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Old Mrs Chundle

The curate had not been a week in the parish, but the autumn morning pro—
ving fine he thought he would make a little water-eolour sketch, showing a distant

" ruin two miles off, which he had passed on his way hither.

view of the Corvsgate
The sketch occupied him a longer time than he had anticipated. The luncheon hour
drew on, and he felt hungry.

Quite near him was a stone-built old cottage of respectable and substantial
build. He entered it, and was received by an old woman.

“Can you give me something to eat, my good woman?” he said.

She held her hand to her ear.

“Can you give me something for lunch?” he shouted. “Bread-and-cheese—
anything will do. ”

A sour look crossed her face, and she shook her head. “That’s unlucky,”
murmured he.

She reflected and said more urbanely ~ “Well, I'm going to have my own bit o~
dinner in no such long time hence. “Tis taters and cabbage, boiled with a scantling
o” bacon. Would ye like it? But I suppose tis the wrong sort, and that ye would
sooner have bread-and-cheese?”

“No, I1l join you. Call me when it is ready. I'm just out here. ”

“Ay, I've seen ye. Drawing the old stones, baint ye? Sure tis well some folk

have nothing better to do with their time. Very well. 11l call ye, when I've dished

»

up.

He went out and resumed his painting; till in about seven or ten minutes the
old woman appeared at her door and held up her hand. The curate washed his
brush, went to the brook, rinsed his hands proceeded to the house.

“There’s yours” she said, pointing to the table. “I1l have my bit here. ” And
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she denoted the settle.

“Why not join me?”

“Oh, faith, I dont want to eat with my betters—not I. ” And she continued
firm in her resolution, and eat apart.

The vegetables had been well cooked over a wood fire—the only way to cook a
vegetable properly—and the bacon was well-boiled. The curate ate heartily: he
thought he had never tasted such potatoes and cabbage in his life, which he proba—
bly had not, for they had been just brought in from the garden, so that the very
freshness of the morning was still in them. When he had finished he asked her how
much he owed for the repast, which he had much enjoyed.

“Oh, I dont want to be paid for that bit of snack “a blieve! ”

“But really you must take something. It was an excellent meal. ”

“Tis all my own growing, that’s true. But I dont take money for a bit o” vict—
uals. I've never done such a thing in my life. ”

“I should feel much happier if you would. ”

She seemed unsettled by his feeling, and added as by compulsion, “Well,
then; I suppose twopence wont hurt ye?”

“Twopence?”

“Yes. Twopence. ”

“Why, my good woman, thats no charge at all. T am sure it is worth, this,
at least. 7 And he laid down a shilling.

“I tell “ee tis twopence, and no more! ~ she said firmly. “Why, bless the
man, it didnt cost me more than three halfpence, and that leaves me a fair quarter
profit. The bacon is the heaviest item; that may perhaps be a penny. The taters
I've got plenty of, and the cabbage is going to waste. ”

He thereupon argued no further, paid the limited sum demanded, and went to
the door. “And where does that road lead?” he asked, by way of engaging her in
a little friendly conversation before parting, and pointing to a white lane which
branched from the direct highway near her door.

“They tell me that it leads to Enckworth. ”

“And how far is Enckworth® ?”

“Three mile, they say. But God knows if tis true. ”

“You havent lived here long, then?”

“Five-and-thirty year come Martinmas. ”

“And yet you have never been to Enckworth?”
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“Not I. Why should I ever have been to Enckworth? I never had any business
there—a great mansion of a place, holding people that I've no more doings with
than with the people of the moon. No: there’s ony two places I ever go to from
year’s end that’s once a fortnight to Anglebury®’, to do my bit o'marketing; and
once a week to my parish church. ”

“Which is that?”

“Why, Kingscreech™ . ”

“Oh—then you are in my parish?”

“Maybe. Just on the outskirts. ”

“I didnt know the parish extended so far. I'm a new comer. Well, I hope we
may meet again. Good afternoon to you. ”

When the curate was next talking to his rector he casually observed “By the
way, thats a curious old soul who lives out towards Corvsgate—old Mrs—I dont
know her name—a deaf old woman. ”

“You mean old Mrs Chundle, I suppose. ”

“She tells me she’s lived there five-and-thirty years, and has never been to
Enckworth, three miles off. She goes to two places only, from year’s end to year’s
end—to the market town, and to church on Sundays. ”

“To church on Sundays. H'm. She rather exaggerates her travels, to my
thinking. I've been rector here thirteen years, and I have certainly never seen her
at church in my time. ”

“A wicked old woman. What can she think of herself for such deception! ”

“She didnt know you belonged here when she said it, and could find out the
untruth of her story. I warrant she wouldnt have said it to me!” And the rector
chuckled.

On reflection the curate felt that this was decidedly a case for his ministra—
tions, and on the first spare morning he strode across to the cottage beyond the ru—
in. He found its occupant of course at home.

“Drawing picters again?” she asked, looking up from the hearth, where she
was scouring the fire-dogs.

“No. T come on more important matters, Mrs Chundle. I am the new curate
of this parish. ”

“You said you was last time. And after you had told me and went away 1 said
to myself, hell be here again sure enough, hang me if I didnt. And here you
be. ”
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“Yes. 1 hope you don't mind?”

“Oh, no. You find us a roughish lot, I make no doubt?”

“Well, T wont go into that. But I think it was a very culpable—unkind thing
of you to tell me you came to church every Sunday, when I find youve not been

seen there for years. ”

“Oh—did T tell “ee that?”

“You certainly did. ”

“Now I wonder what I did that for?”

“I wonder too. ”

“Well, you could ha” guessed, after all, that I didnt come to any service.
Lord, what’s the good 0" my lumpering S all the way to church and back again,
when I'm as deaf as a plock )2 Your own common sense ought to have told ‘ee that
‘twas but a figure o” speech, seeing you as a pa’son. ”

“Dont you think you could hear the service if you were to sit close to the
reading-desk and pulpit?”

“I'm sure I couldnt. O no—not a word. Why I couldnt hear anything even at
that time when Isaac Coggs used to cry the Amens out loud beyond anything that’s
done nowadays, and they had the barrel-organ for the tunes—years and years
agone, when I was stronger in my narves than now. ”

“H'm—1I'm sorry. There’s one thing I could do, which I would with pleasure,
if youll use it. I could get you an ear-trumpet. Will you use it?”

“Ay, sure. That I woll. T don*t care what I use—1is all the same to me. ”

“And youll come?”

“Yes. I may as well go there as bide here, 1 suppose. ”

The ear-trumpet was purchased by the zealous young man, and the next Sun—
day, to the great surprise of the parishioners when they arrived, Mrs Chundle was
discovered in the front seat of the nave of Kingscreech Church, facing the rest of
the congregation with an unmoved countenance.

She was the centre of observation through the whole morning service. The
trumpet, elevated at a high angle, shone and flashed in the sitters’eyes as the chief
object in the sacred edifice. The curate could not speak to her that morning, and
called the next day to inquire the result of the experiment. As soon as she saw him
in the distance she began shaking her head.

“No, no,” she said decisively as he approached. “I knowed ‘twas all non—

”
sense.
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