

wet summer, you know, and places that were safe in other years gave way suddenly without 

warning. Their bodies were never recovered. That was the dreadful part of it." Here the child's voice 

lost its self-possessed note and became falteringly human. "Poor aunt always thinks that they will 

come back some day, they and the little brown spaniel that was lost with them, and walk in at that 

window just as they used to do. That is why the window is kept open every evening till it is quite 

dusk. Poor dear aunt, she has often told me how they went out, her husband with his white 

waterproof coat over his arm, and Ronnie, her youngest brother, singing 'Bertie, why do you 

bound?' as he always did to tease her, because she said it got on her nerves. Do you know, 
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sometimes on still, quiet evenings like this, I almost get a creepy feeling that they will all walk in 

through that window - "

She broke off with a little shudder. It was a relief to Framton when the aunt bustled into the room 

with a whirl of apologies for being late in making her appearance.

"I hope Vera has been amusing you?" she said.

"She has been very interesting," said Framton.

"I hope you don't mind the open window," said Mrs. Sappleton briskly; "my husband and brothers 

will be home directly from shooting, and they always come in this way. They've been out for snipe 

in the marshes to-day, so they'll make a fine mess over my poor carpets. So like you men-folk, isn't 

it?"

She rattled on cheerfully about the shooting and the scarcity of birds, and the prospects for duck 

in the winter. To Framton it was all purely horrible. He made a desperate but only partially 

successful effort to turn the talk on to a less ghastly topic; he was conscious that his hostess was 

giving him only a fragment of her attention, and her eyes were constantly straying past him to the 

open window and the lawn beyond. It was certainly an unfortunate coincidence that he should have 

paid his visit on this tragic anniversary.

"The doctors agree in ordering me complete rest, an absence of mental excitement, and avoidance 

of anything in the nature of violent physical exercise," announced Framton, who laboured under the 

tolerably wide-spread delusion that total strangers and chance acquaintances are hungry for the least 

detail of one's ailments and infirmities, their cause and cure. "On the matter of diet they are not so 

much in agreement," he continued.

"No?" said Mrs. Sappleton, in a voice which only replaced a yawn at the last moment. Then she 

suddenly brightened into alert attention - but not to what Framton was saying.

"Here they are at last!" she cried. "Just in time for tea, and don't they look as if they were muddy 

up to the eyes!"

Framton shivered slightly and turned towards the niece with a look intended to convey 

sympathetic comprehension. The child was staring out through the open window with dazed horror 

in her eyes. In a chill shock of nameless fear Framton swung round in his seat and looked in the 

same direction.

In the deepening twilight three figures were walking across the lawn towards the window; they 

all carried guns under their arms, and one of them was additionally burdened with a white coat hung 

over his shoulders. A tired brown spaniel kept close at their heels. Noiselessly they neared the 

house, and then a hoarse young voice chanted out of the dusk: "I said, Bertie, why do you bound?"

Framton grabbed wildly at his stick and hat; the hall-door, the gravel-drive, and the front gate 

were dimly-noted stages in his headlong retreat. A cyclist coming along the road had to run into the 

hedge to avoid an imminent collision.

"Here we are, my dear," said the bearer of the white mackintosh, coming in through the window; 

"fairly muddy, but most of it's dry. Who was that who bolted out as we came up?"

"A most extraordinary man, a Mr. Nuttel," said Mrs. Sappleton; "could only talk about his 

illnesses, and dashed off without a word of good-bye or apology when you arrived. One would 

think he had seen a ghost."

"I expect it was the spaniel," said the niece calmly; "he told me he had a horror of dogs. He was 

once hunted into a cemetery somewhere on the banks of the Ganges by a pack of pariah dogs, and 

had to spend the night in a newly dug grave with the creatures snarling and grinning and foaming 

just above him. Enough to make anyone their nerve."

Romance at short notice was her speciality.
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1888

THE HAPPY PRINCE

Oscar Wilde

W ilde, Oscar (1854-1900) -  An Irish-born English poet, novelist,

and playwright. Considered an eccentric, he was the leader of the

aesthetic movement that advocated “art for art’s sake” and was

once imprisoned for two years with hard labor for homosexual

practices. The Happy Prince (1888) -  A fairy tale about a swallow

who falls out of love with a reed then lands on and falls in love

with the stature of the Happy Prince.
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THE HAPPY PRINCE

High above the city, on a tall column, stood the statue of the

Happy Prince.

He was gilded all over with thin leaves of fine gold; for eyes he

had two bright sapphires, and a large red ruby glowed on his

sword-hilt.

He was very much admired indeed. “He is as beautiful as a

weathercock,”  remarked one of the Town Councillors who wished

to gain a reputation for having artistic tastes; “ only not quite so

useful,”  he added, fearing lest people should think him

unpractical, which he really was not.

“Why can’t you be like the Happy Prince?”  asked a sensible

mother of her little boy who was crying for the moon. “The Happy

Prince never dreams of crying for anything.”  “ I am glad there is

some one in the world who is quite happy,”  muttered a

disappointed man as he gazed at the wonderful statue.

“He looks just like an angel,”  said the Charity Children as they

came out of the cathedral in their bright scarlet cloaks, and their

clean white pinafores.

“How do you know?”  said the Mathematical Master, “you have

never seen one.”

“Ah! but we have, in our dreams,”  answered the children; and the

Mathematical Master frowned and looked very severe, for he did

not approve of children dreaming.

One night there flew over the city a little Swallow. His friends had

gone away to Egypt six weeks before, but he had stayed behind,

for he was in love with the most beautiful Reed. He had met her

early in the spring as he was flying down the river after a big

yellow moth, and had been so attracted by her slender waist that

he had stopped to talk to her.

“Shall I love you?”  said the Swallow, who liked to come to the

point at once, and the Reed made him a low bow. So he flew round

and round her, touching the water with his wings, and making

silver ripples. This was his courtship, and it lasted all through the

summer.

“ It is a ridiculous attachment,”  twittered the other Swallows, “ she

has no money, and far too many relations” ; and indeed the river

was quite full of Reeds.



Then, when the autumn came, they all flew away.

After they had gone he felt lonely, and began to tire of his lady-

love. “She has no conversation,”  he said, “and I am afraid that she

is a coquette, for she is always flirting with the wind.”  And

certainly, whenever the wind blew, the Reed made the most

graceful curtsies. “ I admit that she is domestic,”  he continued, “but

I love travelling, and my wife, consequently, should love travelling

also.”

“Will you come away with me?”  he said finally to her; but the

Reed shook her head, she was so attached to her home.

“You have been trifling with me,”  he cried. “ I am off to the

Pyramids. Goodbye!”  and he flew away.

All day long he flew, and at night-time he arrived at the city.

“Where shall I put up?”  he said; “ I hope the town has made

preparations.”  Then he saw the statue on the tall column. “ I will

put up there,”  he cried; “ it is a fine position with plenty of fresh

air.”  So he alighted just between the feet of the Happy Prince.

“ I have a golden bedroom he said softly to himself as he looked

round, and he prepared to go to sleep; but just as he was putting

his head under his wing a large drop of water fell on him. ”What a

curious thing!”  he cried. “ there is not a single cloud in the sky, the

stars are quite clear and bright, and yet it is raining. The climate in

the north of Europe is really dreadful. The Reed used to like the

rain, but that was merely her selfishness.”  Then another drop fell.

“What is the use of a statue if it cannot keep the rain off?”  he said;

“ I must look for a good chimney-pot,”  and he determined to fly

away.

But before he had opened his wings, a third drop fell, and he

looked up, and saw- Ah! what did he see?

The eyes of the Happy Prince were filled with tears, and tears were

running down his golden cheeks. His face was so beautiful in the

moonlight that the little Swallow was filled with pity.

“Who are you?”  he said.

“ I am the Happy Prince.”  “Why are you weeping then?”  asked the

Swallow; “you have quite drenched me.”  “When I was alive and

had a human heart,”  answered the statue, “ I did not know what

tears were, for I lived in the Palace of Sans Souci, where sorrow is

not allowed to enter. In the day time I played with my companions

in the garden, and in the evening I led the dance in the Great Hall.

Round the garden ran a very lofty wall, but I never cared to ask



what lay beyond it, everything about me was so beautiful. My

courtiers called me the Happy Prince, and happy indeed I was, if

pleasure be happiness. So I lived, and so I died. And now that I am

dead they have set me up here so high that I can see all the ugliness

and all the misery of my city, and though my heart is made of lead

yet I cannot choose but weep.”  “What, is he not solid gold?”  said

the Swallow to himself. He was too polite to make any personal

remarks out loud.

“Far away,”  continued the statue in a low musical voice, “ far away

in a little street there is a poor house. One of the windows is open,

and through it I can see a woman seated at a table. Her face is thin

and worn, and she has coarse red hands, all pricked by the needle,

for she is a seamstress. She is embroidering passion-flowers on a

satin gown for the loveliest of the Queen’s maids-of-honour to

wear at the next Court-ball. In a bed in the corner of the room her

little boy is lying ill. He has a fever, and is asking for oranges. His

mother has nothing to give him but river water, so he is crying.

Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow, will you not bring her the ruby

out of my sword-hilt? My feet are fastened to this pedestal and I

cannot move.”  “ I am waited for in Egypt,”  said the Swallow. “My

friends are flying up and down the Nile, and talking to the large

lotus-flowers. Soon they will be going to sleep in the tomb of the

great King. The King is there himself in his painted coffin. He is

wrapped in yellow linen, and embalmed with spices. Round his

neck is a chain of pale green jade, and his hands are like withered

leaves.”  “Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow,”  said the Prince, “will

you not stay with me for one night, and be my messenger? The boy

is so thirsty, and the mother so sad.”  “ I don’t think I like boys,”

answered the Swallow. “Last summer, when I was staying on the

river, there were two rude boys, the miller’s sons, who were

always throwing stones at me. They never hit me, of course; we

swallows fly far too well for that, and besides, I come of a family

famous for its agility; but still, it was a mark of disrespect.”

But the Happy Prince looked so sad that the little Swallow was

sorry. “ It is very cold here,”  he said; “but I will stay with you for

one night, and be your messenger.”  “Thank you, little Swallow,”

said the Prince.

So the Swallow picked out the great ruby from the Prince’s sword,

and flew away with it in his beak over the roofs of the town.

He passed by the cathedral tower, where the white marble angels

were sculptured. He passed by the palace and heard the sound of

dancing. A beautiful girl came out on the balcony with her lover.



“How wonderful the stars are,”  he said to her, “and how

wonderful is the power of love!”  “ I hope my dress will be ready in

time for the State-ball,”  she answered; “ I have ordered passion-

flowers to be embroidered on it; but the seamstresses are so lazy.”

He passed over the river, and saw the lanterns hanging to the

masts of the ships. He passed over the Ghetto, and saw the old

Jews bargaining with each other, and weighing out money in

copper scales. At last he came to the poor house and looked in. The

boy was tossing feverishly on his bed, and the mother had fallen

asleep, she was so tired. In he hopped, and laid the great ruby on

the table beside the woman’s thimble. Then he flew gently round

the bed, fanning the boy’s forehead with his wings. “How cool I

feel,”  said the boy, “ I must be getting better” ; and he sank into a

delicious slumber.

Then the Swallow flew back to the Happy Prince, and told him

what he had done. “ It is curious,”  he remarked, “but I feel quite

warm now, although it is so cold.”  “That is because you have done

a good action,”  said the Prince. And the little Swallow began to

think, and then he fell asleep. Thinking always made him sleepy.

When day broke he flew down to the river and had a bath. “What a

remarkable phenomenon,”  said the Professor of Ornithology as he

was passing over the bridge. “A swallow in winter!”  And he wrote

a long letter about it to the local newspaper. Every one quoted it, it

was full of so many words that they could not understand.

“To-night I go to Egypt,”  said the Swallow, and he was in high

spirits at the prospect. He visited all the public monuments, and sat

a long time on top of the church steeple. Wherever he went the

Sparrows chirruped, and said to each other, “What a distinguished

stranger!”  so he enjoyed himself very much.

When the moon rose he flew back to the Happy Prince. “Have you

any commissions for Egypt?”  he cried. “ I am just starting.”

“Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow,”  said the Prince, “will you not

stay with me one night longer?”  “ I am waited for in Egypt,”

answered the Swallow. “To-morrow my friends will fly up to the

Second Cataract. The river-horse couches there among the

bulrushes, and on a great granite throne sits the God Memnon. All

night long he watches the stars, and when the morning star shines

he utters one cry of joy, and then he is silent. At noon the yellow

lions come down to the water’s edge to drink. They have eyes like

green beryls, and their roar is louder than the roar of the cataract.”

“Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow,”  said the Prince, “ far away

across the city I see a young man in a garret. He is leaning over a



desk covered with papers, and in a tumbler by his side there is a

bunch of withered violets. His hair is brown and crisp, and his lips

are red as a pomegranate, and he has large and dreamy eyes. He is

trying to finish a play for the Director of the Theatre, but he is too

cold to write any more. There is no fire in the grate, and hunger

has made him faint.”  “ I will wait with you one night longer,”  said

the Swallow, who really had a good heart. “Shall I take him

another ruby?”  “Alas! I have no ruby now,”  said the Prince; “my

eyes are all that I have left.

They are made of rare sapphires, which were brought out of India

a thousand years ago. Pluck out one of them and take it to him. He

will sell it to the jeweller, and buy food and firewood, and finish

his play.”  “Dear Prince,”  said the Swallow, “ I cannot do that” ; and

he began to weep.

“Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow,”  said the Prince, “do as I

command you.”  So the Swallow plucked out the Prince’s eye, and

flew away to the student’s garret. It was easy enough to get in, as

there was a hole in the roof. Through this he darted, and came into

the room. The young man had his head buried in his hands, so he

did not hear the flutter of the bird’s wings, and when he looked up

he found the beautiful sapphire lying on the withered violets.

“ I am beginning to be appreciated,”  he cried; “ this is from some

great admirer. Now I can finish my play,”  and he looked quite

happy.

The next day the Swallow flew down to the harbour. He sat on the

mast of a large vessel and watched the sailors hauling big chests

out of the hold with ropes.

“Heave a-hoy!”  they shouted as each chest came up. “ I am going to

Egypt!”  cried the Swallow, but nobody minded, and when the

moon rose he flew back to the Happy Prince.

“ I am come to bid you good-bye,”  he cried.

“Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow,”  said the Prince, “will you not

stay with me one night longer?”  “ It is winter,”  answered the

Swallow, “and the chill snow will soon be here. In Egypt the sun is

warm on the green palm-trees, and the crocodiles lie in the mud

and look lazily about them. My companions are building a nest in

the Temple of Baalbec, and the pink and white doves are watching

them, and cooing to each other. Dear Prince, I must leave you, but I

will never forget you, and next spring I will bring you back

beautiful jewels in place of those you have given away. The ruby



shall be redder than a red rose, and the sapphire shall be as blue as

the great sea.”

“ In the square below,”  said the Happy Prince, “ there stands a little

match-girl.

She has let her matches fall in the gutter, and they are all spoiled.

Her father will beat her if she does not bring home some money,

and she is crying. She has no shoes or stockings, and her little head

is bare. Pluck out my other eye, and give it to her, and her father

will not beat her.”  “ I will stay with you one night longer,”  said the

Swallow, “but I cannot pluck out your eye. You would be quite

blind then.”  “Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow,”  said the Prince,

“do as I command you.”  So he plucked out the Prince’s other eye,

and darted down with it. He swooped past the match-girl, and

slipped the jewel into the palm of her hand.

“What a lovely bit of glass,”  cried the little girl; and she ran home,

laughing.

Then the Swallow came back to the Prince. “You are blind now,”

he said, “ so I will stay with you always.”  “No, little Swallow,”  said

the poor Prince, “you must go away to Egypt.”  “ I will stay with

you always,”  said the Swallow, and he slept at the Prince’s feet.

All the next day he sat on the Prince’s shoulder, and told him

stories of what he had seen in strange lands. He told him of the red

ibises, who stand in long rows on the banks of the Nile, and catch

gold fish in their beaks; of the Sphinx, who is as old as the world

itself, and lives in the desert, and knows everything; of the

merchants, who walk slowly by the side of their camels, and carry

amber beads in their hands; of the King of the Mountains of the

Moon, who is as black as ebony, and worships a large crystal; of

the great green snake that sleeps in a palm-tree, and has twenty

priests to feed it with honey-cakes; and of the pygmies who sail

over a big lake on large flat leaves, and are always at war with the

butterflies.

“Dear little Swallow,”  said the Prince, “you tell me of marvellous

things, but more marvellous than anything is the suffering of men

and of women. There is no Mystery so great as Misery. Fly over my

city, little Swallow, and tell me what you see there.”  So the

Swallow flew over the great city, and saw the rich making merry in

their beautiful houses, while the beggars were sitting at the gates.

He flew into dark lanes, and saw the white faces of starving

children looking out listlessly at the black streets. Under the

archway of a bridge two little boys were lying in one another’s



arms to try and keep themselves warm. “How hungry we are!”

they said. “You must not lie here,”  shouted the Watchman, and

they wandered out into the rain.

Then he flew back and told the Prince what he had seen.

“ I am covered with fine gold,”  said the Prince, “you must take it

off, leaf by leaf, and give it to my poor; the living always think that

gold can make them happy.”

Leaf after leaf of the fine gold the Swallow picked off, till the

Happy Prince looked quite dull and grey. Leaf after leaf of the fine

gold he brought to the poor, and the children’s faces grew rosier,

and they laughed and played games in the street. “We have bread

now!”  they cried.

Then the snow came, and after the snow came the frost. The streets

looked as if they were made of silver, they were so bright and

glistening; long icicles like crystal daggers hung down from the

eaves of the houses, everybody went about in furs, and the little

boys wore scarlet caps and skated on the ice.

The poor little Swallow grew colder and colder, but he would not

leave the Prince, he loved him too well. He picked up crumbs

outside the baker’s door when the baker was not looking, and tried

to keep himself warm by flapping his wings.

But at last he knew that he was going to die. He had just strength

to fly up to the Prince’s shoulder once more. “Good-bye, dear

Prince!”  he murmured, “will you let me kiss your hand?”  “ I am

glad that you are going to Egypt at last, little Swallow,”  said the

Prince, “you have stayed too long here; but you must kiss me on

the lips, for I love you.”  “ It is not to Egypt that I am going,”  said

the Swallow. “ I am going to the House of Death. Death is the

brother of Sleep, is he not?”  And he kissed the Happy Prince on the

lips, and fell down dead at his feet.

At that moment a curious crack sounded inside the statue, as if

something had broken. The fact is that the leaden heart had

snapped right in two. It certainly was a dreadfully hard frost.

Early the next morning the Mayor was walking in the square

below in company with the Town Councillors. As they passed the

column he looked up at the statue: “Dear me! how shabby the

Happy Prince looks!”  he said.

“How shabby indeed!”  cried the Town Councillors, who always

agreed with the Mayor, and they went up to look at it.



“The ruby has fallen out of his sword, his eyes are gone, and he is

golden no longer,”  said the Mayor. “ in fact, he is little better than a

beggar!”  “Little better than a beggar,”  said the Town Councillors.

“And here is actually a dead bird at his feet!”  continued the Mayor.

“We must really issue a proclamation that birds are not to be

allowed to die here.”  And the town Clerk made a note of the

suggestion.

So they pulled down the statue of the Happy Prince. “As he is no

longer beautiful he is no longer useful,”  said the Art Professor at

the University.

Then they melted the statue in a furnace, and the Mayor held a

meeting of the Corporation to decide what was to be done with the

metal. “We must have another statue, of course,”  he said, “and it

shall be a statue of myself.”  “Of myself,”  said each of the Town

Councillors, and they quarrelled. When I last heard of them they

were quarrelling still.

“What a strange thing,”  said the overseer of the workmen at the

foundry.

“This broken lead heart will not melt in the furnace. We must

throw it away.”  So they threw it on a dust heap where the dead

Swallow was also lying.

“Bring me the two most precious things in the city,”  said God to

one of His Angels; and the Angel brought Him the leaden heart

and the dead bird.

“You have rightly chosen,”  said God, “ for in my garden of

Paradise this little bird shall sing for evermore, and in my city of

gold the Happy Prince shall praise me.”

THE END
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THE DOLL’S HOUSE (1922) 

By Katherine Mansfield 

When dear old Mrs. Hay went back to town after staying with the Burnells she sent the 

children a doll’s house. It was so big that the carter and Pat carried it into the courtyard, 

and there it stayed, propped up on two wooden boxes beside the feed-room door. No harm 

could come to it; it was summer. And perhaps the smell of paint would have gone off by 

the time it had to be taken in. For, really, the smell of paint coming from that doll’s house 

(“Sweet of old Mrs. Hay, of course; most sweet and generous!”) —but the smell of paint 

was quite enough to make anyone seriously ill, in Aunt Beryl’s opinion. Even before the 

sacking was taken off. And when it was. . . . 

There stood the Doll’s house, a dark, oily, spinach green, picked out with bright yellow. Its 

two solid little chimneys, glued on to the roof, were painted red and white, and the door, 

gleaming with yellow varnish, was like a little slab of toffee. Four windows, real windows, 

were divided into panes by a broad streak of green. There was actually a tiny porch, too, 

painted yellow, with big lumps of congealed paint hanging along the edge. 

But perfect, perfect little house! Who could possibly mind the smell. It was part of the joy, 

part of the newness. 

“Open it quickly, someone!” 

The hook at the side was stuck fast. Pat pried it open with his penknife, and the whole house 

front swung back, and—there you were, gazing at one and the same moment into the  

drawing-room and dining-room, the kitchen and two bedrooms. That is the way for a house 

to open! Why don’t all houses open like that? How much more exciting than peering 

through the slit of a door into a mean little hall with a hatstand and two umbrellas! That 

is—isn’t it?—what you long to know about a house when you put your hand on the knocker. 

Perhaps it is the way God opens houses at the dead of night when He is taking a quiet turn 

with an angel. . . . 

“O-oh!” The Burnell children sounded as though they were in despair. It was too marvel-

lous; it was too much for them. They had never seen anything like it in their lives. All the 

rooms were papered. There were pictures on the walls, painted on the paper, with gold 

frames complete. Red carpet covered all the floors except the kitchen; red plush chairs in 

the drawing-room, green in the dining-room; tables, beds with real bedclothes, a cradle, a 

stove, a dresser with tiny plates and one big jug. But what Kezia liked more than anything, 

what she liked frightfully, was the lamp. It stood in the middle of the dining-room table, an 

exquisite little amber lamp with a white globe. It was even filled all ready for lighting, 
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though, of course, you couldn’t light it. But there was something inside that looked like oil 

and moved when you shook it. 

The father and mother dolls, who sprawled very stiff as though they had fainted in the 

drawing-room, and their two little children asleep upstairs, were really too big for the doll’s 

house. They didn’t look as though they belonged. But the lamp was perfect. It seemed to 

smile at Kezia, to say, “I live here.” The lamp was real. 

The Burnell children could hardly walk to school fast enough the next morning. They 

burned to tell everybody, to describe, to—well —to boast about their doll’s house before 

the school-bell rang. 

“I’m to tell,” said Isabel, “because I’m the eldest. And you two can join in after. But I’m to 

tell first.” 

There was nothing to answer. Isabel was bossy, but she was always right, and Lottie and 

Kezia knew too well the powers that went with being eldest. They brushed through the 

thick buttercups at the road edge and said nothing. 

“And I’m to choose who’s to come and see it first. Mother said I might.” 

For it had been arranged that while the doll’s house stood in the courtyard they might ask 

the girls at school, two at a time, to come and look. Not to stay to tea, of course, or to come 

traipsing through the house. But just to stand quietly in the courtyard while Isabel pointed 

out the beauties, and Lottie and Kezia looked pleased. . . . 

But hurry as they might, by the time they had reached the tarred palings of the boys’ play-

ground the bell had begun to jangle. They only just had time to whip off their hats and fall 

into line before the roll was called. Never mind. Isabel tried to make up for it by looking 

very important and mysterious and by whispering behind her hand to the girls near her, 

“Got something to tell you at playtime.” 

Playtime came and Isabel was surrounded. The girls of her class nearly fought to put their 

arms round her, to walk away with her, to beam flatteringly, to be her special friend. She 

held quite a court under the huge pine trees at the side of the playground. Nudging, giggling 

together, the little girls pressed up close. And the only two who stayed outside the ring were 

the two who were always outside, the little Kelveys. They knew better than to come any-

where near the Burnells. 

For the fact was, the school the Burnell children went to was not at all the kind of place 

their parents would have chosen if there had been any choice. But there was none. It was 

the only school for miles. And the consequence was all the children of the neighbourhood, 

the Judge’s little girls, the doctor’s daughters, the store-keeper’s children, the milkman’s, 

were forced to mix together. Not to speak of there being an equal number of rude, rough 

little boys as well. But the line had to be drawn somewhere. It was drawn at the Kelveys. 

Many of the children, including the Burnells, were not allowed even to speak to them. They 

walked past the Kelveys with their heads in the air, and as they set the fashion in all matters 

of behaviour, the Kelveys were shunned by everybody. Even the teacher had a special voice 
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for them, and a special smile for the other children when Lil Kelvey came up to her desk 

with a bunch of dreadfully common-looking flowers. 

They were the daughters of a spry, hardworking little washerwoman, who went about from 

house to house by the day. This was awful enough. But where was Mr. Kelvey? Nobody 

knew for certain. But everybody said he was in prison. So they were the daughters of a 

washerwoman and a gaolbird. Very nice company for other people’s children! And they 

looked it. Why Mrs. Kelvey made them so conspicuous was hard to understand. The truth 

was they were dressed in “bits” given to her by the people for whom she worked. Lil, for 

instance, who was a stout, plain child, with big freckles, came to school in a dress made 

from a green art-serge table-cloth of the Burnells’, with red plush sleeves from the Logans’ 
curtains. Her hat, perched on top of her high forehead, was a grown-up woman’s hat, once 

the property of Miss Lecky, the postmistress. It was turned up at the back and trimmed with 

a large scarlet quill. What a little guy she looked! It was impossible not to laugh. And her 

little sister, our Else, wore a long white dress, rather like a nightgown, and a pair of little 

boy’s boots. But whatever our Else wore she would have looked strange. She was a tiny 

wishbone of a child, with cropped hair and enormous solemn eyes—a little white owl. No-

body had ever seen her smile; she scarcely ever spoke. She went through life holding on to 

Lil, with a piece of Lil’s skirt screwed up in her hand. Where Lil went, our Else followed. 

In the playground, on the road going to and from school, there was Lil marching in front 

and our Else holding on behind. Only when she wanted anything, or when she was out of 

breath, our Else gave Lil a tug, a twitch, and Lil stopped and turned round. The Kelveys 

never failed to understand each other. 

Now they hovered at the edge; you couldn’t stop them listening. When the little girls turned 

round and sneered, Lil, as usual, gave her silly, shamefaced smile, but our Else only looked. 

And Isabel’s voice, so very proud, went on telling. The carpet made a great sensation, but 

so did the beds with real bedclothes, and the stove with an oven door. 

When she finished Kezia broke in. “You’ve forgotten the lamp, Isabel.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Isabel, “and there’s a teeny little lamp, all made of yellow glass, with a 

white globe that stands on the dining-room table. You couldn’t tell it from a real one.” 

“The lamp’s best of all,” cried Kezia. She thought Isabel wasn’t making half enough of the 

little lamp. But nobody paid any attention. Isabel was choosing the two who were to come 

back with them that afternoon and see it. She chose Emmie Cole and Lena Logan. But when 

the others knew they were all to have a chance, they couldn’t be nice enough to Isabel. One 

by one they put their arms round Isabel’s waist and walked her off. They had something to 

whisper to her, a secret. “Isabel’s my friend.” 

Only the little Kelveys moved away forgotten; there was nothing more for them to hear. 

 

Days passed, and as more children saw the doll’s house, the fame of it spread. It became 

the one subject, the rage. The one question was, “Have you seen Burnells’ doll’s house? 

Oh, ain’t it lovely!” “Haven’t you seen it? Oh, I say!” 
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Even the dinner hour was given up to talking about it. The little girls sat under the pines 

eating their thick mutton sandwiches and big slabs of johnny cake spread with butter. While 

always, as near as they could get, sat the Kelveys, our Else holding on to Lil, listening too, 

while they chewed their jam sandwiches out of a newspaper soaked with large red 

blobs. . . . 

“Mother,” said Kezia, “can’t I ask the Kelveys just once?” 

“Certainly not, Kezia.” 

“But why not?” 

“Run away, Kezia; you know quite well why not.” 

 

At last everybody had seen it except them. On that day the subject rather flagged. It was 

the dinner hour. The children stood together under the pine trees, and suddenly, as they 

looked at the Kelveys eating out of their paper, always by themselves, always listening, 

they wanted to be horrid to them. Emmie Cole started the whisper. 

“Lil Kelvey’s going to be a servant when she grows up.” 

“O-oh, how awful!” said Isabel Burnell, and she made eyes at Emmie. 

Emmie swallowed in a very meaning way and nodded to Isabel as she’d seen her mother 

do on those occasions. 

“It’s true—it’s true—it’s true,” she said. 

Then Lena Logan’s little eyes snapped. “Shall I ask her?” she whispered. 

“Bet you don’t,” said Jessie May. 

“Pooh, I’m not frightened,” said Lena. Suddenly she gave a little squeal and danced in front 

of the other girls. “Watch! Watch me! Watch me now!” said Lena. And sliding, gliding, 

dragging one foot, giggling behind her hand, Lena went over to the Kelveys. 

Lil looked up from her dinner. She wrapped the rest quickly away. Our Else stopped chew-

ing. What was coming now? 

“Is it true you’re going to be a servant when you grow up, Lil Kelvey?” shrilled Lena. 

Dead silence. But instead of answering, Lil only gave her silly, shamefaced smile. She 

didn’t seem to mind the question at all. What a sell for Lena! The girls began to titter. 

Lena couldn’t stand that. She put her hands on her hips; she shot forward. “Yah, yer father’s 

in prison!” she hissed, spitefully. 
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This was such a marvellous thing to have said that the little girls rushed away in a body, 

deeply, deeply excited, wild with joy. Someone found a long rope, and they began skipping. 

And never did they skip so high, run in and out so fast, or do such daring things as on that 

morning. 

In the afternoon Pat called for the Burnell children with the buggy and they drove home. 

There were visitors. Isabel and Lottie, who liked visitors, went upstairs to change their 

pinafores. But Kezia thieved out at the back. Nobody was about; she began to swing on the 

big white gates of the courtyard. Presently, looking along the road, she saw two little dots. 

They grew bigger, they were coming towards her. Now she could see that one was in front 

and one close behind. Now she could see that they were the Kelveys. Kezia stopped swing-

ing. She slipped off the gate as if she was going to run away. Then she hesitated. The Kel-

veys came nearer, and beside them walked their shadows, very long, stretching right across 

the road with their heads in the buttercups. Kezia clambered back on the gate; she had made 

up her mind; she swung out. 

“Hullo,” she said to the passing Kelveys. 

They were so astounded that they stopped. Lil gave her silly smile. Our Else stared. 

“You can come and see our doll’s house if you want to,” said Kezia, and she dragged one 

toe on the ground. But at that Lil turned red and shook her head quickly. 

“Why not?” asked Kezia. 

Lil gasped, then she said, “Your ma told our ma you wasn’t to speak to us.” 

“Oh, well,” said Kezia. She didn’t know what to reply. “It doesn’t matter. You can come 

and see our doll’s house all the same. Come on. Nobody’s looking.” 

But Lil shook her head still harder. 

“Don’t you want to?” asked Kezia. 

Suddenly there was a twitch, a tug at Lil’s skirt. She turned round. Our Else was looking at 

her with big, imploring eyes; she was frowning; she wanted to go. For a moment Lil looked 

at our Else very doubtfully. But then our Else twitched her skirt again. She started forward. 

Kezia led the way. Like two little stray cats they followed across the courtyard to where the 

doll’s house stood. 

“There it is,” said Kezia. 

There was a pause. Lil breathed loudly, almost snorted; our Else was still as stone. 

“I’ll open it for you,” said Kezia kindly. She undid the hook and they looked inside. 

“There’s the drawing-room and the dining-room, and that’s the—” 

“Kezia!” 
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Oh, what a start they gave! 

“Kezia!” 

It was Aunt Beryl’s voice. They turned round. At the back door stood Aunt Beryl, staring 

as if she couldn’t believe what she saw. 

“How dare you ask the little Kelveys into the courtyard?” said her cold, furious voice. “You 

know as well as I do, you’re not allowed to talk to them. Run away, children, run away at 

once. And don’t come back again,” said Aunt Beryl. And she stepped into the yard and 

shooed them out as if they were chickens. 

“Off you go immediately!” she called, cold and proud. 

They did not need telling twice. Burning with shame, shrinking together, Lil huddling along 

like her mother, our Else dazed, somehow they crossed the big courtyard and squeezed 

through the white gate. 

“Wicked, disobedient little girl!” said Aunt Beryl bitterly to Kezia, and she slammed the 

doll’s house to. 

The afternoon had been awful. A letter had come from Willie Brent, a terrifying, threaten-

ing letter, saying if she did not meet him that evening in Pulman’s Bush, he’d come to the 

front door and ask the reason why! But now that she had frightened those little rats of 

Kelveys and given Kezia a good scolding, her heart felt lighter. That ghastly pressure was 

gone. She went back to the house humming. 

When the Kelveys were well out of sight of Burnells’, they sat down to rest on a big red 

drainpipe by the side of the road. Lil’s cheeks were still burning; she took off the hat with 

the quill and held it on her knee. Dreamily they looked over the hay paddocks, past the 

creek, to the group of wattles where Logan’s cows stood waiting to be milked. What were 

their thoughts? Presently our Else nudged up close to her sister. But now she had forgotten 

the cross lady. She put out a finger and stroked her sister’s quill; she smiled her rare smile. 

“I seen the little lamp,” she said, softly. 

Then both were silent once more. 
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FOR the most wild yet most homely narrative which I am 

about to pen, I neither expect nor solicit belief. Mad indeed 

would I be to expect it, in a case where my very senses reject 

their own evidence. Yet, mad am I not—and very surely do I 

not dream. But to-morrow I die, and to-day I would 

unburden my soul. My immediate purpose is to place before 

the world, plainly, succinctly, and without comment, a series 

of mere household events. In their consequences, these 

events have terrified—have tortured—have destroyed me. 

Yet I will not attempt to expound them. To me, they have 

presented little but horror—to many they will seem less 

terrible than baroques. Hereafter, perhaps, some intellect 

may be found which will reduce my phantasm to the 

commonplace—some intellect more calm, more logical, and 

far less excitable than my own, which will perceive, in the 

circumstances I detail with awe, nothing more than an 

ordinary succession of very natural causes and effects.  

From my infancy I was noted for the docility and 

humanity of my disposition. My tenderness of heart was 

even so conspicuous as to make me the jest of my 

companions. I was especially fond of animals, and was 

indulged by my parents with a great variety of pets. With 

these I spent most of my time, and never was so happy as 

when feeding and caressing them. This peculiarity of 

character grew with my growth, and, in my manhood, I 

derived from it one of my principal sources of pleasure. To 

those who have cherished an affection for a faithful and 

sagacious dog, I need hardly be at the trouble of explaining 

the nature or the intensity of the gratification thus derivable. 

There is something in the unselfish and self-sacrificing love 
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of a brute, which goes directly to the heart of him who has 

had frequent occasion to test the paltry friendship and 

gossamer fidelity of mere Man.  

I married early, and was happy to find in my wife a 

disposition not uncongenial with my own. Observing my 

partiality for domestic pets, she lost no opportunity of 

procuring those of the most agreeable kind. We had birds, 

gold-fish, a fine dog, rabbits, a small monkey, and a cat.  
This latter was a remarkably large and beautiful animal, 

entirely black, and sagacious to an astonishing degree. In 

speaking of his intelligence, my wife, who at heart was not a 

little tinctured with superstition, made frequent allusion to 

the ancient popular notion, which regarded all black cats as 

witches in disguise. Not that she was ever serious upon this 

point—and I mention the matter at all for no better reason 

than that it happens, just now, to be remembered.  

Pluto—this was the cat’s name—was my favorite pet 

and playmate. I alone fed him, and he attended me wherever 

I went about the house. It was even with difficulty that I 

could prevent him from following me through the streets.  

Our friendship lasted, in this manner, for several years, 

during which my general temperament and character—

through the instrumentality of the Fiend Intemperance—had 

(I blush to confess it) experienced a radical alteration for the 

worse. I grew, day by day, more moody, more irritable, more 

regardless of the feelings of others. I suffered myself to use 

intemperate language to my wife. At length, I even offered 

her personal violence. My pets, of course, were made to feel 

the change in my disposition. I not only neglected, but ill-

used them. For Pluto, however, I still retained sufficient 

regard to restrain me from maltreating him, as I made no 

scruple of maltreating the rabbits, the monkey, or even the 

dog, when, by accident, or through affection, they came in 
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my way. But my disease grew upon me—for what disease is 

like Alcohol!—and at length even Pluto, who was now 

becoming old, and consequently somewhat peevish—even 

Pluto began to experience the effects of my ill temper.  

One night, returning home, much intoxicated, from one 

of my haunts about town, I fancied that the cat avoided my 

presence. I seized him; when, in his fright at my violence, he 

inflicted a slight wound upon my hand with his teeth. The 

fury of a demon instantly possessed me. I knew myself no 

longer. My original soul seemed, at once, to take its flight 

from my body; and a more than fiendish malevolence, gin-

nurtured, thrilled every fibre of my frame. I took from my 

waistcoat-pocket a penknife, opened it, grasped the poor 

beast by the throat, and deliberately cut one of its eyes from 

the socket! I blush, I burn, I shudder, while I pen the 

damnable atrocity.  

When reason returned with the morning—when I had 

slept off the fumes of the night’s debauch—I experienced a 

sentiment half of horror, half of remorse, for the crime of 

which I had been guilty; but it was, at best, a feeble and 

equivocal feeling, and the soul remained untouched. I again 

plunged into excess, and soon drowned in wine all memory 

of the deed.  

In the meantime the cat slowly recovered. The socket of 

the lost eye presented, it is true, a frightful appearance, but 

he no longer appeared to suffer any pain. He went about the 

house as usual, but, as might be expected, fled in extreme 

terror at my approach. I had so much of my old heart left, as 

to be at first grieved by this evident dislike on the part of a 

creature which had once so loved me. But this feeling soon 

gave place to irritation. And then came, as if to my final and 

irrevocable overthrow, the spirit of PERVERSENESS. Of this 

spirit philosophy takes no account. Yet I am not more sure 
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that my soul lives, than I am that perverseness is one of the 

primitive impulses of the human heart—one of the 

indivisible primary faculties, or sentiments, which give 

direction to the character of Man. Who has not, a hundred 

times, found himself committing a vile or a stupid action, for 

no other reason than because he knows he should not? Have 

we not a perpetual inclination, in the teeth of our best 

judgment, to violate that which is Law, merely because we 

understand it to be such? This spirit of perverseness, I say, 

came to my final overthrow. It was this unfathomable 

longing of the soul to vex itself—to offer violence to its own 

nature—to do wrong for the wrong’s sake only—that urged 

me to continue and finally to consummate the injury I had 

inflicted upon the unoffending brute. One morning, in cold 

blood, I slipped a noose about its neck and hung it to the 

limb of a tree;—hung it with the tears streaming from my 

eyes, and with the bitterest remorse at my heart;—hung it 

because I knew that it had loved me, and because I felt it had 

given me no reason of offence;—hung it because I knew that 

in so doing I was committing a sin—a deadly sin that would 

so jeopardize my immortal soul as to place it—if such a 

thing were possible—even beyond the reach of the infinite 

mercy of the Most Merciful and Most Terrible God.  

On the night of the day on which this most cruel deed 

was done, I was aroused from sleep by the cry of fire. The 

curtains of my bed were in flames. The whole house was 

blazing. It was with great difficulty that my wife, a servant, 

and myself, made our escape from the conflagration. The 

destruction was complete. My entire worldly wealth was 

swallowed up, and I resigned myself thenceforward to 

despair.  

I am above the weakness of seeking to establish a 

sequence of cause and effect, between the disaster and the 
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atrocity. But I am detailing a chain of facts—and wish not to 

leave even a possible link imperfect. On the day succeeding 

the fire, I visited the ruins. The walls, with one exception, 

had fallen in. This exception was found in a compartment 

wall, not very thick, which stood about the middle of the 

house, and against which had rested the head of my bed. The 

plastering had here, in great measure, resisted the action of 

the fire—a fact which I attributed to its having been recently 

spread. About this wall a dense crowd were collected, and 

many persons seemed to be examining a particular portion of 

it with very minute and eager attention. The words 

“strange!” “singular!” and other similar expressions, excited 

my curiosity. I approached and saw, as if graven in bas-relief 
upon the white surface, the figure of a gigantic cat. The 

impression was given with an accuracy truly marvellous. 

There was a rope about the animal’s neck.  

When I first beheld this apparition—for I could scarcely 

regard it as less—my wonder and my terror were extreme. 

But at length reflection came to my aid. The cat, I 

remembered, had been hung in a garden adjacent to the 

house. Upon the alarm of fire, this garden had been 

immediately filled by the crowd—by some one of whom the 

animal must have been cut from the tree and thrown, through 

an open window, into my chamber. This had probably been 

done with the view of arousing me from sleep. The falling of 

other walls had compressed the victim of my cruelty into the 

substance of the freshly-spread plaster; the lime of which, 

with the flames, and the ammonia from the carcass, had then 

accomplished the portraiture as I saw it.  

Although I thus readily accounted to my reason, if not 

altogether to my conscience, for the startling fact just 

detailed, it did not the less fail to make a deep impression 

upon my fancy. For months I could not rid myself of the 
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phantasm of the cat; and, during this period, there came back 

into my spirit a half-sentiment that seemed, but was not, 

remorse. I went so far as to regret the loss of the animal, and 

to look about me, among the vile haunts which I now 

habitually frequented, for another pet of the same species, 

and of somewhat similar appearance, with which to supply 

its place.  

One night as I sat, half stupefied, in a den of more than 

infamy, my attention was suddenly drawn to some black 

object, reposing upon the head of one of the immense 

hogsheads of gin, or of rum, which constituted the chief 

furniture of the apartment. I had been looking steadily at the 

top of this hogshead for some minutes, and what now caused 

me surprise was the fact that I had not sooner perceived the 

object thereupon. I approached it, and touched it with my 

hand. It was a black cat—a very large one—fully as large as 

Pluto, and closely resembling him in every respect but one. 

Pluto had not a white hair upon any portion of his body; but 

this cat had a large, although indefinite splotch of white, 

covering nearly the whole region of the breast.  

Upon my touching him, he immediately arose, purred 

loudly, rubbed against my hand, and appeared delighted with 

my notice. This, then, was the very creature of which I was 

in search. I at once offered to purchase it of the landlord; but 

this person made no claim to it—knew nothing of it—had 

never seen it before.  

I continued my caresses, and, when I prepared to go 

home, the animal evinced a disposition to accompany me. I 

permitted it to do so; occasionally stooping and patting it as I 

proceeded. When it reached the house it domesticated itself 

at once, and became immediately a great favorite with my 

wife.  
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For my own part, I soon found a dislike to it arising 

within me. This was just the reverse of what I had 

anticipated; but—I know not how or why it was—its evident 

fondness for myself rather disgusted and annoyed me. By 

slow degrees, these feelings of disgust and annoyance rose 

into the bitterness of hatred. I avoided the creature; a certain 

sense of shame, and the remembrance of my former deed of 

cruelty, preventing me from physically abusing it. I did not, 

for some weeks, strike, or otherwise violently ill use it; but 

gradually—very gradually—I came to look upon it with 

unutterable loathing, and to flee silently from its odious 

presence, as from the breath of a pestilence.  

What added, no doubt, to my hatred of the beast, was 

the discovery, on the morning after I brought it home, that, 

like Pluto, it also had been deprived of one of its eyes. This 

circumstance, however, only endeared it to my wife, who, as 

I have already said, possessed, in a high degree, that 

humanity of feeling which had once been my distinguishing 

trait, and the source of many of my simplest and purest 

pleasures.  

With my aversion to this cat, however, its partiality for 

myself seemed to increase. It followed my footsteps with a 

pertinacity which it would be difficult to make the reader 

comprehend. Whenever I sat, it would crouch beneath my 

chair, or spring upon my knees, covering me with its 

loathsome caresses. If I arose to walk it would get between 

my feet and thus nearly throw me down, or, fastening its 

long and sharp claws in my dress, clamber, in this manner, to 

my breast. At such times, although I longed to destroy it with 

a blow, I was yet withheld from so doing, partly by a 

memory of my former crime, but chiefly—let me confess it 

at once—by absolute dread of the beast.  
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This dread was not exactly a dread of physical evil—

and yet I should be at a loss how otherwise to define it. I am 

almost ashamed to own—yes, even in this felon’s cell, I am 

almost ashamed to own—that the terror and horror with 

which the animal inspired me, had been heightened by one of 

the merest chimeras it would be possible to conceive. My 

wife had called my attention, more than once, to the 

character of the mark of white hair, of which I have spoken, 

and which constituted the sole visible difference between the 

strange beast and the one I had destroyed. The reader will 

remember that this mark, although large, had been originally 

very indefinite; but, by slow degrees—degrees nearly 

imperceptible, and which for a long time my reason 

struggled to reject as fanciful—it had, at length, assumed a 

rigorous distinctness of outline. It was now the 

representation of an object that I shudder to name—and for 

this, above all, I loathed, and dreaded, and would have rid 

myself of the monster had I dared—it was now, I say, the 

image of a hideous—of a ghastly thing—of the GALLOWS!—

oh, mournful and terrible engine of Horror and of Crime—of 

Agony and of Death !  

And now was I indeed wretched beyond the 

wretchedness of mere Humanity. And a brute beast—whose 

fellow I had contemptuously destroyed—a brute beast to 

work out for me—for me, a man fashioned in the image of 

the High God—so much of insufferable woe! Alas! neither 

by day nor by night knew I the blessing of rest any more! 

During the former the creature left me no moment alone, and 

in the latter I started hourly from dreams of unutterable fear 

to find the hot breath of the thing upon my face, and its vast 

weight—an incarnate nightmare that I had no power to shake 

off—incumbent eternally upon my heart!  
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Beneath the pressure of torments such as these the 

feeble remnant of the good within me succumbed. Evil 

thoughts became my sole intimates—the darkest and most 

evil of thoughts. The moodiness of my usual temper 

increased to hatred of all things and of all mankind; while 

from the sudden, frequent, and ungovernable outbursts of a 

fury to which I now blindly abandoned myself, my 

uncomplaining wife, alas, was the most usual and the most 

patient of sufferers.  

One day she accompanied me, upon some household 

errand, into the cellar of the old building which our poverty 

compelled us to inhabit. The cat followed me down the steep 

stairs, and, nearly throwing me headlong, exasperated me to 

madness. Uplifting an axe, and forgetting, in my wrath, the 

childish dread which had hitherto stayed my hand, I aimed a 

blow at the animal, which, of course, would have proved 

instantly fatal had it descended as I wished. But this blow 

was arrested by the hand of my wife. Goaded by the 

interference into a rage more than demoniacal, I withdrew 

my arm from her grasp and buried the axe in her brain. She 

fell dead upon the spot without a groan.  

This hideous murder accomplished, I set myself 

forthwith, and with entire deliberation, to the task of 

concealing the body. I knew that I could not remove it from 

the house, either by day or by night, without the risk of being 

observed by the neighbors. Many projects entered my mind. 

At one period I thought of cutting the corpse into minute 

fragments, and destroying them by fire. At another, I 

resolved to dig a grave for it in the floor of the cellar. Again, 

I deliberated about casting it in the well in the yard—about 

packing it in a box, as if merchandise, with the usual 

arrangements, and so getting a porter to take it from the 

house. Finally I hit upon what I considered a far better 
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expedient than either of these. I determined to wall it up in 

the cellar, as the monks of the Middle Ages are recorded to 

have walled up their victims.  

For a purpose such as this the cellar was well adapted. 

Its walls were loosely constructed, and had lately been 

plastered throughout with a rough plaster, which the 

dampness of the atmosphere had prevented from hardening. 

Moreover, in one of the walls was a projection, caused by a 

false chimney, or fireplace, that had been filled up and made 

to resemble the rest of the cellar. I made no doubt that I 

could readily displace the bricks at this point, insert the 

corpse, and wall the whole up as before, so that no eye could 

detect any thing suspicious.  

And in this calculation I was not deceived. By means of 

a crowbar I easily dislodged the bricks, and, having carefully 

deposited the body against the inner wall, I propped it in that 

position, while with little trouble, I re-laid the whole 

structure as it originally stood. Having procured mortar, 

sand, and hair, with every possible precaution, I prepared a 

plaster which could not be distinguished from the old, and 

with this I very carefully went over the new brickwork. 

When I had finished, I felt satisfied that all was right. The 

wall did not present the slightest appearance of having been 

disturbed. The rubbish on the floor was picked up with the 

minutest care. I looked around triumphantly, and said to 

myself: “Here at least, then, my labor has not been in vain.”  

My next step was to look for the beast which had been 

the cause of so much wretchedness; for I had, at length, 

firmly resolved to put it to death. Had I been able to meet 

with it at the moment, there could have been no doubt of its 

fate; but it appeared that the crafty animal had been alarmed 

at the violence of my previous anger, and forbore to present 

itself in my present mood. It is impossible to describe or to 
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imagine the deep, the blissful sense of relief which the 

absence of the detested creature occasioned in my bosom. It 

did not make its appearance during the night; and thus for 

one night, at least, since its introduction into the house, I 

soundly and tranquilly slept; aye, slept even with the burden 

of murder upon my soul.  

The second and the third day passed, and still my 

tormentor came not. Once again I breathed as a free man. 

The monster, in terror, had fled the premises for ever! I 

should behold it no more! My happiness was supreme! The 

guilt of my dark deed disturbed me but little. Some few 

inquiries had been made, but these had been readily 

answered. Even a search had been instituted—but of course 

nothing was to be discovered. I looked upon my future 

felicity as secured.  

Upon the fourth day of the assassination, a party of the 

police came, very unexpectedly, into the house, and 

proceeded again to make rigorous investigation of the 

premises. Secure, however, in the inscrutability of my place 

of concealment, I felt no embarrassment whatever. The 

officers bade me accompany them in their search. They left 

no nook or corner unexplored. At length, for the third or 

fourth time, they descended into the cellar. I quivered not in 

a muscle. My heart beat calmly as that of one who slumbers 

in innocence. I walked the cellar from end to end. I folded 

my arms upon my bosom, and roamed easily to and fro. The 

police were thoroughly satisfied and prepared to depart. The 

glee at my heart was too strong to be restrained. I burned to 

say if but one word, by way of triumph, and to render doubly 

sure their assurance of my guiltlessness.  

“Gentlemen,” I said at last, as the party ascended the 

steps, “I delight to have allayed your suspicions. I wish you 

all health and a little more courtesy. By the bye, gentlemen, 

Telegram: @IQPDF



THE  BLACK  CAT 14 

this—this is a very well-constructed house,” (in the rabid 

desire to say something easily, I scarcely knew what I uttered 

at all),—“I may say an excellently well-constructed house. 

These walls—are you going, gentlemen?—these walls are 

solidly put together”; and here, through the mere frenzy of 

bravado, I rapped heavily with a cane which I held in my 

hand, upon that very portion of the brickwork behind which 

stood the corpse of the wife of my bosom.  

But may God shield and deliver me from the fangs of 

the Arch-Fiend! No sooner had the reverberation of my 

blows sunk into silence, than I was answered by a voice from 

within the tomb!—by a cry, at first muffled and broken, like 

the sobbing of a child, and then quickly swelling into one 

long, loud, and continuous scream, utterly anomalous and 

inhuman—a howl—a wailing shriek, half of horror and half 

of triumph, such as might have arisen only out of hell, 

conjointly from the throats of the dammed in their agony and 

of the demons that exult in the damnation.  

Of my own thoughts it is folly to speak. Swooning, I 

staggered to the opposite wall. For one instant the party upon 

the stairs remained motionless, through extremity of terror 

and awe. In the next a dozen stout arms were toiling at the 

wall. It fell bodily. The corpse, already greatly decayed and 

clotted with gore, stood erect before the eyes of the 

spectators. Upon its head, with red extended mouth and 

solitary eye of fire, sat the hideous beast whose craft had 

seduced me into murder, and whose informing voice had 

consigned me to the hangman. I had walled the monster up 

within the tomb.  
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Ernest Hemingway – ‘Cat in the Rain’  

There were only two Americans stopping at the hotel. They did not know any of the people they passed on 

the stairs on their way to and from their room. Their room was on the second floor facing the sea. It also faced 

the public garden and the war monument. There were big palms and green benches in the public garden. 

In the good weather there was always an artist with his easel. Artists liked the way the palms grew and the 

bright colors of the hotels facing the gardens and the sea. 

Italians came from a long way off to look up at the war monument. It was made of bronze and glistened in 

the rain. It was raining. The rain dripped from the palm trees. Water stood in pools on the gravel paths. The sea 

broke in a long line in the rain and slipped back down the beach to come up and break again in a long line in the 

rain. The motor cars were gone from the square by the war monument. Across the square in the doorway of the 

café a waiter stood looking out at the empty square. 

The American wife stood at the window looking out. Outside right under their window a cat was crouched 

under one of the dripping green tables. The cat was trying to make herself so compact that she would not be 

dripped on. 

‘I’m going down and get that kitty,’ the American wife said. 

‘I’ll do it,’ her husband offered from the bed. 

‘No, I’ll get it. The poor kitty out trying to keep dry under a table.’ 

The husband went on reading, lying propped up with the two pillows at the foot of the bed. 

‘Don’t get wet,’ he said. 

The wife went downstairs and the hotel owner stood up and bowed to her as she passed the office. His desk 

was at the far end of the office. He was an old man and very tall. 

‘Il piove,1’the wife said. She liked the hotel-keeper. 

‘Si, Si, Signora, brutto tempo2. It is very bad weather.’ 

He stood behind his desk in the far end of the dim room. The wife liked him. She liked the deadly serious 

way he received any complaints. She liked his dignity. She liked the way he wanted to serve her. She liked the 

way he felt about being a hotel-keeper. She liked his old, heavy face and big hands. 

Liking him she opened the door and looked out. It was raining harder. A man in a rubber cape was crossing 

the empty square to the café. The cat would be around to the right. Perhaps she could go along under the eaves. 

As she stood in the doorway an umbrella opened behind her. It was the maid who looked after their room. 

‘You must not get wet,’ she smiled, speaking Italian. Of course, the hotel-keeper had sent her. 

With the maid holding the umbrella over her, she walked along the gravel path until she was under their 

window. The table was there, washed bright green in the rain, but the cat was gone. She was suddenly 

disappointed. The maid looked up at her. 

‘Ha perduto qualque cosa, Signora?’3 

‘There was a cat,’ said the American girl. 

‘A cat?’ 

‘Si, il gatto.’ 

‘A cat?’ the maid laughed. ‘A cat in the rain?’ 

‘Yes, –’ she said, ‘under the table.’ Then, ‘Oh, I wanted it so much. I wanted a kitty.’ 

When she talked English the maid’s face tightened. 

‘Come, Signora,’ she said. ‘We must get back inside. You will be wet.’ 

‘I suppose so,’ said the American girl.  

                     
1
 ‘It’s raining.’ 

2
 ‘Yes, yes Madam. Awful weather.’ 

3
 ‘Have you lost something, Madam?’ 
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They went back along the gravel path and passed in the door. The maid stayed outside to close the umbrella. 

As the American girl passed the office, the padrone bowed from his desk. Something felt very small and tight 

inside the girl. The padrone made her feel very small and at the same time really important. She had a 

momentary feeling of being of supreme importance. She went on up the stairs. She opened the door of the room. 

George was on the bed, reading.  

‘Did you get the cat?’ he asked, putting the book down. 

‘It was gone.’ 

‘Wonder where it went to,’ he said, resting his eyes from reading. 

She sat down on the bed. 

‘I wanted it so much,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why I wanted it so much. I wanted that poor kitty. It isn’t any 

fun to be a poor kitty out in the rain.’ 

George was reading again. 

She went over and sat in front of the mirror of the dressing table looking at herself with the hand glass. She 

studied her profile, first one side and then the other. Then she studied the back of her head and her neck. 

‘Don’t you think it would be a good idea if I let my hair grow out?’ she asked, looking at her profile again. 

George looked up and saw the back of her neck, clipped close like a boy’s. 

‘I like it the way it is.’ 

‘I get so tired of it,’ she said. ‘I get so tired of looking like a boy.’ 

George shifted his position in the bed. He hadn’t looked away from her since she started to speak. 

‘You look pretty darn nice,’ he said. 

She laid the mirror down on the dresser and went over to the window and looked out. It was getting dark. 

‘I want to pull my hair back tight and smooth and make a big knot at the back that I can feel,’ she said. ‘I 

want to have a kitty to sit on my lap and purr when I stroke her.’ 

‘Yeah?’ George said from the bed. 

‘And I want to eat at a table with my own silver and I want candles. And I want it to be spring and I want to 

brush my hair out in front of a mirror and I want a kitty and I want some new clothes.’ 

‘Oh, shut up and get something to read,’ George said. He was reading again. 

His wife was looking out of the window. It was quite dark now and still raining in the palm trees. 

‘Anyway, I want a cat,’ she said, ‘I want a cat. I want a cat now. If I can’t have long hair or any fun, I can 

have a cat.’ 

George was not listening. He was reading his book. His wife looked out of the window where the light had 

come on in the square. 

Someone knocked at the door. 

‘Avanti,’ George said. He looked up from his book. 

In the doorway stood the maid. She held a big tortoiseshell cat pressed tight against her and swung down 

against her body. 

‘Excuse me,’ she said, ‘the padrone asked me to bring this for the Signora.’ 
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