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E couldn’t be worse off if we had 
wives,” growled Peter.  

Potiphar did not reply. His eyes 
were on the checker-board, his brain 

busy with the problem of “to jump or not to 
jump.” 

“If that parrot could swear, he’d be some 
company,” wailed Peter as he planned to take 
advantage of his opponent’s false move. 

“Or even if he could say, ‘Polly want a 
cracker?’ it wouldn’t be so bad,” echoed 
Potiphar. 

“You wouldn’t think a parrot could say 
anything worse than ‘Polly wants a cracker.’ ” 

The conversation was now taken up by the 
parrot. 

“Honey! Darling! Oh! Oh! Kiss ums, kiss 
ums!” 

For a while the players tried to ignore. It 
was the woman-hater who succumbed first. 

Peter jerked away from the board, his leg 
hitting the table with a force that sent a sharp 
pain through the funny-bone of his knee and set 
the checkers dancing. Peter brought his fist 
down on the table. 

“I tell you, Potiphar, you got to choose 

between that bird and me!” 
Potiphar looked glum. “It ain’t a question of 

choice; it’s a question of doin’ right. That bird 
ain’t nothin’ to me. But I promised my dead 
sister—” 

“Bosh!” declared Peter. 
“It ain’t bosh; it’s feelin’s. When my sister 

ast me, on her dyin’ bed, to say I’d never part 
from Cutey, my feelin’s made me promise.” 

“Must belong to a family of fools,” observed 
Peter. 

“I suppose I do,” admitted Potiphar sadly. 
“We’ve always been like that, me an’ my 
relations. I guess folks with feelin’s is all fools, 
when you come right down to it. But if you’ve 
got ’em, you’ve got ’em, and that’s all they is to 
it. You may wish you didn’t have ’em, but that 
don’t make it so. My sister had strong feelin’s 
for that parrot. And no wonder! Cutey helped 
her to marry off six girls. When the oldest was 
courtin’, the cage set in the parlor. When Molly 
was married, and Maggie’s turn come, there was 
the parrot, ready to tell what he knew and to 
learn a little more. By the time the six was 
married, Cutey had quite a flow of love 
language. You’ve got to admit there ain’t a 
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single love word he don’t know.” 
“And he can’t say a single other damn 

thing!” snapped Peter. 
“Not even ‘Polly wants a cracker,’” again 

admitted Potiphar. “You see, the parlor was 
never set in except at courtin’ times. Some of 
the young men was the bashful kind, and I guess 
they’d never have got to the proposin’ point if 
Cutey hadn’t kept their minds on the subject. I 
was bashful myself when I was a young man, 
and I know it makes your brains kind of scatter 
when you need ’em all together. Probably if I 
hadn’t been so bashful I’d be married.” 

“You ought to thank your stars,” returned 
Peter. 

He had once boarded with his married 
brother and his ideas about matrimony was the 
result of that experience. To him marriage 
meant handing over your pay envelope 
unopened, and in return for this princely 
generosity, receiving nothing but matrimonial 
nagging. 

“I told my sister she ought to call Polly 
‘Cupid,’ ” reminisced Potiphar. “But Mary 
wasn’t educated; she thought I said Cutey.” 

Peter rose and took up his hat. “You’ve 
talked a lot of talk, but nothin’ to the point  and 
nothin’ I ain't heard before,” said him. “I’ve got 
feelin’s, too, though they ain’t soft, mushy ones 
like yours, thanks be. And my kind of feelin’s is 
rasped by that there parrot’s stream of talk. I’d 
rather hear brass filed any time. If you can’t part 
with Cutey, you’ll have to worry along without 
me.”  

Potiphar laid a hand on his friend’s arm. 
“You mustn’t go like this, Peter,” he said in 

an agitated tone. “We’re good company for each 
other.” 

Peter stood silent, glaring at Cutey. 
“We get along together,” pursued Potiphar. 

“Outside of your disposition, you’re a fine man, 
Peter.” 

“Don’t try to soft-soap me!” 
“Don’t you suppose I want to get rid of 

Cutey even more than you do? That parrot’s 
worth money! I could sell it.” 

Peter brightened. “Why don’t you? To a 
family with six daughters! You’d ought get a 
big price.” 

 Potiphar sadly shook his head. “My 
feelin’s—” 

The door slammed; Peter had gone. 
Potiphar sat down beside the disarranged 

checker-board and leaned his face in his hands. 
Peter, on the door-step, stood irresolute. 
Where could he go? The weather was too 

cold for sitting in the park, and Peter’s room 
was his only room from 10 P.M. until 10 A. M. 
During the other twelve hours it was rented to a 
baker who worked at night. 

Peter walked slowly to the corner and 
paused on the curbstone. The girl in charge of 
the news-stand eyed him approvingly and 
encouragingly, but Peter did not ever see her. A 
gust of wind blew a newspaper down in the 
mud. The girl picked up the soiled paper and 
proffered it to Peter. His thanks were spoken 
without looking at her. 

He glanced through the paper. Suddenly an 
item caught his eye. He read it carefully twice, 
considered a moment, looking into space, then 
tore out the item, dropped the paper in the 
street, and started back in the direction from 
which he had come. 

Meanwhile, Potiphar had sat still, 
thinking—to no purpose. 

The door opened and Peter came in. 
“Potiphar,” he said, “I got an idear. Listen to 

this!” He read aloud the clipping: 
 
“FOR EXCHANGE-A silk hat for a parrot, 

green preferred. 23 Blank Street, Sailors’ Snug 
Harbor, Staten Island.” 

 
“Peter, don’t tempt me,” begged Potiphar. 

“All my life I’ve wanted a silk hat. My mother 
used to say my father’s plug hat was the first 
thing I ever cried for.” 
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“This is a fine chance to get one,” remarked 
Peter in a tone carefully casual. “Silk hats don’t 
grow on every bush. And I don’t know a better 
way of gettin’ rid of a parrot you don’t want 
than by exchangin’ it for a silk hat you do want. 
And nobody’d advertise fur a parrot nor give up 
a silk hat for one that wouldn’t give it good 
care.” 

In the end Potiphar, although he would 
make no promises, agreed to investigate the 
advertisement. 

On the following day he donned his best suit 
(a frock-coated affair bought at a bargain from 
his landlady, who had found it in the trunk of a 
delinquent actor). Carrying the parrot’s cage, 
carefully wrapped, Potiphar started. 

Dusk had deepened almost to darkness when 
he returned—without the parrot. Peter drew a 
thankful sigh and resigned himself to the story 
of his friend’s adventures. 

“Party was a widder,” the traveler began 
“But I’ll commence at the beginning. Peter, I 
near got arrested in the subway. I sat next to a 
female who pretty soon called the guard and 
wanted me took up. She said I’d insulted her. 
After some talk back and forth, we found out 
Cutey ’d been sayin’, ‘Beauty! Sweetness! Kiss 
ums!’ Well, I got her calmed down, and when I 
got out the guard says to me, ‘Say, if you had 
’a’ ast her fur a kiss I’d ’a’ been compelled to 
have you took up fur insane.’ Well, I got to the 
house, it was a tidy, likesome place, with a path 
marked out with sea-shells. Party’s husband was 
a sea-captain. He only wore the hat when he 
was ashore on Sundays. That’s why it’s as good 
as new. When I got there it was settin’ inside 
one of them domes that’s made to hold wax 
flowers. Party’s name is Mrs. Smithkins. ‘I 
couldn’t bear,’ she says, ‘to put it away fur 
moth and rust to corrupt, so I jest put it in there 
and took out the funeral wreath I bought fur my 
first husband. The captain was my second. But 
the more I set and looked at the hat, the 
lonesomer I got, so I put a newspaper over the 

dome, and that made it look so like a bird-cage 
that it give me the idear of the ad. It seemed a 
splendid idear. The hat was a good hat, and 
belonged on a man’s head and not under glass. 
I’ve always wanted a parrot. Their talk is such 
good company. Yours is a beautiful bird,’ she 
says. ‘I don’t care much for the gray kind; 
they’re so faded-lookin’. What’s its name?’ 

“ ‘Cutey,’ I says. 
“ ‘Cutey!’ says she. ‘What a cute name.’ 

Pretty quick with her tongue she is. 
“ ‘I hope he don’t swear.’ she says. 
“ ‘No, ma’am,’ says I, emphatic. ‘Cutey, 

talk fur the lady.’ And Cutey talked! 
“ ‘Oh,’ says the widder when she could 

speak fur smilin’, ‘I’ll never get lonesome with 
such good company in the house. Neither of my 
dead husbands had the habit of talkin’ like that, 
though I often used to wish they would. That 
kind of talk don’t mean nothin’, I suppose, but it 
makes the time pass real pleasant. Well, after 
I’d told her about my dead sister, and she’d 
promised solemn she’d never forget to feed 
Cutey, and I’d signed a paper agreein’ never to 
go to bed wearin’ the hat—why, I come away.” 

Peter drew a long breath. “What a stream of 
talk!” was his comment. “That comes of havin’ 
to do with women. Let’s have a game of 
checkers.” 

For the next week the lives of the two were 
as unclouded as summer’s fairest day. 

“Losin’ that parrot was like gettin’ rid of a 
boil or killin’ the mosquito that kept you 
awake,” said Peter. 

On the following afternoon, when he arrived 
at his friend’s room, Peter found Potiphar once 
more arrayed in his best suit. He had the silk hat 
in his hand. 

“It don’t seem no more than fair to my dead 
sister that I should go and see how Cutey’s 
gettin’ along,” he explained. 

“Of all— But then, what’s the use of 
talkin’? A fool’s always set in his ways. You 
can write and ask about the parrot.” 



All-Story Weekly 
 

4

“What’s the use of havin’ a silk hat if you 
don’t never wear it?” queried Potiphar irritably. 
“I ain’t never gone to church, so it wouldn’t 
seem right to begin now, just to show off my 
clothes. And you know yourself how the boys 
would guy me if I was to wear this hat down to 
Jerry’s saloon. Besides, think of the trouble it 
would be to write a letter!” 

“It’ll make her feel bad to see another man 
wearin’ her dead husband’s hat. She might want 
it back.” 

“No, she won’t. She’s real sensible. I think 
it’ll sort of bring him closer, make it seem as if 
he was alive again, to see hat movin’ around 
with a head under it.” 

Peter shook his head. “I don’t feel right 
about it. You’re too soft to be trusted with a 
woman that smiles half the time.” 

However, Potiphar went. 
The lights of the city were aglow when he 

returned. 
“What a supper!” he exclaimed. “She made 

me stay; wouldn’t take no for an answer. More 
good things than I ever had to eat all to once.” 

Peter shook his head gloomily. “I knew it 
wasn’t a safe place for you. A smilin’ woman 
that can cook is awful dangerous—for a mushy 
man like you.” 

Nevertheless, in spite of Peter’s dire 
prophecies, Potiphar weekly departed for Staten 
Island and weekly returned to tell a tale of a 
feast. 

“I should think it would occur even to your 
simple mind that you’re puttin’ your head in a 
noose,” Peter said at last. “That woman’s 
plannin’ to wed you.” 

Potiphar smiled, then quickly killed the 
smile with a frown. “She’s got her own home 
and a tidy sum in the bank. What could she want 
to marry me for?” 

“It’s hard to tell,” returned Peter. “Maybe 
she wants some one to do the chores; maybe she 
wants some one to nag. When a woman smiles, 
she wants somethin’, that’s certain. 

“Well, as long as the suppers last, I should 
worry.” retorted Potiphar. 

No, as usual, I’m the one to do the worryin’. 
I schemed and planned till we got that parrot off 
our hands, and now I got to scheme and plan to 
get rid of a woman. 

“You don’t need to worry about me. I can 
take care of myself. Even if she is plannin’ to 
marry me, it ain’t sayin’ she’s goin’ to do it.” 

Peter gave his friend a look of scorn. “That 
kind of talk shows just how much you know 
about women,” he said. 

Shortly after this talk. Potiphar asked Peter 
to accompany him to Staten Island.  

Mrs. Smithkins sent you a invite,” he said. 
“You’d better come. She can’t marry both of us, 
but we can both eat the supper.” 

Peter considered. “I’m goin’,” he finally 
said, “to look after you. The woman that could 
marry me ain’t been born.” 

That the supper came up to Potiphar’s 
elegies, Peter was obliged to admit. After it was 
eaten there came a knock, and Mrs. Smithkins 
admitted “my friend, Mrs. Bressley.” 

“She's a widow, too, so we often set together 
evenings,” Mrs. Smithkins explained as she 
brought out a checker-board and proceeded to 
arrange it. “I ast her to run in to-night so as I 
wouldn’t talk to you and interrupt your game.” 

A satisfactory evening followed. Peter’s  
tranquility, however, was disturbed on learning 
that he was expected to escort Mrs. Bressley 
home. This looked bad as if the other two 
wanted to be alone. Grimly he resolved to 
accompany his friend on all future expeditions. 

It turned out, however, that Peter, no less 
than his friend, needed a guardian. Not that he 
had fallen in love! Oh, dear, no! It was Mrs. 
Bressley’s bountiful means (for the four 
sometimes ate tea as her house instead of Mrs. 
Smithkins’s), the coziness of Mrs. Bressley’s 
tidy house, that appealed to his comfort-starved 
nature. 

Peter spent much time in reflection, these 
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days. That if the skies fell and he married Mrs. 
Bressley, her smile and genial ways would 
vanish altogether he had not the slightest doubt. 
But would he also be deprived of the cooking 
and the comfort he now, at intervals, enjoyed? 
After all, even though his privileges might be 
non-existent, a husband did have some right. 
She might nag him, but would she also starve 
him? 

It was a nice question. It was still 
unanswered in Peter’s mind on the night 
Potiphar’s engagement was announced. The 
three were having supper at Mrs. Smithkins’s 
house. Mrs. Bressley was not there. 

“Potiphar, you tell him,” directed Mrs. 
Smithkins, when she had served a peach 
shortcake almost buried under whipped cream. 
It was easy to see this permission did not fill 
Peter with joy, but he went manfully at his task. 

“Peter,” he said, “I’m going to do it! I’m 
goin’ to get married! But, Peter, it needn’t make 
a mite of difference in our friendship. Mrs. 
Smithkins thinks you’re a fine man. She says 
she don’t see how I ever got along without your 
good sense. She wants you to keep comin’ just 
the same. And we can have our checkers just the 
same.” 

Silence followed this speech. Peter stared 
straight ahead of him. 

“Don’t feel so bad,” urged Potiphar 
“I ain’t feelin’ bad,” declared Peter.  “It’s 

you that’s doin’ it, and it’s you that’s goin’ to 
suffer.” 

“Just to prove how much she thinks of you, 
Mrs. Smithkins has give away Cutey, so’s he 
needn’t annoy you.” 

Peter looked his amazement, but Potiphar’s 
answering look was wholly innocent; quite 
evidently, his promise to his dead sister 
concerning the parrot had passed completely 
from his memory. 

“I don’t need Cutey now,” murmured Mrs. 
Smithkins with a coy glance at her affianced. 

After supper, finding that Peter seemed 

likely to stay on, being apparently ignorant of 
the fact that lovers like sometimes to be alone, 
Mrs. Smithkins asked if he would run over to 
Mrs. Bressley’s to borrow for her a pair of 
knitting needles of a certain size. 

As Peter approached Mrs. Bressley’s house 
a light shone from the dining-room windows. 
This sent him round to the side door. The 
dining-room shades were up. Peter looked in. 

Mrs. Bressley was standing by the table 
talking to her cat. Mrs. Bressley was also 
smiling at the cat, the same genial smile Peter 
had always been sure women manufactured 
merely to lure men to their doom. Mrs. Bressley 
could not hope to marry the cat! Yet she was 
smiling at the cat! 

The cat strolled out to the kitchen. Mrs. 
Bressley continued to smile, as if at pleasant 
thoughts. Peter could scarcely believe his eyes! 
Women smiled like that when they were alone! 
It seemed incredible! 

Mrs. Bressley followed the cat out to the 
kitchen. In a moment she returned, carrying a 
saucer of milk. This she was setting on the floor 
when she nearly lost her balance, upsetting the 
milk. 

With the agility that inanimate things 
sometimes acquire, that milk sprinkled out in a 
far-reaching shower—on the carpet, the table-
cloth, Mrs. Bressley’s apron and her black silk 
dress. 

Mrs. Bressley still smiled! 
“Ain’t I the butter-fingers, though?” Peter 

heard her ask the cat, who purred against her 
skirts. 

Peter felt stunned. Could Mrs. Bressley 
know he was there? No! The darkness hid him, 
and his footsteps had made no sound on the dirt 
path. 

The ice in Peter’s heart began to melt so fast 
he could scarcely adapt himself to his changed 
inner temperature. By one smile, he had been 
changed from woman-hater to woman-lover. He 
gazed at the clean, cheerful room, the genial 
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creature in it. Here was the scene all set for a 
proposal, and he—his tongue was tied, his mind 
a blank. 

Peter knocked and, in response to 
permission, entered the dining-room. He could 
not speak. He looked at Mrs. Bressley and Mrs. 
Bressley looked at him. He wanted to propose, 
and he could not achieve even a greeting! 

Suddenly the stillness was broken by a voice 
from the next room. “Darling, I love you. Marry 

me, marry me, marry me.” Thus spake Cutey. 
Peter’s eyes, looking at the widow, echoed 

Cutey’s words; into her eyes there sprang the 
answer. Yet still Peter could not speak! 

“Kiss ums, kiss ums,” directed the voice. 
Peter obeyed, at peace with himself and all 

the world. The parrot, he knew, could be 
depended on to supply the necessary talk. Peter 
felt quite equal to the rest. 

 


