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FOREWORD

HEN my last volume of short stories was pub-
lished The Times headed their review of it with
the title The Msxture as Before. This of course was meant
in a depreciatory sense, but I did not take it as such
and so I have made so bold as to use it for the collection
which I am now inviting the public to read. After
pursuing the art of fiction for over forty years I have a
notion that I know a good deal more about it than most
people. |In that long period I have seen a number of
bright stars creep shyly over the horizon, travel across
the sky to burn for a while in mid heaven with dazzling
effulgence, and then dwindle into an obscurity from
which there is little likelihood that they will ever again
emerge/ The writer has his special communication to
make, which when you come to analyse it is the per-
sonality with which he is endowed by nature, and during { '}iﬁ%l"
the carly years of his activity he is groping in the dark
to express it; then, if he is fortunate, he succeeds in,
doing this and if there is in his personality a certain
abundance he may continue for a long time to produce
wotk which is varied and characteristic; but the time
comes- at last (if he is so imprudent as to live to a ripe
age) when, baving given what he has to give, his powers
“geem to fail. He has fashioned all the stories he himself
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viii THE MIXTURE AS BEFORE

is capable of digging out of the inexhaustible mine which
is human: nature and he has created all the characters
which can possibly be constituted out of the various
. sides of his own personality. (Fot no one I believe can
create a character from pure observation; if it is to have
life it must be at least in some degree a representation
of himself: I do not believe Shakespearc could have
begotten: Hamlet, Brutus and Iago if he had not been
himself Iago, Brutus and Hamlet.) A generation has
arisen which is strange to him and it is only by an effort
of will that he can understand the intetests of a world
of which he can now be only an observer. But to under-
stand is not enough; the novelist must feel, and he must
not only feel with, he must feel in. It is when he has
reached this stage that he finds his readers turning from
him in weariness. It is well then if he can bring himself
to cease writing books which might just as well have
remained unwritten. He is wise to watch warily for the
signs which will indicate to him that, having said his
say, it behoves him to resign himself to silence. He must .
be content, he must rejoice even, if 2 new work which
be tenders to the approbation of the public shows no
falling off; if, in fact, it can truthfully be called The
Mixture as Before.

The writing of stoties is very much a matter of luck.
They are lying about at every street corner, but the
. writer may not be there at the moment they are waiting
to be picked up or he may be looking at a shop-window
and pass them unnoticed. He may write them before
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he has seen all there is in them or he may turn them over
in his mind so long that they have lost their freshness. .
He may not have scen them from the exact standpoint
at which they can be written to their best advantage.
It is a rare and happy event when he conceives the
idea of a'story, writes it at the precise moment when
it is ripe, and treats itin sucha way asto get out of it all
it implicitly contains. Then it will be within its limita-
tions petfect. But perfection is seldom achieved. 1
think a volume of modest dimensions would contain
all the short stories which even closely approach it. The
" reader should be satisfied if in any collection of these
short pieces of fiction he finds a general level of com-
petence and on closing the book feels that he has been
amused, interested and moved. I bave now written
between eighty and ninety stories, I shall not write any
more; I am quite satisfied if the readers of this collection,
should they remember any of those I have written in the
past, agree that I have not been overbold in giving it
_ the title I have.
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THE THREE FAT WOMEN OF ANTIBES

NE was called Mrs. Richman and she was a widow.
The second was called Mrs. Sutcliffe; she was
American and she had divorced two husbands. The
thitd was called Miss Hickson and she was a spinster,
They wete all in the comfortable forties and they were
all well off. /Mrs. Sutcliffe had the odd first name of .
Arrow. When she was young and slender she had liked
it well enough. It suited her and the jests it occasioned
though too often repeated wetre very flattering; she was
not disinclined to believe that it suited het character
too: it suggested directness, speed and purpose. She -
liked it less now that her delicate features had grown
muzzy with fat, that her arms and shoulders were so
substantial and her hips so massive. It was increasingly
difficult to find dresses to make her look as she liked to
look. The jests her name gave rise to nowawere made
behind her back and she very well knew that they wete
 far from obliging. But she was by no means resigned’
to middle age. She still wore blue to bring out the
_colout of her eyes and, with the help of art, her fair hair
_'bad kept its lustre. What she liked about Beatrice
~ Richman and Frances Hickson was that they were both
" so much fatter than she, it made her look quite slim;
they were both of them older and much inclined to
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2 THE MIXTURE AS BEFORE

treat her as a little young thing. It was not disagreeable.
They were good-natured women and they chaffed her
pleasantly about her beaux; they had both given up the
thought of that kind of nonsense, indeed Miss Hickson

- bhad never given it a moment’s consideration, but they
‘wete sympathetic to her flirtations. It was understood

that one of these days Arrow would make a third man
happy.

“Only you mustn’t get any hcavmt darling,” said
Mrs. Richman,

“And for goodness’ sake make certain of his brxdge,
said Miss Hickson.

They saw for her a man of about fifty, but well-
preserved and of distinguished carriage, an admiral on
the retired list and a good golfer, or a widower without
encumbrances, but in any case with a substantial income.
Arrow listened to them amiably, and kept to herself the
fact that this was not at.all her idea. It was true that
she would have liked to marry again, but her fancy
tutned to a dark slim Italian with flashing eyes and a
sonotous title or to a Spanish don of noble lineage; and
not a day more than thirty. There were times when,
looking at herself in her mirror, she was certain she did
not look any more than that herself.

They were great friends, Miss Hickson, Mts. Richman
and Arrow Sutcliffe. It was their fat that had brought
them together and bridge that had cemented their
alliance. They had met first at Catlsbad whete they were
staying at the same hotel and were treated by the same
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doctor who used them with the same ruthlessness.
Beatrice Richman was enormous. She was a handsome
woman, with fine eyes, rouged cheeks and painted lips.
She was very well content to be a2 widow with a hand-
some fortune. She adored her food. She liked bread
and butter, cream, potatoes and suet puddings, and for
cleven months of the year ate pretty well everything she
had a mind to, and for one month went to Carlsbad to
reduce. But every year she grew fatter. She upbraided
the doctor, but got no sympathy from him. He pointed
out to her various plain and simple facts.

“But if I'm never to eat a thing I like life isn’t worth -
living,” she expostulated. '

He shrugged his disapproving shoulders. 'Afterwards
she told Miss Hickson that she was beginning to suspect
he wasn’t so clever as she had thought. Miss Hickson
gave a great guffaw. She was that sort of woman. She
had a deep bass voice, a large flat sallow face from which
twinkled little bright eyes; she walked with a slouch, her
hands in her pockets, and when she could do so without
exciting attention smoked a long cigar. She dressed asv
like 2 man as she could.

“What the deuce should I look like in fills and
fatbelows?” she said. “When you're as fat as I am you
mzy just as well be comfortable.”

- She wore tweeds and heavy boots and whenever she

meent about barcheaded. But she was as strong

as-an ox and boasted that few men could drive a longer
 hall than she. Shcwasplamofspeech,mdshceould




4  THE MIXTURE AS BEFORE

swear more variously than a stevedore. Though her
name was Frances she prefetted to be called Reank.
Masterful, but with tact, it was her jovial strength of
character that held the three together, They drank
their waters together, had their baths at the same hour,
they took their strenuous walks together, pounded
about the tennis court with a professional to make them
run, and ate at the same table their sparse and regulated
meals, Nothing impaired their good humour but the
scales, and when one or other of them weighed as much
on one day as she had the day before neither Frank's
coarse jokes, the bombomie of Beatrice nor Atrow’s
pretty kittenish ways sufficed to dispel the gloom.
Then drastic measures were resorted to, the culprit
went to bed for twenty-four hours and nothing passed
her lips but the doctor’s famous vegetable soup which
tasted like hotwauermwhlchacabbagehadbeenwcll
rinsed.

Never were three women greater friends. They
would have been independent of anyone else if they had
not needed a fourth at bridge. They wete fierce,
enthusiastic players and the moment the day’s cure was
over they sat down at the bridge table. Arrow, feminine
as she was, played the best game of the three, a hard,
brilliant game, in which she showed no mercy and
never conceded a point or failed to take advantage of
~ mistake. Beatrice was solid and reliable. Frank was
dashing; she was a great theorist, and had all the
authorities at the tip of her tongue. They had long
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arguments over the rival systems, They bombarded one
another with Culbertson and Sims. It was obvious that
not one of them ever played a card without fifteen good
reasons, but it was also obvious from the subsequent
" ‘conversation that there were fifteen equally good
reasons why she should not have played it. Life would
have been petfect, even with the prospect of twenty-
four hours of that filthy soup when the doctor’s rotten
(Beatrice) bloody (Frank) lousy (Arrow) scales pre-
tended one hadn’t lost an ounce in two days, if only
there had not been this constant difficulty of finding
someone to play with them who was in their class.
- It was for this reason that on the occasion with
which this narrative deals Frank invited Lena Finch to
come and stay with them at Antibes. They wete
spending some wecks therc on Frank’s suggestion. It
seeined absurd to her, with her common sense, that
immediately the cure was over Beatrice who always lost
twenty pounds should by giving way to her un-
governable appetite put it all on again. Beattice was
weak. She needed a person of strong will to watch her
diet. She proposed then that on leaving Carlsbad they
¥  should take a house at Antibes where they could get |
pleaty of exercise, everyone knew that nothing slimmed
you like swimming, and as far as possible could go on
. -with the cure. Witha cook of their own they could at
~ lesst avoid things that were obviously fattening. There
was no reason why they should not-all lose several
_pounds more. It secmed a very good idea. Beatrice 3
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knew -what was good for her, and she conld resist
-, temptation well enough if temptation was not put gight
. under her nose. Besides, she liked gambling, and a
flutter at the Casino two or three times a week would
pass the time very pleasantly. Arrow adored Antibes,
and she would be looking her best after 2 month at
Carlsbad. She could just pick and choose among the
young Italians, the passionate Spaniards, the gallaat
Prenchmen, and the long-limbed English who sauatered
about all day in bathing trunks and gay-coloured
dressing-gowns, ‘The plan worked very well. They had
a grand time. Two days a week they ate nothing but
hard-boiled eggs and raw tomatoes and they mounted
the scales every morning with light hearts. Arrow got
down to eleven stone and felt just like a girl; Beatrice
and Frank by standing in a certain way just avoided the
thirteen. The machine they had bought registered
kilogrammes, and they got extraordinarily clever at
translating these in the twinkling of an eye to pounds
and ounces. :
But the fourth at bridge continued to be the difficulty.
J/ This person played like a foot, the other was so slow
that it drove you frantic, one was quatrelsome, another
. was a bad loser, a third was next door to a crook. It
was strange how hard it was to find exactly the player
you wanted. 4
One morning whea they were sitting in pyjamas on.
the tetrace overlooking the sea, drinking their tea.
(without milk or sugar) and eating a rusk prepared by
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Dr. Hudebert and guaranteed not to be fattening, =
Frank looked up from her letters. :

“Lena Finch is coming down to the Riviera,” she
said.

“Who’s sher” asked Arrow.

“She married a cousin of mine. He died a couple of
months ago and she’s just recoveting from a nervous
breakdown. What about asking her to come here for a
fortnight?” ‘

“Does she play bridger” asked Beatrice.

“You bet your life she does,” boomed Frank in her
deep voice. “And a damned good game too. We
should be absolutely independent of outsiders.”

“How old is she?” asked Arrow.

“Same age as I am.”

“That sounds all right.”

It was settled. Frank, with her usual decisiveness,
stalked out as soon as she had finished her breakfast to
send a wire, and three days later Lena Finch arrived.
Frank met her at the station. She was in deep but not
obtrusive mourning for the recent death of her husband.

" Frank had not seen her for two yeats. She kissed her
warmly and took a good look at her.

“You’re very thin, darling,” she said.

Lena smiled bravely.

~ “T’ve been through a good deal lately. I’ve lost a lot
of weight.” ,
Frank sighed, but whether from sympathy with her

cousin’s sad loss, ot from envy, was not obvious.

7’
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Lena was not however unduly depressed, and after a
quick bath was quite ready to accompany Frank to
Eden Roc. Frank introduced the stranger to her two
friends and they sat down in what was known as' the
Monkey House. It was an enclosure covered with glags’
overlooking the sea, with a bar at the back, and it was
crowded with chattering people in bathing costumes,
pyjamas or dressing-gowns, who were seated at the
tables having drinks. Beatrice’s soft heart went out to .
the lorn widow and Arrow, seeing that she was pale,
quite ordinary to look at and probably forty-cight, was
prepared to like her very much. A waiter approached
them. '

“What will you have, Lena dear?” Frank asked.

“Oh, I don’t know, what you all have, a dry Martini
ora White Lady.”

Arrow and Beatrice gave her a quick look. Everyone
knows how fattening cocktails are,

“I daresay you’re tired after your journey,” said
Frank kindly.

She ordered a dry Martini for Lena and a mixed lemon
and orange juice for herself and her two friends.

“We find alcohol isn’t very good in all this heat,” she
explained.

“Oh, it never affects me at all,” Lena answered
airily. “I like cocktails.”

Arrow went very slightly pale under her rouge
(neither she nor Beatrice ever wet their faces when they
bathed and they thought it absurd of Frank, 2 woman of
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her size, to pretend she liked diving) but she said
nothing. The conversation was gay and easy, they all
said the obvious things with gusto, and presently they
strolled back to the villa for luncheon.

In ecach napkin were two little antifat rusks, Lena
gave a bright smile as she put them by the side of her
plate.

““May I have some bread?”” she asked. ,

The grossest indecency would not have fallen on the
ears of those three women with such a shock. Not one
of them had eaten bread for ten years. Even Beatrice,
greedy as she was, drew the line there. Frank, the good
hostess, recovered herself first,

“Of course, datling,” she said and turning to the
butler asked him to bring some.

“And some butter,” said Lena in that pleasant easy
way of hers,

There was a moment’s embarrassed silence.

“I don’t know if there’s any in the house,” said
Prank, “but I’ll enquire. There may be some in the
kitchen.”

“I adore bread and butter, don’t you?” said Lena,
turning to Beatrice.

Beatrice gave a sickly smile and an evasive reply. The
butler brought a long crisp roll of French bread. Lena
slit it in two and plastered it with the butter which was
miraculously produced. A grilled sole was served.

“We eat very simply here,” said Frank. “I hope you
- won’t mind.”
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“Qh, no, I like my food very plain,” said Lena as she
took some butter and spread it over her fish. “As long
as T can have bread and butter and potatoes and cream
I'm quite happy.”

The three friends exchanged a glance. Frank’s great
sallow face sagged a little and she looked with distaste
at the dry, insipid sole on her plate. Beatrice came to
the rescue.

“It’s such a bore, we can’t get cream here,” she said.
“It’s one of the things one has to do without on the
Riviera.”

“What a pity,” said Lena.

The rest of the luncheon consisted of lamb axtlets
with the fat carefully removed so that Beatrice should
not be led astray, and spinach boiled in water, with
stewed pears to end up with. Lena tasted her pears and
gave the butler a look of enquiry. That resourceful man
understood her at once and though powdered sugar had
never been served at that table before handed her
' without a moment’s hesitation a bowl of it. She helped
herself liberally, The other three pretended not to
notice. Coffee was served and Lena took three lumps of
sugar in hers,
© “You have a very sweet tooth,” said Arrow in a tone
which she struggled to keep friendly. -

“We think sacchatine so much more sweetening,”
said Prank, as she put a tiny tablet of it into her
coffee. -

“Disgusting stuff,” said Lena.



