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Ghe £ 1,000,000 Bank-Note

(adapted)
Mark Twain'

When I was twenty-seven years old, I was a mine-owner’s clerk in San Francisco. I
was alone in the world and had nothing to depend upon.

On Saturdays, my time was my own after lunch, and I was accustomed to® spend it on
a little boat on the bay. One day, I went too far, and was carried out to sea. When it was
getting dark and hope was about gone, I was picked up by a cargo ship which was on its
way to London. The sailors were very friendly to me. They made me work on the ship as a
common sailor so that I could live and eat with them without paying anything. It was a
long journey. When I got to London, my clothes were ragged, and I had only a dollar in
my pocket. This money lasted me twenty-four hours. During the next twenty-four, I went
without food. ‘ :

About ten o’clock the following morning, hungry and tired, I was walking aimlessly
on the street, when a child threw a piece of cake on the ground. I stopped, of course, and
anxiously stared at it. My mouth watered for it, my stomach urged me to reach down for
it. But every time I made a move to get it, some passing eye seemed to have discovered my
purpose, and of course I kept myself back and looked indifferent® as if 1 hadn’t been
thinking about the cake at all. This same thing kept happening and happening, and I could
not get the cake. I was just getting desperate enough to brave* all the shame and to snatch

.



Unit One : Reading

it, when a window behind me was raised, and a gentleman spoke out of it, saying:

“Step in here, please.”

I was admitted by a colorfully-dressed servant. After closing the door, he turned back
and said, without looking at me:

“Allow me to lead the way, sir.”

I was led into a splendid room, where a couple of old gentlemen were sitting. They
sent away the servant and made me sit down. They had just finished their breakfast, and
the food left on the table made my mouth water, but as I was not asked to eat it, I had to
take my eyes off it and try to look as if I were not at all interested in it.

Now, I must tell you something that I did not know about at that time, but you have
to know now in order to have a better understanding of the situation I was in. The two
gentlemen were brothers. They had been having a rather hot argument a couple of days
before, and had ended by agreeing to decide it by a bet, which is the English way of
settling everything.

You will remember that the Bank of England® once issued two notes of a million
pounds each, to be used for a special purpose connected with some business with a foreign
country. For some reason or other only one of these had been used and cancelled; the other
one was still kept in the safe® of the Bank. Well, the brothers happened to get to
wondering what might be the result if that million-pound bank-note should fall in the hand
of an honest and intelligent stranger who was alone in London, without a friend, with no
money but that million-pound note and no way to account for how he had got it. Brother A
said he would starve to death; Brother B said he wouldn’t. Brother A said he couldn’t offer
it at a bank or anywhere else, because he would be arrested on the spot. Brother B said the
man would live thirty days, anyway, and keep out of prison, too. So they went on
disputing till they agreed to bet twenty thousand pounds. Brother B then went down to the
Bank and bought that note. Just like an English man, you see. Then he wrote a letter and
put the million-pound note in an envélope with it. Then the two brothers sat at the window
a whole day, watching for the right man to give it to.

They saw many people pass by. Some were honest but not intelligent enough; some
were intelligent but not honest enough; some were both honest and intelligent but not poor
enough, or, if poor enough, were not strangers. There was always some shortcoming till I
came along, They both agreed I was the very man they had expected, so they elected me.
That was why I had been called in.

Now, they began to ask me questions about myself, and very soon they had my story.
Finally they told me they would like me to do something for them. I said I was sincerely
glad and asked what it was. Then one of them handed me an envelope and said I would
find the explanation inside. 1 was going to open it but he said:

“No, take it to your place and look it over carefully. Don’t be in such a hurry. ”

So I had to put it in my pocket, and left them, feeling quite hurt to be made part of
what was apparently some kind of a joke and yet I had to do what they asked of me, not
being in a position to refuse rich and strong folk like them.
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The £ 1,000,000 Bank-Note

I would have picked up the cake now, and eaten it before all the world, but it was
gone. So I became more angry with those two old brothers. As soon as I walked down the
street, I opened the envelope and found that it contained a bank-note! My opinion of those
two old gentlemen changed at once. I did not lose a moment. I put the letter and the
money in my pocket and ran into the nearest eating-house. Well, how I enjoyed myself!
When at last I couldn’t eat any more, I took out my money and unfolded it, took a look at
it and nearly fainted. One million pounds — five millions of dollars! Why, it made my
head swim.

I must have sat there motionless and looking at the note as much as a full minute
before I recovered from the shock. The first thing I noticed, then, was the landlord. His
mouth was wide open; his eyes were on the note; he looked as if he could not move hand
or foot. I gave him the note and said carelessly:

“Give me the change, please.”

Then he was restored to his normal condition, and made a thousand apologies for not
being able to change it. I could never get him to touch it. He wanted to look at it, and
kept on looking at it, he could not see enough of it, but he was so much afraid to touch it
as if it were something too sacred for a poor common hand to handle. I said:

“I’'m sorry if it is an inconvenience, but I haven’t anything else. Please change it.”

But he said it wasn’t any matter; he was perfectly willing to wait till another time
when I came again. I said [ might not come to his place again; but he said it was of no
consequence at all, he could wait, and moreover I could have anything I wanted and pay
him any time I chose. He said he could trust a gentleman as rich as I was, and he thought
it an honour that I should have come to his little eating-house and played such a little joke
on him.

Then he bowed me all the way to the door, and I started straight for the two old
brothers to correct the mistake. I was pretty nervous, in fact badly frightened, though of
course I was not to blame but I expected they would get very angry with me, instead of
blaming their own carelessness as they should, when they found they had given a stranger a
million-pound note when they thought it was a one-pound one. As I got near the house, I
was surprised to find that the door was closed and all was quiet. This made me feel better;
I was sure the mistake was not discovered yet. I rang. The same servant appeared. I asked
for those gentlemen.

“They are gone.”

“Gone? Gone where?”

“To the Continent’, I suppose.”

“Which way — by what route?”

“I can’t say, sir.”

“When will they be back?”

“In a month, they said.”

“A month! Oh, too bad! Give me some idea of how to get a word to them®. It’s a
matter of great importance.”
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Unit One: Reading

“I can’t, indeed, I've no idea where they have gone, sir.”

“Then I must see some member of the family.”

“Family is away too; been abroad months — in India or some other place, I think.”

“Man, there has been a great mistake made. They’ll be back before night. Will you
tell them I’ve been here and that I'll keep coming till it’s made right, and they needn’t be
afraid?”

“T’11 tell them if they come back, but I am not expecting them. They said you would be
here in an hour and ask to see them for something important, but I must tell you it’s all
right. You needn’t be afraid. They’ll be back on time and expect you.”

So I had to give it up and go away. What a riddle it all was! They would be here “on
time”. What could that mean? Oh, the letter would explain, maybe. I had forgotten the
letter; I got it out and read it. This is what it said.

“You are an intelligent and honest man, as one may see by your face. In this envelope
you’ll find a sum of money. It is lent to you for thirty days. Come back to us at the end of
that time. I have a bet on you. If I win it, you shall have any position in my power to
give.”

I hadn’t the least idea what the bet was, nor whether harm or good was meant me. |
went to a park and sat down to try to think it out, and to consider what I had best do.

At the end of an hour, my consideration boiled down to’ this:

Maybe those men mean me well, maybe they mean me ill: no way to decide that — let
it go. They have got a bet, a game, a scheme or an experiment on me; no way to
determine what it is — let it go. The rest of the matter is what to do with the note. If I ask
the Bank of England to help me to find the owner of the note and return it to him, they’ll
do it for they know him. But they’ll surely ask me how I have got it. Whether I tell them
the truth or not, they will never believe me and they will have me arrested on the spot. If
1 bank it anywhere or borrow money on it, the result will be the same. I have got to carry
this burden around until those men come back, whether I want to or not. The note is
useless to me, as useless as a piece of waste-paper, yet I must take care of it and watch over
it. I could not give it away, even if I should try, neither honest citizen nor highwayman
would accept it or dare to have anything to do with it. Those brothers are safe. Even if [
lose the note, or burn it, they are still safe, because they can stop payment and they will
not lose a cent of it. But now, I have to suffer till the time when they come back, and my
only comfort and hope is that position I am promised if I help win the bet. 1 should like to
get that position. Men of their sort have position in their power to give and it is worth
having.

I got to thinking a good deal about my future position. My hopes began to rise high.
Without doubt, the salary would be large. It would begin in a month; after that I should be
all right. Pretty soon I was feeling better. By this time I was walking aimlessly in the street
again. When I went past a tailor’s shop I had a desire to get rid of the rags on me. Could I
afford it? No, I had nothing in the world but a million pounds. So I forced myself to go on
by. But soon I found myself standing before the shop again, I must have passed that shop
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The £ 1,000,000 Bank-Note

back and forth six times during my mental struggle. At last, I decided to go in. I asked if
they had any cheap ready-made clothes. The fellow I spoke to nodded his head towards
another fellow, and gave me no answer. I went to the indicated fellow, and he indicated
another fellow with his head, and no words. I went to him, and he said:

“Just a moment.”

I waited till he was through with his work. Then he took me into a back room and
from a pile of rejected clothes, he selected an old-fashioned suit for me. I put it on, not at
all caring whether it became me. 1 was anxious to have it as long as it was new. I said:

“It would be very kind of you if you could wait some days for the money. I haven’t any
small change about me.”

The fellow examined me from top to bottom with his eyes and said with a cold smile:

“Oh, you haven’t? Well, of course, I didn’t expect it. I'd only expect gentlemen like
you to carry large change.”

“My friend, you shouldn’t judge a stranger always by the clothes he wears. I’'m quite
able to pay for this suit; I simply didn’t wish to put you to the trouble of changing a large
note.”

He changed his tone a little at that, and said, still with something of an air.*

“I didn’t mean any particular harm, but as long as business is concerned, I might say it
is not quite your affair to jump to the conclusion that we couldn’t change the note that you
might happen to carry. On the contrary, we can.”

I handed the note to him and said:.

“Oh, so much the better.”

He received it with a smile, and then in the act of his taking a look at the note, this
smile froze solid. He stood there holding the note, unable to speak or move. The shop-
owner hurried over to see what was the matter, and asked:

“Well, what’s the trouble?”

I said: “There isn’t any trouble. I’'m waiting for my change.”

“Come, come, get him his change, Tod, get him his change.”

Tod cried out: “Get him his change! It’s easy to say, sir; but look at the note
yourself. ”

The shop-owner took a look, rushed to the pile of the best clothes and began to snatch
it this way and that, talking all the time excitedly:

“Sell a millionaire such an unspeakable suit as that. Tod is a fool — a born fool.
Always doing something like this. Drive every millionaire away from this place because he
can’t tell a millionaire from a beggar. Ah, here’s the thing. Please get those things off,
sir, and throw them in the fire. Do me the favour to put on this shirt and this suit. It’s just
the thing, the very thing — rich, modest, made to order for a foreign prince; you may
know him personally, sir, His Highness Prince Halifax". There, there, look at that!
Perfect, the whole thing! I never saw such a success in all my experience. ”

I expressed my satisfaction.

“Quite right, sir, quite right; it’ll do for the time being, I’'m bound to say. But wait
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Unit One: Reading

till you see what we’ll get up for you on your own measurement. Come, Tod, book and
pen. Length of leg, 32’*—” and so on. Before I could get in a word, he had ordered for
me all sorts of clothing — evening dresses, morning suits, full dresses, overcoats, shirts
and so on. When I got a chance, I said:

“But my dear sir, I cannot afford the money unless you can wait indefinitely!”

“Indefinitely! It’s a weak word, sir, a weak word. Eternally — that’s the word, sir.
Tod, rush these things through and send them to the gentleman’s place without any waste
of time. Let all other customers wait. One moment, sir, let me show you out. There —
good day, sir, good day.” ‘

Well, after my expériences at the eating-house and the tailor’s shop, don’t you see
what was bound to happen? 1 went here and there, buying whatever I wanted and asking
for change. Within a week, I was equipped with all comforts and luxuries and was housed
in a wonderful hotel. I took my dinners in the hotel, but for breakfast I went to Harris’
eating-house, where I had got my first meal on my million-pound note. The news spread all
over the city that the foreign millionaire who carried “iolls of million-pound notes in his
pocket” was a regular customer of the place. That was enough. Overnight, Harris’ shop
became well-known and over-crowded with customers. Harris was so grateful to me that he
insisted on lending money to me so that I might have small change for convenience. And
so, though I was poor, I had enough money to spend and was living like the rich and the
great.

Now, I had become one of the best-known persons in the biggest city of the world.
You could not take up a newspaper without finding in it one or more lines about the “man
with million-pound notes” and his latest doings and sayings. At first, I was at the bottom
of the personal gossip column®; gradually I came up to the top of it, and remained there,
by the side of princes, ministers, ambassadors and other great people. Yes, I am a made
man' and my place was established. I might be joked about still, but respectfully, not
impolitely. I could be smiled at, but not laughed at. The time for that had gone by. Well,
you can imagine how it was with a young man who had never been taken notice of and now
couldn’t say a thing that wasn’t recorded and repeated everywhere. Wherever I went, the
remark was heard flying from lip to lip “There he comes; that’s him!” Why, I just swam in
glory all day long.

But there was the tragic side of the story. I knew prefectly well that some day the
secret would be out and there was bound to be a catastrophe in the end. So in the night,
the tragic part always came to my mind, always warning, always threatening. I could
hardly get any sleep. But in the daytime, I was happy again; I enjoyed myself as best I
could.

One day, I went to pay my respects to the representative of my country, the American
ambassador. He received me with enthusiasm. He invited me to his dinner party that
night. I accepted it, of course, and we got to talk. It turned out that he and my father had
been schoolmates and always warm friends up to my father’s death. This finding drew us
much closer to each other.
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The £ 1,000,000 Bank-Note

It was a lovely dinner party. The ambassador and his wife introduced all their guests to
me and I naturally became the centre of attention. The ambassador’s daughter had a
friend, an English girl of twenty-two, named Portia Langham, whom I fell in love with in
two minutes, and she with me — I could see it without glasses. I was having a heart-to-
heart talk with the girl when the servant announced:

“Mr. Lloyd Hastings.”

I turned my head and Hastings recognized me. He came straight to me and said:

“I beg your pardon, sir. I thought I knew you.”

“Why, you do know me, old fellow.”

“No! Are you the — the — ?7”

“Man with million-pound notes! I am, indeed. Don’t be afraid to call me by that
name. I’'m used to it now.”

“Well, well, well, this is a surprise. Once or twice I have seen your name in the
newspapers, but I never thought that you could be the Henry Adams. It is only three
months since you were in San Francisco, helping me to arrange the gold mine papers. 1
tried to make you come to London with me and offered to pay all the expenses and give you
a share of my gain if you helped me succeed in making the sale of the mine stock. But you
would not listen to me, and said I would not succeed. And yet, here you are, and a
millionaire in every sense of the word" ! How did you happen to come here and get such an
unbelievable success?” .

“Oh, just an accident. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it, but not now.”

“When?”

“The end of this month.”

“It’s too long to wait. Tell me this weekend.”

“I can’t. You’ll know why. But how’s your trade going?”

His happiness disappeared suddenly and he said with a sigh:

“You were right, Henry. I wish I had taken your advice. I wish I had not come here.
I don’t want to talk about it.”

“But you must. You must come and stop with me tonight and tell me all about it.”

He agreed and left me alone with Miss Langham.

We had a lovely time; certainly two of us had, Miss Langham and 1. Oh, there was
never such an evening!

Well, 1 was perfectly honest with her. I told her I hadn’t any money in the world but
just the million-pound note that she had heard so much about, and it didn’t belong to me.
This started her curiosity and I told her the whole story right from the start, and it nearly
killed her, laughing. I couldn’t see what she was laughing about; how a tragic story — a
story of a person’s troubles and worries and fears — could produce that kind of effect in
her. But I loved her all the more, seeing that she could be so happy when there wasn’t
anything to be happy about, for I might soon need that kind of wife, you know.

“Portia, dear, will you go with me that day when I meet those old gentlemen again?”

She thought for a long time, but said:
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“Well, if I could be of any help to you,” she said with a beautiful smile, “oh, I shall
be so happy to think I'm helping. ”

The party being over, I came back to my hotel and found Hastings waiting for me. He
told me all about his story. He had come to England with an “option'®” to scll the stock of
the Curry Mine, a business which he had talked about with me in San Francisco. He had
tried all the honest ways he could think of, had spent nearly all the money he had in the
world, had not been able to get any British capitalist to listen to him, and his option would
run out at the end of the month. In a word, he was bound to be completely ruined.

“Henry, you can save me! You are the only man in the world that can. Will you do it?
Won'’t you do it?”

“Tell me how, my boy.”

“You’ll only have to tell your friends here that you want to buy the mine because you
know its immense value, and I’ll do the rest of the job. Then I’ll be able to sell it within a
week , and sell it three times the million doliars that I have paid for it. Then we’ll share the
interest, and share it equally.”

“If it’s so simple, I’ll save you, Lloyd.”

“Then I am already saved.”

He was perfectly happy during the rest of the night. He kept saying:

“Think of it, man. They’ll fight for that stock, those rich Londoners! I'm a made
man, I’m a made man forever, and I'll never forget you as long as I live.”

In less than 24 hours, London Stock Exchange'” was at its highest point of excitement.
I hadn’t anything to do but sit at home and say to all comers:

“Yes, I know Hastings and the mine. He is an honest man and the mine is worth far
more than he asks for it. I myself am thinking of buying it from him.”

Meantime I spent all my evenings at the ambassador’s with Portia. I didn’t say a word
to her about my business with Hastings. I wanted to give her a pleasant surprise when I got
my share of the interest.

When the month was up at last, I had a million dollars in the Bank of England. On the
day when I was expected, I drove to the two old brothers’ house, taking Portia with me.
She was so excited and anxious that it made her just intolerably beautiful.

We were led in by that same servant, and there they were, the two gentlemen. Of
course, they were surprised to see such a wonderful young lady with me, but I said:

“It’s all right, gentlemen. She is my future helpmate.”

And I introduced her to them. They called her by name. It didn’t surprise me for they
were trying to be kind to her to make her feel at home, by talking to her in a parental
way. Then I said:

“Gentlemen, I am ready to report.”

“We are glad to hear it,” said the younger brother, “for now we can decide the bet
which my brother and I made. If you have won for me, you shall have any position in my
power to give. Do you still have the million-pound note?”

“Here it is, sir,” and I handed it to him.
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“I’'ve won!” he shouted, and patted his brother on the shoulder. “Now, what do you
say, Abel?”

“I say he did survive. I've lost twenty thousand pounds. I never would have believed
it.”

“I’ve a further report to make,” I said, “and a pretty long one. I want you to let me
come soon and detail my whole month’s history. I promise you it is worth hearing. But
now, take a look at this.”

“What! A cheque of one million dollars? Is it yours?”

“Mine! I made it by thirty days’ wise use of that million-pound note you lent me.”

“Come, this is astonishing! It’s unbelievable.”

“Never mind, I'll prove it.”

But now it was Portia’s turn to be surprised, her eyes were wide open and she said:

“Henry, is that really your money? Have you been keeping it a secret from me that
you have made so much money?”

“I have, indeed, dear. But you’ll forgive me, I know.”

“Don’t you be so sure,” she pushed out her lips and said, “you are a naughty thing to
deceive me so.”

“Oh, it was only for fun, dear. Come, let’s be going.”

“But wait, wait! The position. 1 want to give you the position,”
brother.

“Well,” I said, “I’m just as grateful as I can be, but really I don’t want one.”

“But you can have the very desirable one in my power to give.”

“Thanks again, but I don’t even want that one.”

“Henry, I’'m ashamed of you,” said Portia, “you should have thanked the good old
gentleman with all your heart. May I do it for you?”

“Indeed you shall, dear. Let us see you do it.”

She walked to the younger brother, got up in his lap, put her arms round his neck and
kissed him right on the mouth. Then the two gentlemen shook with laughter. But I, being
quite surprised, felt not at all pleased. Portia said:

“Father, he has said he wouldn’t take any position that you could give, and I feel just
as hurt as — ”

“My darling! Is that your father?”

“Yes, you understand now, don’t you, why I was able to laugh when you told me at
the ambassador’s about the trouble and worry my father’s and uncle’s bet was giving you?”

Of course, I didn’t lose any time but spoke to the gentleman in earnest.

“Oh, my dearest sir, I want to take back what I said'®. You do have a position that I
want. ”

“What’s it?”

“Son-in-law. ”

“Well, well, well! But you know if you haven’t been in that position before, how
could I expect you to serve in that capacity to satisfy all parties concerned?”

»

said the younger
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