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Unit One
THE £ 1,000,000 BANK-NOTE
(adapted)
Mark Twaint

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 Lon-
don, my clothes were ragged, and I had only a dollar in my
poéket. This money lasted me twenty-four hours. During the '
next twenty-four, I went without food.

About ten o’clock the foliowing morning, hungry and
tired, I was walking aimiessiy on the street, when a-child threw
a piece of cake on the ground. I stopped, of course, and an-
xiously stared at it. My mouth watered for it, my stomach

° 1 .



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 pur-
pose, and of course I kept myself back and looked indifferent?
as if I 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 bravet all the
shame and to snatch it, when a window behind me was raised,
and a gentleman spoke out of it, saying:

“Step in here, please.”

“1 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 gentle-
men 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 T was not asked
to eatit, T had to take my eyes off it and try to look as if I were
not at all interested in it.

New, T must tell you something that T did not know about
4t that time, but you have to know now in order to have a
better understanding of the situation I was in. The two gen-
tlemen 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 every-
thing. . 5, 4osiet

" 'You will remember that the Bank of England® once issued
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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 resuit 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 envelope with it. Then the two brothers sat at
the window a whole déy. 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 poot
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 +-as 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. Isaid 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. I 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.

I would have picked up ihe 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
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not move hand or foot. I gave him the note and said care-
lessly:

“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 I 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 sameo
servant appeared. I asked for those gentlemen.

“They are gone.”

“Gone? Gone where?”

“To the Continent®, I suppose.”

“Which way het 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 them8 It’s a matter of great importance.”

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

“Then T 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
'l keep coruing till it’s made right, and they needn’t be afraid 7

“I’lI“tell them if they come back, but I am not expecting
thém. 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 ?
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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, 1 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. I went to a park and satdown 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 ;eturn 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 I bank it
anywhere or borrow money on it, the result will be the same.
1 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 bighwayman ‘would accept it
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or dare to have anything to do with it. Those brothers are
safe. Even if I 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 prom-
ised if I help win the bet. I 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 my-
self standing before the shop again, I must have passed that
shop 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 indi-
cated 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
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caring whether it became me. I 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. 1 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? We']l,b of course, T 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:10 '

“I didn’t mean any particular harm, but as long as busi-
ness 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.” ‘



