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THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS

air with a soothing murmur of sound, dull and smothery, yet with little clear
voices speaking up cheerfully out of it at intervals. It was so very beautiful that
the Mole could only hold up both forepaws and gasp, ‘O my! O my! O my"

The Rat brought the boat alongside the bank, made her fast, helped the
still awkward Mole safely ashore, and swung out the luncheon-basket. The Mole
begged as a favour to be allowed to unpack it all by himself; and the Rat was
very pleased to indulge him, and to sprawl at full length on the grass and rest,
while his excited friend shook out the table-cloth and spread it, took out all the
mysterious packets one by one and arranged their contents in due order, still
gasping, ‘O my! O my!” at each fresh revelation. When all was ready, the Rat
said, ‘Now, pitch in, old fellow!” and the Mole was indeed very glad to obey, for
he had started his spring-cleaning at a very early hour that morning, as people
will do, and had not paused for bite or sup; and he had been through a very
great deal since that distant time which now seemed so many days ago.

“What are you looking at?’ said the Rat presently, when the edge of their
hunger was somewhat dulled, and the Mole’s eyes were able to wander off
the table-cloth a little.

‘Tam looking,” said the Mole, ‘at a streak of bubbles that I see travelling along
the surface of the water. That is a thing that strikes me as funny.’

‘Bubbles? Oho!” said Rat, and chirruped cheerily in an inviting sort of way.

A broad glistening muzzle showed itself above the edge of the bank, and the
Otter hauled himself out and shook the water from his coat.

‘Greedy beggars!” he observed, making for the provender. “Why didn’t you
invite me, Ratty?’

“This was an impromptu affair,” explained the Rat. ‘By the way — my friend,
Mr. Mole.”

‘Proud, I'm sure,” said the Otter, and the two animals were friends forthwith.

‘Such a rumpus everywhere!” continued the Otter. ‘All the world seems out
on the river to-day. I came up this backwater to try and get a moment’s peace,
and then stumble upon you fellows! — At least — I beg pardon — I don’t exactly

mean that, you know.”
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‘Hooray!” he cried, jumping up on seeing them, ‘this is splendid!” He
shook the paws of both of them warmly, never waiting for an introduction to
the Mole. ‘How kind of you!” he went on, dancing round them. ‘I was just going
to send a boat down the river for you, Ratty, with strict orders that you were
to be fetched up here at once, whatever you were doing. I want you badly —
both of you. Now what will you take? Come inside and have something! You
don’t know how lucky it is, your turning up just now!”

‘Let’s sit quiet a bit, Toady!” said the Rat, throwing himself into an easy chair,
while the Mole took another by the side of him and made some civil remark
about Toad’s ‘delightful residence’.

‘Finest house on the whole river,” cried Toad boisterously. ‘Or anywhere
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else, for that matter,” he could not help adding.

Here the Rat nudged the Mole. Unfortunately the Toad saw him do it,
and turned very red. There was a moment’s painful silence. Then Toad burst
out laughing. ‘All right, Ratty,” he said. ‘It’s only my way, you know. And it’s
not such a very bad house, is it? You know you rather like it yourself. Now,
look here. Let’s be sensible. You are the very animals I wanted. You've got
to help me. It’s most important!”

‘It’s about your rowing, I suppose,” said the Rat, with an innocent air. ‘You’re
getting on fairly well, though you splash a good bit still. With a great deal
of patience, and any quantity of coaching, you may -’

‘O, pooh! boating!” interrupted the Toad, in great disgust. ‘Silly boyish
amusement. I've given that up long ago. Sheer waste of time, that’s what it
is. It makes me downright sorry to see you fellows, who ought to know
better, spending all your energies in that aimless manner. No, I've discovered
the real thing, the only genuine occupation for a lifetime. I propose to devote
the remainder of mine to it, and can only regret the wasted years that lie
behind me, squandered in trivialities. Come with me, dear Ratty, and your
amiable friend also, if he will be so very good, just as far as the stable-yard,
and you shall see what you shall see!”

He led the way to the stable-yard accordingly, the Rat following with a
most mistrustful expression; and there, drawn out of the coachhouse into the
open, they saw a gipsy caravan, shining with newness, painted a canary-yellow
picked out with green, and red wheels.

“There you are!” cried the Toad, straddling and expanding himself. “There’s
real life for you, embodied in that little cart. The open road, the dusty highway,
the heath, the common, the hedgerows, the rolling downs! Camps, villages,
towns, cities! Here to-day, up and off to somewhere else to-morrow! Travel,
change, interest, excitement! The whole world before you, and a horizon that’s
always changing! And mind, this is the very finest cart of its sort that was
ever built, without any exception. Come inside and look at the arrangements.
Planned "em all myself, I did!’
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hey waited patiently for what seemed a very long time, stamping in

the snow to keep their feet warm. At last they heard the sound of slow
shuffling footsteps approaching the door from the inside. It seemed, as the
Mole remarked to the Rat, like some one walking in carpet slippers that were
too large for him and down at heel; which was intelligent of Mole, because
that was exactly what it was.

There was the noise of a bolt shot back, and the door opened a few inches,
enough to show a long snout and a pair of sleepy blinking eyes.

‘Now, the very next time this happens,” said a gruff and suspicious voice,
T shall be exceedingly angry. Who is it this time, disturbing people on such
a night? Speak up!”

‘Oh, Badger,’ cried the Rat, ‘let us in, please. It's me, Rat, and my friend
Mole, and we’ve lost our way in the snow.”

‘What, Ratty, my dear little man!” exclaimed the Badger, in quite a different
voice. ‘Come along in, both of you, at once. Why, you must be perished. Well
I never! Lost in the snow! And in the Wild Wood, too, and at this time of
night! But come in with you.’

The two animals tumbled over each other in their eagerness to get inside,
and heard the door shut behind them with great joy and relief.

The Badger, who wore a long dressing-gown, and whose slippers were indeed

very down at heel, carried a flat candlestick in his paw and had probably been
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Suddenly, without giving warning, he dived; but the Rat was on the alert,
and promptly followed him down the tunnel to which his unerring nose
had faithfully led him.

It was close and airless, and the earthy smell was strong, and it seemed a
long time to Rat ere the passage ended and he could stand erect and stretch
and shake himself. The Mole struck a match, and by its light the Rat saw that
they were standing in an open space, neatly swept and sanded underfoot, and
directly facing them was Mole’s little front door, with ‘Mole End’ painted, in
Gothic lettering, over the bell-pull at the side.

Mole reached down a lantern from a nail on the wail and lit it, and the Rat,
looking round him, saw that they were in a sort of fore-court. A garden-seat
stood on one side of the door, and on the other a roller; for the Mole, who was
a tidy animal when at home, could not stand having his ground kicked up by
other animals into little runs that ended in earth-heaps. On the walls hung wire
baskets with ferns in them, alternating with brackets carrying plaster statuary —
Garibaldi, and the infant Samuel, and Queen Victoria, and other heroes of
modern Italy. Down one side of the forecourt ran a skittle-alley, with benches

along it and little wooden tables marked with rings that hinted at beer-mugs.
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