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SREDNI VASHTAR

Conradin was ten years old, and the doctor had pronounced
his professional opinion that the boy would not live another
five years. The doctor was silky and effete, and counted for
little, but his opinion was endorsed by Mrs. de Ropp, who
counted for nearly everything. Mrs. De Ropp was Conradin's
cousin and guardian, and in his eyes she represented those
three-fifths of the world that are necessary and disagreeable
and real; the other two-fifths, in perpetual antagonism to the
foregoing, were summed up in himself and his imagination.
One of these days Conradin supposed he would succumb to
the mastering pressure of wearisome necessary things---such
as illnesses and coddling restrictions and drawn-out dullness.
Without his imagination, which was rampant under the spur of
loneliness, he would have succumbed long ago.

Mrs. de Ropp would never, in her honestest moments, have
confessed to herself that she disliked Conradin, though she
might have been dimly aware that thwarting him "for his
good" was a duty which she did not find particularly irksome.
Conradin hated her with a desperate sincerity which he was
perfectly able to mask. Such few pleasures as he could
contrive for himself gained an added relish from the
likelihood that they would be displeasing to his guardian, and
from the realm of his imagination she was locked out--an
unclean thing, which should find no entrance.

In the dull, cheerless garden, overlooked by so many windows
that were ready to open with a message not to do this or that,
or a reminder that medicines were due, he found little
attraction. The few fruit-trees that it contained were set
jealously apart from his plucking, as though they were rare
specimens of their kind blooming in an arid waste; it would
probably have been difficult to find a market-gardener who
would have offered ten shillings for their entire yearly
produce. In a forgotten corner, however, almost hidden
behind a dismal shrubbery, was a disused tool-shed of
respectable proportions, and within its walls Conradin found a
haven, something that took on the varying aspects of a
playroom and a cathedral. He had peopled it with a legion of
familiar phantoms, evoked partly from fragments of history
and partly from his own brain, but it also boasted two inmates
of flesh and blood. In one corner lived a ragged-plumaged
Houdan hen, on which the boy lavished an affection that had
scarcely another outlet. Further back in the gloom stood a
large hutch, divided into two compartments, one of which was
fronted with close iron bars. This was the abode of a large
polecat-ferret, which a friendly butcher- boy had once
smuggled, cage and all, into its present quarters, in exchange
for a long-secreted hoard of small silver. Conradin was
dreadfully afraid of the lithe, sharp-fanged beast, but it was his
most treasured possession. Its very presence in the tool-shed
was a secret and fearful joy, to be kept scrupulously from the
knowledge of the Woman, as he privately dubbed his cousin.
And one day, out of Heaven knows what material, he spun the
beast a wonderful name, and from that moment it grew into a

god and a religion. The Woman indulged in religion once a
week at a church near by, and took Conradin with her, but to
him the church service was an alien rite in the House of
Rimmon. Every Thursday, in the dim and musty silence of
the tool-shed, he worshipped with mystic and elaborate
ceremonial before the wooden hutch where dwelt Sredni
Vashtar, the great ferret. Red flowers in their season and
scarlet berries in the winter-time were offered at his shrine,
for he was a god who laid some special stress on the fierce
impatient side of things, as opposed to the Woman's religion,
which, as far as Conradin could observe, went to great
lengths in the contrary direction. And on great festivals
powdered nutmeg was strewn in front of his hutch, an
important feature of the offering being that the nutmeg had
to be stolen. These festivals were of irregular occurrence,
and were chiefly appointed to celebrate some passing event.
On one occasion, when Mrs. de Ropp suffered from acute
toothache for three days, Conradin kept up the festival
during the entire three days, and almost succeeded in
persuading himself that Sredni Vashtar was personally
responsible for the toothache. If the malady had lasted for
another day the supply of nutmeg would have given out.

The Houdan hen was never drawn into the cult of Sredni
Vashtar. Conradin had long ago settled that she was an
Anabaptist. He did not pretend to have the remotest
knowledge as to what an Anabaptist was, but he privately
hoped that it was dashing and not very respectable. Mrs. de
Ropp was the ground plan on which he based and detested
all respectability.

After a while Conradin's absorption in the tool-shed began to
attract the notice of his guardian. "It is not good for him to
be pottering down there in all weathers," she promptly
decided, and at breakfast one morning she announced that
the Houdan hen had been sold and taken away overnight.
With her short-sighted eyes she peered at Conradin, waiting
for an outbreak of rage and sorrow, which she was ready to
rebuke with a flow of excellent precepts and reasoning. But
Conradin said nothing: there was nothing to be said.
Something perhaps in his white set face gave her a
momentary qualm, for at tea that afternoon there was toast
on the table, a delicacy which she usually banned on the
ground that it was bad for him; also because the making of it
"gave trouble," a deadly offence in the middle-class
feminine eye.

"I thought you liked toast," she exclaimed, with an injured
air, observing that he did not touch it.

"Sometimes," said Conradin.

In the shed that evening there was an innovation in the
worship of the hutch-god. Conradin had been wont to chant
his praises, tonight he asked a boon.

"Do one thing for me, Sredni Vashtar."

The thing was not specified. As Sredni Vashtar was a god he
must be supposed to know. And choking back a sob as he



looked at that other empty corner, Conradin went back to the
world he so hated.

And every night, in the welcome darkness of his bedroom, and
every evening in the dusk of the tool-shed, Conradin's bitter
litany went up: "Do one thing for me, Sredni Vashtar."

Mrs. de Ropp noticed that the visits to the shed did not cease,
and one day she made a further journey of inspection.

"What are you keeping in that locked hutch?" she asked. "I
believe it's guinea-pigs. I'll have them all cleared away."

Conradin shut his lips tight, but the Woman ransacked his
bedroom till she found the carefully hidden key, and forthwith
marched down to the shed to complete her discovery. It was a
cold afternoon, and Conradin had been bidden to keep to the
house. From the furthest window of the dining-room the door
of the shed could just be seen beyond the corner of the
shrubbery, and there Conradin stationed himself. He saw the
Woman enter, and then he imagined her opening the door of
the sacred hutch and peering down with her short-sighted eyes
into the thick straw bed where his god lay hidden. Perhaps
she would prod at the straw in her clumsy impatience. And
Conradin fervently breathed his prayer for the last time. But
he knew as he prayed that he did not believe. He knew that
the Woman would come out presently with that pursed smile
he loathed so well on her face, and that in an hour or two the
gardener would carry away his wonderful god, a god no
longer, but a simple brown ferret in a hutch. And he knew that
the Woman, would triumph always as she triumphed now, and
that he would grow ever more sickly under her pestering and
domineering and superior wisdom, till one day nothing would
matter much more with him, and the doctor would be proved
right. And in the sting and misery of his defeat, he began to
chant loudly and defiantly the hymn of his threatened idol:

Sredni Vashtar went forth,

His thoughts were red thoughts and his teeth were white.
His enemies called for peace, but he brought them death.
Sredni Vashtar the Beautiful.

And then of a sudden he stopped his chanting and drew closer
to the window-pane. The door of the shed still stood ajar as it
had been left, and the minutes were slipping by. They were
long minutes, but they slipped by nevertheless. He watched
the starlings running and flying in little parties across the
lawn; he counted them over and over again, with one eye
always on that swinging door. A sour-faced maid came in to
lay the table for tea, and still Conradin stood and waited and
watched. Hope had crept by inches into his heart, and now a
look of triumph began to blaze in his eyes that had only
known the wistful patience of defeat. Under his breath, with a
furtive exultation, he began once again the paean of victory
and devastation. And presently his eyes were rewarded: out
through that doorway came a long, low, yellow-and-brown
beast, with eyes a-blink at the waning daylight, and dark wet
stains around the fur of jaws and throat. Conradin dropped on
his knees. The great polecat-ferret made its way down

to a small brook at the foot of the garden, drank for a moment,

then crossed a little plank bridge and was lost to sight in the
bushes. Such was the passing of Sredni Vashtar.

"Tea is ready," said the sour-faced maid; "where is the
mistress?"

"She went down to the shed some time ago," said Conradin.

And while the maid went to summon her mistress to tea,
Conradin fished a toasting-fork out of the sideboard drawer
and proceeded to toast himself a piece of bread. And during
the toasting of it and the buttering of it with much butter and
the slow enjoyment of eating it, Conradin listened to the
noises and silences which fell in quick spasms beyond the
dining-room door. The loud foolish screaming of the maid,
the answering chorus of wondering ejaculations from the
kitchen region, the scuttering footsteps and hurried
embassies for outside help, and then, after a lull, the scared
sobbings and the shuffling tread of those who bore a heavy
burden into the house.

"Whoever will break it to the poor child? I couldn't for the
life of me!" exclaimed a shrill voice. And while they
debated the matter among themselves, Conradin made
himself another piece of toast.

THE BULL

Tom Yorkfield had always regarded his half-brother,
Laurence, with a lazy instinct of dislike, toned down, as
years went on, to a tolerant feeling of indifference. There
was nothing very tangible to dislike him for; he was just a
blood-relation, with whom Tom had no single taste or
interest in common, and with whom, at the same time, he
had had no occasion for quarrel. Laurence had left the farm
early in life, and had lived for a few years on a small sum of
money left him by his mother; he had taken up painting as a
profession, and was reported to be doing fairly well at it,
well enough, at any rate, to keep body and soul together. He
specialised in painting animals, and he was successful in
finding a certain number of people to buy his pictures. Tom
felt a comforting sense of assured superiority in contrasting
his position with that of his half-brother; Laurence was an
artist-chap, just that and nothing more, though you might
make it sound more important by calling an animal painter;
Tom was a farmer, not in a very big way, it was true, but the
Helsery farm had been in the family for some generations,
and it had a good reputation for the stock raised on it. Tom
had done his best, with the little capital at his command, to
maintain and improve the standard of his small herd of
cattle, and in Clover Fairy he had bred a bull which was
something rather better than any that his immediate
neighbours could show. It would not have made a sensation
in the judging-ring at an important cattle show, but it was as
vigorous, shapely, and healthy a young animal as any small
practical farmer could wish to possess. At the King's Head
on market days Clover Fairy was very highly spoken of, and
Yorkfield used to declare that he would not part with him for
a hundred pounds; a hundred pounds is a lot of money in the



small farming line, and probably anything over eighty would
have tempted him.

It was with some especial pleasure that Tom took advantage of
one of Laurence's rare visits to the farm to lead him down to
the enclosure where Clover Fairy kept solitary state--the grass
widower of a grazing harem. Tom felt some of his old dislike
for his half- brother reviving; the artist was becoming more
languid in his manner, more unsuitably turned-out in attire,
and he seemed inclined to impart a slightly patronising tone to
his conversation. He took no heed of a flourishing potato crop,
but waxed enthusiastic over a clump of yellow-flowering
weed that stood in a corner by a gateway, which was rather
galling to the owner of a really very well weeded farm; again,
when he might have been duly complimentary about a group
of fat, black-faced lambs, that simply cried aloud for
admiration, he became eloquent over the foliage tints of an
oak copse on the hill opposite. But now he was being taken to
inspect the crowning pride and glory of Helsery; however
grudging he might be in his praises, however backward and
niggardly with his congratulations, he would have to see and
acknowledge the many excellences of that redoubtable animal.
Some weeks ago, while on a business journey to Taunton,
Tom had been invited by his half- brother to visit a studio in
that town, where Laurence was exhibiting one of his pictures,
a large canvas representing a bull standing knee-deep in some
marshy ground; it had been good of its kind, no doubt, and
Laurence had seemed inordinately pleased with it; "the best
thing I've done yet," he had said over and over again, and Tom
had generously agreed that it was fairly life-like. Now, the
man of pigments was going to be shown a real picture, a
living model of strength and comeliness, a thing to feast the
eyes on, a picture that exhibited new pose and action with
every shifting minute, instead of standing glued into one
unvarying attitude between the four walls of a frame. Tom
unfastened a stout wooden door and led the way into a straw-
bedded yard.

"Is he quiet?" asked the artist, as a young bull with a curly red
coat came inquiringly towards them.

"He's playful at times," said Tom, leaving his half-brother to
wonder whether the bull's ideas of play were of the catch-as-
catch- can order. Laurence made one or two perfunctory
comments on the animal's appearance and asked a question or
so as to his age and such-like details; then he coolly turned the
talk into another channel.

"Do you remember the picture I showed you at Taunton?" he
asked.

"Yes," grunted Tom; "a white-faced bull standing in some
slush. Don't admire those Herefords much myself; bulky-
looking brutes, don't seem to have much life in them. Daresay
they're easier to paint that way; now, this young beggar is on
the move all the time, aren't you, Fairy?"

"I've sold that picture," said Laurence, with considerable
complacency in his voice.

"Have you?" said Tom; "glad to hear it, I'm sure. Hope
you're pleased with what you've got for it."

"I got three hundred pounds for it," said Laurence.

Tom turned towards him with a slowly rising flush of anger
in his face. Three hundred pounds! Under the most
favourable market conditions that he could imagine his
prized Clover Fairy would hardly fetch a hundred, yet here
was a piece of varnished canvas, painted by his half-brother,
selling for three times that sum. It was a cruel insult that
went home with all the more force because it emphasised the
triumph of the patronising, self-satisfied Laurence. The
young farmer had meant to put his relative just a little out of
conceit with himself by displaying the jewel of his
possessions, and now the tables were turned, and his valued
beast was made to look cheap and insignificant beside the
price paid for a mere picture. It was so monstrously unjust;
the painting would never be anything more than a dexterous
piece of counterfeit life, while Clover Fairy was the real
thing, a monarch in his little world, a personality in the
countryside. After he was dead, even, he would still be
something of a personality; his descendants would graze in
those valley meadows and hillside pastures, they would fill
stall and byre and milking-shed, their good red coats would
speckle the landscape and crowd the market-place; men
would note a promising heifer or a well-proportioned steer,
and say: "Ah, that one comes of good old Clover Fairy's
stock." All that time the picture would be hanging, lifeless
and unchanging, beneath its dust and varnish, a chattel that
ceased to mean anything if you chose to turn it with its back
to the wall. These thoughts chased themselves angrily
through Tom Yorkfield's mind, but he could not put them
into words. When he gave tongue to his feelings he put
matters bluntly and harshly.

"Some soft-witted fools may like to throw away three
hundred pounds on a bit of paintwork; can't say as I envy
them their taste. I'd rather have the real thing than a picture
ofit."

He nodded towards the young bull, that was alternately
staring at them with nose held high and lowering its horns
with a half-playful, half-impatient shake of the head.

Laurence laughed a laugh of irritating, indulgent amusement.

"I don't think the purchaser of my bit of paintwork, as you
call it, need worry about having thrown his money away. As
I get to be better known and recognised my pictures will go
up in value. That particular one will probably fetch four
hundred in a sale-room five or six years hence; pictures
aren't a bad investment if you know enough to pick out the
work of the right men. Now you can't say your precious bull
is going to get more valuable the longer you keep him; he'll
have his little day, and then, if you go on keeping him, he'll
come down at last to a few shillingsworth of hoofs and hide,
just at a time, perhaps, when my bull is being bought for a
big sum for some important picture gallery."



It was too much. The united force of truth and slander and
insult put over heavy a strain on Tom Yorkfield's powers of
restraint. In his right hand he held a useful oak cudgel, with
his left he made a grab at the loose collar of Laurence's
canary-coloured silk shirt. Laurence was not a fighting man;
the fear of physical violence threw him off his balance as
completely as overmastering indignation had thrown Tom off
his, and thus it came to pass that Clover Fairy was regaled
with the unprecedented sight of a human being scudding and
squawking across the enclosure, like the hen that would
persist in trying to establish a nesting-place in the manger. In
another crowded happy moment the bull was trying to jerk
Laurence over his left shoulder, to prod him in the ribs while
still in the air, and to kneel on him when he reached the
ground. It was only the vigorous intervention of Tom that
induced him to relinquish the last item of his programme.

Tom devotedly and ungrudgingly nursed his half brother to a
complete recovery from his injuries, which consisted of
nothing more serious than a dislocated shoulder, a broken rib
or two, and a little nervous prostration. After all, there was no
further occasion for rancour in the young farmer's mind,
Laurence's bull might sell for three hundred, or for six
hundred, and be admired by thousands in some big picture
gallery, but it would never toss a man over one shoulder and
catch him a jab in the ribs before he had fallen on the other
side. That was Clover Fairy's noteworthy achievement, which
could never be taken away from him.

Laurence continues to be popular as an animal artist, but his
subjects are always kittens or fawns or lambkins--never bulls.

THE OPEN WINDOW

"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, 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.



