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The Mozart  
of the English Short Story

by niCholAs JACobs

“There is only one Jacobs”
P.G. Wodehouse 

How does William Wymark Jacobs earn the title “The Mozart of the 
English Short Story”? Because his prose is exquisite and translucent, and 
his plots – like Mozart/Da Ponte operas – are full of fun and mischief, 
as anti-romantic as they are romantic. Just as in the last act of Mozart’s 
The Marriage of  Figaro, if you blink you risk missing a sublime, or a 
sublimely comic moment, if your attention lapses when reading a Jacobs 
story, you risk missing sly irony, wry innuendo or a mordant remark – 
more often than not about marriage!

In fact, the simple pleasure of reading Jacobs’s perfectly paced prose – 
in Evelyn Waugh’s words, his “exquisite precision of narrative” – is often 
more enjoyable than following the actual plots of his stories, which are often 
intricate and sometimes seem only to hang by a thread, which require the 
reader’s alertness, if not participation, and which are often not resolved until 
the very last word, sometimes leaving the reader vexed, or even disappointed, 
however charmed by the telling of the story itself. An example of this is 
the delectable ‘The Bequest’, from Ship’s Company, about late-middle-age 
second marriage and – inevitably with Jacobs – money. Even the end of 
‘The Monkey’s Paw’ requires some reader participation. The fact is that 
Jacobs’s invisible craft of narration often cannot be matched even by the 
ingenuity of his plots.

That the lasting satisfaction of a Jacobs story lies less in its plot than 
its telling means that, like Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories, Jacobs 
is infinitely re-readable. His sentences always have buoyancy and air. 
Knowing the plot of a Jacobs story – but not perhaps fully understanding 
its denouement – does not spoil the pleasure of reading and re-reading 
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him. Open any Jacobs story and you will receive a lesson in how to write 
English prose and dialogue:

The Chief Engineer and the Third sat at tea on the S.S. Curlew in the East 
India Docks… The two men ate steadily, conversing between bites, and 
interrupted occasionally by a hoarse and sepulchral voice, the owner of 
which, being much exercised by the sight of the food, asked for it, pret-
tily at first, and afterwards in a way which at least compelled attention.

“That’s pretty good for a parrot,” said the Third critically. “Seems 
to know what he’s saying too. No, don’t give it anything. It’ll stop 
if you do.”
 (‘The Grey Parrot’)

or:

Two men stood in the billiard room of an old country house, talking. 
Play, which had been of a half-hearted nature, was over, and they sat at 
the open window, looking out over the park stretching away beneath 
them, conversing idly.

“Your time’s nearly up, Jem,” said one at length. “This time six 
weeks you’ll be yawning out the honeymoon and cursing the man – 
woman, I mean – who invented them.”
 (‘The Well’)

Jacobs sustained this prose style, seemingly entirely natural to him – but 
he always worked hard and slowly – over some 150 stories and six novels. 
This means that making a selection from his stories is extremely difficult, 
because they almost all offer the same degree of pleasure.

Among the numerous anthologies, the first was the American 
Snug Harbour (Charles Scribner, 1931), containing fifty-eight stories 
(681 pages). This was followed by The Nightwatchman and Other 
Longshoremen (Hodder & Stoughton, 1932), containing an almost 
completely different selection (with some overlap), also totalling fifty-
eight stories (1,020 pages). The problem of exclusion is indeed not easy.

Neither of these has an introduction or supporting material of any 
kind, unlike the three most recent anthologies. The first of these is edited 
and introduced by Hugh Greene – Selected Short Stories (Bodley Head, 
1975) – who in his short introduction points out that Jacobs once joked 
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with P.G. Wodehouse that he was his “hated rival”, whereupon Wodehouse 
claimed he was Jacobs’s “young disciple”, not rival. (Wodehouse chose two 
Jacobs stories for his A Century of  Humour, a collection he edited in 1935.) 
Greene’s anthology contains twenty stories. The second comparatively 
recent anthology, published by Robin Clark in 1994, was edited by Peter 
Ford (co-author of The Elephant Man), and entitled The Monkey’s Paw 
and Other Stories. This contains fourteen stories and a descriptive piece 
about Wapping. It also contains the best general essay on W.W. Jacobs, by 
its editor, in the form of a thirty-page introduction, which among many 
other things points out that a Jacobs story – ‘The Money Box’ – was the 
basis, albeit remote, of a Laurel and Hardy film, and that the Argentinian 
maestro Jorge Luis Borges included a Jacobs story in his anthology The 
Book of  Fantasy (Buenos Aires, 1940), alongside Guy de Maupassant, 
Edgar Allan Poe, Oscar Wilde and many others. The third and most recent 
Jacobs anthology is The Monkey’s Paw and Others, which collects Jacobs’s 
“Best Horror and Ghost Stories” (Oldstyle Tales Press, 2016). A selection 
of Jacobs stories, chosen by the Penguin editor Denys Kilham Roberts, but 
without introduction, was published as Selected Short Stories by Penguin in 
1959, and republished as The Monkey’s Paw and Other Stories as a Penguin 
Modern Classic in 1962.

That Jacobs is best and sometimes only known for his story ‘The 
Monkey’s Paw’ is understandable because of its originality and quality, 
but it is market forces (the ease of promoting a story that is well known) 
that explains this effective limitation, because it by no means stands alone 
in its originality or perfection among Jacobs stories, as the reader of 
this selection will discover. Every reader will have their favourites, and 
not everyone will choose ‘The Monkey’s Paw’.

Jacobs’s story ‘The Boatswain’s Mate’ was made into an enjoyable 
comic opera in 1913, with libretto and music by Ethel Smyth. One won-
ders why, with the continuing popularity of Dad’s Army, no one has 
televised Jacobs’s beautifully plotted and very spirited stories. Perhaps 
their endings, which often turn verbally on a penny, would be difficult 
to bring off visually.

Jacobs’s thirteen volumes of short stories, published between 1896 
and 1926, with dialogue often written with a Cockney inflection – which 
the reader soon gets used to and comes to savour – are broadly of three 
kinds. Most are set on the River Thames, around Wapping, now a 
sought-after district of London’s former Docklands, was in Dickens’s 
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day – just before Jacobs – the notorious home of thieves and smugglers. 
These stories are often told by world-weary nightwatchmen. Their 
subjects are the bargees, boatmen and sailors – and their wives – of the 
small craft, barges, sailing barges and ocean schooners, some involved 
only in local port trade, others sailing as far as Boston in Lincolnshire, 
Llanelli in Wales, and sometimes the Far East and even Australasia. A 
second category of stories is set inland, around the Cauliflower pub in 
the village of Claybury, near Loughton in Essex, populated by rural folk, 
with the occasional visitor from outside.

The characters of the Wapping and Claybury stories are almost 
exclusively working class or artisan. Those of the third and last cat-
egory of stories, of horror and the macabre, including Jacobs’s most 
famous story, ‘The Monkey’s Paw’ – because it was almost immediately 
dramatized and filmed – are socially more mixed. The most elegantly 
told and, at the same time, most gruesome story, ‘The Well’, for instance, 
has an upper-class ambience and cast, and an opening worthy of Saki 
or Oscar Wilde. There is in fact a fourth category of story, set inland 
among ordinary artisan folk, and even a fifth, combining stories set at 
sea and the macabre.

Critics, for once in agreement with the public, have always been positive 
about Jacobs. P.G. Wodehouse and Evelyn Waugh have both been quoted 
above. G.K. Chesterton, writing in 1900, begins his essay on Jacobs by 
comparing him with famous period wits like the Victorian painter James 
Whistler and the essayist and caricaturist Max Beerbohm, pointing out 
that while they raise a well-mannered smile or chuckle, Jacobs raises a 
laugh. He calls Jacobs’s humour common – popular, not vulgar – and 
goes on to stress his natural ability to speak in the voice of the ordinary 
working man, whether landlocked cabbie or boatswain* at sea.

A typical Jacobs interior involves a room in which the head of a 
household sits in a Windsor chair, embarrassed young men “draw 
figures with their feet” on the carpet, older women are powerful, but 
rarely harridans, and young women are lethally attractive (Jacobs’s 
main illustrator, his friend Will Owen, does not seem to have been able 
to depict them otherwise).

J.B. Priestley, writing in The London Mercury in 1923, says that if 
Jacobs had written depressing stories instead of entertaining people as 
he did, he would have been recognized as a great artist: “Literary condi-
tions are becoming so topsy-turvy that popularity is almost a short cut 
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to critical oblivion.” Priestley says that Jacobs creates a world just as 
Jane Austen does, because comedy demands it; that is why it is wrong 
to see him as a purely realist writer.

The result is something that is not mere farce on the one hand, nor the 
mere realistic humorous “sketch” on the other, but an art that makes 
use of both and transcends them, a kind of midsummer nightwatch-
man’s dream.

Priestley relishes Jacobs’s favourite characters – forlorn lovers (including 
the middle- and even the old-aged), pining young (and not so young) 
men, fathers and daughters, husbands and wives, and especially pretty 
young women who invariably outwit and outplot their men, or, as 
Victor Pritchett points out, are “strong-willed monsters, the scolds of 
the kitchen”, invariably with numerous children.

Hugh Greene claims in the introduction to his anthology: “Few writ-
ers in the whole of English literature have taken such a consistently low 
view of women.” This is arguable, because Jacobs was not free of the 
conventional view of women, and there are certainly echoes of his own 
conflicted marriage in some of his stories, but it is not the whole truth, 
and it does Jacobs an injustice. The plot devised by the Countess and 
Susanna in Mozart’s The Marriage of  Figaro is pure Jacobs and typical 
of many of his stories, where young women turn the tables on the men.

The last British critic to write about W.W. Jacobs was Victor Pritchett, 
writing in the best tradition of the English essay (in Books in General, 
Chatto and Windus, 1953). He sees the comic writers of his own genera-
tion – Waugh, Wyndham Lewis and Ronald Firbank – as “noticeably 
mad”, suffering “personal mania”, with “a house of private madness on 
their backs”. Whereas he sees Jacobs as the last of the sane old school, 
pointing out that the world of wharves and small ships trading from 
the Thames Estuary was “a fixed world at its moment of ripeness and 
decline, propitious for the artist”. No notions of social didacticism, or 
even realism, were in Jacobs’s mind. He just wanted to portray and com-
municate the world he knew so thoroughly, which he felt and feared was 
at its zenith or climax. “There is no doubt,” concluded Pritchett, “that 
Jacobs is one of the supreme craftsmen of the short story.”
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A Love Passage

The mAte WAs leAninG against the side of the schooner, idly 
watching a few red-coated linesmen lounging on the Tower Quay. 

Careful mariners were getting out their sidelights, and careless lighter-
men were progressing by easy bumps from craft to craft on their way up 
the river. A tug, half burying itself in its own swell, rushed panting by, 
and a faint scream came from aboard an approaching skiff as it tossed 
in the wash.

“Jessica ahoy!” bawled a voice from the skiff as she came rapidly 
alongside.

The mate, roused from his reverie, mechanically caught the line and 
made it fast, moving with alacrity as he saw that the captain’s daughter 
was one of the occupants. Before he had got over his surprise, she was 
on deck with her boxes and the captain was paying off the watermen.*

“You’ve seen my daughter Hetty afore, haven’t you?” said the skipper. 
“She’s coming with us this trip. You’d better go down and make up her 
bed, Jack, in that spare bunk.”

“Ay, ay,” said the mate dutifully, moving off.
“Thank you, I’ll do it myself,” said the scandalized Hetty, stepping 

forwards hastily.
“As you please,” said the skipper, leading the way below. “Let’s have 

a light on, Jack.”
The mate struck a match on his boot and lit the lamp.
“There’s a few things in there’ll want moving,” said the skipper as 

he opened the door. “I don’t know where we’re to keep the onions now, 
Jack.”

“We’ll find a place for ’em,” said the mate confidently as he drew out 
a sack and placed it on the table.

“I’m not going to sleep in there,” said the visitor decidedly as she 
peered in. “Ugh! There’s a beetle. Ugh!”

“It’s quite dead,” said the mate reassuringly. “I’ve never seen a live 
beetle on this ship.”
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“I want to go home,” said the girl. “You’ve no business to make me 
come when I don’t want to.”

“You should behave yourself then,” said her father magisterially. “What 
about sheets, Jack, and pillers?”

The mate sat on the table and, grasping his chin, pondered. Then, 
as his gaze fell upon the pretty, indignant face of the passenger, he lost 
the thread of his ideas.

“She’ll have to have some o’ my things for the present,” said the skipper.
“Why not…” said the mate, looking up again. “Why not let her have 

your state room?”
“Cos I want it myself,” replied the other calmly.
The mate blushed for him, and, the girl leaving them to arrange 

matters as they pleased, the two men, by borrowing here and con-
triving there, made up the bunk. The girl was standing by the 
galley when they went on deck again, an object of curious and 
respectful admiration to the crew, who had come on board in the 
mean time. She stayed on deck until the air began to blow fresher 
in the wider reaches, and then, with a brief “goodnight” to her 
father, retired below.

“She made up her mind to come with us rather suddenly, didn’t she?” 
enquired the mate after she had gone.

“She didn’t make up her mind at all,” said the skipper. “We did it for 
her – me an’ the missus. It’s a plan on our part.”

“Wants strengthening?” said the mate suggestively.
“Well, the fact is,” said the skipper, “it’s like this, Jack: there’s 

a friend o’ mine, a provision dealer in a large way o’ business, 
wants to marry my girl, and me an’ the missus want him to marry 
her, so o’ course she wants to marry someone else. Me an’ ’er 
mother we put our ’eads together and decided for her to come 
away. When she’s at ’ome, instead o’ being out with Towson, 
direckly her mother’s back’s turned she’s out with that young 
sprig of a clerk.”

“Nice-looking young feller, I s’pose?” said the mate somewhat 
anxiously.

“Not a bit of it,” said the other firmly. “Looks as though he had never 
had a good meal in his life. Now my friend Towson, he’s all right – he’s 
a man of about my own figger.”

“She’ll marry the clerk,” said the mate, with conviction.
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“I’ll bet you she don’t,” said the skipper. “I’m an artful man, Jack, 
an’ I generally speaking get my own way. I couldn’t live with my missus 
peaceable if it wasn’t for management.”

The mate smiled safely in the darkness – the skipper’s “management” 
consisting chiefly of slavish obedience.

“I’ve got a cabinet fortygraph of him for the cabin mantelpiece, Jack,” 
continued the wily father. “He gave it to me o’ purpose. She’ll see that 
when she won’t see the clerk, an’ by and by she’ll fall into our way of 
thinking. Anyway, she’s going to stay here till she does.”

“You know your way about, cap’n,” said the mate, in pretended 
admiration.

The skipper laid his finger on his nose and winked at the mainmast. 
“There’s few can show me the way, Jack,” he answered softly, “very 
few. Now I want you to help me too – I want you to talk to her a 
great deal.”

“Ay, ay,” said the mate, winking at the mast in his turn.
“Admire the fortygraph on the mantelpiece,” said the skipper.
“I will,” said the other.
“Tell her about a lot o’ young girls you know as married young 

middle-aged men, an’ loved ’em more an’ more every day of their lives,” 
continued the skipper.

“Not another word,” said the mate. “I know just what you want. She 
shan’t marry the clerk if I can help it.”

The other turned and gripped him warmly by the hand. “If ever 
you are a father yourself, Jack,” he said with emotion, “I hope as how 
somebody’ll stand by you as you’re standing by me.”

The mate was relieved the next day when he saw the portrait of 
Towson. He stroked his moustache and felt that he gained in good looks 
every time he glanced at it.

Breakfast finished, the skipper, who had been on deck all night, retired 
to his bunk. The mate went on deck and took charge, watching with 
great interest the movements of the passenger as she peered into the 
galley and hotly assailed the cook’s method of washing up.

“Don’t you like the sea?” he enquired politely as she came and sat on 
the cabin skylight.

Miss Alsen shook her head dismally. “I’ve got to like it,” she remarked.
“Your father was saying something to me about it,” said the mate 

guardedly.
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“Did he tell the cook and the cabin boy too?” enquired Miss Alsen, 
flushing somewhat. “What did he tell you?”

“Told me about a man named Towson,” said the mate, becoming intent 
on the sails, “and… another fellow.”

“I took a little notice of him just to spoil the other,” said the girl. “Not 
that I cared for him. I can’t understand a girl caring for any man. Great, 
clumsy, ugly things.”

“You don’t like him then?” said the mate.
“Of course not,” said the girl, tossing her head.
“And yet they’ve sent you to sea to get out of his way,” said the mate 

meditatively. “Well, the best thing you can do…”
His hardihood failed him at the pitch.
“Go on,” said the girl.
“Well, it’s this way,” said the mate, coughing. “They’ve sent you to sea 

to get you out of this fellow’s way, so if you fall in love with somebody 
on the ship they’ll send you home again.”

“So they will,” said the girl eagerly. “I’ll pretend to fall in love with that 
nice-looking sailor you call Harry. What a lark!”

“I shouldn’t do that,” said the mate gravely.
“Why not?” said the girl.
“’Tisn’t discipline,” said the mate very firmly. “It wouldn’t do at all. 

He’s before the mast.”
“Oh, I see,” remarked Miss Alsen, smiling scornfully. 
“I only mean pretend, of course,” said the mate, colouring. “Just to 

oblige you.”
“Of course,” said the girl calmly. “Well, how are we to be in love?”
The mate flushed darkly. “I don’t know much about such things,” he said 

at length, “but we’ll have to look at each other, and all that sort of thing, 
you know.”

“I don’t mind that,” said the girl.
“Then we’ll get on by degrees,” said the other. “I expect we shall both 

find it come easier after a time.”
“Anything to get home again,” said the girl, rising and walking slowly away.
The mate began his part of the lovemaking at once, and, fixing a gaze of 

concentrated love on the object of his regard, nearly ran down a smack.* 
As he had prognosticated, it came easy to him, and other well-marked 
symptoms, such as loss of appetite and a partiality for bright colours, 
developed during the day. Between breakfast and tea he washed five times 
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and raised the ire of the skipper to a dangerous pitch by using the ship’s 
butter to remove tar from his fingers.

By ten o’clock that night he was far advanced in a profound melancholy. 
All the looking had been on his side, and as he stood at the wheel keeping 
the schooner to her course, he felt a fellow feeling for the hapless Towson. 
His meditations were interrupted by a slight figure which emerged from 
the companion* and, after a moment’s hesitation, came and took its old 
seat on the skylight.

“Calm and peaceful up here, isn’t it?” said he, after waiting some time 
for her to speak. “Stars are very bright tonight.”

“Don’t talk to me,” said Miss Alsen snappishly. “Why doesn’t this nasty 
little ship keep still? I believe it’s you making her jump about like this.”

“Me?” said the mate in amazement. 
“Yes – with that wheel.”
“I can assure you—” began the mate.
“Yes, I knew you’d say so,” said the girl.
“Come and steer yourself,” said the mate, “then you’ll see.”
Much to his surprise she came, and, leaning limply against the wheel, 

put her little hands on the spokes while the mate explained the mysteries 
of the compass. As he warmed with his subject he ventured to put his 
hands on the same spokes, and, gradually becoming more venturesome, 
boldly supported her with his arm every time the schooner gave a lurch.

“Thank you,” said Miss Alsen, coldly extricating herself, as the mate 
fancied another lurch was coming. “Goodnight.”

She retired to the cabin as a dark figure, which was manfully knuck-
ling the last remnant of sleep from its eyelids, stood before the mate, 
chuckling softly.

“Clear night,” said the seaman, as he took the wheel in his great paws.
“Beastly,” said the mate absently, and, stifling a sigh, went below and 

turned in.
He lay awake for a few minutes, and then, well satisfied with the day’s 

proceedings, turned over and fell asleep. He was pleased to discover, 
when he awoke, that the slight roll of the night before had disappeared, 
and that there was hardly any motion on the schooner. The passenger 
herself was already at the breakfast table.

“Cap’n’s on deck, I s’pose?” said the mate, preparing to resume 
negotiations where they were broken off the night before. “I hope you 
feel better than you did last night.”
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“Yes, thank you,” said she.
“You’ll make a good sailor in time,” said the mate.
“I hope not,” said Miss Alsen, who thought it time to quell a gleam 

of peculiar tenderness plainly apparent in the mate’s eyes. “I shouldn’t 
like to be a sailor even if I were a man.”

“Why not?” enquired the other.
“I don’t know,” said the girl meditatively, “but sailors are generally 

such scrubby little men, aren’t they?”
“Scrubby?” repeated the mate in a dazed voice.
“I’d sooner be a soldier,” she continued. “I like soldiers – they’re so 

manly. I wish there was one here now.”
“What for?” enquired the mate in the manner of a sulky schoolboy.
“If there was a man like that here now,” said Miss Alsen thoughtfully, 

“I’d dare him to mustard old Towson’s nose.”
“Do what?” enquired the astonished mate.
“Mustard old Towson’s nose,” said Miss Alsen, glancing lightly from 

the cruet* stand to the portrait.
The infatuated man hesitated a moment, and then, reaching over to the 

cruet, took out the spoon, and with a pale, determined face, indignantly 
daubed the classic features of the provision dealer. His indignation was 
not lessened by the behaviour of the temptress, who, instead of fawn-
ing upon him for his bravery, crammed her handkerchief to her mouth 
and giggled foolishly.

“Here’s Father,” she said suddenly, as a step sounded above. “Oh, 
you will get it!”

She rose from her seat and, standing aside to let her father pass, went 
on deck. The skipper sank onto a locker and, raising the teapot, poured 
himself out a cup of tea, which he afterwards decanted into a saucer. 
He had just raised it to his lips when he saw something over the rim of 
it which made him put it down again untasted and stare blankly at the 
mantelpiece.

“Who the… what the… who the devil’s done this?” he enquired in a 
strangulated voice, as he rose and regarded the portrait.

“I did,” said the mate.
“You did?” roared the other. “You? What for?”
“I don’t know,” said the mate awkwardly. “Something seemed to come 

over me all of a sudden, and I felt as though I must do it.”
“But what for? Where’s the sense of it?” said the skipper.
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The mate shook his head sheepishly.
“But what did you want to do such a monkey trick for?” roared the 

skipper.
“I don’t know,” said the mate doggedly, “but it’s done, ain’t it? And 

it’s no good talking about it.”
The skipper looked at him in wrathful perplexity. “You’d better have 

advice when we get to port, Jack,” he said at length.* “The last few 
weeks I’ve noticed you’ve been a bit strange in your manner. You go an’ 
show that ’ead of yours to a doctor.”

The mate grunted and went on deck for sympathy, but, finding Miss 
Alsen in a mood far removed from sentiment and not at all grateful, 
drew off whistling. Matters were in this state when the skipper appeared, 
wiping his mouth.

“I’ve put another portrait on the mantelpiece, Jack,” he said menac-
ingly. “It’s the only other one I’ve got, an’ I wish you to understand that 
if that only smells mustard there’ll be such a row in this ’ere ship that 
you won’t be able to ’ear yourself speak for the noise.”

He moved off with dignity as his daughter, who had overheard the 
remark, came sidling up to the mate and smiled on him agreeably.

“He’s put another portrait there,” she said softly.
“You’ll find the mustard pot in the cruet,” said the mate coldly.
Miss Alsen turned and watched her father as he went forward, and 

then, to the mate’s surprise, went below without another word. A prey 
to curiosity, but too proud to make any overture, he compromised mat-
ters by going and standing near the companion.

“Mate!” said a stealthy whisper at the foot of the ladder.
The mate gazed calmly out to sea.
“Jack!” said the girl again, in a lower whisper than before.
The mate went hot all over, and at once descended. He found Miss 

Alsen, her eyes sparkling, with the mustard pot in her left hand and the 
spoon in her right, executing a war dance in front of the second portrait.

“Don’t do it,” said the mate in alarm.
“Why not?” she enquired, going within an inch of it. 
“He’ll think it’s me,” said the mate.
“That’s why I called you down here,” said she. “You don’t think I 

wanted you, do you?”
“You put that spoon down,” said the mate, who was by no means 

desirous of another interview with the skipper.
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“Shan’t!” said Miss Alsen.
The mate sprang at her, but she dodged round the table. He leant 

over and, catching her by the left arm, drew her towards him; then, 
with her flushed, laughing face close to his, he forgot everything else 
and kissed her.

“Oh!” said Hetty indignantly.
“Will you give it to me now?” said the mate, trembling at his boldness.
“Take it,” said she. She leant across the table and, as the mate 

advanced, dabbed viciously at him with the spoon. Then she sud-
denly dropped both articles on the table and moved away, as the 
mate, startled by a footstep at the door, turned a flushed visage, 
ornamented with three streaks of mustard, onto the dumbfounded 
skipper.

“Sakes alive!” said that astonished mariner as soon as he could speak. 
“If he ain’t a-mustarding his own face now – I never ’eard of such a thing 
in all my life. Don’t go near ’im, Hetty. Jack!”

“Well,” said the mate, wiping his smarting face with his handkerchief.
“You’ve never been took like this before?” queried the skipper anxiously.
“O’ course not,” said the mortified mate.
“Don’t you say ‘o’ course not’ to me,” said the other warmly,* “after 

behaving like this. A straight weskit’s what you want.* I’ll go an’ see old 
Ben about it. He’s got an uncle in a ’sylum. You come up too, my girl.”

He went in search of Ben, oblivious of the fact that his daughter, 
instead of following him, came no farther than the door, where she 
stood and regarded her victim compassionately.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Does it smart?”
“A little,” said the mate. “Don’t you trouble about me.”
“You see what you get for behaving badly,” said Miss Alsen judicially.
“It’s worth it,” said the mate, brightening.
“I’m afraid it’ll blister,” said she. She crossed over to him, and putting 

her head on one side, eyed the traces wisely. “Three marks,” she said.
“I only had one,” suggested the mate. 
“One what?” enquired Hetty. 
“Those,” said the mate.
In full view of the horrified skipper, who was cautiously peeping at 

the supposed lunatic through the skylight, he kissed her again.
“You can go away, Ben,” said the skipper huskily to the expert. “D’ye 

hear? You can go away – and not a word about this, mind.”
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The expert went away grumbling, and the father, after another glance, 
which showed him his daughter nestling comfortably on the mate’s right 
shoulder, stole away and brooded darkly over this crowning complication. 
An ordinary man would have run down and interrupted them; the master 
of the Jessica thought he could attain his ends more certainly by diplo-
macy, and so careful was his demeanour that the couple in the cabin had 
no idea that they had been observed – the mate listening calmly to a lec-
ture on incipient idiocy which the skipper thought it advisable to bestow.

Until the midday meal on the day following he made no sign. If any-
thing he was even more affable than usual, though his wrath rose at the 
glances which were being exchanged across the table.

“By the way, Jack,” he said at length, “what’s become of Kitty Loney?”
“Who?” enquired the mate. “Who’s Kitty Loney?”
It was now the skipper’s turn to stare, and he did it admirably.
“Kitty Loney,” he said in surprise, “the little girl you are going to marry.”
“Who are you getting at?” said the mate, going scarlet as he met the 

gaze opposite.
“I don’t know what you mean,” said the skipper with dignity. “I’m 

allooding to Kitty Loney, the little girl in the red hat and white feathers 
you introduced to me as your future.”

The mate sank back in his seat and regarded him with open-mouthed, 
horrified astonishment.

“You don’t mean to say you’ve chucked ’er,” pursued the heartless 
skipper, “after getting an advance from me to buy the ring with, too? 
Didn’t you buy the ring with the money?”

“No,” said the mate, “I – oh, no – of course – what on earth are you 
talking about?”

The skipper rose from his seat and regarded him sorrowfully but 
severely. “I’m sorry, Jack,” he said stiffly, “if I’ve said anything to annoy 
you, or anyway hurt your feelings. O’ course it’s your business, not mine. 
P’raps you’ll say you never heard o’ Kitty Loney?”

“I do say so,” said the bewildered mate; “I do say so.”
The skipper eyed him sternly, and without another word left the cabin. 

“If she’s like her mother,” he said to himself, chuckling as he went up 
the companion ladder, “I think that’ll do.”

There was an awkward pause after his departure. “I’m sure I don’t 
know what you must think of me,” said the mate at length, “but I don’t 
know what your father’s talking about.”
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