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O. Henry
The Gift of the Magi

One dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty 
cents of it was in pennies. Pennies saved one and two at a 
time by bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man and 
the butcher until one’s cheeks burned with the silent impu-
tation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three 
times Della counted it. One dollar and eighty-seven cents. 
And the next day would be Christmas.

There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the 
shabby little couch and howl. So Della did it. Which insti-
gates the moral reflection that life is made up of sobs, snif-
fles, and smiles, with sniffles predominating.

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding 
from the first stage to the second, take a look at the home. 
A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not exactly beggar 
description, but it certainly had that word on the lookout 
for the mendicancy squad.

In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no let-
ter would go, and an electric button from which no mortal 
finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a 
card bearing the name ‘Mr. James Dillingham Young.’

The ‘Dillingham’ had been flung to the breeze during a 
former period of prosperity when its possessor was being 
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paid $80 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk to 
$20, the letters of ‘Dillingham’ looked blurred, as though 
they were thinking seriously of contracting to a modest 
and unassuming D. But whenever Mr. James Dillingham 
Young came home and reached his flat above he was called 
‘Jim’ and greatly hugged by Mrs. James Dillingham Young, 
already introduced to you as Della. Which is all very good.

Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with 
the powder rag. She stood by the window and looked out 
dully at a grey cat walking a grey fence in a grey backyard. 
Tomorrow would be Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 
with which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every 
penny she could for months, with this result. Twenty dollars 
a week doesn’t go far. Expenses had been greater than she 
had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to buy a present 
for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent plan-
ning for something nice for him. Something fine and rare 
and sterling – something just a little bit near to being wor-
thy of the honour of being owned by Jim.

There was a pier-glass between the windows of the room. 
Perhaps you have seen a pier-glass in an $8 flat. A very thin 
and very agile person may, by observing his reflection in a 
rapid sequence of longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly accu-
rate conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mas-
tered the art.

Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before 
the glass. Her eyes were shining brilliantly, but her face had 
lost its colour within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled 
down her hair and let it fall to its full length.

Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham 
Youngs in which they both took a mighty pride. One was 
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Jim’s gold watch that had been his father’s and his grand
father’s. The other was Della’s hair. Had the Queen of Sheba 
lived in the flat across the airshaft, Della would have let her 
hair hang out the window someday to dry just to depreci-
ate Her Majesty’s jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon been 
the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the basement, 
Jim would have pulled out his watch every time he passed, 
just to see him pluck at his beard from envy.

So now Della’s beautiful hair fell about her, rippling and 
shining like a cascade of brown waters. It reached below her 
knee and made itself almost a garment for her. And then she 
did it up again nervously and quickly. Once she faltered for 
a minute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the 
worn red carpet.

On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. 
With a whirl of skirts and with the brilliant sparkle still in her 
eyes, she fluttered out the door and down the stairs to the street.

Where she stopped the sign read: ‘Mme. Sofronie. Hair 
Goods of All Kinds.’ One flight up Della ran, and collected 
herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly 
looked the ‘Sofronie.’

‘Will you buy my hair?’ asked Della.
‘I buy hair,’ said Madame. ‘Take yer hat off and let’s have 

a sight at the looks of it.’
Down rippled the brown cascade.
‘Twenty dollars,’ said Madame, lifting the mass with a 

practised hand.
‘Give it to me quick,’ said Della,
Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. 

Forget the hashed metaphor. She was ransacking the stores 
for Jim’s present.

9

9783730614846_1.0_INH_Various_25-Short-Stories_engl.indd   99783730614846_1.0_INH_Various_25-Short-Stories_engl.indd   9 11.02.2025   16:25:2211.02.2025   16:25:22



She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and 
no one else. There was no other like it in any of the stores, 
and she had turned all of them inside out. It was a platinum 
fob chain simple and chaste in design, properly proclaiming 
its value by substance alone and not by meretricious orna-
mentation – as all good things should do. It was even worthy 
of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she knew that it must be 
Jim’s. It was like him. Quietness and value – the description 
applied to both. Twenty-one dollars they took from her for 
it, and she hurried home with the 87 cents. With that chain 
on his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the time 
in any company. Grand as the watch was, he sometimes 
looked at it on the sly on account of the old leather strap 
that he used in place of a chain.

When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a 
little to prudence and reason. She got out her curling irons 
and lighted the gas and went to work repairing the ravages 
made by generosity added to love. Which is always a tre-
mendous task, dear friends – a mammoth task.

Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, 
close-lying curls that made her look wonderfully like a tru-
ant schoolboy. She looked at her reflection in the mirror 
long, carefully, and critically.

‘If Jim doesn’t kill me,’ she said to herself, ‘before he takes 
a second look at me, he’ll say I look like a Coney Island cho-
rus girl. But what could I do – oh! what could I do with a 
dollar and eighty-seven cents?’

At 7 o’clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was 
on the back of the stove hot and ready to cook the chops.

Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her 
hand and sat on the corner of the table near the door that 

10

9783730614846_1.0_INH_Various_25-Short-Stories_engl.indd   109783730614846_1.0_INH_Various_25-Short-Stories_engl.indd   10 11.02.2025   16:25:2211.02.2025   16:25:22



he always entered. Then she heard his step on the stair away 
down on the first flight, and she turned white for just a 
moment. She had a habit of saying little silent prayers about 
the simplest everyday things, and now she whispered: ‘Please 
God, make him think I am still pretty.’

The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He 
looked thin and very serious. Poor fellow, he was only 
twenty-two – and to be burdened with a family! He needed 
a new overcoat and he was without gloves.

Jim stopped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at 
the scent of quail. His eyes were fixed upon Della, and there 
was an expression in them that she could not read, and it 
terrified her. It was not anger, nor surprise, nor disapproval, 
nor horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been pre-
pared for. He simply stared at her fixedly with that peculiar 
expression on his face.

Della wriggled off the table and went for him.
‘Jim, darling,’ she cried, ‘don’t look at me that way. I had 

my hair cut off and sold it because I couldn’t have lived 
through Christmas without giving you a present. It’ll grow 
out again – you won’t mind, will you? I just had to do it. 
My hair grows awfully fast. Say ‘Merry Christmas!’ Jim, and 
let’s be happy. You don’t know what a nice – what a beauti-
ful, nice gift I’ve got for you.’

‘You’ve cut off your hair?’ asked Jim, laboriously, as if he 
had not arrived at that patent fact yet even after the hard-
est mental labour.

‘Cut it off and sold it,’ said Della. ‘Don’t you like me just 
as well, anyhow? I’m me without my hair, ain’t I?’

Jim looked about the room curiously.

11
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‘You say your hair is gone?’ he said, with an air almost 
of idiocy.

‘You needn’t look for it,’ said Della. ‘It’s sold, I tell you – 
sold and gone, too. It’s Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, 
for it went for you. Maybe the hairs of my head were num-
bered,’ she went on with a sudden serious sweetness, ‘but 
nobody could ever count my love for you. Shall I put the 
chops on, Jim?’

Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He 
enfolded his Della. For ten seconds let us regard with dis-
creet scrutiny some inconsequential object in the other 
direction. Eight dollars a week or a million a year – what 
is the difference? A mathematician or a wit would give you 
the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, but that 
was not among them. This dark assertion will be illumi-
nated later on.

Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw 
it upon the table.

‘Don’t make any mistake, Dell,’ he said, ‘about me. I don’t 
think there’s anything in the way of a haircut or a shave or 
a shampoo that could make me like my girl any less. But if 
you’ll unwrap that package you may see why you had me 
going a while at first.’

White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. 
And then an ecstatic scream of joy; and then, alas! a quick 
feminine change to hysterical tears and wails, necessitating 
the immediate employment of all the comforting powers of 
the lord of the flat.

For there lay The Combs – the set of combs, side and 
back, that Della had worshipped for long in a Broadway 
window. Beautiful combs, pure tortoise shell, with jew-

12
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elled rims – just the shade to wear in the beautiful van-
ished hair. They were expensive combs, she knew, and her 
heart had simply craved and yearned over them without the 
least hope of possession. And now, they were hers, but the 
tresses that should have adorned the coveted adornments 
were gone.

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she 
was able to look up with dim eyes and a smile and say: ‘My 
hair grows so fast, Jim!’

And then Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, 
‘Oh, oh!’

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it 
out to him eagerly upon her open palm. The dull precious 
metal seemed to flash with a reflection of her bright and 
ardent spirit.

‘Isn’t it a dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. 
You’ll have to look at the time a hundred times a day now. 
Give me your watch. I want to see how it looks on it.’

Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and 
put his hands under the back of his head and smiled.

‘Dell,’ said he, ‘let’s put our Christmas presents away and 
keep ‘em a while. They’re too nice to use just at present. I 
sold the watch to get the money to buy your combs. And 
now suppose you put the chops on.’

The magi, as you know, were wise men – wonderfully 
wise men – who brought gifts to the Babe in the manger. 
They invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being 
wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly bearing 
the privilege of exchange in case of duplication. And here I 
have lamely related to you the uneventful chronicle of two 
foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for 

13
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each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last 
word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who 
give gifts these two were the wisest. Of all who give and 
receive gifts, such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are 
wisest. They are the magi.
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Edith Wharton
A Journey

As she lay in her berth, staring at the shadows overhead, the 
rush of the wheels was in her brain, driving her deeper and 
deeper into circles of wakeful lucidity. The sleeping-car had 
sunk into its night-silence. Through the wet window-pane 
she watched the sudden lights, the long stretches of hurrying 
blackness. Now and then she turned her head and looked 
through the opening in the hangings at her husband’s cur-
tains across the aisle . . .

She wondered restlessly if he wanted anything and if she 
could hear him if he called. His voice had grown very weak 
within the last months and it irritated him when she did 
not hear. This irritability, this increasing childish petulance 
seemed to give expression to their imperceptible estrange-
ment. Like two faces looking at one another through a sheet 
of glass they were close together, almost touching, but they 
could not hear or feel each other: the conductivity between 
them was broken. She, at least, had this sense of separa-
tion, and she fancied sometimes that she saw it reflected 
in the look with which he supplemented his failing words. 
Doubtless the fault was hers. She was too impenetrably 
healthy to be touched by the irrelevancies of disease. Her 
self-reproachful tenderness was tinged with the sense of his 
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irrationality: she had a vague feeling that there was a purpose 
in his helpless tyrannies. The suddenness of the change had 
found her so unprepared. A year ago their pulses had beat to 
one robust measure; both had the same prodigal confidence 
in an exhaustless future. Now their energies no longer kept 
step: hers still bounded ahead of life, preempting unclaimed 
regions of hope and activity, while his lagged behind, vainly 
struggling to overtake her.

When they married, she had such arrears of living to 
make up: her days had been as bare as the whitewashed 
school-room where she forced innutritious facts upon reluc-
tant children. His coming had broken in on the slumber 
of circumstance, widening the present till it became the 
encloser of remotest chances. But imperceptibly the hori-
zon narrowed. Life had a grudge against her: she was never 
to be allowed to spread her wings.

At first the doctors had said that six weeks of mild air 
would set him right; but when he came back this assur-
ance was explained as having of course included a winter 
in a dry climate. They gave up their pretty house, storing 
the wedding presents and new furniture, and went to Colo
rado. She had hated it there from the first. Nobody knew 
her or cared about her; there was no one to wonder at the 
good match she had made, or to envy her the new dresses 
and the visiting-cards which were still a surprise to her. And 
he kept growing worse. She felt herself beset with difficul-
ties too evasive to be fought by so direct a temperament. 
She still loved him, of course; but he was gradually, unde-
finably ceasing to be himself. The man she had married had 
been strong, active, gently masterful: the male whose plea-
sure it is to clear a way through the material obstructions 

16
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of life; but now it was she who was the protector, he who 
must be shielded from importunities and given his drops or 
his beef-juice though the skies were falling. The routine of 
the sick-room bewildered her; this punctual administering 
of medicine seemed as idle as some uncomprehended reli-
gious mummery.

There were moments, indeed, when warm gushes of pity 
swept away her instinctive resentment of his condition, 
when she still found his old self in his eyes as they groped for 
each other through the dense medium of his weakness. But 
these moments had grown rare. Sometimes he frightened 
her: his sunken expressionless face seemed that of a stranger; 
his voice was weak and hoarse; his thin-lipped smile a mere 
muscular contraction. Her hand avoided his damp soft skin, 
which had lost the familiar roughness of health: she caught 
herself furtively watching him as she might have watched 
a strange animal. It frightened her to feel that this was the 
man she loved; there were hours when to tell him what she 
suffered seemed the one escape from her fears. But in gen-
eral she judged herself more leniently, reflecting that she 
had perhaps been too long alone with him, and that she 
would feel differently when they were at home again, sur-
rounded by her robust and buoyant family. How she had 
rejoiced when the doctors at last gave their consent to his 
going home! She knew, of course, what the decision meant; 
they both knew. It meant that he was to die; but they dressed 
the truth in hopeful euphuisms, and at times, in the joy of 
preparation, she really forgot the purpose of their journey, 
and slipped into an eager allusion to next year’s plans.

At last the day of leaving came. She had a dreadful fear 
that they would never get away; that somehow at the last 

17
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moment he would fail her; that the doctors held one of 
their accustomed treacheries in reserve; but nothing hap-
pened. They drove to the station, he was installed in a seat 
with a rug over his knees and a cushion at his back, and she 
hung out of the window waving unregretful farewells to the 
acquaintances she had really never liked till then.

The first twenty-four hours had passed off well. He 
revived a little and it amused him to look out of the win-
dow and to observe the humours of the car. The second day 
he began to grow weary and to chafe under the dispassionate 
stare of the freckled child with the lump of chewing-gum. 
She had to explain to the child’s mother that her husband 
was too ill to be disturbed: a statement received by that lady 
with a resentment visibly supported by the maternal senti-
ment of the whole car . . .

That night he slept badly and the next morning his 
temperature frightened her: she was sure he was growing 
worse. The day passed slowly, punctuated by the small irri-
tations of travel. Watching his tired face, she traced in its 
contractions every rattle and jolt of the tram, till her own 
body vibrated with sympathetic fatigue. She felt the others 
observing him too, and hovered restlessly between him 
and the line of interrogative eyes. The freckled child hung 
about him like a fly; offers of candy and picture-books 
failed to dislodge her: she twisted one leg around the other 
and watched him imperturbably. The porter, as he passed, 
lingered with vague proffers of help, probably inspired 
by philanthropic passengers swelling with the sense that 
‘something ought to be done;’ and one nervous man in a 
skull-cap was audibly concerned as to the possible effect 
on his wife’s health.

18
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The hours dragged on in a dreary inoccupation. Towards 
dusk she sat down beside him and he laid his hand on hers. 
The touch startled her. He seemed to be calling her from far 
off. She looked at him helplessly and his smile went through 
her like a physical pang.

‘Are you very tired?’ she asked.
‘No, not very.’
‘We’ll be there soon now.’
‘Yes, very soon.’
‘This time tomorrow – ‘
He nodded and they sat silent. When she had put him 

to bed and crawled into her own berth she tried to cheer 
herself with the thought that in less than twenty-four hours 
they would be in New York. Her people would all be at 
the station to meet her – she pictured their round unanx-
ious faces pressing through the crowd. She only hoped they 
would not tell him too loudly that he was looking splen-
didly and would be all right in no time: the subtler sympa-
thies developed by long contact with suffering were making 
her aware of a certain coarseness of texture in the family 
sensibilities.

Suddenly she thought she heard him call. She parted 
the curtains and listened. No, it was only a man snoring at 
the other end of the car. His snores had a greasy sound, as 
though they passed through tallow. She lay down and tried 
to sleep. . . . Had she not heard him move? She started up 
trembling. . . . The silence frightened her more than any 
sound. He might not be able to make her hear – he might 
be calling her now. . . . What made her think of such things? 
It was merely the familiar tendency of an over-tired mind to 
fasten itself on the most intolerable chance within the range 
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of its forebodings. . . . Putting her head out, she listened; 
but she could not distinguish his breathing from that of the 
other pairs of lungs about her. She longed to get up and look 
at him, but she knew the impulse was a mere vent for her 
restlessness, and the fear of disturbing him restrained her. 
. . . The regular movement of his curtain reassured her, she 
knew not why; she remembered that he had wished her a 
cheerful good night; and the sheer inability to endure her 
fears a moment longer made her put them from her with 
an effort of her whole sound tired body. She turned on her 
side and slept.

She sat up stiffly, staring out at the dawn. The train was 
rushing through a region of bare hillocks huddled against a 
lifeless sky. It looked like the first day of creation. The air of 
the car was close, and she pushed up her window to let in 
the keen wind. Then she looked at her watch: it was seven 
o’clock, and soon the people about her would be stirring. 
She slipped into her clothes, smoothed her dishevelled hair 
and crept to the dressing-room. When she had washed her 
face and adjusted her dress she felt more hopeful. It was 
always a struggle for her not to be cheerful in the morning. 
Her cheeks burned deliciously under the coarse towel and 
the wet hair about her temples broke into strong upward 
tendrils. Every inch of her was full of life and elasticity. And 
in ten hours they would be at home!

She stepped to her husband’s berth: it was time for him 
to take his early glass of milk. The window-shade was down, 
and in the dusk of the curtained enclosure she could just see 
that he lay sideways, with his face away from her. She leaned 
over him and drew up the shade. As she did so she touched 
one of his hands. It felt cold . . .
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She bent closer, laying her hand on his arm and calling him 
by name. He did not move. She spoke again more loudly; she 
grasped his shoulder and gently shook it. He lay motionless. 
She caught hold of his hand again: it slipped from her limply, 
like a dead thing. A dead thing? . . . Her breath caught. She 
must see his face. She leaned forward, and hurriedly, shrink-
ingly, with a sickening reluctance of the flesh, laid her hands 
on his shoulders and turned him over. His head fell back; his 
face looked small and smooth; he gazed at her with steady eyes.

She remained motionless for a long time, holding him 
thus; and they looked at each other. Suddenly she shrank 
back: the longing to scream, to call out, to fly from him, 
had almost overpowered her. But a strong hand arrested her. 
Good God! If it were known that he was dead they would 
be put off the train at the next station –

In a terrifying flash of remembrance there arose before her 
a scene she had once witnessed in travelling, when a hus-
band and wife, whose child had died in the train, had been 
thrust out at some chance station. She saw them standing 
on the platform with the child’s body between them; she 
had never forgotten the dazed look with which they fol-
lowed the receding train. And this was what would happen 
to her. Within the next hour she might find herself on the 
platform of some strange station, alone with her husband’s 
body. . . . Anything but that! It was too horrible – She quiv-
ered like a creature at bay.

As she cowered there, she felt the train moving more 
slowly. It was coming then – they were approaching a sta-
tion! She saw again the husband and wife standing on the 
lonely platform; and with a violent gesture she drew down 
the shade to hide her husband’s face.
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Feeling dizzy, she sank down on the edge of the berth, 
keeping away from his outstretched body, and pulling the 
curtains close, so that he and she were shut into a kind of 
sepulchral twilight. She tried to think. At all costs she must 
conceal the fact that he was dead. But how? Her mind refused 
to act: she could not plan, combine. She could think of no 
way but to sit there, clutching the curtains, all day long . . .

She heard the porter making up her bed; people were 
beginning to move about the car; the dressing-room door 
was being opened and shut. She tried to rouse herself. At 
length with a supreme effort she rose to her feet, stepping 
into the aisle of the car and drawing the curtains tight 
behind her. She noticed that they still parted slightly with 
the motion of the car, and finding a pin in her dress she fas-
tened them together. Now she was safe. She looked round 
and saw the porter. She fancied he was watching her.

‘Ain’t he awake yet?’ he enquired.
‘No,’ she faltered.
‘I got his milk all ready when he wants it. You know you 

told me to have it for him by seven.’
She nodded silently and crept into her seat.
At half-past eight the train reached Buffalo. By this time 

the other passengers were dressed and the berths had been 
folded back for the day. The porter, moving to and fro under 
his burden of sheets and pillows, glanced at her as he passed. 
At length he said: ‘Ain’t he going to get up? You know we’re 
ordered to make up the berths as early as we can.’

She turned cold with fear. They were just entering the 
station.

‘Oh, not yet,’ she stammered. ‘Not till he’s had his milk. 
Won’t you get it, please?’
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‘All right. Soon as we start again.’
When the train moved on he reappeared with the milk. 

She took it from him and sat vaguely looking at it: her 
brain moved slowly from one idea to another, as though 
they were stepping-stones set far apart across a whirling 
flood. At length she became aware that the porter still hov-
ered expectantly.

‘Will I give it to him?’ he suggested.
‘Oh, no,’ she cried, rising. ‘He – he’s asleep yet, I think – ‘
She waited till the porter had passed on; then she 

unpinned the curtains and slipped behind them. In the 
semi-obscurity her husband’s face stared up at her like a 
marble mask with agate eyes. The eyes were dreadful. She 
put out her hand and drew down the lids. Then she remem-
bered the glass of milk in her other hand: what was she to 
do with it? She thought of raising the window and throw-
ing it out; but to do so she would have to lean across his 
body and bring her face close to his. She decided to drink 
the milk.

She returned to her seat with the empty glass and after a 
while the porter came back to get it.

‘When’ll I fold up his bed?’ he asked.
‘Oh, not now – not yet; he’s ill – he’s very ill. Can’t you 

let him stay as he is? The doctor wants him to lie down as 
much as possible.’

He scratched his head. ‘Well, if he’s – really – sick – ‘
He took the empty glass and walked away, explaining to 

the passengers that the party behind the curtains was too 
sick to get up just yet.

She found herself the centre of sympathetic eyes. A moth-
erly woman with an intimate smile sat down beside her.
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‘I’m real sorry to hear your husband’s sick. I’ve had a 
remarkable amount of sickness in my family and maybe I 
could assist you. Can I take a look at him?’

‘Oh, no – no, please! He mustn’t be disturbed.’
The lady accepted the rebuff indulgently.
‘Well, it’s just as you say, of course, but you don’t look to 

me as if you’d had much experience in sickness and I’d have 
been glad to assist you. What do you generally do when your 
husband’s taken this way?’

‘I – I let him sleep.’
‘Too much sleep ain’t any too healthful either. Don’t you 

give him any medicine?’
‘Y – yes.’
‘Don’t you wake him to take it?’
‘Yes.’
‘When does he take the next dose?’
‘Not for – two hours – ‘
The lady looked disappointed. ‘Well, if I was you I’d try 

giving it oftener. That’s what I do with my folks.’
After that many faces seemed to press upon her. The pas-

sengers were on their way to the dining-car, and she was 
conscious that as they passed down the aisle they glanced 
curiously at the closed curtains. One lantern-jawed man 
with prominent eyes stood still and tried to shoot his pro-
jecting glance through the division between the folds. The 
freckled child, returning from breakfast, waylaid the passers 
with a buttery clutch, saying in a loud whisper, ‘He’s sick;’ 
and once the conductor came by, asking for tickets. She 
shrank into her corner and looked out of the window at the 
flying trees and houses, meaningless hieroglyphs of an end-
lessly unrolled papyrus.
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Now and then the train stopped, and the newcomers on 
entering the car stared in turn at the closed curtains. More 
and more people seemed to pass – their faces began to blend 
fantastically with the images surging in her brain . . .

Later in the day a fat man detached himself from the mist 
of faces. He had a creased stomach and soft pale lips. As he 
pressed himself into the seat facing her she noticed that he 
was dressed in black broadcloth, with a soiled white tie.

‘Husband’s pretty bad this morning, is he?’
‘Yes.’
‘Dear, dear! Now that’s terribly distressing, ain’t it?’ An 

apostolic smile revealed his gold-filled teeth.
‘Of course you know there’s no sech thing as sickness. 

Ain’t that a lovely thought? Death itself is but a deloosion 
of our grosser senses. On’y lay yourself open to the influx 
of the sperrit, submit yourself passively to the action of the 
divine force, and disease and dissolution will cease to exist 
for you. If you could indooce your husband to read this 
little pamphlet – ‘

The faces about her again grew indistinct. She had a vague 
recollection of hearing the motherly lady and the parent of 
the freckled child ardently disputing the relative advantages 
of trying several medicines at once, or of taking each in turn; 
the motherly lady maintaining that the competitive system 
saved time; the other objecting that you couldn’t tell which 
remedy had effected the cure; their voices went on and on, 
like bell-buoys droning through a fog. . . . The porter came 
up now and then with questions that she did not under-
stand, but that somehow she must have answered since he 
went away again without repeating them; every two hours 
the motherly lady reminded her that her husband ought 
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to have his drops; people left the car and others replaced 
them . . .

Her head was spinning and she tried to steady herself 
by clutching at her thoughts as they swept by, but they 
slipped away from her like bushes on the side of a sheer 
precipice down which she seemed to be falling. Suddenly 
her mind grew clear again and she found herself vividly 
picturing what would happen when the train reached New 
York. She shuddered as it occurred to her that he would be 
quite cold and that someone might perceive he had been 
dead since morning.

She thought hurriedly: – ‘If they see I am not surprised 
they will suspect something. They will ask questions, and if 
I tell them the truth they won’t believe me – no one would 
believe me! It will be terrible’ – and she kept repeating to 
herself: – ‘I must pretend I don’t know. I must pretend I 
don’t know. When they open the curtains I must go up to 
him quite naturally – and then I must scream.’ … She had 
an idea that the scream would be very hard to do.

Gradually new thoughts crowded upon her, vivid and 
urgent: she tried to separate and restrain them, but they 
beset her clamorously, like her school-children at the end 
of a hot day, when she was too tired to silence them. Her 
head grew confused, and she felt a sick fear of forgetting 
her part, of betraying herself by some unguarded word or 
look.

‘I must pretend I don’t know,’ she went on murmuring. 
The words had lost their significance, but she repeated them 
mechanically, as though they had been a magic formula, 
until suddenly she heard herself saying: ‘I can’t remember, 
I can’t remember!’
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Her voice sounded very loud, and she looked about her 
in terror; but no one seemed to notice that she had spoken.

As she glanced down the car her eye caught the cur-
tains of her husband’s berth, and she began to examine the 
monotonous arabesques woven through their heavy folds. 
The pattern was intricate and difficult to trace; she gazed 
fixedly at the curtains and as she did so the thick stuff grew 
transparent and through it she saw her husband’s face – 
his dead face. She struggled to avert her look, but her eyes 
refused to move and her head seemed to be held in a vice. 
At last, with an effort that left her weak and shaking, she 
turned away; but it was of no use; close in front of her, 
small and smooth, was her husband’s face. It seemed to be 
suspended in the air between her and the false braids of 
the woman who sat in front of her. With an uncontrollable 
gesture she stretched out her hand to push the face away, 
and suddenly she felt the touch of his smooth skin. She 
repressed a cry and half started from her seat. The woman 
with the false braids looked around, and feeling that she 
must justify her movement in some way she rose and lifted 
her travelling-bag from the opposite seat. She unlocked 
the bag and looked into it; but the first object her hand 
met was a small flask of her husband’s, thrust there at the 
last moment, in the haste of departure. She locked the bag 
and closed her eyes . . . his face was there again, hanging 
between her eye-balls and lids like a waxen mask against a 
red curtain . . .

She roused herself with a shiver. Had she fainted or slept? 
Hours seemed to have elapsed; but it was still broad day, 
and the people about her were sitting in the same attitudes 
as before.
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A sudden sense of hunger made her aware that she had 
eaten nothing since morning. The thought of food filled 
her with disgust, but she dreaded a return of faintness, 
and remembering that she had some biscuits in her bag 
she took one out and ate it. The dry crumbs choked her, 
and she hastily swallowed a little brandy from her hus-
band’s flask. The burning sensation in her throat acted as a 
counter-irritant, momentarily relieving the dull ache of her 
nerves. Then she felt a gently-stealing warmth, as though 
a soft air fanned her, and the swarming fears relaxed their 
clutch, receding through the stillness that enclosed her, a 
stillness soothing as the spacious quietude of a summer 
day. She slept.

Through her sleep she felt the impetuous rush of the 
train. It seemed to be life itself that was sweeping her on 
with headlong inexorable force – sweeping her into dark-
ness and terror, and the awe of unknown days. – Now all at 
once everything was still – not a sound, not a pulsation. . . 
. She was dead in her turn, and lay beside him with smooth 
upstaring face. How quiet it was! – and yet she heard feet 
coming, the feet of the men who were to carry them away. 
. . . She could feel too – she felt a sudden prolonged vibra-
tion, a series of hard shocks, and then another plunge into 
darkness: the darkness of death this time – a black whirl-
wind on which they were both spinning like leaves, in wild 
uncoiling spirals, with millions and millions of the dead . . .

* * * *

She sprang up in terror. Her sleep must have lasted a long 
time, for the winter day had paled and the lights had been 
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lit. The car was in confusion, and as she regained her 
self-possession she saw that the passengers were gathering 
up their wraps and bags. The woman with the false braids 
had brought from the dressing-room a sickly ivy-plant in a 
bottle, and the Christian Scientist was reversing his cuffs. 
The porter passed down the aisle with his impartial brush. 
An impersonal figure with a gold-banded cap asked for her 
husband’s ticket. A voice shouted ‘Baig-gage express!’ and 
she heard the clicking of metal as the passengers handed 
over their checks.

Presently her window was blocked by an expanse of sooty 
wall, and the train passed into the Harlem tunnel. The jour-
ney was over; in a few minutes she would see her family 
pushing their joyous way through the throng at the station. 
Her heart dilated. The worst terror was past . . .

‘We’d better get him up now, hadn’t we?’ asked the por-
ter, touching her arm.

He had her husband’s hat in his hand and was medita-
tively revolving it under his brush.

She looked at the hat and tried to speak; but suddenly the 
car grew dark. She flung up her arms, struggling to catch 
at something, and fell face downward, striking her head 
against the dead man’s berth.
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Anton Chekhov
The Lady with the Dog

I

It was said that a new person had appeared on the sea-front: 
a lady with a little dog. Dmitri Dmitritch Gurov, who had 
by then been a fortnight at Yalta, and so was fairly at home 
there, had begun to take an interest in new arrivals. Sitting 
in Verney’s pavilion, he saw, walking on the sea-front, a 
fair-haired young lady of medium height, wearing a beret; 
a white Pomeranian dog was running behind her.

And afterwards he met her in the public gardens and in 
the square several times a day. She was walking alone, always 
wearing the same beret, and always with the same white dog; 
no one knew who she was, and everyone called her simply 
‘the lady with the dog.’

‘If she is here alone without a husband or friends, it 
wouldn’t be amiss to make her acquaintance,’ Gurov 
reflected.

He was under forty, but he had a daughter already twelve 
years old, and two sons at school. He had been married 
young, when he was a student in his second year, and by 
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now his wife seemed half as old again as he. She was a tall, 
erect woman with dark eyebrows, staid and dignified, and, 
as she said of herself, intellectual. She read a great deal, 
used phonetic spelling, called her husband, not Dmitri, 
but Dimitri, and he secretly considered her unintelligent, 
narrow, inelegant, was afraid of her, and did not like to be 
at home. He had begun being unfaithful to her long ago – 
had been unfaithful to her often, and, probably on that 
account, almost always spoke ill of women, and when they 
were talked about in his presence, used to call them ‘the 
lower race.’

It seemed to him that he had been so schooled by bitter 
experience that he might call them what he liked, and yet 
he could not get on for two days together without ‘the lower 
race.’ In the society of men he was bored and not himself, 
with them he was cold and uncommunicative; but when he 
was in the company of women he felt free, and knew what 
to say to them and how to behave; and he was at ease with 
them even when he was silent. In his appearance, in his 
character, in his whole nature, there was something attrac-
tive and elusive which allured women and disposed them 
in his favour; he knew that, and some force seemed to draw 
him, too, to them.

Experience often repeated, truly bitter experience, had 
taught him long ago that with decent people, especially 
Moscow people – always slow to move and irresolute – 
every intimacy, which at first so agreeably diversifies life and 
appears a light and charming adventure, inevitably grows 
into a regular problem of extreme intricacy, and in the long 
run the situation becomes unbearable. But at every fresh 
meeting with an interesting woman this experience seemed 
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to slip out of his memory, and he was eager for life, and 
everything seemed simple and amusing.

One evening he was dining in the gardens, and the lady 
in the beret came up slowly to take the next table. Her 
expression, her gait, her dress, and the way she did her hair 
told him that she was a lady, that she was married, that she 
was in Yalta for the first time and alone, and that she was 
dull there. . . . The stories told of the immorality in such 
places as Yalta are to a great extent untrue; he despised them, 
and knew that such stories were for the most part made up 
by persons who would themselves have been glad to sin if 
they had been able; but when the lady sat down at the next 
table three paces from him, he remembered these tales of 
easy conquests, of trips to the mountains, and the tempting 
thought of a swift, fleeting love affair, a romance with an 
unknown woman, whose name he did not know, suddenly 
took possession of him.

He beckoned coaxingly to the Pomeranian, and when the 
dog came up to him he shook his finger at it. The Pomera-
nian growled: Gurov shook his finger at it again.

The lady looked at him and at once dropped her eyes.
‘He doesn’t bite,’ she said, and blushed.
‘May I give him a bone?’ he asked; and when she nodded 

he asked courteously, ‘Have you been long in Yalta?’
‘Five days.’
‘And I have already dragged out a fortnight here.’
There was a brief silence.
‘Time goes fast, and yet it is so dull here!’ she said, not 

looking at him.
‘That’s only the fashion to say it is dull here. A provincial 

will live in Belyov or Zhidra and not be dull, and when he 
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