mob of poultry scattering handfuls of grain around
her. The turkey-cock, with the bronzed sheen of
his feathers and the purple-red of his wattles, the
gamecock, with the glowing metallic lustre of his
Eastern plumage, the hens, with their ochres and
buffs and umbers and their scarlet combs, and
the drakes, with their bottle-green heads, made a
medley of rich colour, in the centre of which the
old woman looked like a withered stalk standing
amid a riotous growth of gaily-hued flowers. But
she threw the grain deftly amid the wilderness of
beaks, and her quavering voice carried as far as
the two people who were watching her. She was
still harping on the theme of death coming to the
farm.

"I knew 'twere a-coming. There's been signs an'
warnings."

"Who's dead, then, old Mother?" called out the
young man.

"'Tis young Mister Ladbruk," she shrilled back;
"they've just a-carried his body in. Run out of the
way of a tree that was coming down an' ran
hisself on to an iron post. Dead when they picked
un up. Aye, I knew 'twere coming."

The Cobweb

Saki (H H Munro)
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"When we are more settled I shall work wonders
in the way of making the kitchen habitable," said
the young woman to her occasional visitors. There
was an unspoken wish in those words, a wish
which was unconfessed as well as unspoken.
Emma Ladbruk was the mistress of the farm;
jointly with her husband she might have her say,
and to a certain extent her way, in ordering its
affairs. But she was not mistress of the kitchen.

On one of the shelves of an old dresser, in
company with chipped sauce-boats, pewter jugs,
cheese-graters, and paid bills, rested a worn and
ragged Bible, on whose front page was the
record, in faded ink, of a baptism dated
ninety-four years ago. "Martha Crale" was the
name written on that yellow page. The yellow,
wrinkled old dame who hobbled and muttered
about the kitchen, looking like a dead autumn leaf
which the winter winds still pushed hither and
thither, had once been Martha Crale; for seventy
odd years she had been Martha Mountjoy. For
longer than anyone could remember she had
pattered to and fro between oven and
wash-house and dairy, and out to chicken-run
and garden, grumbling and muttering and
scolding, but working unceasingly. Emma
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overdue, and the various little faults and lapses
that chequer a farmhouse routine. Now and
again, when election time came round, she would
unstore her recollections of the old names round
which the fight had waged in the days gone by.
There had been a Palmerston, that had been a
name down Tiverton way; Tiverton was not a far
journey as the crow flies, but to Martha it was
almost a foreign country. Later there had been
Northcotes and Aclands, and many other newer
names that she had forgotten; the names
changed, but it was always Libruls and Toories,
Yellows and Blues. And they always quarrelled
and shouted as to who was right and who was
wrong. The one they quarrelled about most was a
fine old gentleman with an angry face -- she had
seen his picture on the walls. She had seen it on
the floor too, with a rotten apple squashed over
it, for the farm had changed its politics from time
to time. Martha had never been on one side or
the other; none of "they" had ever done the farm
a stroke of good. Such was her sweeping verdict,
given with all a peasant's distrust of the outside
world.

When the half-frightened curiosity had somewhat
faded away, Emma Ladbruk was uncomfortably
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table trussing a pair of chickens for the market
stall as she had trussed them for nearly fourscore
years.

Transcribed from the 1914 John Lane, The Bodley
Head edition by David Price,
ccx074@coventry.ac.uk

Text from Project Gutenberg: www.gutenberg.net
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cheerful oasis in the gaunt old kitchen, stood now
choked and lumbered with a litter of odds and
ends that Emma, for all her nominal authority,
would not have dared or cared to displace; over
them seemed to be spun the protection of
something that was like a human cobweb.
Decidedly Martha was in the way. It would have
been an unworthy meanness to have wished to
see the span of that brave old life shortened by a
few paltry months, but as the days sped by Emma
was conscious that the wish was there, disowned
though it might be, lurking at the back of her
mind.

She felt the meanness of the wish come over her
with a qualm of self-reproach one day when she
came into the kitchen and found an
unaccustomed state of things in that usually busy
quarter. Old Martha was not working. A basket of
corn was on the floor by her side, and out in the
yard the poultry were beginning to clamour a
protest of overdue feeding-time. But Martha sat
huddled in a shrunken bunch on the window seat,
looking out with her dim old eyes as though she
saw something stranger than the autumn
landscape.
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