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The Headswoman

It was a bland, sunny morning of a mediseval May,—an old-style May of
the most typical quality; and the Council of the little town of St. Radegonde were
assembled, as was their wont at that hour, in the picturesque upper chamber of
the Hotel de Ville, for the dispatch of the usual municipal business. Though the
date was early sixteenth century, the members of this particular town-council
possessed considerable resemblance to those of similar assemblies in the
seventeenth, eighteenth, and even the nineteenth centuries, in a general
absence of any characteristic at all—unless a pervading hopeless insignificance
can be considered as such. All the character in the room, indeed, seemed to be
concentrated in the girl who stood before the table, erect, yet at her ease, facing
the members in general and Mr. Mayor in particular; a delicate-handed,
handsome girl of some eighteen summers, whose tall, supple figure was well set

off by the quiet, though tasteful mourning in which she was clad.

“Well, gentlemen,” the Mayor was saying, “this little business appears to

be—er—quite in order, and it only remains for me to—er—review the facts. You
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are aware that the town has lately had the misfortune to lose its executioner,—a
gentleman who, | may say, performed the duties of his office with neatness and
dispatch, and gave the fullest satisfaction to all with whom he—er—came in
contact. But the Council has already, in a vote of condolence, expressed its sense
of the—er—striking qualities of the deceased. You are doubtless also aware that
the office is hereditary, being secured to a particular family in this town, so long
as any one of its members is ready and willing to take it up. The deed lies before
me, and appears to be—er—quite in order. It is true that on this occasion the
Council might have been called upon to consider and examine the title of the
claimant, the late lamented official having only left a daughter,—she who now
stands before you; but | am happy to say that Jeanne—the young lady in
guestion—with what | am bound to call great good-feeling on her part, has saved
us all trouble in that respect, by formally applying for the family post, with all its—
er—duties, privileges, and emoluments; and her application appears to be—er—
quite in order. There is, therefore, under the circumstances, nothing left for us to
do but to declare the said applicant duly elected. | would wish, however, before
l—er—sit down, to make it quite clear to the—er—fair petitioner, that if a laudable
desire to save the Council trouble in the matter has led her to a—er—hasty
conclusion, it is quite open to her to reconsider her position. Should she
determine not to press her claim, the succession to the post would then
apparently devolve upon her cousin Enguerrand, well known to you all as a
practising advocate in the courts of this town. Though the youth has not, | admit,
up to now proved a conspicuous success in the profession he has chosen, still
there is no reason why a bad lawyer should not make an excellent executioner;

and in view of the close friendship—may | even say attachment?—existing



between the cousins, it is possible that this young lady may, in due course,
practically enjoy the solid emoluments of the position without the necessity of
discharging its (to some girls) uncongenial duties. And so, though not the rose
herself, she would still be—er—near the rose!” And the Mayor resumed his seat,
chuckling over his little pleasantry, which the keener wits of the Council

proceeded to explain at length to the more obtuse.

“‘Permit me, Mr. Mayor,” said the girl quietly, “first to thank you for what
was evidently the outcome of a kindly though misdirected feeling on your part;
and then to set you right as to the grounds of my application for the post to which
you admit my hereditary claim. As to my cousin, your conjecture as to the feeling
between us is greatly exaggerated; and | may further say at once, from my
knowledge of his character, that he is little qualified either to adorn or to dignify
an important position such as this. A man who has achieved such indifferent
success in a minor and less exacting walk of life, is hardly likely to shine in an
occupation demanding punctuality, concentration, judgment,—all the qualities, in
fine, that go to make a good business man. But this is beside the question. My
motive, gentlemen, in demanding what is my due, is a simple and (I trust) an
honest one, and | desire that there should be no misunderstanding. It is my wish
to be dependent on no one. | am both willing and able to work, and | only ask for
what is the common right of humanity,—admission to the labour market. How
many poor, toiling women would simply jump at a chance like this which fortune,
by the accident of birth, lays open to me! And shall I, from any false deference to
that conventional voice which proclaims this thing as ‘nice,” and that thing as ‘not
nice,” reject a handicraft which promises me both artistic satisfaction and a

competence? No, gentlemen; my claim is a small one, —only a fair day’s wage



for a fair day’s work. But | can accept nothing less, nor consent to forgo my rights,

even for any contingent remainder of possible cousinly favour!”

There was a touch of scorn in her fine contralto voice as she finished
speaking; the Mayor himself beamed approval. He was not wealthy, and had a
large family of daughters; so Jeanne’s sentiments seemed to him entirely right

and laudable.

“Well, gentlemen,” he began briskly, “then all we’ve got to do, is to——"

“Beg pardon, your worship,” put in Master Robinet, the tanner, who had
been sitting with a petrified, Bill-the-Lizard sort of expression during the
speechifying: “but are we to understand as how this here young lady is going to

be the public executioner of this here town?”

“Really, neighbour Robinet,” said the Mayor, somewhat pettishly, “you’ve
got ears like the rest of us, | suppose; and you know the contents of the deed;
and you've had my assurance that it's—er—quite in order; and as it's getting

towards lunch-time——"

“But it’s unheard of,” protested honest Robinet. “There hasn’t ever been

no such thing—leastways not as I've heard tell.”

“Well, well, well,” said the Mayor, “everything must have a beginning, |
suppose. Times are different now, you know. There’s the march of intellect, and—
er—all that sort of thing. We must advance with the times—don’t you see,

Robinet?—advance with the times!”

“Well, 'm——" began the tanner.



But no one heard, on this occasion, the tanner’s opinion as to his condition,

physical or spiritual; for the clear contralto cut short his obtestations.

“If there’s really nothing more to be said, Mr. Mayor,” she remarked, “l need
not trespass longer on your valuable time. | propose to take up the duties of my
office to-morrow morning, at the usual hour. The salary will, 1 assume, be
reckoned from the same date; and | shall make the customary quarterly
application for such additional emoluments as may have accrued to me during
that period. You see | am familiar with the routine. Good-morning, gentlemen!”
And as she passed from the Council chamber, her small head held erect, even
the tanner felt that she took with her a large portion of the May sunshine which

was condescending that morning to gild their deliberations.

[..]

The Twenty-First of October

In the matter of general culture and attainments, we youngsters stood on
pretty level ground. True, it was always happening that one of us would be singled
out at any moment, freakishly, and without regard to his own preferences, to
wrestle with the inflections of some idiotic language long rightly dead; while
another, from some fancied artistic tendency which always failed to justify itself,
might be told off without warning to hammer out scales and exercises, and to
bedew the senseless keys with tears of weariness or of revolt. But in subjects
common to either sex, and held to be necessary even for him whose ambition
soared no higher than to crack a whip in a circus-ring—in geography, for instance,
arithmetic, or the weary doings of kings and queens—each would have scorned
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to excel. And, indeed, whatever our individual gifts, a general dogged
determination to shirk and to evade kept us all at much the same dead level,—a

level of ignorance tempered by insubordination.

Fortunately there existed a wide range of subjects, of healthier tone than
those already enumerated, in which we were free to choose for ourselves, and
which we would have scorned to consider education; and in these we freely
followed each his own particular line, often attaining an amount of special
knowledge which struck our ignorant elders as simply uncanny. For Edward, the
uniforms, accoutrements, colours, and mottoes of the regiments composing the
British Army had a special glamour. In the matter of facings he was simply
faultless; among chevrons, badges, medals, and stars, he moved familiarly; he
even knew the names of most of the colonels in command; and he would
squander sunny hours prone on the lawn, heedless of challenge from bird or
beast, poring over a tattered Army List. My own accomplishment was of another
character—took, as it seemed to me, a wider and a more untrammelled range.
Dragoons might have swaggered in Lincoln green, riflemen might have donned
sporrans over tartan trews, without exciting notice or comment from me. But did
you seek precise information as to the fauna of the American continent, then you
had come to the right shop. Where and why the bison “wallowed”; how beaver
were to be trapped and wild turkeys stalked; the grizzly and how to handle him,
and the pretty pressing ways of the constrictor,—in fine, the haunts and the habits
of all that burrowed, strutted, roared, or wriggled between the Atlantic and the
Pacific,—all this knowledge | took for my province. By the others my equipment
was fully recognised. Supposing a book with a bear-hunt in it made its way into

the house, and the atmosphere was electric with excitement; still, it was



necessary that | should first decide whether the slot had been properly described
and properly followed up, ere the work could be stamped with full approval. A
writer might have won fame throughout the civilised globe for his trappers and his
realistic backwoods, and all went for nothing. If his pemmican were not properly

compounded | damned his achievement, and it was heard no more of.

Harold was hardly old enough to possess a special subject of his own. He
had his instincts, indeed, and at bird’s-nesting they almost amounted to prophecy.
Where we others only suspected eggs, surmised possible eggs, hinted doubtfully
at eggs in the neighbourhood, Harold went straight for the right bush, bough, or
hole as if he carried a divining-rod. But this faculty belonged to the class of mere
gifts, and was not to be ranked with Edward’s lore regarding facings, and mine
as to the habits of prairie-dogs, both gained by painful study and extensive travel

in those “realms of gold”, the Army List and Ballantyne.

[..]

Dies Iree

Those memorable days that move in procession, their heads just out of
the mist of years long dead—the most of them are full-eyed as the dandelion that
from dawn to shade has steeped itself in sunlight. Here and there in their ranks,
however, moves a forlorn one who is blind—blind in the sense of the dulled
window-pane on which the pelting raindrops have mingled and run down,
obscuring sunshine and the circling birds, happy fields, and storied garden; blind
with the spatter of a misery uncomprehended, unanalysed, only felt as something

corporeal in its buffeting effects.



Martha began it; and yet Martha was not really to blame. Indeed, that was
half the trouble of it—no solid person stood full in view, to be blamed and to make
atonement. There was only a wretched, impalpable condition to deal with.
Breakfast was just over; the sun was summoning us, imperious as a herald with
clamour of trumpet; | ran upstairs to her with a broken bootlace in my hand, and
there she was, crying in a corner, her head in her apron. Nothing could be got
from her but the same dismal succession of sobs that would not have done, that
struck and hurt like a physical beating; and meanwhile the sun was getting

impatient, and | wanted my bootlace.

Inquiry below stairs revealed the cause. Martha’s brother was dead, it
seemed—her sailor brother Billy; drowned in one of those strange far-off seas it
was our dream to navigate one day. We had known Billy well, and appreciated
him. When an approaching visit of Billy to his sister had been announced, we had
counted the days to it. When his cheery voice was at last heard in the kitchen and
we had descended with shouts, first of all he had to exhibit his tattooed arms,
always a subject for fresh delight and envy and awe; then he was called upon for
tricks, jugglings, and strange, fearful gymnastics; and lastly came yarns, and
more yarns, and yarns till bedtime. There had never been any one like Billy in his
own particular sphere; and now he was drowned, they said, and Martha was
miserable, and—and | couldn’t get a new bootlace. They told me that Billy would
never come back any more, and | stared out of the window at the sun which came
back, right enough, every day, and their news conveyed nothing whatever to me.
Martha’s sorrow hit home a little, but only because the actual sight and sound of
it gave me a dull, bad sort of pain low down inside—a pain not to be actually

located. Moreover, | was still wanting my bootlace.



[..]

A Saga of the Seas

It happened one day that some ladies came to call, who were not at all the
sort | was used to. They suffered from a grievance, so far as | could gather, and
the burden of their plaint was Man—Men in general and Man in particular.
(Though the words were but spoken, | could clearly discern the capital M in their

acid utterance.)

Of course | was not present officially, so to speak. Down below, in my sub-
world of chair-legs and hearthrugs and the undersides of sofas, | was working out
my own floor-problems, while they babbled on far above my head, considering
me as but a chair-leg, or even something lower in the scale. Yet | was listening
hard all the time, with that respectful consideration one gives to all grown-up

people’s remarks, so long as one knows no better.

It seemed a serious indictment enough, as they rolled it out. In tact,
considerateness, and right appreciation, as well as in taste and aesthetic
sensibilities—we failed at every point, we breeched and bearded prentice-jobs of
Nature; and | began to feel like collapsing on the carpet from sheer spiritual
anaemia. But when one of them, with a swing of her skirt, prostrated a whole
regiment of my brave tin soldiers, and never apologised nor even offered her aid
toward revivifying the battle-line, | could not help feeling that in tactfulness and
consideration for others she was still a little to seek. And | said as much, with

some directness of language.



That was the end of me, from a society point of view. Rudeness to visitors
was the unpardonable sin, and in two seconds | had my marching orders, and

was sullenly wending my way to the St. Helena of the nursery.

[..]
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