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         Ten stories from the ‘brilliant’ Katherine Mansfield on the theme of marriage and family.
         


         


             


         


         As Vincent O’Sullivan states, those encountering Mansfield’s stories for the first time have invariably found they ‘were alive, they were witty, they were moving, they covered new ground’. But with about 70 stories to choose from and a vast array of themes and approaches, where do you start, and how do you begin to understand and best appreciate her writing and achievements?


         


             


         


         This series features selections of her best stories, grouped by subject and introduced by Mansfield scholar Vincent O’Sullivan, who is also a writer of fiction in his own right. Each volume offers a different way to view Mansfield’s work. This selection brings together her most celebrated stories on marriage and families. As O’Sullivan explains, his choices cover ‘everything of importance that happened to her, that she observed and experienced, between childhood in Wellington’s wooden houses, to her deciding in Switzerland in July 1922 that her final paragraph about a singing bird was the place for her to stop’.
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            Introduction


         


         I
         


         Until Katherine Mansfield, few writers in English would have thought of writing only short stories. If they had, they were unlikely to have been taken very seriously. It is the reason why, among her friends who were also writers, and even with critics who admired her, for the most part she was thought of as brilliant, but minor. As reviewers were quick to point out, her stories were alive, they were witty, they were moving, they covered new ground. If comparisons were made, they were likely to be with the Russian Anton Chekov, who was very much in fashion, and none admired him more than Mansfield. But it would be quite wrong to think that what she took from Chekov explained the freshness of form and method that she brought to the English short story. Much of that had to do with the fact that she wrote as an outsider — she was not English, she was part of no coterie or group, and although she had a finely incisive eye for manners and fashions, she always, whether in England or Germany or France, wrote not from the centre, but from the margins, not as a person truly at home, but as the astute outsider.
         


         She struck some of those who knew her well as deliberately not wanting quite to belong anywhere. Virginia Woolf was rather startled by her independence, her seeming not to care whether or not she conformed. D. H. Lawrence shrewdly saw that she expected to be made rather a fuss of, while insisting on keeping her distance. Others variously saw her as suspicious, constantly on guard, quick to strike, almost expecting to be hurt. Although those who knew her best — the Russian translator S. S. Koteliansky, the Scottish painter J. D. Fergusson, the American artist Anne Estelle Rice — remembered her remarkable warmth, her extraordinary courage, others were wary. Bertrand Russell considered her more intelligent than any woman he knew, but with a dark gift for penetrating to what people preferred to conceal. Virginia Woolf’s husband Leonard thought her funnier than anyone he knew. T. S. Eliot warned Ezra Pound that she was “a dangerous woman”. Even to the next generation, among those writers who admired her work but had not known her personally, there was a curious ambivalence. While Elizabeth Bowen mourned her absence as her important missing contemporary, Bowen’s fellow Irish writer, Frank O’Connor, deplored her as “the brazen shop girl of literature”, loathing her personality and her sentimental games, yet lauded her turning herself “into a great writer”, doing what no other writer had done, and placing her, for that achievement, with Proust and Joyce.
         


         There is another aspect of Mansfield’s life that has proved something of a problem. For several years she lived with, and then married, a man who for fifty years has taken something of a trouncing from biographers and commentators. John Middleton Murry was academically brilliant, a fine critic, an inexhaustible journalist, and roundly disliked by many of his contemporaries. There is a strain of Mansfieldian commentary that still rather enjoys dancing on his grave, quite missing the telling fact that Mansfield loved him more than any other man, and meant it when she once told him “we are grown into each other like the wings of one bird”. More than half of her marvellous correspondence, already considered by many as placing her among the great letter writers, was written to Murry. He obsessed her thinking for ten years. And although it has become something of a knee-jerk response to judge him harshly for cracking her up as more sentimental, more saintly, than she ever was, it is only because of his diligence and care for her papers that we know as much of her as we do. Whether we like it or not, Katherine Mansfield chose to be Mrs Murry.
         


         The Mansfield story of illness, early death, such limited time, is a grim one. It is also surprisingly exhilarating. She was dying, slowly and painfully, from her mid-twenties. For much of the time she was confused, lonely, depressed, battling a dark fury at what circumstances dealt her. But she was tough and witty and resilient, and refused to be intimidated by the fact that, as she said with a nod towards Chekov, “for me they already are chopping down the cherry trees”. Writing mattered to her until nothing else was anywhere near as important. And she was severe in how she judged herself. She knew her limitations, and spelled them out. Even after finishing such stories as “Prelude” or “At the Bay”, she took herself to task for not doing them better. Only with “The Daughters of the Late Colonel” did she come close to satisfying her own standards. Although even here she felt she was misunderstood by so admirable a reader as Thomas Hardy. He had written to congratulate her on what he thought a masterly story, but told her how he wanted to know more about those shy awkward sisters. How he missed the point, Mansfield thought. As if there was anything more to be said of them! For that is what a short story was. It was not, as was often supposed, a vivid glimpse of something larger. It was something totally complete in itself. There was nothing more to be said that needed to be said. Her stories were composed as deliberately as a poem. Their conciseness, their inevitability, their completeness, was what she worked towards. As she had once told Murry, when as the editor of a journal he asked her to trim a story back to fit the space he had, “You know how I choose my words; they can’t be changed. And if you don’t like it or think it wrong just as it is, I’d rather you didn’t print it.”
         


         II
         


         Although, year by year, Mansfield’s life reads as a constant challenge, an emotional and financial roller-coaster, the arc of her writing from her first story — as a nine-year-old girl in Wellington, but imagining herself in England — to the last — written in Switzerland a few months before her death, and set in the same street she lived in when she had penned her first — has an expansive, questing vibrancy. Her earliest stories, not surprisingly, were an imitative tribute to what any bright girl of her time might have been reading in her teens: accounts of English middle-class families and their timid adventures, the wealth of fairy stories then in vogue, the sudden revelation of reading Oscar Wilde, with his seductive agenda of paradox, defiance, the spell of art, the glamour of transgression. Mansfield filled notebook after notebook with her imitations, with a schoolgirl’s eager response to living in London, and with hints of her own country, her own city, increasingly nudging in.


         “The Tiredness of Rosabel”, written during her return to Wellington from Queen’s College, is the first of her stories to take up what became a compulsive theme: the young woman who faces a grim or hostile world. Her femmes seules, as they are sometimes called, will appear in some of her finest stories, from the pretty but impoverished shop assistant who catches glimpses of romance as she attends the pampered rich, to the ageing and lonely Miss Brill, whose bid for colour in her life is at last packed away with her fox fur, “its little cry” being her own as well. You might even argue that such stories are politics conducted by other means, Mansfield’s confronting poverty and gender inequality with fiction rather than placards, with an intense identifying with what the poor and solitary endure, with such figures as the skivvy in “The Life of Ma Parker”, where silent grief is all life means. There is that other kind of exploitation, too, the predatory sexual advance that is part of being poor. For the little governess, it comes as the seemingly kindly, old, German gentleman, with the marvellous detail of the nerve in his ancient knee ticking against her as he gropes; for the down-at-heel, over-the-hill actress in “Pictures”, it arrives as the blunt, fat man who buys her a drink, at the moment when poverty compels her to change, as one might say, one profession for another.
         


         Not that Mansfield writes anything like insistent “social realism”. She is too stylish for that, taking delight in her narrative deftness, in the details that catch her eye, the vivid freshness of her turns of phrase. She was too independent a writer to join what might be called “a cause”, just as she seems so often drawn towards satire, with her gift for winkling out human weakness. It was a gift that also saved her from the sentimentality to which at times she sailed a little too close. One of the important points of her writing life, in fact, was the realisation when as a twenty-one year old she lived in Bavaria, carefully tucked out of sight by her mother as she waited for the baby she then lost, that the way to deal with something so fracturing as her personal circumstances was not to rage, as she did in one unsuccessful story from that time, but to bring to it a steely satiric eye, to sidestep personal complaint by mocking the world that surrounded it. Her first book, In a German Pension, came at the historical moment when the English and the Germans more than usually cast insults at each other, and Bavaria offered her a satirist’s dream. Her personal bitterness, however, found its voice in details that show sex for the nasty ruse it can be. As a disillusioned married woman considers, after attending a coarse local wedding, and while waiting for her drunken husband to come to bed, “all over the world the same; but, God in heaven — but stupid.”
         


         It was this making fun of the Germans that first brought her name before the public, with the collection she later so disliked. She refused to have the book republished during the First World War, when it would have brought her easy money as anti-German propaganda. Yet it was the War that brought about the most significant change in how Mansfield wrote, the stories that turned her back towards the Wellington years she now accepted as the emotional centre to her life.


         Already she had written a small group of stories that explored a very different New Zealand to the one she knew as a businessman’s daughter, and light years, one might say, from clever, privileged sisters and their cultivated families, like her own. They were part of a deliberate career ploy. When she had first met the young John Middleton Murry, he was editing a magazine that deliberately set out to impose modern ideas on Edwardian complacency. His journal Rhythm took as its motto a line from J. M. Synge, the declaration that “Before art can be modern it must learn to be brutal.” Mansfield answered the call with New Zealand back-blocks stories of violence, hysteria, child depravity, raw colonial turmoil. There is nothing else like “The Woman at the Store” or “Millie” or “Ole Underwood” in the rest of her writing. They are stories that see her country with a disturbing, heightened realism that answered that call to brutality, and that she soon put aside as she returned to her social satires, to her isolated women and smart literary coteries.
         


         As her biographies rightly underscore, the great change in Mansfield’s writing followed the death of her younger brother in the early years of the War. Leslie was her favourite among her siblings. Before his being sent to the Front, they had gone over their memories of life together back in Wellington, their childhood in that world of quiet middle-class certainties and now distant charm. Once her brother was dead, those memories flared again on the world’s far other side, as she set out to recover them in what she called “a kind of special prose”. It was the city and the suburbs of her girlhood she was now driven to reveal as she had never yet attempted, a celebration of “that lovely time when we were both alive”. There was an almost religious zeal to this artistic mission, “for one moment to make our undiscovered country leap into the eyes of the old world”. And so she began on what at first she thought of as a novel, but trimmed back to the long short story “Prelude”. It is a luminous memory as well as an immediate evoking of her family as they leave the house where she was born in Thorndon for the remote, enchanted spaces of Karori, where a sense of childhood reality is raised, to quote Frank O’Connor, to something unique. These Wellington stories “set out to do something that had never been done before and to do it in a manner that had never been used before, a manner that had something in common with that of the fairy tale …. These stories are conscious, deliberate acts of magic, as though a writer were to go into a room where his beloved lay dead and try to repeat the miracle of Lazarus.”
         


         There was a new maturity in what Mansfield wrote from then on, an emotional confidence, a finer stylistic poise. But there was her awareness, too, that the clock was ticking down. She made elaborate plans for what she intended to publish, drawing up ideas for stories she did not always write. She shuttled back and forth between London and the South of France, sometimes with Murry, sometimes alone, often with Ida Baker — the devoted friend who was indispensable but infuriated her — and drove herself to write in that narrowing terrain between urgency and desperation. Always tougher on herself than she need be, she was, as she said, “a writer first, a woman second”. Her stories now took in two worlds: the one she had come from, and wrote of with the hoarded emotional accuracy of distance, and that other world she knew as an adult, with its deceptions, its rigours, its dark spoiling ironies.


         Wellington is there again in “The Doll’s House”, “The Voyage”, “Her First Ball” — the stories her name immediately brings to mind. But even there, in her breathing life into that past that now so drew her back, her gaze is too direct to flinch from what she called “the snail under the leaf”, the shadow that continually falls, as a world-weary older partner reminds the young girl in “Her First Ball”. And the girl’s answer in fact is the only one that life allows, which is to fling herself with delight into “the beautiful flying wheel” that is the dance of time.
         


         In her last years the stories came quickly, as did the worsening of her health. Her notebooks record the swings of her moods, her depression, her resilience, her refusal to accept the dark figure at the door. At times her stories penetrate to how corrupt certain lives can be, stories as fine as “Je ne parle pas français” where the narrator’s moral void is dredged with scouring clarity, even with ambiguous charm. It was a story, as Murry astutely told her, where she was plumbing her own unconscious. There were stories, too, where her implacable eye turned on her own life as an invalid and as a demanding wife, as she does in “The Man without a Temperament”, with its chilling pun on “Rot” at the story’s end. She goes even further into emotional corruption in “A Married Man’s Story”, which she put aside and did not come back to. But what survives is the closest she came to depicting the glitter of deliberate evil.


         Not that many of the stories in her last years quite hit what she hoped for. She spoke of “raising into the light”, meaning a clarity, a simplicity, an uncluttered immediacy, that she thought prose so seldom achieved but must aspire to. She tends to speak of improving as an artist in the same way as she did of making oneself a worthier person. She is not afraid to accept such a word as “mystery” to convey what “acceptance of experience” puts more prosaically. Some stories hint at it, and scholars argue about quite what it is that Mansfield means. But it was there, say, in the vision of the pear tree at the end of “Bliss”, and in that other extraordinary tree that concludes “The Escape”. There, too, in the curious frisson Linda feels as she looks at the moonlit aloe in “Prelude”, and that “our Else” finds in the little lamp of “The Doll’s House”, those moments are rare illumination. It is what the Colonel’s timid daughters almost apprehend. And it is what her last brief story, “The Canary”, is both about yet does not quite grasp, what the dead bird’s song had hinted at, in the last sentences of fiction that she wrote: “It is there, deep down, deep down, part of one, like one’s breathing. However hard I work and tire myself I have only to stop to know it is there, waiting. I often wonder if everybody feels the same. One can never know. But isn’t it extraordinary that under his sweet, joyful little singing it was just this — sadness? — Ah, what is it? — that I heard.”
         


         Most of Mansfield’s stories, you might say, are brushings with possibility, even when grounded in their firm details of love, deceit, childhood, trust, and trust’s betrayals. These selections of her stories cover everything of importance that happened to her, that she observed and experienced, between childhood in Wellington’s wooden houses, to her deciding in Switzerland in July 1922 that her final paragraph about a singing bird was the place for her to stop.


         


             


         


         Vincent O’Sullivan


         April 2013


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            Mr Reginald Peacock’s Day


            — 1917 —


         


         If there was one thing that he hated more than another it was the way she had of waking him in the morning. She did it on purpose, of course. It was her way of establishing her grievance for the day, and he was not going to let her know how successful it was. But really, really, to wake a sensitive person like that was positively dangerous! It took him hours to get over it — simply hours. She came into the room buttoned up in an overall, with a handkerchief over her head — thereby proving that she had been up herself and slaving since dawn — and called in a low, warning voice: “Reginald!”


         “Eh! What! What’s that? What’s the matter?”


         “It’s time to get up; it’s half-past eight.” And out she went, shutting the door quietly after her, to gloat over her triumph, he supposed.


         He rolled over in the big bed, his heart still beating in quick, dull throbs, and with every throb he felt his energy escaping him, his — his inspiration for the day stifling under those thudding blows. It seemed that she took a malicious delight in making life more difficult for him than — Heaven knows — it was, by denying him his rights as an artist, by trying to drag him down to her level. What was the matter with her? What the hell did she want? Hadn’t he three times as many pupils now as when they were first married, earned three times as much, paid for every stick and stone that they possessed, and now had begun to shell out for Adrian’s kindergarten? … And had he ever reproached her for not having a penny to her name? Never a word — never a sign! The truth was that once you married a woman she became insatiable, and the truth was that nothing was more fatal for an artist than marriage, at any rate until he was well over forty …. Why had he married her? He asked himself this question on an average about three times a day, but he never could answer it satisfactorily. She had caught him at a weak moment, when the first plunge into reality had bewildered and overwhelmed him for a time. Looking back, he saw a pathetic, youthful creature, half child, half wild untamed bird, totally incompetent to cope with bills and creditors and all the sordid details of existence. Well — she had done her best to clip his wings, if that was any satisfaction for her, and she could congratulate herself on the success of this early morning trick. One ought to wake exquisitely, reluctantly, he thought, slipping down in the warm bed. He began to imagine a series of enchanting scenes which ended with his latest, most charming pupil putting her bare, scented arms round his neck and covering him with her long, perfumed hair. “Awake, my love!” …
         


         As was his daily habit, while the bath water ran, Reginald Peacock tried his voice.


         


            “When her mother tends her before the laughing mirror, Looping up her laces, tying up her hair,”


         


         he sang, softly at first, listening to the quality, nursing his voice until he came to the third line:


         


            “Often she thinks, were this wild thing wedded …”


         


         
         


         and upon the word “wedded” he burst into such a shout of triumph that the tooth-glass on the bathroom shelf trembled and even the bath tap seemed to gush stormy applause ….


         Well, there was nothing wrong with his voice, he thought, leaping into the bath and soaping his soft, pink body all over with a loofah shaped like a fish. He could fill Covent Garden with it! “Wedded,” he shouted again, seizing the towel with a magnificent operatic gesture, and went on singing while he rubbed as though he had been Lohengrin tipped out by an unwary Swan and drying himself in the greatest haste before that tiresome Elsa came along….
         


         Back in his bedroom, he pulled the blind up with a jerk, and standing upon the pale square of sunlight that lay upon the carpet like a sheet of cream blotting-paper, he began to do his exercises — deep breathing, bending forward and back, squatting like a frog and shooting out his legs — for if there was one thing he had a horror of it was of getting fat, and men in his profession had a dreadful tendency that way. However, there was no sign of it at present. He was, he decided, just right, just in good proportion. In fact, he could not help a thrill of satisfaction when he saw himself in the glass, dressed in a morning coat, dark grey trousers, grey socks and a black tie with a silver thread in it. Not that he was vain — he couldn’t stand vain men — no; the sight of himself gave him a thrill of purely artistic satisfaction. “Voilà tout!” said he, passing his hand over his sleek hair.
         


         That little, easy French phrase blown so lightly from his lips, like a whiff of smoke, reminded him that someone had asked him again, the evening before, if he was English. People seemed to find it impossible to believe that he hadn’t some Southern blood. True, there was an emotional quality in his singing that had nothing of the John Bull in it …. The door handle rattled and turned round and round. Adrian’s head popped through.
         


         “Please, father, mother says breakfast is quite ready, please.”


         “Very well,” said Reginald. Then, just as Adrian disappeared: “Adrian!”


         “Yes, father.”


         “You haven’t said ‘good morning’.”


         A few months ago Reginald had spent a weekend in a very aristocratic family, where the father received his little sons in the morning and shook hands with them. Reginald thought the practice charming, and introduced it immediately, but Adrian felt dreadfully silly at having to shake hands with his own father every morning. And why did his father always sort of sing to him instead of talk? …


         In excellent temper, Reginald walked into the dining-room and sat down before a pile of letters, a copy of The Times, and a little covered dish. He glanced at the letters and then at his breakfast. There were two thin slices of bacon and one egg.
         


         “Don’t you want any bacon?” he asked.


         “No, I prefer a cold baked apple. I don’t feel the need of bacon every morning.”


         Now, did she mean that there was no need for him to have bacon every morning, either, and that she grudged having to cook it for him?


         “If you don’t want to cook the breakfast,” said he, “why don’t you keep a servant? You know we can afford one, and you know how I loathe to see my wife doing the work. Simply because all the women we have had in the past have been failures, and utterly upset my regime, and made it almost impossible for me to have any pupils here, you’ve given up trying to find a decent woman. It’s not impossible to train a servant — is it? I mean, it doesn’t require genius?”
         


         “But I prefer to do the work myself; it makes life so much more peaceful…. Run along, Adrian darling, and get ready for school.”


         “Oh no, that’s not it!” Reginald pretended to smile. “You do the work yourself, because, for some extraordinary reason, you love to humiliate me. Objectively, you may not know that, but, subjectively, it’s the case.” This last remark so delighted him that he cut open an envelope as gracefully as if he had been on the stage….


         


            Dear Mr Peacock,


            


                


            


            I feel I cannot go to sleep until I have thanked you again for the wonderful joy your singing gave me this evening. Quite unforgettable. You make me wonder, as I have not wondered since I was a girl, if this is all. I mean, if this ordinary world is all. If there is not, perhaps, for those of us who understand, divine beauty and richness awaiting us if we only have the courage to see it. And to make it ours…. The house is so quiet. I wish you were here now that I might thank you in person. You are doing a great thing. You are teaching the world to escape from life!


            


                


            


            
            


            Yours, most sincerely,


            Ænone Fell.


            


                


            


            P. S. — I am in every afternoon this week….


         


         The letter was scrawled in violet ink on thick, handmade paper. Vanity, that bright bird, lifted its wings again, lifted them until he felt his breast would break.


         “Oh well, don’t let us quarrel,” said he, and actually flung out a hand to his wife.


         But she was not great enough to respond.


         “I must hurry and take Adrian to school,” said she. “Your room is quite ready for you.”


         Very well — very well — let there be open war between them! But he was hanged if he’d be the first to make it up again!


         He walked up and down his room and was not calm again until he heard the outer door close upon Adrian and his wife. Of course, if this went on, he would have to make some other arrangement. That was obvious. Tied and bound like this, how could he help the world to escape from life? He opened the piano and looked up his pupils for the morning. Miss Betty Brittle, the Countess Wilkowska and Miss Marian Morrow. They were charming, all three.


         Punctually at half-past ten the door-bell rang. He went to the door. Miss Betty Brittle was there, dressed in white, with her music in a blue silk case.


         “I’m afraid I’m early,” she said, blushing and shy, and she opened her big blue eyes very wide. “Am I?”


         “Not at all, dear lady. I am only too charmed,” said Reginald. “Won’t you come in?”
         


         “It’s such a heavenly morning,” said Miss Brittle. “I walked across the Park. The flowers were too marvellous.”


         “Well, think about them while you sing your exercises,” said Reginald, sitting down at the piano. “It will give your voice colour and warmth.”


         Oh, what an enchanting idea! What a genius Mr Peacock was. She parted her pretty lips and began to sing like a pansy.


         “Very good, very good, indeed,” said Reginald, playing chords that would waft a hardened criminal to heaven. “Make the notes round. Don’t be afraid. Linger over them, breathe them like a perfume.”


         How pretty she looked, standing there in her white frock, her little blonde head tilted, showing her milky throat.


         “Do you ever practise before a glass?” asked Reginald. “You ought to, you know; it makes the lips more flexible. Come over here.”


         They went over to the mirror and stood side by side.


         “Now sing — moo-e-koo-e-oo-e-a!”


         But she broke down and blushed more brightly than ever.


         “Oh,” she cried, “I can’t. It makes me feel so silly. It makes me want to laugh. I do look so absurd!”


         “No, you don’t. Don’t be afraid,” said Reginald, but laughed, too, very kindly. “Now, try again!”


         The lesson simply flew and Betty Brittle quite got over her shyness.


         “When can I come again?” she asked, tying the music up again in the blue silk case. “I want to take as many lessons as I can just now. Oh, Mr Peacock, I do enjoy them so much. May I come the day after to-morrow?”
         


         “Dear lady, I shall be only too charmed,” said Reginald, bowing her out.


         Glorious girl! And when they had stood in front of the mirror, her white sleeve had just touched his black one. He could feel — yes, he could actually feel a warm, glowing spot, and he stroked it. She loved her lessons. His wife came in.


         “Reginald, can you let me have some money? I must pay the dairy. And will you be in for dinner to-night?”


         “Yes, you know I’m singing at Lord Timbuck’s at half-past nine. Can you make me some clear soup, with an egg in it?”


         “Yes. And the money, Reginald. It’s eight and sixpence.”


         “Surely that’s very heavy — isn’t it?”


         “No, it’s just what it ought to be. And Adrian must have milk.”


         There she was — off again. Now she was standing up for Adrian against him.


         “I have not the slightest desire to deny my child a proper amount of milk,” said he. “Here is ten shillings.”


         The door-bell rang. He went to the door.


         “Oh,” said the Countess Wilkowska, “the stairs. I have not a breath.” And she put her hand over her heart as she followed him into the music-room. She was all in black, with a little black hat with a floating veil — violets in her bosom.


         “Do not make me sing exercises to-day,” she cried, throwing out her hands in her delightful foreign way. “No, to-day, I want only to sing songs…. And may I take off my violets? They fade so soon.”


         “They fade so soon — they fade so soon,” played Reginald on the piano.


         “May I put them here?” asked the Countess, dropping them in a little vase that stood in front of one of Reginald’s photographs.
         


         “Dear lady, I should be only too charmed!”


         She began to sing, and all was well until she came to the phrase: “You love me. Yes, I know you love me!” Down dropped his hands from the keyboard, he wheeled round, facing her.
         


         “No, no; that’s not good enough. You can do better than that,” cried Reginald ardently. “You must sing as if you were in love. Listen; let me try and show you.” And he sang.


         “Oh yes, yes. I see what you mean,” stammered the little Countess. “May I try it again?”


         “Certainly. Do not be afraid. Let yourself go. Confess yourself. Make proud surrender!” he called above the music. And she sang.


         “Yes; better that time. But I still feel you are capable of more. Try it with me. There must be a kind of exultant defiance as well — don’t you feel?” And they sang together. Ah! now she was sure she understood. “May I try once again?”


         “You love me. Yes, I know you love me.”
         


         The lesson was over before that phrase was quite perfect. The little foreign hands trembled as they put the music together.


         “And you are forgetting your violets,” said Reginald softly.


         “Yes, I think I will forget them,” said the Countess, biting her underlip. What fascinating ways these foreign women have!


         “And you will come to my house on Sunday and make music?” she asked.


         “Dear lady I shall be only too charmed!” said Reginald.


         


            


               “Weep ye no more, sad fountains,


               Why need ye flow so fast?”


            


         

sang Miss Marion Morrow, but her eyes filled with tears and her chin trembled.

         “Don’t sing just now,” said Reginald. “Let me play it for you.” He played so softly.


         “Is there anything the matter?” asked Reginald. “You’re not quite happy this morning.”


         No, she wasn’t; she was awfully miserable.


         “You don’t care to tell me what it is?”


         It really was nothing particular. She had those moods sometimes when life seemed almost unbearable.


         “Ah, I know,” he said; “if I could only help!”


         “But you do; you do! Oh, if it were not for my lessons I don’t feel I could go on.”


         “Sit down in the arm-chair and smell the violets and let me sing to you. It will do you just as much good as a lesson.”


         Why weren’t all men like Mr Peacock?


         “I wrote a poem after the concert last night — just about what I felt. Of course, it wasn’t personal. May I send it to you?”
         


         “Dear lady, I should be only too charmed!”


         By the end of the afternoon he was quite tired and lay down on a sofa to rest his voice before dressing. The door of his room was open. He could hear Adrian and his wife talking in the dining-room.


         “Do you know what that teapot reminds me of, mummy? It reminds me of a little sitting-down kitten.


         “Does it, Mr Absurdity?”


         Reginald dozed. The telephone bell woke him.


         “Ænone Fell is speaking. Mr Peacock, I have just heard that you are singing at Lord Timbuck’s to-night. Will you dine with me, and we can go on together afterwards?” And the words of his reply dropped like flowers down the telephone.
         


         “Dear lady, I should be only too charmed.”


         What a triumphant evening! The little dinner tête-à-tête with Ænone Fell, the drive to Lord Timbuck’s in her white motor-car, when she thanked him again for the unforgettable joy. Triumph upon triumph! And Lord Timbuck’s champagne simply flowed.
         


         “Have some more champagne, Peacock,” said Lord Timbuck. Peacock, you notice — not Mr Peacock — but Peacock, as if he were one of them. And wasn’t he? He was an artist. He could sway them all. And wasn’t he teaching them all to escape from life? How he sang! And as he sang, as in a dream he saw their feathers and their flowers and their fans, offered to him, laid before him, like a huge bouquet.


         “Have another glass of wine, Peacock.”


         “I could have any one I liked by lifting a finger,” thought Peacock, positively staggering home.


         But as he let himself into the dark flat his marvellous sense of elation began to ebb away. He turned up the light in the bedroom. His wife lay asleep, squeezed over to her side of the bed. He remembered suddenly how she had said when he had told her he was going out to dinner: “You might have let me know before!” And how he had answered: “Can’t you possibly speak to me without offending against even good manners?” It was incredible, he thought, that she cared so little for him — incredible that she wasn’t interested in the slightest in his triumphs and his artistic career. When so many women in her place would have given their eyes…. Yes, he knew it…. Why not acknowledge it? … And there she lay, an enemy, even in her sleep…. Must it ever be thus? he thought, the champagne still working. Ah, if we only were friends, how much I could tell her now! About this evening; even about Timbuck’s manner to me, and all that they said to me and so on and so on. If only I felt that she was here to come back to — that I could confide in her — and so on and so on.
         


         In his emotion he pulled off his evening boot and simply hurled it in the corner. The noise woke his wife with a terrible start. She sat up, pushing back her hair. And he suddenly decided to have one more try to treat her as a friend, to tell her everything, to win her. Down he sat on the side of the bed and seized one of her hands. But of all those splendid things he had to say, not one could he utter. For some fiendish reason, the only words he could get out were: “Dear lady, I should be so charmed — so charmed!”


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            Sun and Moon


            — 1918 —


         


         In the afternoon the chairs came, a whole big cart full of little gold ones with their legs in the air. And then the flowers came. When you stared down from the balcony at the people carrying them the flower pots looked like funny awfully nice hats nodding up the path.


         Moon thought they were hats. She said: “Look. There’s a man wearing a palm on his head.” But she never knew the difference between real things and not real ones.


         There was nobody to look after Sun and Moon. Nurse was helping Annie alter Mother’s dress which was much-too-long-and-tight-under-the-arms and Mother was running all over the house and telephoning Father to be sure not to forget things. She only had time to say: “Out of my way, children!”
         


         They kept out of her way — at any rate Sun did. He did so hate being sent stumping back to the nursery. It didn’t matter about Moon. If she got tangled in people’s legs they only threw her up and shook her till she squeaked. But Sun was too heavy for that. He was so heavy that the fat man who came to dinner on Sundays used to say: “Now, young man, let’s try to lift you.” And then he’d put his thumbs under Sun’s arms and groan and try and give it up at last saying: “He’s a perfect little ton of bricks!”


         Nearly all the furniture was taken out of the dining-room. The big piano was put in a corner and then there came a row of flower pots and then there came the goldy chairs. That was for the concert. When Sun looked in a white-faced man sat at the piano — not playing, but banging at it and then looking inside. He had a bag of tools on the piano and he had stuck his hat on a statue against the wall. Sometimes he just started to play and then he jumped up again and looked inside. Sun hoped he wasn’t the concert.
         


         But of course the place to be in was the kitchen. There was a man helping in a cap like a blancmange, and their real cook, Minnie, was all red in the face and laughing. Not cross at all. She gave them each an almond finger and lifted them up on to the flour bin so that they could watch the wonderful things she and the man were making for supper. Cook brought in the things and he put them on dishes and trimmed them. Whole fishes, with their heads and eyes and tails still on, he sprinkled with red and green and yellow bits; he made squiggles all over the jellies, he stuck a collar on a ham and put a very thin sort of a fork in it; he dotted almonds and tiny round biscuits on the creams. And more and more things kept coming.


         “Ah, but you haven’t seen the ice pudding,” said Cook. “Come along.” Why was she being so nice, thought Sun as she gave them each a hand. And they looked into the refrigerator.


         Oh! Oh! Oh! It was a little house. It was a little pink house with white snow on the roof and green windows and a brown door and stuck in the door there was a nut for a handle.


         When Sun saw the nut he felt quite tired and had to lean against Cook.


         “Let me touch it. Just let me put my finger on the roof,” said Moon, dancing. She always wanted to touch all the food. Sun didn’t.


         “Now, my girl, look sharp with the table,” said Cook as the housemaid came in.


         “It’s a picture, Min,” said Nellie. “Come along and have a look.” So they all went into the dining-room. Sun and Moon were almost frightened. They wouldn’t go up to the table at first; they just stood at the door and made eyes at it.
         


         It wasn’t real night yet but the blinds were down in the dining-room and the lights turned on — and all the lights were red roses. Red ribbons and bunches of roses tied up the table at the corners. In the middle was a lake with rose petals floating on it.


         “That’s where the ice pudding is to be,” said Cook.


         Two silver lions with wings had fruit on their backs and the salt-cellars were tiny birds drinking out of basins.


         And all the winking glasses and shining plates and sparkling knives and forks — and all the food. And the little red table napkins made into roses….


         “Are people going to eat the food?” asked Sun.


         “I should just think they are,” laughed Cook, laughing with Nellie. Moon laughed, too; she always did the same as other people. But Sun didn’t want to laugh. Round and round he walked with his hands behind his back. Perhaps he never would have stopped if Nurse hadn’t called suddenly: “Now then, children. It’s high time you were washed and dressed.” And they were marched off to the nursery.


         While they were being unbuttoned Mother looked in with a white thing over her shoulders; she was rubbing stuff on her face.


         “I’ll ring for them when I want them, Nurse, and then they can just come down and be seen and go back again,” said she.


         Sun was undressed, first nearly to his skin, and dressed again in a white shirt with red and white daisies speckled on it, breeches with strings at the sides and braces that came over, white socks and red shoes.
         


         “Now you’re in your Russian costume,” said Nurse, flattening down his fringe.


         “Am I?” said Sun.


         “Yes. Sit quiet in that chair and watch your little sister.”


         Moon took ages. When she had her socks put on she pretended to fall back on the bed and waved her legs at Nurse as she always did, and every time Nurse tried to make her curls with a finger and a wet brush she turned round and asked Nurse to show her the photo of her brooch or something like that. But at last she was finished too. Her dress stuck out, with fur on it, all white; there was even fluffy stuff on the legs of her drawers. Her shoes were white with big blobs on them.


         “There you are, my lamb,” said Nurse. “And you look like a sweet little cherub of a picture of a powder-puff.” Nurse rushed to the door. “Ma’am, one moment.”


         Mother came in again with half her hair down.


         “Oh,” she cried. “What a picture!”


         “Isn’t she,” said Nurse.


         And Moon held out her skirts by the tips and dragged one of her feet. Sun didn’t mind people not noticing him — much….


         After that they played clean, tidy games up at the table while Nurse stood at the door, and when the carriages began to come and the sound of laughter and voices and soft rustlings came from down below she whispered: “Now then, children, stay where you are.” Moon kept jerking the table cloth so that it all hung down her side and Sun hadn’t any — and then she pretended she didn’t do it on purpose.
         


         At last the bell rang. Nurse pounced at them with the hair brush, flattened his fringe, made her bow stand on end and joined their hands together.


         “Down you go!” she whispered.


         And down they went. Sun did feel silly holding Moon’s hand like that but Moon seemed to like it. She swung her arm and the bell on her coral bracelet jingled.


         At the drawing-room door stood Mother fanning herself with a black fan. The drawing-room was full of sweet-smelling, silky, rustling ladies and men in black with funny tails on their coats — like beetles. Father was among them, talking very loud, and rattling something in his pocket.


         “What a picture!” cried the ladies. “Oh, the ducks! Oh, the lambs! Oh, the sweets! Oh, the pets!”


         All the people who couldn’t get at Moon kissed Sun, and a skinny old lady with teeth that clicked said: “Such a serious little poppet,” and rapped him on the head with something hard.


         Sun looked to see if the same concert was there, but he was gone. Instead, a fat man with a pink head leaned over the piano talking to a girl who held a violin at her ear.


         There was only one man that Sun really liked. He was a little grey man, with long grey whiskers, who walked about by himself. He came up to Sun and rolled his eyes in a very nice way and said: “Hullo, my lad.” Then he went away. But soon he came back again and said: “Fond of dogs?” Sun said: “Yes.” But then he went away again, and though Sun looked for him everywhere he couldn’t find him. He thought perhaps he’d gone outside to fetch in a puppy.


         “Good night, my precious babies,” said Mother, folding them up in her bare arms. “Fly up to your little nest.”
         


         Then Moon went and made a silly of herself again. She put up her arms in front of everybody and said: “My Daddy must carry me.”


         But they seemed to like it, and Daddy swooped down and picked her up as he always did.


         Nurse was in such a hurry to get them to bed that she even interrupted Sun over his prayers and said: “Get on with them, child, do.” And the moment after they were in bed and in the dark except for the nightlight in its little saucer.
         


         “Are you asleep?” asked Moon.


         “No,” said Sun. “Are you?”


         “No,” said Moon.


         A long time after Sun woke up again. There was a loud, loud noise of clapping from downstairs, like when it rains. He heard Moon turn over.


         “Moon, are you awake?”


         “Yes, are you?”


         “Yes. Well, let’s go and look over the stairs.”


         They had just got settled on the top step when the drawing-room door opened and they heard the party cross over the hall into the dining-room. Then that door was shut; there was a noise of “pops” and laughing. Then that stopped and Sun saw them all walking round and round the lovely table with their hands behind their backs like he had done…. Round and round they walked, looking and staring. The man with the grey whiskers liked the little house best. When he saw the nut for a handle he rolled his eyes like he did before and said to Sun: “Seen the nut?”
         


         “Don’t nod your head like that, Moon.”
         


         “I’m not nodding. It’s you.”


         “It is not. I never nod my head.”


         “O-oh, you do. You’re nodding it now.”


         “I’m not. I’m only showing you how not to do it.”


         When they woke up again they could only hear Father’s voice very loud, and Mother, laughing away. Father came out of the dining-room, bounded up the stairs, and nearly fell over them.


         “Hullo!” he said. “By Jove, Kitty, come and look at this.”


         Mother came out. “Oh, you naughty children,” said she from the hall.


         “Let’s have ’em down and give ’em a bone,” said Father. Sun had never seen him so jolly.


         “No, certainly not,” said Mother.


         “Oh, my Daddy, do! Do have us down,” said Moon.


         “I’m hanged if I won’t,” cried Father. “I won’t be bullied. Kitty — way there.” And he caught them up, one under each arm.


         Sun thought Mother would have been dreadfully cross. But she wasn’t. She kept on laughing at Father.


         “Oh, you dreadful boy!” said she. But she didn’t mean Sun.


         “Come on, kiddies. Come and have some pickings,” said this jolly Father. But Moon stopped a minute. “Mother — your dress is right off one side.”


         “Is it?” said Mother. And Father said “Yes” and pretended to bite her white shoulder, but she pushed him away.


         And so they went back to the beautiful dining-room.


         But — oh! oh! what had happened. The ribbons and the roses were all pulled untied. The little red table napkins lay on the floor, all the shining plates were dirty and all the winking glasses. The lovely food that the man had trimmed was all thrown about, and there were bones and bits and fruit peels and shells everywhere. There was even a bottle lying down with stuff coming out of it on to the cloth and nobody stood it up again.
         


         And the little pink house with the snow roof and the green windows was broken — broken — half melted away in the centre of the table.


         “Come on, Sun,” said Father, pretending not to notice.


         Moon lifted up her pyjama legs and shuffled up to the table and stood on a chair, squeaking away.


         “Have a bit of this ice,” said Father, smashing in some more of the roof.


         Mother took a little plate and held it for him; she put her other arm round his neck.


         “Daddy! Daddy!” shrieked Moon. “The little handle’s left. The little nut. Kin I eat it?” And she reached across and picked it out of the door and scrunched it up, biting hard and blinking.


         “Here, my lad,” said Father.


         But Sun did not move from the door. Suddenly he put up his head and gave a loud wail.


         “I think it’s horrid — horrid — horrid!” he sobbed.


         “There, you see!” said Mother. “You see!”


         “Off with you,” said Father, no longer jolly. “This moment. Off you go!”


         And wailing loudly, Sun stumped off to the nursery.


      


    

  
    
      



         


            The Escape


            — 1920 —


         


         It was his fault, wholly and solely his fault, that they had missed the train. What if the idiotic hotel people had refused to produce the bill? Wasn’t that simply because he hadn’t impressed upon the waiter at lunch that they must have it by two o’clock? Any other man would have sat there and refused to move until they handed it over. But no! His exquisite belief in human nature had allowed him to get up and expect one of those idiots to bring it to their room…. And then, when the voiture did arrive, while they were still (Oh, heavens!) waiting for change, why hadn’t he seen to the arrangement of the boxes so that they could, at least, have started the moment the money had come? Had he expected her to go outside, to stand under the awning in the heat and point with her parasol? Very amusing picture of English domestic life. Even when the driver had been told how fast he had to drive he had paid no attention whatsoever — just smiled. “Oh,” she groaned “if she’d been a driver she couldn’t have stopped smiling herself at the absurd, ridiculous way he was urged to hurry.” And she sat back and imitated his voice: “Allez, vite, vite” — and begged the driver’s pardon for troubling him….
         


         And then the station — unforgettable — with the sight of the jaunty little train shuffling away and those hideous children waving from the windows. “Oh, why am I made to bear these things? Why am I exposed to them? …” The glare, the flies, while they waited, and he and the stationmaster put their heads together over the time-table, trying to find this other train, which, of course, they wouldn’t catch. The people who’d gathered round, and the woman who’d held up that baby with that awful, awful head…. “Oh, to care as I care — to feel as I feel, and never to be saved anything — never to know for one moment what it was to … to … ”
         


         Her voice had changed. It was shaking now — crying now. She fumbled with her bag, and produced from its little maw a scented handkerchief. She put up her veil and, as though she were doing it for somebody else, pitifully, as though she were saying to somebody else: “I know, my darling,” she pressed the handkerchief to her eyes.


         The little bag, with its shiny, silvery jaws open, lay on her lap. He could see her powder-puff, her rouge stick, a bundle of letters, a phial of tiny black pills like seeds, a broken cigarette, a mirror, white ivory tablets with lists on them that had been heavily scored through. He thought: “In Egypt she would be buried with those things.”


         They had left the last of the houses, those small straggling houses with bits of broken pot flung among the flower-beds and half-naked hens scratching round the doorsteps. Now they were mounting a long steep road that wound round the hill and over into the next bay. The horses stumbled, pulling hard. Every five minutes, every two minutes the driver trailed the whip across them. His stout back was solid as wood; there were boils on his reddish neck, and he wore a new, a shining new straw hat….


         There was a little wind, just enough wind to blow to satin the new leaves on the fruit trees, to stroke the fine grass, to turn to silver the smoky olives — just enough wind to start in front of the carriage a whirling, twirling snatch of dust that settled on their clothes like the finest ash. When she took out her powderpuff the powder came flying over them both.
         


         “Oh, the dust,” she breathed, “the disgusting, revolting dust.” And she put down her veil and lay back as if overcome.


         “Why don’t you put up your parasol?” he suggested. It was on the front seat and he leaned forward to hand it to her. At that she suddenly sat upright and blazed again.


         “Please leave my parasol alone! I don’t want my parasol! And anyone who was not utterly insensitive would know that I’m far, far too exhausted to hold up a parasol. And with a wind like this tugging at it…. Put it down at once,” she flashed, and then snatched the parasol from him, tossed it into the crumpled hood behind, and subsided, panting.


         Another bend of the road, and down the hill there came a troop of little children, shrieking and giggling, little girls with sun-bleached hair, little boys in faded soldiers’ caps. In their hands they carried flowers — any kind of flowers — grabbed by the head, and these they offered, running beside the carriage. Lilac, faded lilac, greeny-white snowballs, one arum lily, a handful of hyacinths. They thrust the flowers and their impish faces into the carriage; one even threw into her lap a bunch of marigolds. Poor little mice! He had his hand in his trouser pocket before her. “For heaven’s sake don’t give them anything. Oh, how typical of you! Horrid little monkeys! Now they’ll follow us all the way. Don’t encourage them; you would encourage beggars”; and she hurled the bunch out of the carriage with, “Well, do it when I’m not there, please.”
         


         He saw the queer shock on the children’s faces. They stopped running, lagged behind, and then they began to shout something, and went on shouting until the carriage had rounded yet another bend.
         


         “Oh, how many more are there before the top of the hill is reached? The horses haven’t trotted once. Surely it isn’t necessary for them to walk the whole way.”


         “We shall be there in a minute now,” he said, and took out his cigarette-case. At that she turned round towards him. She clasped her hands and held them against her breast; her dark eyes looked immense, imploring, behind her veil; her nostrils quivered, she bit her lip, and her head shook with a little nervous spasm. But when she spoke, her voice was quite weak and very, very calm.


         “I want to ask you something. I want to beg something of you,” she said. “I’ve asked you hundreds and hundreds of times before, but you’ve forgotten. It’s such a little thing, but if you knew what it meant to me …” She pressed her hands together. “But you can’t know. No human creature could know and be so cruel.” And then, slowly, deliberately, gazing at him with those huge, sombre eyes: “I beg and implore you for the last time that when we are driving together you won’t smoke. If you could imagine,” she said, “the anguish I suffer when that smoke comes floating across my face….”


         “Very well,” he said. “I won’t. I forgot.” And he put the case back.


         “Oh no,” said she, and almost began to laugh, and put the back of her hand across her eyes. “You couldn’t have forgotten. Not that.”


         The wind came, blowing stronger. They were at the top of the hill. “Hoy-yip-yip-yip,” cried the driver. They swung down the road that fell into a small valley, skirted the sea coast at the bottom of it, and then coiled over a gentle ridge on the other side. Now there were houses again, blue-shuttered against the heat, with bright burning gardens, with geranium carpets flung over the pinkish walls. The coast-line was dark; on the edge of the sea a white silky fringe just stirred. The carriage swung down the hill, bumped, shook. “Yi-ip,” shouted the driver. She clutched the sides of the seat, she closed her eyes, and he knew she felt this was happening on purpose; this swinging and bumping, this was all done — and he was responsible for it, somehow — to spite her because she had asked if they couldn’t go a little faster. But just as they reached the bottom of the valley there was one tremendous lurch. The carriage nearly overturned, and he saw her eyes blaze at him, and she positively hissed, “I suppose you are enjoying this?”
         


         They went on. They reached the bottom of the valley. Suddenly she stood up. “Cocher! Cocher! Arrêtez-vous!” She turned round and looked into the crumpled hood behind. “I knew it,” she exclaimed. “I knew it. I heard it fall, and so did you, at that last bump.”
         


         “What? Where?”


         “My parasol. It’s gone. The parasol that belonged to my mother. The parasol that I prize more than — more than … ” She was simply beside herself. The driver turned round, his gay, broad face smiling.


         “I, too, heard something,” said he, simply and gaily. “But I thought as Monsieur and Madame said nothing …”


         “There. You hear that. Then you must have heard it too. So that accounts for the extraordinary smile on your face….”
         


         “Look here,” he said, “it can’t be gone. If it fell out it will be there still. Stay where you are. I’ll fetch it.”
         


         But she saw through that. Oh, how she saw through it! “No, thank you.” And she bent her spiteful, smiling eyes upon him, regardless of the driver. “I’ll go myself. I’ll walk back and find it, and trust you not to follow. For” — knowing the driver did not understand, she spoke softly, gently — “if I don’t escape from you for a minute I shall go mad.”


         She stepped out of the carriage. “My bag.” He handed it to her.


         “Madame prefers …”


         But the driver had already swung down from his seat, and was seated on the parapet reading a small newspaper. The horses stood with hanging heads. It was still. The man in the carriage stretched himself out, folded his arms. He felt the sun beat on his knees. His head was sunk on his breast. “Hish, hish,” sounded from the sea. The wind sighed in the valley and was quiet. He felt himself, lying there, a hollow man, a parched, withered man, as it were, of ashes. And the sea sounded, “Hish, hish.”


         It was then that he saw the tree, that he was conscious of its presence just inside a garden gate. It was an immense tree with a round, thick silver stem and a great arc of copper leaves that gave back the light and yet were sombre. There was something beyond the tree — a whiteness, a softness, an opaque mass, half hidden — with delicate pillars. As he looked at the tree he felt his breathing die away and he became part of the silence. It seemed to grow, it seemed to expand in the quivering heat until the great carved leaves hid the sky, and yet it was motionless. Then from within its depths or from beyond there came the sound of a woman’s voice. A woman was singing. The warm untroubled voice floated upon the air, and it was all part of the silence as he was part of it. Suddenly, as the voice rose, soft, dreaming, gentle, he knew that it would come floating to him from the hidden leaves and his peace was shattered. What was happening to him? Something stirred in his breast. Something dark, something unbearable and dreadful pushed in his bosom, and like a great weed it floated, rocked … it was warm, stifling. He tried to struggle to tear at it, and at the same moment — all was over. Deep, deep, he sank into the silence, staring at the tree and waiting for the voice that came floating, falling, until he felt himself enfolded.
         


         


            —


         


         In the shaking corridor of the train. It was night. The train rushed and roared through the dark. He held on with both hands to the brass rail. The door of their carriage was open.


         “Do not disturb yourself, Monsieur. He will come in and sit down when he wants to. He likes — he likes — it is his habit…. Oui, Madame, je suis un peu souffrante…. Mes nerfs. Oh, but my husband is never so happy as when he is travelling. He likes roughing it … My husband … My husband …”
         


         The voices murmured, murmured. They were never still. But so great was his heavenly happiness as he stood there he wished he might live for ever.


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            The Man Without a Temperament


            — 1920 —


         


         He stood at the hall door turning the ring, turning the heavy signet ring upon his little finger while his glance travelled coolly, deliberately, over the round tables and basket chairs scattered about the glassed-in verandah. He pursed his lips — he might have been going to whistle — but he did not whistle — only turned the ring — turned the ring on his pink, freshly washed hands.


         Over in the corner sat The Two Topknots, drinking a decoction they always drank at this hour — something whitish, greyish, in glasses, with little husks floating on the top — and rooting in a tin full of paper shavings for pieces of speckled biscuit, which they broke, dropped into the glasses and fished for with spoons. Their two coils of knitting, like two snakes, slumbered beside the tray.


         The American Woman sat where she always sat against the glass wall, in the shadow of a great creeping thing with wide open purple eyes that pressed — that, flattened itself against the glass, hungrily watching her. And she knoo it was there — she knoo it was looking at her just that way. She played up to it; she gave herself little airs. Sometimes she even pointed at it, crying: “Isn’t that the most terrible thing you’ve ever seen! Isn’t that ghoulish!” It was on the other side of the verandah, after all … and besides it couldn’t touch her, could it, Klaymongso? She was an American Woman, wasn’t she, Klaymongso, and she’d just go right away to her Consul. Klaymongso, curled in her lap, with her torn antique brocade bag, a grubby handkerchief, and a pile of letters from home on top of him, sneezed for reply.
         


         The other tables were empty. A glance passed between the American and the Topknots. She gave a foreign little shrug; they waved an understanding biscuit. But he saw nothing. Now he was still, now from his eyes you saw he listened. “Hoo-e-zip-zoooo!” sounded the lift. The iron cage clanged open. Light dragging steps sounded across the hall, coming towards him. A hand, like a leaf, fell on his shoulder. A soft voice said: “Let’s go and sit over there — where we can see the drive. The trees are so lovely.” And he moved forward with the hand still on his shoulder, and the light, dragging steps beside his. He pulled out a chair and she sank into it, slowly, leaning her head against the back, her arms falling along the sides.


         “Won’t you bring the other up closer? It’s such miles away.” But he did not move.


         “Where’s your shawl?” he asked.


         “Oh!” She gave a little groan of dismay. “How silly I am, I’ve left it upstairs on the bed. Never mind. Please don’t go for it. I shan’t want it, I know I shan’t.”


         “You’d better have it.” And he turned and swiftly crossed the verandah into the dim hall with its scarlet plush and gilt furniture — conjuror’s furniture — its Notice of Services at the English Church, its green baize board with the unclaimed letters climbing the black lattice, huge “Presentation” clock that struck the hours at the half-hours, bundles of sticks and umbrellas and sunshades in the clasp of a brown wooden bear, past the two crippled palms, two ancient beggars at the foot of the staircase, up the marble stairs three at a time, past the life-size group on the landing of two stout peasant children with their marble pinnies full of marble grapes, and along the corridor, with its piled-up wreckage of old tin boxes, leather trunks, canvas holdalls, to their room.
         


         The servant girl was in their room, singing loudly while she emptied soapy water into a pail. The windows were open wide, the shutters put back, and the light glared in. She had thrown the carpets and the big white pillows over the balcony rails; the nets were looped up from the beds; on the writing table there stood a pan of fluff and match-ends. When she saw him her small, impudent eyes snapped and her singing changed to humming. But he gave no sign. His eyes searched the glaring room. Where the devil was the shawl?!


         “Vous désirez, Monsieur?” mocked the servant girl.
         


         No answer. He had seen it. He strode across the room, grabbed the grey cobweb and went out, banging the door. The servant girl’s voice at its loudest and shrillest followed him along the corridor.


         “Oh, there you are. What happened? What kept you? The tea’s here, you see. I’ve just sent Antonio off for the hot water. Isn’t it extraordinary? I must have told him about it sixty times at least, and still he doesn’t bring it. Thank you. That’s very nice. One does just feel the air when one bends forward.”


         “Thanks.” He took his tea and sat down in the other chair. “No, nothing to eat.”


         “Oh do! Just one, you had so little at lunch and it’s hours before dinner.”


         Her shawl dropped off as she bent forward to hand him the biscuits. He took one and put it in his saucer.


         “Oh, those trees along the drive,” she cried. “I could look at them for ever. They are like the most exquisite huge ferns. And you see that one with the grey-silver bark and the clusters of cream-coloured flowers, I pulled down a head of them yesterday to smell and the scent” — she shut her eyes at the memory and her voice thinned away, faint, airy — “was like freshly ground nutmegs.” A little pause. She turned to him and smiled. “You do know what nutmegs smell like — do you, Robert?”
         


         And he smiled back at her. “Now how am I going to prove to you that I do?”


         Back came Antonio with not only the hot water — with letters on a salver and three rolls of paper.


         “Oh, the post! Oh, how lovely! Oh, Robert, they mustn’t be all for you! Have they just come, Antonio?” Her thin hands flew up and hovered over the letters that Antonio offered her, bending forward.


         “Just this moment, Signora,” grinned Antonio. “I took-a them from the postman myself. I made-a the postman give them for me.”


         “Noble Antonio!” laughed she. “There — those are mine, Robert; the rest are yours.”


         Antonio wheeled sharply, stiffened, the grin went out of his face. His striped linen jacket and his flat gleaming fringe made him look like a wooden doll.


         Mr Salesby put the letters into his pocket; the papers lay on the table. He turned the ring, turned the signet ring on his little finger and stared in front of him, blinking, vacant.


         But she — with her teacup in one hand, the sheets of thin paper in the other, her head tilted back, her lips open, a brush of bright colour on her cheek-bones, sipped, sipped, drank … drank….
         


         “From Lottie,” came her soft murmur. “Poor dear … such trouble … left foot. She thought … neuritis … Doctor Blyth … flat foot … massage. So many robins this year … maid most satisfactory … Indian Colonel … every grain of rice separate … very heavy fall of snow.” And her wide lighted eyes looked up from the letter. “Snow, Robert! Think of it!” And she touched the little dark violets pinned on her thin bosom and went back to the letter.


         


             


         


         … Snow. Snow in London. Millie with the early morning cup of tea. “There’s been a terrible fall of snow in the night, Sir.” “Oh, has there, Millie?” The curtains ring apart, letting in the pale, reluctant light. He raises himself in the bed; he catches a glimpse of the solid houses opposite framed in white, of their window boxes full of great sprays of white coral…. In the bathroom — overlooking the back garden. Snow — heavy snow over everything. The lawn is covered with a wavy pattern of cat’s-paws; there is a thick, thick icing on the garden table; the withered pods of the laburnum tree are white tassels; only here and there in the ivy is a dark leaf showing…. Warming his back at the dining-room fire, the paper drying over a chair. Millie with the bacon. “Oh, if you please, sir, there’s two little boys come as will do the steps and front for a shilling, shall I let them?” … And then flying lightly, lightly down the stairs — Jinnie. “Oh, Robert, isn’t it wonderful! Oh, what a pity it has to melt. Where’s the pussy-wee?” “I’ll get him from Millie.” … “Millie, you might just hand me up the kitten if you’ve got him down there.” “Very good, sir.” He feels the little beating heart under his hand. “Come on, old chap, your missus wants you.” “Oh, Robert, do show him the snow — his first snow. Shall I open the window and give him a little piece on his paw to hold? …”
         


         


             


         


         “Well, that’s very satisfactory on the whole — very. Poor Lottie! Darling Anne! How I only wish I could send them something of this,” she cried, waving her letters at the brilliant, dazzling garden. “More tea, Robert? Robert dear, more tea?”


         “No, thanks, no. It was very good,” he drawled.


         “Well, mine wasn’t. Mine was just like chopped hay. Oh, here comes the Honeymoon Couple.”


         Half striding, half running, carrying a basket between them and rods and lines, they came up the drive, up the shallow steps.


         “My! have you been out fishing?” cried the American Woman.


         They were out of breath, they panted: “Yes, yes, we have been out in a little boat all day. We have caught seven. Four are good to eat. But three we shall give away. To the children.”


         Mrs Salesby turned her chair to look; the Topknots laid the snakes down. They were a very dark young couple — black hair, olive skin, brilliant eyes and teeth. He was dressed “English fashion” in a flannel jacket, white trousers and shoes. Round his neck he wore a silk scarf; his head, with his hair brushed back, was bare. And he kept mopping his forehead, rubbing his hands with a brilliant handkerchief. Her white skirt had a patch of wet; her neck and throat were stained a deep pink. When she lifted her arms big half-hoops of perspiration showed under her armpits; her hair clung in wet curls to her cheeks. She looked as though her young husband had been dipping her in the sea and fishing her out again to dry in the sun and then — in with her again — all day.
         


         “Would Klaymongso like a fish?” they cried. Their laughing voices charged with excitement beat against the glassed-in verandah like birds, and a strange, saltish smell came from the basket.


         “You will sleep well to-night,” said a Topknot, picking her ear with a knitting needle while the other Topknot smiled and nodded.


         The Honeymoon Couple looked at each other. A great wave seemed to go over them. They gasped, gulped, staggered a little and then came up laughing — laughing.


         “We cannot go upstairs, we are too tired. We must have tea just as we are. Here — coffee. No — tea. No — coffee. Tea — coffee, Antonio!” Mrs Salesby turned.


         “Robert! Robert!” Where was he? He wasn’t there. Oh, there he was at the other end of the verandah, with his back turned, smoking a cigarette. “Robert, shall we go for our little turn?”


         “Right.” He stumped the cigarette into an ash-tray and sauntered over, his eyes on the ground. “Will you be warm enough?”


         “Oh, quite.”


         “Sure?”


         “Well,” she put her hand on his arm, “perhaps” — and gave his arm the faintest pressure — “it’s not upstairs, it’s only in the hall — perhaps you’d get me my cape. Hanging up.”


         He came back with it and she bent her small head while he dropped it on her shoulders. Then, very stiff, he offered her his arm. She bowed sweetly to the people on the verandah while he just covered a yawn, and they went down the steps together.
         


         “Vous avez voo ça” said the American Woman.
         


         “He is not a man,” said the Two Topknots, “he is an ox. I say to my sister in the morning and at night when we are in bed, I tell her — No man is he, but an ox!”


         Wheeling, tumbling, swooping, the laughter of the Honeymoon Couple dashed against the glass of the verandah.


         The sun was still high. Every leaf, every flower in the garden lay open, motionless, as if exhausted, and a sweet, rich, rank smell filled the quivering air. Out of the thick, fleshy leaves of a cactus there rose an aloe stem loaded with pale flowers that looked as though they had been cut out of butter; light flashed upon the lifted spears of the palms; over a bed of scarlet waxen flowers some big black insects “zoom-zoomed”; a grey, gaudy creeper, orange splashed with jet, sprawled against a wall.


         “I don’t need my cape after all,” said she. “It’s really too warm.” So he took it off and carried it over his arm. “Let us go down this path here. I feel so well to-day — marvellously better. Good heavens — look at those children! And to think it’s November!”


         In a corner of the garden there were two brimming tubs of water. Three little girls, having thoughtfully taken off their drawers and hung them on a bush, their skirts clasped to their waists, were standing in the tubs and tramping up and down. They screamed, their hair fell over their faces, they splashed one another. But suddenly, the smallest, who had a tub to herself, glanced up and saw who was looking. For a moment she seemed overcome with terror, then clumsily she struggled and strained out of her tub, still holding her clothes above her waist. “The Englishman! The Englishman!” she shrieked and fled away to hide. Shrieking and screaming the other two followed her. In a moment they were gone; in a moment there was nothing but the two brimming tubs and their little drawers on the bush.
         


         “How — very — extraordinary!” said she. “What made them so frightened? Surely they were much too young to …” She looked up at him. She thought he looked pale — but wonderfully handsome with that great tropical tree behind him with its long, spiked thorns.


         For a moment he did not answer. Then he met her glance, and smiling his slow smile, “Très rum!” said he.
         


         Très rum! Oh, she felt quite faint. Oh, why should she love him so much just because he said a thing like that? Très rum! That was Robert all over. Nobody else but Robert could ever say such a thing. To be so wonderful, so brilliant, so learned, and then to say in that queer, boyish voice … She could have wept.
         


         “You know you’re very absurd, sometimes,” said she.


         “I am,” he answered. And they walked on.


         But she was tired. She had had enough. She did not want to walk any more.


         “Leave me here and go for a little constitutional, won’t you? I’ll be in one of these long chairs. What a good thing you’ve got my cape; you won’t have to go upstairs for a rug. Thank you, Robert, I shall look at that delicious heliotrope…. You won’t be gone long?”


         “No — no. You don’t mind being left?”


         “Silly! I want you to go. I can’t expect you to drag after your invalid wife every minute…. How long will you be?”


         He took out his watch. “It’s just after half past four. I’ll be back at a quarter past five.”
         


         “Back at a quarter past five,” she repeated, and she lay still in the long chair and folded her hands.


         He turned away. Suddenly he was back again. “Look here, would you like my watch?” And he dangled it before her.


         “Oh!” She caught her breath. “Very, very much.” And she clasped the watch, the warm watch, the darling watch in her fingers. “Now go quickly.”


         The gates of the Pension Villa Excelsior were open wide, jammed open against some bold geraniums. Stooping a little, staring straight ahead, walking swiftly, he passed through them and began climbing the hill that wound behind the town like a great rope looping the villas together. The dust lay thick. A carriage came bowling along driving towards the Excelsior. In it sat the General and the Countess; they had been for his daily airing. Mr Salesby stepped to one side but the dust beat up, thick, white, stifling like wool. The Countess just had time to nudge the General.


         “There he goes,” she said spitefully.


         But the General gave a loud caw and refused to look.


         “It is the Englishman,” said the driver, turning round and smiling. And the Countess threw up her hands and nodded so amiably that he spat with satisfaction and gave the stumbling horse a cut.


         On — on — past the finest villas in the town, magnificent places, palaces worth coming any distance to see, past the public gardens with the carved grottoes and statues and stone animals drinking at the fountain, into a poorer quarter. Here the road ran narrow and foul between high lean houses, the ground floors of which were scooped and hollowed into stables and carpenters’ shops. At a fountain ahead of him two old hags were beating linen. As he passed them they squatted back on their haunches, stared, and then their “A-hak-kak kak!” with the slap, slap, of the stone on the linen sounded after him.
         


         He reached the top of the hill; he turned a corner and the town was hidden. Down he looked into a deep valley with a dried up river bed at the bottom. This side and that was covered with small dilapidated houses that had broken stone verandahs where the fruit lay drying, tomato lanes in the garden, and from the gates to the doors a trellis of vines. The late sunlight, deep, golden, lay in the cup of the valley; there was a smell of charcoal in the air. In the gardens the men were cutting grapes. He watched a man standing in the greenish shade, raising up, holding a black cluster in one hand, taking the knife from his belt, cutting, laying the bunch in a flat boat-shaped basket. The man worked leisurely, silently, taking hundreds of years over the job. On the hedges on the other side of the road there were grapes small as berries, growing wild, growing among the stones. He leaned against a wall, filled his pipe, put a match to it….


         


             


         


         Leaned across a gate, turned up the collar of his mackintosh. It was going to rain. It didn’t matter, he was prepared for it. You didn’t expect anything else in November. He looked over the bare field. From the corner by the gate there came the smell of swedes, a great stack of them, wet, rank coloured. Two men passed walking towards the straggling village. “Good day!” “Good day!” By Jove! he had to hurry if he was going to catch that trainhome. Over the gate, across a field, over the stile, into the lane, swinging along in the drifting rain and dusk … Just home in time for a bath and a change before supper…. In the drawing-room; Jinnie is sitting pretty nearly in the fire. “Oh, Robert, I didn’t hear you come in. Did you have a good time? How nice you smell! A present?” “Some bits of blackberry I picked for you. Pretty colour.” “Oh, lovely, Robert! Dennis and Beaty are coming to supper.” Supper — cold beef, potatoes in their jackets, claret, household bread. They are gay — everybody’s laughing. “Oh, we all know Robert,” says Dennis, breathing on his eyeglasses and polishing them. “By the way, Dennis, I picked up a very jolly little edition of …”
         


         


             


         


         A clock struck. He wheeled sharply. What time was it? Five? A quarter past? Back, back the way he came. As he passed through the gates he saw her on the look-out. She got up, waved and slowly she came to meet him, dragging the heavy cape. In her hand she carried a spray of heliotrope.


         “You’re late,” she cried gaily. “You’re three minutes late. Here’s your watch, it’s been very good while you were away. Did you have a nice time? Was it lovely? Tell me. Where did you go?”


         “I say — put this on,” he said, taking the cape from her.
         


         “Yes, I will. Yes, it’s getting chilly. Shall we go up to our room?”


         When they reached the lift she was coughing. He frowned.


         “It’s nothing. I haven’t been out too late. Don’t be cross.” She sat down on one of the red plush chairs while he rang and rang, and then, getting no answer, kept his finger on the bell.


         “Oh, Robert, do you think you ought to?”
         


         “Ought to what?”


         The door of the salon opened. “What is that? Who is making that noise?” sounded from within. Klaymongso began to yelp. “Caw! Caw! Caw!” came from the General. A Topknot darted out with one hand to her ear, opened the staff door, “Mr Queet! Mr Queet!” she bawled. That brought the manager up at a run.
         


         “Is that you ringing the bell, Mr Salesby? Do you want the lift? Very good, Sir. I’ll take you up myself. Antonio wouldn’t have been a minute, he was just taking off his apron—” And having ushered them in, the oily manager went to the door of the salon. “Very sorry you should have been troubled, ladies and gentlemen.” Salesby stood in the cage, sucking in his cheeks, staring at the ceiling and turning the ring, turning the signet ring on his little finger….


         Arrived in their room he went swiftly over to the washstand, shook the bottle, poured her out a dose and brought it across.


         “Sit down. Drink it. And don’t talk.” And he stood over her while she obeyed. Then he took the glass, rinsed it and put it back in its case. “Would you like a cushion?”


         “No, I’m quite all right. Come over here. Sit down by me just a minute, will you, Robert? Ah, that’s very nice.” She turned and thrust the piece of heliotrope in the lapel of his coat. “That,” she said, “is most becoming.” And then she leaned her head against his shoulder and he put his arm round her.


         “Robert—” her voice like a sigh — like a breath.


         “Yes—”


         They sat there for a long while. The sky flamed, paled; the two white beds were like two ships…. At last he heard the servant girl running along the corridor with the hot water cans, and gently he released her and turned on the light.
         


         “Oh, what time is it? Oh, what a heavenly evening. Oh, Robert, I was thinking while you were away this afternoon …”


         They were the last couple to enter the dining-room. The Countess was there with her lorgnette and her fan, the General was there with his special chair and the air cushion and the small rug over his knees. The American Woman was there showing Klaymongso a copy of the Saturday Evening Post…. “We’re having a feast of reason and a flow of soul.” The Two Topknots were there feeling over the peaches and the pears in their dish of fruit and putting aside all they considered unripe or overripe to show to the manager, and the Honeymoon Couple leaned across the table, whispering, trying not to burst out laughing.
         


         Mr Queet, in everyday clothes and white canvas shoes, served the soup, and Antonio, in full evening dress, handed it round.


         “No,” said the American Woman, “take it away, Antonio. We can’t eat soup. We can’t eat anything mushy, can we, Klaymongso?”


         “Take them back and fill them to the rim!” said the Topknots, and they turned and watched while Antonio delivered the message.


         “What is it? Rice? Is it cooked?” The Countess peered through her lorgnette. “Mr Queet, the General can have some of this soup if it is cooked.”


         “Very good, Countess.”


         The Honeymoon Couple had their fish instead.


         “Give me that one. That’s the one I caught. No, it’s not. Yes, it is. No, it’s not. Well, it’s looking at me with its eye, so it must be. Tee! Hee! Hee!” Their feet were locked together under the table.
         


         “Robert, you’re not eating again. Is anything the matter?”


         “No. Off food, that’s all.”


         “Oh, what a bother. There are eggs and spinach coming. You don’t like spinach, do you? I must tell them in future …”


         An egg and mashed potatoes for the General.


         “Mr Queet! Mr Queet!”


         “Yes, Countess.”


         “The General’s egg’s too hard again.”


         “Caw! Caw! Caw!”


         “Very sorry, Countess. Shall I have you another cooked, General?”


         … They are the first to leave the dining-room. She rises, gathering her shawl and he stands aside, waiting for her to pass, turning the ring, turning the signet ring on his little finger. In the hall Mr Queet hovers. “I thought you might not want to wait for the lift. Antonio’s just serving the finger bowls. And I’m sorry the bell won’t ring, it’s out of order. I can’t think what’s happened.”


         “Oh, I do hope …” from her.


         “Get in,” says he.


         Mr Queet steps after them and slams the door ….


         “… Robert, do you mind if I go to bed very soon? Won’t you go down to the salon or out into the garden? Or perhaps you might smoke a cigar on the balcony. It’s lovely out there. And I like cigar smoke. I always did. But if you’d rather …”
         


         “No, I’ll sit here.”


         He takes a chair and sits on the balcony. He hears her moving about in the room, lightly, lightly, moving and rustling. Then she comes over to him. “Good night, Robert.”


         “Good night.” He takes her hand and kisses the palm. “Don’t catch cold.”
         


         The sky is the colour of jade. There are a great many stars; an enormous white moon hangs over the garden. Far away lightning flutters — flutters like a wing — flutters like a broken bird that tries to fly and sinks again and again struggles.


         The lights from the salon shine across the garden path and there is the sound of a piano. And once the American Woman, opening the French window to let Klaymongso into the garden, cries: “Have you seen this moon?” But nobody answers.
         


         He gets very cold sitting there, staring at the balcony rail. Finally he comes inside. The moon — the room is painted white with moonlight. The light trembles in the mirrors; the two beds seem to float. She is asleep. He sees her through the nets, half sitting, banked up with pillows, her white hands crossed on the sheet. Her white cheeks, her fair hair pressed against the pillow, are silvered over. He undresses quickly, stealthily and gets into bed. Lying there, his hands clasped behind his head …


         


             


         


         … In his study. Late summer. The virginia creeper just on the turn….


         “Well, my dear chap, that’s the whole story. That’s the long and the short of it. If she can’t cut away for the next two years and give a decent climate a chance she don’t stand a dog’s — h’m — show. Better be frank about these things.” “Oh, certainly….” “And hang it all, old man, what’s to prevent you going with her? It isn’t as though you’ve got a regular job like us wage earners. You can do what you do wherever you are.” “Two years.” “Yes, I should give it two years. You’ll have no trouble about letting this house, you know. As a matter of fact …”
         


         … He is with her. “Robert, the awful thing is — I suppose it’s my illness — I simply feel I could not go alone. You see you’re everything. You’re bread and wine, Robert, bread and wine. Oh, my darling — what am I saying? Of course I could, of course I won’t take you away….”


         


             


         


         He hears her stirring. Does she want something?


         “Boogles?”


         Good Lord! She is talking in her sleep. They haven’t used that name for years.


         “Boogles. Are you awake?”


         “Yes, do you want anything?”


         “Oh, I’m going to be a bother. I’m so sorry. Do you mind? There’s a wretched mosquito inside my net — I can hear him singing. Would you catch him? I don’t want to move because of my heart.”


         “No, don’t move. Stay where you are.” He switches on the light, lifts the net. “Where is the little beggar? Have you spotted him?”


         “Yes, there, over by the corner. Oh, I do feel such a fiend to have dragged you out of bed. Do you mind dreadfully?”


         “No, of course not.” For a moment he hovers in his blue and white pyjamas. Then, “got him,” he said.


         “Oh, good. Was he a juicy one?”


         “Beastly.” He went over to the washstand and dipped his fingers in water. “Are you all right now? Shall I switch off the light?”
         


         “Yes, please. No. Boogles! Come back here a moment. Sit down by me. Give me your hand.” She turns his signet ring. “Why weren’t you asleep? Boogles, listen. Come closer. I sometimes wonder — do you mind awfully being out here with me?”


         He bends down. He kisses her. He tucks her in, he smooths the pillow.


         “Rot!” he whispers.


      


    

  
    
      



         


            Marriage à la Mode


            — 1921 —


         


         On his way to the station William remembered with a fresh pang of disappointment that he was taking nothing down to the kiddies. Poor little chaps! It was hard lines on them. Their first words always were as they ran to greet him, “What have you got for me, daddy?” and he had nothing. He would have to buy them some sweets at the station. But that was what he had done for the past four Saturdays; their faces had fallen last time when they saw the same old boxes produced again.


         And Paddy had said, “I had red ribbing on mine bee-fore!”
         


         And Johnny had said, “It’s always pink on mine. I hate pink.”


         But what was William to do? The affair wasn’t so easily settled. In the old days, of course, he would have taken a taxi off to a decent toyshop and chosen them something in five minutes. But nowadays they had Russian toys, French toys, Serbian toys — toys from God knows where. It was over a year since Isabel had scrapped the old donkeys and engines and so on because they were so “dreadfully sentimental” and “so appallingly bad for the babies’ sense of form”.


         “It’s so important,” the new Isabel had explained, “that they should like the right things from the very beginning. It saves so much time later on. Really, if the poor pets have to spend their infant years staring at these horrors, one can imagine them growing up and asking to be taken to the Royal Academy.”


         And she spoke as though a visit to the Royal Academy was certain immediate death to anyone….


         “Well, I don’t know,” said William slowly. “When I was their age I used to go to bed hugging an old towel with a knot in it.”
         


         The new Isabel looked at him, her eyes narrowed, her lips apart.


         “Dear William! I’m sure you did!” She laughed in the new way.
         


         Sweets it would have to be, however, thought William gloomily, fishing in his pocket for change for the taxi-man. And he saw the kiddies handing the boxes round — they were awfully generous little chaps — while Isabel’s precious friends didn’t hesitate to help themselves….


         What about fruit? William hovered before a stall just inside the station. What about a melon each? Would they have to share that, too? Or a pineapple for Pad, and a melon for Johnny? Isabel’s friends could hardly go sneaking up to the nursery at the children’s meal-times. All the same, as he bought the melon William had a horrible vision of one of Isabel’s young poets lapping up a slice, for some reason, behind the nursery door.


         With his two very awkward parcels he strode off to his train. The platform was crowded, the train was in. Doors banged open and shut. There came such a loud hissing from the engine that people looked dazed as they scurried to and fro. William made straight for a first-class smoker, stowed away his suitcase and parcels, and taking a huge wad of papers out of his inner pocket, he flung down in the corner and began to read.


         “Our client moreover is positive…. We are inclined to reconsider … in the event of—” Ah, that was better. William pressed back his flattened hair and stretched his legs across the carriage floor. The familiar dull gnawing in his breast quietened down. “With regard to our decision—” He took out a blue pencil and scored a paragraph slowly.
         


         Two men came in, stepped across him, and made for the farther corner. A young fellow swung his golf clubs into the rack and sat down opposite. The train gave a gentle lurch, they were off. William glanced up and saw the hot, bright station slipping away. A red-faced girl raced along by the carriages, there was something strained and almost desperate in the way she waved and called. “Hysterical!” thought William dully. Then a greasy, black-faced workman at the end of the platform grinned at the passing train. And William thought, “A filthy life!” and went back to his papers.


         When he looked up again there were fields, and beasts standing for shelter under the dark trees. A wide river, with naked children splashing in the shallows, glided into sight and was gone again. The sky shone pale, and one bird drifted high like a dark fleck in a jewel.


         “We have examined our client’s correspondence files….”The last sentence he had read echoed in his mind. “We have examined …” William hung on to that sentence, but it was no good; it snapped in the middle, and the fields, the sky, the sailing bird, the water, all said, “Isabel.” The same thing happened every Saturday afternoon. When he was on his way to meet Isabel there began those countless imaginary meetings. She was at the station, standing just a little apart from everybody else; she was sitting in the open taxi outside; she was at the garden gate; walking across the parched grass; at the door, or just inside the hall.


         And her clear, light voice said, “It’s William,” or “Hillo, William!” or “So William has come!” He touched her cool hand, her cool cheek.
         


         The exquisite freshness of Isabel! When he had been a little boy, it was his delight to run into the garden after a shower of rain and shake the rose bush over him. Isabel was that rose bush, petal-soft, sparkling and cool. And he was still that little boy. But there was no running into the garden now, no laughing and shaking. The dull, persistent gnawing in his breast started again. He drew up his legs, tossed the papers aside, and shut his eyes.


         “What is it, Isabel? What is it?” he said tenderly. They were in their bedroom in the new house. Isabel sat on a painted stool before the dressing-table that was strewn with little black and green boxes.


         “What is what, William?” And she bent forward, and her fine light hair fell over her cheeks.


         “Ah, you know!” He stood in the middle of the strange room and he felt a stranger. At that Isabel wheeled round quickly and faced him.


         “Oh, William!” she cried imploringly, and she held up the hair-brush. “Please! Please don’t be so dreadfully stuffy and — tragic. You’re always saying or looking or hinting that I’ve changed. Just because I’ve got to know really congenial people, and go about more, and am frightfully keen on — on everything, you behave as though I’d” — Isabel tossed back her hair and laughed — “killed our love or something. It’s so awfully absurd” — she bit her lip — “and it’s so maddening, William. Even this new house and the servants you grudge me.”


         “Isabel!”


         “Yes, yes, it’s true in a way,” said Isabel quickly. “You think they are another bad sign. Oh, I know you do. I feel it,” she said softly, “every time you come up the stairs. But we couldn’t have gone on living in that other poky little hole, William. Be practical, at least! Why, there wasn’t enough room for the babies even.”
         


         No, it was true. Every evening when he came back from chambers it was to find the babies with Isabel in the back drawing-room. They were having rides on the leopard skin thrown over the sofa back, or they were playing shops with Isabel’s desk for a counter, or Pad was sitting on the hearthrug rowing away for dear life with a little brass fire-shovel, while Johnny shot at pirates with the tongs. Every evening they each had a pick-a-back up the narrow stairs to their fat old Nanny.


         Yes, he supposed it was a poky little house. A little white house with blue curtains and a window-box of petunias. William met their friends at the door with “Seen our petunias? Pretty terrific for London, don’t you think?”


         But the imbecile thing, the absolutely extraordinary thing was that he hadn’t the slightest idea that Isabel wasn’t as happy as he. God, what blindness! He hadn’t the remotest notion in those days that she really hated that inconvenient little house, that she thought the fat Nanny was ruining the babies, that she was desperately lonely, pining for new people and new music and pictures and so on. If they hadn’t gone to that studio party at Moira Morrison’s — if Moira Morrison hadn’t said as they were leaving, “I’m going to rescue your wife, selfish man. She’s like an exquisite little Titania” — if Isabel hadn’t gone with Moira to Paris — if — if …


         The train stopped at another station. Bettingford. Good heavens! They’d be there in ten minutes. William stuffed the papers back into his pockets; the young man opposite had long since disappeared. Now the other two got out. The late afternoon sun shone on women in cotton frocks and little sunburnt, barefoot children. It blazed on a silky yellow flower with coarse leaves which sprawled over a bank of rock. The air ruffling through the window smelled of the sea. Had Isabel the same crowd with her this week-end, wondered William?
         


         And he remembered the holidays they used to have, the four of them, with a little farm girl, Rose, to look after the babies. Isabel wore a jersey and her hair in a plait; she looked about fourteen. Lord! how his nose used to peel! And the amount they ate, and the amount they slept in that immense feather bed with their feet locked together…. William couldn’t help a grim smile as he thought of Isabel’s horror if she knew the full extent of his sentimentality.


         “Hillo, William!” She was at the station after all, standing just as he had imagined, apart from the others, and — William’s heart leapt — she was alone.


         “Hullo, Isabel!” William stared. He thought she looked so beautiful that he had to say something, “You look very cool.”


         “Do I?” said Isabel. “I don’t feel very cool. Come along, your horrid old train is late. The taxi’s outside.” She put her hand lightly on his arm as they passed the ticket collector. “We’ve all come to meet you,” she said. “But we’ve left Bobby Kane at the sweet shop, to be called for.”


         “Oh!” said William. It was all he could say for the moment.


         There in the glare waited the taxi, with Bill Hunt and Dennis Green sprawling on one side, their hats tilted over their faces, while on the other, Moira Morrison, in a bonnet like a huge strawberry, jumped up and down.


         “No ice! No ice! No ice!” she shouted gaily.
         


         And Dennis chimed in from under his hat. “Only to be had from the fishmonger’s.”
         


         And Bill Hunt, emerging, added, “With whole fish in it.”
         


         “Oh, what a bore!” wailed Isabel. And she explained to William how they had been chasing round the town for ice while she waited for him. “Simply everything is running down the steep cliffs into the sea, beginning with the butter.”


         “We shall have to anoint ourselves with the butter,” said Dennis. “May thy head, William, lack not ointment.”


         “Look here,” said William, “how are we going to sit? I’d better get up by the driver.”


         “No, Bobby Kane’s by the driver,” said Isabel. “You’re to sit between Moira and me.” The taxi started. “What have you got in those mysterious parcels?”


         “De-cap-it-ated heads!” said Bill Hunt, shuddering beneath his hat.


         “Oh, fruit!” Isabel sounded very pleased. “Wise William! A melon and a pineapple. How too nice!”


         “No, wait a bit,” said William, smiling. But he really was anxious. “I brought them down for the kiddies.”


         “Oh, my dear!” Isabel laughed, and slipped her hand through his arm. “They’d be rolling in agonies if they were to eat them. No,” she patted his hand — “you must bring them something next time. I refuse to part with my pineapple.”


         “Cruel Isabel! Do let me smell it!” said Moira. She flung her arms across William appealingly. “Oh!” The strawberry bonnet fell forward: she sounded quite faint.


         “A Lady in Love with a Pineapple,” said Dennis, as the taxi drew up before a little shop with a striped blind. Out came Bobby Kane, his arms full of little packets.
         


         “I do hope they’ll be good. I’ve chosen them because of the colours. There are some round things which really look too divine. And just look at this nougat,” he cried ecstatically, “just look at it! It’s a perfect little ballet!”


         But at that moment the shopman appeared. “Oh, I forgot. They’re none of them paid for,” said Bobby, looking frightened. Isabel gave the shopman a note, and Bobby was radiant again. “Hullo, William! I’m sitting by the driver.” And bareheaded, all in white, with his sleeves rolled up to the shoulders, he leapt into his place. “Avanti!” he cried….


         After tea the others went off to bathe, while William stayed and made his peace with the kiddies. But Johnny and Paddy were asleep, the rose-red glow had paled, bats were flying, and still the bathers had not returned. As William wandered downstairs, the maid crossed the hall carrying a lamp. He followed her into the sitting-room. It was a long room, coloured yellow. On the wall opposite William someone had painted a young man, over lifesize, with very wobbly legs, offering a wide-eyed daisy to a young woman who had one very short arm and one very long, thin one. Over the chairs and sofa there hung strips of black material, covered with big splashes like broken eggs, and everywhere one looked there seemed to be an ash-tray full of cigarette ends. William sat down in one of the arm-chairs. Nowadays, when one felt with one hand down the sides, it wasn’t to come upon a sheep with three legs or a cow that had lost one horn, or a very fat dove out of the Noah’s Ark. One fished up yet another little paper-covered book of smudged-looking poems…. He thought of the wad of papers in his pocket, but he was too hungry and tired to read. The door was open; sounds came from the kitchen. The servants were talking as if they were alone in the house. Suddenly there came a loud screech of laughter and an equally loud “Sh!” They had remembered him. William got up and went through the French windows into the garden, and as he stood there in the shadow he heard the bathers coming up the sandy road; their voices rang through the quiet.
         


         “I think it’s up to Moira to use her little arts and wiles.”


         A tragic moan from Moira.


         “We ought to have a gramophone for the week-ends that played ‘The Maid of the Mountains’.”


         “Oh no! Oh no!” cried Isabel’s voice. “That’s not fair to William. Be nice to him, my children! He’s only staying until tomorrow evening.”


         “Leave him to me,” cried Bobby Kane. “I’m awfully good at looking after people.”


         The gate swung open and shut. William moved on the terrace; they had seen him. “Hallo, William!” And Bobby Kane, flapping his towel, began to leap and pirouette on the parched lawn. “Pity you didn’t come, William. The water was divine. And we all went to a little pub afterwards and had a sloe gin.”


         The others had reached the house. “I say, Isabel,” called Bobby, “would you like me to wear my Nijinsky dress to-night?”


         “No,” said Isabel, “nobody’s going to dress. We’re all starving. William’s starving, too. Come along, mes amis, let’s begin with sardines.”
         


         “I’ve found the sardines,” said Moira, and she ran into the hall, holding a box high in the air.


         “A Lady with a Box of Sardines,” said Dennis gravely.
         


         “Well, William, and how’s London?” asked Bill Hunt, drawing the cork out of a bottle of whisky.


         “Oh, London’s not much changed,” answered William.


         “Good old London,” said Bobby, very hearty, spearing a sardine.


         But a moment later William was forgotten. Moira Morrison began wondering what colour one’s legs really were under water.


         “Mine are the palest, palest mushroom colour.”


         Bill and Dennis ate enormously. And Isabel filled glasses, and changed plates, and found matches, smiling blissfully. At one moment she said, “I do wish, Bill, you’d paint it.”


         “Paint what?” said Bill loudly, stuffing his mouth with bread.


         “Us,” said Isabel, “round the table. It would be so fascinating in twenty years’ time.”


         Bill screwed up his eyes and chewed. “Light’s wrong,” he said rudely, “far too much yellow”; and went on eating. And that seemed to charm Isabel, too.


         But after supper they were all so tired they could do nothing but yawn until it was late enough to go to bed….


         


            —


         


         It was not until William was waiting for his taxi the next afternoon that he found himself alone with Isabel. When he brought his suitcase down into the hall, Isabel left the others and went over to him. She stooped down and picked up the suitcase.


         “What a weight!” she said, and she gave a little awkward laugh. “Let me carry it to the gate.”
         


         “No, why should you?” said William. “Of course not. Give it to me.”


         “Oh, please do let me,” said Isabel. “I want to, really.” They walked together silently. William felt there was nothing to say now.


         “There,” said Isabel triumphantly, setting the suitcase down, and she looked anxiously along the sandy road. “I hardly seem to have seen you this time,” she said breathlessly. “It’s so short, isn’t it? I feel you’ve only just come. Next time—” The taxi came into sight. “I hope they look after you properly in London. I’m so sorry the babies have been out all day, but Miss Neil had arranged it. They’ll hate missing you. Poor William, going back to London.” The taxi turned. “Good-bye!” She gave him a little hurried kiss; she was gone.


         Fields, trees, hedges streamed by. They shook through the empty, blind-looking little town, ground up the steep pull to the station. The train was in. William made straight for a first-class smoker, flung back into the corner, but this time he let the papers alone. He folded his arms against the dull, persistent gnawing, and began in his mind to write a letter to Isabel.
         


         


            —


         


         The post was late as usual. They sat outside the house in long chairs under coloured parasols. Only Bobby Kane lay in the turf at Isabel’s feet. It was dull, stifling; the day drooped like a flag.


         “Do you think there will be Mondays in heaven?” asked Bobby childishly.


         And Dennis murmured, “Heaven will be one long Monday.”
         


         But Isabel couldn’t help wondering what had happened to the salmon they had for supper last night. She had meant to have fish mayonnaise for lunch and now …


         Moira was asleep. Sleeping was her latest discovery. “It’s so wonderful. One simply shuts one’s eyes, that’s all. It’s so delicious.”


         When the old ruddy postman came beating along the sandy road on his tricycle one felt the handle-bars ought to have been oars.


         Bill Hunt put down his book. “Letters,” he said complacently, and they all waited. But, heartless postman — malignant world! There was only one, a fat one for Isabel. Not even a paper.


         “And mine’s only from William,” said Isabel mournfully.


         “From William — already?”


         “He’s sending you back your marriage lines as a gentle reminder.”


         “Does everybody have marriage lines? I thought they were only for servants.”


         “Pages and pages! Look at her! A Lady reading a Letter,” said Dennis.


         My darling, precious Isabel. Pages and pages there were. As Isabel read on her feeling of astonishment changed to a stifled feeling. What on earth had induced William…? How extraordinary it was…. What could have made him…? She felt confused, more and more excited, even frightened. It was just like William. Was it? it was absurd, of course, it must be absurd, ridiculous. “Ha, ha, ha! Oh dear!” What was she to do? Isabel flung back in her chair and laughed till she couldn’t stop laughing.
         


         “Do, do tell us,” said the others. “You must tell us.”
         


         “I’m longing to,” gurgled Isabel. She sat up, gathered the letter, and waved it at them. “Gather round,” she said. ‘Listen, it’s too marvellous. A love-letter!”


         “A love-letter! But how divine!” Darling, precious Isabel. But she had hardly begun before their laughter interrupted her.
         


         “Go on, Isabel, it’s perfect.”


         “It’s the most marvellous find.”


         “Oh, do go on, Isabel!”


         God forbid, my darling, that I should be a drag on your happiness.
         


         “Oh! oh! oh!”


         “Sh! sh! sh!”


         And Isabel went on. When she reached the end they were hysterical: Bobby rolled on the turf and almost sobbed.


         “You must let me have it just as it is, entire, for my new book,” said Dennis firmly. “I shall give it a whole chapter.”


         “Oh, Isabel,” moaned Moira, “that wonderful bit about holding you in his arms!”


         “I always thought those letters in divorce cases were made up. But they pale before this.”


         “Let me hold it. Let me read it, mine own self,” said Bobby Kane.


         But, to their surprise, Isabel crushed the letter in her hand. She was laughing no longer. She glanced quickly at them all; she looked exhausted. “No, not just now. Not just now,” she stammered.


         And before they could recover she had run into the house through the hall, up the stairs into her bedroom. Down she sat on the side of the bed. “How vile, odious, abominable, vulgar,” muttered Isabel. She pressed her eyes with her knuckles and rocked to and fro. And again she saw them, but not four, more like forty, laughing, sneering, jeering, stretching out their hands while she read them William’s letter. Oh, what a loathsome thing to have done. How could she have done it! God forbid, my darling, that I should be a drag on your happiness. William! Isabel pressed her face into the pillow. But she felt that even the grave bedroom knew her for what she was, shallow, tinkling, vain….
         


         Presently from the garden below there came voices.


         “Isabel, we’re all going for a bathe. Do come!”


         “Come, thou wife of William!”


         “Call her once before you go, call once yet!”


         Isabel sat up. Now was the moment, now she must decide. Would she go with them, or stay here and write to William. Which, which should it be? “I must make up my mind.” Oh, but how could there be any question? Of course she would stay here and write.


         “Titania!” piped Moira.


         “Isa-bel?”


         No, it was too difficult. “I’ll — I’ll go with them, and write to William later. Some other time. Later. Not now. But I shall certainly write,” thought Isabel hurriedly.
         


         And, laughing in the new way, she ran down the stairs.


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            An Ideal Family


            — 1921 —


         


         That evening for the first time in his life, as he pressed through the swing door and descended the three broad steps to the pavement, old Mr Neave felt he was too old for the spring. Spring — warm, eager, restless — was there, waiting for him in the golden light, ready in front of everybody to run up, to blow in his white beard, to drag sweetly on his arm. And he couldn’t meet her, no; he couldn’t square up once more and stride off, jaunty as a young man. He was tired and, although the late sun was still shining, curiously cold, with a numbed feeling all over. Quite suddenly he hadn’t the energy, he hadn’t the heart to stand this gaiety and bright movement any longer; it confused him. He wanted to stand still, to wave it away with his stick, to say, “Be off with you!” Suddenly it was a terrible effort to greet as usual — tipping his wide-awake with his stick — all the people whom he knew, the friends, acquaintances, shopkeepers, postmen, drivers. But the gay glance that went with the gesture, the kindly twinkle that seemed to say, “I’m a match and more for any of you” — that old Mr Neave could not manage at all. He stumped along, lifting his knees high as if he were walking through air that had somehow grown heavy and solid like water. And the homeward-going crowd hurried by, the trams clanked, the light carts clattered, the big swinging cabs bowled along with that reckless, defiant indifference that one knows only in dreams….


         It had been a day like other days at the office. Nothing special had happened. Harold hadn’t come back from lunch until close on four. Where had he been? What had he been up to? He wasn’t going to let his father know. Old Mr Neave had happened to be in the vestibule, saying good-bye to a caller, when Harold sauntered in, perfectly turned out as usual, cool, suave, smiling that peculiar little half-smile that women found so fascinating.
         


         Ah, Harold was too handsome, too handsome by far; that had been the trouble all along. No man had a right to such eyes, such lashes and such lips; it was uncanny. As for his mother, his sisters, and the servants, it was not too much to say they made a young god of him; they worshipped Harold, they forgave him everything; and he had needed some forgiving ever since the time when he was thirteen and he had stolen his mother’s purse, taken the money, and hidden the purse in the cook’s bedroom. Old Mr Neave struck sharply with his stick upon the pavement edge. But it wasn’t only his family who spoiled Harold, he reflected, it was everybody; he had only to look and to smile and down they went before him. So perhaps it wasn’t to be wondered at that he expected the office to carry on the tradition. H’m, h’m! But it couldn’t be done. No business — not even a successful, established, big paying concern — could be played with. A man had either to put his whole heart and soul into it, or it went all to pieces before his eyes….


         And then Charlotte and the girls were always at him to make the whole thing over to Harold, to retire, and to spend his time enjoying himself. Enjoying himself! Old Mr Neave stopped dead under a group of ancient cabbage palms outside the Government buildings! Enjoying himself! The wind of evening shook the dark leaves to a thin airy cackle. Sitting at home, twiddling his thumbs, conscious all the while that his life’s work was slipping away, dissolving, disappearing through Harold’s fine fingers, while Harold smiled….
         


         “Why will you be so unreasonable, father? There’s absolutely no need for you to go to the office. It only makes it very awkward for us when people persist in saying how tired you’re looking. Here’s this huge house and garden. Surely you could be happy in — in — appreciating it for a change. Or you could take up some hobby.”


         And Lola the baby had chimed in loftily, “All men ought to have hobbies. It makes life impossible if they haven’t.”


         Well, well! He couldn’t help a grim smile as painfully he began to climb the hill that led into Harcourt Avenue. Where would Lola and her sisters and Charlotte be if he’d gone in for hobbies, he’d like to know? Hobbies couldn’t pay for the town house and the seaside bungalow, and their horses, and their golf, and the sixty-guinea gramophone in the music-room for them to dance to. Not that he grudged them these things. No, they were smart, good-looking girls, and Charlotte was a remarkable woman; it was natural for them to be in the swim. As a matter of fact, no other house in the town was as popular as theirs; no other family entertained so much. And how many times old Mr Neave, pushing the cigar box across the smoking-room table, had listened to praises of his wife, his girls, of himself even.


         “You’re an ideal family, sir, an ideal family. It’s like some thing one reads about or sees on the stage.”


         “That’s all right, my boy,” old Mr Neave would reply. “Try one of those; I think you’ll like them. And if you care to smoke in the garden, you’ll find the girls on the lawn, I dare say.”


         That was why the girls had never married, so people said. They could have married anybody. But they had too good a time at home. They were too happy together, the girls and Charlotte. H’m, h’m! Well, well! Perhaps so….
         


         By this time he had walked the length of fashionable Harcourt Avenue; he had reached the corner house, their house. The carriage gates were pushed back; there were fresh marks of wheels on the drive. And then he faced the big white-painted house, with its wide-open windows, its tulle curtains floating outwards, its blue jars of hyacinths on the broad sills. On either side of the carriage porch their hydrangeas — famous in the town — were coming into flower; the pinkish, bluish masses of flower lay like light among the spreading leaves. And, somehow, it seemed to old Mr Neave that the house and the flowers, and even the fresh marks on the drive, were saying, “There is young life here. There are girls—”


         The hall, as always, was dusky with wraps, parasols, gloves piled on the oak chests. From the music-room sounded the piano, quick, loud and impatient. Through the drawing-room door that was ajar voices floated.


         “And were there ices?” came from Charlotte. Then the creak, creak of her rocker.


         “Ices!” cried Ethel. “My dear mother, you never saw such ices. Only two kinds. And one a common little strawberry shop ice, in a sopping wet frill.”


         “The food altogether was too appalling,” came from Marion.


         “Still, it’s rather early for ices,” said Charlotte easily.


         “But why, if one has them at all …” began Ethel.


         “Oh, quite so, darling,” crooned Charlotte.


         Suddenly the music-room door opened and Lola dashed out. She started, she nearly screamed, at the sight of old Mr Neave.
         


         “Gracious, father! What a fright you gave me! Have you just come home? Why isn’t Charles here to help you off with your coat?”


         Her cheeks were crimson from playing, her eyes glittered, the hair fell over her forehead; and she breathed as though she had come running through the dark and was frightened. Old Mr Neave stared at his youngest daughter; he felt he had never seen her before. So that was Lola, was it? But she seemed to have forgotten her father; it was not for him that she was waiting there. Now she put the tip of her crumpled handkerchief between her teeth and tugged at it angrily. The telephone rang. A-ah! Lola gave a cry like a sob and dashed past him. The door of the telephone-room slammed, and at the same moment Charlotte called, “Is that you, father?”


         “You’re tired again,” said Charlotte reproachfully, and she stopped the rocker and offered him her warm plum-like cheek. Bright-haired Ethel pecked his beard; Marion’s lips brushed his ear.


         “Did you walk back, father?” asked Charlotte.


         “Yes, I walked home,” said old Mr Neave, and he sank into one of the immense, drawing-room chairs.


         “But why didn’t you take a cab?” said Ethel. “There are hundreds of cabs about at that time.”


         “My dear Ethel,” cried Marion, “if father prefers to tire himself out, I really don’t see what business of ours it is to interfere.”


         “Children, children!” coaxed Charlotte.


         But Marion wouldn’t be stopped. “No, mother, you spoil father, and it’s not right. You ought to be stricter with him. He’s very naughty.” She laughed her hard, bright laugh and patted her hair in a mirror. Strange! When she was a little girl she had such a soft, hesitating voice; she had even stuttered, and now, whatever she said — even if it was only “Jam, please, father” — it rang out as though she were on the stage.
         


         “Did Harold leave the office before you, dear?” asked Charlotte, beginning to rock again.


         “I’m not sure,” said old Mr Neave.


         “I’m not sure. I didn’t see him after four o’clock.”


         “He said—” began Charlotte.


         But at that moment Ethel, who was twitching over the leaves of some paper or other, ran to her mother and sank down beside her chair.


         “There, you see,” she cried. “That’s what I mean, mummy. Yellow, with touches of silver. Don’t you agree?”


         “Give it to me, love,” said Charlotte. She fumbled for her tortoise-shell spectacles and put them on, gave the page a little dab with her plump, small fingers, and pursed up her lips. “Very sweet!” she crooned vaguely; she looked at Ethel over her spectacles. “But I shouldn’t have the train.”


         “Not the train!” wailed Ethel tragically. “But the train’s the whole point.”


         “Here, mother, let me decide.” Marion snatched the paper playfully from Charlotte. “I agree with mother,” she cried triumphantly. “The train overweights it.”


         Old Mr Neave, forgotten, sank into the broad lap of his chair, and, dozing, heard them as though he dreamed. There was no doubt about it, he was tired out; he had lost his hold. Even Charlotte and the girls were too much for him to-night. They were too … too … But all his drowsing brain could think of was — too rich for him. And somewhere at the back of everything he was watching a little withered ancient man climbing up endless flights of stairs. Who was he?
         


         “I shan’t dress to-night,” he muttered.


         “What do you say, father?”


         “Eh, what, what?” Old Mr Neave woke with a start and stared across at them. “I shan’t dress to-night,” he repeated.


         “But, father, we’ve got Lucile coming. And Henry Davenport, and Mrs Teddie Walker.”


         “It will look so very out of the picture.”
         


         “Don’t you feel well, dear?”


         “You needn’t make any effort. What is Charles for?”
         


         “But if you’re really not up to it,” Charlotte wavered.


         “Very well! Very well!” Old Mr Neave got up and went to join that little old climbing fellow just as far as his dressing-room….


         There young Charles was waiting for him. Carefully, as though everything depended on it, he was tucking a towel round the hot-water can. Young Charles had been a favourite of his ever since as a little red-faced boy he had come into the house to look after the fires. Old Mr Neave lowered himself into the cane lounge by the window; stretched out his legs, and made his little evening joke, “Dress him up, Charles!” And Charles, breathing intensely and frowning, bent forward to take the pin out of his tie.


         H’m, h’m! Well, well! It was pleasant by the open window, very pleasant — a fine mild evening. They were cutting the grass on the tennis-court below; he heard the soft churr of the mower. Soon the girls would begin their tennis parties again. And at the thought he seemed to hear Marion’s voice ring out, “Good for you, partner…. Oh, played, partner…. Oh, very nice indeed.” Then Charlotte calling from the verandah, “Where is Harold?” And Ethel, “He’s certainly not here, mother.” And Charlotte’s vague, “He said—”
         


         Old Mr Neave sighed, got up, and putting one hand under his beard, he took the comb from young Charles and carefully combed the white beard over. Charles gave him a folded handkerchief, his watch and seals, and spectacle case.


         “That will do, my lad.” The door shut, he sank back, he was alone….


         And now that little ancient fellow was climbing down endless flights that led to a glittering, gay dining-room. What legs he had! They were like a spider’s — thin, withered.


         “You’re an ideal family, sir, an ideal family.”


         But if that were true, why didn’t Charlotte or the girls stop him? Why was he all alone, climbing up and down? Where was Harold? Ah, it was no good expecting anything from Harold. Down, down went the little old spider, and then, to his horror, old Mr Neave saw him slip past the dining-room and make for the porch, the dark drive, the carriage gates, the office. Stop him, stop him, somebody!


         Old Mr Neave started up. It was dark in his dressing-room; the window shone pale. How long had he been asleep? He listened, and through the big, airy, darkened house there floated far-away voices, far-away sounds. Perhaps, he thought vaguely, he had been asleep for a long time. He’d been forgotten. What had all this to do with him — this house and Charlotte, the girls and Harold — what did he know about them? They were strangers to him. Life had passed him by. Charlotte was not his wife. His wife!
         


         … A dark porch, half hidden by a passion-vine, that drooped sorrowful, mournful, as though it understood. Small, warm arms were round his neck. A face, little and pale, lifted to his, and a voice breathed, “Good-bye, my treasure.”


         My treasure! “Good-bye, my treasure!” Which of them had spoken? Why had they said good-bye? There had been some terrible mistake. She was his wife, that little pale girl, and all the rest of his life had been a dream.
         


         Then the door opened, and young Charles, standing in the light, put his hands by his side and shouted like a young soldier, “Dinner is on the table, sir!”


         “I’m coming, I’m coming,” said old Mr Neave.


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            The Garden Party


            — 1921 —


         


         And after all the weather was ideal. They could not have had a more perfect day for a garden party if they had ordered it. Windless, warm, the sky without a cloud. Only the blue was veiled with a haze of light gold, as it is sometimes in early summer. The gardener had been up since dawn, mowing the lawns and sweeping them, until the grass and the dark flat rosettes where the daisy plants had been seemed to shine. As for the roses, you could not help feeling they understood that roses are the only flowers that impress people at garden parties; the only flowers that everybody is certain of knowing. Hundreds, yes, literally hundreds, had come out in a single night; the green bushes bowed down as though they had been visited by archangels.


         Breakfast was not yet over before the men came to put up the marquee.


         “Where do you want the marquee put, mother?”


         “My dear child, it’s no use asking me. I’m determined to leave everything to you children this year. Forget I am your mother. Treat me as an honoured guest.”


         But Meg could not possibly go and supervise the men. She had washed her hair before breakfast, and she sat drinking her coffee in a green turban, with a dark wet curl stamped on each cheek. Jose, the butterfly, always came down in a silk petticoat and a kimono jacket.


         “You’ll have to go, Laura; you’re the artistic one.”


         Away Laura flew, still holding her piece of bread-and-butter. It’s so delicious to have an excuse for eating out of doors and, besides, she loved having to arrange things; she always felt she could do it so much better than anybody else.
         


         Four men in their shirt-sleeves stood grouped together on the garden path. They carried staves covered with rolls of canvas, and they had big tool-bags slung on their backs. They looked impressive. Laura wished now that she was not holding that piece of bread-and-butter, but there was nowhere to put it, and she couldn’t possibly throw it away. She blushed and tried to look severe and even a little bit short-sighted as she came up to them.


         “Good morning,” she said, copying her mother’s voice. But that sounded so fearfully affected that she was ashamed, and stammered like a little girl, “Oh — er — have you come — is it about the marquee?”


         “That’s right, miss,” said the tallest of the men, a lanky, freckled fellow, and he shifted his tool-bag, knocked back his straw hat and smiled down at her. “That’s about it.”


         His smile was so easy, so friendly, that Laura recovered. What nice eyes he had, small, but such a dark blue! And now she looked at the others, they were smiling too. “Cheer up, we won’t bite,” their smile seemed to say. How very nice workmen were! And what a beautiful morning! She mustn’t mention the morning; she must be business-like. The marquee.


         “Well, what about the lily-lawn? Would that do?”


         And she pointed to the lily-lawn with the hand that didn’t hold the bread-and-butter. They turned, they stared in the direction. A little fat chap thrust out his underlip and the tall fellow frowned.


         “I don’t fancy it,” said he. “Not conspicuous enough. You see, with a thing like a marquee” — and he turned to Laura in his easy way — “you want to put it somewhere where it’ll give you a bang slap in the eye, if you follow me.”
         


         Laura’s upbringing made her wonder for a moment whether it was quite respectful of a workman to talk to her of bangs slap in the eye. But she did quite follow him.


         “A corner of the tennis-court,” she suggested. “But the band’s going to be in one corner.”


         “H’m, going to have a band, are you?” said another of the workmen. He was pale. He had a haggard look as his dark eyes scanned the tennis-court. What was he thinking?


         “Only a very small band,” said Laura gently. Perhaps he wouldn’t mind so much if the band was quite small. But the tall fellow interrupted.


         “Look here, miss, that’s the place. Against those trees. Over there. That’ll do fine.”


         Against the karakas. Then the karaka trees would be hidden. And they were so lovely, with their broad, gleaming leaves, and their clusters of yellow fruit. They were like trees you imagined growing on a desert island, proud, solitary, lifting their leaves and fruits to the sun in a kind of silent splendour. Must they be hidden by a marquee?


         They must. Already the men had shouldered their staves and were making for the place. Only the tall fellow was left. He bent down, pinched a sprig of lavender, put his thumb and forefinger to his nose and snuffed up the smell. When Laura saw that gesture she forgot all about the karakas in her wonder at him caring for things like that — caring for the smell of lavender. How many men that she knew would have done such a thing. Oh, how extraordinarily nice workmen were, she thought. Why couldn’t she have workmen for friends rather than the silly boys she danced with and who came to Sunday night supper? She would get on much better with men like these.
         


         It’s all the fault, she decided, as the tall fellow drew something on the back of an envelope, something that was to be looped up or left to hang, of these absurd class distinctions. Well, for her part, she didn’t feel them. Not a bit, not an atom…. And now there came the chock-chock of wooden hammers. Someone whistled, someone sang out, “Are you right there, matey?” “Matey!” The friendliness of it, the — the — Just to prove how happy she was, just to show the tall fellow how at home she felt, and how she despised stupid conventions, Laura took a big bite of her bread-and-butter as she stared at the little drawing. She felt just like a work-girl.


         “Laura, Laura, where are you? Telephone, Laura!” a voice cried from the house.


         “Coming!” Away she skimmed, over the lawn, up the path, up the steps, across the verandah and into the porch. In the hall her father and Laurie were brushing their hats ready to go to the office.


         “I say, Laura,” said Laurie very fast, “you might just give a squiz at my coat before this afternoon. See if it wants pressing.”


         “I will,” she said. Suddenly she couldn’t stop herself. She ran at Laurie and gave him a small, quick squeeze. “Oh, I do love parties, don’t you?” gasped Laura.


         “Ra-ther,” said Laurie’s warm, boyish voice, and he squeezed his sister too, and gave her a gentle push. “Dash off to the telephone, old girl.”


         The telephone. “Yes, yes; oh yes. Kitty? Good morning, dear. Come to lunch? Do, dear. Delighted, of course. It will only be a very scratch meal — just the sandwich crusts and broken meringue-shells and what’s left over. Yes, isn’t it a perfect morning? Your white? Oh, I certainly should. One moment — hold the line. Mother’s calling.” And Laura sat back. “What, mother? Can’t hear.”
         


         Mrs Sheridan’s voice floated down the stairs. “Tell her to wear that sweet hat she had on last Sunday.”


         “Mother says you’re to wear that sweet hat you had on last Sunday. Good. One o’clock. Bye-bye.”


         Laura put back the receiver, flung her arms over her head, took a deep breath, stretched and let them fall. “Huh,” she sighed, and the moment after the sigh she sat up quickly. She was still, listening. All the doors in the house seemed to be open. The house was alive with soft, quick steps and running voices. The green baize door that led to the kitchen regions swung open and shut with a muffled thud. And now there came a long, chuckling absurd sound. It was the heavy piano being moved on its stiff castors. But the air! If you stopped to notice, was the air always like this? Little faint winds were playing chase in at the tops of the windows, out at the doors. And there were two tiny spots of sun, one on the inkpot, one on a silver photograph frame, playing too. Darling little spots. Especially the one on the inkpot lid. It was quite warm. A warm little silver star. She could have kissed it.


         The front door bell pealed and there sounded the rustle of Sadie’s print skirt on the stairs. A man’s voice murmured; Sadie answered, careless, “I’m sure I don’t know. Wait. I’ll ask Mrs Sheridan.”


         “What is it, Sadie?” Laura came into the hall.
         


         “It’s the florist, Miss Laura.”


         It was indeed. There, just inside the door, stood a wide, shallow tray full of pots of pink lilies. No other kind. Nothing but lilies — canna lilies, big pink flowers, wide open, radiant, almost frighteningly alive on bright crimson stems.


         “O-oh, Sadie!” said Laura, and the sound was like a little moan. She crouched down as if to warm herself at that blaze of lilies; she felt they were in her fingers, on her lips, growing in her breast.


         “It’s some mistake,” she said faintly. “Nobody ever ordered so many. Sadie, go and find mother.”


         But at that moment Mrs Sheridan joined them.


         “It’s quite right,” she said calmly. “Yes, I ordered them. Aren’t they lovely?” She pressed Laura’s arm. “I was passing the shop yesterday, and I saw them in the window. And I suddenly thought for once in my life I shall have enough canna lilies. The garden party will be a good excuse.”


         “But I thought you said you didn’t mean to interfere,” said Laura. Sadie had gone. The florist’s man was still outside at his van. She put her arm round her mother’s neck and gently, very gently, she bit her mother’s ear.


         “My darling child, you wouldn’t like a logical mother, would you? Don’t do that. Here’s the man.”


         He carried more lilies still, another whole tray.


         “Bank them up, just inside the door, on both sides of the porch, please,” said Mrs Sheridan. “Don’t you agree, Laura?”


         “Oh, I do, mother.”
         


         In the drawing-room Meg, Jose and good little Hans had at last succeeded in moving the piano.
         


         “Now, if we put this chesterfield against the wall and move everything out of the room except the chairs, don’t you think?”


         “Quite.”


         “Hans, move these tables into the smoking-room, and bring a sweeper to take these marks off the carpet and — one moment, Hans—” Jose loved giving orders to the servants and they loved obeying her. She always made them feel they were taking part in some drama. “Tell mother and Miss Laura to come here at once.”


         “Very good, Miss Jose.”


         She turned to Meg. “I want to hear what the piano sounds like, just in case I’m asked to sing this afternoon. Let’s try over ‘This Life is Weary’.”


         Pom! Ta-ta-ta Tee-ta! The piano burst out so passionately that Jose’s face changed. She clasped her hands. She looked mournfully and enigmatically at her mother and Laura as they came in.
         


         


            


               This Life is Wee-ary,
               


               A Tear — a Sigh.


               A Love that Chan-ges,
               


               This Life is Wee-ary
               


               A Tear — a Sigh.


               A Love that Chan-ges,
               


               And then … Good-bye!


            


         


         But at the word “Good-bye”, and although the piano sounded more desperate than ever, her face broke into a brilliant, dreadfully unsympathetic smile.


         “Aren’t I in good voice, mummy?” she beamed.
         


         


            


               This Life is Wee-ary,
               


               Hope comes to Die.


               A Dream — a Wa-kening.
               


            


         


         But now Sadie interrupted them. “What is it, Sadie?”


         “If you please, M’m, cook says have you got the flags for the sandwiches?”


         “The flags for the sandwiches, Sadie?” echoed Mrs Sheridan dreamily. And the children knew by her face that she hadn’t got them. “Let me see.” And she said to Sadie firmly, “Tell cook I’ll let her have them in ten minutes.”


         Sadie went.


         “Now Laura,” said her mother quickly, “come with me into the smoking-room. I’ve got the names somewhere on the back of an envelope. You’ll have to write them out for me. Meg, go upstairs this minute and take that wet thing off your head. Jose, run and finish dressing this instant. Do you hear me, children, or shall I have to tell your father when he comes home to-night? And — and, Jose, pacify cook if you do go into the kitchen, will you? I’m terrified of her this morning.”


         The envelope was found at last behind the dining-room clock, though how it had got there Mrs Sheridan could not imagine.


         “One of you children must have stolen it out of my bag, because I remember vividly — cream-cheese and lemon-curd. Have you done that?”


         “Yes.”


         “Egg and—” Mrs Sheridan held the envelope away from her. “It looks like mice. It can’t be mice, can it?”
         


         “Olive, pet,” said Laura, looking over her shoulder.


         “Yes, of course, olive. What a horrible combination it sounds. Egg and olive.”


         They were finished at last, and Laura took them off to the kitchen. She found Jose there pacifying the cook, who did not look at all terrifying.


         “I have never seen such exquisite sandwiches,” said Jose’s rapturous voice. “How many kinds did you say there were, cook? Fifteen?”


         “Fifteen, Miss Jose.”


         “Well, cook, I congratulate you.”


         Cook swept up crusts with the long sandwich knife, and smiled broadly.


         “Godber’s has come,” announced Sadie, issuing out of the pantry. She had seen the man pass the window.


         That meant the cream puffs had come. Godber’s were famous for their cream puffs. Nobody ever thought of making them at home.


         “Bring them in and put them on the table, my girl,” ordered cook.


         Sadie brought them in and went back to the door. Of course Laura and Jose were far too grown-up to really care about such things. All the same, they couldn’t help agreeing that the puffs looked very attractive. Very. Cook began arranging them, shaking off the extra icing sugar.


         “Don’t they carry one back to all one’s parties?” said Laura.


         “I suppose they do,” said practical Jose, who never liked to be carried back. “They look beautifully light and feathery, I must say.”
         


         “Have one each, my dears,” said cook in her comfortable voice. “Yer ma won’t know.”


         Oh, impossible. Fancy cream puffs so soon after breakfast. The very idea made one shudder. All the same, two minutes later Jose and Laura were licking their fingers with that absorbed inward look that only comes from whipped cream.


         “Let’s go into the garden, out by the back way,” suggested Laura. “I want to see how the men are getting on with the marquee. They’re such awfully nice men.”


         But the back door was blocked by cook, Sadie, Godber’s man and Hans.


         Something had happened.


         “Tuk-tuk-tuk,” clucked cook like an agitated hen. Sadie had her hand clapped to her cheek as though she had toothache. Hans’ face was screwed up in the effort to understand. Only Godber’s man seemed to be enjoying himself; it was his story.


         “What’s the matter? What’s happened?”


         “There’s been a horrible accident,” said cook. “A man killed.”


         “A man killed! Where? How? When?”


         But Godber’s man wasn’t going to have his story snatched from under his very nose.


         “Know those little cottages just below here, miss?” Know them? Of course she knew them. “Well, there’s a young chap living there, name of Scott, a carter. His horse shied at a traction-engine, corner of Hawke Street this morning, and he was thrown out on the back of his head. Killed.”
         


         “Dead!” Laura stared at Godber’s man.


         “Dead when they picked him up,” said Godber’s man with relish. “They were taking the body home as I come up here.” And he said to the cook, “He’s left a wife and five little ones.”
         


         “Jose, come here.” Laura caught hold of her sister’s sleeve and dragged her through the kitchen to the other side of the green baize door. There she paused and leaned against it. “Jose!” she said, horrified, “however are we going to stop everything?”


         “Stop everything, Laura!” cried Jose in astonishment. “What do you mean?”


         “Stop the garden party, of course.” Why did Jose pretend?


         But Jose was still more amazed. “Stop the garden party? My dear Laura, don’t be so absurd. Of course we can’t do anything of the kind. Nobody expects us to. Don’t be so extravagant.”


         “But we can’t possibly have a garden party with a man dead just outside the front gate.”


         That really was extravagant, for the little cottages were in a lane to themselves at the very bottom of a steep rise that led up to the house. A broad road ran between. True, they were far too near. They were the greatest possible eyesore, and they had no right to be in that neighbourhood at all. They were little mean dwellings painted a chocolate brown. In the garden patches there was nothing but cabbage stalks, sick hens and tomato cans. The very smoke coming out of their chimneys was poverty-stricken. Little rags and shreds of smoke, so unlike the great silvery plumes that uncurled from the Sheridans’ chimneys. Washerwomen lived in the lane and sweeps and a cobbler, and a man whose house-front was studded all over with minute bird-cages. Children swarmed. When the Sheridans were little they were forbidden to set foot there because of the revolting language and of what they might catch. But since they were grown up, Laura and Laurie on their prowls sometimes walked through. It was disgusting and sordid. They came out with a shudder. But still one must go everywhere; one must see everything. So through they went.
         


         “And just think of what the band would sound like to that poor woman,” said Laura.


         “Oh, Laura!” Jose began to be seriously annoyed. “If you’re going to stop a band playing every time someone has an accident, you’ll lead a very strenuous life. I’m every bit as sorry about it as you. I feel just as sympathetic.” Her eyes hardened. She looked at her sister just as she used to when they were little and fighting together. “You won’t bring a drunken workman back to life by being sentimental,” she said softly.


         “Drunk! Who said he was drunk?” Laura turned furiously on Jose. She said just as they had used to say on those occasions, “I’m going straight up to tell mother.”


         “Do, dear,” cooed Jose.


         “Mother, can I come into your room?” Laura turned the big glass door-knob.


         “Of course, child. Why, what’s the matter? What’s given you such a colour?” And Mrs Sheridan turned round from her dressing-table. She was trying on a new hat.


         “Mother, a man’s been killed,” began Laura.


         “Not in the garden?” interrupted her mother.
         


         “No, no!”


         “Oh, what a fright you gave me!” Mrs Sheridan sighed with relief and took off the big hat and held it on her knees.


         “But listen, mother,” said Laura. Breathless, half-choking, she  told the dreadful story. “Of course, we can’t have our party, can we?” she pleaded. “The band and everybody arriving. They’d hear us, mother; they’re nearly neighbours!”
         


         To Laura’s astonishment her mother behaved just like Jose; it was harder to bear because she seemed amused. She refused to take Laura seriously.


         “But, my dear child, use your common sense. It’s only by accident we’ve heard of it. If someone had died there normally — and I can’t understand how they keep alive in those poky little holes — we should still be having our party, shouldn’t we?”


         Laura had to say “yes” to that, but she felt it was all wrong. She sat down on her mother’s sofa and pinched the cushion frill.


         “Mother, isn’t it really terribly heartless of us?” she asked.


         “Darling!” Mrs Sheridan got up and came over to her, carrying the hat. Before Laura could stop her she had popped it on. “My child!” said her mother, “the hat is yours. It’s made for you. It’s much too young for me. I have never seen you look such a picture. Look at yourself!” And she held up her hand-mirror.


         “But, mother,” Laura began again. She couldn’t look at herself; she turned aside.


         This time Mrs Sheridan lost patience just as Jose had done.


         “You are being very absurd, Laura,” she said coldly. “People like that don’t expect sacrifices from us. And it’s not very sympathetic to spoil everybody’s enjoyment as you’re doing now.”


         “I don’t understand,” said Laura, and she walked quickly out of the room into her own bedroom. There, quite by chance, the first thing she saw was this charming girl in the mirror, in her black hat trimmed with gold daisies and a long black velvet ribbon. Never had she imagined she could look like that. Is mother right? she thought. And now she hoped her mother was right. Am I being extravagant? Perhaps it was extravagant. Just for a moment she had another glimpse of that poor woman and those little children and the body being carried into the house. But it all seemed blurred, unreal, like a picture in the newspaper. I’ll remember it again after the party’s over, she decided. And somehow that seemed quite the best plan….
         


         Lunch was over by half-past one. By half-past two they were all ready for the fray. The green-coated band had arrived and was established in a corner of the tennis-court.


         “My dear!” trilled Kitty Maitland, “aren’t they too like frogs for words? You ought to have arranged them round the pond with the conductor in the middle on a leaf.”


         Laurie arrived and hailed them on his way to dress. At the sight of him Laura remembered the accident again. She wanted to tell him. If Laurie agreed with the others, then it was bound to be all right. And she followed him into the hall.


         “Laurie!”


         “Hallo!” He was half-way upstairs, but when he turned round and saw Laura he suddenly puffed out his cheeks and goggled his eyes at her. “My word, Laura! You do look stunning,” said Laurie. “What an absolutely topping hat!”


         Laura said faintly “Is it?” and smiled up at Laurie and didn’t tell him after all.


         Soon after that people began coming in streams. The band struck up; the hired waiters ran from the house to the marquee. Wherever you looked there were couples strolling, bending to the flowers, greeting, moving on over the lawn. They were like bright birds that had alighted in the Sheridans’ garden for this one afternoon, on their way to — where? Ah, what happiness it is to be with people who all are happy, to press hands, press cheeks, smile into eyes.
         


         “Darling Laura, how well you look!”


         “What a becoming hat, child!”


         “Laura, you look quite Spanish. I’ve never seen you look so striking.”


         And Laura, glowing, answered softly, “Have you had tea? Won’t you have an ice? The passion-fruit ices really are rather special.” She ran to her father and begged him: “Daddy darling, can’t the band have something to drink?”


         And the perfect afternoon slowly ripened, slowly faded, slowly its petals closed.


         “Never a more delightful garden party …” “The greatest success …” “Quite the most …”


         Laura helped her mother with the good-byes. They stood side by side in the porch till it was all over.


         “All over, all over, thank heaven,” said Mrs Sheridan. “Round up the others, Laura. Let’s go and have some fresh coffee. I’m exhausted. Yes, it’s been very successful. But oh, these parties, these parties! Why will you children insist on giving parties!” And they all of them sat down in the deserted marquee.


         “Have a sandwich, daddy dear. I wrote the flag.”


         “Thanks.” Mr Sheridan took a bite and the sandwich was gone. He took another. “I suppose you didn’t hear of a beastly accident that happened to-day?” he said.


         “My dear,” said Mrs Sheridan, holding up her hand, “we did. It nearly ruined the party. Laura insisted we should put it off.”


         “Oh, mother!” Laura didn’t want to be teased about it.
         


         “It was a horrible affair all the same,” said Mr Sheridan. “The chap was married too. Lived just below in the lane, and leaves a wife and half a dozen kiddies, so they say.”


         An awkward little silence fell. Mrs Sheridan fidgeted with her cup. Really, it was very tactless of father….


         Suddenly she looked up. There on the table were all those sandwiches, cakes, puffs, all uneaten, all going to be wasted. She had one of her brilliant ideas.


         “I know,” she said. “Let’s make up a basket. Let’s send that poor creature some of this perfectly good food. At any rate, it will be the greatest treat for the children. Don’t you agree? And she’s sure to have neighbours calling in and so on. What a point to have it all ready prepared. Laura!” She jumped up. “Get me the big basket out of the stairs cupboard.”


         “But, mother, do you really think it’s a good idea?” said Laura.


         Again, how curious, she seemed to be different from them all. To take scraps from their party. Would the poor woman really like that?


         “Of course! What’s the matter with you to-day? An hour or two ago you were insisting on us being sympathetic.”


         Oh well! Laura ran for the basket. It was filled, it was now heaped by her mother.


         “Take it yourself, darling,” said she. “Run down just as you are. No, wait, take the arum lilies too. People of that class are so impressed by arum lilies.”


         “The stems will ruin her lace frock,” said practical Jose.


         So they would. Just in time. “Only the basket, then. And, Laura!” — her mother followed her out of the marquee “don’t on any account—”
         


         “What, mother?”


         No, better not put such ideas into the child’s head! “Nothing! Run along.”


         It was just growing dusky as Laura shut their garden gates. A big dog ran by like a shadow. The road gleamed white, and down below in the hollow the little cottages were in deep shade. How quiet it seemed after the afternoon. Here she was going down the hill to somewhere where a man lay dead, and she couldn’t realise it. Why couldn’t she? She stopped a minute. And it seemed to her that kisses, voices, tinkling spoons, laughter, the smell of crushed grass were somehow inside her. She had no room for anything else. How strange! She looked up at the pale sky, and all she thought was, “Yes, it was the most successful party.”


         Now the broad road was crossed. The lane began, smoky and dark. Women in shawls and men’s tweed caps hurried by. Men hung over the palings; the children played in the doorways. A low hum came from the mean little cottages. In some of them there was a flicker of light, and a shadow, crab-like, moved across the window. Laura bent her head and hurried on. She wished now she had put on a coat. How her frock shone! And the big hat with the velvet streamer — if only it was another hat! Were the people looking at her? They must be. It was a mistake to have come; she knew all along it was a mistake. Should she go back even now?


         No, too late. This was the house. It must be. A dark knot of people stood outside. Beside the gate an old, old woman with a crutch sat in a chair, watching. She had her feet on a newspaper. The voices stopped as Laura drew near. The group parted. It was as though she was expected, as though they had known she was coming here.
         


         Laura was terribly nervous. Tossing the velvet ribbon over her shoulder, she said to a woman standing by, “Is this Mrs Scott’s house?” and the woman, smiling queerly, said, “It is, my lass.”


         Oh, to be away from this! She actually said, “Help me, God,” as she walked up the tiny path and knocked. To be away from those staring eyes, or to be covered up in anything, one of those women’s shawls even. I’ll just leave the basket and go, she decided. I shan’t even wait for it to be emptied.


         Then the door opened. A little woman in black showed in the gloom.


         Laura said, “Are you Mrs Scott?” But to her horror the woman answered, “Walk in, please, miss,” and she was shut in the passage.


         “No,” said Laura, “I don’t want to come in. I only want to leave this basket. Mother sent—”


         The little woman in the gloomy passage seemed not to have heard her. “Step this way, please, miss,” she said in an oily voice, and Laura followed her.


         She found herself in a wretched little low kitchen, lighted by a smoky lamp. There was a woman sitting before the fire.


         “Em,” said the little creature who had let her in. “Em. It’s a young lady.” She turned to Laura. She said meaningly, “I’m ’er sister, miss. You’ll excuse ’er, won’t you?”


         “Oh, but of course!” said Laura. “Please, please don’t disturb her. I — I only want to leave.”


         But at that moment the woman at the fire turned round. Her face, puffed up, red, with swollen eyes and swollen lips, looked terrible. She seemed as though she couldn’t understand why Laura was there. What did it mean? Why was this stranger standing in the kitchen with a basket? What was it all about? And the poor face puckered up again.
         


         “All right, my dear,” said the other. “I’ll thenk the young lady.”


         And again she began, “You’ll excuse her, miss, I’m sure,” and her face, swollen too, tried an oily smile.


         Laura only wanted to get out, to get away. She was back in the passage. The door opened. She walked straight through into the bedroom, where the dead man was lying.


         “You’d like a look at ’im, wouldn’t you?” said Em’s sister, and she brushed past Laura over to the bed. “Don’t be afraid, my lass” — and now her voice sounded fond and sly, and fondly she drew down the sheet — “’e looks a picture. There’s nothing to show. Come along, my dear.”


         Laura came.


         There lay a young man, fast asleep — sleeping so soundly, so deeply, that he was far, far away from them both. Oh, so remote, so peaceful. He was dreaming. Never wake him up again. His head was sunk in the pillow, his eyes were closed; they were blind under the closed eyelids. He was given up to his dream. What did garden parties and baskets and lace frocks matter to him? He was far from all those things. He was wonderful, beautiful. While they were laughing and while the band was playing, this marvel had come to the lane. Happy … happy…. All is well, said that sleeping face. This is just as it should be. I am content.


         But all the same you had to cry and she couldn’t go out of the room without saying something to him. Laura gave a loud childish sob.


         “Forgive my hat,” she said. And this time she didn’t wait for Em’s sister. She found her way out of the door, down the path, past all those dark people. At the corner of the lane she met Laurie.
         


         He stepped out of the shadow. “Is that you, Laura?”


         “Yes.”


         “Mother was getting anxious. Was it all right?”


         “Yes, quite, Oh, Laurie!” She took his arm, she pressed up against him.


         “I say, you’re not crying, are you?” asked her brother.


         Laura shook her head. She was.


         Laurie put his arm round her shoulder. “Don’t cry,” he said in his warm, loving voice. “Was it awful?”


         “No,” sobbed Laura. “It was simply marvellous. But, Laurie—” She stopped, she looked at her brother. “Isn’t life,” she stammered, “isn’t life—” But what life was she couldn’t explain. No matter. He quite understood.


         “Isn’t it, darling?” said Laurie.
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         I
         


         At breakfast that morning they were in wonderfully good spirits. Who was responsible — he or she? It was true she made a point of looking her best in the morning; she thought it part of her duty to him — to their love, even to wear charming little caps, funny little coats, coloured mules at breakfast time, and to see that the table was perfect as he and she — fastidious pair! — understood the word. But he, too, so fresh, well groomed and content, contributed his share…. She had been down first, sitting at her place when he came in. He leaned over the back of her chair, his hands on her shoulders; he bent down and lightly rubbed his cheek against hers, murmuring gently but with just enough pride of proprietorship to make her flush with delight, “Give me my tea, love.” And she lifted the silver teapot that had a silver pear modelled on the lid and gave him his tea.


         “Thanks…. You know you look awfully well this morning!”


         “Do I?”


         “Yes. Do that again. Look at me again. It’s your eyes, They’re like a child’s. I’ve never known anyone have such shining eyes as you.”


         “Oh, dear!” She sighed for joy. “I do love having sweet things said to me!”


         “Yes, you do — spoilt child! Shall I give you some of this?”


         “No, thank you…. Darling!” Her hand flew across the table and clasped his hand.
         


         “Yes?’ But she said nothing, only “Darling!” again. There was the


         look on his face she loved — a kind of sweet jesting. He was pretending he didn’t know what she meant, and yet of course he did know. He was pretending to be feeling “Here she is — trust a woman — all ready for a passionate love scene over the breakfast table at nine o’clock in the morning.” But she wasn’t deceived. She knew he felt just the same as she did. The amused tolerance, that mock despair was part of the ways of men — no more.


         “May I be allowed to use this knife please, or to put it down?”
         


         Really! Mona had never yet got accustomed to her husband’s smile. They had been married for three years. She was in love with him for countless reasons, but apart from them all, a special reason all to itself, was because of his smile. If it hadn’t sounded nonsense she would have said she fell in love at first sight over and over again when he smiled. Other people felt the charm of it, too. Other women, she was certain. Sometimes she thought that even the servants watched for it….


         “Don’t forget we’re going to the theatre tonight.”


         “Oh, good egg! I had forgotten. It’s ages since we went to a show.”


         “Yes, isn’t it? I feel quite thrilled.”


         “Don’t you think we might have a tiny small celebration at dinner?”(“Tiny small” was one of her expressions. But why did it sound so sweet when he used it?)


         “Yes, let’s. You mean champagne?” And she looked into the distance, and said in a far-away voice: “Then I must revise the sweet.”
         


         At that moment the maid came in with the letters. There were four for him, three for her. No, one of hers belonged to him, too, rather a grimy little envelope with a dab of sealing-wax on the back.


         “Why do you get all the letters?” she wailed, handing it across. “It’s awfully unfair. I love letters and I never get any.”


         “Well, I do like that!” said he. “How can you sit there and tell such awful bangers? It’s the rarest thing on earth for me to get a letter in the morning. It’s always you who gets those mysterious epistles from girls you were at college with or faded aunts. Here, have half my pear — it’s a beauty.” She held out her plate.


         The Rutherfords never shared their letters. It was her idea that they should not. He had been violently opposed to it at first. She couldn’t help laughing; he had so absolutely misunderstood her reason.


         “Good God! my dear. You’re perfectly welcome to open any letters of mine that come to the house — or to read any letters of mine that may be lying about. I think I can promise you …”


         “Oh no, no, darling, that’s not what I mean. I don’t suspect you.” And she put her hands on his cheeks and kissed him quickly. He looked like an offended boy. “But so many of Mother’s old friends write to me — confide in me — don’t you know? — tell me things they wouldn’t for the world tell a man. I feel it wouldn’t be fair to them. Don’t you see?”


         He gave way at last. But “I’m old-fashioned,” he said, and his smile was a little rueful. “I like to feel my wife reads my letters.”


         “My precious dear! I’ve made you unhappy.” She felt so repentant; she didn’t quite know about what. “Of course I’d love to read …”
         


         “No, no! That’s all right. It’s understood. We’ll keep the bond.” And they had kept it.


         He slit open the grimy envelope. He began to read. “Damn!” he said and thrust out his under lip.


         “Why, what is it? Something horrid?”


         “No — annoying. I shall be late this evening. A man wants to meet me at the office at six o’clock.”


         “Was that a business letter?” She sounded surprised.


         “Yes, why?”


         “It looked so awfully unbusinesslike. The sealing-wax and the funny writing — much more like a woman’s than a man’s.”


         He laughed. He folded the letter, put it in his pocket and picked up the envelope. “Yes,” he said, “it is queer, isn’t it? I shouldn’t have noticed. How quick you are! But it does look exactly like a woman’s hand. That capital R, for instance” — he flipped the envelope across to her.


         “Yes, and that squiggle underneath. I should have said a rather uneducated female …”


         “As a matter of fact,” said Hugh, “he’s a mining engineer.” And he got up, began to stretch and then stopped. “I say, what a glorious morning! Why do I have to go to the office instead of staying at home and playing with you?” And he came over to her and locked his arms round her neck. “Tell me that, little lovely one.”


         “Oh,” she leaned against him, “I wish you could. Life’s arranged badly for people like you and me. And now you’re going to be late this evening.”


         “Never mind,” said he. “All the rest of the time’s ours. Every single bit of it. We shan’t come back from the theatre to find—”
         


         “Our porch black with mining engineers.” She laughed. Did other people — could other people — was it possible that anyone before had ever loved as they loved? She squeezed her head against him — she heard his watch ticking — precious watch!


         “What are those purple floppy flowers in my bedroom?” he murmured.


         “Petunias.”


         “You smell exactly like a petunia.”


         And he raised her up. She drew towards him. “Kiss me, “said he.


         II
         


         It was her habit to sit on the bottom stair and watch his final preparations. Strange it should be so fascinating to see someone brush his hat, choose a pair of gloves and give a last quick look in the round mirror. But it was the same when he was shaving. Then she loved to curl up on the hard little couch in his dressing-room; she was so absorbed, as intent as he. How fantastic he looked, like a pierrot, like a mask, with those dark eyebrows, liquid eyes and the brush of fresh colour on his cheek-bones above the lather! But that was not her chief feeling. No, it was what she felt on the stairs, too. It was, “So this is my husband, so this is the man I’ve married, this is the stranger who walked across the lawn that afternoon swinging his tennis racket and bowed, rolling up his shirt-sleeves. This is not only my lover and my husband but my brother, my dearest friend, my playmate, even at times a kind of very perfect father too. And here is where we live. Here is his room — and here is our hall.” She seemed to be showing their house and him to her other self, the self she had been before she had met him. Deeply admiring, almost awed by so much happiness, that other self looked on….
         


         “Will I do?” He stood there smiling, stroking on his gloves. But although he wouldn’t like her to say the things she often longed to say about his appearance, she did think she detected that morning just the very faintest boyish showing-off. Children who know they are admired look like that at their mother.


         “Yes, you’ll do….” Perhaps at that moment she was proud of him as a mother is proud; she could have blessed him before he went his way. Instead she stood in the porch thinking, “There he goes. The man I’ve married. The stranger who came across the lawn.” The fact was never less wonderful….


         It was never less wonderful, never. It was even more wonderful if anything, and the reason was — Mona ran back into the house, into the drawing-room and sat down to the piano. Oh, why bother about reasons — She began to sing,


         


            


               See, love, I bring thee flowers


               To charm thy pain!


            


         


         But joy — joy breathless and exulting thrilled in her voice, on the word “pain” her lips parted in such a happy — dreadfully unsympathetic smile that she felt quite ashamed. She stopped playing, she turned round on the piano stool facing the room. How different it looked in the morning, how severe and remote. The grey chairs with the fuchsia-coloured cushions, the black and gold carpet, the bright green silk curtains might have belonged to anybody. It was like a stage setting with the curtain still down. She had no right to be there, and as she thought that a queer little chill caught her; it seemed so extraordinary that anything, even a chair, should turn away from, should not respond to her happiness.
         


         “I don’t like this room in the morning, I don’t like it at all,” she decided, and she ran upstairs to finish dressing. Ran into their big, shadowy bedroom … and leaned over the starry petunias….


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            A Cup of Tea


            — 1922 —


         


         Rosemary Fell was not exactly beautiful. No, you couldn’t have called her beautiful. Pretty? Well, if you took her to pieces….But why be so cruel as to take anyone to pieces? She was young, brilliant, extremely modern, exquisitely well dressed, amazingly well read in the newest of the new books, and her parties were the most delicious mixture of the really important people and … artists — quaint creatures, discoveries of hers, some of them too terrifying for words, but others quite presentable and amusing.


         Rosemary had been married two years. She had a duck of a boy. No, not Peter — Michael. And her husband absolutely adored her. They were rich, really rich, not just comfortably well off, which is odious and stuffy and sounds like one’s grandparents. But if Rosemary wanted to shop she would go to Paris as you and I would go to Bond Street. If she wanted to buy flowers, the car pulled up at that perfect shop in Regent Street, and Rosemary inside the shop just gazed in her dazzled, rather exotic way, and said: “I want those and those and those. Give me four bunches of those. And that jar of roses. Yes, I’ll have all the roses in the jar. No, no lilac. I hate lilac. It’s got no shape.” The attendant bowed and put the lilac out of sight, as though this was only too true; lilac was dreadfully shapeless. “Give me those stumpy little tulips. Those red and white ones.” And she was followed to the car by a thin shop-girl staggering under an immense white paper armful that looked like a baby in long clothes….


         One winter afternoon she had been buying something in a little antique shop in Curzon Street. It was a shop she liked. For one thing, one usually had it to oneself. And then the man who kept it was ridiculously fond of serving her. He beamed whenever she came in. He clasped his hands; he was so gratified he could scarcely speak. Flattery, of course. All the same, there was something …
         


         “You see, madam,” he would explain in his low respectful tones, “I love my things. I would rather not part with them than sell them to someone who does not appreciate them, who has not that fine feeling which is so rare ….” And, breathing deeply, he unrolled a tiny square of blue velvet and pressed it on the glass counter with his pale finger-tips.


         To-day it was a little box. He had been keeping it for her. He had shown it to nobody as yet. An exquisite little enamel box with a glaze so fine it looked as though it had been baked in cream. On the lid a minute creature stood under a flowery tree, and a more minute creature still had her arms round his neck. Her hat, really no bigger than a geranium petal, hung from a branch; it had green ribbons. And there was a pink cloud like a watchful cherub floating above their heads. Rosemary took her hands out of her long gloves. She always took off her gloves to examine such things.


         Yes, she liked it very much. She loved it; it was a great duck.


         She must have it. And, turning the creamy box, opening and shutting it, she couldn’t help noticing how charming her hands were against the blue velvet. The shop-man, in some dim cavern of his mind, may have dared to think so too. For he took a pencil, leant over the counter, and his pale bloodless fingers crept timidly towards those rosy, flashing ones, as he murmured gently: “If I may venture to point out, madam, the flowers on the little lady’s bodice.”
         


         “Charming!” Rosemary admired the flowers. But what was the price? For a moment the shopman did not seem to hear. Then a murmur reached her. “Twenty-eight guineas, madam.”


         “Twenty-eight guineas.” Rosemary gave no sign. She laid the little box down; she buttoned her gloves again. Twenty-eight guineas. Even if one is rich … She looked vague. She stared at a plump tea-kettle like a plump hen above the shop-man’s head, and her voice was dreamy as she answered: “Well, keep it for me will you? I’ll …”


         But the shop-man had already bowed as though keeping it for her was all any human being could ask. He would be willing, of course, to keep it for her for ever.


         The discreet door shut with a click. She was outside on the step, gazing at the winter afternoon. Rain was falling, and with the rain it seemed the dark came too, spinning down like ashes. There was a cold bitter taste in the air, and the new-lighted lamps looked sad. Sad were the lights in the houses opposite. Dimly they burned as if regretting something. And people hurried by, hidden under their hateful umbrellas. Rosemary felt a strange pang. She pressed her muff against her breast; she wished she had the little box, too, to cling to. Of course, the car was there. She’d only to cross the pavement. But still she waited. There are moments, horrible moments in life, when one emerges from shelter and looks out, and it’s awful. One oughtn’t to give way to them. One ought to go home and have an extra-special tea. But at the very instant of thinking that, a young girl, thin, dark, shadowy — where had she come from? — was standing at Rosemary’s elbow and a voice like a sigh, almost like a sob, breathed: “Madam, may I speak to you a moment?”
         


         “Speak to me?” Rosemary turned. She saw a little battered creature with enormous eyes, someone quite young, no older than herself, who clutched at her coat-collar with reddened hands, and shivered as though she had just come out of the water.


         “M-madam,” stammered the voice. “Would you let me have the price of a cup of tea?”


         “A cup of tea?” There was something simple, sincere in that voice; it wasn’t in the least the voice of a beggar. “Then have you no money at all?” asked Rosemary.


         “None, madam,” came the answer.


         “How extraordinary!” Rosemary peered through the dusk, and the girl gazed back at her. How more than extraordinary! And suddenly it seemed to Rosemary such an adventure. It was like something out of a novel by Dostoevsky, this meeting in the dusk. Supposing she took the girl home? Supposing she did do one of those things she was always reading about or seeing on the stage, what would happen? It would be thrilling. And she heard herself saying afterwards to the amazement of her friends: “I simply took her home with me,” as she stepped forward and said to that dim person beside her: “Come home to tea with me.”


         The girl drew back startled. She even stopped shivering for a moment. Rosemary put out a hand and touched her arm. “I mean it,” she said, smiling. And she felt how simple and kind her smile was. “Why won’t you? Do. Come home with me now in my car and have tea.”


         “You — you don’t mean it, madam,” said the girl, and there was pain in her voice.
         


         “But I do,” cried Rosemary. “I want you to. To please me. Come along.”


         The girl put her fingers to her lips and her eyes devoured Rosemary. “You’re — you’re not taking me to the police station?” she stammered.


         “The police station!” Rosemary laughed out. “Why should I be so cruel? No, I only want to make you warm and to hear — anything you care to tell me.”


         Hungry people are easily led. The footman held the door of the car open, and a moment later they were skimming through the dusk.


         “There!” said Rosemary. She had a feeling of triumph as she slipped her hand through the velvet strap. She could have said, “Now I’ve got you,” as she gazed at the little captive she had netted. But of course she meant it kindly. Oh, more than kindly. She was going to prove to this girl that — wonderful things did happen in life, that — fairy godmothers were real, that — rich people had hearts, and that women were sisters. She turned impulsively, saying: “Don’t be frightened. After all, why shouldn’t you come back with me? We’re both women. If I’m the more fortunate, you ought to expect …”
         


         But happily at that moment, for she didn’t know how the sentence was going to end, the car stopped. The bell was rung, the door opened, and with a charming, protecting, almost embracing movement, Rosemary drew the other into the hall. Warmth, softness, light, a sweet scent, all those things so familiar to her she never even thought about them, she watched that other receive. It was fascinating. She was like the rich little girl in her nursery with all the cupboards to open, all the boxes to unpack.
         


         “Come, come upstairs,” said Rosemary, longing to begin to be generous. “Come up to my room.” And, besides, she wanted to spare this poor little thing from being stared at by the servants; she decided as they mounted the stairs she would not even ring for Jeanne, but take off her things by herself. The great thing was to be natural!


         And “There!” cried Rosemary again, as they reached her beautiful big bedroom with the curtains drawn, the fire leaping on her wonderful lacquer furniture, her gold cushions and the primrose and blue rugs.


         The girl stood just inside the door; she seemed dazed. But Rosemary didn’t mind that.


         “Come and sit down,” she cried, dragging her big chair up to the fire, “in this comfy chair. Come and get warm. You look so dreadfully cold.”


         “I daren’t, madam,” said the girl, and she edged backwards.


         “Oh, please,” Rosemary ran forward — “you mustn’t be frightened, you mustn’t, really. Sit down, and when I’ve taken off my things we shall go into the next room and have tea and be cosy. Why are you afraid?” And gently she half pushed the thin figure into its deep cradle.


         But there was no answer. The girl stayed just as she had been put, with her hands by her sides and her mouth slightly open. To be quite sincere, she looked rather stupid. But Rosemary wouldn’t acknowledge it. She leant over her, saying: “Won’t you take off your hat? Your pretty hair is all wet. And one is so much more comfortable without a hat, isn’t one?”


         There was a whisper that sounded like “Very good, madam,” and the crushed hat was taken off.
         


         “And let me help you off with your coat, too,” said Rosemary.


         The girl stood up. But she held on to the chair with one hand and let Rosemary pull. It was quite an effort. The other scarcely helped her at all. She seemed to stagger like a child, and the thought came and went through Rosemary’s mind, that if people wanted helping they must respond a little, just a little, otherwise it became very difficult indeed. And what was she to do with the coat now? She left it on the floor, and the hat too. She was just going to take a cigarette off the mantelpiece when the girl said quickly, but so lightly and strangely: “I’m very sorry, madam, but I’m going to faint. I shall go off, madam, if I don’t have something.”


         “Good heavens, how thoughtless I am!” Rosemary rushed to the bell.


         “Tea! Tea at once! And some brandy immediately!”


         The maid was gone again, but the girl almost cried out: “No, I don’t want no brandy. I never drink brandy. It’s a cup of tea I want, madam.” And she burst into tears.


         It was a terrible and fascinating moment. Rosemary knelt beside her chair.


         “Don’t cry, poor little thing,” she said. “Don’t cry.” And she gave the other her lace handkerchief. She really was touched beyond words. She put her arm round those thin, bird-like shoulders.


         Now at last the other forgot to be shy, forgot everything except that they were both women, and gasped out: “I can’t go on no longer like this. I can’t bear it. I can’t bear it. I shall do away with myself. I can’t bear no more.”
         


         “You shan’t have to. I’ll look after you. Don’t cry any more. Don’t you see what a good thing it was that you met me? We’ll have tea and you’ll tell me everything. And I shall arrange something. I promise. Do stop crying. It’s so exhausting. Please!”
         


         The other did stop just in time for Rosemary to get up before the tea came. She had the table placed between them. She plied the poor little creature with everything, all the sandwiches, all the bread and butter, and every time her cup was empty she filled it with tea, cream and sugar. People always said sugar was so nourishing. As for herself she didn’t eat; she smoked and looked away tactfully so that the other should not be shy.


         And really the effect of that slight meal was marvellous. When the tea-table was carried away a new being, a light, frail creature with tangled hair, dark lips, deep, lighted eyes, lay back in the big chair in a kind of sweet languor, looking at the blaze. Rosemary lit a fresh cigarette; it was time to begin.


         “And when did you have your last meal?” she asked softly.


         But at that moment the door-handle turned.


         “Rosemary, may I come in?” It was Philip.


         “Of course.”


         He came in. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said, and stopped and stared.


         “It’s quite all right,” said Rosemary, smiling. “This is my friend, Miss—”


         “Smith, madam,” said the languid figure, who was strangely still and unafraid.


         “Smith,” said Rosemary. “We are going to have a little talk.”


         “Oh yes,” said Philip. “Quite,” and his eye caught sight of the coat and hat on the floor. He came over to the fire and turned his back to it. “It’s a beastly afternoon,” he said curiously, still looking at that listless figure, looking at its hands and boots, and then at Rosemary again. “Yes, isn’t it?” said Rosemary enthusiastically. “Vile.”
         


         Philip smiled his charming smile. “As a matter of fact,” said he, “I wanted you to come into the library for a moment. Would you? Will Miss Smith excuse us?”


         The big eyes were raised to him, but Rosemary answered for her: “Of course she will.” And they went out of the room together.


         “I say,” said Philip, when they were alone. “Explain. Who is she? What does it all mean?”


         Rosemary, laughing, leaned against the door and said: “I picked her up in Curzon Street. Really. She’s a real pick-up. She asked me for the price of a cup of tea, and I brought her home with me.”


         “But what on earth are you going to do with her?” cried Philip.


         “Be nice to her,” said Rosemary quickly. “Be frightfully nice to her. Look after her. I don’t know how. We haven’t talked yet. But show her — treat her — make her feel—”


         “My darling girl,” said Philip, “you’re quite mad, you know. It simply can’t be done.”


         “I knew you’d say that,” retorted Rosemary. “Why not? I want to. Isn’t that a reason? And besides, one’s always reading about those things. I decided—”


         “But,” said Philip slowly, and he cut the end of a cigar, “she’s so astonishingly pretty.”


         “Pretty?” Rosemary was so surprised that she blushed. “Do you think so? I — I hadn’t thought about it.”
         


         “Good Lord!” Philip struck a match. “She’s absolutely lovely. Look again, my child. I was bowled over when I came into your room just now. However … I think you’re making a ghastly mistake. Sorry, darling, if I’m crude and all that. But let me know if Miss Smith is going to dine with us in time for me to look up The Milliner’s Gazette.”
         


         “You absurd creature!” said Rosemary; and she went out of the library, but not back to her bedroom. She went to her writing-room and sat down at her desk. Pretty! Absolutely lovely! Bowled over! Her heart beat like a heavy bell. Pretty! Lovely! She drew her cheque-book towards her. But no, cheques would be no use, of course. She opened a drawer and took out five pound notes, looked at them, put two back, and holding the three squeezed in her hand, she went back to her bedroom.


         Half an hour later Philip was still in the library, when Rosemary came in.


         “I only wanted to tell you,” said she, and she leaned against the door again and looked at him with her dazzled exotic gaze, “Miss Smith won’t dine with us tonight.”


         Philip put down the paper. “Oh, what’s happened? Previous engagement?”


         Rosemary came over and sat down on his knee. “She insisted on going,” said she, “so I gave the poor little thing a present of money. I couldn’t keep her against her will, could I?” she added softly.


         Rosemary had just done her hair, darkened her eyes a little, and put on her pearls. She put up her hands and touched Philip’s cheeks.


         “Do you like me?” said she, and her tone, sweet, husky troubled him.
         


         “I like you awfully,” he said, and he held her tighter. “Kiss me.”


         There was a pause.


         Then Rosemary said dreamily: “I saw a fascinating little box to-day. It cost twenty-eight guineas. May I have it?” Philip jumped her on his knee. “You may, little wasteful one,” said he. But that was not really what Rosemary wanted to say. “Philip,” she whispered, and she pressed his head against her bosom, “am I pretty?”
         


      


    

  
    
      



         


            The Fly


            — 1922 —


         


         “Y’are very snug in here,” piped old Mr Woodifield, and he peered out of the great, green-leather arm-chair by his friend the boss’s desk as a baby peers out of its pram. His talk was over; it was time for him to be off. But he did not want to go. Since he had retired, since his … stroke, the wife and the girls kept him boxed up in the house every day of the week except Tuesday. On Tuesday he was dressed and brushed and allowed to cut back to the City for the day. Though what he did there the wife and girls couldn’t imagine. Made a nuisance of himself to his friends, they supposed…. Well, perhaps so. All the same, we cling to our last pleasures as the tree clings to its last leaves. So there sat old Woodifield, smoking a cigar and staring almost greedily at the boss, who rolled in his office chair, stout, rosy, five years older than he, and still going strong, still at the helm. It did one good to see him.


         Wistfully, admiringly, the old voice added, “It’s snug in here, upon my word!”


         “Yes, it’s comfortable enough,” agreed the boss, and he flipped the Financial Times with a paper-knife. As a matter of fact he was proud of his room; he liked to have it admired, especially by old Woodifield. It gave him a feeling of deep, solid satisfaction to be planted there in the midst of it in full view of that frail old figure in the muffler.
         


         “I’ve had it done up lately,” he explained, as he had explained for the past — how many? — weeks. “New carpet,” and he pointed to the bright red carpet with a pattern of large white rings. “New furniture,” and he nodded towards the massive bookcase and the table with legs like twisted treacle. “Electric heating!” He waved almost exultantly towards the five transparent, pearly sausages glowing so softly in the tilted copper pan.
         


         But he did not draw old Woodifield’s attention to the photograph over the table of a grave-looking boy in uniform standing in one of those spectral photographers’ parks with photographers’ storm-clouds behind him. It was not new. It had been there for over six years.


         “There was something I wanted to tell you,” said old Woodifield, and his eyes grew dim remembering. “Now what was it? I had it in my mind when I started out this morning.” His hands began to tremble, and patches of red showed above his beard.


         Poor old chap, he’s on his last pins, thought the boss. And, feeling kindly, he winked at the old man, and said jokingly, “I tell you what. I’ve got a little drop of something here that’ll do you good before you go out into the cold again. It’s beautiful stuff. It wouldn’t hurt a child.” He took a key off his watch-chain, unlocked a cupboard below his desk, and drew forth a dark, squat bottle. “That’s the medicine,” said he. “And the man from whom I got it told me on the strict Q.T. it came from the cellars at Windsor Castle.”


         Old Woodifield’s mouth fell open at the sight. He couldn’t have looked more surprised if the boss had produced a rabbit.


         “It’s whisky, ain’t it?” he piped feebly.


         The boss turned the bottle and lovingly showed him the label. Whisky it was.


         “D’you know,” said he, peering up at the boss wonderingly, “they won’t let me touch it at home.” And he looked as though he was going to cry.
         


         “Ah, that’s where we know a bit more than the ladies,” cried the boss, swooping across for two tumblers that stood on the table with the water-bottle, and pouring a generous finger into each. “Drink it down. It’ll do you good. And don’t put any water with it. It’s sacrilege to tamper with stuff like this. Ah!” He tossed off his, pulled out his handkerchief, hastily wiped his moustaches, and cocked an eye at old Woodifield, who was rolling his in his chaps.


         The old man swallowed, was silent a moment, and then said faintly, “It’s nutty!”


         But it warmed him; it crept into his chill old brain — he remembered.


         “That was it,” he said, heaving himself out of his chair. “I thought you’d like to know. The girls were in Belgium last week having a look at poor Reggie’s grave, and they happened to come across your boy’s. They’re quite near each other, it seems.”


         Old Woodifield paused, but the boss made no reply. Only a quiver in his eyelids showed that he heard.


         “The girls were delighted with the way the place is kept,” piped the old voice. “Beautifully looked after. Couldn’t be better if they were at home. You’ve not been across, have yer?”


         “No, no!” For various reasons the boss had not been across.


         “There’s miles of it,” quavered old Woodifield, “and it’s all as neat as a garden. Flowers growing on all the graves. Nice broad paths.” It was plain from his voice how much he liked a nice broad path.


         The pause came again. Then the old man brightened wonderfully.
         


         “D’you know what the hotel made the girls pay for a pot of jam?” he piped. “Ten francs! Robbery I call it. It was a little pot, so Gertrude says, no bigger than a half-crown. And she hadn’t taken more than a spoonful when they charged her ten francs. Gertrude brought the pot away with her to teach ’em a lesson. Quite right, too; it’s trading on our feelings. They think because we’re over there having a look round we’re ready to pay anything. That’s what it is.” And he turned towards the door.


         “Quite right, quite right!” cried the boss, though what was quite right he hadn’t the least idea. He came round by his desk, followed the shuffling footsteps to the door, and saw the old fellow out. Woodifield was gone.


         For a long moment the boss stayed, staring at nothing, while the grey-haired office messenger, watching him, dodged in and out of his cubby-hole like a dog that expects to be taken for a run. Then: “I’ll see nobody for half an hour, Macey,” said the boss. “Understand? Nobody at all.”


         “Very good, sir.”


         The door shut, the firm heavy steps recrossed the bright carpet, the fat body plumped down in the spring chair, and leaning forward, the boss covered his face with his hands. He wanted, he intended, he had arranged to weep….


         It had been a terrible shock to him when old Woodifield sprang that remark upon him about the boy’s grave. It was exactly as though the earth had opened and he had seen the boy lying there with Woodifield’s girls staring down at him. For it was strange. Although over six years had passed away, the boss never thought of the boy except as lying unchanged, unblemished in his uniform, asleep for ever. “My son!” groaned the boss. But no tears came yet. In the past, in the first months and even years after the boy’s death, he had only to say those words to be overcome by such grief that nothing short of a violent fit of weeping could relieve him. Time, he had declared then, he had told everybody, could make no difference. Other men perhaps might recover, might live their loss down, but not he. How was it possible? His boy was an only son. Ever since his birth the boss had worked at building up this business for him; it had no other meaning if it was not for the boy. Life itself had come to have no other meaning. How on earth could he have slaved, denied himself, kept going all those years without the promise for ever before him of the boy’s stepping into his shoes and carrying on where he left off?
         


         And that promise had been so near being fulfilled. The boy had been in the office learning the ropes for a year before the war. Every morning they had started off together; they had come back by the same train. And what congratulations he had received as the boy’s father! No wonder; he had taken to it marvellously. As to his popularity with the staff, every man-jack of them down to old Macey couldn’t make enough of the boy. And he wasn’t in the least spoilt. No, he was just his bright, natural self, with the right word for everybody, with that boyish look and his habit of saying, “Simply splendid!”


         But all that was over and done with as though it never had been. The day had come when Macey had handed him the telegram that brought the whole place crashing about his head. “Deeply regret to inform you …” And he had left the office a broken man, with his life in ruins.


         Six years ago, six years…. How quickly time passed! It might have happened yesterday. The boss took his hands from his face; he was puzzled. Something seemed to be wrong with him. He wasn’t feeling as he wanted to feel. He decided to get up and have a look at the boy’s photograph. But it wasn’t a favourite photograph of his; the expression was unnatural. It was cold, even stern-looking. The boy had never looked like that.
         


         At that moment the boss noticed that a fly had fallen into his broad inkpot, and was trying feebly but desperately to clamber out again. Help! help! said those struggling legs. But the sides of the inkpot were wet and slippery; it fell back again and began to swim. The boss took up a pen, picked the fly out of the ink, and shook it on to a piece of blotting-paper. For a fraction of a second it lay still on the dark patch that oozed round it. Then the front legs waved, took hold, and, pulling its small, sodden body up, it began the immense task of cleaning the ink from its wings. Over and under, over and under, went a leg along a wing as the stone goes over and under the scythe. Then there was a pause, while the fly, seeming to stand on the tips of its toes, tried to expand first one wing and then the other. It succeeded at last, and, sitting down, it began, like a minute cat, to clean its face. Now one could imagine that the little front legs rubbed against each other lightly, joyfully. The horrible danger was over; it had escaped; it was ready for life again.


         But just then the boss had an idea. He plunged his pen back into the ink, leaned his thick wrist on the blotting-paper, and as the fly tried its wings down came a great heavy blot. What would it make of that? What indeed! The little beggar seemed absolutely cowed, stunned, and afraid to move because of what would happen next. But then, as if painfully, it dragged itself forward. The front legs waved, caught hold, and, more slowly this time, the task began from the beginning.
         


         He’s a plucky little devil, thought the boss, and he felt a real admiration for the fly’s courage. That was the way to tackle things; that was the right spirit. Never say die; it was only a question of … But the fly had again finished its laborious task, and the boss had just time to refill his pen, to shake fair and square on the new-cleaned body yet another dark drop. What about it this time? A painful moment of suspense followed. But behold, the front legs were again waving; the boss felt a rush of relief. He leaned over the fly and said to it tenderly, “You artful little b …” And he actually had the brilliant notion of breathing on it to help the drying process. All the same, there was something timid and weak about its efforts now, and the boss decided that this time should be the last, as he dipped the pen deep into the inkpot.


         It was. The last blot fell on the soaked blotting-paper, and the draggled fly lay on it and did not stir. The back legs were stuck to the body; the front legs were not to be seen.


         “Come on,” said the boss. “Look sharp!” And he stirred it with his pen — in vain. Nothing happened or was likely to happen. The fly was dead.


         The boss lifted the corpse on the end of the paper-knife and flung it into the waste-paper basket. But such a grinding feeling of wretchedness seized him that he felt positively frightened. He started forward and pressed the bell for Macey.


         “Bring me some fresh blotting-paper,” he said sternly, “and look sharp about it.” And while the old dog padded away he fell to wondering what it was he had been thinking about before. What was it? It was … He took out his handkerchief and passed it inside his collar. For the life of him he could not remember.
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            About Katherine Mansfield
            


         


         Katherine Mansfield, short-story writer and poet, was born Kathleen Mansfield Beauchamp in 1888 in Wellington. At 19, she left for the UK and became a significant Modernist writer, mixing with fellow writers such as Virginia Woolf, TS Eliot and DH Lawrence. She wrote five collections of short stories, the final one being published posthumously by her husband, the writer and critic John Middleton Murry, along with a volume of her poems and another of her critical writings. Subsequently there have been collections of her letters and journals. She died of tuberculosis at the age of 34 at Fontainebleau. Although New Zealand settings do feature in her works, she looked to European movements in writing and the arts for inspiration, and also wrote stories with a European setting.


         Virginia Woolf famously admitted that Mansfield was the only writer she was jealous of, and it is believed that conversations with Mansfield prompted Woolf to write Mrs Dalloway. Many writers in the 1930s, such as Christopher Isherwood and Aldous Huxley, consciously adopted Mansfield’s pioneering styles, and, along with DH Lawrence, used her character (she was called ‘a dangerous woman’) in their fiction. This parallel influence of her life as well as her literary voice has continued in such works as CK Stead’s novel Mansfield. The clarity and vividness of her pared-back writing lend it a timeless quality that continues to weave its magic with new readers.
         


         Roger Robinson writes that it took 50 years for ‘New Zealand imaginative writing to begin to engage with this complex presence in the country’s cultural history’ (The Oxford Companion to New Zealand Literature). Since then, Murry’s tireless efforts to establish Mansfield’s reputation have been built upon by others, with much scholarly attention, and leading to the five-volume Letters, edited by Vincent O’Sullivan and Margaret Scott, and Anthony Alpers’ seminal biography. In 1959 the Katherine Mansfield Memorial Awards were established, and in 1970 the Mansfield Memorial Fellowship was created.
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            About Vincent O’Sullivan
            


         


         Vincent O’Sullivan is an editor, poet, short story writer, novelist, playwright, essayist, academic and critic and has served as literary editor to the New Zealand Listener. Among other residencies and fellowships, O’Sullivan has held the Katherine Mansfield Memorial Fellowship in Menton, France, and has won numerous literary prizes throughout his distinguished career, including several Montana Book Awards. In 2000, he was made a Distinguished Companion of the New Zealand Order of Merit. He is a graduate of the University of Auckland and Oxford University, and has lectured at Victoria University of Wellington and the University of Waikato. In 1997, he became Director of Victoria University’s Stout Research Centre, and is now Emeritus Professor of English. In 2004 he was awarded the Creative New Zealand Michael King Writer’s Fellowship, and 2006 he received the Prime Minister’s Award for Literary Achievement.
         


         Known for his powerful intellect, and the broad range of his writing, O’Sullivan has also earned international acclaim as the joint editor, with Margaret Scott, of the five-volume Letters of Katherine Mansfield.
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