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THE COLLECTED STORIES OF KATHERINE MANSFIELD

KATHERINE MANSFIELD was born in Wellington, New Zealand, in 1888 and died in Fontainebleau in 1923. She came to London for the latter part of her education, and could not settle down back in Wellington society; in 1908 she again left for Europe, never to return. Her first writing (apart from some early sketches) was published in The New Age, to which she became a regular contributor. Her first book, In a German Pension, was published in 1911. In 1912 she began to write for Rhythm, edited by John Middleton Murry, whom she eventually married. She was a conscious modernist, an experimenter in life and writing, and mixed with others of her kind, including D. H. Lawrence and Virginia Woolf. With ‘Prelude’ in 1918 she evolved her distinctive voice as a writer of short fiction. By 1917 she had contracted tuberculosis, and from that time led a wandering life in search of health. Her second book of stories, Bliss, was published in 1920, and her third, The Garden Party, appeared a year later. It was the last book to be published in her lifetime. After her death, two more collections of stories were published, as well as her Letters, and later, her Journal.

ALI SMITH was born in Inverness in 1962 and lives in Cambridge. She is the author of Free Love, Like, Other Stories and Other Stories, Hotel World, The Whole Story and Other Stories and The Accidental.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Writers ought to have a real claim on each other,’ Katherine Mansfield wrote in 1921, from Montana-sur-Sierre in Switzerland, on a postcard to the young writer William Gerhardi. She was helping Gerhardi, who had written to her because he loved her story ‘The Daughters of the Late Colonel’, to find a publisher for his first novel. Over the autumn of 1921 the senior writer chides the junior gently about aspects of his writing: ‘the rain thumped. Dont you mean the rain drummed?’ With a kind of double tension typical of her in every way, she tells him about, and at the same time denies, her grave state of health: ‘yes I live in Switzerland because I have consumption. But I am not an invalid. Consumption doesn’t belong to me. Its only a horrid stray dog who has persisted in following me for four years, so I am trying to lose him among these mountains’.

Mansfield was expert at being more than one thing at once, and she confides in this brand-new correspondent here in a way that manages to be both formal and intimate, world-weary and naive: ‘you know – if I may speak in confidence – I shall not be ‘fashionable’ long. They will find me out; they will be disgusted; they will shiver in dismay. I like such awfully unfashionable things — and people — I like sitting on doorsteps, & talking to the old woman who brings quinces, & going for picnics in a jolting little waggon, and listening to the kind of music they play in public gardens on warm evenings… you see I am not a high brow. Sunday lunches and very intricate conversations on Sex and that ‘fatigue’ which is so essential and that awful ‘brightness’ which is even more essential — these things I flee from. I’m in love with life — terribly.’ The senior blesses the junior, formally, benevolently: ‘Goodbye. I hope you will write wonderful stories; numbers of them. One could not wish anyone greater happiness than that’.1 But if Gerhardi was young — in his late twenties — the seasoned older writer he corresponded with was only thirty-three, and just over a year later, in January 1923, she was dead.

‘The Daughters of the Late Colonel’ is now known critically as one of Mansfield’s ‘mature’ works. It’s strange (and ‘strange’ is a word that Mansfield herself used a lot, and one that’s useful to bear in mind when it comes to her fiction) to have to use the word ‘mature’ about stories written by a woman so very young. It’s also nothing short of astounding that so many of her best and strongest stories were written in the years when she was incredibly ill, getting weaker by the day. A glance at some of these pieces shows you she knew exactly what it was like, at the beginning of her thirties, to feel old, like ‘a little withered ancient man climbing up endless flights of stairs’ (‘An Ideal Family’). The experience went straight into her fiction in a way that lacks self-indulgence. She records in her notebook, in 1922, the symptoms of lumbago she is suffering. ‘So sudden, so painful. I must remember it when I write about an old man’.2

She was dead only fifteen years after she’d first decided to become a writer at the age of eighteen (and settled on ‘Mansfield’, her maternal grandmother’s surname and her own middle name, as the name she would pretty steadily use for her writer self). She died so young. She lived so fast. Virginia Woolf, with whom she shared an intense, often thorny and rivalrous, but mutually fascinated and admiring friendship, visited her regularly when she was ill in London in 1918, and was both attracted to and repelled by what she saw as Mansfield’s rather-too-fastness, what we might call her already extensive ‘experience’ (‘she seems to have gone every sort of hog since she was 17’), as Woolf wrote to her sister Vanessa Bell in June 1917. Mansfield attracted Woolf, too, with her profound regard for their shared art, their shared ‘job’. Woolf describes her often via imagery of stone and ‘rock’, which stands sometimes for an attractive kind of truth, sometimes a less attractive kind of harshness. She always saw the double tension in Mansfield; here for instance a physically visible tension, when Woolf records after one particular visit how, even though Mansfield was clearly very ill, ‘husky & feeble, crawling about the room like an old woman,’ there was something childlike about her ‘which has been much disfigured, but still exists’.3

What did Katherine Mansfield achieve in this ‘short-winded’ life (as her great biographer, Claire Tomalin, describes it)? A brief glance at literary modernism and its aftermath reveals just some of the force of both her presence and her importance. She inadvertently brought the influence of Chekhov to English modernism. She dunted Virginia Woolf, with a good sharp elbow, a good sharp review of her 1919 novel Night and Day, and that good sharp friendship, into the kind of experimental writing for which Woolf is properly revered. She unknowingly presented her friend D. H. Lawrence with one of the more sapphic narrative episodes of The Rainbow by telling him stories of her youth, and was later, again inadvertently, his model for the character of Gudrun in Women in Love. She had vision beyond her own prideful ego, the kind of far-sightedness which meant that once on a visit to Woolf, who had given her some of Joyce’s Ulysses to read, she made fun of it, probably because she knew Woolf would enjoy this, then stopped, looked again: ‘but there’s something in this,’ she said.4

Her stories are the opposite of inadvertent. She wrote nearly a hundred, the strongest of which challenged and altered much in the nature and form of literary fiction of the modernist period and beyond. Phrases, rhythms and tones in her work anticipate writers as different as T. S. Eliot and F. Scott Fitzgerald. She and her fiction run throughout Simone de Beauvoir’s seminal feminist work The Second Sex like an undercurrent musical theme. Willa Cather, Eudora Welty, Katherine Anne Porter, Elizabeth Bowen, Brigid Brophy, Christopher Isherwood — these are just some of the mid-century writers who claimed and acclaimed her work; she seems even to have been the source for Isherwood’s famous phrase, ‘I am a camera,’ and Carson McCullers reputedly read the collection of Mansfield’s stories in her local library in Columbus, Georgia, until the pages fell out and they had to order a new one.

So many different lives and afterlives for such a short life. The afterlives began immediately after her death with the ghostly sentimentalised version of Mansfield confected by her husband, the critic John Middleton Murry, when he began publishing not just posthumous stories, reviews and fiction fragments but her private writings edited by him. According to the different claims of her various biographers and critics since then, she’s been a sweet and wholesome tragic victim, a selfish dark-eyed piece of trouble, a feminist, an anti-feminist, a satirist, a sentimentalist, a miniaturist, an overinflated reputation, a repressed lesbian, a colonial bisexual angel-devil plagiarist original.

Mansfield was herself merrily dextrous when it came to identity, very much ‘in the habit of running up spare personalities for herself’.5 She regularly used a whole salon of invented pseudonymns, male and female, in her letters and early published pieces (and enjoyed the game of giving different names to those close to her too). She changed her name as if changing her air. She had had a talent for mimicry since childhood and was clearly a gifted social and literary chameleon. If writers who were unlikely bedfellows claimed her while she was alive, if somehow she managed to have intense close friendships with Lawrence and his wife as well as with their opposite literary camp, the ‘Woolves’ and the ‘Blooms Berries’, as she herself called them, then she straddled these camps just like her work straddles the opposite literary modes of decadence and modernism, symbolism and realism, readable as both high aestheticism and utilitarian politics at once.

When it comes to the writers who claim her in the later twentieth century, you couldn’t get more polar-opposite a pair of admirers than Philip Larkin, who saw himself in her (‘I share a hell of a lot of common characteristics with her… I feel very close to her in some things’)6, and Angela Carter, herself doubtless drawn to Mansfield’s anatomising of love, her tendency to see it as sheer theatre.7

The young Larkin loved her for her ‘courage’. Carter, like many women writers of the second half of the century, loved this too, and recognized a radical violence, something ‘formidable’ in this slight-seeming, short-lived writer whose trademark, a form so easily dismissed, the short story, becomes in her hands something new-made, full of unsettling potential, a force couched in a tiny space where voice can simultaneously, almost effortlessly, combine concepts as destabilising to each other as naivety and knowledge, and where form simultaneously mimics and questions the conventional shape of narrative. The multi-vocality of the stories, and the rock-steady discipline in the making of them, are striking. Their performance of bright fragility glows with power like a lightbulb about to blow. Their viscerality still comes as a shock.

These near-plotless pieces of glinting brilliance, with the hint in them of light, energy, shattered glass, were written by someone who died so young that her achievements in the short time she lived are remarkable.

Katherine Beauchamp was born on 14 October 1888 in Wellington, New Zealand, into a well-to-do family, the third child of five; her father, Harold Beauchamp, was a respectable merchant banker later knighted for services to his country. She grew up in the small village of Karori just outside Wellington; her mother thought her third daughter, who wore glasses and had a stutter and seemed rather intense, a bit too overweight. Her teachers remembered her as ‘a surly sort of a girl… imaginative to the point of untruth.’ But if ‘the family was very conventional; Kass was the outlaw’.8 By the time she was fourteen and she and her elder sisters had been sent across the sea to London for an education at Queen’s College, a liberal girls’ school in Harley Street, the family outlaw had found her forte, or one of them: ‘I could make the girls cry when I read Dickens in the sewing class’.9

It was at Queen’s that she met Ida Baker, who would become her faithful, beloved and abused, lifelong friend and companion, one of the few consistently supportive elements in this short, fragmented life. It was also at Queen’s that she first realized how hard it might be to be accepted as anything other than a provincial outsider in English society. One day, characteristically, she spent a lesson studying not the Bible, as she should have been, but the veins in the face of the elderly Headmaster: ‘they told us he was a learned man, but I could not help seeing him in a double-breasted frock coat, a large pseudo-clerical pith helmet… pointing out with an umbrella a probable site of a probable encampment of some wandering tribe.’ He asked the class if any young lady present had ever been chased by a wild bull. She raised her hand because ‘nobody else did… (though of course I hadn’t). Ah, he said, I am afraid you do not count. You are a little savage from New Zealand’.10

London and travelling gave her all sorts of potential selves. Her early letters are a delight; they reveal her spirit, her charm, her vibrancy. ‘Would you not like to try all sorts of lives — one is so very small — but that is the satisfaction of writing — one can impersonate so many people’ she wrote to her cousin.11 But in 1906 her parents shipped her back to Wellington where, in a fit of detestation of her family’s, the town’s, the very country’s conventional small mindedness, she wandered about being ‘ultra modern’, wearing brown to match her cello, throwing herself into a series of flirtations and affairs with both women and men, and writing and publishing daringly decadent vignettes in a local paper. She steeped herself in the heady art of William Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites, the writings of Pater and Wilde, revering the latter for his piercing wit, his bathos, his lawless sensuality. ‘O Oscar! Am I peculiarly susceptible to sexual impulse?’.12 In her notebooks she wrote aphorisms to match Wilde’s own. ‘To break a law with success is to be illustrious.’ ‘To have the courage of your excess — to find the limit of yourself!’13 She imbibed what Zeitgeist there was, zigzagged from the excitements of the Graphophone to the latest Biograph show, and decided that since she’d been forbidden a life as a professional cellist by her father she’d be a writer instead.

Here she is, writing to the editor of the paper which published her first short pieces in 1907: ‘some details as to myself. I am poor — obscure — just eighteen years of age — with a rapacious appetite for everything, and principles as light as my purse’.14 Of course, she wasn’t poor at all, but who could resist the rhyme in poor and obscure? Not Mansfield, the happy self-mythologiser, whose rhetorical free-spiritedness here is daring enough for its time and place and whose actual free-spiritedness was about to cause her a great deal of very real trouble.

‘Here, then,’ she jotted in a notebook, ‘is a little summary of what I need — power, wealth, and freedom. It is the hopelessly insipid doctrine that love is the only thing in the world, taught, hammered into women from generation to generation which hampers us so cruelly. We must get rid of that bogey’.15 An early proto-realism and proto-feminism unite in this, to spar with her equally deeply felt aestheticism. Things were changing for women in the first decade of the century; partly she speaks here with the voice her time allowed but partly with a spirit characteristically at once disciplined and off the rein. She notes in a story written when she was back in London just a year later, ‘The Tiredness of Rosabel’ — a tale which takes advertising language and escapist fiction equally to task — that fantasy is destructive and exhausting. Fiction, Mansfield implies, should be more answerable to the real concerns of women trying to make their way in a world when power, wealth and freedom may well circumstantially evade them.

That said, Mansfield, with all the witty callowness of her youthful individualism, found Suffrage itself unpalatable, laughable, a bit too earnest for her, and in 1908, back in London, escaped with great relief a Suffrage meeting with its ‘women who looked like very badly upholstered chairs’, declaring that ‘the world was too full of laughter’ for her to become a Suffrage volunteer.16

But until 1908 she was still trapped with her family in New Zealand, where she enjoyed a few romantic fantasies herself, first with a young female artist (‘I snap my fingers at Fate. I will not dance to the Music of the Marionettes’), then with a passing male musician, ‘lover of a thousand actresses, roamer of every city under the sun’.17 Perhaps exhausted by her ‘rapacious appetite’, her father gave in, gave her an allowance and let her return to ‘the wizard London’ where she could be a New Woman not quite so close to home.

She was about to learn the lessons of her own limits — via the courage, and the misfortune, of her excess. In London she fell deeply in love with a fellow New Zealander, a singer, the young son of family friends. This family threw her out when she made it clear to them they were lovers. She was pregnant. Presumably to make her unborn child legal, and to emerge with the necessary respectability intact, Mansfield did something which would soon become a central part of the legend of her unscrupulous survivalism. She married George Bowden, a music scholar eleven years her senior who was enamoured of her, then left him for good the next morning, having spent the wedding day having dinner, visiting the theatre, then simply refusing to consummate the marriage that night at their hotel.

Her mother arrived from New Zealand and swept her off to Germany, signing her into a convent in a small spa town in Bavaria. Shortly after this, Mrs Beauchamp left her there, returned home to Wellington and on arrival cut her outlaw daughter out of her will for good. Mansfield got herself a room in a local German pension and, some months later, miscarried there alone. She began an affair with a Polish translator living in the same town, who introduced her to the stories of Chekhov (and gave her a bad case of gonorrhoea which would go undiagnosed for years and profoundly physically weaken her). When she returned to London she published some short stories about her time in Germany in her new friend A. R. Orage’s periodical, The New Age. These formed the basis of her first collection, In A German Pension, published in 1911. That same year she met John Middleton Murry, an Oxford undergraduate and the editor of a little magazine called Rhythm. He commissioned some stories from her then moved into her flat, first as her lodger, then, on her invitation, her lover.

Mansfield would spend the rest of her life with Middleton Murry on one arm, as it were, and her schoolfriend Ida Baker on the other. Murry eventually became her husband, in a marriage which she often defined, in her notebooks and letters, as a kind of childish, innocent, near-sexless Eden. Baker she repeatedly called, with a mixture of affection and disdain, her ‘wife’. (In fact she always kept Ida very close to her, maybe partly to be able to dismiss, or control, as she pleased, her own bisexual urge). The adventurer had her last daring sexual escapade in 1915, smuggling herself across First World War checkpoints near the French military front to meet a soldier-lover there.

But 1915 was also the year in which her much-loved younger brother, Leslie Beauchamp, met his accidental death at the age of twenty, ‘blown to bits’ while training soldiers how to use hand grenades in a French wood. From this point on, something sobered in Mansfield. She settled to her first real work, a long story called ‘The Aloe’, based in the New Zealand of their childhood and dedicated to Leslie. It would become ‘Prelude’; the Woolfs would publish it as their third Hogarth Press title in 1918, and it would take some time for readers and critics to appreciate the strangeness in its form, its poetic distillation, its surprising open-endedness, its characters seen in their immediacy, as if historyless, and its tacit inference that story can be differently told, things can be differently seen and understood. These are just some of the reverberations of this deceptively simple-seeming, hugely innovative story. Mansfield expected it to be misunderstood. ‘Won’t the “Intellectuals” just hate it. They’ll think its a New Primer for Infant Readers. Let ’em’.18

The ‘Intellectuals’ had, sure enough, by now had their fill of someone whose social talents were so charming, so funny, then so ‘envious, dark and full of alarming penetration,’ as Bertrand Russell, with whom Mansfield had had a brief flirtation, put it.19 Mansfield’s talent for social doubleness was very little appreciated in the hothouse smallness of bohemian literary London. Lady Ottoline Morrell, whom she’d gushingly befriended, had begun to find her far too disquieting. Leonard Woolf, noting Mansfield’s ‘mask like’ features, wrote later about how very funny she was, how nobody had ever made him laugh more, though he felt at exactly the same time how Mansfield ‘disliked’ him. The Bloomsbury Group generally agreed — she wore a mask, she was vulgar, she dealt in ‘lies and poses’, she was ‘inscrutable’ (Virginia Woolf, in particular, was rather drawn to her inscrutability). ‘Indeed, everyone who was anyone put her down — Wyndham Lewis, Bertrand Russell, Gaudier-Brzeska — the list is endless… one wonders… why someone so gifted, so charming, should have been so universally detested,’ Angela Carter wrote.20

Well, there was her gush of love, her repeated demand for lifelong loving friendship, so evident in her letters, and almost always followed by its darker twin, her waspish judgement. Her notebooks reveal her critical wit in a way that displays both her funniness and her barbedness. Here, for instance, Howards End gets the Mansfield treatment: ‘Not good enough. E. M. Forster never gets any further than warming the teapot. He’s a rare fine hand at that. Feel this teapot. Is it not beautifully warm? Yes, but there aint going to be no tea. And I can never be perfectly certain whether Helen was got with child by Leonard Bast or by his fatal forgotten umbrella. All things considered, I think it must have been the umbrella’.21 She thought Eliot ‘unspeakably dreary’. She suggested to Lawrence that he call his cottage The Phallus. (His wife, Frieda, thought this was a good idea.) ‘I feel as fastidious as though I wrote with acid,’ Mansfield wrote, with the perfect rhythmic assonance her prose excels in and an ear for both the acid in fastidiousness and the discipline in acidity, and the subject of this biting, luxuriously tough little sentence is, itself, literary style, her dislike of looseness in it, ‘the sort of licence that English people give themselves — to spread over and flop and roll about’.22

There was this fact too, that she wasn’t, after all, English. There was also her ability, a feature of her work since In a German Pension, to get to the guts, the enmity, the unspoken judgementalism and the surreality of things, suspended just beneath the politest tea-time conversation. (In a German Pension she later, typically harshly, considered a work of juvenilia and refused to have republished in her lifetime. She could also be her own sharpest critic.) Her coruscation of middle-class exquisiteness in the late masterpiece, ‘The Garden-Party’, lets us know what she might have made of the social surfaces of her middle-and upper-class friends in England and, consequently, lets us sense some of the unease they’d have felt in her presence.

‘The Garden-Party’ is a perfect working example of something Mansfield’s stories perform again and again — the disruption of the surface of social convention by a final, unavoidable, different kind of reality. As a story it draws attention to words like ‘perfect’ and ‘extravagant,’ as if to ask what they really mean. It takes issue with, and at the same time itself creates with perfect mimicry, the rich self absorption of its characters, ‘that absorbed inward look that only comes from whipped cream’ eaten right after breakfast. On the surface it acts as a story about ‘these absurd class distinctions’. But this is simply its surface issue. At the same time as it dwells on the comforts of and satirises the surrealities of wearing the right kind of hat, it asks why and how we are unable to deal with that quite ‘other’ reality. ‘A man lay dead, and she couldn’t realize it.’

The story also revels in how easily people become other people’s tropes. ‘“My dear!” trilled Kitty Maitland, “aren’t [the green-coated band] too like frogs for words? You ought to have arranged them round the pond with the conductor in the middle on a leaf.”’ Then it demonstrates how we become tropes of (and to) ourselves, and how attractive, and erroneous, it is to make life a mere trope — or a perfect garden party. By the end, Laura, the main character, has been party to a different reality, one so far beyond social trope that the words for it don’t even exist.

‘The Garden-Party’, which became the title story of the last of Mansfield’s collections published when she was alive, was written in 1921 in Switzerland when she was very ill; the tuberculosis in her lungs (now thought to have been caught from her friend, D. H. Lawrence) had been diagnosed in 1918. Her last five years would be spent travelling, with Baker or Murry, sometimes with both, in search of a cure, and writing as fast as possible against the clock of her own body, when even speaking was often near-impossible since it brought on unrelenting bouts of coughing. All those playful and spirited and adventurous versions of self she’d flitted between since adolescence were ‘shackled’ by illness, ‘rather like being a beetle shut in a book, so shackled that one can do nothing but lie down — and even to lie down becomes a kind of agony’.23

In Switzerland she wrote, urgently and side by side, stories for which the American magazine The Sphere would pay enough money to cover rent and medical fees, and stories that would stand as some of her very best work: for instance, ‘At the Bay’, ‘The Garden-Party’, ‘The Doll’s House’, and an extraordinary fragment, ‘A Married Man’s Story’ (and that this rich-voiced, promising piece of fiction remained unfinished is just one of the devastating losses, to us, of her early death). The moneyspinning stories for The Sphere, like ‘Sixpence’, ‘Her First Ball’, and ‘An Ideal Family’, light-seeming stories by which she didn’t set much store, are invested with impatience, urgency, a haunting prescience of death, and the kinds of unsettling questions that an average magazine story didn’t usually raise.

Bliss had been published in 1920, followed in 1922 by The Garden-Party, which contained ‘At The Bay’ and the title story, alongside some of her finest work from just before her time in Montana, ‘The Daughters of the Late Colonel’, ‘Life of Ma Parker’, ‘Miss Brill’. But in 1922 she stopped being able to work. She wrote her last truly powerful story, ‘The Fly’, in February, and her last complete story, ‘The Canary’, in July. Hoping she might have found another way to cure herself, she signed into the Russian guru Gurdjieff’s commune in Fontainebleau, hoping his concentration on the healing and the wholeness of the mind would free her from the shackle of the body.

Mansfield threw herself into the regime with all the energy she had left, milking the commune’s cows, peeling its vegetables, trying to learn as much Russian as she needed to tell her fellow members how cold she was in her room. ‘My blue dress is in large holes,’ she wrote in what would be her final letter to Ida. ‘Those cashmere cardigans look as if rats have gnawed them. As to my fur coat — it’s like a wet London cat. The last time I was in the stable I caught one of the goats nibbling it’.24 She is comic to the last, even about her own appalled sense of being eaten away.

Her spirit was awesome. When Murry came to visit in January 1923, Mansfield tried to run upstairs to show him how well she was. This last display of vitality against all odds brought on a bad haemorrhage and she died later that evening, on January 9 1923.

Katherine Mansfield’s fiction, for all its innovation, reads surprisingly easily. Though her concern with consciousness and psychological relativity, her projection of the notion of self as both fragmented and fluid, the fixation with displacement in her stories and her vision of aesthetic shape itself as negotiable, are all clearly identifiable as modernist concerns, she’s what you might call an unassuming modernist, a sly, laughing kind of modernist. It’s almost as if she’d never want to be caught being pompous, or in any way too present in her stories (or as if to us now, nearly a hundred years later, unwilling to be caught taking any single literary fashion or ‘ism’ too much to heart).

Beside the other great modernist fiction writers, her work seems to go out of its way not to demand of its reader. It isn’t marked with any of the self-conscious experimenta of, for instance, contemporaneous work by Joyce, alongside which it appears quite conventional; and alongside the meditative, spare and rich, mono-voice and poetics of much of Woolf’s fiction after Night and Day, Mansfield’s work seems almost theatrical, like a transcription of social performance. She often used the verb to ‘perform’ when referring to the act of her own writing. ‘Now I must play my part,’ she tells herself, steeling herself to write ‘The Aloe’ after her brother’s death.

In fact, performance is a central part of Mansfield’s aesthetic. Her stories are full of references to theatre, roles, acting, and the marked differences between theatre and ‘reality’. The narrator in the linking ‘Pension’ stories of In a German Pension can be seen as both a central part of the story and an observer, or audience, to it. In the later collections her stories assume a reader as their participant and observing audience. The eponymous protagonist of ‘Miss Brill’ (whose name and the title of which suggest light, brilliance, and something cut short), discovers the pitfalls of performance when the social ‘role’ she’s given by others to play puts her as firmly in a box as she finally puts her own old fox-fur; the girl in ‘The Little Governess’ will learn that role is deceptive, that imagining that others have a safe role, or can be fixed in role, is naive and dangerous; paradoxically, the young girl who falls for an actor in ‘Taking the Veil’ finds out as soon as she feels anything ‘real’ how impossible it is to escape narrative contrivance in the expressing, even to herself, of this very real feeling.

Mansfield sees the rituals of desire as theatre-based. A shining paragraph in the unfinished fragment ‘Daphne’ makes this clear. ‘There was a theatre too, a big bare building plastered over with red and blue bills… I found it, for some reason, fearfully exciting… what women! What girls in muslin dresses with velvet sashes and little caps edged with swansdown!… I leaned against a pillar that looked as though it was made of wedding-cake icing — and fell in love with whole rows at a time…’ Her stories can even be said to ‘perform’ themselves, as a means of questioning or searching for the realities behind, and the relationship with reality in, people’s everyday masks, roles or performances. In the act of narrative performance, Mansfield apes and challenges both narrative structure and social structure. In ‘Mr and Mrs Dove’, a naive young couple find themselves forced, by circumstances of convention and nature, to play out roles to each other; the story examines the fixed structures of response, which leave the man hopeless, the woman surreal with laughter, and both with what they really want far beyond the having. The woman’s helpless laughter in this story of people trapped not just by the fixed ritual of gender relations but by the fixed ritual of the story of their own marriage, the very story they inhabit, epitomises the laughter, the observational comedy, the force of hopeless, hopeful, surreal anarchy that runs through all of Mansfield’s work.

Virginia Woolf, in her more rivalrous moments, dismissed Mansfield to herself for her ‘cheap’ realism, the ABC tea-shop, waitress-peopled, downmarket settings of her stories. But Mansfield’s aesthetic question was the same as Woolf’s own. What was reality? Who were the judges of it? As early as 1909 she was pondering structure, and the ways in which meaning is expressed in fiction. ‘Realism, flesh covered bones…’ But then — ‘supposing ones bones were not bone but liquid light’.25 Mansfield senses, in the very structures of things, a different kind of realism.

With that doubleness she displayed throughout her life and her work, the thing she most demanded of her own fiction and the fiction of others was that it be ‘true’. ‘Tell me! Tell me! Why is it so difficult to write simply — and not simply only but sotto voce, if you know what I mean? This is how I long to write. No fine effects — no bravura. But just the plain truth, as only a liar can tell it’, as her protagonist writes in ‘A Married Man’s Story’. This word ‘truth’ is irresistible to Mansfield; it preoccupies her in much of her writing about writing, and its meaning, and revelations of unexpected truth, and the avoidance of truth, and truth that can’t be spoken out loud, or maybe even articulated at all, feature repeatedly in her fiction. ‘But the truth was — Oh, better not inquire what the truth was. Better not ask what it was that kept them going’ (‘Father and the Girls’). Part of her take on truth can be deduced from her repeated use of this kind of discursive narrative style, a style that suggests both inclusion and exclusion of a reader and suggests also that the narrative voice itself is expressing only one opinion, that there’s flexibility of interpretation here; notions of fixedness and fluidity are foregrounded by such a device. She also likes to drop a reader into the middle of things — as if we simply know the story. ‘And then, after six years, she saw him again’ (‘A Dill Pickle’). Many of her stories start on the word And, as if insisting on both their own partialness and their belonging in a larger world, a larger referential frame.

She is fond of dialogue — fond, structurally, of something that can pull two ways at once. She likes to place unexplained pieces of story next to each other to reverberate on their own terms (this device is at the heart of ‘Prelude’, and can be seen at its most basic in the undeveloped fragment ‘Second Violin’, where two seemingly unconnected stories will eventually, presumably, form a single story). A sentence like ‘“The death agony was dreadful,” she said brightly’, lets Mansfield mark the comic potential of one simple unit doing at least two things. Similarly she can work wonders with a single word, the word ‘bliss’, for example, which, by the end of the story whose title it is, has come to mean several things, including its obvious surface meaning, a satirisation of this, a reading of the word as its own opposite, and a whole new state of understanding involving both its original meaning, its mocked meaning and its opposite.

Her sentences are spick and span, clean rhythmic units. ‘Miss Anderson rustled, rustled about the house like a dead leaf.’ If she appreciates the truth of cliche, if she seems to court sentiment, her charm is barbed — she often twins what seems like charm with a certain mercilessness: if there’s a kitten’s tongue in a story, then the kitten will probably be a dead one (as in ‘Je Ne Parle Pas Francais’). The boys on the shore in ‘At the Bay’ ‘twinkled like spiders’; this is a typically surprising construction, where ‘twinkled’ is confounded by ‘spiders’, and the whole notion of spider is re-seen because of the verb.

She goes straight to the directly transcribed misheard word for another ‘truth’: a child hears the word emerald as nemeral; an old char lady knows a beetle is a beedle. Her stories are full of directly transcribed voices, even bits of song, as if overheard by a reader in the course of the story. Like this she renews language at every level.

‘Ive two “kick offs” in the writing game,’ she once wrote. ’One is joy — real joy —… something delicate and lovely seems to open before my eyes, like a flower without thought of a frost or a cold breath… the other “kick off” is… an extremely deep sense of hopelessness — of everything doomed to disaster —… a cry against corruption that is absolutely the nail on the head. Not a protest — a cry, and I mean corruption in the widest sense of the word, of course’.26

This twinned impetus, the linked expression of joy and grief, is maybe why she can deliver the weight of mortality with such lightness — with the unexpected nimbleness, say, of the grandmother in the fine story ‘The Voyage’, a story whose revelation is first death, then an unexpected life beyond it. Similarly, Mansfield is expert at finding the surprise of sensuality in everyday ordinariness — a sense of hope, even of ecstasy, in mundane suburbia, its pavements and bicycles. She dazzles the ideal with the real, and vice versa. She uses language to suggest its limits, to suggest that which can’t be articulated, can’t be said. ‘Psychology’ is a cunning realization of the unsaid things in an English sitting room — and the unsaid things between selves — in a story which finally, wittily, sees the realization of these currents, all the shifts of feeling between the said and the unsaid, as the impetus for all truly ‘modern’ fiction.

When it came to her own likings in fiction, Mansfield wrote to Woolf paraphrasing Chekhov, a writer she revered. ‘What the writer does is not so much to solve the question but to put the question. There must be the question put. That seems to me a very nice dividing line between the true & the false writer’.27 With open-endedness, and with repeated use of ellipses, she makes space in a story not just for questions but for unfixed things, and things as yet unthought — both by characters and by readers. Her stories are less about story and more about this shift in knowing or understanding — making the reader, between knowing and not knowing, part of the process of the story’s own performance.

This throws light on her treatment of the idea of a writer’s self, in which there’s also a repeated question of ellipsis, or elision, or space. ‘One must learn, one must practise to forget oneself,’ the writer, whose many selves have always fascinated critics, stated. ‘I can’t tell the truth about Aunt Anne unless I am free to enter into her life without selfconsciousness’.28

Mansfield’s selflessness, her gift of authorial flexibility, granted her a democratic sense of hearing, with which on the one hand she hears language and voice in people who’ve routinely been denied literary language and voice (like servants, children, old people) and on the other gives voice to birds, trees, even inanimate things like lifts, or trains. Her characters and fictional environments are brought to a particular kind of intense life in this way. The opening paragraph of ‘At The Bay’, for instance, is full of such intense life — and at the same time full of a repeated articulation of denial. ‘Not yet.’ ‘Hidden.’ ‘Could not see.’ ‘Gone.’ ‘Was nothing to mark.’ ‘Just did not fall.’ What is being denied here, in this edgy mock-pastoral start to the day, where absence is such a strong presence? A close look and listen reveals the voices of things we don’t expect to have voice — the sea, the stream, a dog, a cat. The story begins on a revelation of something withheld and, at the same time, a different kind of consciousness. Its most pressing question, as it passes into its second section, becomes how to live, how to survive in the swim of things. Do you stay complete and uptight and individual, controlling all you can? Or do you do better to give yourself over to the very nature of things, ‘carelessly, recklessly, spending oneself? After the refrains of its first two sections — one peopled, one not — we experience the social microcosm of the visitors at the bay in a close examination of what they’re each keeping, as it were, at bay — the gender battles, the battles within the various selves that make each and every individual self, and the life-and-death matter of the brevity of things, ‘the shortness of life!’ — all held in the frame of the story’s single day.

This is as close as Mansfield gets to an interest in closure. The natural cycle, the frosted flower, the (Romantic) notion of brevity, the promised anticlimactic fall which infects life and narrative regardless (since all stories and all books, like all lives, have endings) make sense of her love of held, timeless moments glowing back against chronology, and the attraction, for her, of stories which celebrate life in the face of the fact that neither story nor life lasts. This is maybe why she is passionate about beginnings, stories set in spring, stories which hymn nature’s own anarchy of rebirth, or (famously in that story all about beginnings, ‘Prelude’) stories from a child’s-eye-view.

Child consciousness is one way she shifts or renews perception, avoids preconception. Another is by returning, again and again, to the concept of foreignness. Her stories are peopled by characters living a travelling, hotel, rented-room existence, coming to understand their own strangeness — or, like the foolish solipsist girl in ‘The Little Governess’, not understanding it well enough.

Mansfield’s own ‘foreignness’ meant several things. It made her always a stranger in England and Europe, ‘the little colonial’.29 It allowed her to see the self as a traveller in the strange country of its own many selves. Around 1920, satirising the fashions for self-analysis and literary memoir, and mocking the hackneyed fashionability of Shakespeare’s phrase ‘to thine own self be true’ she wrote a note to herself: ‘True to oneself! Which self? Which of my many — well, really, thats what it looks like coming to — hundreds of selves. For what with complexes and suppressions, and reactions and vibrations and reflections — there are moments when I feel I am nothing but the small clerk of some hotel without a proprietor who has all his work cut out to enter the names and hand the keys to the wilful guests.’ She longs for freedom from all bonds of self, she suggests here — ‘the moment of direct feeling when we are most ourselves and least personal’.30

Possibly the habit of homelessness is even a definition of liberation in this light — another chance to go beyond self altogether. ‘Home! To sit around, doing nothing, listening to the clock, counting up the years, thinking back… thinking! To stay fixed in one place as if waiting for something or somebody. No! no! Better far to be blown over the earth like the husk, like the withered pod that the wind carries and drops and bears aloft again.’ (‘Father and the Girls’). Mansfield’s own existence was habitually far from fixed; in an average year she would change addresses several times in the one city or town. Lorna Sage even goes so far as to suggest that the short story form was the one place she ‘felt at home… being so little at home anywhere else.31’

England proved the useful opposite of a home, one that repayed fruitfully in her stories what it withheld in terms of her own personal belonging. The sheer toughness of the early New Zealand stories like ‘Millie’ and ‘The Woman at the Store’ is remarkable compared to the light, bantering mode she used for the stories in In a German Pension narrated by the insider/outsider, ‘the little stranger in our midst’, purporting to be ‘English’. A combination of this toughness and that lightness creates the ‘special prose’ she aspired to, which makes the later stories, many set in New Zealand, so ‘strange’ and original in themselves — written from both the centre and the margins of literary tradition and geographical place.32

Strangeness also suited Mansfield’s ‘lawless’ nature: ‘I, a woman, with the taint of the pioneer in my blood’,33 is how she saw herself in an early poem. To be both a woman and a pioneer, to feel, as Angela Carter suggests, colonial and colonialised at once — this allowed her to write stories which critiqued not just geographical or psychological notions of belonging and exclusion, but notions of gender and literature too.

Often, a Mansfield story will refer to itself as a piece of writing; ‘that’s rather nice, don’t you think,’ as the seedy, jaded protagonist of ‘Je Ne Parle Pas Francais’ says about his own phrase-making. Her stories about writers are among her wittiest, and ‘The Advanced Lady’ is one of her early critiques of fiction itself. What can it mean, it asks, to be an advanced lady — and an advanced writer? The story anatomises preconceptions about women, which are held and encouraged by both women and men. It argues back with what women are ‘supposed’ to feel. It goes out of its way to show how simple truth works against philosophical or sentimental lies or hopes. The story is about a group of people who set off on a journey they’re simply not going to be able to make because of stubborn blindness about themselves. In the course of the journey there and back, its ‘advanced lady’ writer is lampooned; she is writing a book whose style and themes the quippy, wickedly funny narrator (and the writer) actually intends to challenge, dismember and remake — as something new, not ‘old as the hills’.

Because she destroyed all her personal papers from the years of its publication and just before, it is impossible to know whether Mansfield herself arranged the order of the stories for In A German Pension. But if she did (and it’s probable that she did), the two stories which follow, ‘The Swing of the Pendulum’ and ‘A Blaze’, studies of love as a kind of bargaining, or performance, or amorality, perhaps form what Mansfield believed the writer who happened to be a woman should, instead, be writing. In fact this is a steady theme in the first collection, whose general critique of the social and sexual oppression of girls and women would echo through all her future work.

Where lesser writers might get caught up in the politics and sentiments of protest, Mansfield deals directly in the immediacy of voice, and lack of voice. The question at the centre of ‘Life of Ma Parker’ is one very much about life. It begins with a ‘literary gentleman’ as its subject, in other words, the usual inhabitant of a story, then shifts to his cleaner, who spends her day mopping up the mess the literary gentleman mundanely makes. Ma Parker, born in Stratford, has never heard of Shakespeare (and if Woolf can be credited with inventing the concept of Shakespeare’s sister, Mansfield would have known what to do with the concept of Shakespeare’s charlady). Where death is the overt theme of this ‘life’, Mansfield’s covert theme is fiction itself and the inability of any literary ‘life’ in dealing with or even empathising with this woman’s life. The woman’s grandson has just died. The literary gentleman is inept, then embarrassed, then blandly pitiless. The woman cleans the flat, then leaves. She is filled with the need simply to be sad, out loud, for a rough life and its losses, but there’s no place in which she can do this simple thing. ‘Oh, wasn’t there anywhere where she could hide and keep herself to herself and stay as long as she liked, not disturbing anybody, and nobody worrying her? Wasn’t there anywhere in the world where she could have her cry out — at last?’

The story gets close to Dickensian melodrama; its closeness to this is purposeful and its avoidance of mawkishness is a miracle. It avoids it by sentences so strange, so astonishing, that the emphasis shifts. The dying child has no means to comment on his own life, or death. Because he is dying of ‘a great lump of something bubbling in his chest’, he can hardly breathe, never mind speak. ‘But what was more awful than all was when he didn’t cough he sat against the pillow and never spoke or answered, or even made as if he heard. Only he looked offended.’

‘Life of Ma Parker’ coalesces round the impassivity of this unexpected word: ‘offended’. The story becomes a revelation of huge offence. That Ma Parker, like the child himself, has ‘nothing’ is offence enough, but Mansfield takes it even further. It’s not just offensive that there’s no place in life for Ma Parker to give voice to her losses, it’s deeply offensive that there’s no literary place for her either — not even in this story. Here are its last lines: ‘Ma Parker stood, looking up and down. The icy wind blew out her apron into a balloon. And now it began to rain. There was nowhere.’ At the same time as giving her a life and a literary space, the story performs the withholding of both. It robs her, like ‘life’ has, of all dignity, there with her apron blown out like a balloon.

At her most lost and tragic, she will still have to withstand comic caricature. It is Mansfield’s most eloquent cry against corruption.

‘Do you, too feel an infinite delight and value in detail —’ Katherine Mansfield wrote to her friend, S. S. Koteliansky, in 1915 — ‘not for the sake of detail but for the life in the life of it’.34‘Miniaturist’ so often becomes a kind of literary slur, the opposite of critical weightiness. Mansfield, who understood, both in her fiction and in her life circumstances, what tragic mundanity and Chekhovian stoicism literally meant, and who could catch the tragic and the bathetic in the same tiny gesture, dealt detail with a kind of lifeforce.

As a schoolgirl she had had a typical, if particularly finely expressed, fin-de-siècle penchant for sentimental stories of romantic deathwish; she had written loving, luxuriating pieces on the passing of time, imaginings of the melancholy longings of gone ghosts in the night sky over London, studies of the ‘slow, sweet, shadowful death of a Rose’.35 When this sensibility met, head-on, the foul realities of the First World War and the brutal factual circumstance of personal illness, an eagerness to be alive and an energy for life itself forged, in her work, a new formal expression and an innovative use of voice.

On Mansfield’s death, Virginia Woolf was bereft. Their argument had settled, in one of their final meetings, into a fascinating question of personality in writing. ‘I said how my own character seemed to cut out a shape like a shadow in front of me. This she understood (I give it as an example of her understanding) & proved it by telling me that she thought this bad: one ought to merge into things.’ Now the only writer able to make her jealous was gone, there was ‘no point in writing any more… Katherine won’t read it — Katherine’s my rival no longer.’36

‘This pioneer did not shrink from life,’ Brigid Brophy said, commenting on the paradoxical near-brutality, the formidable nature, in writing so deceptively slight, so easily dismissed as delicate.37 ‘One of the great Modernist writers of displacement, restlessness, mobility, impermanence… she wrote so well about writing, since she invested the life she wouldn’t see again in it… Mansfield’s work speaks about what’s inevitably lost, material, mortal, unless it’s turned to artifice,’ Lorna Sage said, summing up the paradoxical place in art, so attractive to Mansfield and so central to her aesthetic, where brevity meets longevity.38

The last word here is Mansfield’s own, and it comes from before she had published very much, when she was young, idealistic, hopelessly in love, and already the prose holds all her customary impatience, her energy, her attention to detail, her lifelove, the inklings of that fruitful double tension between creativity and violence, her skill of shifting perspective, her ability to see the huge in the small and vice versa, and her literary gift for merging into, or giving herself over to, the performance, the creative act, the life in the life of it.

Why is it we so love the strong emotions? I think because they give us such a keen sense of Life — a violent belief in our Existence. One thing I cannot bear and that is the mediocre – I like always to have a great grip of Life, so that I intensify the so-called small things — so that truly everything is significant.39

Ali Smith
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PRELUDE

I

THERE was not an inch of room for Lottie and Kezia in the buggy. When Pat swung them on top of the luggage they wobbled; the grandmother’s lap was full and Linda Burnell could not possibly have held a lump of a child on hers for any distance. Isabel, very superior, was perched beside the new handy-man on the driver’s seat. Holdalls, bags and boxes were piled upon the floor. “These are absolute necessities that I will not let out of my sight for one instant,” said Linda Burnell, her voice trembling with fatigue and excitement.

Lottie and Kezia stood on the patch of lawn just inside the gate all ready for the fray in their coats with brass anchor buttons and little round caps with battleship ribbons. Hand in hand, they stared with round solemn eyes, first at the absolute necessities and then at their mother.

“We shall simply have to leave them. That is all. We shall simply have to cast them off,” said Linda Burnell. A strange little laugh flew from her lips; she leaned back against the buttoned leather cushions and shut her eyes, her lips trembling with laughter. Happily at that moment Mrs. Samuel Josephs, who had been watching the scene from behind her drawing-room blind, waddled down the garden path.

“Why nod leave the chudren with be for the afterdoon, Brs. Burnell? They could go on the dray with the storeban when he comes in the eveding. Those thigs on the path have to go, dod’t they?”

“Yes, everything outside the house is supposed to go,” said Linda Burnell, and she waved a white hand at the tables and chairs standing on their heads on the front lawn. How absurd they looked! Either they ought to be the other way up, or Lottie and Kezia ought to stand on their heads, too. And she longed to say: “Stand on your heads, children, and wait for the storeman.” It seemed to her that would be so exquisitely funny that she could not attend to Mrs. Samuel Josephs.

The fat creaking body leaned across the gate, and the big jelly of a face smiled. “Dod’t you worry, Brs. Burnell. Loddie and Kezia can have tea with by chudren in the dursery, and I’ll see theb on the dray afterwards.”

The grandmother considered. “Yes, it really is quite the best plan. We are very obliged to you, Mrs. Samuel Josephs. Children, say ‘thank you’ to Mrs. Samuel Josephs.”

Two subdued chirrups: “Thank you, Mrs. Samuel Josephs.”

“And be good little girls, and—come closer—” they advanced, “don’t forget to tell Mrs. Samuel Josephs when you want to…”

“No, granma.”

“Dod’t worry, Brs. Burnell.”

At the last moment Kezia let go Lottie’s hand and darted towards the buggy.

“I want to kiss my granma good-bye again.”

But she was too late. The buggy rolled off up the road, Isabel bursting with pride, her nose turned up at all the world, Linda Burnell prostrated, and the grandmother rummaging among the very curious oddments she had had put in her black silk reticule at the last moment, for something to give her daughter. The buggy twinkled away in the sunlight and fine golden dust up the hill and over. Kezia bit her lip, but Lottie, carefully finding her handkerchief first, set up a wail.

“Mother! Granma!”

Mrs. Samuel Josephs, like a huge warm black silk tea-cosy, enveloped her.

“It’s all right, by dear. Be a brave child. You come and blay in the dursery!”

She put her arm round weeping Lottie and led her away. Kezia followed, making a face at Mrs. Samuel Josephs’ placket, which was undone as usual, with two long pink corset laces hanging out of it….

Lottie’s weeping died down as she mounted the stairs, but the sight of her at the nursery door with swollen eyes and a blob of a nose gave great satisfaction to the S. J.’s, who sat on two benches before a long table covered with American cloth and set out with immense plates of bread and dripping and two brown jugs that faintly steamed.

“Hullo! You’ve been crying!”

“Ooh! Your eyes have gone right in.”

“Doesn’t her nose look funny.”

“You’re all red-and-patchy.”

Lottie was quite a success. She felt it and swelled, smiling timidly.

“Go and sid by Zaidee, ducky,” said Mrs. Samuel Josephs, “and Kezia, you sid ad the end by Boses.”

Moses grinned and gave her a nip as she sat down; but she pretended not to notice. She did hate boys.

“Which will you have?” asked Stanley, leaning across the table very politely, and smiling at her. “Which will you have to begin with—strawberries and cream or bread and dripping?”

“Strawberries and cream, please,” said she.

“Ah-h-h-h.” How they all laughed and beat the table with their teaspoons. Wasn’t that a take-in! Wasn’t it now! Didn’t he fox her! Good old Stan!

“Ma! She thought it was real.”

Even Mrs. Samuel Josephs, pouring out the milk and water, could not help smiling. “You bustn’t tease theb on their last day,” she wheezed.

But Kezia bit a big piece out of her bread and dripping, and then stood the piece up on her plate. With the bite out it made a dear little sort of a gate. Pooh! She didn’t care! A tear rolled down her cheek, but she wasn’t crying. She couldn’t have cried in front of those awful Samuel Josephs. She sat with her head bent, and as the tear dripped slowly down, she caught it with a neat little whisk of her tongue and ate it before any of them had seen.

II

After tea Kezia wandered back to their own house. Slowly she walked up the back steps, and through the scullery into the kitchen. Nothing was left in it but a lump of gritty yellow soap in one corner of the kitchen window-sill and a piece of flannel stained with a blue bag in another. The fire-place was choked up with rubbish. She poked among it but found nothing except a hair-tidy with a heart painted on it that had belonged to the servant girl. Even that she left lying, and she trailed through the narrow passage into the drawing-room. The Venetian blind was pulled down but not drawn close. Long pencil rays of sunlight shone through and the wavy shadow of a bush outside danced on the gold lines. Now it was still, now it began to flutter again, and now it came almost as far as her feet. Zoom! Zoom! a blue-bottle knocked against the ceiling; the carpet-tacks had little bits of red fluff sticking to them.

The dining-room window had a square of coloured glass at each corner. One was blue and one was yellow. Kezia bent down to have one more look at a blue lawn with blue arum lilies growing at the gate, and then at a yellow lawn with yellow lilies and a yellow fence. As she looked a little Chinese Lottie came out on to the lawn and began to dust the tables and chairs with a corner of her pinafore. Was that really Lottie? Kezia was not quite sure until she had looked through the ordinary window.

Upstairs in her father’s and mother’s room she found a pill box black and shiny outside and red in, holding a blob of cotton wool.

“I could keep a bird’s egg in that,” she decided.

In the servant girl’s room there was a stay-button stuck in a crack of the floor, and in another crack some beads and a long needle. She knew there was nothing in her grandmother’s room; she had watched her pack. She went over to the window and leaned against it, pressing her hands against the pane.

Kezia liked to stand so before the window. She liked the feeling of the cold shining glass against her hot palms, and she liked to watch the funny white tops that came on her fingers when she pressed them hard against the pane. As she stood there, the day flickered out and dark came. With the dark crept the wind snuffling and howling. The windows of the empty house shook, a creaking came from the walls and floors, a piece of loose iron on the roof banged forlornly. Kezia was suddenly quite, quite still, with wide open eyes and knees pressed together. She was frightened. She wanted to call Lottie and to go on calling all the while she ran downstairs and out of the house. But IT was just behind her, waiting at the door, at the head of the stairs, at the bottom of the stairs, hiding in the passage, ready to dart out at the back door. But Lottie was at the back door, too.

“Kezia!” she called cheerfully. “The storeman’s here. Everything is on the dray and three horses, Kezia. Mrs. Samuel Josephs has given us a big shawl to wear round us, and she says to button up your coat. She won’t come out because of asthma.”

Lottie was very important.

“Now then, you kids,” called the storeman. He hooked his big thumbs under their arms and up they swung. Lottie arranged the shawl “most beautifully” and the storeman tucked up their feet in a piece of old blanket.

“Lift up. Easy does it.”

They might have been a couple of young ponies. The storeman felt over the cords holding his load, unhooked the brake-chain from the wheel, and whistling, he swung up beside them.

“Keep close to me,” said Lottie, “because otherwise you pull the shawl away from my side, Kezia.”

But Kezia edged up to the storeman. He towered beside her big as a giant and he smelled of nuts and new wooden boxes.

III

It was the first time that Lottie and Kezia had ever been out so late. Everything looked different—the painted wooden houses far smaller than they did by day, the gardens far bigger and wilder. Bright stars speckled the sky and the moon hung over the harbour dabbling the waves with gold. They could see the lighthouse shining on Quarantine Island, and the green lights on the old coal hulks.

“There comes the Picton boat,” said the storeman, pointing to a little steamer all hung with bright beads.

But when they reached the top of the hill and began to go down the other side the harbour disappeared, and although they were still in the town they were quite lost. Other carts rattled past. Everybody knew the storeman.

“Night, Fred.”

“Night O,” he shouted.

Kezia liked very much to hear him. Whenever a cart appeared in the distance she looked up and waited for his voice. He was an old friend; and she and her grandmother had often been to his place to buy grapes. The storeman lived alone in a cottage that had a glasshouse against one wall built by himself. All the glasshouse was spanned and arched over with one beautiful vine. He took her brown basket from her, lined it with three large leaves, and then he felt in his belt for a little horn knife, reached up and snapped off a big blue cluster and laid it on the leaves so tenderly that Kezia held her breath to watch. He was a very big man. He wore brown velvet trousers, and he had a long brown beard. But he never wore a collar, not even on Sunday. The back of his neck was burnt bright red.

“Where are we now?” Every few minutes one of the children asked him the question.

“Why, this is Hawk Street, or Charlotte Crescent.”

“Of course it is,” Lottie pricked up her ears at the last name; she always felt that Charlotte Crescent belonged specially to her. Very few people had streets with the same name as theirs.

“Look, Kezia, there is Charlotte Crescent. Doesn’t it look different?” Now everything familiar was left behind. Now the big dray rattled into unknown country, along new roads with high clay banks on either side, up steep, steep hills, down into bushy valleys, through wide shallow rivers. Further and further. Lottie’s head wagged; she drooped, she slipped half into Kezia’s lap and lay there. But Kezia could not open her eyes wide enough. The wind blew and she shivered; but her cheeks and ears burned.

“Do stars ever blow about?” she asked.

“Not to notice,” said the storeman.

“We’ve got a nuncle and a naunt living near our new house,” said Kezia. “They have got two children, Pip, the eldest is called, and the youngest’s name is Rags. He’s got a ram. He has to feed it with a nenamuel teapot and a glove top over the spout. He’s going to show us. What is the difference between a ram and a sheep?”

“Well, a ram has horns and runs for you.”

Kezia considered. “I don’t want to see it frightfully,” she said. “I hate rushing animals like dogs and parrots. I often dream that animals rush at me—even camels—and while they are rushing, their heads swell e-enormous.”

The storeman said nothing. Kezia peered up at him, screwing up her eyes. Then she put her finger out and stroked his sleeve; it felt hairy. “Are we near?”she asked.

“Not far off, now,” answered the storeman. “Getting tired?”

“Well, I’m not an atom bit sleepy,” said Kezia. “But my eyes keep curling up in such a funny sort of way.” She gave a long sigh, and to stop her eyes from curling she shut them…. When she opened them again they were clanking through a drive that cut through the garden like a whip-lash, looping suddenly an island of green, and behind the island, but out of sight until you came upon it, was the house. It was long and low built, with a pillared veranda and balcony all the way round. The soft white bulk of it lay stretched upon the green garden like a sleeping beast. And now one and now another of the windows leaped into light. Someone was walking through the empty rooms carrying a lamp. From the window downstairs the light of a fire flickered. A strange beautiful excitement seemed to stream from the house in quivering ripples.

“Where are we?” said Lottie, sitting up. Her reefer cap was all on one side and on her cheek there was the print of an anchor button she had pressed against while sleeping. Tenderly the storeman lifted her, set her cap straight, and pulled down her crumpled clothes. She stood blinking on the lowest veranda step watching Kezia, who seemed to come flying through the air to her feet.

“Ooh!” cried Kezia, flinging up her arms. The grandmother came out of the dark hall carrying a little lamp. She was smiling.

“You found your way in the dark?” said she.

“Perfectly well.”

But Lottie staggered on the lowest veranda step like a bird fallen out of the nest. If she stood still for a moment she fell asleep; if she leaned against anything her eyes closed. She could not walk another step.

“Kezia,” said the grandmother, “can I trust you to carry the lamp?”

“Yes, my granma.”

The old woman bent down and gave the bright breathing thing into her hands and then she caught up drunken Lottie. “This way.”

Through a square hall filled with bales and hundreds of parrots (but the parrots were only on the wall-paper) down a narrow passage where the parrots persisted in flying past Kezia with her lamp.

“Be very quiet,” warned the grandmother, putting down Lottie and opening the dining-room door. “Poor little mother has got such a headache.”

Linda Burnell, in a long cane chair, with her feet on a hassock and a plaid over her knees, lay before a crackling fire. Burnell and Beryl sat at the table in the middle of the room eating a dish of fried chops and drinking tea out of a brown china teapot. Over the back of her mother’s chair leaned Isabel. She had a comb in her fingers and in a gentle absorbed fashion she was combing the curls from her mother’s forehead. Outside the pool of lamp and firelight the room stretched dark and bare to the hollow windows.

“Are those the children?” But Linda did not really care; she did not even open her eyes to see.

“Put down the lamp, Kezia,” said Aunt Beryl, “or we shall have the house on fire before we are out of the packing cases. More tea, Stanley?”

“Well, you might just give me five-eighths of a cup,” said Burnell, leaning across the table. “Have another chop, Beryl. Tip-top meat, isn’t it? Not too lean and not too fat.” He turned to his wife. “You’re sure you won’t change your mind, Linda darling?”

“The very thought of it is enough.” She raised one eyebrow in the way she had. The grandmother brought the children bread and milk and they sat up to table, flushed and sleepy behind the wavy steam.

“I had meat for my supper,” said Isabel, still combing gently.

“I had a whole chop for my supper, the bone and all and Worcester sauce. Didn’t I, father?”

“Oh, don’t boast, Isabel,” said Aunt Beryl.

Isabel looked astounded. “I wasn’t boasting, was I, Mummy? I never thought of boasting. I thought they would like to know. I only meant to tell them.”

“Very well. That’s enough,” said Burnell. He pushed back his plate, took a tooth-pick out of his pocket and began picking his strong white teeth.

“You might see that Fred has a bite of something in the kitchen before he goes, will you, mother?”

“Yes, Stanley.” The old woman turned to go.

“Oh, hold on half a jiffy. I suppose nobody knows where my slippers were put? I suppose I shall not be able to get at them for a month or two—what?”

“Yes,” came from Linda. “In the top of the canvas holdall marked ‘urgent necessities.’”

“Well, you might get them for me, will you, mother?”

“Yes, Stanley.”

Burnell got up, stretched himself, and going over to the fire he turned his back to it and lifted up his coat tails.

“By Jove, this is a pretty pickle. Eh, Beryl?”

Beryl, sipping tea, her elbows on the table, smiled over the cup at him. She wore an unfamiliar pink pinafore; the sleeves of her blouse were rolled up to her shoulders showing her lovely freckled arms, and she had let her hair fall down her back in a long pigtail.

“How long do you think it will take to get straight—couple of weeks—eh? ” he chaffed.

“Good heavens, no,” said Beryl airily. “The worst is over already. The servant girl and I have simply slaved all day, and ever since mother came she has worked like a horse, too. We have never sat down for a moment. We have had a day.”

Stanley scented a rebuke.

“Well, I suppose you did not expect me to rush away from the office and nail carpets—did you?”

“Certainly not,” laughed Beryl. She put down her cup and ran out of the dining-room.

“What the hell does she expect us to do?” asked Stanley. “Sit down and fan herself with a palm-leaf fan while I have a gang of professionals to do the job? By Jove, if she can’t do a hand’s turn occasionally without shouting about it in return for…”

And he gloomed as the chops began to fight the tea in his sensitive stomach. But Linda put up a hand and dragged him down to the side of her long chair.

“This is a wretched time for you, old boy,” she said. Her cheeks were very white, but she smiled and curled her fingers into the big red hand she held. Burnell became quiet. Suddenly he began to whistle “Pure as a lily, joyous and free”—a good sign.

“Think you’re going to like it?” he asked.

“I don’t want to tell you, but I think I ought to, mother,” said Isabel. “Kezia is drinking tea out of Aunt Beryl’s cup.”

IV

They were taken off to bed by the grandmother. She went first with a candle; the stairs rang to their climbing feet. Isabel and Lottie lay in a room to themselves, Kezia curled in her grandmother’s soft bed.

“Aren’t there going to be any sheets, my granma?”

“No, not to-night.”

“It’s tickly,” said Kezia, “but it’s like Indians.” She dragged her grandmother down to her and kissed her under the chin. “Come to bed soon and be my Indian brave.”

“What a silly you are,” said the old woman, tucking her in as she loved to be tucked.

“Aren’t you going to leave me a candle?”

“No. Sh—h. Go to sleep.”

“Well, can I have the door left open?”

She rolled herself up into a round but she did not go to sleep. From all over the house came the sound of steps. The house itself creaked and popped. Loud whispering voices came from downstairs. Once she heard Aunt Beryl’s rush of high laughter, and once she heard a loud trumpeting from Burnell blowing his nose. Outside the window hundreds of black cats with yellow eyes sat in the sky watching her—but she was not frightened. Lottie was saying to Isabel:

“I’m going to say my prayers in bed to-night.”

“No, you can’t, Lottie.” Isabel was very firm. “God only excuses you saying your prayers in bed if you’ve got a temperature.” So Lottie yielded:

“Gentle Jesus meek anmile,
          Look pon a little chile.
          Pity me, simple Lizzie,
          Suffer me to come to thee.”

And then they lay down back to back, their little behinds just touching, and fell asleep.

Standing in a pool of moonlight Beryl Fairfield undressed herself. She was tired, but she pretended to be more tired than she really was—letting her clothes fall, pushing back with a languid gesture her warm, heavy hair.

“Oh, how tired I am—very tired.”

She shut her eyes a moment, but her lips smiled. Her breath rose and fell in her breast like two fanning wings. The window was wide open; it was warm, and somewhere out there in the garden a young man, dark and slender, with mocking eyes, tiptoed among the bushes, and gathered the flowers into a big bouquet, and slipped under her window and held it up to her. She saw herself bending forward. He thrust his head among the bright waxy flowers, sly and laughing. “No, no,” said Beryl. She turned from the window and dropped her nightgown over her head.

“How frightfully unreasonable Stanley is sometimes,” she thought, buttoning. And then, as she lay down, there came the old thought, the cruel thought—ah, if only she had money of her own.

A young man, immensely rich, has just arrived from England. He meets her quite by chance…. The new governor is unmarried…. There is a ball at Government house…. Who is that exquisite creature in eau-de-nil satin? Beryl Fairfield….

“The thing that pleases me,” said Stanley, leaning against the side of the bed and giving himself a good scratch on his shoulders and back before turning in, “is that I’ve got the place dirt cheap, Linda. I was talking about it to little Wally Bell to-day and he said he simply could not understand why they had accepted my figure. You see land about here is bound to become more and more valuable… in about ten years’ time… of course we shall have to go very slow and cut down expenses as fine as possible. Not asleep—are you?”

“No, dear, I’ve heard every word,” said Linda.

He sprang into bed, leaned over her and blew out the candle.

“Good night, Mr. Business Man,” said she, and she took hold of his head by the ears and gave him a quick kiss. Her faint far-away voice seemed to come from a deep well.

“Good night, darling.” He slipped his arm under her neck and drew her to him.

“Yes, clasp me,” said the faint voice from the deep well.

Pat the handy-man sprawled in his little room behind the kitchen. His sponge-bag, coat and trousers hung from the door-peg like a hanged man. From the edge of the blanket his twisted toes protruded, and on the floor beside him there was an empty cane bird-cage. He looked like a comic picture.

“Honk, honk,” came from the servant girl. She had adenoids.

Last to go to bed was the grandmother.

“What. Not asleep yet?”

“No, I’m waiting for you,” said Kezia. The old woman sighed and lay down beside her. Kezia thrust her head under her grandmother’s arm and gave a little squeak. But the old woman only pressed her faintly, and sighed again, took out her teeth, and put them in a glass of water beside her on the floor.

In the garden some tiny owls, perched on the branches of a lace-bark tree, called: “More pork; more pork.” And far away in the bush there sounded a harsh rapid chatter: “Ha-ha-ha… Ha-ha-ha.”

V

Dawn came sharp and chill with red clouds on a faint green sky and drops of water on every leaf and blade. A breeze blew over the garden, dropping dew and dropping petals, shivered over the drenched paddocks, and was lost in the sombre bush. In the sky some tiny stars floated for a moment and then diey were gone—they were dissolved like bubbles. And plain to be heard in the early quiet was the sound of the creek in the paddock running over the brown stones, running in and out of the sandy hollows, hiding under clumps of dark berry bushes, spilling into a swamp of yellow water flowers and cresses.

And then at the first beam of sun the birds began. Big cheeky birds, starlings and mynahs, whistled on the lawns, the little birds, the goldfinches and linnets and fan-tails, flicked from bough to bough. A lovely kingfisher perched on the paddock fence preening his rich beauty, and a tui sang his three notes and laughed and sang them again.

“How loud the birds are,” said Linda in her dream. She was walking with her father through a green paddock sprinkled with daisies. Suddenly he bent down and parted the grasses and showed her a tiny ball of fluff just at her feet. “Oh, papa, the darling.” She made a cup of her hands and caught the tiny bird and stroked its head with her finger. It was quite tame. But a funny thing happened. As she stroked it began to swell, it ruffled and pouched, it grew bigger and bigger and its round eyes seemed to smile knowingly at her. Now her arms were hardly wide enough to hold it and she dropped it into her apron. It had become a baby with a big naked head and a gaping bird-mouth, opening and shutting. Her father broke into a loud clattering laugh and she woke to see Burnell standing by the windows rattling the Venetian blind up to the very top.

“Hullo,” he said. “Didn’t wake you, did I? Nothing much wrong with the weather this morning.”

He was enormously pleased. Weather like this set a final seal on his bargain. He felt, somehow, that he had bought the lovely day, too—got it chucked in dirt cheap with the house and ground. He dashed off to his bath and Linda turned over and raised herself on one elbow to see the room by daylight. All the furniture had found a place—all the old paraphernalia, as she expressed it. Even the photographs were on the mantelpiece and the medicine bottles on the shelf above the washstand. Her clothes lay across a chair—her outdoor things, a purple cape and a round hat with a plume in it. Looking at them she wished that she was going away from this house, too. And she saw herself driving away from them all in a little buggy, driving away from everybody and not even waving.

Back came Stanley girt with a towel, glowing and slapping his thighs. He pitched the wet towel on top of her hat and cape, and standing firm in the exact centre of a square of sunlight he began to do his exercises. Deep breathing, bending and squatting like a frog and shooting out his legs. He was so delighted with his firm, obedient body that he hit himself on the chest and gave a loud “Ah.” But this amazing vigour seemed to set him worlds away from Linda. She lay on the white tumbled bed and watched him as if from the clouds.

“Oh, damn! Oh, blast!” said Stanley, who had butted into a crisp white shirt only to find that some idiot had fastened the neck-band and he was caught. He stalked over to Linda waving his arms.

“You look like a big fat turkey,” said she.

“Fat. I like that,” said Stanley. “I haven’t a square inch of fat on me. Feel that.”

“It’s rock—it’s iron,” mocked she.

“You’d be surprised,” said Stanley, as though this were intensely interesting, “at the number of chaps at the club who have got a corporation. Young chaps, you know—men of my age.” He began parting his bushy ginger hair, his blue eyes fixed and round in the glass, his knees bent, because the dressing-table was always—confound it—a bit too low for him. “Little Wally Bell, for instance,” and he straightened, describing upon himself an enormous curve with the hairbrush. “I must say I’ve a perfect horror…”

“My dear, don’t worry. You’ll never be fat. You are far too energetic.”

“Yes, yes, I suppose that’s true,” said he, comforted for the hundredth time, and taking a pearl penknife out of his pocket he began to pare his nails.

“Breakfast, Stanley.” Beryl was at the door. “Oh, Linda, mother says you are not to get up yet.” She popped her head in at the door. She had a big piece of syringa stuck through her hair.

“Everything we left on the veranda last night is simply sopping this morning. You should see poor dear mother wringing out the tables and the chairs. However, there is no harm done—” this with the faintest glance at Stanley.

“Have you told Pat to have the buggy round in time? It’s a good six and a half miles to the office.”

“I can imagine what this early start for the office will be like,” thought Linda. “It will be very high pressure indeed.”

“Pat, Pat.” She heard the servant girl calling. But Pat was evidently hard to find; the silly voice went baa—baaing through the garden.

Linda did not rest again until the final slam of the front door told her that Stanley was really gone.

Later she heard her children playing in the garden. Lottie’s stolid, compact little voice cried: “Ke—zia. Isa—bel.” She was always getting lost or losing people only to find them again, to her great surprise, round the next tree or the next corner. “Oh, there you are after all.” They had been turned out after breakfast and told not to come back to the house until they were called. Isabel wheeled a neat pramload of prim dolls and Lottie was allowed for a great treat to walk beside her holding the doll’s parasol over the face of the wax one.

“Where are you going to, Kezia?” asked lsabel, who longed to find some light and menial duty that Kezia might perform and so be roped in under her government.

“Oh, just away,” said Kezia….

Then she did not hear them any more. What a glare there was in the room. She hated blinds pulled up to the top at any time, but in the morning it was intolerable. She turned over to the wall and idly, with one finger, she traced a poppy on the wall-paper with a leaf and a stem and a fat bursting bud. In the quiet, and under her tracing finger, the poppy seemed to come alive. She could feel the sticky, silky petals, the stem, hairy like a gooseberry skin, the rough leaf and the tight glazed bud. Things had a habit of coming alive like that. Not only large substantial things like furniture but curtains and the patterns of stuffs and the fringes of quilts and cushions. How often she had seen the tassel fringe of her quilt change into a funny procession of dancers with priests attending…. For there were some tassels that did not dance at all but walked stately, bent forward as if praying or chanting. How often the medicine bottles had turned into a row of little men with brown top-hats on; and the washstand jug had a way of sitting in the basin like a fat bird in a round nest.

“I dreamed about birds last night,” thought Linda. What was it? She had forgotten. But the strangest part of this coming alive of things was what they did. They listened, they seemed to swell out with some mysterious important content, and when they were full she felt that they smiled. But it was not for her, only, their sly secret smile; they were members of a secret society and they smiled among themselves. Sometimes, when she had fallen asleep in the daytime, she woke and could not lift a finger, could not even turn her eyes to left or right because THEY were there; sometimes when she went out of a room and left it empty, she knew as she clicked the door to that THEY were filling it. And there were times in the evenings when she was upstairs, perhaps, and everybody else was down, when she could hardly escape from them. Then she could not hurry, she could not hum a tune; if she tried to say ever so carelessly—“Bother that old thimble”— THEY were not deceived. THEY knew how frightened she was; THEY saw how she turned her head away as she passed the mirror. What Linda always felt was that THEY wanted something of her, and she knew that if she gave herself up and was quiet, more than quiet, silent, motionless, something would really happen.

“It’s very quiet now,” she thought. She opened her eyes wide, and she heard the silence spinning its soft endless web. How lightly she breathed; she scarcely had to breathe at all.

Yes, everything had come alive down to the minutest, tiniest particle, and she did not feel her bed, she floated, held up in the air. Only she seemed to be listening with her wide open watchful eyes, waiting for someone to come who just did not come, watching for something to happen that just did not happen.

VI

In the kitchen at the long deal table under the two windows old Mrs. Fairfield was washing the breakfast dishes. The kitchen window looked out on to a big grass patch that led down to the vegetable garden and the rhubarb beds. On one side the grass patch was bordered by the scullery and wash-house and over this whitewashed lean-to there grew a knotted vine. She had noticed yesterday that a few tiny corkscrew tendrils had come right through some cracks in the scullery ceiling and all the windows of the lean-to had a thick frill of ruffled green.

“I am very fond of a grape vine,” declared Mrs. Fairfield, “but I do not think that the grapes will ripen here. It takes Australian sun.” And she remembered how Beryl when she was a baby had been picking some white grapes from the vine on the back veranda of their Tasmanian house and she had been stung on the leg by a huge red ant. She saw Beryl in a little plaid dress with red ribbon tie-ups on the shoulders screaming so dreadfully that half the street rushed in. And how the child’s leg had swelled! “T—t—t—t!” Mrs. Fairfield caught her breath remembering. “Poor child, how terrifying it was.” And she set her lips tight and went over to the stove for some more hot water. The water frothed up in the big soapy bowl with pink and blue bubbles on top of the foam. Old Mrs. Fairfield’s arms were bare to the elbow and stained a bright pink. She wore a grey foulard dress patterned with large purple pansies, a white linen apron and a high cap shaped like a jelly mould of white muslin. At her throat there was a silver crescent moon with five little owls seated on it, and round her neck she wore a watch-guard made of black beads.

It was hard to believe that she had not been in that kitchen for years; she was so much a part of it. She put the crocks away with a sure, precise touch, moving leisurely and ample from the stove to the dresser, looking into the pantry and the larder as though there were not an unfamiliar corner. When she had finished, everything in the kitchen had become part of a series of patterns. She stood in the middle of the room wiping her hands on a check cloth; a smile beamed on her lips; she thought it looked very nice, very satisfactory.

“Mother! Mother! Are you there?” called Beryl.

“Yes, dear. Do you want me?”

“No. I’m coming,” and Beryl rushed in, very flushed, dragging with her two big pictures.

“Mother, whatever can I do with these awful hideous Chinese paintings that Chung Wah gave Stanley when he went bankrupt? It’s absurd to say that they are valuable, because they were hanging in Chung Wah’s fruit shop for months before. I can’t make out why Stanley wants them kept. I’m sure he thinks them just as hideous as we do, but it’s because of the frames,” she said spitefully. “I suppose he thinks the frames might fetch something some day or other.”

“Why don’t you hang them in the passage?” suggested Mrs. Fairfield; “they would not be much seen there.”

“I can’t. There is no room. I’ve hung all the photographs of his office there before and after building, and the signed photos of his business friends, and that awful enlargement of Isabel lying on the mat in her singlet.” Her angry glance swept the placid kitchen. “I know what I’ll do. I’ll hang them here. I will tell Stanley they got a little damp in the moving so I have put them in here for the time being.”

She dragged a chair forward, jumped on it, took a hammer and a big nail out of her pinafore pocket and banged away.

“There! That is enough! Hand me the picture, mother.”

“One moment, child.” Her mother was wiping over the carved ebony frame.

“Oh, mother, really you need not dust them. It would take years to dust all those little holes.” And she frowned at the top of her mother’s head and bit her lip with impatience. Mother’s deliberate way of doing things was simply maddening. It was old age, she supposed, loftily.

At last the two pictures were hung side by side. She jumped off the chair, stowing away the little hammer.

“They don’t look so bad there, do they?” said she. “And at any rate nobody need gaze at them except Pat and the servant girl—have I got a spider’s web on my face, mother? I’ve been poking into that cupboard under the stairs and now something keeps tickling my nose.”

But before Mrs. Fairfield had time to look Beryl had turned away. Someone tapped on the window: Linda was there, nodding and smiling. They heard the latch of the scullery door lift and she came in. She had no hat on; her hair stood upon her head in curling rings and she was wrapped up in an old cashmere shawl.

“I’m so hungry,” said Linda: “where can I get something to eat, mother? This is the first time I’ve been in the kitchen. It says ‘mother’ all over; everything is in pairs.”

“I will make you some tea,” said Mrs. Fairfield, spreading a clean napkin over a corner of the table, “and Beryl can have a cup with you.”

“Beryl, do you want half my gingerbread?” Linda waved the knife at her. “Beryl, do you like the house now that we are here?”

“Oh yes, I like the house immensely and the garden is beautiful, but it feels very far away from everything to me. I can’t imagine people coming out from town to see us in that dreadful jolting bus, and I am sure there is not anyone here to come and call. Of course it does not matter to you because—”

“But there’s the buggy,” said Linda. “Pat can drive you into town whenever you like.”

That was a consolation, certainly, but there was something at the back of Beryl’s mind, something she did not even put into words for herself.

“Oh, well, at any rate it won’t kill us,” she said dryly, putting down her empty cup and standing up and stretching. “I am going to hang curtains.” And she ran away singing:

“How many thousand birds I see
         That sing aloud from every tree…”

“…birds I see That sing aloud from every tree….” But when she reached the dining-room she stopped singing, her face changed; it became gloomy and sullen.

“One may as well rot here as anywhere else,” she muttered savagely, digging the stiff brass safety-pins into the red serge curtains.

The two left in the kitchen were quiet for a little. Linda leaned her cheek on her fingers and watched her mother. She thought her mother looked wonderfully beautiful with her back to the leafy window. There was something comforting in the sight of her that Linda felt she could never do without. She needed the sweet smell of her flesh, and the soft feel of her cheeks and her arms and shoulders still softer. She loved the way her hair curled, silver at her forehead, lighter at her neck, and bright brown still in the big coil under the muslin cap. Exquisite were her mother’s hands, and the two rings she wore seemed to melt into her creamy skin. And she was always so fresh, so delicious. The old woman could bear nothing but linen next to her body and she bathed in cold water winter and summer.

“Isn’t there anything for me to do?” asked Linda.

“No, darling. I wish you would go into the garden and give an eye to your children; but that I know you will not do.”

“Of course I will, but you know Isabel is much more grown up than any of us.”

“Yes, but Kezia is not,” said Mrs. Fairfield.

“Oh, Kezia has been tossed by a bull hours ago,” said Linda, winding herself up in her shawl again.

But no, Kezia had seen a bull through a hole in a knot of wood in the paling that separated the tennis lawn from the paddock. But she had not liked the bull frightfully, so she had walked away back through the orchard, up the grassy slope, along the path by the lace-bark tree and so into the spread tangled garden. She did not believe that she would ever not get lost in this garden. Twice she had found her way back to the big iron gates they had driven through the night before, and then had turned to walk up the drive that led to the house, but there were so many little paths on either side. On one side they all led into a tangle of tall dark trees and strange bushes with flat velvet leaves and feathery cream flowers that buzzed with flies when you shook them—this was the frightening side, and no garden at all. The little paths here were wet and clayey with tree roots spanned across them like the marks of big fowls’ feet.

But on the other side of the drive there was a high box border and the paths had box edges and all of them led into a deeper and deeper tangle of flowers. The camellias were in bloom, white and crimson and pink and white striped with flashing leaves. You could not see a leaf on the syringa bushes for the white clusters. The roses were in flower—gentlemen’s button-hole roses, little white ones, but far too full of insects to hold under anyone’s nose, pink monthly roses with a ring of fallen petals round the bushes, cabbage roses on thick stalks, moss roses, always in bud, pink smooth beauties opening curl on curl, red ones so dark they seemed to turn back as they fell, and a certain exquisite cream kind with a slender red stem and bright scarlet leaves.

There were clumps of fairy bells, and all kinds of geraniums, and there were little trees of verbena and bluish lavender bushes and a bed of pelargoniums with velvet eyes and leaves like moths’ wings. There was a bed of nothing but mignonette and another of nothing but pansies—borders of double and single daisies and all kinds of little tufty plants she had never seen before.

The red-hot pokers were taller than she; the Japanese sunflowers grew in a tiny jungle. She sat down on one of the box borders. By pressing hard at first it made a nice seat. But how dusty it was inside! Kezia bent down to look and sneezed and rubbed her nose.

And then she found herself at the top of the rolling grassy slope that led down to the orchard…. She looked down at the slope a moment; then she lay down on her back, gave a squeak and rolled over and over into the thick flowery orchard grass. As she lay waiting for things to stop spinning, she decided to go up to the house and ask the servant girl for an empty matchbox. She wanted to make a surprise for the grandmother…. First she would put a leaf inside with a big violet lying on it, then she would put a very small white picotee, perhaps, on each side of the violet, and then she would sprinkle some lavender on the top, but not to cover their heads.

She often made these surprises for the grandmother, and they were always most successful.

“Do you want a match, my granny?”

“Why, yes, child, I believe a match is just what I’m looking for.”

The grandmother slowly opened the box and came upon the picture inside.

“Good gracious, child! How you astonished me!”

“I can make her one every day here,” she thought, scrambling up the grass on her slippery shoes.

But on her way back to the house she came to that island that lay in the middle of the drive, dividing the drive into two arms that met in front of the house. The island was made of grass banked up high. Nothing grew on the top except one huge plant with thick, grey-green, thorny leaves, and out of the middle there sprang up a tall stout stem. Some of the leaves of the plant were so old that they curled up in the air no longer; they turned back, they were split and broken; some of them lay flat and withered on the ground.

Whatever could it be? She had never seen anything like it before. She stood and stared. And then she saw her mother coming down the path.

“Mother, what is it?” asked Kezia.

Linda looked up at the fat swelling plant with its cruel leaves and fleshy stem. High above them, as though becalmed in the air, and yet holding so fast to the earth it grew from, it might have had claws instead of roots. The curving leaves seemed to be hiding something; the blind stem cut into the air as if no wind could ever shake it.

“That is an aloe, Kezia,” said her mother.

“Does it ever have any flowers?”

“Yes, Kezia,” and Linda smiled down at her, and half shut her eyes. “Once every hundred years.”

VII

On his way home from the office Stanley Burnell stopped the buggy at the Bodega, got out and bought a large bottle of oysters. At the Chinaman’s shop next door he bought a pineapple in the pink of condition, and noticing a basket of fresh black cherries he told John to put him in a pound of those as well. The oysters and the pine he stowed away in the box under the front seat, but the cherries he kept in his hand.

Pat, the handy-man, leapt off the box and tucked him up again in the brown rug.

“Lift yer feet, Mr. Burnell, while I give yer a fold under,” said he.

“Right! Right! First-rate!” said Stanley. “You can make straight for home now.”

Pat gave the grey mare a touch and the buggy sprang forward.

“I believe this man is a first-rate chap,” thought Stanley. He liked the look of him sitting up there in his neat brown coat and brown bowler. He liked the way Pat had tucked him in, and he liked his eyes. There was nothing servile about him—and if there was one thing he hated more than another it was servility. And he looked as if he was pleased with his job— happy and contented already.

The grey mare went very well; Burnell was impatient to be out of the town. He wanted to be home. Ah, it was splendid to live in the country—to get right out of that hole of a town once the office was closed; and this drive in the fresh warm air, knowing all the while that his own house was at the other end, with its garden and paddocks, its three tip-top cows and enough fowls and ducks to keep them in poultry, was splendid too.

As they left the town finally and bowled away up the deserted road his heart beat hard for joy. He rooted in the bag and began to eat the cherries, three or four at a time, chucking the stones over the side of the buggy. They were delicious, so plump and cold, without a spot or a bruise on them.

Look at those two, now—black one side and white the other —perfect! A perfect little pair of Siamese twins. And he stuck them in his button-hole…. By Jove, he wouldn’t mind giving that chap up there a handful—but no, better not. Better wait until he had been with him a bit longer.

He began to plan what he would do with his Saturday afternoons and his Sundays. He wouldn’t go to the club for lunch on Saturday. No, cut away from the office as soon as possible and get them to give him a couple of slices of cold meat and half a lettuce when he got home. And then he’d get a few chaps out from town to play tennis in the afternoon. Not too many —three at most. Beryl was a good player, too…. He stretched out his right arm and slowly bent it, feeling the muscle…. A bath, a good rub-down, a cigar on the veranda after dinner….

On Sunday morning they would go to church—children and all. Which reminded him that he must hire a pew, in the sun if possible and well forward so as to be out of the draught from the door. In fancy he heard himself intoning extremely well: “When thou did overcome the Sharpness of Death Thou didst open the Kingdom of Heaven to all Believers.” And he saw the neat brass-edged card on the corner of the pew—Mr. Stanley Burnell and family…. The rest of the day he’d loaf about with Linda…. Now they were walking about the garden; she was on his arm, and he was explaining to her at length what he intended doing at the office the week following. He heard her saying: “My dear, I think that is most wise….” Talking things over with Linda was a wonderful help even though they were apt to drift away from the point.

Hang it all! They weren’t getting along very fast. Pat had put the brake on again. Ugh! What a brute of a thing it was. He could feel it in the pit of his stomach.

A sort of panic overtook Burnell whenever he approached near home. Before he was well inside the gate he would shout to anyone within sight: “Is everything all right?” And then he did not believe it was until he heard Linda say: “Hullo! Are you home again?” That was the worst of living in the country —it took the deuce of a long time to get back…. But now they weren’t far off. They were on the top of the last hill; it was a gentle slope all the way now and not more than half a mile.

Pat trailed the whip over the mare’s back and he coaxed her: “Goop now. Goop now.”

It wanted a few minutes to sunset. Everything stood motionless bathed in bright, metallic light and from the paddocks on either side there streamed the milky scent of ripe grass. The iron gates were open. They dashed through and up the drive and round the island, stopping at the exact middle of the veranda.

“Did she satisfy yer, sir?” said Pat, getting off the box and grinning at his master.

“Very well indeed, Pat,” said Stanley.

Linda came out of the glass door; her voice rang in the shadowy quiet. “Hullo! Are you home again?”

At the sound of her his heart beat so hard that he could hardly stop himself dashing up the steps and catching her in his arms.

“Yes, I’m home again. Is everything all right?”

Pat began to lead the buggy round to the side gate that opened into the courtyard.

“Here, half a moment,” said Burnell. “Hand me those two parcels.” And he said to Linda, “I’ve brought you back a bottle of oysters and a pineapple,” as though he had brought her back all the harvest of the earth.

They went into the hall; Linda carried the oysters in one hand and the pineapple in the other. Burnell shut the glass door, threw his hat down, put his arms round her and strained her to him, kissing the top of her head, her ears, her lips, her eyes.

“Oh, dear! Oh, dear!” said she. “Wait a moment. Let me put down these silly things,” and she put the bottle of oysters and the pine on a little carved chair. “What have you got in your button-hole—cherries?” She took them out and hung them over his ear.

“Don’t do that, darling. They are for you.”

So she took them off his ear again. “You don’t mind if I save them. They’d spoil my appetite for dinner. Come and see your children. They are having tea.”

The lamp was lighted on the nursery table. Mrs. Fairfield was cutting and spreading bread and butter. The three little girls sat up to table wearing large bibs embroidered with their names. They wiped their mouths as their father came in ready to be kissed. The windows were open; a jar of wild flowers stood on the mantelpiece, and the lamp made a big soft bubble of light on the ceiling.

“You seem pretty snug, mother,” said Burnell, blinking at the light. Isabel and Lottie sat one on either side of the table, Kezia at the bottom—the place at the top was empty.

“That’s where my boy ought to sit,” thought Stanley. He tightened his arm round Linda’s shoulder. By God, he was a perfect fool to feel as happy as this!

“We are, Stanley. We are very snug,” said Mrs. Fairfield, cutting Kezia’s bread into fingers.

“Like it better than town—eh, children?” asked Burnell.

“Oh, yes,” said the three little girls, and Isabel added as an after-thought: “Thank you very much indeed, father dear.”

“Come upstairs,” said Linda. “I’ll bring your slippers.”

But the stairs were too narrow for them to go up arm in arm. It was quite dark in the room. He heard her ring tapping on the marble mantelpiece as she felt for the matches.

“I’ve got some, darling. I’ll light the candles.”

But instead he came up behind her and again he put his arms round her and pressed her head into his shoulder.

“I’m so confoundedly happy,” he said.

“Are you?” She turned and put her hands on his breast and looked up at him.

“I don’t know what has come over me,” he protested.

It was quite dark outside now and heavy dew was falling. When Linda shut the window the cold dew touched her finger tips. Far away a dog barked. “I believe there is going to be a moon,” she said.

At the words, and with the cold wet dew on her fingers, she felt as though the moon had risen—that she was being strangely discovered in a flood of cold light. She shivered; she came away from the window and sat down upon the box ottoman beside Stanley.
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In the dining-room, by the flicker of a wood fire, Beryl sat on a hassock playing the guitar. She had bathed and changed all her clothes. Now she wore a white muslin dress with black spots on it and in her hair she had pinned a black silk rose.

Nature has gone to her rest, love,
           See, we are alone.
       Give me your hand to press, love,
           Lightly within my own.

She played and sang half to herself, for she was watching herself playing and singing. The firelight gleamed on her shoes, on the ruddy belly of the guitar, and on her white fingers….

“If I were outside the window and looked in and saw myself I really would be rather struck,” thought she. Still more softly she played the accompaniment—not singing now but listening.

“… The first time that I ever saw you, little girl—oh, you had no idea that you were not alone—you were sitting with your little feet upon a hassock, playing the guitar. God, I can never forget….” Beryl flung up her head and began to sing again:

“Even the moon is aweary…”

But there came a loud bang at the door. The servant girl’s crimson face popped through.

“Please, Miss Beryl, I’ve got to come and lay.”

“Certainly, Alice,” said Beryl, in a voice of ice. She put the guitar in a corner. Alice lunged in with a heavy black iron tray.

“Well, I have had a job with that oving,” said she. “I can’t get nothing to brown.”

“Really!” said Beryl.

But no, she could not stand that fool of a girl. She ran into the dark drawing-room and began walking up and down…. Oh, she was restless, restless. There was a mirror over the mantel. She leaned her arms along and looked at her pale shadow in it. How beautiful she looked, but there was nobody to see, nobody.

“Why must you suffer so?” said the face in the mirror. “You were not made for suffering…. Smile!”

Beryl smiled, and really her smile was so adorable that she smiled again—but this time because she could not help it.

VIII

“Good morning, Mrs. Jones.”

“Oh, good morning, Mrs. Smith. I’m so glad to see you. Have you brought your children?”

“Yes, I’ve brought both my twins. I have had another baby since I saw you last, but she came so suddenly that I haven’t had time to make her any clothes yet. So I left her….How is your husband?”

“Oh, he is very well, thank you. At least he had an awful cold but Queen Victoria—she’s my godmother, you know—sent him a case of pine-apples and that cured it im—mediately. Is that your new servant?”

“Yes, her name’s Gwen. I’ve only had her two days. Oh, Gwen, this is my friend, Mrs. Smith.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Smith. Dinner won’t be ready for about ten minutes.”

“I don’t think you ought to introduce me to the servant. I think I ought to just begin talking to her.”

“Well, she’s more of a lady-help than a servant and you do introduce lady-helps, I know, because Mrs. Samuel Josephs had one.”

“Oh, well, it doesn’t matter,” said the servant carelessly, beating up a chocolate custard with half a broken clothes peg. The dinner was baking beautifully on a concrete step. She began to lay the cloth on a pink garden seat. In front of each person she put two geranium leaf plates, a pine needle fork and a twig knife. There were three daisy heads on a laurel leaf for poached eggs, some slices of fuchsia petal cold beef, some lovely little rissoles made of earth and water and dandelion seeds, and the chocolate custard which she had decided to serve in the pawa shell she had cooked it in.

“You needn’t trouble about my children,” said Mrs. Smith graciously. “If you’ll just take this bottle and fill it at the tap— I mean at the dairy.”

“Oh, all right,” said Gwen, and she whispered to Mrs. Jones: “Shall I go and ask Alice for a little bit of real milk?”

But someone called from the front of the house and the luncheon party melted away, leaving the charming table, leaving the rissoles and the poached eggs to the ants and to an old snail who pushed his quivering horns over the edge of the garden seat and began to nibble a geranium plate.

“Come round to the front, children. Pip and Rags have come.”

The Trout boys were the cousins Kezia had mentioned to the storeman. They lived about a mile away in a house called Monkey Tree Cottage. Pip was tall for his age, with lank black hair and a white face, but Rags was very small and so thin that when he was undressed his shoulder blades stuck out like two little wings. They had a mongrel dog with pale blue eyes and a long tail turned up at the end who followed them everywhere; he was called Snooker. They spent half their time combing and brushing Snooker and dosing him with various awful mixtures concocted by Pip, and kept secretly by him in a broken jug covered with an old kettle lid. Even faithful little Rags was not allowed to know the full secret of these mixtures…. Take some carbolic tooth powder and a pinch of sulphur powdered up fine, and perhaps a bit of starch to stiffen up Snooker’s coat…. But that was not all; Rags privately thought that the rest was gun-powder…. And he never was allowed to help with the mixing because of the danger…. “Why, if a spot of this flew in your eye, you would be blinded for life,” Pip would say, stirring the mixture with an iron spoon. “And there’s always the chance—just the chance, mind you—of it exploding if you whack it hard enough…. Two spoons of this in a kerosene tin will be enough to kill thousands of fleas.” But Snooker spent all his spare time biting and snuffling, and he stank abominably.

“It’s because he is such a grand fighting dog,” Pip would say. “All fighting dogs smell.”

The Trout boys had often spent the day with the Burnells in town, but now that they lived in this fine house and boncer garden they were inclined to be very friendly. Besides, both of them liked playing with girls—Pip, because he could fox them so, and because Lottie was so easily frightened, and Rags for a shameful reason. He adored dolls. How he would look at a doll as it lay asleep, speaking in a whisper and smiling timidly, and what a treat it was to him to be allowed to hold one….

“Curve your arms round her. Don’t keep them stiff like that. You’ll drop her,” Isabel would say sternly.

Now they were standing on the veranda and holding back Snooker, who wanted to go into the house but wasn’t allowed to because Aunt Linda hated decent dogs.

“We came over in the bus with mum,” they said, “and we’re going to spend the afternoon with you. We brought over a batch of our gingerbread for Aunt Linda. Our Minnie made it. It’s all over nuts.”

“I skinned the almonds,” said Pip. “I just stuck my hand into a saucepan of boiling water and grabbed them out and gave them a kind of pinch and the nuts flew out of the skins, some of them as high as the ceiling. Didn’t they, Rags?”

Rags nodded. “When they make cakes at our place,” said Pip, “we always stay in the kitchen, Rags and me, and I get the bowl and he gets the spoon and the egg-beater. Sponge cake’s best. It’s all frothy stuff, then.”

He ran down the veranda steps to the lawn, planted his hands on the grass, bent forward, and just did not stand on his head.

“That lawn’s all bumpy,” he said. “You have to have a flat place for standing on your head. I can walk round the monkey tree on my head at our place. Can’t I, Rags?”

“Nearly,” said Rags faintly.

“Stand on your head on the veranda. That’s quite flat,” said Kezia.

“No, smarty,” said Pip. “You have to do it on something soft. Because if you give a jerk and fall over, something in your neck goes click, and it breaks off. Dad told me.”

“Oh, do let’s play something,” said Kezia.

“Very well,” said Isabel quickly, “we’ll play hospitals. I will be the nurse and Pip can be the doctor and you and Lottie and Rags can be the sick people.”

Lottie didn’t want* to play that, because last time Pip had squeezed something down her throat and it hurt awfully.

“Pooh,” scoffed Pip. “It was only the juice out of a bit of mandarin peel.”

“Well, let’s play ladies,” said Isabel. “Pip can be the father and you can be all our dear little children.”

“I hate playing ladies,” said Kezia. “You always make us go to church hand in hand and come home and go to bed.”

Suddenly Pip took a filthy handkerchief out of his pocket. “Snooker! Here, sir,” he called. But Snooker, as usual, tried to sneak away, his tail between his legs. Pip leapt on top of him, and pressed him between his knees.

“Keep his head firm, Rags,” he said, and he tied the handkerchief round Snooker’s head with a funny knot sticking up at the top.

“Whatever is that for?” asked Lottie.

“It’s to train his ears to grow more close to his head—see?” said Pip. “All fighting dogs have ears that lie back. But Snooker’s ears are a bit too soft.”

“I know,” said Kezia. “They are always turning inside out. I hate that.”

Snooker lay down, made one feeble effort with his paw to get the handkerchief off, but finding he could not, trailed after the children, shivering with misery.

IX

Pat came swinging along; in his hand he held a little tomahawk that winked in the sun.

“Come with me,” he said to the children, “and I’ll show you how the kings of Ireland chop the head off a duck.”

They drew back—they didn’t believe him, and besides, the Trout boys had never seen Pat before.

“Come on now,” he coaxed, smiling and holding out his hand to Kezia.

“Is it a real duck’s head? One from the paddock?”

“It is,” said Pat. She put her hand in’his hard dry one, and he stuck the tomahawk in his belt and held out the other to Rags. He loved little children.

“I’d better keep hold of Snooker’s head if there’s going to be any blood about,” said Pip, “because the sight of blood makes him awfully wild.” He ran ahead dragging Snooker by the handkerchief.

“Do you think we ought to go?” whispered Isabel. “We haven’t asked or anything. Have we?”

At the bottom of the orchard a gate was set in the paling fence. On the other side a steep bank led down to a bridge that spanned the creek, and once up the bank on the other side you were on the fringe of the paddocks. A little old stable in the first paddock had been turned into a fowl–house. The fowls had strayed far away across the paddock down to a dumping ground in a hollow, but the ducks kept close to that part of the creek that flowed under the bridge.

Tall bushes overhung the stream with red leaves and yellow flowers and clusters of blackberries. At some places the stream was wide and shallow, but at others it tumbled into deep little pools with foam at the edges and quivering bubbles. It was in these pools that the big white ducks had made themselves at home, swimming and guzzling along the weedy banks.

Up and down they swam, preening their dazzling breasts, and other ducks with the same dazzling breasts and yellow bills swam upside down with them.

“There is the little Irish navy,” said Pat, “and look at the old admiral there with the green neck and the grand little flagstaff on his tail.”

He pulled a handful of grain from his pocket and began to walk towards the fowl–house, lazy, his straw hat with the broken crown pulled over his eyes.

“Lid. Lid—lid—lid—lid—” he called.

“Qua. Qua—qua—qua—qua—” answered the ducks, making for land, and flapping and scrambling up the bank they streamed after him in a long waddling line. He coaxed them, pretending to throw the grain, shaking it in his hands and calling to them until they swept round him in a white ring.

From far away the fowls heard the clamour and they too came running across the paddock, their heads thrust forward, their wings spread, turning in their feet in the silly way fowls run and scolding as they came.

Then Pat scattered the grain and the greedy ducks began to gobble. Quickly he stooped, seized two, one under each arm, and strode across to the children. Their darting heads and round eyes frightened the children—all except Pip.

“Come on, sillies,” he cried, “they can’t bite. They haven’t any teeth. They’ve only got those two little holes in their beaks for breathing through.”

“Will you hold one while I finish with the other?” asked Pat. Pip let go of Snooker. “Won’t I? Won’t I? Give us one. I don’t mind how much he kicks.”

He nearly sobbed with delight when Pat gave the white lump into his arms.

There was an old stump beside the door of the fowl-house. Pat grabbed the duck by the legs, laid it flat across the stump, and almost at the same moment down came the little tomahawk and the duck’s head flew off the stump. Up the blood spurted over the white feathers and over his hand.

When the children saw the blood they were frightened no longer. They crowded round him and began to scream. Even Isabel leaped about crying: “The blood! The blood!” Pip forgot all about his duck. He simply threw it away from him and shouted, “I saw it. I saw it,” and jumped round the wood block.

Rags, with cheeks as white as paper, ran up to the little head, put out a finger as if he wanted to touch it, shrank back again and then again put out a finger. He was shivering all over.

Even Lottie, frightened little Lottie, began to laugh and pointed at the duck and shrieked: “Look, Kezia, look.”

“Watch it!” shouted Pat. He put down the body and it began to waddle—with only a long spurt of blood where the head had been; it began to pad away without a sound towards the steep bank that led to the stream…. That was the crowning wonder.

“Do you see that? Do you see that?” yelled Pip. He ran among the little girls tugging at their pinafores.

“It’s like a little engine. It’s like a funny little railway engine,” squealed Isabel.

But Kezia suddenly rushed at Pat and flung her arms round his legs and butted her head as hard as she could against his knees.

“Put head back! Put head back!” she screamed.

When he stooped to move her she would not let go or take her head away. She held on as hard as she could and sobbed: “Head back! Head back!” until it sounded like a loud strange hiccup.

“It’s stopped. It’s tumbled over. It’s dead,” said Pip.

Pat dragged Kezia up into his arms. Her sun-bonnet had fallen back, but she would not let him look at her face. No, she pressed her face into a bone in his shoulder and clasped her arms round his neck.

The children stopped screaming as suddenly as they had begun. They stood round the dead duck. Rags was not frightened of the head any more. He knelt down and stroked it now.

“I don’t think the head is quite dead yet,” he said. “Do you think it would keep alive if I gave it something to drink?”

But Pip got very cross: “Bah! You baby.” He whistled to Snooker and went off.

When Isabel went up to Lottie, Lottie snatched away.

“What are you always touching me for, Isabel?”

“There now,” said Pat to Kezia. “There’s the grand little girl.”

She put up her hands and touched his ears. She felt something. Slowly she raised her quivering face and looked. Pat wore little round gold ear-rings. She never knew that men wore ear-rings. She was very much surprised.

“Do they come on and off?” she asked huskily.

X

Up in the house, in the warm tidy kitchen, Alice, the servant girl, was getting the afternoon tea. She was “dressed.” She had on a black stuff dress that smelt under the arms, a white apron like a large sheet of paper, and a lace bow pinned on to her hair with two jetty pins. Also her comfortable carpet slippers were changed for a pair of black leather ones that pinched her corn on her little toe something dreadful….

It was warm in the kitchen. A blow-fly buzzed, a fan of whity steam came out of the kettle, and the lid kept up a rattling jig as the water bubbled. The clock ticked in the warm air, slow and deliberate, like the click of an old woman’s knitting needle, and sometimes—for no reason at all, for there wasn’t any breeze—the blind swung out and back, tapping the window.

Alice was making water-cress sandwiches. She had a lump of butter on the table, a barracouta loaf, and the cresses tumbled in a white cloth.

But propped against the butter dish there was a dirty, greasy little book, half unstitched, with curled edges, and while she mashed the butter she read:

“To dream of black-beetles drawing a hearse is bad. Signifies death of one you hold near or dear, either father, husband, brother, son, or intended. If beetles crawl backwards as you watch them it means death from fire or from great height such as flight of stairs, scaffolding, etc.

“Spiders. To dream of spiders creeping over you is good. Signifies large sum of money in near future. Should party be in family way an easy confinement may be expected. But care should be taken in sixth month to avoid eating of probable present of shellfish….“

How many thousand birds I see.

Oh, life. There was Miss Beryl. Alice dropped the knife and slipped the Dream Book under the butter dish. But she hadn’t time to hide it quite, for Beryl ran into the kitchen and up to the table, and the first thing her eye lighted on were those greasy edges. Alice saw Miss Beryl’s meaning little smile and the way she raised her eyebrows and screwed up her eyes as though she were not quite sure what that could be. She decided to answer if Miss Beryl should ask her: “Nothing as belongs to you, Miss.” But she knew Miss Beryl would not ask her.

Alice was a mild creature in reality, but she had the most marvellous retorts ready for questions that she knew would never be put to her. The composing of them and the turning of them over and over in her mind comforted her just as much as if they’d been expressed. Really, they kept her alive in places where she’d been that chivvied she’d been afraid to go to bed at night with a box of matches on the chair in case she bit the tops off in her sleep, as you might say.

“Oh, Alice,” said Miss Beryl. “There’s one extra to tea, so heat a plate of yesterday’s scones, please. And put on the Victoria sandwich as well as the coffee cake. And don’t forget to put little doyleys under the plates—will you? You did yesterday, you know, and the tea looked so ugly and common. And, Alice, don’t put that dreadful old pink and green cosy on the afternoon teapot again. That is only for the mornings. Really, I think it ought to be kept for the kitchen—it’s so shabby, and quite smelly. Put on the Japanese one. You quite understand, don’t you?”

Miss Beryl had finished.

“That sing aloud from every tree…”

she sang as she left the kitchen, very pleased with her firm handling of Alice.

Oh, Alice was wild. She wasn’t one to mind being told, but there was something in the way Miss Beryl had of speaking to her that she couldn’t stand. Oh, that she couldn’t. It made her curl up inside, as you might say, and she fair trembled. But what Alice really hated Miss Beryl for was that she made her feel low. She talked to Alice in a special voice as though she wasn’t quite all there; and she never lost her temper with her—never. Even when Alice dropped anything or forgot anything important Miss Beryl seemed to have expected it to happen.

“If you please, Mrs. Burnell,” said an imaginary Alice, as she buttered the scones, “I’d rather not take my orders from Miss Beryl. I may be only a common servant girl as doesn’t know how to play the guitar, but…”

This last thrust pleased her so much that she quite recovered her temper.

“The only thing to do,” she heard, as she opened the dining room door, “is to cut the sleeves out entirely and just have a broad band of black velvet over the shoulders instead….”

XI

The white duck did not look as if it had ever had a head when Alice placed it in front of Stanley Burnell that night. It lay, in beautifully basted resignation, on a blue dish—its legs tied together with a piece of string and a wreath of little balls of stuffing round it.

It was hard to say which of the two, Alice or the duck, looked the better basted; they were both such a rich colour and they both had the same air of gloss and strain. But Alice was fiery red and the duck a Spanish mahogany.

Burnell ran his eye along the edge of the carving knife. He prided himself very much upon his carving, upon making a first-class job of it. He hated seeing a woman carve; they were always too slow and they never seemed to care what the meat looked like afterwards. Now he did; he took a real pride in cutting delicate shaves of cold beef, little wads of mutton, just the right thickness, and in dividing a chicken or a duck with nice precision….

“Is this the first of the home products?” he asked, knowing perfectly well that it was.

“Yes, the butcher did not come. We have found out that he only calls twice a week.”

But there was no need to apologise. It was a superb bird. It wasn’t meat at all, but a kind of very superior jelly. “My father would say,” said Burnell, “this must have been one of those birds whose mother played to it in infancy upon the German flute. And the sweet strains of the dulcet instrument acted with such effect upon the infant mind… Have some more, Beryl? You and I are the only ones in this house with a real feeling for food. I’m perfectly willing to state, in a court of law, if necessary, that I love good food.”

Tea was served in the drawing-room, and Beryl, who for some reason had been very charming to Stanley ever since he came home, suggested a game of crib. They sat at a little table near one of the open windows. Mrs. Fairfield disappeared, and Linda lay in a rocking-chair, her arms above her head, rocking to and fro.

“You don’t want the light—do you, Linda?” said Beryl. She moved the tall lamp so that she sat under its soft light.

How remote they looked, those two, from where Linda sat and rocked. The green table, the polished cards, Stanley’s big hands and Beryl’s tiny ones, all seemed to be part of one mysterious movement. Stanley himself, big and solid, in his dark suit, took his ease, and Beryl tossed her bright head and pouted. Round her throat she wore an unfamiliar velvet ribbon. It changed her, somehow—altered the shape of her face—but it was charming, Linda decided. The room smelled of lilies; there were two big jars of arums in the fire-place.

“Fifteen two—fifteen four—and a pair is six and a run of three is nine,” said Stanley, so deliberately, he might have been counting sheep.

“I’ve nothing but two pairs,” said Beryl, exaggerating her woe because she knew how he loved winning.

The cribbage pegs were like two little people going up the road together, turning round the sharp corner, and coming down the road again. They were pursuing each other. They did not so much want to get ahead as to keep near enough to talk—to keep near, perhaps that was all.

But no, there was always one who was impatient and hopped away as the other came up, and would not listen. Perhaps the white peg was frightened of the red one, or perhaps he was cruel and would not give the red one a chance to speak….

In the front of her dress Beryl wore a bunch of pansies, and once when the little pegs were side by side, she bent over and the pansies dropped out and covered them.

“What a shame,” said she, picking up the pansies. “Just as they had a chance to fly into each other’s arms.”

“Farewell, my girl,” laughed Stanley, and away the red peg hopped.

The drawing-room was long and narrow with glass doors that gave on to the veranda. It had a cream paper with a pattern of gilt roses, and the furniture, which had belonged to old Mrs. Fairfield, was dark and plain. A little piano stood against the wall with yellow pleated silk let into the carved front. Above it hung an oil painting by Beryl of a large cluster of surprised-looking clematis. Each flower was the size of a small saucer, with a centre like an astonished eye fringed in black. But the room was not finished yet. Stanley had set his heart on a Chesterfield and two decent chairs. Linda liked it best as it was….

Two big moths flew in through the window and round and round the circle of lamplight.

“Fly away before it is too late. Fly out again.”

Round and round they flew; they seemed to bring the silence and the moonlight in with them on their silent wings….

“I’ve two kings,” said Stanley. “Any good?”

“Quite good,” said Beryl.

Linda stopped rocking and got up. Stanley looked across. “Anything the matter, darling?”

“No, nothing I’m going to find mother.”

She went out of the room and standing at the foot of the stairs she called, but her mother’s voice answered her from the veranda.

The moon that Lottie and Kezia had seen from the store-man’s wagon was full, and the house, the garden, the old woman and Linda—all were bathed in dazzling light.

“I have been looking at the aloe,” said Mrs. Fairfield. “I believe it is going to flower this year. Look at the top there. Are those buds, or is it only an effect of light?”

As they stood on the steps, the high grassy bank on which the aloe rested rose up like a wave, and the aloe seemed to ride upon it like a ship with the oars lifted. Bright moonlight hung upon the lifted oars like water, and on the green wave glittered the dew.

“Do you feel it, too,” said Linda, and she spoke to her mother with the special voice that women use at night to each other as though they spoke in their sleep or from some hollow cave—“Don’t you feel that it is coming towards us?”

She dreamed that she was caught up out of the cold water into the ship with the lifted oars and the budding mast. Now the oars fell striking quickly, quickly. They rowed far away over the top of the garden trees, the paddocks and the dark bush beyond. Ah, she heard herself cry: “Faster! Faster!” to those who were rowing.

How much more real this dream was than that they should go back to the house where the sleeping children lay and where Stanley and Beryl played cribbage.

“I believe those are buds,” said she. “Let us go down into the garden, mother. I like that aloe. I like it more than anything here. And I am sure I shall remember it long after I’ve forgotten all the other things.”

She put her hand on her mother’s arm and they walked down the steps, round the island and on to the main drive that led to the front gates.

Looking at it from below she could see the long sharp thorns that edged the aloe leaves, and at the sight of them her heart grew hard…. She particularly liked the long sharp thorns…. Nobody would dare to come near the ship or to follow after.

“Not even my Newfoundland dog,” thought she, “that I’m so fond of in the daytime.”

For she really was fond of him; she loved and admired and respected him tremendously. Oh, better than anyone else in the world. She knew him through and through. He was the soul of truth and decency, and for all his practical experience he was awfully simple, easily pleased and easily hurt….

If only he wouldn’t jump at her so, and bark so loudly, and watch her with such eager, loving eyes. He was too strong for her; she had always hated things that rush at her, from a child. There were times when he was frightening—really frightening. When she just had not screamed at the top of her voice: “You are killing me.” And at those times she had longed to say the most coarse, hateful things….

“You know I’m very delicate. You know as well as I do that my heart is affected, and the doctor has told you I may the any moment. I have had three great lumps of children already….”

Yes, yes, it was true. Linda snatched her hand from mother’s arm. For all her love and respect and admiration she hated him. And how tender he always was after times like those, how submissive, how thoughtful. He would do anything for her; he longed to serve her…. Linda heard herself saying in a weak voice:

“Stanley, would you light a candle?”

And she heard his joyful voice answer: “Of course I will, my darling.” And he leapt out of bed as though he were going to leap at the moon for her.

It had never been so plain to her as it was at this moment. There were all her feelings for him, sharp and defined, one as true as the other. And there was this other, this hatred, just as real as the rest. She could have done her feelings up in little packets and given them to Stanley. She longed to hand him that last one, for a surprise. She could see his eyes as he opened that….

She hugged her folded arms and began to laugh silently. How absurd life was—it was laughable, simply laughable. And why this mania of hers to keep alive at all? For it really was a mania, she thought, mocking and laughing.

“What am I guarding myself for so preciously? I shall go on having children and Stanley will go on making money and the children and the gardens will grow bigger and bigger, with whole fleets of aloes in them for me to choose from.”

She had been walking with her head bent, looking at nothing. Now she looked up and about her. They were standing by the red and white camellia trees. Beautiful were the rich dark leaves spangled with light and the round flowers that perch among them like red and white birds. Linda pulled a piece of verbena and crumpled it, and held her hands to her mother.

“Delicious,” said the old woman. “Are you cold, child? Are you trembling? Yes, your hands are cold. We had better go back to the house.”

“What have you been thinking about?” said Linda. “Tell me.”

“I haven’t really been thinking of anything. I wondered as we passed the orchard what the fruit trees were like and whether we should be able to make much jam this autumn. There are splendid healthy currant bushes in the vegetable garden. I noticed them to-day. I should like to see those pantry shelves thoroughly well stocked with our own jam….”

XII

“MY DARLING NAN,

Don’t think me a piggy wig because I haven’t written before. I haven’t had a moment, dear, and even now I feel so exhausted that I can hardly hold a pen.

Well, the dreadful deed is done. We have actually left the giddy whirl of town, and I can’t see how we shall ever go back again, for my brother-in-law has bought this house ‘lock, stock and barrel,’ to use his own words.

In a way, of course, it is an awful relief, for he has been threatening to take a place in the country ever since I’ve lived with them—and I must say the house and garden are awfully nice—a million times better than that awful cubby-hole in town.

But buried, my dear. Buried isn’t the word.

We have got neighbours, but they are only farmers—big louts of boys who seem to be milking all day, and two dreadful females with rabbit teeth who brought us some scones when we were moving and said they would be pleased to help. But my sister who lives a mile away doesn’t know a soul here, so I am sure we never shall. It’s pretty certain nobody will ever come out from town to see us, because though there is a bus it’s an awful old rattling thing with black leather sides that any decent person would rather the than ride in for six miles.

Such is life. It’s a sad ending for poor little B. I’ll get to be a most awful frump in a year or two and come and see you in a mackintosh and a sailor hat tied on with a white china silk motor veil. So pretty.

Stanley says that now we are settled—for after the most awful week of my life we really are settled—he is going to bring out a couple of men from the club on Saturday afternoons for tennis. In fact, two are promised as a great treat to-day. But, my dear, if you could see Stanley’s men from the club… rather fattish, the type who look frightfully indecent without waistcoats—always with toes that turn in rather—so conspicuous when you are walking about a court in white shoes. And they are pulling up their trousers every minute—don’t you know—and whacking at imaginary things with their rackets.

I used to play with them at the club last summer, and I am sure you will know the type when I tell you that after I’d been there about three times they all called me Miss Beryl. It’s a weary world. Of course mother simply loves the place, but then I suppose when I am mother’s age I shall be content to sit in the sun and shell peas into a basin. But I’m not—not—not.

What Linda thinks about the whole affair, per usual, I haven’t the slightest idea. Mysterious as ever….

My dear, you know that white satin dress of mine. I have taken the sleeves out entirely, put bands of black velvet across the shoulders and two big red poppies off my dear sister’s chapeau. It is a great success, though when I shall wear it I do not know.”

Beryl sat writing this letter at a little table in her room. In a way, of course, it was all perfectly true, but in another way it was all the greatest rubbish and she didn’t believe a word of it. No, that wasn’t true. She felt all those things, but she didn’t really feel them like that.

It was her other self who had written that letter. It not only bored, it rather disgusted her real self.

“Flippant and silly,” said her real self. Yet she knew that she’d send it and she’d always write that kind of twaddle to Nan Pym. In fact, it was a very mild example of the kind of letter she generally wrote.

Beryl leaned her elbows on the table and read it through again. The voice of the letter seemed to come up to her from the page. It was faint already, like a voice heard over the telephone, high, gushing, with something bitter in the sound. Oh, she detested it to-day.

“You’ve always got so much animation,” said Nan Pym. “That’s why men are so keen on you.” And she had added, rather mournfully, for men were not at all keen on Nan, who was a solid kind of girl, with fat hips and a high colour—“I can’t understand how you can keep it up. But it is your nature, I suppose.”

What rot. What nonsense. It wasn’t her nature at all. Good heavens, if she had ever been her real self with Nan Pym, Nannie would have jumped out of the window with surprise…. My dear, you know that white satin of mine…. Beryl slammed the letter-case to.

She jumped up and half unconsciously, half consciously she drifted over to the looking-glass.

There stood a slim girl in white—a white serge skirt, a white silk blouse, and a leather belt drawn in very tightly at her tiny waist.

Her face was heart-shaped, wide at the brows and with a pointed chin—but not too pointed. Her eyes, her eyes were perhaps her best feature; they were such a strange uncommon colour—greeny blue with little gold points in them.

She had fine black eyebrows and long lashes—so long, that when they lay on her cheeks you positively caught the light in them, someone or other had told her.

Her mouth was rather large. Too large? No, not really. Her underlip protruded a little; she had a way of sucking it in that somebody else had told her was awfully fascinating.

Her nose was her least satisfactory feature. Not that it was really ugly. But it was not half as fine as Linda’s. Linda really had a perfect little nose. Hers spread rather—not badly. And in all probability she exaggerated the spreadiness of it just because it was her nose, and she was so awfully critical of herself. She pinched it with a thumb and first finger and made a little face….

Lovely, lovely hair. And such a mass of it. It had the colour of fresh fallen leaves, brown and red with a glint of yellow. When she did it in a long plait she felt it on her backbone like a long snake. She loved to feel the weight of it dragging her head back, and she loved to feel it loose, covering her bare arms. “Yes, my dear, there is no doubt about it, you really are a lovely little thing.”

At the words her bosom lifted; she took a long breath of delight, half closing her eyes.

But even as she looked the smile faded from her lips and eyes. Oh, God, there she was, back again, playing the same old game. False—false as ever. False as when she’d written to Nan Pym. False even when she was alone with herself, now.

What had that creature in the glass to do with her, and why was she staring? She dropped down to one side of her bed and buried her face in her arms.

“Oh,” she cried, “I am so miserable—so frightfully miserable. I know that I’m silly and spiteful and vain; I’m always acting a part. I’m never my real self for a moment.” And plainly, plainly, she saw her false self running up and down the stairs, laughing a special trilling laugh if they had visitors, standing under the lamp if a man came to dinner, so that he should see the light on her hair, pouting and pretending to be a little girl when she was asked to play the guitar. Why? She even kept it up for Stanley’s benefit. Only last night when he was reading the paper her false self had stood beside him and leaned against his shoulder on purpose. Hadn’t she put her hand over his, pointing out something so that he should see how white her hand was beside his brown one.

How despicable! Despicable! Her heart was cold with rage. “It’s marvellous how you keep it up,” said she to the false self. But then it was only because she was so miserable— so miserable. If she had been happy and leading her own life, her false life would cease to be. She saw the real Beryl—a shadow… a shadow. Faint and unsubstantial she shone. What was there of her except the radiance? And for what tiny moments she was really she. Beryl could almost remember every one of them. At those times she had felt: “Life is rich and mysterious and good, and I am rich and mysterious and good, too.” Shall I ever be that Beryl for ever? Shall I? How can I? And was there ever a time when I did not have a false self?… But just as she had got that far she heard the sound of little steps running along the passage; the door handle rattled. Kezia came in.

“Aunt Beryl, mother says will you please come down? Father is home with a man and lunch is ready.”

Botheration! How she had crumpled her skirt, kneeling in that idiotic way.

“Very well, Kezia.” She went over to the dressing-table and powdered her nose.

Kezia crossed too, and unscrewed a little pot of cream and sniffed it. Under her arm she carried a very dirty calico cat.

When Aunt Beryl ran out of the room she sat the cat up on the dressing-table and stuck the top of the cream jar over its ear.

“Now look at yourself,” said she sternly.

The calico cat was so overcome by the sight that it toppled over backwards and bumped and bumped on to the floor. And the top of the cream jar flew through the air and rolled like a penny in a round on the linoleum—and did not break.

But for Kezia it had broken the moment it flew through the air, and she picked it up, hot all over, and put it back on the dressing-table.

Then she tiptoed away, far too quickly and airily….
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