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The Scholarly Mouse

Dal Stivens

Dal Stivens (1911~ 1997) was born in a bank clerk’s family
in New South Wales, Australia. He was the author of eight collec-
tions of short fiction' including The Tramp and Other Stories, Iron-
bark Bill and Selected Stories, four novels including A Horse of
Air, a book for children, and a book of natural history.

A studious young mouse immersed himself in his books and

_then declared in the presence of an ancient™ ;

“I have found the way to the millennium®® }”

The aged mouse wiped a rheumy eye before replying scorn-
fully, “Everyone knows the way—we’ ve known it for centu-
ries—but no one yet has found a way of belling the cat.”

“Crude and unscientific!” said the studious young mouse.
“Hypnotism is the lurkl®l,”

“All my eye!”™ said the old mouse. “Hypnotize me— or
whatever the verb is—”

The young mouse made a few passest®™ with his right paw
and left the ancient chewing a bit of soap under the delusion it

was prize Limburger'™®,

He set his shoulders, made his way a-
long the inside of the skirting-board, emerged from the hole and

marched forthrightly across the carpet to where the ginger cat
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was sleeping by the fire.

When the mouse was about ten feet short!™? the cat awoke.
He blinked at the sight of the mouse coming on boldly towards
him and told himself: .

“I must be still dreaming! Obvio;.lsly that last mouse was
too much for me.”

“So will this one be!” said the studious young mouse in a
resolute voice,

The cat sat up with a jerk then.

“You’ll pardon the question, I hope,” he said silkily, “but
have I perhaps bitten you behind the ears on the occasion of an
earlier meeting?”

“No,” said the mouse in a stern voice, still coming on.

“Extr’ ordinary!”'® said the ginger cat. He shrugged his
shoulders. “Who am I to argue with my supper?”

The mouse concentrated hard, gathered the corners of his
lids together until his eyes glittered like those of a villain in a
Victorian melodrama, and made a couple of passes with his right
paw, saying, “Cat, you’re very sleepy. You’re very sleepy.
You’re very sleepy. ”

“Oh, but I’m not a bit sl—1” the cat started to say and
then yawned,

“You see in front of you a large fierce dog!” said the mouse.

“By Gad, I believe you’re right!” said the cat to him.
“Extr’ ordinary! Fierce, too!” His fur flew up on the back of his
neck and he shook with fear. He went up four feet in the air, fell
over on his back with funk!'"?, mizzled"” out the door, out of
the house and kept on going.

The young mouse’ s triumph was complete and the other
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mice in the house proclaimed him the saviour of their race; quite
soon his fame had spread to other households where mice sought
his helpt*,

“I must help them,

” said the young mouse. “The good life

is the right of all members of our race. ”

He gave tirelessly of his services and liberated first whole
streets and then whole suburbs.

Meanwhile, the ginger cat was in cats’ homet*) and explai-
ning his neurosist*®! to other refugees: !

“I could have sworn it- was a mouse and then, by Gad, it
was a mastiff with teeth as big as butchers’ knives. ”

“My experience was the same except it was an Alsatian,”
said a tabby.

“An Irish wolfhound made me a displaced person!” said a
Persian. “I had the finest home in the world.”

“A bull-tertier frightened me out of seven of my lives,”t"

Said a tortoiseshell.

“A greyhound flummoxed me out of eight and a half,” said a
black cat, weakly.

An albino cat, who had been listening to the conversation,
now contributed: '

“One common factor is that all of us saw, or thought we
‘saw, a mouse, in the first place. It appears to me that some form
of mass hysteria is at work. ”

“Who’ s hysterical, by Gad!” cried the ginger cat.

“I’m the same as the next cat!” shouted the tabby.

“It’s you that’s hysterical!” cried the Persian to the albino.

“You read too much!” shouted the tortoiseshell. “All that
silly psychology stuff!”
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“As you wish, gentlemen and idiots,” said the albino. “I
was trying to help. However, I see I must do it alone. I’m going
back to beard™”) the mastiff, the Alsatian, the Irish wolfhound,
the bull-terrier, the greyhound—to say nothing oft® my own
timber-wolf which I saw at dusk. Good afternoon, fellow. psy-
chotics!”

Outside in the street, however, the albino.cat did not feel so
brave, particularly as the afternoon sun blinded him. He bumped
into lamp-posts and garbage tins, fell into gutters, tripped over
stones and once narrowly escaped being run down by an animal
ambulance with a load of hysterical cats.

“Those dolts at the home are more blind than I am!” the al-
bino cat told himself and pressed onl*??, resolutely.

In the late afternoon he drew near his former home. He was
drawing a couple of deep breaths before entering when he caught
the whiff of a mouse. It was the studious young mouse returning
from extending the mouse millennium to another household.

“Just a moment, mouse,”

said the albino cat, groping for-
ward.

“One I’ ve missed,” said. the young mouse, under his
breath. (*I Aloud, he said, “You’re very sleepy.. You’ re very
sleepy. You’re very sleepy.”

“I am rather,” said the albino cat. “I’ve come miles.and I’m
in a bad temper—because of those ignorant fools. back in the
cats’ home. No progress will ever be made while members of our
race despise study and sneer at book learning. ”

“You see in front of you a big fierce dog!” said the mouse.

“Not a thing,” said the albino cat. “As I was saying, it is a

few choice spirits that are responsible for all the progress which
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is made in the world—"

“A big fierce dog!” repeated the mouse. He waved his paws
excitedly and repeated. “A blg fiéfce dog!” coming to within a
few inches of the cat. ' 4

“Eureka!”® cried the albino cat. “I’ ve got it! I’ m
damned, a mouse that practices hypnotism!” He put out a paw
and trapped the mousé: “I wish I could see you, my friend.
You’re a choice spirit like myself. ”

“Can’t see me!” gasped the mouse. “Oh, I’m undone!”

“I’m afraid so,” said the albino-cat. “Can’t see a-thing till
the sun gets down. ” He went on tenderly, “I could love you, my
friend, if Nature hadn’t ruled otherwise. ” He started: to laugh.
“To think of how you fooled those-idiotss that pompous. ginger
cat, the silly Persian, and the rest—I have it! 1”1l -keep you
round for a while. ” He bit the mouse behind the ears. “You can
keep on scaring them, on my orders.”

“As you wish,” said the mouse, playing for tlme,m] though
he knew his was now short, And he told himself, “One last ef-
fort for my race.”

At nine o’ clock that evening a screaming hysterical. albino
cat was returned to the home. His eyes were leaping from his
head and he cried, “Such a dog! It had three heads—one a tim-
ber-wolf’s, the middle one a mastiff’ s, and the other an Irish
wolfhound’s! It had two mouths on each head and three rows of
teeth and—” o

“Extr’ordinary performance!”! said the ginger cat.

“Look where his -psychology has got him,” said the tor-

toiseshell.
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