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  [The text follows the first edition.]


  Germans at Meat


  [7] Bread soup was placed upon the table.


  “Ah,” said the Herr Rat, leaning upon the table as he peered into the tureen, “that is what I need. My ‘magen’ has not been in order for several days. Bread soup, and just the right consistency. I am a good cook myself”—he turned to me.


  “How interesting,” I said, attempting to infuse just the right amount of enthusiasm into my voice.


  “Oh yes—when one is not married it is necessary. As for me, I have had all I wanted from women without marriage.” He tucked his napkin into [8] his collar and blew upon his soup as he spoke. “Now at nine o’clock I make myself an English breakfast, but not much. Four slices of bread, two eggs, two slices of cold ham, one plate of soup, two cups of tea—that is nothing to you.”


  He asserted the fact so vehemently that I had not the courage to refute it.


  All eyes were suddenly turned upon me. I felt I was bearing the burden of the nation’s preposterous breakfast—I who drank a cup of coffee while buttoning my blouse in the morning.


  “Nothing at all,” cried Herr Hoffman from Berlin. “Ach, when I was in England in the morning I used to eat.”


  He turned up his eyes and his moustache, wiping the soup drippings from his coat and waistcoat.


  “Do they really eat so much?” [9] asked Fraulein Stiegelauer. “Soup and baker’s bread and pig’s flesh, and tea and coffee and stewed fruit, and honey and eggs, and cold fish and kidneys, and hot fish and liver. All the ladies eat, too, especially the ladies?”


  “Certainly. I myself have noticed it, when I was living in a hotel in Leicester Square,” cried the Herr Rat. “It was a good hotel, but they could not make tea—now——”


  “Ah, that’s one thing I can do,” said I, laughing brightly, “I can make very good tea. The great secret is to warm the teapot.”


  “Warm the teapot,” interrupted the Herr Rat, pushing away his soup plate. “What do you warm the teapot for? Ha! ha! that’s very good! One does not eat the teapot, I suppose?”


  [10] He fixed his cold blue eyes upon me with an expression which suggested a thousand premeditated invasions.


  “So that is the great secret of your English tea? All you do is to warm the teapot.”


  I wanted to say that was only the preliminary canter, but could not translate it, and so was silent.


  The servant brought in veal, with “sauerkraut” and potatoes.


  “I eat sauerkraut with great pleasure,” said the Traveller from North Germany, “but now I have eaten so much of it that I cannot retain it. I am immediately forced to——”


  “A beautiful day,” I cried, turning to Fraulein Stiegelauer. “Did you get up early?”


  “At five o’clock I walked for ten minutes in the wet grass. Again in bed. At half-past five I fell asleep, and [11] woke at seven, when I made an ‘over-body’ washing! Again in bed. At eight o’clock I had a cold-water poultice, and at half-past eight I drank a cup of mint tea. At nine I drank some malt coffee, and began my ‘cure.’ Pass me the sauerkraut, please. You do not eat it?”


  “No, thank you. I still find it a little strong.”


  “Is it true,” asked the Widow, picking her teeth with a hairpin as she spoke, “that you are a vegetarian?”


  “Why, yes; I have not eaten meat for three years.”


  “Im—possible! Have you any family?”


  “No.”


  “There now, you see, that’s what you’re coming to! Who ever heard of having children upon vegetables? It is not possible. But you never have [12] large families in England now; I suppose you are too busy with your suffragetting. Now I have had nine children, and they are all alive, thank God. Fine, healthy babies—though after the first one was born I had to—”


  “How wonderful!” I cried.


  “Wonderful,” said the Widow contemptuously, replacing the hairpin in the knob which was balanced on the top of her head. “Not at all! A friend of mine had four at the same time. Her husband was so pleased he gave a supper-party and had them placed on the table. Of course she was very proud.”


  “Germany,” boomed the Traveller, biting round a potato which he had speared with his knife, “is the home of the Family.”


  Followed an appreciative silence.


  The dishes were changed for beef, [13] red currants and spinach. They wiped their forks upon black bread and started again.


  “How long are you remaining here?” asked the Herr Rat.


  “I do not know exactly. I must be back in London in September.”


  “Of course you will visit München?”


  “I am afraid I shall not have time. You see, it is important not to break into my ‘cure.’”


  “But you must go to München. You have not seen Germany if you have not been to München. All the Exhibitions, all the Art and Soul life of Germany are in München. There is the Wagner Festival in August, and Mozart and a Japanese collection of pictures—and there is the beer! You do not know what good beer is until you have been to München. Why, I [14] see fine ladies every afternoon, but fine ladies, I tell you, drinking glasses so high.” He measured a good washstand pitcher in height, and I smiled.


  “If I drink a great deal of München beer I sweat so,” said Herr Hoffman.


  “When I am here, in the fields or before my baths, I sweat, but I enjoy it; but in the town it is not at all the same thing.”


  Prompted by the thought, he wiped his neck and face with his dinner napkin and carefully cleaned his ears.


  A glass dish of stewed apricots was placed upon the table.


  “Ah, fruit!” said Fraulein Stiegelauer, “that is so necessary to health. The doctor told me this morning that the more fruit I could eat the better.”


  She very obviously followed the advice.


  Said the Traveller: “I suppose you [15] are frightened of an invasion, too, eh? Oh, that’s good. I’ve been reading all about your English play in a newspaper. Did you see it?”


  “Yes.” I sat upright. “I assure you we are not afraid.”


  “Well, then, you ought to be,” said the Herr Rat. “You have got no army at all—a few little boys with their veins full of nicotine poisoning.”


  “Don’t be afraid,” Herr Hoffman said. “We don’t want England. If we did we would have had her long ago. We really do not want you.”


  He waved his spoon airily, looking across at me as though I were a little child whom he would keep or dismiss as he pleased.


  “We certainly do not want Germany,” I said.


  “This morning I took a half bath. Then this afternoon I must take a knee [16] bath and an arm bath,” volunteered the Herr Rat; “then I do my exercises for an hour, and my work is over. A glass of wine and a couple of rolls with some sardines——”


  They were handed cherry cake with whipped cream.


  “What is your husband’s favourite meat?” asked the Widow.


  “I really do not know,” I answered.


  “You really do not know? How long have you been married?”


  “Three years.”


  “But you cannot be in earnest! You would not have kept house as his wife for a week without knowing that fact.”


  “I really never asked him; he is not at all particular about his food.”


  A pause. They all looked at me, shaking their heads, their mouths full of cherry stones.


  [17] “No wonder there is a repetition in England of that dreadful state of things in Paris,” said the Widow, folding her dinner napkin. “How can a woman expect to keep her husband if she does not know his favourite food after three years?”


  “Mahlzeit!”


  “Mahlzeit!”


  I closed the door after me.


  [New Age, March 3, 1910]


  []


  The Baron


  [19] “Who is he?” I said. “And why does he sit always alone, with his back to us, too?”


  “Ah!” whispered the Frau Oberregierungsrat, “he is a Baron.”


  She looked at me very solemnly, and yet with the slightest possible contempt—a “fancy-not-recognising-that-at-the-first-glance” expression.


  “But, poor soul, he cannot help it,” I said. “Surely that unfortunate fact ought not to debar him from the pleasures of intellectual intercourse.”


  If it had not been for her fork I think she would have crossed herself.


  “Surely you cannot understand. He is one of the First Barons.”


  More than a little unnerved, she [20] turned and spoke to the Frau Doktor, on her left.


  “My omelette is empty—empty,” she protested, “and this is the third I have tried!”


  I looked at the First of the Barons. He was eating salad—taking a whole lettuce leaf on his fork and absorbing it slowly, rabbit-wise—a fascinating process to watch.


  Small and slight, with scanty black hair and beard and yellow-toned complexion, he invariably wore black serge clothes, a rough linen shirt, black sandals, and the largest black-rimmed spectacles that I had ever seen.


  The Herr Oberlehrer, who sat opposite me, smiled benignantly.


  “It must be very interesting for you, gnädige Frau, to be able to watch … of course this is a very fine house, There was a lady from the Spanish [21] Court here in the summer; she had a liver. We often spoke together.”


  I looked gratified and humble.


  “Now, in England, in your ‘boarding ’ouse,’ one does not find the First Class, as in Germany.”


  “No, indeed,” I replied, still hypnotised by the Baron, who looked like a little yellow silkworm.


  “The Baron comes every year,” went on the Herr Oberlehrer, “for his nerves. He has never spoken to any of the guests—yet.” A smile crossed his face. I seemed to see his visions of some splendid upheaval of that silence—a dazzling exchange of courtesies in a dim future, a splendid sacrifice of a newspaper to this Exalted One, a “danke schön” to be handed down to future generations.


  At that moment the postman, looking like a German army officer, came in [22] with the mail. He threw my letters into my milk pudding, and then turned to a waitress and whispered. She retired hastily. The manager of the pension came in with a little tray. A picture post card was deposited on it, and, reverently bowing his head, the manager of the pension carried it to the Baron.


  Myself, I felt disappointed that there was not a salute of twenty-five guns.


  At the end of the meal we were served with coffee. I noticed the Baron took three lumps of sugar, putting two in his cup and wrapping up the third in a corner of his pocket-handkerchief. He was always the first to enter the dining-room and the last to leave; and in a vacant chair beside him he placed a little black leather bag.


  In the afternoon, leaning from my window, I saw him pass down the [23] street, walking tremulously and carrying the bag. Each time he passed a lamp-post he shrank a little, as though expecting it to strike him, or maybe the sense of plebeian contamination…. I wondered where he was going, and why he carried the bag. Never had I seen him at the Casino or the Bath Establishment. He looked forlorn, his feet slipped in his sandals. I found myself pitying the Baron.


  That evening a party of us were gathered in the salon discussing the day’s “kur” with feverish animation. The Frau Oberregierungsrat sat by me knitting a shawl for her youngest of nine daughters, who was in that very interesting, frail condition…. “But it is bound to be quite satisfactory,” she said to me. “The dear married a banker—the desire of her life.”


  There must have been eight or ten [24] of us gathered together, we who were married exchanging confidences as to the underclothing and peculiar characteristics of our husbands, the unmarried discussing the over-clothing and peculiar fascinations of Possible Ones.


  “I knit them myself,” I heard the Frau Lehrer cry, “of thick grey wool. He wears one a month, with two soft collars.”


  “And then,” whispered Fräulein Lisa, “he said to me, ‘Indeed you please me. I shall, perhaps, write to your mother.’”


  Small wonder that we were a little violently excited, a little expostulatory.


  Suddenly the door opened and admitted the Baron.


  Followed a complete and deathlike silence.


  He came in slowly, hesitated, took [25] up a toothpick from a dish on the top of the piano, and went out again.


  When the door was closed we raised a triumphant cry! It was the first time he had ever been known to enter the salon. Who could tell what the Future held!


  Days lengthened into weeks. Still we were together, and still the solitary little figure, head bowed as though under the weight of the spectacles, haunted me. He entered with the black bag, he retired with the black bag—and that was all.


  At last the manager of the pension told us the Baron was leaving the next day.


  “Oh,” I thought, “surely he cannot drift into obscurity—be lost without one word! Surely he will honour the Frau Oberregierungsrat or the Frau Feld-leutnantswitwe once before he goes.”


  In the evening of that day it rained [26] heavily. I went to the post office, and as I stood on the steps, umbrellaless, hesitating before plunging into the slushy road, a little, hesitating voice seemed to come from under my elbow.


  I looked down. It was the First of the Barons with the black bag and an umbrella. Was I mad? Was I sane? He was asking me to share the latter. But I was exceedingly nice, a trifle diffident, appropriately reverential. Together we walked through the mud and slush.


  Now, there is something peculiarly intimate in sharing an umbrella.


  It is apt to put one on the same footing as brushing a man’s coat for him—a little daring, naïve.


  I longed to know why he sat alone, why he carried the bag, what he did all day. But he himself volunteered some information.


  [27] “I fear,” he said, “that my luggage will be damp. I invariably carry it with me in this bag—one requires so little—for servants are untrustworthy.”


  “A wise idea,” I answered. And then: “Why have you denied us the pleasure——”


  “I sit alone that I may eat more,” said the Baron, peering into the dusk; “my stomach requires a great deal of food. I order double portions, and eat them in peace.”


  Which sounded finely Baronial.


  “And what do you do all day?”


  “I imbibe nourishment in my room,” he replied, in a voice that closed the conversation and almost repented of the umbrella.


  When we arrived at the pension there was very nearly an open riot.


  I ran half way up the stairs, and [28] thanked the Baron audibly from the landing.


  He distinctly replied: “Not at all!”


  It was very friendly of the Herr Oberlehrer to have sent me a bouquet that evening, and the Frau Oberregierungsrat asked me for my pattern of a baby’s bonnet!


  • • • • • •


  Next day the Baron was gone.


  Sic transit gloria German mundi.


  [New Age, March 10, 1910]


  []


  The Sister of the Baroness


  [29] “There are two new guests arriving this afternoon,” said the manager of the pension, placing a chair for me at the breakfast-table. “I have only received the letter acquainting me with the fact this morning. The Baroness von Gall is sending her little daughter—the poor child is dumb—to make the ‘cure.’ She is to stay with us a month, and then the Baroness herself is coming.”


  “Baroness von Gall,” cried the Frau Doktor, coming into the room and positively scenting the name. “Coming here? There was a picture of her only last week in Sport and Salon. She is a friend of the Court: I have heard that the Kaiserin says ‘du’ to [30] her. But this is delightful! I shall take my doctor’s advice and spend an extra six weeks here. There is nothing like young society.”


  “But the child is dumb,” ventured the manager apologetically.


  “Bah! What does that matter? Afflicted children have such pretty ways.”


  Each guest who came into the breakfast-room was bombarded with the wonderful news. “The Baroness von Gall is sending her little daughter here; the Baroness herself is coming in a month’s time.” Coffee and rolls took on the nature of an orgy. We positively scintillated. Anecdotes of the High Born were poured out, sweetened and sipped: we gorged on scandals of High Birth generously buttered.


  “They are to have the room next to yours,” said the manager, addressing [31] me. “I was wondering if you would permit me to take down the portrait of the Kaiserin Elizabeth from above your bed to hang over their sofa.”


  “Yes, indeed, something homelike”—the Frau Oberregierungsrat patted my hand—“and of no possible significance to you.”


  I felt a little crushed. Not at the prospect of losing that vision of diamonds and blue velvet bust, but at the tone—placing me outside the pale—branding me as a foreigner.


  We dissipated the day in valid speculations. Decided it was too warm to walk in the afternoon, so lay down on our bed, mustering in great force for afternoon coffee. And a carriage drew up at the door. A tall, young girl got out, leading a child by the hand. They entered the hall, were greeted and shown to their room. Ten minutes [32] later she came down with the child to sign the visitors’ book. She wore a black, closely fitting dress, touched at throat and wrists with white frilling. Her brown hair, braided, was tied with a black bow—unusually pale, with a small mole on her left cheek.


  “I am the Baroness von Gall’s sister,” she said, trying the pen on a piece of blotting-paper, and smiling at us deprecatingly. Even for the most jaded of us life holds its thrilling moments. Two Baronesses in two months! The manager immediately left the room to find a new nib.


  To my plebeian eyes that afflicted child was singularly unattractive. She had the air of having been perpetually washed with a blue bag, and hair like grey wool—dressed, too, in a pinafore so stiffly starched that she could only peer at us over the frill of it—a social [33] barrier of a pinafore—and perhaps it was too much to expect a noble aunt to attend to the menial consideration of her niece’s ears. But a dumb niece with unwashed ears struck me as a most depressing object.


  They were given places at the head of the table. For a moment we all looked at one another with an eena-deena-dina-do expression. Then the Frau Oberregierungsrat:


  “I hope you are not tired after your journey.”


  “No,” said the sister of the Baroness, smiling into her cup.


  “I hope the dear child is not tired,” said the Frau Doktor.


  “Not at all.”


  “I expect, I hope you will sleep well to-night,” the Herr Oberlehrer said reverently.


  “Yes.”


  [34] The poet from Munich never took his eyes off the pair. He allowed his tie to absorb most of his coffee while he gazed at them exceedingly soulfully.


  Unyoking Pegasus, thought I. Death spasms of his Odes to Solitude! There were possibilities in that young woman for an inspiration, not to mention a dedication, and from that moment his suffering temperament took up its bed and walked.


  They retired after the meal, leaving us to discuss them at leisure.


  “There is a likeness,” mused the Frau Doktor. “Quite. What a manner she has. Such reserve, such a tender way with the child.”


  “Pity she has the child to attend to,” exclaimed the student from Bonn. He had hitherto relied upon three scars and a ribbon to produce an effect, but [35] the sister of a Baroness demanded more than these.


  Absorbing days followed. Had she been one whit less beautifully born we could not have endured the continual conversation about her, the songs in her praise, the detailed account of her movements. But she graciously suffered our worship and we were more than content.


  The poet she took into her confidence. He carried her books when we went walking, he jumped the afflicted one on his knee—poetic licence, this—and one morning brought his notebook into the salon and read to us.


  “The sister of the Baroness has assured me she is going into a convent,” he said. (That made the student from Bonn sit up.) “I have written these few lines last night from my window in the sweet night air——”


  [36] “Oh, your delicate chest,” commented the Frau Docktor.


  He fixed a stony eye on her, and she blushed.


  “I have written these lines:


  
    “‘Ah, will you to a convent fly


    So young, so fresh, so fair,


    Spring like a doe upon the fields


    And find your beauty there.’”

  


  Nine verses equally lovely commanded her to equally violent action. I am certain that had she followed his advice not even the remainder of her life in a convent would have given her time to recover her breath.


  “I have presented her with a copy,” he said. “And to-day we are going to look for wild flowers in the wood.”


  The student from Bonn got up and left the room. I begged the poet to repeat the verses once more. At the end of the sixth verse I saw from the [37] window the sister of the Baroness and the scarred youth disappearing through the front gate, which enabled me to thank the poet so charmingly that he offered to write me out a copy.


  But we were living at too high pressure in those days. Swinging from our humble pension to the high walls of palaces, how could we help but fall? Late one afternoon the Frau Doktor came upon me in the writing-room and took me to her bosom.


  “She has been telling me all about her life,” whispered the Frau Doktor. “She came to my bedroom and offered to massage my arm. You know, I am the greatest martyr to rheumatism. And, fancy now, she has already had six proposals of marriage. Such beautiful offers that I assure you I wept—and every one of noble birth. My dear, the most beautiful was in the wood. [38] Not that I do not think a proposal should take place in a drawing-room—it is more fitting to have four walls—but this was a private wood. He said, the young officer, she was like a young tree whose branches had never been touched by the ruthless hand of man. Such delicacy!” She sighed and turned up her eyes.


  “Of course it is difficult for you English to understand when you are always exposing your legs on cricket-fields, and breeding dogs in your back gardens. The pity of it! Youth should be like a wild rose. For myself I do not understand how your women ever get married at all.”


  She shook her head so violently that I shook mine too, and a gloom settled round my heart. It seemed we were really in a very bad way. Did the spirit of romance spread [39] her rose wings only over aristocratic Germany?


  I went up to my room, bound a pink scarf about my hair, and took a volume of Mörike’s lyrics into the garden. A great bush of purple lilac grew behind the summer-house. There I sat down, finding a sad significance in the delicate suggestion of half mourning. I began to write a poem myself.


  
    “They sway and languish dreamily,


    And we, close pressed, are kissing there.”

  


  It ended! “Close pressed” did not sound at all fascinating. Savoured of wardrobes. Did my wild rose then already trail in the dust? I chewed a leaf and hugged my knees. Then—magic moment—I heard voices from the summer-house, the sister of the Baroness and the student from Bonn.


  [40] Second-hand was better than nothing; I pricked up my ears.


  “What small hands you have,” said the student from Bonn. “They were like white lilies lying in the pool of your black dress.” This certainly sounded the real thing. Her highborn reply was what interested me. Sympathetic murmur only.


  “May I hold one?”


  I heard two sighs—presumed they held—he had rifled those dark waters of a noble blossom.


  “Look at my great fingers beside yours.”


  “But they are beautifully kept,” said the sister of the Baroness shyly.


  The minx! Was love then a question of manicure?


  “How I should adore to kiss you,” murmured the student. “But you know I am suffering from severe nasal [41] catarrh, and I dare not risk giving it to you. Sixteen times last night did I count myself sneezing. And three different handkerchiefs.”


  I threw Mörike into the lilac bush, and went back to the house. A great automobile snorted at the front door. In the salon great commotion. The Baroness was paying a surprise visit to her little daughter. Clad in a yellow mackintosh she stood in the middle of the room questioning the manager. And every guest the pension contained was grouped about her, even the Frau Doktor, presumably examining a time-table, as near to the august skirts as possible.


  “But where is my maid?” asked the Baroness.


  “There was no maid,” replied the manager, “save for your gracious sister and daughter.”


  [42] “Sister!” she cried sharply. “Fool, I have no sister. My child travelled with the daughter of my dressmaker.”


  Tableau grandissimo!


  [New Age, August 4, 1910]


  []


  Frau Fischer


  [43] Frau Fischer was the fortunate possessor of a candle factory somewhere on the banks of the Eger, and once a year she ceased from her labours to make a “cure” in Dorschausen, arriving with a dress-basket neatly covered in a black tarpaulin and a hand-bag, the latter containing amongst her handkerchiefs, eau de Cologne, tooth-picks, and a certain woollen muffler very comforting to the “tummy,” samples of her skill in candle-making, to be offered up as tokens of thanks-giving when her holiday time was over.


  Four of the clock one July afternoon she appeared at the Pension Müller. I was sitting in the arbour and watched her bustling up the path followed by [44] the red-bearded porter with her dress-basket in his arms and a sunflower between his teeth. The Widow and her five innocent daughters stood tastefully grouped upon the steps in appropriate attitudes of welcome; and the greetings were so long and loud that I felt a sympathetic glow.


  “What a journey!” cried the Frau Fischer. “And nothing to eat in the train—nothing solid. I assure you the sides of my stomach are flapping together. But I must not spoil my appetite for dinner—just a cup of coffee in my room. Bertha,” turning to the youngest of the five, “how changed! What a bust! Frau Hartmann, I congratulate you.”


  Once again the Widow seized Frau Fischer’s hands. “Kathi, too, a splendid woman; but a little pale. Perhaps the young man from Nürnberg [45] is here again this year. How you keep them all I don’t know. Each year I come expecting to find you with an empty nest. It’s surprising.”


  Frau Hartmann, in an ashamed, apologetic voice: “We are such a happy family since my dear man died.”


  “But these marriages—one must have courage; and after all, give them time, they all make the happy family bigger—thank God for that…. Are there many people here just now?”


  “Every room engaged.”


  Followed a detailed description in the hall, murmured on the stairs, continued in six parts as they entered the large room (windows opening upon the garden) which Frau Fischer occupied each successive year. I was reading the “Miracles of Lourdes,” which a Catholic priest—fixing a gloomy eye upon my soul—had begged me to [46] digest; but its wonders were completely routed by Frau Fischer’s arrival. Not even the white roses upon the feet of the Virgin could flourish in that atmosphere.


  “… It was a simple shepherd-child who pastured her flocks upon the barren fields ….”


  Voices from the room above: “The washstand has, of course, been scrubbed over with soda.”


  “… Poverty-stricken, her limbs with tattered rags half covered …”


  “Every stick of the furniture has been sunning in the garden for three days. And the carpet we made ourselves out of old clothes. There is a piece of that beautiful flannel petticoat you left us last summer.”


  “… Deaf and dumb was the child; in fact, the population considered her half idiot…”


  [47] “Yes, that is a new picture of the Kaiser. We have moved the thorn-crowned one of Jesus Christ out into the passage. It was not cheerful to sleep with. Dear Frau Fischer, won’t you take your coffee out in the garden?”


  “That is a very nice idea. But first I must remove my corsets and my boots. Ah, what a relief to wear sandals again. I am needing the ‘cure’ very badly this year. My nerves! I am a mass of them. During the entire journey I sat with my handkerchief over my head, even while the guard collected the tickets. Exhausted!”


  She came into the arbour wearing a black and white spotted dressing-gown, and a calico cap peaked with patent leather, followed by Kathi, carrying the little blue jugs of malt coffee. [48] We were formally introduced. Frau Fischer sat down, produced a perfectly clean pocket-handkerchief and polished her cup and saucer, then lifted the lid of the coffee-pot and peered in at the contents mournfully.


  “Malt coffee,” she said. “Ah, for the first few days I wonder how I can put up with it. Naturally, absent from home one must expect much discomfort and strange food. But as I used to say to my dear husband: with a clean sheet and a good cup of coffee I can find my happiness anywhere. But now, with nerves like mine, no sacrifice is too terrible for me to make. What complaint are you suffering from? You look exceedingly healthy!”


  I smiled and shrugged my shoulders.


  “Ah, that is so strange about you English. You do not seem to enjoy [49] discussing the functions of the body. As well speak of a railway train and refuse to mention the engine. How can we hope to understand anybody, knowing nothing of their stomachs? In my husband’s most severe illness—the poultices——”


  She dipped a piece of sugar in her coffee and watched it dissolve.


  “Yet a young friend of mine who travelled to England for the funeral of his brother told me that women wore bodices in public restaurants no waiter could help looking into as he handed the soup.”


  “But only German waiters,” I said. “English ones look over the top of your head.”


  “There,” she cried, “now you see your dependence on Germany. Not even an efficient waiter can you have by yourselves.”


  [50] “But I prefer them to look over your head.”


  “And that proves that you must be ashamed of your bodice.”


  I looked out over the garden full of wallflowers and standard rose-trees growing stiffly like German bouquets, feeling I did not care one way or the other. I rather wanted to ask her if the young friend had gone to England in the capacity of waiter to attend the funeral baked meats, but decided it was not worth it. The weather was too hot to be malicious, and who could be uncharitable, victimised by the flapping sensations which Frau Fischer was enduring until six-thirty? As a gift from heaven for my forbearance, down the path towards us came the Herr Rat, angelically clad in a white silk suit. He and Frau Fischer were old friends. She drew the folds of her dressing-gown [51] together, and made room for him on the little green bench.


  “How cool you are looking,” she said; “and if I may make the remark—what a beautiful suit!”


  “Surely I wore it last summer when you were here? I brought the silk from China—smuggled it through the Russian customs by swathing it round my body. And such a quantity: two dress lengths for my sister-in-law, three suits for myself, a cloak for the house-keeper of my flat in Munich. How I perspired! Every inch of it had to be washed afterwards.”


  “Surely you have had more adventures than any man in Germany. When I think of the time that you spent in Turkey with a drunken guide who was bitten by a mad dog and fell over a precipice into a field of attar of roses, I lament that you have not written a book.”


  [52] “Time—time. I am getting a few notes together. And now that you are here we shall renew our quiet little talks after supper. Yes? It is necessary and pleasant for a man to find relaxation in the company of women occasionally.”


  “Indeed I realise that. Even here your life is too strenuous—you are so sought after—so admired. It was just the same with my dear husband. He was a tall, beautiful man, and sometimes in the evening he would come down into the kitchen and say: ‘Wife, I would like to be stupid for two minutes.’ Nothing rested him so much then as for me to stroke his head.”


  The Herr Rat’s bald pate glistening in the sunlight seemed symbolical of the sad absence of a wife.


  I began to wonder as to the nature of these quiet little after-supper talks. [53] How could one play Delilah to so shorn a Samson?


  “Herr Hoffman from Berlin arrived yesterday,” said the Herr Rat.


  “That young man I refuse to converse with. He told me last year that he had stayed in France in an hotel where they did not have serviettes; what a place it must have been! In Austria even the cabmen have serviettes. Also I have heard that he discussed ‘free love’ with Bertha as she was sweeping his room. I am not accustomed to such company. I had suspected him for a long time.”


  “Young blood,” answered the Herr Rat genially. “I have had several disputes with him—you have heard them—is it not so?” turning to me.


  “A great many,” I said, smiling.


  “Doubtless you too consider me behind the times. I make no secret of [54] my age; I am sixty-nine; but you must have surely observed how impossible it was for him to speak at all when I raised my voice.”


  I replied with the utmost conviction, and, catching Frau Fischer’s eye, suddenly realised I had better go back to the house and write some letters.


  It was dark and cool in my room. A chestnut-tree pushed green boughs against the window. I looked down at the horsehair sofa so openly flouting the idea of curling up as immoral, pulled the red pillow on to the floor and lay down. And barely had I got comfortable when the door opened and Frau Fischer entered.


  “The Herr Rat had a bathing appointment,” she said, shutting the door after her. “May I come in? Pray do not move. You look like a little Persian kitten. Now, tell me [55] something really interesting about your life. When I meet new people I squeeze them dry like a sponge. To begin with—you are married.”


  I admitted the fact.


  “Then, dear child, where is your husband?”


  I said he was a sea-captain on a long and perilous voyage.


  “What a position to leave you in—so young and so unprotected.”


  She sat down on the sofa and shook her finger at me playfully.


  “Admit, now, that you keep your journeys secret from him. For what man would think of allowing a woman with such a wealth of hair to go wandering in foreign countries? Now, supposing that you lost your purse at midnight in a snowbound train in North Russia?”


  “But I haven’t the slightest intention——” I began.


  [56] “I don’t say that you have. But when you said good-bye to your dear man I am positive that you had no intention of coming here. My dear, I am a woman of experience, and I know the world. While he is away you have a fever in your blood. Your sad heart flies for comfort to these foreign lands. At home you cannot bear the sight of that empty bed—it is like widowhood. Since the death of my dear husband I have never known an hour’s peace.”


  “I like empty beds,” I protested sleepily, thumping the pillow.


  “That cannot be true because it is not natural. Every wife ought to feel that her place is by her husband’s side—sleeping or waking. It is plain to see that the strongest tie of all does not yet bind you. Wait until a little pair of hands stretches across the water—wait [57] until he comes into harbour and sees you with the child at your breast.”


  I sat up stiffly.


  “But I consider child-bearing the most ignominious of all professions,” I said.


  For a moment there was silence, then Frau Fischer reached down and caught my hand.


  “So young and yet to suffer so cruelly,” she murmured. “There is nothing that sours a woman so terribly as to be left alone without a man, especially if she is married, for then it is impossible for her to accept the attentions of others—unless she is unfortunately a widow. Of course, I know that sea-captains are subject to terrible temptations, and they are as inflammable as tenor singers—that is why you must present a bright and energetic appearance, and try and make him [58] proud of you when his ship reaches port.”


  This husband that I had created for the benefit of Frau Fischer became in her hands so substantial a figure that I could no longer see myself sitting on a rock with seaweed in my hair, awaiting that phantom ship for which all women love to suppose they hunger. Rather, I saw myself pushing a perambulator up a gangway, and counting up the missing buttons on my husband’s uniform jacket.


  “Handfuls of babies, that is what you are really in need of,” mused Frau Fischer. “Then, as the father of a family he cannot leave you. Think of his delight and excitement when he saw you!”


  The plan seemed to me something of a risk. To appear suddenly with handfuls of strange babies is not generally [59] calculated to raise enthusiasm in the heart of the average British husband. I decided to wreck my virgin conception and send him down somewhere off Cape Horn.


  Then the dinner-gong sounded.


  “Come up to my room afterwards,” said Frau Fischer. “There is still much that I must ask you.”


  She squeezed my hand, but I did not squeeze back.


  [New Age, October 18, 1910]


  []


  Frau Brechenmacher Attends a Wedding


  [61] Getting ready was a terrible business. After supper Frau Brechenmacher packed four of the five babies to bed, allowing Rosa to stay with her and help to polish the buttons of Herr Brechenmacher’s uniform. Then she ran over his best shirt with a hot iron, polished his boots, and put a stitch or two into his black satin necktie.


  “Rosa,” she said, “fetch my dress and hang it in front of the stove to get the creases out. Now, mind, you must look after the children and not sit up later than half-past eight, and not touch the lamp—you know what will happen if you do.”


  “Yes, mamma,” said Rosa, who was [62] nine and felt old enough to manage a thousand lamps. “But let me stay up—the ‘Bub’ may wake and want some milk.”


  “Half-past eight!” said the Frau. “I’ll make the father tell you, too.”


  Rosa drew down both corners of her mouth.


  “But … but …”


  “Here comes the father. You go into the bedroom and fetch my blue silk handkerchief. You can wear my black shawl while I’m out—there now!”


  Rosa dragged it off her mother’s shoulders and wound it carefully round her own, tying the two ends in a knot at the back. After all, she reflected, if she had to go to bed at half-past eight she would keep the shawl on. Which resolution comforted her absolutely.


  [63] “Now, then, where are my clothes?” cried Herr Brechenmacher, hanging his empty letter-bag behind the door and stamping the snow out of his boots. “Nothing ready, of course, and everybody at the wedding by this time. I heard the music as I passed. What are you doing? You’re not dressed. You can’t go like that.”


  “Here they are—all ready for you on the table, and some warm water in the tin basin. Dip your head in. Rosa, give your father the towel. Everything ready except the trousers. I haven’t had time to shorten them. You must tuck the ends into your boots until we get there.”


  “Nu,” said the Herr, “there isn’t room to turn. I want the light. You go and dress in the passage.”


  Dressing in the dark was nothing to Frau Brechenmacher. She hooked her [64] skirt and bodice, fastened her handkerchief round her neck with a beautiful brooch that had four medals to the Virgin dangling from it, and then drew on her cloak and hood.


  “Here, come and fasten this buckle,” called Herr Brechenmacher. He stood in the kitchen puffing himself out, the buttons on his blue uniform shining with an enthusiasm which nothing but official buttons could possibly possess.


  “How do I look?”


  “Wonderful,” replied the little Frau, straining at the waist buckle and giving him a little pull here, a little tug there. “Rosa, come and look at your father.”


  Herr Brechenmacher strode up and down the kitchen, was helped on with his coat, then waited while the Frau lighted the lantern.


  “Now, then—finished at last! Come along.”


  [65] “The lamp, Rosa,” warned the Frau, slamming the front door behind them.


  Snow had not fallen all day; the frozen ground was slippery as an ice-pond. She had not been out of the house for weeks past, and the day had so flurried her that she felt muddled and stupid—felt that Rosa had pushed her out of the house and her man was running away from her.


  “Wait, wait!” she cried.


  “No. I’ll get my feet damp—you hurry.”


  It was easier when they came into the village. There were fences to cling to, and leading from the railway station to the Gasthaus a little path of cinders had been strewn for the benefit of the wedding guests.


  The Gasthaus was very festive. Lights shone out from every window, wreaths of fir twigs hung from the [66] ledges. Branches decorated the front doors, which swung open, and in the hall the landlord voiced his superiority by bullying the waitresses, who ran about continually with glasses of beer, trays of cups and saucers, and bottles of wine.


  “Up the stairs—up the stairs!” boomed the landlord. “Leave your coats on the landing.”


  Herr Brechenmacher, completely overawed by this grand manner, so far forgot his rights as a husband as to beg his wife’s pardon for jostling her against the banisters in his efforts to get ahead of everybody else.


  Herr Brechenmacher’s colleagues greeted him with acclamation as he entered the door of the Festsaal, and the Frau straightened her brooch and folded her hands, assuming the air of dignity becoming to the wife of a [67] postman and the mother of five children. Beautiful indeed was the Festsaal. Three long tables were grouped at one end, the remainder of the floor space cleared for dancing. Oil lamps, hanging from the ceiling, shed a warm, bright light on the walls decorated with paper flowers and garlands; shed a warmer, brighter light on the red faces of the guests in their best clothes.


  At the head of the centre table sat the bride and bridegroom, she in a white dress trimmed with stripes and bows of coloured ribbon, giving her the appearance of an iced cake all ready to be cut and served in neat little pieces to the bridegroom beside her, who wore a suit of white clothes much too large for him and a white silk tie that rose half way up his collar. Grouped about them, with a fine regard for dignity and precedence, sat [68] their parents and relations; and perched on a stool at the bride’s right hand a little girl in a crumpled muslin dress with a wreath of forget-me-nots hanging over one ear. Everybody was laughing and talking, shaking hands, clinking glasses, stamping on the floor—a stench of beer and perspiration filled the air.


  Frau Brechenmacher, following her man down the room after greeting the bridal party, knew that she was going to enjoy herself. She seemed to fill out and become rosy and warm as she sniffed that familiar, festive smell. Somebody pulled at her skirt, and, looking down, she saw Frau Rupp, the butcher’s wife, who pulled out an empty chair and begged her to sit beside her.


  “Fritz will get you some beer,” she said. “My dear, your skirt is open at [69] the back. We could not help laughing as you walked up the room with the white tape of your petticoat showing!”


  “But how frightful!” said Frau Brechenmacher, collapsing into her chair and biting her lip.


  “Na, it’s over now,” said Frau Rupp, stretching her fat hands over the table and regarding her three mourning rings with intense enjoyment; “but one must be careful, especially at a wedding.”


  “And such a wedding as this,” cried Frau Ledermann, who sat on the other side of Frau Brechenmacher. “Fancy Theresa bringing that child with her. It’s her own child, you know, my dear, and it’s going to live with them. That’s what I call a sin against the Church for a free-born child to attend its own mother’s wedding.”


  The three women sat and stared at [70] the bride, who remained very still, with a little vacant smile on her lips, only her eyes shifting uneasily from side to side.


  “Beer they’ve given it, too,” whispered Frau Rupp, “and white wine and an ice. It never did have a stomach; she ought to have left it at home.”


  Frau Brechenmacher turned round and looked towards the bride’s mother. She never took her eyes off her daughter, but wrinkled her brown forehead like an old monkey, and nodded now and again very solemnly. Her hands shook as she raised her beer mug, and when she had drunk she spat on the floor and savagely wiped her mouth with her sleeve. Then the music started and she followed Theresa with her eyes, looking suspiciously at each man who danced with her.


  [71] “Cheer up, old woman,” shouted her husband, digging her in the ribs; “this isn’t Theresa’s funeral.” He winked at the guests, who broke into loud laughter.


  “I am cheerful,” mumbled the old woman, and beat upon the table with her fist, keeping time to the music, proving she was not out of the festivities.


  “She can’t forget how wild Theresa has been,” said Frau Ledermann. “Who could—with the child there? I heard that last Sunday evening Theresa had hysterics and said that she would not marry this man. They had to get the priest to her.”


  “Where is the other one?” asked Frau Brechenmacher. “Why didn’t he marry her?”


  The woman shrugged her shoulders.


  “Gone—disappeared. He was a [72] traveller, and only stayed at their house two nights. He was selling shirt buttons—I bought some myself, and they were beautiful shirt buttons—but what a pig of a fellow! I can’t think what he saw in such a plain girl—but you never know. Her mother says she’s been like fire ever since she was sixteen!”


  Frau Brechenmacher looked down at her beer and blew a little hole in the froth.


  “That’s not how a wedding should be,” she said; “it’s not religion to love two men.”


  “Nice time she’ll have with this one,” Frau Rupp exclaimed. “He was lodging with me last summer and I had to get rid of him. He never changed his clothes once in two months, and when I spoke to him of the smell in his room he told me he was sure it [73] floated up from the shop. Ah, every wife has her cross. Isn’t that true, my dear?”


  Frau Brechenmacher saw her husband among his colleagues at the next table. He was drinking far too much, she knew—gesticulating wildly, the saliva spluttering out of his mouth as he talked.


  “Yes,” she assented, “that’s true. Girls have a lot to learn.”


  Wedged in between these two fat old women, the Frau had no hope of being asked to dance. She watched the couples going round and round; she forgot her five babies and her man and felt almost like a girl again. The music sounded sad and sweet. Her roughened hands clasped and unclasped themselves in the folds of her skirt. While the music went on she was afraid to look anybody in the face, [74] and she smiled with a little nervous tremor round the mouth.


  “But, my God,” Frau Rupp cried, “they’ve given that child of Theresa’s a piece of sausage. It’s to keep her quiet. There’s going to be a presentation now—your man has to speak.”


  Frau Brechenmacher sat up stiffly. The music ceased, and the dancers took their places again at the tables.


  Herr Brechenmacher alone remained standing—he held in his hands a big silver coffee-pot. Everybody laughed at his speech, except the Frau; everybody roared at his grimaces, and at the way he carried the coffee-pot to the bridal pair, as if it were a baby he was holding.


  She lifted the lid, peeped in, then shut it down with a little scream and sat biting her lips. The bridegroom wrenched the pot away from her and [75] drew forth a baby’s bottle and two little cradles holding china dolls. As he dandled these treasures before Theresa the hot room seemed to heave and sway with laughter.


  Frau Brechenmacher did not think it funny. She stared round at the laughing faces, and suddenly they all seemed strange to her. She wanted to go home and never come out again. She imagined that all these people were laughing at her, more people than there were in the room even—all laughing at her because they were so much stronger than she was.


  • • • • • •


  They walked home in silence. Herr Brechenmacher strode ahead, she stumbled after him. White and forsaken lay the road from the railway station to their house—a cold rush of wind blew her hood from her face, and [76] suddenly she remembered how they had come home together the first night. Now they had five babies and twice as much money; but——


  “Na, what is it all for?” she muttered, and not until she had reached home, and prepared a little supper of meat and bread for her man did she stop asking herself that silly question.


  Herr Brechenmacher broke the bread into his plate, smeared it round with his fork, and chewed greedily.


  “Good?” she asked, leaning her arms on the table and pillowing her breast against them.


  “But fine!”


  He took a piece of the crumb, wiped it round his plate edge, and held it up to her mouth. She shook her head.


  “Not hungry,” she said.


  “But it is one of the best pieces, and full of the fat.”


  [77] He cleared the plate; then pulled off his boots and flung them into a corner.


  “Not much of a wedding,” he said, stretching out his feet and wriggling his toes in the worsted socks.


  “N—no,” she replied, taking up the discarded boots and placing them on the oven to dry.


  Herr Brechenmacher yawned and stretched himself, and then looked up at her, grinning.


  “Remember the night that we came home? You were an innocent one, you were.”


  “Get along! Such a time ago I forget.” Well she remembered.


  “Such a clout on the ear as you gave me…. But I soon taught you.”


  “Oh, don’t start talking. You’ve too much beer. Come to bed.”


  He tilted back in his chair, chuckling with laughter.


  [78] “That’s not what you said to me that night. God, the trouble you gave me!”


  But the little Frau seized the candle and went into the next room. The children were all soundly sleeping. She stripped the mattress off the baby’s bed to see if he was still dry, then began unfastening her blouse and skirt.


  “Always the same,” she said—“all over the world the same; but, God in heaven—but stupid.”


  Then even the memory of the wedding faded quite. She lay down on the bed and put her arm across her face like a child who expected to be hurt as Herr Brechenmacher lurched in.


  [New Age, July 21, 1910]


  []


  The Modern Soul


  [79] “Good-evening,” said the Herr Professor, squeezing my hand; “wonderful weather! I have just returned from a party in the wood. I have been making music for them on my trombone. You know, these pine-trees provide most suitable accompaniment for a trombone! they are sighing delicacy against sustained strength, as I remarked once in a lecture on wind instruments in Frankfort. May I be permitted to sit beside you on this bench, gnädige Frau?”


  He sat down, tugging at a whitepaper package in the tail pocket of his coat.


  “Cherries,” he said, nodding and smiling. “There is nothing like [80] cherries for producing free saliva after trombone playing, especially after Grieg’s ‘Ich Liebe Dich.’ Those sustained blasts on ‘liebe’ make my throat as dry as a railway tunnel. Have some?” He shook the bag at me.


  “I prefer watching you eat them.”


  “Ah, ha!” He crossed his legs, sticking the cherry bag between his knees, to leave both hands free. “Psychologically I understood your refusal. It is your innate feminine delicacy in preferring etherealised sensations…. Or perhaps you do not care to eat the worms? All cherries contain worms. Once I made a very interesting experiment with a colleague of mine at the university. We bit into four pounds of the best cherries and did not find one specimen without a worm. But what would you? As I [81] remarked to him afterwards—dear friend, it amounts to this: if one wishes to satisfy the desires of nature one must be strong enough to ignore the facts of nature…. The conversation is not out of your depth? I have so seldom the time or opportunity to open my heart to a woman that I am apt to forget.”


  I looked at him brightly.


  “See, what a fat one!” cried the Herr Professor. “That is almost a mouthful in itself; it is beautiful enough to hang from a watch-chain.” He chewed it up and spat the stone an incredible distance—over the garden path into the flower bed. He was proud of the feat. I saw it. “The quantity of fruit I have eaten on this bench,” he sighed, “apricots, peaches, and cherries. One day that garden bed will become an orchard grove, and [82] I shall allow you to pick as much as you please, without paying me anything.”


  I was grateful, without showing undue excitement.


  “Which reminds me”—he hit the side of his nose with one finger—“the manager of the pension handed me my weekly bill after dinner this evening. It is almost impossible to credit. I do not expect you to believe me—he has charged me extra for a miserable little glass of milk I drink in bed at night to prevent insomnia. Naturally, I did not pay. But the tragedy of the story is this: I cannot expect the milk to produce somnolence any longer; my peaceful attitude of mind towards it is completely destroyed. I know I shall throw myself into a fever in attempting to plumb this want of generosity in so wealthy a man as the [83] manager of a pension. Think of me to-night”—he ground the empty bag under his heel—“think that the worst is happening to me as your head drops asleep on your pillow.”


  Two ladies came on the front steps of the pension and stood, arm in arm, looking over the garden. The one, old and scraggy, dressed almost entirely in black bead trimming and a satin reticule; the other, young and thin, in a white gown, her yellow hair tastefully garnished with mauve sweet peas.


  The Professor drew in his feet and sat up sharply, pulling down his waistcoat.


  “The Godowskas,” he murmured. “Do you know them? A mother and daughter from Vienna. The mother has an internal complaint and the daughter is an actress. Fräulein Sonia is a very modern soul. I think you [84] would find her most sympathetic. She is forced to be in attendance on her mother just now. But what a temperament! I have once described her in her autograph album as a tigress with a flower in the hair. Will you excuse me? Perhaps I can persuade them to be introduced to you.”


  I said, “I am going up to my room.” But the Professor rose and shook a playful finger at me. “Na,” he said “we are friends, and, therefore, I shall speak quite frankly to you. I think they would consider it a little ‘marked’ if you immediately retired to the house at their approach, after sitting here alone with me in the twilight. You know this world. Yes, you know it as I do.”


  I shrugged my shoulders, remarking “with one eye” that while the Professor had been talking the Godowskas [85] had trailed across the lawn towards us. They confronted the Herr Professor as he stood up.


  “Good-evening,” quavered Frau Godowska. “Wonderful weather! It has given me quite a touch of hay fever!” Fräulein Godowska said nothing. She swooped over a rose growing in the embryo orchard, then stretched out her hand with a magnificent gesture to the Herr Professor. He presented me.


  “This is my little English friend of whom I have spoken. She is the stranger in our midst. We have been eating cherries together.”


  “How delightful,” sighed Frau Godowska. “My daughter and I have often observed you through the bedroom window. Haven’t we, Sonia?”


  Sonia absorbed my outward and visible form with an inward and [86] spiritual glance, then repeated the magnificent gesture for my benefit. The four of us sat on the bench, with that faint air of excitement of passengers established in a railway carriage on the qui vive for the train whistle. Frau Godowska sneezed. “I wonder if it is hay fever,” she remarked, worrying the satin reticule for her handkerchief, “or would it be the dew. Sonia dear, is the dew falling?”


  Fräulein Sonia raised her face to the sky, and half closed her eyes. “No, mamma, my face is quite warm. Oh, look, Herr Professor, there are swallows in flight; they are like a little flock of Japanese thoughts—nicht wahr?”


  “Where?” cried the Herr Professor. “Oh yes, I see, by the kitchen chimney. But why do you say ‘Japanese’? Could you not compare them with equal veracity to a little flock of [87] German thoughts in flight?” He rounded on me. “Have you swallows in England?”


  “I believe there are some at certain seasons. But doubtless they have not the same symbolical value for the English. In Germany——”


  “I have never been to England,” interrupted Fräulein Sonia, “but I have many English acquaintances. They are so cold!” She shivered.


  “Fish-blooded,” snapped Frau Godowska. “Without soul, without heart, without grace. But you cannot equal their dress materials. I spent a week in Brighton twenty years ago, and the travelling cape I bought there is not yet worn out—the one you wrap the hot-water bottle in, Sonia. My lamented husband, your father, Sonia, knew a great deal about England. But the more he knew about it the [88] oftener he remarked to me, ‘England is merely an island of beef flesh swimming in a warm gulf sea of gravy.’ Such a brilliant way of putting things. Do you remember, Sonia?”


  “I forget nothing, mamma,” answered Sonia.


  Said the Herr Professor: “That is the proof of your calling, gnädiges Fräulein. Now I wonder—and this is a very interesting speculation—is memory a blessing or—excuse the word—a curse?”


  Frau Godowska looked into the distance, then the corners of her mouth dropped and her skin puckered. She began to shed tears.


  “Ach Gott! Gracious lady, what have I said?” exclaimed the Herr Professor.


  Sonia took her mother’s hand. “Do you know,” she said, “to-night it is [89] stewed carrots and nut tart for supper. Suppose we go in and take our places,” her sidelong, tragic stare accusing the Professor and me the while.


  I followed them across the lawn and up the steps. Frau Godowska was murmuring, “Such a wonderful, beloved man”; with her disengaged hand Fräulein Sonia was arranging the sweet-pea “garniture.”


  • • • • • •


  “A concert for the benefit of afflicted Catholic infants will take place in the salon at eight-thirty p.m. Artists: Fräulein Sonia Godowska, from Vienna; Herr Professor Windberg and his trombone; Frau Oberlehrer Weidel, and others.”


  This notice was tied round the neck of the melancholy stag’s head in the dining-room. It graced him like a [90] red and white “dinner bib” for days before the event, causing the Herr Professor to bow before it and say “good appetite” until we sickened of his pleasantry and left the smiling to be done by the waiter, who was paid to be pleasing to the guests.


  On the appointed day the married ladies sailed about the pension dressed like upholstered chairs, and the unmarried ladies like draped muslin dressing-table covers. Frau Godowska pinned a rose in the centre of her reticule; another blossom was tucked in the mazy folds of a white antimacassar thrown across her breast. The gentlemen wore black coats, white silk ties and ferny buttonholes tickling the chin.


  The floor of the salon was freshly polished, chairs and benches arranged, and a row of little flags strung across [91] the ceiling—they flew and jigged in the draught with all the enthusiasm of family washing. It was arranged that I should sit beside Frau Godowska, and that the Herr Professor and Sonia should join us when their share of the concert was over.


  “That will make you feel quite one of the performers,” said the Herr Professor genially. “It is a great pity that the English nation is so unmusical. Never mind! To-night you shall hear something—we have discovered a nest of talent during the rehearsals.”


  “What do you intend to recite, Fräulein Sonia?”


  She shook back her hair. “I never know until the last moment. When I come on the stage I wait for one moment and then I have the sensation as though something struck me here”[92]—she placed her hand upon her collar brooch—“and … words come!”


  “Bend down a moment,” whispered her mother. “Sonia, love, your skirt safety-pin is showing at the back. Shall I come outside and fasten it properly for you, or will you do it yourself?”


  “Oh, mamma, please don’t say such things.” Sonia flushed and grew very angry. “You know how sensitive I am to the slightest unsympathetic impression at a time like this…. I would rather my skirt dropped off my body——”


  “Sonia—my heart!”


  A bell tinkled.


  The waiter came in and opened the piano. In the heated excitement of the moment he entirely forgot what was fitting, and flicked the keys with the grimy table napkin he carried over his arm. The Frau Oberlehrer tripped [93] on the platform followed by a very young gentleman, who blew his nose twice before he hurled his handkerchief into the bosom of the piano.


  
    “Yes, I know you have no love for me,


    And no forget-me-not.


    No love, no heart, and no forget-me-not,”

  


  sang the Frau Oberlehrer, in a voice that seemed to issue from her forgotten thimble and have nothing to do with her.


  “Ach, how sweet, how delicate,” we cried, clapping her soothingly. She bowed as though to say, “Yes, isn’t it?” and retired, the very young gentleman dodging her train and scowling.


  The piano was closed, an arm-chair was placed in the centre of the platform. Fräulein Sonia drifted towards it. A breathless pause. Then, presumably, the winged shaft struck her collar [94] brooch. She implored us not to go into the woods in trained dresses, but rather as lightly draped as possible, and bed with her among the pine needles. Her loud, slightly harsh voice filled the salon. She dropped her arms over the back of the chair, moving her lean hands from the wrists. We were thrilled and silent. The Herr Professor, beside me, abnormally serious, his eyes bulging, pulled at his moustache ends. Frau Godowska adopted that peculiarly detached attitude of the proud parent. The only soul who remained untouched by her appeal was the waiter, who leaned idly against the wall of the salon and cleaned his nails with the edge of a programme. He was “off duty” and intended to show it.


  “What did I say?” shouted the Herr Professor under cover of tumultuous [95] applause, “tem-per-ament! There you have it. She is a flame in the heart of a lily. I know I am going to play well. It is my turn now. I am inspired. Fräulein Sonia”—as that lady returned to us, pale and draped in a large shawl—“you are my inspiration. To-night you shall be the soul of my trombone. Wait only.”


  To right and left of us people bent over and whispered admiration down Fräulein Sonia’s neck. She bowed in the grand style.


  “I am always successful,” she said to me. “You see, when I act I am. In Vienna, in the plays of Ibsen we had so many bouquets that the cook had three in the kitchen. But it is difficult here. There is so little magic. Do you not feel it? There is none of that mysterious perfume which floats almost as a visible thing from the souls of the [96] Viennese audiences. My spirit starves for want of that.” She leaned forward, chin on hand. “Starves,” she repeated.


  The Professor appeared with his trombone, blew into it, held it up to one eye, tucked back his shirt cuffs and wallowed in the soul of Sonia Godowska. Such a sensation did he create that he was recalled to play a Bavarian dance, which he acknowledged was to be taken as a breathing exercise rather than an artistic achievement. Frau Godowska kept time to it with a fan.


  Followed the very young gentleman who piped in a tenor voice that he loved somebody, “with blood in his heart and a thousand pains.” Fräulein Sonia acted a poison scene with the assistance of her mother’s pill vial and the arm-chair replaced by a “chaise longue”; a young girl scratched a [97] lullaby on a young fiddle; and the Herr Professor performed the last sacrificial rites on the altar of the afflicted children by playing the National Anthem.


  “Now I must put mamma to bed,” whispered Fräulein Sonia. “But afterwards I must take a walk. It is imperative that I free my spirit in the open air for a moment. Would you come with me, as far as the railway station and back?”


  “Very well, then, knock on my door when you’re ready.”


  Thus the modern soul and I found ourselves together under the stars.


  “What a night!” she said. “Do you know that poem of Sappho about her hands in the stars…. I am curiously sapphic. And this is so remarkable—not only am I sapphic, I find in all the works of all the greatest [98] writers, especially in their unedited letters, some touch, some sign of myself—some resemblance, some part of myself, like a thousand reflections of my own hands in a dark mirror.”


  “But what a bother,” said I.


  “I do not know what you mean by ‘bother’; it is rather the curse of my genius….” She paused suddenly, staring at me. “Do you know my tragedy?” she asked.


  I shook my head.


  “My tragedy is my mother. Living with her I live with the coffin of my unborn aspirations. You heard that about the safety-pin to-night. It may seem to you a little thing, but it ruined my three first gestures. They were——”


  “Impaled on a safety-pin,” I suggested.


  “Yes, exactly that. And when we are in Vienna I am the victim of moods, [99] you know. I long to do wild, passionate things. And mamma says, ‘Please pour out my mixture first.’ Once I remember I flew into a rage and threw a washstand jug out of the window. Do you know what she said? ‘Sonia, it is not so much throwing things out of windows, if only you would——’”


  “Choose something smaller?” said I.


  “No … ‘tell me about it beforehand.’ Humiliating! And I do not see any possible light out of this darkness.”


  “Why don’t you join a touring company and leave your mother in Vienna?”


  “What! Leave my poor, little, sick, widowed mother in Vienna! Sooner than that I would drown myself. I love my mother as I love nobody else in the world—nobody and nothing! Do you think it is impossible to love one’s tragedy? ‘Out of my great [100] sorrows I make my little songs,’ that is Heine or myself.”


  “Oh, well, that’s all right,” I said cheerfully.


  “But it is not all right!”


  I suggested we should turn back. We turned.


  “Sometimes I think the solution lies in marriage,” said Fräulein Sonia. “If I find a simple, peaceful man who adores me and will look after mamma—a man who would be for me a pillow—for genius cannot hope to mate—I shall marry him…. You know the Herr Professor has paid me very marked attentions.”


  “Oh, Fräulein Sonia,” I said, very pleased with myself, “why not marry him to your mother?” We were passing the hairdresser’s shop at the moment. Fräulein Sonia clutched my arm.


  [101] “You, you,” she stammered. “The cruelty. I am going to faint. Mamma to marry again before I marry—the indignity. I am going to faint here and now.”


  I was frightened. “You can’t,” I said, shaking her.


  “Come back to the pension and faint as much as you please. But you can’t faint here. All the shops are closed. There is nobody about. Please don’t be so foolish.”


  “Here and here only!” She indicated the exact spot and dropped quite beautifully, lying motionless.


  “Very well,” I said, “faint away; but please hurry over it.”


  She did not move. I began to walk home, but each time I looked behind me I saw the dark form of the modern soul prone before the hairdresser’s window. Finally I ran, and rooted out the Herr [102] Professor from his room. “Fräulein Sonia has fainted,” I said crossly.


  “Du lieber Gott! Where? How?”


  “Outside the hairdresser’s shop in the Station Road.”


  “Jesus and Maria! Has she no water with her?”—he seized his carafe—“nobody beside her?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Where is my coat? No matter, I shall catch a cold on the chest. Willingly, I shall catch one…. You are ready to come with me?”


  “No,” I said; “you can take the waiter.”


  “But she must have a woman. I cannot be so indelicate as to attempt to loosen her stays.”


  “Modern souls oughtn’t to wear them,” said I. He pushed past me and clattered down the stairs.


  [103] When I came down to breakfast next morning there were two places vacant at table. Fräulein Sonia and the Herr Professor had gone off for a day’s excursion in the woods.


  I wondered.


  [New Age, June 22, 1911]


  []


  At “Lehmann’s”


  [105] Certainly Sabina did not find life slow. She was on the trot from early morning until late at night. At five o’clock she tumbled out of bed, buttoned on her clothes, wearing a long-sleeved alpaca pinafore over her black frock, and groped her way downstairs into the kitchen.


  Anna, the cook, had grown so fat during the summer that she adored her bed because she did not have to wear her corsets there, but could spread as much as she liked, roll about under the great mattress, calling upon Jesus and Holy Mary and Blessed Anthony himself that her life was not fit for a pig in a cellar.


  Sabina was new to her work. Pink colour still flew in her cheeks; there [106] was a little dimple on the left side of her mouth that even when she was most serious, most absorbed, popped out and gave her away. And Anna blessed that dimple. It meant an extra half-hour in bed for her; it made Sabina light the fire, turn out the kitchen and wash endless cups and saucers that had been left over from the evening before. Hans, the scullery boy, did not come until seven. He was the son of the butcher—a mean, undersized child very much like one of his father’s sausages, Sabina thought. His red face was covered with pimples, and his nails indescribably filthy. When Herr Lehmann himself told Hans to get a hairpin and clean them he said they were stained from birth because his mother had always got so inky doing the accounts—and Sabina believed him and pitied him.


  [107] Winter had come very early to Mindelbau. By the end of October the streets were banked waist-high with snow, and the greater number of the “Cure Guests,” sick unto death of cold water and herbs, had departed in nothing approaching peace. So the large salon was shut at Lehmann’s and the breakfast-room was all the accommodation the café afforded. Here the floor had to be washed over, the tables rubbed, coffee-cups set out, each with its little china platter of sugar, and newspapers and magazines hung on their hooks along the walls before Herr Lehmann appeared at seven-thirty and opened business.


  As a rule his wife served in the shop leading into the café, but she had chosen the quiet season to have a baby, and, a big woman at the best of times, she had grown so enormous in [108] the process that her husband told her she looked unappetising, and had better remain upstairs and sew.


  Sabina took on the extra work without any thought of extra pay. She loved to stand behind the counter, cutting up slices of Anna’s marvellous chocolate-spotted confections, or doing up packets of sugar almonds in pink and blue striped bags.


  “You’ll get varicose veins, like me,” said Anna. “That’s what the Frau’s got, too. No wonder the baby doesn’t come! All her swelling’s got into her legs.” And Hans was immensely interested.


  During the morning business was comparatively slack. Sabina answered the shop bell, attended to a few customers who drank a liqueur to warm their stomachs before the midday meal, and ran upstairs now and again to ask [109] the Frau if she wanted anything. But in the afternoon six or seven choice spirits played cards, and everybody who was anybody drank tea or coffee.


  “Sabina … Sabina ….”


  She flew from one table to the other, counting out handfuls of small change, giving orders to Anna through the “slide,” helping the men with their heavy coats, always with that magical child air about her, that delightful sense of perpetually attending a party.


  “How is the Frau Lehmann?” the women would whisper.


  “She feels rather low, but as well as can be expected,” Sabina would answer, nodding confidentially.


  Frau Lehmann’s bad time was approaching. Anna and her friends referred to it as her “journey to Rome,” and Sabina longed to ask questions, yet, being ashamed of her [110] ignorance, was silent, trying to puzzle it out for herself. She knew practically nothing except that the Frau had a baby inside her, which had to come out—very painful indeed. One could not have one without a husband—that also she realised. But what had the man got to do with it? So she wondered as she sat mending tea towels in the evening, head bent over her work, light shining on her brown curls. Birth—what was it? wondered Sabina. Death—such a simple thing. She had a little picture of her dead grandmother dressed in a black silk frock, tired hands clasping the crucifix that dragged between her flattened breasts, mouth curiously tight, yet almost secretly smiling. But the grandmother had been born once—that was the important fact.


  As she sat there one evening, thinking, [111] the Young Man entered the café, and called for a glass of port wine. Sabina rose slowly. The long day and the hot room made her feel a little languid, but as she poured out the wine she felt the Young Man’s eyes fixed on her, looked down at him and dimpled.


  “It’s cold out,” she said, corking the bottle.


  The Young Man ran his hands through his snow-powdered hair and laughed.


  “I wouldn’t call it exactly tropical,” he said. “But you’re very snug in here—look as though you’ve been asleep.”


  Very languid felt Sabina in the hot room, and the Young Man’s voice was strong and deep. She thought she had never seen anybody who looked so strong—as though he could take up [112] the table in one hand—and his restless gaze wandering over her face and figure gave her a curious thrill deep in her body, half pleasure, half pain…. She wanted to stand there, close beside him, while he drank his wine. A little silence followed. Then he took a book out of his pocket, and Sabina went back to her sewing. Sitting there in the corner, she listened to the sound of the leaves being turned and the loud ticking of the clock that hung over the gilt mirror. She wanted to look at him again—there was a something about him, in his deep voice, even in the way his clothes fitted. From the room above she heard the heavy, dragging sound of Frau Lehmann’s footsteps, and again the old thoughts worried Sabina. If she herself should one day look like that—feel like that! Yet it would be very sweet to have a [113] little baby to dress and jump up and down.


  “Fräulein—what’s your name—what are you smiling at?” called the Young Man.


  She blushed and looked up, hands quiet in her lap, looked across the empty tables and shook her head.


  “Come here, and I’ll show you a picture,” he commanded.


  She went and stood beside him. He opened the book, and Sabina saw a coloured sketch of a naked girl sitting on the edge of a great, crumpled bed, a man’s opera hat on the back of her head.


  He put his hand over the body, leaving only the face exposed, then scrutinised Sabina closely.


  “Well?”


  “What do you mean?” she asked, knowing perfectly well.


  [114] “Why, it might be your own photograph—the face, I mean—that’s as far as I can judge.”


  “But the hair’s done differently,” said Sabina, laughing. She threw back her head, and the laughter bubbled in her round, white throat.


  “It’s a rather nice picture, don’t you think?” he asked. But she was looking at a curious ring he wore on the hand that covered the girl’s body, and only nodded.


  “Ever seen anything like it before?”


  “Oh, there’s plenty of those funny ones in the illustrated papers.”


  “How would you like to have your picture taken that way?”


  “Me? I’d never let anybody see it. Besides, I haven’t got a hat like that!”


  “That’s easily remedied.”


  Again a little silence, broken by Anna throwing up the slide.


  [115] Sabina ran into the kitchen.


  “Here, take this milk and egg up to the Frau,” said Anna. “Who’ve you got in there?”


  “Got such a funny man! I think he’s a little gone here,” tapping her forehead.


  Upstairs in the ugly room the Frau sat sewing, a black shawl round her shoulders, her feet encased in red woollen slippers. The girl put the milk on a table by her, then stood, polishing a spoon on her apron.


  “Nothing else?”


  “Na,” said the Frau, heaving up in her chair. “Where’s my man?”


  “He’s playing cards over at Snipold’s. Do you want him?”


  “Dear heaven, leave him alone. I’m nothing. I don’t matter…. And the whole day waiting here.”


  Her hand shook as she wiped the rim of the glass with her fat finger.


  [116] “Shall I help you to bed?”


  “You go downstairs, leave me alone. Tell Anna not to let Hans grub the sugar—give him one on the ear.”


  “Ugly—ugly—ugly,” muttered Sabina, returning to the café where the Young Man stood coat-buttoned, ready for departure.


  “I’ll come again to-morrow,” said he. “Don’t twist your hair back so tightly; it will lose all its curl.”


  “Well, you are a funny one,” she said. “Good-night.”


  By the time Sabina was ready for bed Anna was snoring. She brushed out her long hair and gathered it in her hands…. Perhaps it would be a pity if it lost all its curl. Then she looked down at her straight chemise, and drawing it off, sat down on the side of the bed.


  “I wish,” she whispered, smiling [117] sleepily, “there was a great big looking-glass in this room.”


  Lying down in the darkness, she hugged her little body.


  “I wouldn’t be the Frau for one hundred marks—not for a thousand marks. To look like that.”


  And, half-dreaming, she imagined herself heaving up in her chair with the port wine bottle in her hand as the Young Man entered the café.


  Cold and dark the next morning. Sabina woke, tired, feeling as though something heavy had been pressing under her heart all night. There was a sound of footsteps shuffling along the passage. Herr Lehmann! She must have overslept herself. Yes, he was rattling the door-handle.


  “One moment, one moment,” she called, dragging on her stockings.


  “Bina, tell Anna to go to the Frau—[118]but quickly. I must ride for the nurse.”


  “Yes, yes!” she cried. “Has it come?”


  But he had gone, and she ran over to Anna and shook her by the shoulder.


  “The Frau—the baby—Herr Lehmann for the nurse,” she stuttered.


  “Name of God!” said Anna, flinging herself out of bed.


  No complaints to-day. Importance—enthusiasm in Anna’s whole bearing.


  “You run downstairs and light the oven. Put on a pan of water”—speaking to an imaginary sufferer as she fastened her blouse—“Yes, yes, I know—we must be worse before we are better—I’m coming—patience.”


  It was dark all that day. Lights were turned on immediately the café opened, and business was very brisk. Anna, turned out of the Frau’s room [119] by the nurse, refused to work, and sat in a corner nursing herself, listening to sounds overhead. Hans was more sympathetic than Sabina. He also forsook work, and stood by the window, picking his nose.


  “But why must I do everything?” said Sabina, washing glasses. “I can’t help the Frau; she oughtn’t to take such a time about it.”


  “Listen,” said Anna, “they’ve moved her into the back bedroom above here, so as not to disturb the people. That was a groan—that one!”


  “Two small beers,” shouted Herr Lehmann through the slide.


  “One moment, one moment.”


  At eight o’clock the café was deserted. Sabina sat down in the corner without her sewing. Nothing seemed to have happened to the Frau. A doctor had come—that was all.


  [120] “Ach,” said Sabina. “I think no more of it. I listen no more. Ach, I would like to go away—I hate this talk. I will not hear it. No, it is too much.” She leaned both elbows on the table—cupped her face in her hands and pouted.


  But the outer door suddenly opening, she sprang to her feet and laughed. It was the Young Man again. He ordered more port, and brought no book this time.


  “Don’t go and sit miles away,” he grumbled. “I want to be amused. And here, take my coat. Can’t you dry it somewhere?—snowing again.”


  “There’s a warm place—the ladies’ cloak-room,” she said. “I’ll take it in there—just by the kitchen.”


  She felt better, and quite happy again.


  “I’ll come with you,” he said.


  “I’ll see where you put it.”


  [121] And that did not seem at all extraordinary. She laughed and beckoned to him.


  “In here,” she cried. “Feel how warm. I’ll put more wood on that oven. It doesn’t matter, they’re all busy upstairs.”


  She knelt down on the floor, and thrust the wood into the oven, laughing at her own wicked extravagance.


  The Frau was forgotten, the stupid day was forgotten. Here was someone beside her laughing, too. They were together in the little warm room stealing Herr Lehmann’s wood. It seemed the most exciting adventure in the world. She wanted to go on laughing—or burst out crying—or—or—catch hold of the Young Man.


  “What a fire,” she shrieked, stretching out her hands.


  “Here’s a hand; pull up,” said the [122] Young Man. “There, now, you’ll catch it to-morrow.”


  They stood opposite to each other, hands still clinging. And again that strange tremor thrilled Sabina.


  “Look here,” he said roughly, “are you a child, or are you playing at being one?”


  “I—I——”


  Laughter ceased. She looked up at him once, then down at the floor, and began breathing like a frightened little animal.


  He pulled her closer still and kissed her mouth. “Na, what are you doing—what are you doing?” she whispered.


  He let go her hands, he placed his on her breasts, and the room seemed to swim round Sabina. Suddenly, from the room above, a frightful, tearing shriek.


  [123] She wrenched herself away, tightened herself, drew herself up.


  “Who did that—who made that noise?”


  • • • • • •


  In the silence the thin wailing of a baby.


  “Achk!” shrieked Sabina, rushing from the room.


  [New Age, July 7, 1910]


  []


  The Luft Bad


  [125] I think it must be the umbrellas which make us look ridiculous.


  When I was admitted into the enclosure for the first time, and saw my fellow-bathers walking about very nearly “in their nakeds,” it struck me that the umbrellas gave a distinctly “Little Black Sambo” touch.


  Ridiculous dignity in holding over yourself a green cotton thing with a red parroquet handle when you are dressed in nothing larger than a handkerchief.


  There are no trees in the “Luft Bad.” It boasts a collection of plain, wooden cells, a bath shelter, two swings and two odd clubs—one, presumably the lost property of Hercules [126] or the German army, and the other to be used with safety in the cradle.


  And there in all weathers we take the air—walking, or sitting in little companies talking over each other’s ailments and measurements and “ills the flesh is heir to.”


  A high wooden wall compasses us all about; above it the pine-trees look down a little superciliously, nudging each other in a way that is peculiarly trying to a débutante. Over the wall, on the right side, is the men’s section. We hear them chopping down trees and sawing through planks, dashing heavy weights to the ground, and singing part songs. Yes, they take it far more seriously.


  On the first day I was conscious of my legs, and went back into my cell three times to look at my watch, but when a woman with whom I had [127] played chess for three weeks cut me dead, I took heart and joined a circle.


  We lay curled on the ground while a Hungarian lady of immense proportions told us what a beautiful tomb she had bought for her second husband.


  “A vault it is,” she said, “with nice black railings. And so large that I can go down there and walk about. Both their photographs are there, with two very handsome wreaths sent me by my first husband’s brother. There is an enlargement of a family group photograph, too, and an illuminated address presented to my first husband on his marriage. I am often there; it makes such a pleasant excursion for a fine Saturday afternoon.”


  She suddenly lay down flat on her back, took in six long breaths, and sat up again.


  “The death agony was dreadful,” [128] she said brightly; “of the second, I mean. The ‘first’ was run into by a furniture waggon, and had fifty marks stolen out of a new waistcoat pocket, but the ‘second’ was dying for sixty-seven hours. I never ceased crying once—not even to put the children to bed.”


  A young Russian, with a “bang” curl on her forehead, turned to me.


  “Can you do the ‘Salome’ dance?” she asked. “I can.”


  “How delightful,” I said.


  “Shall I do it now? Would you like to see me?”


  She sprang to her feet, executed a series of amazing contortions for the next ten minutes, and then paused, panting, twisting her long hair.


  “Isn’t that nice?” she said. “And now I am perspiring so splendidly. I shall go and take a bath.”


  [129] Opposite me was the brownest woman I have ever seen, lying on her back, her arms clasped over her head.


  “How long have you been here to-day?” she was asked.


  “Oh, I spend the day here now,” she answered. “I am making my own ‘cure,’ and living entirely on raw vegetables and nuts, and each day I feel my spirit is stronger and purer. After all, what can you expect? The majority of us are walking about with pig corpuscles and oxen fragments in our brain. The wonder is the world is as good as it is. Now I live on the simple, provided food”—she pointed to a little bag beside her—“a lettuce, a carrot, a potato, and some nuts are ample, rational nourishment. I wash them under the tap and eat them raw, just as they come from the harmless earth—fresh and uncontaminated.”


  [130] “Do you take nothing else all day?” I cried.


  “Water. And perhaps a banana if I wake in the night.” She turned round and leaned on one elbow. “You over-eat yourself dreadfully,” she said; “shamelessly! How can you expect the Flame of the Spirit to burn brightly under layers of superfluous flesh?”


  I wished she would not stare at me, and thought of going to look at my watch again when a little girl wearing a string of coral beads joined us.


  “The poor Frau Hauptmann cannot join us to-day,” she said; “she has come out in spots all over on account of her nerves. She was very excited yesterday after having written two post-cards.”


  “A delicate woman,” volunteered the Hungarian, “but pleasant. Fancy, she has a separate plate for each of her [131] front teeth! But she has no right to let her daughters wear such short sailor suits. They sit about on benches, crossing their legs in a most shameless manner. What are you going to do this afternoon, Fräulein Anna?”


  “Oh,” said the Coral Necklace, “the Herr Oberleutnant has asked me to go with him to Landsdorf. He must buy some eggs there to take home to his mother. He saves a penny on eight eggs by knowing the right peasants to bargain with.”


  “Are you an American?” said the Vegetable Lady, turning to me.


  “No.”


  “Then you are an Englishwoman?”


  “Well, hardly——”


  “You must be one of the two; you cannot help it. I have seen you walking alone several times. You wear your——”


  [132] I got up and climbed on to the swing. The air was sweet and cool, rushing past my body. Above, white clouds trailed delicately through the blue sky. From the pine forest streamed a wild perfume, the branches swayed together, rhythmically, sonorously. I felt so light and free and happy—so childish! I wanted to poke my tongue out at the circle on the grass, who, drawing close together, were whispering meaningly.


  “Perhaps you do not know,” cried a voice from one of the cells, “to swing is very upsetting for the stomach? A friend of mine could keep nothing down for three weeks after exciting herself so.”


  I went to the bath shelter and was hosed.


  As I dressed, someone tapped on the wall.


  “Do you know,” said a voice, “there [133] is a man who lives in the Luft Bad next door? He buries himself up to the armpits in mud and refuses to believe in the Trinity.”


  The umbrellas are the saving grace of the Luft Bad. Now, when I go, I take my husband’s “storm gamp” and sit in a corner, hiding behind it.


  Not that I am in the least ashamed of my legs.


  [New Age, March 24, 1910]


  []


  A Birthday


  [135] Andreas Binzer woke slowly. He turned over on the narrow bed and stretched himself—yawned—opening his mouth as widely as possible and bringing his teeth together afterwards with a sharp “click.” The sound of that click fascinated him; he repeated it quickly several times, with a snapping movement of the jaws. What teeth! he thought. Sound as a bell, every man jack of them. Never had one out, never had one stopped. That comes of no tomfoolery in eating, and a good, regular brushing night and morning. He raised himself on his left elbow and waved his right arm over the side of the bed to feel for the chair where he put his watch and chain [136] overnight. No chair was there—of course, he’d forgotten, there wasn’t a chair in this wretched spare room. Had to put the confounded thing under his pillow. “Half-past eight, Sunday, breakfast at nine—time for the bath”—his brain ticked to the watch. He sprang out of bed and went over to the window. The venetian blind was broken, hung fan-shaped over the upper pane…. “That blind must be mended. I’ll get the office boy to drop in and fix it on his way home to-morrow—he’s a good hand at blinds. Give him twopence and he’ll do it as well as a carpenter…. Anna could do it herself if she was all right. So would I, for the matter of that, but I don’t like to trust myself on rickety step-ladders.” He looked up at the sky: it shone, strangely white, unflecked with cloud; [137] he looked down at the row of garden strips and backyards. The fence of these gardens was built along the edge of a gully, spanned by an iron suspension bridge, and the people had a wretched habit of throwing their empty tins over the fence into the gully. Just like them, of course! Andreas started counting the tins, and decided, viciously, to write a letter to the papers about it and sign it—sign it in full.


  The servant girl came out of their back door into the yard, carrying his boots. She threw one down on the ground, thrust her hand into the other, and stared at it, sucking in her cheeks. Suddenly she bent forward, spat on the toecap, and started polishing with a brush rooted out of her apron pocket…. “Slut of a girl! Heaven knows what infectious disease may be breeding [138] now in that boot. Anna must get rid of that girl—even if she has to do without one for a bit—as soon as she’s up and about again. The way she chucked one boot down and then spat upon the other! She didn’t care whose boots she’d got hold of. She had no false notions of the respect due to the master of the house.” He turned away from the window and switched his bath towel from the washstand rail, sick at heart. “I’m too sensitive for a man—that’s what’s the matter with me. Have been from the beginning, and will be to the end.”


  There was a gentle knock at the door and his mother came in. She closed the door after her and leant against it. Andreas noticed that her cap was crooked, and a long tail of hair hung over her shoulder. He went forward and kissed her.


  [139] “Good-morning, mother; how’s Anna?”


  The old woman spoke quickly, clasping and unclasping her hands.


  “Andreas, please go to Doctor Erb as soon as you are dressed.”


  “Why,” he said, “is she bad?”


  Frau Binzer nodded, and Andreas, watching her, saw her face suddenly change; a fine network of wrinkles seemed to pull over it from under the skin surface.


  “Sit down on the bed a moment,” he said. “Been up all night?”


  “Yes. No, I won’t sit down, I must go back to her. Anna has been in pain all night. She wouldn’t have you disturbed before because she said you looked so run down yesterday. You told her you had caught a cold and been very worried.”


  Straightway Andreas felt that he was being accused.


  [140] “Well, she made me tell her, worried it out of me; you know the way she does.”


  Again Frau Binzer nodded.


  “Oh yes, I know. She says, is your cold better, and there’s a warm undervest for you in the left-hand corner of the big drawer.”


  Quite automatically Andreas cleared his throat twice.


  “Yes,” he answered. “Tell her my throat certainly feels looser. I suppose I’d better not disturb her?”


  “No, and besides, time, Andreas.”


  “I’ll be ready in five minutes.”


  They went into the passage. As Frau Binzer opened the door of the front bedroom, a long wail came from the room.


  That shocked and terrified Andreas. He dashed into the bathroom, turned on both taps as far as they would go, [141] cleaned his teeth and pared his nails while the water was running.


  “Frightful business, frightful business,” he heard himself whispering. “And I can’t understand it. It isn’t as though it were her first—it’s her third. Old Shäfer told me, yesterday, his wife simply ‘dropped’ her fourth. Anna ought to have had a qualified nurse. Mother gives way to her. Mother spoils her. I wonder what she meant by saying I’d worried Anna yesterday. Nice remark to make to a husband at a time like this. Unstrung, I suppose—and my sensitiveness again.”


  When he went into the kitchen for his boots, the servant girl was bent over the stove, cooking breakfast. “Breathing into that, now, I suppose,” thought Andreas, and was very short with the servant girl. She did not [142] notice. She was full of terrified joy and importance in the goings on upstairs. She felt she was learning the secrets of life with every breath she drew. Had laid the table that morning saying, “Boy,” as she put down the first dish, “Girl,” as she placed the second—it had worked out with the saltspoon to “Boy.” “For two pins I’d tell the master that, to comfort him, like,” she decided. But the master gave her no opening.


  “Put an extra cup and saucer on the table,” he said; “the doctor may want some coffee.”


  “The doctor, sir?” The servant girl whipped a spoon out of a pan, and spilt two drops of grease on the stove. “Shall I fry something extra?” But the master had gone, slamming the door after him. He walked down the street—there was nobody about at all[143]—dead and alive this place on a Sunday morning. As he crossed the suspension bridge a strong stench of fennel and decayed refuse streamed from the gully, and again Andreas began concocting a letter. He turned into the main road. The shutters were still up before the shops. Scraps of newspaper, hay, and fruit skins strewed the pavement; the gutters were choked with the leavings of Saturday night. Two dogs sprawled in the middle of the road, scuffling and biting. Only the public-house at the corner was open; a young barman slopped water over the doorstep.


  Fastidiously, his lips curling, Andreas picked his way through the water. “Extraordinary how I am noticing things this morning. It’s partly the effect of Sunday. I loathe a Sunday when Anna’s tied by the leg and the [144] children are away. On Sunday a man has the right to expect his family. Everything here’s filthy, the whole place might be down with the plague, and will be, too, if this street’s not swept away. I’d like to have a hand on the government ropes.” He braced his shoulders. “Now for this doctor.”


  “Doctor Erb is at breakfast,” the maid informed him. She showed him into the waiting-room, a dark and musty place, with some ferns under a glass-case by the window. “He says he won’t be a minute, please, sir, and there is a paper on the table.”


  “Unhealthy hole,” thought Binzer, walking over to the window and drumming his fingers on the glass fern-shade. “At breakfast, is he? That’s the mistake I made: turning out early on an empty stomach.”


  A milk cart rattled down the street, [145] the driver standing at the back, cracking a whip; he wore an immense geranium flower stuck in the lapel of his coat. Firm as a rock he stood, bending back a little in the swaying cart. Andreas craned his neck to watch him all the way down the road, even after he had gone, listening for the sharp sound of those rattling cans.


  “H’m, not much wrong with him,” he reflected. “Wouldn’t mind a taste of that life myself. Up early, work all over by eleven o’clock, nothing to do but loaf about all day until milking time.” Which he knew was an exaggeration, but he wanted to pity himself.


  The maid opened the door, and stood aside for Doctor Erb. Andreas wheeled round; the two men shook hands.


  “Well, Binzer,” said the doctor [146] jovially, brushing some crumbs from a pearl-coloured waistcoat, “son and heir becoming importunate?”


  Up went Binzer’s spirits with a bound. Son and heir, by Jove! He was glad to have to deal with a man again. And a sane fellow this, who came across this sort of thing every day of the week.


  “That’s about the measure of it, Doctor,” he answered, smiling and picking up his hat. “Mother dragged me out of bed this morning with imperative orders to bring you along.”


  “Gig will be round in a minute. Drive back with me, won’t you? Extraordinary, sultry day; you’re as red as a beetroot already.”


  Andreas affected to laugh. The doctor had one annoying habit—imagined he had the right to poke fun at everybody simply because he was a [147] doctor. “The man’s riddled with conceit, like all these professionals,” Andreas decided.


  “What sort of a night did Frau Binzer have?” asked the doctor. “Ah, here’s the gig. Tell me on the way up. Sit as near the middle as you can, will you, Binzer? Your weight tilts it over a bit one side—that’s the worst of you successful business men.”


  “Two stone heavier than I, if he’s a pound,” thought Andreas. “The man may be all right in his profession—but heaven preserve me.”


  “Off you go, my beauty.” Doctor Erb flicked the little brown mare. “Did your wife get any sleep last night?”


  “No; I don’t think she did,” answered Andreas shortly. “To tell you the truth, I’m not satisfied that she hasn’t a nurse.”


  “Oh, your mother’s worth a dozen [148] nurses,” cried the doctor, with immense gusto. “To tell you the truth, I’m not keen on nurses—too raw—raw as rump-steak. They wrestle for a baby as though they were wrestling with Death for the body of Patroclus…. Ever seen that picture by an English artist. Leighton? Wonderful thing—full of sinew!”


  “There he goes again,” thought Andreas, “airing off his knowledge to make a fool of me.”


  “Now your mother—she’s firm—she’s capable. Does what she’s told with a fund of sympathy. Look at these shops we’re passing—they’re festering sores. How on earth this government can tolerate——”


  “They’re not so bad—sound enough—only want a coat of paint.”


  The doctor whistled a little tune and flicked the mare again.


  [149] “Well, I hope the young shaver won’t give his mother too much trouble,” he said. “Here we are.”


  A skinny little boy, who had been sliding up and down the back seat of the gig, sprang out and held the horse’s head. Andreas went straight into the dining-room and left the servant girl to take the doctor upstairs. He sat down, poured out some coffee, and bit through half a roll before helping himself to fish. Then he noticed there was no hot plate for the fish—the whole house was at sixes and sevens. He rang the bell, but the servant girl came in with a tray holding a bowl of soup and a hot plate.


  “I’ve been keeping them on the stove,” she simpered.


  “Ah, thanks, that’s very kind of you.” As he swallowed the soup his heart warmed to this fool of a girl.


  [150] “Oh, it’s a good thing Doctor Erb has come,” volunteered the servant girl, who was bursting for want of sympathy.


  “H’m, h’m,” said Andreas.


  She waited a moment, expectantly, rolling her eyes, then in full loathing of menkind went back to the kitchen and vowed herself to sterility.


  Andreas cleared the soup bowl, and cleared the fish. As he ate, the room slowly darkened. A faint wind sprang up and beat the tree branches against the window. The dining-room looked over the breakwater of the harbour, and the sea swung heavily in rolling waves. Wind crept round the house, moaning drearily.


  “We’re in for a storm. That means I’m boxed up here all day. Well, there’s one blessing; it’ll clear the air.” He heard the servant girl rushing [151] importantly round the house, slamming windows. Then he caught a glimpse of her in the garden, unpegging tea towels from the line across the lawn. She was a worker, there was no doubt about that. He took up a book, and wheeled his arm-chair over to the window. But it was useless. Too dark to read; he didn’t believe in straining his eyes, and gas at ten o’clock in the morning seemed absurd. So he slipped down in the chair, leaned his elbows on the padded arms and gave himself up, for once, to idle dreaming. “A boy? Yes, it was bound to be a boy this time….” “What’s your family, Binzer?” “Oh, I’ve two girls and a boy!” A very nice little number. Of course he was the last man to have a favourite child, but a man needed a son. “I’m working up the business for my son! Binzer & [152] Son! It would mean living very tight for the next ten years, cutting expenses as fine as possible; and then——”


  A tremendous gust of wind sprang upon the house, seized it, shook it, dropped, only to grip the more tightly. The waves swelled up along the break-water and were whipped with broken foam. Over the white sky flew tattered streamers of grey cloud.


  Andreas felt quite relieved to hear Doctor Erb coming down the stairs; he got up and lit the gas.


  “Mind if I smoke in here?” asked Doctor Erb, lighting a cigarette before Andreas had time to answer. “You don’t smoke, do you? No time to indulge in pernicious little habits!”


  “How is she now?” asked Andreas, loathing the man.


  “Oh, well as can be expected, poor little soul. She begged me to come [153] down and have a look at you. Said she knew you were worrying.” With laughing eyes the doctor looked at the breakfast-table. “Managed to peck a bit, I see, eh?”


  “Hoo-wih!” shouted the wind, shaking the window-sashes.


  “Pity, this weather,” said Doctor Erb.


  “Yes, it gets on Anna’s nerves, and it’s just nerve she wants.”


  “Eh, what’s that?” retorted the doctor. “Nerve! Man alive! She’s got twice the nerve of you and me rolled into one. Nerve! she’s nothing but nerve. A woman who works as she does about the house and has three children in four years thrown in with the dusting, so to speak!”


  He pitched his half-smoked cigarette into the fireplace and frowned at the window.


  [154] “Now he’s accusing me,” thought Andreas. “That’s the second time this morning—first mother and now this man taking advantage of my sensitiveness.” He could not trust himself to speak, and rang the bell for the servant girl.


  “Clear away the breakfast things,” he ordered. “I can’t have them messing about on the table till dinner!”


  “Don’t be hard on the girl,” coaxed Doctor Erb. “She’s got twice the work to do to-day.”


  At that Binzer’s anger blazed out.


  “I’ll trouble you, Doctor, not to interfere between me and my servants!” And he felt a fool at the same moment for not saying “servant.”


  Doctor Erb was not perturbed. He shook his head, thrust his hands into his pockets, and began balancing himself on toe and heel.


  [155] “You’re jagged by the weather,” he said wryly, “nothing else. A great pity—this storm. You know climate has an immense effect upon birth. A fine day perks a woman—gives her heart for her business. Good weather is as necessary to a confinement as it is to a washing day. Not bad—that last remark of mine—for a professional fossil, eh?”


  Andreas made no reply.


  “Well, I’ll be getting back to my patient. Why don’t you take a walk, and clear your head? That’s the idea for you.”


  “No,” he answered, “I won’t do that; it’s too rough.”


  He went back to his chair by the window. While the servant girl cleared away he pretended to read … then his dreams! It seemed years since he had had the time to himself [156] to dream like that—he never had a breathing space. Saddled with work all day, and couldn’t shake it off in the evening, like other men. Besides, Anna was interested—they talked of practically nothing else together. Excellent mother she’d make for a boy; she had a grip of things.


  Church bells started ringing through the windy air, now sounding as though from very far away, then again as though all the churches in the town had been suddenly transplanted into their street. They stirred something in him, those bells, something vague and tender. Just about that time Anna would call him from the hall. “Andreas, come and have your coat brushed. I’m ready.” Then off they would go, she hanging on his arm, and looking up at him. She certainly was a little thing. He remembered once [157] saying when they were engaged, “Just as high as my heart,” and she had jumped on to a stool and pulled his head down, laughing. A kid in those days, younger than her children in nature, brighter, more “go” and “spirit” in her. The way she’d run down the road to meet him after business! And the way she laughed when they were looking for a house. By Jove! that laugh of hers! At the memory he grinned, then grew suddenly grave. Marriage certainly changed a woman far more than it did a man. Talk about sobering down. She had lost all her go in two months! Well, once this boy business was over she’d get stronger. He began to plan a little trip for them. He’d take her away and they’d loaf about together somewhere. After all, dash it, they were young still. She’d got into a [158] groove; he’d have to force her out of it, that’s all.


  He got up and went into the drawing-room, carefully shut the door and took Anna’s photograph from the top of the piano. She wore a white dress with a big bow of some soft stuff under the chin, and stood, a little stiffly, holding a sheaf of artificial poppies and corn in her hands. Delicate she looked even then; her masses of hair gave her that look. She seemed to droop under the heavy braids of it, and yet she was smiling. Andreas caught his breath sharply. She was his wife—that girl. Posh! it had only been taken four years ago. He held it close to him, bent forward and kissed it. Then rubbed the glass with the back of his hand. At that moment, fainter than he had heard it in the passage, more terrifying, Andreas heard again that [159] wailing cry. The wind caught it up in mocking echo, blew it over the house-tops, down the street, far away from him. He flung out his arms, “I’m so damnably helpless,” he said, and then, to the picture, “Perhaps it’s not as bad as it sounds; perhaps it is just my sensitiveness.” In the half light of the drawing-room the smile seemed to deepen in Anna’s portrait, and to become secret, even cruel. “No,” he reflected, “that smile is not at all her happiest expression—it was a mistake to let her have it taken smiling like that. She doesn’t look like my wife—like the mother of my son.” Yes, that was it, she did not look like the mother of a son who was going to be a partner in the firm. The picture got on his nerves; he held it in different lights, looked at it from a distance, sideways, spent, it seemed to [160] Andreas afterwards, a whole lifetime trying to fit it in. The more he played with it the deeper grew his dislike of it. Thrice he carried it over to the fireplace and decided to chuck it behind the Japanese umbrella in the grate; then he thought it absurd to waste an expensive frame. There was no good in beating about the bush. Anna looked like a stranger—abnormal, a freak—it might be a picture taken just before or after death.


  Suddenly he realised that the wind had dropped, that the whole house was still, terribly still. Cold and pale, with a disgusting feeling that spiders were creeping up his spine and across his face, he stood in the centre of the drawing-room, hearing Doctor Erb’s footsteps descending the stairs.


  He saw Doctor Erb come into the room; the room seemed to change into [161] a great glass bowl that spun round, and Doctor Erb seemed to swim through this glass bowl towards him, like a goldfish in a pearl-coloured waistcoat.


  “My beloved wife has passed away!” He wanted to shout it out before the doctor spoke.


  “Well, she’s hooked a boy this time!” said Doctor Erb. Andreas staggered forward.


  “Look out. Keep on your pins,” said Doctor Erb, catching Binzer’s arm, and murmuring, as he felt it, “Flabby as butter.”


  A glow spread all over Andreas. He was exultant.


  “Well, by God! Nobody can accuse me of not knowing what suffering is,” he said.


  [New Age, May 18, 1911]


  []


  The Child-Who-Was-Tired


  [163] She was just beginning to walk along a little white road with tall black trees on either side, a little road that led to nowhere, and where nobody walked at all, when a hand gripped her shoulder, shook her, slapped her ear.


  “Oh, oh, don’t stop me,” cried the Child-Who-Was-Tired. “Let me go.”


  “Get up, you good-for-nothing brat,” said a voice; “get up and light the oven or I’ll shake every bone out of your body.”


  With an immense effort she opened her eyes, and saw the Frau standing by, the baby bundled under one arm. The three other children who shared the same bed with the Child-Who-Was-Tired, accustomed to brawls, slept on [164] peacefully. In a corner of the room the Man was fastening his braces.


  “What do you mean by sleeping like this the whole night through—like a sack of potatoes? You’ve let the baby wet his bed twice.”


  She did not answer, but tied her petticoat string, and buttoned on her plaid frock with cold, shaking fingers.


  “There, that’s enough. Take the baby into the kitchen with you, and heat that cold coffee on the spirit lamp for the master, and give him the loaf of black bread out of the table drawer. Don’t guzzle it yourself or I’ll know.”


  The Frau staggered across the room, flung herself on to her bed, drawing the pink bolster round her shoulders.


  It was almost dark in the kitchen. She laid the baby on the wooden settle, covering him with a shawl, then poured the coffee from the earthenware jug [165] into the saucepan, and set it on the spirit lamp to boil.


  “I’m sleepy,” nodded the Child-Who-Was-Tired, kneeling on the floor and splitting the damp pine logs into little chips. “That’s why I’m not awake.”


  The oven took a long time to light. Perhaps it was cold, like herself, and sleepy…. Perhaps it had been dreaming of a little white road with black trees on either side, a little road that led to nowhere.


  Then the door was pulled violently open and the Man strode in.


  “Here, what are you doing, sitting on the floor?” he shouted. “Give me my coffee. I’ve got to be off. Ugh! You haven’t even washed over the table.”


  She sprang to her feet, poured his coffee into an enamel cup, gave him bread and a knife, then, taking a wash [166] rag from the sink, smeared over the black linoleumed table.


  “Swine of a day—swine’s life,” mumbled the Man, sitting by the table and staring out of the window at the bruised sky, which seemed to bulge heavily over the dull land. He stuffed his mouth with bread and then swilled it down with the coffee.


  The Child drew a pail of water, turned up her sleeves, frowning the while at her arms, as if to scold them for being so thin, so much like little, stunted twigs, and began to mop over the floor.


  “Stop sousing about the water while I’m here,” grumbled the Man. “Stop the baby snivelling; it’s been going on like that all night.”


  The Child gathered the baby into her lap and sat rocking him.


  “Ts—ts—ts,” she said. “He’s [167] cutting his eye teeth, that’s what makes him cry so. And dribble—I never seen a baby dribble like this one.” She wiped his mouth and nose with a corner of her skirt. “Some babies get their teeth without you knowing it,” she went on, “and some take on this way all the time. I once heard of a baby that died, and they found all its teeth in its stomach.”


  The Man got up, unhooked his cloak from the back of the door, and flung it round him.


  “There’s another coming,” said he.


  “What—a tooth!” exclaimed the Child, startled for the first time that morning out of her dreadful heaviness, and thrusting her finger into the baby’s mouth.


  “No,” he said grimly, “another baby. Now, get on with your work; it’s time the others got up for school.”


  [168] She stood a moment quite silently, hearing his heavy steps on the stone passage, then the gravel walk, and finally the slam of the front gate.


  “Another baby! Hasn’t she finished having them yet?” thought the Child. “Two babies getting eye teeth—two babies to get up for in the night—two babies to carry about and wash their little piggy clothes!” She looked with horror at the one in her arms, who, seeming to understand the contemptuous loathing of her tired glance, doubled his fists, stiffened his body, and began violently screaming.


  “Ts—ts—ts.” She laid him on the settle and went back to her floor-washing. He never ceased crying for a moment, but she got quite used to it and kept time with her broom. Oh, how tired she was! Oh, the heavy broom handle and the burning spot [169] just at the back of her neck that ached so, and a funny little fluttering feeling just at the back of her waistband, as though something were going to break.


  The clock struck six. She set a pan of milk in the oven, and went into the next room to wake and dress the three children. Anton and Hans lay together in attitudes of mutual amity which certainly never existed out of their sleeping hours. Lena was curled up, her knees under her chin, only a straight, standing-up pigtail of hair showing above the bolster.


  “Get up,” cried the child, speaking in a voice of immense authority, pulling off the bedclothes and giving the boys sundry pokes and digs. “I’ve been calling you this last half-hour. It’s late, and I’ll tell on you if you don’t get dressed this minute.”


  Anton awoke sufficiently to turn [170] over and kick Hans on a tender part, whereupon Hans pulled Lena’s pigtail until she shrieked for her mother.


  “Oh, do be quiet,” whispered the Child. “Oh, do get up and dress. You know what will happen. There—I’ll help you.”


  But the warning came too late. The Frau got out of bed, walked in a determined fashion into the kitchen, returning with a bundle of twigs in her hand fastened together with a strong cord. One by one she laid the children across her knee and severely beat them, expending a final burst of energy on the Child-Who-Was-Tired, then returned to bed, with a comfortable sense of her maternal duties in good working order for the day. Very subdued, the three allowed themselves to be dressed and washed by the Child, who even laced the boys’ boots, having [171] found through experience that if left to themselves they hopped about for at least five minutes to find a comfortable ledge for their foot, and then spat on their hands and broke the bootlaces.


  While she gave them their breakfast they became uproarious, and the baby would not cease crying. When she filled the tin kettle with milk, tied on the rubber tit, and, first moistening it herself, tried with little coaxing words to make him drink, he threw the bottle on to the floor and trembled all over.


  “Eye teeth!” shouted Hans, hitting Anton over the head with his empty cup; “he’s getting the evil-eye teeth, I should say.”


  “Smarty!” retorted Lena, poking out her tongue at him, and then, when he promptly did the same, crying at the [172] top of her voice, “Mother, Hans is making faces at me!”


  “That’s right,” said Hans; “go on howling, and when you’re in bed to-night I’ll wait till you’re asleep, and then I’ll creep over and take a little tiny piece of your arm and twist and twist it until——” He leant over the table, making the most horrible faces at Lena, not noticing that Anton was standing behind his chair until the little boy bent over and spat on his brother’s shaven head.


  “Oh, weh! oh, weh!”


  The Child-Who-Was-Tired pushed and pulled them apart, muffled them into their coats, and drove them out of the house.


  “Hurry, hurry! the second bell’s rung,” she urged, knowing perfectly well she was telling a story, and rather exulting in the fact. She washed up [173] the breakfast things, then went down to the cellar to look out the potatoes and beetroot.


  Such a funny, cold place the coal cellar! With potatoes banked on one corner, beetroot in an old candle box, two tubs of sauerkraut, and a twisted mass of dahlia roots—that looked as real as though they were fighting one another, thought the Child.


  She gathered the potatoes into her skirt, choosing big ones with few eyes because they were easier to peel, and bending over the dull heap in the silent cellar, she began to nod.


  “Here, you, what are you doing down there?” cried the Frau, from the top of the stairs. “The baby’s fallen off the settle, and got a bump as big as an egg over his eye. Come up here, and I’ll teach you!”


  “It wasn’t me—it wasn’t me!” [174] screamed the Child, beaten from one side of the hall to the other, so that the potatoes and beetroot rolled out of her skirt.


  The Frau seemed to be as big as a giant, and there was a certain heaviness in all her movements that was terrifying to anyone so small.


  “Sit in the corner, and peel and wash the vegetables, and keep the baby quiet while I do the washing.”


  Whimpering, she obeyed, but as to keeping the baby quiet, that was impossible. His face was hot, little beads of sweat stood all over his head, and he stiffened his body and cried. She held him on her knees, with a pan of cold water beside her for the cleaned vegetables and the “ducks’ bucket” for the peelings.


  “Ts—ts—ts!” she crooned, scraping and boring; “there’s going to be [175] another soon, and you can’t both keep on crying. Why don’t you go to sleep, baby? I would, if I were you. I’ll tell you a dream. Once upon a time there was a little white road——”


  She shook back her head, a great lump ached in her throat and then the tears ran down her face on to the vegetables.


  “That’s no good,” said the Child, shaking them away. “Just stop crying until I’ve finished this, baby, and I’ll walk you up and down.”


  But by that time she had to peg out the washing for the Frau. A wind had sprung up. Standing on tiptoe in the yard, she almost felt she would be blown away. There was a bad smell coming from the ducks’ coop, which was half full of manure water, but away in the meadow she saw the grass blowing like little green hairs. And [176] she remembered having heard of a child who had once played for a whole day in just such a meadow with real sausages and beer for her dinner—and not a little bit of tiredness. Who had told her that story? She could not remember, and yet it was so plain.


  The wet clothes flapped in her face as she pegged them; danced and jigged on the line, bulged out and twisted. She walked back to the house with lagging steps, looking longingly at the grass in the meadow.


  “What must I do now, please?” she said.


  “Make the beds and hang the baby’s mattress out of the window, then get the waggon and take him for a little walk along the road. In front of the house, mind—where I can see you. Don’t stand there, gaping! Then [177] come in when I call you and help me cut up the salad.”


  When she had made the beds the Child stood and looked at them. Gently she stroked a pillow with her hand, and then, just for one moment, let her head rest there. Again the smarting lump in her throat, the stupid tears that fell and kept on falling as she dressed the baby and dragged the little waggon up and down the road.


  A man passed, driving a bullock waggon. He wore a long, queer feather in his hat, and whistled as he passed. Two girls with bundles on their shoulders came walking out of the village—one wore a red handkerchief about her head and one a blue. They were laughing and holding each other by the hand. Then the sun pushed by a heavy fold of grey cloud [178] and spread a warm yellow light over everything.


  “Perhaps,” thought the Child-Who-Was-Tired, “if I walked far enough up this road I might come to a little white one, with tall black trees on either side—a little road——”


  “Salad, salad!” cried the Frau’s voice from the house.


  Soon the children came home from school, dinner was eaten, the Man took the Frau’s share of pudding as well as his own, and the three children seemed to smear themselves all over with whatever they ate. Then more dish-washing and more cleaning and baby-minding. So the afternoon dragged coldly through.


  Old Frau Grathwohl came in with a fresh piece of pig’s flesh for the Frau, and the Child listened to them gossiping together.


  [179] “Frau Manda went on her ‘journey to Rome’ last night, and brought back a daughter. How are you feeling?”


  “I was sick twice this morning,” said the Frau. “My insides are all twisted up with having children too quickly.”


  “I see you’ve got a new help,” commented old Mother Grathwohl.


  “Oh, dear Lord”—the Frau lowered her voice—“don’t you know her? She’s the free-born one—daughter of the waitress at the railway station. They found her mother trying to squeeze her head in the wash-hand jug, and the child’s half silly.”


  “Ts—ts—ts!” whispered the “freeborn” one to the baby.


  As the day drew in the Child-Who-Was-Tired did not know how to fight her sleepiness any longer. She was afraid to sit down or stand still. As [180] she sat at supper the Man and the Frau seemed to swell to an immense size as she watched them, and then become smaller than dolls, with little voices that seemed to come from outside the window. Looking at the baby, it suddenly had two heads, and then no head. Even his crying made her feel worse. When she thought of the nearness of bedtime she shook all over with excited joy. But as eight o’clock approached there was the sound of wheels on the road, and presently in came a party of friends to spend the evening.


  Then it was:


  “Put on the coffee.”


  “Bring me the sugar tin.”


  “Carry the chairs out of the bedroom.”


  “Set the table.”


  And, finally, the Frau sent her into [181] the next room to keep the baby quiet.


  There was a little piece of candle burning in the enamel bracket. As she walked up and down she saw her great big shadow on the wall like a grown-up person with a grown-up baby. Whatever would it look like when she carried two babies so!


  “Ts—ts—ts! Once upon a time she was walking along a little white road, with oh! such great big black trees on either side.”


  “Here, you!” called the Frau’s voice, “bring me my new jacket from behind the door.” And as she took it into the warm room one of the women said, “She looks like an owl. Such children are seldom right in their heads.”


  “Why don’t you keep that baby quiet?” said the Man, who had just [182] drunk enough beer to make him feel very brave and master of his house.


  “If you don’t keep that baby quiet you’ll know why later on.”


  They burst out laughing as she stumbled back into the bedroom.


  “I don’t believe Holy Mary could keep him quiet,” she murmured. “Did Jesus cry like this when He was little? If I was not so tired perhaps I could do it; but the baby just knows that I want to go to sleep. And there is going to be another one.”


  She flung the baby on the bed, and stood looking at him with terror.


  From the next room there came the jingle of glasses and the warm sound of laughter.


  And she suddenly had a beautiful, marvellous idea.


  She laughed for the first time that day, and clapped her hands.


  [183] “Ts—ts—ts!” she said, “lie there, silly one; you will go to sleep. You’ll not cry any more or wake up in the night. Funny, little, ugly baby.”


  He opened his eyes, and shrieked loudly at the sight of the Child-Who-Was-Tired. From the next room she heard the Frau call out to her.


  “One moment—he is almost asleep,” she cried.


  And then gently, smiling, on tiptoe, she brought the pink bolster from the Frau’s bed and covered the baby’s face with it, pressed with all her might as he struggled, “like a duck with its head off, wriggling,” she thought.


  She heaved a long sigh, then fell back on to the floor, and was walking along a little white road with tall black trees on either side, a little road that led to nowhere, and where nobody walked at all—nobody at all.


  [New Age, February 24, 1910]


  []


  The Advanced Lady


  [185] “Do you think we might ask her to come with us,” said Fräulein Elsa, retying her pink sash ribbon before my mirror. “You know, although she is so intellectual, I cannot help feeling convinced that she has some secret sorrow. And Lisa told me this morning, as she was turning out my room, that she remains hours and hours by herself, writing; in fact Lisa says she is writing a book! I suppose that is why she never cares to mingle with us, and has so little time for her husband and the child.”


  “Well, you ask her,” said I. “I have never spoken to the lady.”


  Elsa blushed faintly. “I have only spoken to her once,” she confessed. [186] “I took her a bunch of wild flowers, to her room, and she came to the door in a white gown, with her hair loose. Never shall I forget that moment. She just took the flowers, and I heard her—because the door was not quite properly shut—I heard her, as I walked down the passage, saying ‘Purity, fragrance, the fragrance of purity and the purity of fragrance!’ It was wonderful!”


  At the moment Frau Kellermann knocked at the door.


  “Are you ready?” she said, coming into the room and nodding to us very genially. “The gentlemen are waiting on the steps, and I have asked the Advanced Lady to come with us.”


  “Na, how extraordinary!” cried Elsa. “But this moment the gnädige Frau and I were debating whether——”


  “Yes, I met her coming out of her [187] room and she said she was charmed with the idea. Like all of us, she has never been to Schlingen. She is downstairs now, talking to Herr Erchardt. I think we shall have a delightful afternoon.”


  “Is Fritzi waiting too?” asked Elsa.


  “Of course he is, dear child—as impatient as a hungry man listening for the dinner bell. Run along!”


  Elsa ran, and Frau Kellermann smiled at me significantly. In the past she and I had seldom spoken to each other, owing to the fact that her “one remaining joy”—her charming little Karl—had never succeeded in kindling into flame those sparks of maternity which are supposed to glow in great numbers upon the altar of every respectable female heart; but, in view of a premeditated journey [188] together, we became delightfully cordial.


  “For us,” she said, “there will be a double joy. We shall be able to watch the happiness of these two dear children, Elsa and Fritz. They only received the letters of blessing from their parents yesterday morning. It is a very strange thing, but whenever I am in the company of newly-engaged couples I blossom. Newly-engaged couples, mothers with first babies, and normal deathbeds, have precisely the same effect on me. Shall we join the others?”


  I was longing to ask her why normal deathbeds should cause anyone to burst into flower, and said, “Yes, do let us.”


  We were greeted by the little party of “cure guests” on the pension steps, with those cries of joy and excitement which herald so pleasantly the mildest [189] German excursion. Herr Erchardt and I had not met before that day, so, in accordance with strict pension custom, we asked each other how long we had slept during the night, had we dreamed agreeably, what time had we got up, was the coffee fresh when we had appeared at breakfast, and how had we passed the morning. Having toiled up these stairs of almost national politeness we landed, triumphant and smiling, and paused to recover breath.


  “And now,” said Herr Erchardt, “I have a pleasure in store for you. The Frau Professor is going to be one of us for the afternoon. Yes,” nodding graciously to the Advanced Lady. “Allow me to introduce you to each other.”


  We bowed very formally, and looked each other over with that eye which is known as “eagle” but is far more the [190] property of the female than that most unoffending of birds. “I think you are English?” said she. I acknowledged the fact. “I am reading a great many English books just now—rather, I am studying them.”


  “Nu,” cried Herr Erchardt. “Fancy that! What a bond already! I have made up my mind to know Shakespeare in his mother tongue before I die, but that you, Frau Professor, should be already immersed in those wells of English thought!”


  “From what I have read,” she said, “I do not think they are very deep wells.”


  He nodded sympathetically.


  “No,” he answered, “so I have heard…. But do not let us embitter our excursion for our little English friend. We will speak of this another time.”


  [191] “Nu, are we ready?” cried Fritz, who stood, supporting Elsa’s elbow in his hand, at the foot of the steps. It was immediately discovered that Karl was lost.


  “Ka-rl, Karl-chen!” we cried. No response.


  “But he was here one moment ago,” said Herr Langen, a tired, pale youth, who was recovering from a nervous breakdown due to much philosophy and little nourishment. “He was sitting here, picking out the works of his watch with a hairpin!”


  Frau Kellermann rounded on him. “Do you mean to say, my dear Herr Langen, you did not stop the child!”


  “No,” said Herr Langen; “I’ve tried stopping him before now.”


  “Da, that child has such energy; never is his brain at peace. If he is not doing one thing, he is doing another!”


  [192] “Perhaps he has started on the dining-room clock now,” suggested Herr Langen, abominably hopeful.


  The Advanced Lady suggested that we should go without him. “I never take my little daughter for walks,” she said. “I have accustomed her to sitting quietly in my bedroom from the time I go out until I return!”


  “There he is—there he is,” piped Elsa, and Karl was observed slithering down a chestnut-tree, very much the worse for twigs.


  “I’ve been listening to what you said about me, mumma,” he confessed, while Frau Kellermann brushed him down. “It was not true about the watch. I was only looking at it, and the little girl never stays in the bedroom. She told me herself she always goes down to the kitchen, and——”


  [193] “Da, that’s enough!” said Frau Kellermann.


  We marched en masse along the station road. It was a very warm afternoon, and continuous parties of “cure guests,” who were giving their digestions a quiet airing in pension gardens, called after us, asked if we were going for a walk, and cried, “Herr Gott—happy journey” with immense ill-concealed relish when we mentioned Schlingen.


  “But that is eight kilometres,” shouted one old man with a white beard, who leaned against a fence, fanning himself with a yellow handkerchief.


  “Seven and a half,” answered Herr Erchardt shortly.


  “Eight,” bellowed the sage.


  “Seven and a half!”


  “Eight!”


  [194] “The man is mad,” said Herr Erchardt.


  “Well, please let him be mad in peace,” said I, putting my hands over my ears.


  “Such ignorance must not be allowed to go uncontradicted,” said he, and turning his back on us, too exhausted to cry out any longer, he held up seven and a half fingers.


  “Eight!” thundered the greybeard, with pristine freshness.


  We felt very sobered, and did not recover until we reached a white signpost which entreated us to leave the road and walk through the field path—without trampling down more of the grass than was necessary. Being interpreted, it meant “single file,” which was distressing for Elsa and Fritz. Karl, like a happy child, gambolled ahead, and cut down as [195] many flowers as possible with the stick of his mother’s parasol—followed the three others—then myself—and the lovers in the rear. And above the conversation of the advance party I had the privilege of hearing these delicious whispers.


  Fritz: “Do you love me?” Elsa: “Nu—yes.” Fritz passionately: “But how much?” To which Elsa never replied—except with “How much do you love me?”


  Fritz escaped that truly Christian trap by saying, “I asked you first.”


  It grew so confusing that I slipped in front of Frau Kellermann—and walked in the peaceful knowledge that she was blossoming and I was under no obligation to inform even my nearest and dearest as to the precise capacity of my affections. “What right have they to ask each other such questions the day [196] after letters of blessing have been received?” I reflected. “What right have they even to question each other? Love which becomes engaged and married is a purely affirmative affair—they are usurping the privileges of their betters and wisers!”


  The edges of the field frilled over into an immense pine forest—very pleasant and cool it looked. Another signpost begged us to keep to the broad path for Schlingen and deposit waste paper and fruit peelings in wire receptacles attached to the benches for the purpose. We sat down on the first bench, and Karl with great curiosity explored the wire receptacle.


  “I love woods,” said the Advanced Lady, smiling pitifully into the air. “In a wood my hair already seems to stir and remember something of its savage origin.”


  [197] “But speaking literally,” said Frau Kellermann, after an appreciative pause, “there is really nothing better than the air of pine-trees for the scalp.”


  “Oh, Frau Kellermann, please don’t break the spell,” said Elsa.


  The Advanced Lady looked at her very sympathetically. “Have you, too, found the magic at the heart of Nature?” she said.


  That was Herr Langen’s cue. “Nature has no heart,” said he, very bitterly and readily, as people do who are over-philosophised and underfed. “She creates that she may destroy. She eats that she may spew up and she spews up that she may eat. That is why we, who are forced to eke out an existence at her trampling feet, consider the world mad, and realise the deadly vulgarity of production.”


  “Young man,” interrupted Herr [198] Erchardt, “you have never lived and you have never suffered!”


  “Oh, excuse me—how can you know?”


  “I know because you have told me, and there’s an end of it. Come back to this bench in ten years’ time and repeat those words to me,” said Frau Kellermann with an eye upon Fritz, who was engaged in counting Elsa’s fingers with passionate fervour—“and bring with you your young wife, Herr Langen, and watch, perhaps, your little child playing with——” She turned towards Karl, who had rooted an old illustrated paper out of the receptacle and was spelling over an advertisement for the enlargement of Beautiful Breasts.


  The sentence remained unfinished. We decided to move on. As we plunged more deeply into the wood our [199] spirits rose—reaching a point where they burst into song—on the part of the three men—“O Welt, wie bist du wunderbar!”—the lower part of which was piercingly sustained by Herr Langen, who attempted quite unsuccessfully to infuse satire into it in accordance with his—“world outlook.” They strode ahead and left us to trail after them—hot and happy.


  “Now is the opportunity,” said Frau Kellermann. “Dear Frau Professor, do tell as a little about your book.”


  “Ach, how did you know I was writing one?” she cried playfully.


  “Elsa, here, had it from Lisa. And never before have I personally known a woman who was writing a book. How do you manage to find enough to write down?”


  “That is never the trouble,” said [200] the Advanced Lady—she took Elsa’s arm and leaned on it gently. “The trouble is to know where to stop. My brain has been a hive for years, and about three months ago the pent-up waters burst over my soul, and since then I am writing all day until late into the night, still ever finding fresh inspirations and thoughts which beat impatient wings about my heart.”


  “Is it a novel?” asked Elsa shyly.


  “Of course it is a novel,” said I.


  “How can you be so positive?” said Frau Kellermann, eyeing me severely.


  “Because nothing but a novel could produce an effect like that.”


  “Ach, don’t quarrel,” said the Advanced Lady sweetly. “Yes, it is a novel—upon the Modern Woman. For this seems to me the woman’s hour. It is mysterious and almost prophetic, [201] it is the symbol of the true advanced woman: not one of those violent creatures who deny their sex and smother their frail wings under … under——”


  “The English tailor-made?” from Frau Kellermann.


  “I was not going to put it like that. Rather, under the lying garb of false masculinity!”


  “Such a subtle distinction!” I murmured.


  “Whom then,” asked Fräulein Elsa, looking adoringly at the Advanced Lady—“whom then do you consider the true woman?”


  “She is the incarnation of comprehending Love!”


  “But, my dear Frau Professor,” protested Frau Kellermann, “you must remember that one has so few opportunities for exhibiting Love within the [202] family circle nowadays. One’s husband is at business all day, and naturally desires to sleep when he returns home—one’s children are out of the lap and in at the university before one can lavish anything at all upon them!”


  “But Love is not a question of lavishing,” said the Advanced Lady. “It is the lamp carried in the bosom touching with serene rays all the heights and depths of——”


  “Darkest Africa,” I murmured flippantly.


  She did not hear.


  “The mistake we have made in the past—as a sex,” said she, “is in not realising that our gifts of giving are for the whole world—we are the glad sacrifice of ourselves!”


  “Oh!” cried Elsa rapturously, and almost bursting into gifts as she breathed—“how I know that! You [203] know ever since Fritz and I have been engaged, I share the desire to give to everybody, to share everything!”


  “How extremely dangerous,” said I.


  “It is only the beauty of danger, or the danger of beauty,” said the Advanced Lady—“and there you have the ideal of my book—that woman is nothing but a gift.”


  I smiled at her very sweetly. “Do you know,” I said, “I too would like to write a book, on the advisability of caring for daughters, and taking them for airings and keeping them out of kitchens!”


  I think the masculine element must have felt these angry vibrations: they ceased from singing, and together we climbed out of the wood, to see Schlingen below us, tucked in a circle of hills, the white houses shining in the sunlight, “for all the world like eggs [204] in a bird’s nest,” as Herr Erchardt declared. We descended upon Schlingen and demanded sour milk with fresh cream and bread at the Inn of the Golden Stag, a most friendly place, with tables in a rose-garden where hens and chickens ran riot—even flopping upon the disused tables and pecking at the red checks on the cloths. We broke the bread into the bowls, added the cream, and stirred it round with flat wooden spoons, the landlord and his wife standing by.


  “Splendid weather!” said Herr Erchardt, waving his spoon at the landlord, who shrugged his shoulders.


  “What! you don’t call it splendid!”


  “As you please,” said the landlord, obviously scorning us.


  “Such a beautiful walk,” said Fräulein Elsa, making a free gift of her most charming style to the landlady.


  [205] “I never walk,” said the landlady; “when I go to Mindelbau my man drives me—I’ve more important things to do with my legs than walk them through the dust!”


  “I like these people,” confessed Herr Langen to me. “I like them very, very much. I think I shall take a room here for the whole summer.”


  “Why?”


  “Oh, because they live close to the earth, and therefore despise it.”


  He pushed away his bowl of sour milk and lit a cigarette. We ate, solidly and seriously, until those seven and a half kilometres to Mindelbau stretched before us like an eternity. Even Karl’s activity became so full fed that he lay on the ground and removed his leather waistbelt. Elsa suddenly leaned over to Fritz and whispered, who on hearing her to the end and asking her if she [206] loved him, got up and made a little speech.


  “We—we wish to celebrate our betrothal by—by—asking you all to drive back with us in the landlord’s cart—if—if it will hold us!”


  “Oh, what a beautiful, noble idea!” said Frau Kellermann, heaving a sigh of relief that audibly burst two hooks.


  “It is my little gift,” said Elsa to the Advanced Lady, who by virtue of three portions almost wept tears of gratitude.


  Squeezed into the peasant cart and driven by the landlord, who showed his contempt for mother earth by spitting savagely every now and again, we jolted home again, and the nearer we came to Mindelbau the more we loved it and one another.


  “We must have many excursions like this,” said Herr Erchardt to me, “for one surely gets to know a person [207] in the simple surroundings of the open air—one shares the same joys—one feels friendship. What is it your Shakespeare says? One moment, I have it. The friends thou hast, and their adoption tried—grapple them to thy soul with hoops of steel!”


  “But,” said I, feeling very friendly towards him, “the bother about my soul is that it refuses to grapple anybody at all—and I am sure that the dead weight of a friend whose adoption it had tried would kill it immediately. Never yet has it shown the slightest sign of a hoop!”


  He bumped against my knees and excused himself and the cart.


  “My dear little lady, you must not take the quotation literally. Naturally, one is not physically conscious of the hoops; but hoops there are in the soul of him or her who loves his fellow-men…. Take this afternoon, for instance. [208] How did we start out? As strangers, you might almost say, and yet—all of us—how have we come home?”


  “In a cart,” said the “only remaining joy,” who sat upon his mother’s lap and felt sick.


  We skirted the field that we had passed through, going round by the cemetery. Herr Langen leaned over the edge of the seat and greeted the graves. He was sitting next to the Advanced Lady—inside the shelter of her shoulder. I heard her murmur: “You look like a little boy with your hair blowing about in the wind.” Herr Langen, slightly less bitter—watched the last graves disappear. And I heard her murmur: “Why are you so sad? I too am very sad sometimes—but—you look young enough for me to dare to say this—I—too—know of much joy!”


  “What do you know?” said he. [209] I leaned over and touched the Advanced Lady’s hand. “Hasn’t it been a nice afternoon?” I said questioningly. “But you know, that theory of yours about woman and Love—it’s as old as the hills—oh, older!”


  From the road a sudden shout of triumph. Yes, there he was again—white beard, silk handkerchief and undaunted enthusiasm.


  “What did I say? Eight kilometres—it is!”


  “Seven and a half!” shrieked Herr Erchardt.


  “Why, then, do you return in carts? Eight kilometres it must be.”


  Herr Erchardt made a cup of his hands and stood up in the jolting cart while Frau Kellermann clung to his knees. “Seven and a half!”


  “Ignorance must not go uncontradicted!” I said to the Advanced Lady.


  []


  The Swing of the Pendulum


  [211] The landlady knocked at the door.


  “Come in,” said Viola.


  “There is a letter for you,” said the landlady, “a special letter”—she held the green envelope in a corner of her dingy apron.


  “Thanks.” Viola, kneeling on the floor, poking at the little dusty stove, stretched out her hand. “Any answer?”


  “No; the messenger has gone.”


  “Oh, all right!” She did not look the landlady in the face; she was ashamed of not having paid her rent, and wondered grimly, without any hope, if the woman would begin to bluster again.


  “About this money owing to me——” said the landlady.


  [212] “Oh, the Lord—off she goes!” thought Viola, turning her back on the woman and making a grimace at the stove.


  “It’s settle—or it’s go!” The landlady raised her voice; she began to bawl. “I’m a lady, I am, and a respectable woman, I’ll have you know. I’ll have no lice in my house, sneaking their way into the furniture and eating up everything. It’s cash—or out you go before twelve o’clock to-morrow.”


  Viola felt rather than saw the woman’s gesture. She shot out her arm in a stupid, helpless way, as though a dirty pigeon had suddenly flown at her face. “Filthy old beast! Ugh! And the smell of her—like stale cheese and damp washing.”


  “Very well!” she answered shortly; “it’s cash down or I leave to-morrow. All right: don’t shout.”


  [213] It was extraordinary—always before this woman came near her she trembled in her shoes—even the sound of those flat feet stumping up the stairs made her feel sick, but once they were face to face she felt immensely calm and indifferent, and could not understand why she even worried about money, nor why she sneaked out of the house on tiptoe, not even daring to shut the door after her in case the landlady should hear and shout something terrible, nor why she spent nights pacing up and down her room—drawing up sharply before the mirror and saying to a tragic reflection: “Money, money, money!” When she was alone her poverty was like a huge dream-mountain on which her feet were fast rooted—aching with the ache of the size of the thing—but if it came to definite action, with no time for imaginings, her dream-mountain [214] dwindled into a beastly “hold-your-nose” affair, to be passed by as quickly as possible, with anger and a strong sense of superiority.


  The landlady bounced out of the room, banging the door, so that it shook and rattled as though it had listened to the conversation and fully sympathised with the old hag.


  Squatting on her heels, Viola opened the letter. It was from Casimir:


  “I shall be with you at three o’clock this afternoon—and must be off again this evening. All news when we meet. I hope you are happier than I.—Casimir.”


  “Huh! how kind!” she sneered; “how condescending. Too good of you, really!” She sprang to her feet, crumbling the letter in her hands.


  [215] “And how are you to know that I shall stick here awaiting your pleasure until three o’clock this afternoon?” But she knew she would; her rage was only half sincere. She longed to see Casimir, for she was confident that this time she would make him understand the situation…. “For, as it is, it’s intolerable—intolerable!” she muttered.


  It was ten o’clock in the morning of a grey day curiously lighted by pale flashes of sunshine. Searched by these flashes her room looked tumbled and grimed. She pulled down the window-blinds—but they gave a persistent, whitish glare which was just as bad. The only thing of life in the room was a jar of hyacinths given her by the landlady’s daughter: it stood on the table exuding a sickly perfume from its plump petals; there were even rich buds unfolding, and the leaves shone like oil.


  [216] Viola went over to the washstand, poured some water into the enamel basin, and sponged her face and neck. She dipped her face into the water, opened her eyes, and shook her head from side to side—it was exhilarating. She did it three times. “I suppose I could drown myself if I stayed under long enough,” she thought. “I wonder how long it takes to become unconscious?… Often read of women drowning in a bucket. I wonder if any air enters by the ears—if the basin would have to be as deep as a bucket?” She experimented—gripped the washstand with both hands and slowly sank her head into the water, when again there was a knock on the door. Not the landlady this time—it must be Casimir. With her face and hair dripping, with her petticoat bodice unbuttoned, she ran and opened it.


  [217] A strange man stood against the lintel—seeing her, he opened his eyes very wide and smiled delightfully. “Excuse me—does Fräulein Schäfer live here?”


  “No; never heard of her.” His smile was so infectious, she wanted to smile too—and the water had made her feel so fresh and rosy.


  The strange man appeared overwhelmed with astonishment. “She doesn’t?” he cried. “She is out, you mean!”


  “No, she’s not living here,” answered Viola.


  “But—pardon—one moment.” He moved from the door lintel, standing squarely in front of her. He unbuttoned his greatcoat and drew a slip of paper from the breast pocket, smoothing it in his gloved fingers before handing it to her.


  [218] “Yes, that’s the address, right enough, but there must be a mistake in the number. So many lodging-houses in this street, you know, and so big.”


  Drops of water fell from her hair on to the paper. She burst out laughing. “Oh, how dreadful I must look—one moment!” She ran back to the washstand and caught up a towel. The door was still open…. After all, there was nothing more to be said. Why on earth had she asked him to wait a moment? She folded the towel round her shoulders, and returned to the door, suddenly grave. “I’m sorry; I know no such name?” in a sharp voice.


  Said the strange man: “Sorry, too. Have you been living here long?”


  “Er—yes—a long time.” She began to close the door slowly.


  “Well—good-morning, thanks so much. Hope I haven’t been a bother.”


  [219] “Good-morning.”


  She heard him walk down the passage and then pause—lighting a cigarette. Yes—a faint scent of delicious cigarette smoke penetrated her room. She sniffed at it, smiling again. Well, that had been a fascinating interlude! He looked so amazingly happy: his heavy clothes and big buttoned gloves; his beautifully brushed hair … and that smile … “Jolly” was the word—just a well-fed boy with the world for his playground. People like that did one good—one felt “made over” at the sight of them. Sane they were—so sane and solid. You could depend on them never having one mad impulse from the day they were born until the day they died. And Life was in league with them—jumped them on her knee—quite rightly, too. At that moment she noticed Casimir’s letter, crumpled [220] up on the floor—the smile faded. Staring at the letter she began braiding her hair—a dull feeling of rage crept through her—she seemed to be braiding it into her brain, and binding it, tightly, above her head…. Of course that had been the mistake all along. What had? Oh, Casimir’s frightful seriousness. If she had been happy when they first met she never would have looked at him—but they had been like two patients in the same hospital ward—each finding comfort in the sickness of the other—sweet foundation for a love episode! Misfortune had knocked their heads together: they had looked at each other, stunned with the conflict and sympathised … “I wish I could step outside the whole affair and just judge it—then I’d find a way out. I certainly was in love with Casimir…. Oh, be sincere for once.” She [221] flopped down on the bed and hid her face in the pillow. “I was not in love. I wanted somebody to look after me—and keep me until my work began to sell—and he kept bothers with other men away. And what would have happened if he hadn’t come along? I would have spent my wretched little pittance, and then—— Yes, that was what decided me, thinking about that ‘then.’ He was the only solution. And I believed in him then. I thought his work had only to be recognised once, and he’d roll in wealth. I thought perhaps we might be poor for a month—but he said, if only he could have me, the stimulus…. Funny, if it wasn’t so damned tragic! Exactly the contrary has happened—he hasn’t had a thing published for months—neither have I—but then I didn’t expect to. Yes, the truth is, I’m hard and bitter, [222] and I have neither faith nor love for unsuccessful men. I always end by despising them as I despise Casimir. I suppose it’s the savage pride of the female who likes to think the man to whom she has given herself must be a very great chief indeed. But to stew in this disgusting house while Casimir scours the land in the hope of finding one editorial open door—it’s humiliating. It’s changed my whole nature. I wasn’t born for poverty—I only flower among really jolly people, and people who never are worried.”


  The figure of the strange man rose before her—would not be dismissed. “That was the man for me, after all is said and done—a man without a care—who’d give me everything I want and with whom I’d always feel that sense of life and of being in touch with the world. I never wanted to fight—it [223] was thrust on me. Really, there’s a fount of happiness in me, that is drying up, little by little, in this hateful existence. I’ll be dead if this goes on—and”—she stirred in the bed and flung out her arms—“I want passion, and love, and adventure—I yearn for them. Why should I stay here and rot?—I am rotting!” she cried, comforting herself with the sound of her breaking voice. “But if I tell Casimir all this when he comes this afternoon, and he says, ‘Go’—as he certainly will—that’s another thing I loathe about him,—he’s under my thumb—what should I do then—where should I go to?” There was nowhere. “I don’t want to work—or carve out my own path. I want ease and any amount of nursing in the lap of luxury. There is only one thing I’m fitted for, and that is to be a great courtesan.” But she did not [224] know how to go about it. She was frightened to go into the streets—she heard of such awful things happening to those women—men with diseases—or men who didn’t pay—besides, the idea of a strange man every night—no, that was out of the question. “If I’d the clothes I would go to a really good hotel and find some wealthy man … like the strange man this morning. He would be ideal. Oh, if I only had his address—I am sure I would fascinate him. I’d keep him laughing all day—I’d make him give me unlimited money….” At the thought she grew warm and soft. She began to dream of a wonderful house, and of presses full of clothes and of perfumes. She saw herself stepping into carriages—looking at the strange man with a mysterious, voluptuous glance—she practised the glance, lying on the bed—[225]and never another worry, just drugged with happiness. That was the life for her. Well, the thing to do was to let Casimir go on his wild-goose chase that evening, and while he was away—— What! Also—please to remember—there was the rent to be paid before twelve next morning, and she hadn’t the money for a square meal. At the thought of food she felt a sharp twinge in her stomach, a sensation as though there were a hand in her stomach, squeezing it dry. She was terribly hungry—all Casimir’s fault—and that man had lived on the fat of the land ever since he was born. He looked as though he could order a magnificent dinner. Oh, why hadn’t she played her cards better?—he’d been sent by Providence—and she’d snubbed him. “If I had that time over again, I’d be safe by now.” And instead of the [226] ordinary man who had spoken with her at the door her mind created a brilliant, laughing image, who would treat her like a queen…. “There’s only one thing I could not stand—that he should be coarse or vulgar. Well, he wasn’t—he was obviously a man of the world—and the way he apologised … I have enough faith in my own power and beauty to know I could make a man treat me just as I wanted to be treated.” … It floated into her dreams—that sweet scent of cigarette smoke. And then she remembered that she had heard nobody go down the stone stairs. Was it possible that the strange man was still there? … The thought was too absurd—Life didn’t play tricks like that—and yet—she was quite conscious of his nearness. Very quietly she got up, unhooked from the back of the [227] door a long white gown, buttoned it on—smiling slyly. She did not know what was going to happen. She only thought: “Oh, what fun!” and that they were playing a delicious game—this strange man and she. Very gently she turned the door-handle, screwing up her face and biting her lip as the lock snapped back. Of course, there he was—leaning against the banister rail. He wheeled round as she slipped into the passage.


  “Da,” she muttered, folding her gown tightly around her, “I must go downstairs and fetch some wood. Brr! the cold!”


  “There isn’t any wood,” volunteered the strange man. She gave a little cry of astonishment, and then tossed her head.


  “You, again,” she said scornfully, conscious the while of his merry eye, [228] and the fresh, strong smell of his healthy body.


  “The landlady shouted out there was no wood left. I just saw her go out to buy some.”


  “Story—story!” she longed to cry. He came quite close to her, stood over her and whispered:


  “Aren’t you going to ask me to finish my cigarette in your room?”


  She nodded. “You may if you want to!”


  In that moment together in the passage a miracle had happened. Her room was quite changed—it was full of sweet light and the scent of hyacinth flowers. Even the furniture appeared different—exciting. Quick as a flash she remembered childish parties when they had played charades, and one side had left the room and come in again to act a word—just what she was [229] doing now. The strange man went over to the stove and sat down in her arm-chair. She did not want him to talk or come near her—it was enough to see him in the room, so secure and happy. How hungry she had been for the nearness of someone like that—who knew nothing at all about her—and made no demands—but just lived. Viola ran over to the table and put her arms round the jar of hyacinths.


  “Beautiful! Beautiful!” she cried—burying her head in the flowers—and sniffing greedily at the scent. Over the leaves she looked at the man and laughed.


  “You are a funny little thing,” said he lazily.


  “Why? Because I love flowers?”


  “I’d far rather you loved other things,” said the strange man slowly. [230] She broke off a little pink petal and smiled at it.


  “Let me send you some flowers,” said the strange man. “I’ll send you a roomful if you’d like them.”


  His voice frightened her slightly. “Oh no, thanks—this one is quite enough for me.”


  “No, it isn’t”—in a teasing voice.


  “What a stupid remark!” thought Viola, and looking at him again he did not seem quite so jolly. She noticed that his eyes were set too closely together—and they were too small. Horrible thought, that he should prove stupid.


  “What do you do all day?” she asked hastily.


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing at all?”


  “Why should I do anything?”


  “Oh, don’t imagine for one moment [231] that I condemn such wisdom—only it sounds too good to be true!”


  “What’s that?”—he craned forward. “What sounds too good to be true?” Yes—there was no denying it—he looked silly.


  “I suppose the searching after Fräulein Schäfer doesn’t occupy all your days.”


  “Oh no”—he smiled broadly—“that’s very good! By Jove! no. I drive a good bit—are you keen on horses?”


  She nodded. “Love them.”


  “You must come driving with me—I’ve got a fine pair of greys. Will you?”


  “Pretty I’d look perched behind greys in my one and only hat,” thought she. Aloud: “I’d love to.” Her easy acceptance pleased him.


  “How about to-morrow?” he suggested. “Suppose you have lunch [232] with me to-morrow and I take you driving.”


  After all—this was just a game. “Yes, I’m not busy to-morrow,” she said.


  A little pause—then the strange man patted his leg. “Why don’t you come and sit down?” he said.


  She pretended not to see and swung on to the table. “Oh, I’m all right here.”


  “No, you’re not”—again the teasing voice. “Come and sit on my knee.”


  “Oh no,” said Viola very heartily, suddenly busy with her hair.


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t want to.”


  “Oh, come along”—impatiently.


  She shook her head from side to side. “I wouldn’t dream of such a thing.”


  At that he got up and came over to her. “Funny little puss cat!” He put up one hand to touch her hair.


  [233] “Don’t,” she said—and slipped off the table. “I—I think it’s time you went now.” She was quite frightened now—thinking only: “This man must be got rid of as quickly as possible.”


  “Oh, but you don’t want me to go?”


  “Yes, I do—I’m very busy.”


  “Busy. What does the pussy cat do all day?”


  “Lots and lots of things!” She wanted to push him out of the room and slam the door on him—idiot—fool—cruel disappointment.


  “What’s she frowning for?” he asked. “Is she worried about anything?” Suddenly serious: “I say—you know, are you in any financial difficulty? Do you want money? I’ll give it to you if you like!”


  “Money! Steady on the brake—don’t lose your head!”—so she spoke to herself.


  [234] “I’ll give you two hundred marks if you’ll kiss me.”


  “Oh, boo! What a condition! And I don’t want to kiss you—I don’t like kissing. Please go!”


  “Yes—you do!—yes, you do.” He caught hold of her arms above the elbows. She struggled, and was quite amazed to realise how angry she felt.


  “Let me go—immediately!” she cried—and he slipped one arm round her body, and drew her towards him—like a bar of iron across her back—that arm.


  “Leave me alone! I tell you. Don’t be mean! I didn’t want this to happen when you came into my room. How dare you?”


  “Well, kiss me and I’ll go!”


  It was too idiotic—dodging that stupid, smiling face.


  “I won’t kiss you!—you brute!—I won’t!” Somehow she slipped out [235] of his arms and ran to the wall—stood back against it—breathing quickly.


  “Get out!” she stammered. “Go on now, clear out!”


  At that moment, when he was not touching her, she quite enjoyed herself. She thrilled at her own angry voice. “To think I should talk to a man like that!” An angry flush spread over his face—his lips curled back, showing his teeth—just like a dog, thought Viola. He made a rush at her, and held her against the wall—pressed upon her with all the weight of his body. This time she could not get free.


  “I won’t kiss you. I won’t. Stop doing that! Ugh! you’re like a dog—you ought to find lovers round lamp-posts—you beast—you fiend!”


  He did not answer. With an expression of the most absurd determination he pressed ever more heavily upon [236] her. He did not even look at her—but rapped out in a sharp voice: “Keep quiet—keep quiet.”


  “Gar-r! Why are men so strong?” She began to cry. “Go away—I don’t want you, you dirty creature. I want to murder you. Oh, my God! if I had a knife.”


  “Don’t be silly—come and be good!” He dragged her towards the bed.


  “Do you suppose I’m a light woman?” she snarled, and swooping over she fastened her teeth in his glove.


  “Ach! don’t do that—you are hurting me!”


  She did not let go, but her heart said, “Thank the Lord I thought of this.”


  “Stop this minute—you vixen—you bitch.” He threw her away from him. She saw with joy that his eyes were full of tears. “You’ve really hurt me,” he said in a choking voice.


  [237] “Of course I have. I meant to. That’s nothing to what I’ll do if you touch me again.”


  The strange man picked up his hat. “No, thanks,” he said grimly. “But I’ll not forget this—I’ll go to your landlady.”


  “Pooh!” She shrugged her shoulders and laughed. “I’ll tell her you forced your way in here and tried to assault me. Who will she believe?—with your bitten hand. You go and find your Schäfers.”


  A sensation of glorious, intoxicating happiness flooded Viola. She rolled her eyes at him. “If you don’t go away this moment I’ll bite you again,” she said, and the absurd words started her laughing. Even when the door was closed, hearing him descending the stairs, she laughed, and danced about the room.


  [238] What a morning! Oh, chalk it up. That was her first fight, and she’d won—she’d conquered that beast—all by herself. Her hands were still trembling. She pulled up the sleeve of her gown—great red marks on her arms. “My ribs will be blue. I’ll be blue all over,” she reflected. “If only that beloved Casimir could have seen us.” And the feeling of rage and disgust against Casimir had totally disappeared. How could the poor darling help not having any money? It was her fault as much as his, and he, just like her, was apart from the world, fighting it, just as she had done. If only three o’clock would come. She saw herself running towards him and putting her arms round his neck. “My blessed one! Of course we are bound to win. Do you love me still? Oh, I have been horrible lately.”


  []


  A Blaze


  [239] “Max, you silly devil, you’ll break your neck if you go careering down the slide that way. Drop it, and come to the Club House with me and get some coffee.”


  “I’ve had enough for to-day. I’m damp all through. There, give us a cigarette, Victor, old man. When are you going home?”


  “Not for another hour. It’s fine this afternoon, and I’m getting into decent shape. Look out, get off the track; here comes Fräulein Winkel. Damned elegant the way she manages her sleigh!”


  “I’m cold all through. That’s the worst of this place—the mists—it’s a damp cold. Here, Forman, look after [240] this sleigh—and stick it somewhere so that I can get it without looking through a hundred and fifty others to-morrow morning.”


  They sat down at a small round table near the stove and ordered coffee. Victor sprawled in his chair, patting his little brown dog Bobo and looking, half laughingly, at Max.


  “What’s the matter, my dear? Isn’t the world being nice and pretty?”


  “I want my coffee, and want to put my feet into my pocket—they’re like stones…. Nothing to eat, thanks—the cake is like underdone india-rubber here.”


  Fuchs and Wistuba came and sat at their table. Max half turned his back and stretched his feet out to the oven. The three other men all began talking at once—of the weather—of the record [241] slide—of the fine condition of the Wald See for skating.


  Suddenly Fuchs looked at Max, raised his eyebrows and nodded across to Victor, who shook his head.


  “Baby doesn’t feel well,” he said, feeding the brown dog with broken lumps of sugar, “and nobody’s to disturb him—I’m nurse.”


  “That’s the first time I’ve ever known him off colour,” said Wistuba. “I’ve always imagined he had the better part of this world that could not be taken away from him. I think he says his prayers to the dear Lord for having spared him being taken home in seven basketsful to-night. It’s a fool’s game to risk your all that way and leave the nation desolate.”


  “Dry up,” said Max. “You ought to be wheeled about on the snow in a perambulator.”


  [242] “Oh, no offence, I hope. Don’t get nasty…. How’s your wife, Victor?”


  “She’s not at all well. She hurt her head coming down the slide with Max on Sunday. I told her to stay at home all day.”


  “I’m sorry. Are you other fellows going back to the town or stopping on here?”


  Fuchs and Victor said they were stopping—Max did not answer, but sat motionless while the men paid for their coffee and moved away. Victor came back a moment and put a hand on his shoulder.


  “If you’re going right back, my dear, I wish you’d look Elsa up and tell her I won’t be in till late. And feed with us to-night at Limpold, will you? And take some hot grog when you get in.”


  “Thanks, old fellow, I’m all right. Going back now.”


  [243] He rose, stretched himself, buttoned on his heavy coat and lighted another cigarette.


  From the door Victor watched him plunging through the heavy snow—head bent—hands thrust in his pockets—he almost appeared to be running through the heavy snow towards the town.


  • • • • • •


  Someone came stamping up the stairs—paused at the door of her sitting-room, and knocked.


  “Is that you, Victor?” she called.


  “No, it is I … can I come in?”


  “Of course. Why, what a Santa Claus! Hang your coat on the landing and shake yourself over the banisters. Had a good time?”


  The room was full of light and warmth. Elsa, in a white velvet tea-gown, lay curled up on the sofa—a [244] book of fashions on her lap, a box of creams beside her.


  The curtains were not yet drawn before the windows and a blue light shone through, and the white boughs of the trees sprayed across.


  A woman’s room—full of flowers and photographs and silk pillows—the floor smothered in rugs—an immense tiger-skin under the piano—just the head protruding—sleepily savage.


  “It was good enough,” said Max. “Victor can’t be in till late. He told me to come up and tell you.”


  He started walking up and down—tore off his gloves and flung them on the table.


  “Don’t do that, Max,” said Elsa, “you get on my nerves. And I’ve got a headache to-day; I’m feverish and quite flushed…. Don’t I look flushed?”


  [245] He paused by the window and glanced at her a moment over his shoulder.


  “No,” he said; “I didn’t notice it.”


  “Oh, you haven’t looked at me properly, and I’ve got a new tea-gown on, too.” She pulled her skirts together and patted a little place on the couch.


  “Come along and sit by me and tell me why you’re being naughty.”


  But, standing by the window, he suddenly flung his arm across his eyes.


  “Oh,” he said, “I can’t. I’m done—I’m spent—I’m smashed.”


  Silence in the room. The fashion-book fell to the floor with a quick rustle of leaves. Elsa sat forward, her hands clasped in her lap; a strange light shone in her eyes, a red colour stained her mouth.


  Then she spoke very quietly.


  [246] “Come over here and explain yourself. I don’t know what on earth you are talking about.”


  “You do know—you know far better than I. You’ve simply played with Victor in my presence that I may feel worse. You’ve tormented me—you’ve led me on—offering me everything and nothing at all. It’s been a spider-and-fly business from first to last—and I’ve never for one moment been ignorant of that—and I’ve never for one moment been able to withstand it.”


  He turned round deliberately.


  “Do you suppose that when you asked me to pin your flowers into your evening gown—when you let me come into your bedroom when Victor was out while you did your hair—when you pretended to be a baby and let me feed you with grapes—when you have run to me and searched in all my pockets [247] for a cigarette—knowing perfectly well where they were kept—going through every pocket just the same—I knowing too—I keeping up the farce—do you suppose that now you have finally lighted your bonfire you are going to find it a peaceful and pleasant thing—you are going to prevent the whole house from burning?”


  She suddenly turned white and drew in her breath sharply.


  “Don’t talk to me like that. You have no right to talk to me like that. I am another man’s wife.”


  “Hum,” he sneered, throwing back his head, “that’s rather late in the game, and that’s been your trump card all along. You only love Victor on the cat-and-cream principle—you, a poor little starved kitten that he’s given everything to, that he’s carried in his breast, never dreaming that those [248] little pink claws could tear out a man’s heart.”


  She stirred, looking at him with almost fear in her eyes.


  “After all”—unsteadily—“this is my room; I’ll have to ask you to go.”


  But he stumbled towards her, knelt down by the couch, burying his head in her lap, clasping his arms round her waist.


  “And I love you—I love you; the humiliation of it—I adore you. Don’t—don’t—just a minute let me stay here—just a moment in a whole life—Elsa! Elsa!”


  She leant back and pressed her head into the pillows.


  Then his muffled voice: “I feel like a savage. I want your whole body. I want to carry you away to a cave and love you until I kill you—you can’t understand how a man feels. I kill [249] myself when I see you—I’m sick of my own strength that turns in upon itself, and dies, and rises new born like a Phœnix out of the ashes of that horrible death. Love me just this once, tell me a lie, say that you do—you are always lying.”


  Instead, she pushed him away—frightened.


  “Get up,” she said; “suppose the servant came in with the tea?”


  “Oh, ye gods!” He stumbled to his feet and stood staring down at her.


  “You’re rotten to the core and so am I. But you’re heathenishly beautiful.”


  The woman went over to the piano—stood there—striking one note—her brows drawn together. Then she shrugged her shoulders and smiled.


  “I’ll make a confession. Every [250] word you have said is true. I can’t help it. I can’t help seeking admiration any more than a cat can help going to people to be stroked. It’s my nature. I’m born out of my time. And yet, you know, I’m not a common woman. I like men to adore me—to flatter me—even to make love to me—but I would never give myself to any man. I would never let a man kiss me … even.”


  “It’s immeasurably worse—you’ve no legitimate excuse. Why, even a prostitute has a greater sense of generosity!”


  “I know,” she said, “I know perfectly well—but I can’t help the way I’m built…. Are you going?”


  He put on his gloves.


  “Well,” he said, “what’s going to happen to us now?”


  Again she shrugged her shoulders.


  [251] “I haven’t the slightest idea. I never have—just let things occur.”


  • • • • • •


  “All alone?” cried Victor. “Has Max been here?”


  “He only stayed a moment, and wouldn’t even have tea. I sent him home to change his clothes…. He was frightfully boring.”


  “You poor darling, your hair’s coming down. I’ll fix it, stand still a moment … so you were bored?”


  “Um-m—frightfully…. Oh, you’ve run a hairpin right into your wife’s head—you naughty boy!”


  She flung her arms round his neck and looked up at him, half laughing, like a beautiful, loving child.


  “God! What a woman you are,” said the man. “You make me so infernally proud—dearest, that I … I tell you!”


  []
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  Prelude


  1


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


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


  “We shall simply have to leave them. That is all. We shall simply have to cast them off,” said Linda Burnell. A strange little laugh flew from her lips; she leaned back against the buttoned leather cushions and shut her eyes, her lips trembling [2] with laughter. Happily at that moment Mrs. Samuel Josephs, who had been watching the scene from behind her drawing-room blind, waddled down the garden path.


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “No, granma.”


  “Dod’t worry, Brs. Burnell.”


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


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


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


  “Mother! Granma!”


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


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


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


  Lottie’s weeping died down as she mounted the stairs, but the sight of her at the nursery door with [4] swollen eyes and a blob of a nose gave great satisfaction to the S.J.’s, who sat on two benches before a long table covered with American cloth and set out with immense plates of bread and dripping and two brown jugs that faintly steamed.


  “Hullo! You’ve been crying!”


  “Ooh! Your eyes have gone right in.”


  “Doesn’t her nose look funny.”


  “You’re all red-and-patchy.”


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


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


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


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


  “Strawberries and cream, please,” said she.


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


  “Ma! She thought it was real.”


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


  [5] But Kezia bit a big piece out of her bread and dripping, and then stood the piece up on her plate. With the bite out it made a dear little sort of a gate. Pooh! She didn’t care! A tear rolled down her cheek, but she wasn’t crying. She couldn’t have cried in front of those awful Samuel Josephs. She sat with her head bent, and as the tear dripped slowly down, she caught it with a neat little whisk of her tongue and ate it before any of them had seen.
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  After tea Kezia wandered back to their own house. Slowly she walked up the back steps, and through the scullery into the kitchen. Nothing was left in it but a lump of gritty yellow soap in one corner of the kitchen window sill and a piece of flannel stained with a blue bag in another. The fireplace was choked up with rubbish. She poked among it but found nothing except a hair-tidy with a heart painted on it that had belonged to the servant girl. Even that she left lying, and she trailed through the narrow passage into the drawing-room. The Venetian blind was pulled down but not drawn close. Long pencil rays of sunlight shone through and the wavy shadow of a bush outside danced on the gold lines. Now it was still, now it began to flutter again, and now it came almost as far as her feet. Zoom! Zoom! a blue-bottle knocked against the ceiling; the carpet-tacks had little bits of red fluff sticking to them.


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


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


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


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


  Kezia liked to stand so before the window. She liked the feeling of the cold shining glass against her hot palms, and she liked to watch the funny white tops that came on her fingers when she pressed them hard against the pane. As she stood there, the day flickered out and dark came. With the dark crept the wind snuffling and howling. The windows of the empty house shook, a creaking [7] came from the walls and floors, a piece of loose iron on the roof banged forlornly. Kezia was suddenly quite, quite still, with wide open eyes and knees pressed together. She was frightened. She wanted to call Lottie and to go on calling all the while she ran downstairs and out of the house. But IT was just behind her, waiting at the door, at the head of the stairs, at the bottom of the stairs, hiding in the passage, ready to dart out at the back door. But Lottie was at the back door, too.


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


  Lottie was very important.


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


  “Lift up. Easy does it.”


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


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


  But Kezia edged up to the storeman. He towered [8] beside her big as a giant and he smelled of nuts and new wooden boxes.
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  It was the first time that Lottie and Kezia had ever been out so late. Everything looked different—the painted wooden houses far smaller than they did by day, the gardens far bigger and wilder. Bright stars speckled the sky and the moon hung over the harbour dabbling the waves with gold. They could see the lighthouse shining on Quarantine Island, and the green lights on the old coal hulks.


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


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


  “Night, Fred.”


  “Night O,” he shouted.


  Kezia liked very much to hear him. Whenever a cart appeared in the distance she looked up and waited for his voice. He was an old friend; and she and her grandmother had often been to his place to buy grapes. The storeman lived alone in a cottage that had a glasshouse against one wall built by himself. All the glasshouse was spanned and arched over with one beautiful vine. He took [9] her brown basket from her, lined it with three large leaves, and then he felt in his belt for a little horn knife, reached up and snapped off a big blue cluster and laid it on the leaves so tenderly that Kezia held her breath to watch. He was a very big man. He wore brown velvet trousers, and he had a long brown beard. But he never wore a collar, not even on Sunday. The back of his neck was burnt bright red.


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


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


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


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


  “Do stars ever blow about?” she asked.


  “Not to notice,” said the storeman.


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


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


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


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


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


  “Well, I’m not an atom bit sleepy,” said Kezia. “But my eyes keep curling up in such a funny sort of way.” She gave a long sigh, and to stop her eyes from curling she shut them…. When she opened them again they were clanking through a drive that cut through the garden like a whip lash, looping suddenly an island of green, and behind the island, but out of sight until you came upon it, was the house. It was long and low built, with a pillared verandah and balcony all the way round. The soft white bulk of it lay stretched upon the green garden [11] like a sleeping beast. And now one and now another of the windows leaped into light. Someone was walking through the empty rooms carrying a lamp. From a window downstairs the light of a fire flickered. A strange beautiful excitement seemed to stream from the house in quivering ripples.


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


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


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


  “Perfectly well.”


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


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


  “Yes, my granma.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Yes, Stanley.”


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


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


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


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


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


  Stanley scented a rebuke.


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


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


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


  And he gloomed as the chops began to fight the tea in his sensitive stomach. But Linda put up a [15] hand and dragged him down to the side of her long chair.


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


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


  “I don’t want to tell you, but I think I ought to, mother,” said Isabel. “Kezia is drinking tea out of Aunt Beryl’s cup.”
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  They were taken off to bed by the grandmother. She went first with a candle; the stairs rang to their climbing feet. Isabel and Lottie lay in a room to themselves, Kezia curled in her grandmother’s soft bed.


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


  “No, not to-night.”


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


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


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


  “No. Sh—h. Go to sleep.”


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


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


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


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


  
    Gentle Jesus meek anmile,


    Look pon a little chile.


    Pity me, simple Lizzie


    Suffer me to come to thee.

  


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


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


  “Oh, how tired I am—very tired.”


  She shut her eyes a moment, but her lips smiled. Her breath rose and fell in her breast like two [17] fanning wings. The window was wide open; it was warm, and somewhere out there in the garden a young man, dark and slender, with mocking eyes, tip-toed among the bushes, and gathered the flowers into a big bouquet, and slipped under her window and held it up to her. She saw herself bending forward. He thrust his head among the bright waxy flowers, sly and laughing. “No, no,” said Beryl. She turned from the window and dropped her nightgown over her head.


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


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


  “The thing that pleases me,” said Stanley, leaning against the side of the bed and giving himself a good scratch on his shoulders and back before turning in, “is that I’ve got the place dirt cheap, Linda. I was talking about it to little Wally Bell to-day and he said he simply could not understand why they had accepted my figure. You see land about here is bound to become more and more valuable … in about ten years’ time … [18] of course we shall have to go very slow and cut down expenses as fine as possible. Not asleep—are you?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Last to go to bed was the grandmother.


  “What. Not asleep yet?”


  “No, I’m waiting for you,” said Kezia. The old woman sighed and lay down beside her. Kezia thrust her head under the grandmother’s arm and gave a little squeak. But the old woman only [19] pressed her faintly, and sighed again, took out her teeth, and put them in a glass of water beside her on the floor.


  In the garden some tiny owls, perched on the branches of a lace-bark tree, called: “More pork; more pork.” And far away in the bush there sounded a harsh rapid chatter: “Ha-ha-ha … Ha-ha-ha.”
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  Dawn came sharp and chill with red clouds on a faint green sky and drops of water on every leaf and blade. A breeze blew over the garden, dropping dew and dropping petals, shivered over the drenched paddocks, and was lost in the sombre bush. In the sky some tiny stars floated for a moment and then they were gone—they were dissolved like bubbles. And plain to be heard in the early quiet was the sound of the creek in the paddock running over the brown stones, running in and out of the sandy hollows, hiding under clumps of dark berry bushes, spilling into a swamp of yellow water flowers and cresses.


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


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


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


  He was enormously pleased. Weather like this set a final seal on his bargain. He felt, somehow, that he had bought the lovely day, too—got it chucked in dirt cheap with the house and ground. He dashed off to his bath and Linda turned over and raised herself on one elbow to see the room by daylight. All the furniture had found a place—all the old paraphernalia—as she expressed it. Even the photographs were on the mantelpiece and [21] the medicine bottles on the shelf above the washstand. Her clothes lay across a chair—her outdoor things, a purple cape and a round hat with a plume in it. Looking at them she wished that she was going away from this house, too. And she saw herself driving away from them all in a little buggy, driving away from everybody and not even waving.


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


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


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


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


  “It’s rock—it’s iron,” mocked she.


  “You’d be surprised,” said Stanley, as though this were intensely interesting, “at the number of chaps at the club who have got a corporation. Young chaps, you know—men of my age.” He [22] began parting his bushy ginger hair, his blue eyes fixed and round in the glass, his knees bent, because the dressing table was always—confound it—a bit too low for him. “Little Wally Bell, for instance,” and he straightened, describing upon himself an enormous curve with the hairbrush. “I must say I’ve a perfect horror …”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Oh, just away,” said Kezia….


  Then she did not hear them any more. What a glare there was in the room. She hated blinds pulled up to the top at any time, but in the morning it was intolerable. She turned over to the wall and idly, with one finger, she traced a poppy on the wall-paper with a leaf and a stem and a fat bursting bud. In the quiet, and under her tracing finger, the poppy seemed to come alive. She could feel the sticky, silky petals, the stem, hairy like a gooseberry skin, the rough leaf and the tight glazed bud. Things had a habit of coming alive like that. [24] Not only large substantial things like furniture, but curtains and the patterns of stuffs and the fringes of quilts and cushions. How often she had seen the tassel fringe of her quilt change into a funny procession of dancers with priests attending…. For there were some tassels that did not dance at all but walked stately, bent forward as if praying or chanting. How often the medicine bottles had turned into a row of little men with brown top-hats on; and the washstand jug had a way of sitting in the basin like a fat bird in a round nest.


  “I dreamed about birds last night,” thought Linda. What was it? She had forgotten. But the strangest part of this coming alive of things was what they did. They listened, they seemed to swell out with some mysterious important content, and when they were full she felt that they smiled. But it was not for her, only, their sly secret smile; they were members of a secret society and they smiled among themselves. Sometimes, when she had fallen asleep in the daytime, she woke and could not lift a finger, could not even turn her eyes to left or right because they were there; sometimes when she went out of a room and left it empty, she knew as she clicked the door to that they were filling it. And there were times in the evenings when she was upstairs, perhaps, and everybody else was down, when she could hardly escape from them. Then she could not hurry, she could not [25] hum a tune; if she tried to say ever so carelessly—“Bother that old thimble”—they were not deceived. They knew how frightened she was; they saw how she turned her head away as she passed the mirror. What Linda always felt was that they wanted something of her, and she knew that if she gave herself up and was quiet, more than quiet, silent, motionless, something would really happen.


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


  Yes, everything had come alive down to the minutest, tiniest particle, and she did not feel her bed, she floated, held up in the air. Only she seemed to be listening with her wide open watchful eyes, waiting for someone to come who just did not come, watching for something to happen that just did not happen.
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  In the kitchen at the long deal table under the two windows old Mrs. Fairfield was washing the breakfast dishes. The kitchen window looked out on to a big grass patch that led down to the vegetable garden and the rhubarb beds. On one side the grass patch was bordered by the scullery and wash-house and over this whitewashed lean-to there grew a knotted vine. She had noticed yesterday that a [26] few tiny corkscrew tendrils had come right through some cracks in the scullery ceiling and all the windows of the lean-to had a thick frill of ruffled green.


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


  It was hard to believe that she had not been in that kitchen for years; she was so much a part of [27] it. She put the crocks away with a sure, precise touch, moving leisurely and ample from the stove to the dresser, looking into the pantry and the larder as though there were not an unfamiliar corner. When she had finished, everything in the kitchen had become part of a series of patterns. She stood in the middle of the room wiping her hands on a check cloth; a smile beamed on her lips; she thought it looked very nice, very satisfactory.


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


  “Yes, dear. Do you want me?”


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


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


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


  “I can’t. There is no room. I’ve hung all the photographs of his office there before and after building, and the signed photos of his business [28] friends, and that awful enlargement of Isabel lying on the mat in her singlet.” Her angry glance swept the placid kitchen. “I know what I’ll do. I’ll hang them here. I will tell Stanley they got a little damp in the moving so I have put them in here for the time being.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


  But before Mrs. Fairfield had time to look Beryl had turned away. Someone tapped on the [29] window: Linda was there, nodding and smiling. They heard the latch of the scullery door lift and she came in. She had no hat on; her hair stood up on her head in curling rings and she was wrapped up in an old cashmere shawl.


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Oh, well, at any rate it won’t kill us,” she said dryly, putting down her empty cup and standing up [30] and stretching. “I am going to hang curtains.” And she ran away singing:


  
    How many thousand birds I see


    That sing aloud from every tree …

  


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Do you want a match, my granny?”


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


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


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


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


  But on her way back to the house she came to that island that lay in the middle of the drive, dividing the drive into two arms that met in front of the house. The island was made of grass banked [34] up high. Nothing grew on the top except one huge plant with thick, grey-green, thorny leaves, and out of the middle there sprang up a tall stout stem. Some of the leaves of the plant were so old that they curled up in the air no longer; they turned back, they were split and broken; some of them lay flat and withered on the ground.


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


  “Mother, what is it?” asked Kezia.


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


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


  “Does it ever have any flowers?”


  “Yes, Kezia,” and Linda smiled down at her, and half shut her eyes. “Once every hundred years.”
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  On his way home from the office Stanley Burnell stopped the buggy at the Bodega, got out and bought a large bottle of oysters. At the Chinaman’s shop next door he bought a pineapple in the pink of condition, and noticing a basket of fresh black [35] cherries he told John to put him a pound of those as well. The oysters and the pine he stowed away in the box under the front seat, but the cherries he kept in his hand.


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


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


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


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


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


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


  As they left the town finally and bowled away up [36] the deserted road his heart beat hard for joy. He rooted in the bag and began to eat the cherries, three or four at a time, chucking the stones over the side of the buggy. They were delicious, so plump and cold, without a spot or a bruise on them.


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


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


  On Sunday morning they would go to church—children and all. Which reminded him that he must hire a pew, in the sun if possible and well forward so as to be out of the draught from the door. In fancy he heard himself intoning extremely well: “When thou did overcome the Sharpness of Death Thou didst open the Kingdom of Heaven [37] to all Believers.” And he saw the neat brass-edged card on the corner of the pew—Mr. Stanley Burnell and family…. The rest of the day he’d loaf about with Linda…. Now they were walking about the garden; she was on his arm, and he was explaining to her at length what he intended doing at the office the week following. He heard her saying: “My dear, I think that is most wise.” … Talking things over with Linda was a wonderful help even though they were apt to drift away from the point.


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


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


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


  It wanted a few minutes to sunset. Everything stood motionless bathed in bright, metallic light [38] and from the paddocks on either side there streamed the milky scent of ripe grass. The iron gates were open. They dashed through and up the drive and round the island, stopping at the exact middle of the verandah.


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


  “Very well indeed, Pat,” said Stanley.


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Oh, dear! Oh, dear!” said she. “Wait a moment. Let me put down these silly things,” and [39] she put the bottle of oysters and the pine on a little carved chair. “What have you got in your button-hole—cherries?” She took them out and hung them over his ear.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Oh, yes,” said the three little girls, and Isabel [40] added as an after-thought: “Thank you very much indeed, father dear.”


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


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


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


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


  “I’m so confoundedly happy,” he said.


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


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


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


  At the words, and with the cold wet dew on her fingers, she felt as though the moon had risen—that she was being strangely discovered in a flood of cold light. She shivered; she came away from the window and sat down upon the box ottoman beside Stanley.


  • • • • • •


  In the dining-room, by the flicker of a wood fire, Beryl sat on a hassock playing the guitar. She had bathed and changed all her clothes. Now she wore [41] a white muslin dress with black spots on it and in her hair she had pinned a black silk rose.


  
    Nature has gone to her rest, love,


    See, we are alone.


    Give me your hand to press, love,


    Lightly within my own.

  


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


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


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


  
    Even the moon is aweary …

  


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


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


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


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


  “Really!” said Beryl.


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


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


  Beryl smiled, and really her smile was so adorable that she smiled again—but this time because she could not help it.
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  “Good morning, Mrs. Jones.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  But someone called from the front of the house and the luncheon party melted away, leaving the charming table, leaving the rissoles and the poached [44] eggs to the ants and to an old snail who pushed his quivering horns over the edge of the garden seat and began to nibble a geranium plate.


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


  The Trout boys were the cousins Kezia had mentioned to the storeman. They lived about a mile away in a house called Monkey Tree Cottage. Pip was tall for his age, with lank black hair and a white face, but Rags was very small and so thin that when he was undressed his shoulder blades stuck out like two little wings. They had a mongrel dog with pale blue eyes and a long tail turned up at the end who followed them everywhere; he was called Snooker. They spent half their time combing and brushing Snooker and dosing him with various awful mixtures concocted by Pip, and kept secretly by him in a broken jug covered with an old kettle lid. Even faithful little Rags was not allowed to know the full secret of these mixtures…. Take some carbolic tooth powder and a pinch of sulphur powdered up fine, and perhaps a bit of starch to stiffen up Snooker’s coat…. But that was not all; Rags privately thought that the rest was gun-powder…. And he never was allowed to help with the mixing because of the danger…. “Why if a spot of this flew in your eye, you would be blinded for life,” Pip would say, stirring the mixture with an iron spoon. “And there’s always the chance—just the chance, mind you—of it [45] exploding if you whack it hard enough…. Two spoons of this in a kerosene tin will be enough to kill thousands of fleas.” But Snooker spent all his spare time biting and snuffling, and he stank abominably.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Nearly,” said Rags faintly.


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


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


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


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


  Lottie didn’t want to play that, because last time [47] Pip had squeezed something down her throat and it hurt awfully.


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


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


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


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


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


  “Whatever is that for?” asked Lottie.


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


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


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


  9


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  At the bottom of the orchard a gate was set in the paling fence. On the other side a steep bank led down to a bridge that spanned the creek, and once up the bank on the other side you were on the fringe of the paddocks. A little old stable in the first paddock had been turned into a fowl house. The fowls had strayed far away across the paddock [49] down to a dumping ground in a hollow, but the ducks kept close to that part of the creek that flowed under the bridge.


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


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


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


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


  “Lid. Lid—lid—lid—lid——” he called.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  When the children saw the blood they were frightened no longer. They crowded round him and began to scream. Even Isabel leaped about crying: “The blood! The blood!” Pip forgot all about his duck. He simply threw it away from [51] him and shouted, “I saw it. I saw it,” and jumped round the wood block.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  When Isabel went up to Lottie, Lottie snatched away.


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


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


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


  “Do they come on and off?” she asked huskily.
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  Up in the house, in the warm tidy kitchen, Alice, the servant girl, was getting the afternoon tea. She was “dressed.” She had on a black stuff dress that [53] smelt under the arms, a white apron like a large sheet of paper, and a lace bow pinned on to her hair with two jetty pins. Also her comfortable carpet slippers were changed for a pair of black leather ones that pinched her corn on her little toe something dreadful….


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


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


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


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


  “Spiders. To dream of spiders creeping over you is good. Signifies large sum of money in near future. Should party be in family way an easy confinement may be expected. But care should be [54] taken in sixth month to avoid eating of probable present of shell fish….”


  
    How many thousand birds I see.

  


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


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


  “Oh, Alice,” said Miss Beryl. “There’s one extra to tea, so heat a plate of yesterday’s scones, please. And put on the Victoria sandwich as well as the coffee cake. And don’t forget to put little [55] doyleys under the plates—will you? You did yesterday, you know, and the tea looked so ugly and common. And, Alice, don’t put that dreadful old pink and green cosy on the afternoon teapot again. That is only for the mornings. Really, I think it ought to be kept for the kitchen—it’s so shabby, and quite smelly. Put on the Japanese one. You quite understand, don’t you?”


  Miss Beryl had finished.


  
    That sing aloud from every tree …

  


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


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


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


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


  “The only thing to do,” she heard, as she opened the dining-room door, “is to cut the sleeves out entirely and just have a broad band of black velvet over the shoulders instead….”
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  The white duck did not look as if it had ever had a head when Alice placed it in front of Stanley Burnell that night. It lay, in beautifully basted resignation, on a blue dish—its legs tied together with a piece of string and a wreath of little balls of stuffing round it.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  How remote they looked, those two, from where Linda sat and rocked. The green table, the polished cards, Stanley’s big hands and Beryl’s tiny ones, all seemed to be part of one mysterious movement. Stanley himself, big and solid, in his dark suit, took [58] his ease, and Beryl tossed her bright head and pouted. Round her throat she wore an unfamiliar velvet ribbon. It changed her, somehow—altered the shape of her face—but it was charming, Linda decided. The room smelled of lilies; there were two big jars of arums in the fire-place.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Quite good,” said Beryl.


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


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


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


  The moon that Lottie and Kezia had seen from [60] the storeman’s wagon was full, and the house, the garden, the old woman and Linda—all were bathed in dazzling light.


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


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


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


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


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


  “I believe those are buds,” said she. “Let us go [61] down into the garden, mother. I like that aloe. I like it more than anything here. And I am sure I shall remember it long after I’ve forgotten all the other things.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Stanley, would you light a candle?”


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


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


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


  “What am I guarding myself for so preciously? I shall go on having children and Stanley will go on [63] making money and the children and the gardens will grow bigger and bigger, with whole fleets of aloes in them for me to choose from.”


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


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


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


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


  Don’t think me a piggy wig because I haven’t written before. I haven’t had a moment, [64] dear, and even now I feel so exhausted that I can hardly hold a pen.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  What rot. What nonsense. It wasn’t her nature at all. Good heavens, if she had ever been her real self with Nan Pym, Nannie would have jumped out of the window with surprise…. My dear, you [67] know that white satin of mine…. Beryl slammed the letter-case to.


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Lovely, lovely hair. And such a mass of it. It had the colour of fresh fallen leaves, brown and red [68] with a glint of yellow. When she did it in a long plait she felt it on her backbone like a long snake. She loved to feel the weight of it dragging her head back, and she loved to feel it loose, covering her bare arms. “Yes, my dear, there is no doubt about it, you really are a lovely little thing.”


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


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


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


  “Oh,” she cried, “I am so miserable—so frightfully miserable. I know that I’m silly and spiteful and vain; I’m always acting a part. I’m never my real self for a moment.” And plainly, plainly, she saw her false self running up and down the stairs, laughing a special trilling laugh if they had visitors, standing under the lamp if a man came to dinner, so that he should see the light on her hair, pouting and pretending to be a little girl when she was asked to play the guitar. Why? She even kept it up for Stanley’s benefit. Only last night when he was reading the paper her false self had stood beside him and leaned against his shoulder on purpose. [69] Hadn’t she put her hand over his, pointing out something so that he should see how white her hand was beside his brown one.


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


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


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


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


  Kezia crossed too, and unscrewed a little pot of [70] cream and sniffed it. Under her arm she carried a very dirty calico cat.


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


  “Now look at yourself,” said she sternly.


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


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


  Then she tip-toed away, far too quickly and airily….


  [Hogarth Press, July 11, 1918]


  []


  Je Ne Parle Pas Français


  [71] I do not know why I have such a fancy for this little café. It’s dirty and sad, sad. It’s not as if it had anything to distinguish it from a hundred others—it hasn’t; or as if the same strange types came here every day, whom one could watch from one’s corner and recognise and more or less (with a strong accent on the less) get the hang of.


  But pray don’t imagine that those brackets are a confession of my humility before the mystery of the human soul. Not at all; I don’t believe in the human soul. I never have. I believe that people are like portmanteaux—packed with certain things, started going, thrown about, tossed away, dumped down, lost and found, half emptied suddenly, or squeezed fatter than ever, until finally the Ultimate Porter swings them on to the Ultimate Train and away they rattle….


  Not but what these portmanteaux can be very fascinating. Oh, but very! I see myself standing in front of them, don’t you know, like a Customs official.


  “Have you anything to declare? Any wines, spirits, cigars, perfumes, silks?”


  [72] And the moment of hesitation as to whether I am going to be fooled just before I chalk that squiggle, and then the other moment of hesitation just after, as to whether I have been, are perhaps the two most thrilling instants in life. Yes, they are, to me.


  But before I started that long and rather far-fetched and not frightfully original digression, what I meant to say quite simply was that there are no portmanteaux to be examined here because the clientele of this café, ladies and gentlemen, does not sit down. No, it stands at the counter, and it consists of a handful of workmen who come up from the river, all powdered over with white flour, lime or something, and a few soldiers, bringing with them thin, dark girls with silver rings in their ears and market baskets on their arms.


  Madame is thin and dark, too, with white cheeks and white hands. In certain lights she looks quite transparent, shining out of her black shawl with an extraordinary effect. When she is not serving she sits on a stool with her face turned, always, to the window. Her dark-ringed eyes search among and follow after the people passing, but not as if she was looking for somebody. Perhaps, fifteen years ago, she was; but now the pose has become a habit. You can tell from her air of fatigue and hopelessness that she must have given them up for the last ten years, at least….


  [73] And then there is the waiter. Not pathetic—decidedly not comic. Never making one of those perfectly insignificant remarks which amaze you so coming from a waiter, (as though the poor wretch were a sort of cross between a coffee-pot and a wine bottle and not expected to hold so much as a drop of anything else). He is grey, flat-footed and withered, with long, brittle nails that set your nerves on edge while he scrapes up your two sous. When he is not smearing over the table or flicking at a dead fly or two, he stands with one hand on the back of a chair, in his far too long apron, and over his other arm the three-cornered dip of dirty napkin, waiting to be photographed in connection with some wretched murder. “Interior of Café where Body was Found.” You’ve seen him hundreds of times.


  Do you believe that every place has its hour of the day when it really does come alive? That’s not exactly what I mean. It’s more like this. There does seem to be a moment when you realize that, quite by accident, you happen to have come on to the stage at exactly the moment you were expected. Everything is arranged for you—waiting for you. Ah, master of the situation! You fill with important breath. And at the same time you smile, secretly, slyly, because Life seems to be opposed to granting you these entrances, seems indeed to be engaged in snatching them from you and making them impossible, keeping you in the [74] wings until it is too late, in fact…. Just for once you’ve beaten the old hag.


  I enjoyed one of these moments the first time I ever came in here. That’s why I keep coming back, I suppose. Revisiting the scene of my triumph, or the scene of the crime where I had the old bitch by the throat for once and did what I pleased with her.


  Query: Why am I so bitter against Life? And why do I see her as a rag-picker on the American cinema, shuffling along wrapped in a filthy shawl with her old claws crooked over a stick?


  Answer: The direct result of the American cinema acting upon a weak mind.


  Anyhow, the “short winter afternoon was drawing to a close,” as they say, and I was drifting along, either going home or not going home, when I found myself in here, walking over to this seat in the corner.


  I hung up my English overcoat and grey felt hat on that same peg behind me, and after I had allowed the waiter time for at least twenty photographers to snap their fill of him, I ordered a coffee.


  He poured me out a glass of the familiar, purplish stuff with a green wandering light playing over it, and shuffled off, and I sat pressing my hands against the glass because it was bitterly cold outside.


  Suddenly I realized that quite apart from myself, I was smiling. Slowly I raised my head and saw [75] myself in the mirror opposite. Yes, there I sat, leaning on the table, smiling my deep, sly smile, the glass of coffee with its vague plume of steam before me and beside it the ring of white saucer with two pieces of sugar.


  I opened my eyes very wide. There I had been for all eternity, as it were, and now at last I was coming to life….


  It was very quiet in the café. Outside, one could just see through the dusk that it had begun to snow. One could just see the shapes of horses and carts and people, soft and white, moving through the feathery air. The waiter disappeared and reappeared with an armful of straw. He strewed it over the floor from the door to the counter and round about the stove with humble, almost adoring gestures. One would not have been surprised if the door had opened and the Virgin Mary had come in, riding upon an ass, her meek hands folded over her big belly….


  That’s rather nice, don’t you think, that bit about the Virgin? It comes from the pen so gently; it has such a “dying fall.” I thought so at the time and decided to make a note of it. One never knows when a little tag like that may come in useful to round off a paragraph. So, taking care to move as little as possible because the “spell” was still unbroken (you know that?), I reached over to the next table for a writing pad.


  No paper or envelopes, of course. Only a morsel [76] of pink blotting-paper, incredibly soft and limp and almost moist, like the tongue of a little dead kitten, which I’ve never felt.


  I sat—but always underneath, in this state of expectation, rolling the little dead kitten’s tongue round my finger and rolling the soft phrase round my mind while my eyes took in the girls’ names and dirty jokes and drawings of bottles and cups that would not sit in the saucers, scattered over the writing pad.


  They are always the same, you know. The girls always have the same names, the cups never sit in the saucers; all the hearts are stuck and tied up with ribbons.


  But then, quite suddenly, at the bottom of the page, written in green ink, I fell on to that stupid, stale little phrase: Je ne parle pas français.


  There! it had come—the moment—the geste! And although I was so ready, it caught me, it tumbled me over; I was simply overwhelmed. And the physical feeling was so curious, so particular. It was as if all of me, except my head and arms, all of me that was under the table, had simply dissolved, melted, turned into water. Just my head remained and two sticks of arms pressing on to the table. But, ah! the agony of that moment! How can I describe it? I didn’t think of anything. I didn’t even cry out to myself. Just for one moment I was not. I was Agony, Agony, Agony.


  Then it passed, and the very second after I was [77] thinking: “Good God! Am I capable of feeling as strongly as that? But I was absolutely unconscious! I hadn’t a phrase to meet it with! I was overcome! I was swept off my feet! I didn’t even try, in the dimmest way, to put it down!”


  And up I puffed and puffed, blowing off finally with: “After all I must be first-rate. No second-rate mind could have experienced such an intensity of feeling so … purely.”


  The waiter has touched a spill at the red stove and lighted a bubble of gas under a spreading shade. It is no use looking out of the window, Madame; it is quite dark now. Your white hands hover over your dark shawl. They are like two birds that have come home to roost. They are restless, restless…. You tuck them, finally, under your warm little armpits.


  Now the waiter has taken a long pole and clashed the curtains together. “All gone,” as children say.


  And besides, I’ve no patience with people who can’t let go of things, who will follow after and cry out. When a thing’s gone, it’s gone. It’s over and done with. Let it go then! Ignore it, and comfort yourself, if you do want comforting, with the thought that you never do recover the same thing that you lose. It’s always a new thing. The moment it leaves you it’s changed. Why, that’s even true of a hat you chase after; and I don’t mean superficially[78]—I mean profoundly speaking … I have made it a rule of my life never to regret and never to look back. Regret is an appalling waste of energy, and no one who intends to be a writer can afford to indulge in it. You can’t get it into shape; you can’t build on it; it’s only good for wallowing in. Looking back, of course, is equally fatal to Art. It’s keeping yourself poor. Art can’t and won’t stand poverty.


  Je ne parle pas français. Je ne parle pas français. All the while I wrote that last page my other self has been chasing up and down out in the dark there. It left me just when I began to analyse my grand moment, dashed off distracted, like a lost dog who thinks at last, at last, he hears the familiar step again.


  “Mouse! Mouse! Where are you? Are you near? Is that you leaning from the high window and stretching out your arms for the wings of the shutters? Are you this soft bundle moving towards me through the feathery snow? Are you this little girl pressing through the swing-doors of the restaurant? Is that your dark shadow bending forward in the cab? Where are you? Where are you? Which way must I turn? Which way shall I run? And every moment I stand here hesitating you are farther away again. Mouse! Mouse!”


  Now the poor dog has come back into the café, his tail between his legs, quite exhausted.


  [79] “It was a … false … alarm. She’s nowhere … to … be seen.”


  “Lie down then! Lie down! Lie down!”


  My name is Raoul Duquette. I am twenty-six years old and a Parisian, a true Parisian. About my family—it really doesn’t matter. I have no family; I don’t want any. I never think about my childhood. I’ve forgotten it.


  In fact, there’s only one memory that stands out at all. That is rather interesting because it seems to me now so very significant as regards myself from the literary point of view. It is this.


  When I was about ten our laundress was an African woman, very big, very dark, with a check handkerchief over her frizzy hair. When she came to our house she always took particular notice of me, and after the clothes had been taken out of the basket she would lift me up into it and give me a rock while I held tight to the handles and screamed for joy and fright. I was tiny for my age, and pale, with a lovely little half-open mouth—I feel sure of that.


  One day when I was standing at the door, watching her go, she turned round and beckoned to me, nodding and smiling in a strange secret way. I never thought of not following. She took me into a little outhouse at the end of the passage, caught me up in her arms and began kissing me. Ah, those [80] kisses! Especially those kisses inside my ears that nearly deafened me.


  When she set me down she took from her pocket a little round fried cake covered with sugar, and I reeled along the passage back to our door.


  As this performance was repeated once a week it is no wonder that I remember it so vividly. Besides, from that very first afternoon, my childhood was, to put it prettily, “kissed away.” I became very languid, very caressing, and greedy beyond measure. And so quickened, so sharpened, I seemed to understand everybody and be able to do what I liked with everybody.


  I suppose I was in a state of more or less physical excitement, and that was what appealed to them. For all Parisians are more than half—oh, well, enough of that. And enough of my childhood, too. Bury it under a laundry basket instead of a shower of roses and passons oultre.


  I date myself from the moment that I became the tenant of a small bachelor flat on the fifth floor of a tall, not too shabby house, in a street that might or might not be discreet. Very useful, that…. There I emerged, came out into the light and put out my two horns with a study and a bedroom and a kitchen on my back. And real furniture planted in the rooms. In the bedroom a wardrobe with a long glass, a big bed covered with a yellow puffed-up quilt, a bed table with a marbled top and a toilet [81] set sprinkled with tiny apples. In my study—English writing table with drawers, writing chair with leather cushions, books, arm-chair, side table with paper-knife and lamp on it and some nude studies on the walls. I didn’t use the kitchen except to throw old papers into.


  Ah, I can see myself that first evening, after the furniture men had gone and I’d managed to get rid of my atrocious old concierge—walking about on tip-toe, arranging and standing in front of the glass with my hands in my pockets and saying to that radiant vision: “I am a young man who has his own flat. I write for two newspapers. I am going in for serious literature. I am starting a career. The book that I shall bring out will simply stagger the critics. I am going to write about things that have never been touched before. I am going to make a name for myself as a writer about the submerged world. But not as others have done before me. Oh, no! Very naively, with a sort of tender humour and from the inside, as though it were all quite simple, quite natural. I see my way quite perfectly. Nobody has ever done it as I shall do it because none of the others have lived my experiences. I’m rich—I’m rich.”


  All the same I had no more money than I have now. It’s extraordinary how one can live without money…. I have quantities of good clothes, silk underwear, two evening suits, four pairs of patent leather boots with light uppers, all sorts [82] of little things, like gloves and powder boxes and a manicure set, perfumes, very good soap, and nothing is paid for. If I find myself in need of right-down cash—well, there’s always an African laundress and an outhouse, and I am very frank and bon enfant about plenty of sugar on the little fried cake afterwards….


  And here I should like to put something on record. Not from any strutting conceit, but rather with a mild sense of wonder. I’ve never yet made the first advances to any woman. It isn’t as though I’ve known only one class of woman—not by any means. But from little prostitutes and kept women and elderly widows and shop girls and wives of respectable men, and even advanced modern literary ladies at the most select dinners and soirées (I’ve been there), I’ve met invariably with not only the same readiness, but with the same positive invitation. It surprised me at first. I used to look across the table and think “Is that very distinguished young lady, discussing le Kipling with the gentleman with the brown beard, really pressing my foot?” And I was never really certain until I had pressed hers.


  Curious, isn’t it? I don’t look at all like a maiden’s dream….


  I am little and light with an olive skin, black eyes with long lashes, black silky hair cut short, tiny square teeth that show when I smile. My hands are supple and small. A woman in a bread shop once [83] said to me: “You have the hands for making fine little pastries.” I confess, without my clothes I am rather charming. Plump, almost like a girl, with smooth shoulders, and I wear a thin gold bracelet above my left elbow.


  But, wait! Isn’t it strange I should have written all that about my body and so on? It’s the result of my bad life, my submerged life. I am like a little woman in a café who has to introduce herself with a handful of photographs. “Me in my chemise, coming out of an eggshell…. Me upside down in a swing, with a frilly behind like a cauliflower….” You know the things.


  If you think what I’ve written is merely superficial and impudent and cheap you’re wrong. I’ll admit it does sound so, but then it is not all. If it were, how could I have experienced what I did when I read that stale little phrase written in green ink, in the writing-pad? That proves there’s more in me and that I really am important, doesn’t it? Anything a fraction less than that moment of anguish I might have put on. But no! That was real.


  “Waiter, a whisky.”


  I hate whisky. Every time I take it into my mouth my stomach rises against it, and the stuff they keep here is sure to be particularly vile. I only ordered it because I am going to write about an Englishman. We French are incredibly old-fashioned [84] and out of date still in some ways. I wonder I didn’t ask him at the same time for a pair of tweed knickerbockers, a pipe, some long teeth and a set of ginger whiskers.


  “Thanks, mon vieux. You haven’t got perhaps a set of ginger whiskers?”


  “No, monsieur,” he answers sadly. “We don’t sell American drinks.”


  And having smeared a corner of the table he goes back to have another couple of dozen taken by artificial light.


  Ugh! The smell of it! And the sickly sensation when one’s throat contracts.


  “It’s bad stuff to get drunk on,” says Dick Harmon, turning his little glass in his fingers and smiling his slow, dreaming smile. So he gets drunk on it slowly and dreamily and at a certain moment begins to sing very low, very low, about a man who walks up and down trying to find a place where he can get some dinner.


  Ah! how I loved that song, and how I loved the way he sang it, slowly, slowly, in a dark, soft voice:


  
    There was a man


    Walked up and down


    To get a dinner in the town …

  


  It seemed to hold, in its gravity and muffled measure, all those tall grey buildings, those fogs, those endless streets, those sharp shadows of policemen that mean England.


  [85] And then—the subject! The lean, starved creature walking up and down with every house barred against him because he had no “home.” How extraordinarily English that is…. I remember that it ended where he did at last “find a place” and ordered a little cake of fish, but when he asked for bread the waiter cried contemptuously, in a loud voice: “We don’t serve bread with one fish ball.”


  What more do you want? How profound those songs are! There is the whole psychology of a people; and how un-French—how un-French!


  “Once more, Deeck, once more!” I would plead, clasping my hands and making a pretty mouth at him. He was perfectly content to sing it for ever.


  There again. Even with Dick. It was he who made the first advances.


  I met him at an evening party given by the editor of a new review. It was a very select, very fashionable affair. One or two of the older men were there and the ladies were extremely comme il faut. They sat on cubist sofas in full evening dress and allowed us to hand them thimbles of cherry brandy and to talk to them about their poetry. For, as far as I can remember, they were all poetesses.


  It was impossible not to notice Dick. He was the only Englishman present, and instead of circulating gracefully round the room as we all did, [86] he stayed in one place leaning against the wall, his hands in his pockets, that dreamy half smile on his lips, and replying in excellent French in his low, soft voice to anybody who spoke to him.


  “Who is he?”


  “An Englishman. From London. A writer. And he is making a special study of modern French literature.”


  That was enough for me. My little book, False Coins, had just been published. I was a young, serious writer who was making a special study of modern English literature.


  But I really had not time to fling my line before he said, giving himself a soft shake, coming right out of the water after the bait, as it were: “Won’t you come and see me at my hotel? Come about five o’clock and we can have a talk before going out to dinner.”


  “Enchanted!”


  I was so deeply, deeply flattered that I had to leave him then and there to preen and preen myself before the cubist sofas. What a catch! An Englishman, reserved, serious, making a special study of French literature….


  That same night a copy of False Coins with a carefully cordial inscription was posted off, and a day or two later we did dine together and spent the evening talking.


  Talking—but not only of literature. I discovered to my relief that it wasn’t necessary to keep to the [87] tendency of the modern novel, the need of a new form, or the reason why our young men appeared to be just missing it. Now and again, as if by accident, I threw in a card that seemed to have nothing to do with the game, just to see how he’d take it. But each time he gathered it into his hands with his dreamy look and smile unchanged. Perhaps he murmured: “That’s very curious.” But not as if it were curious at all.


  That calm acceptance went to my head at last. It fascinated me. It led me on and on till I threw every card that I possessed at him and sat back and watched him arrange them in his hand.


  “Very curious and interesting….”


  By that time we were both fairly drunk, and he began to sing his song very soft, very low, about the man who walked up and down seeking his dinner.


  But I was quite breathless at the thought of what I had done. I had shown somebody both sides of my life. Told him everything as sincerely and truthfully as I could. Taken immense pains to explain things about my submerged life that really were disgusting and never could possibly see the light of literary day. On the whole I had made myself out far worse than I was—more boastful, more cynical, more calculating.


  And there sat the man I had confided in, singing to himself and smiling…. It moved me so that [88] real tears came into my eyes. I saw them glittering on my long silky lashes—so charming.


  After that I took Dick about with me everywhere, and he came to my flat, and sat in the arm-chair, very indolent, playing with the paper-knife. I cannot think why his indolence and dreaminess always gave me the impression he had been to sea. And all his leisurely slow ways seemed to be allowing for the movement of the ship. This impression was so strong that often when we were together and he got up and left a little woman just when she did not expect him to get up and leave her, but quite the contrary, I would explain: “He can’t help it, Baby. He has to go back to his ship.” And I believed it far more than she did.


  All the while we were together Dick never went with a woman. I sometimes wondered whether he wasn’t completely innocent. Why didn’t I ask him? Because I never did ask him anything about himself. But late one night he took out his pocket-book and a photograph dropped out of it. I picked it up and glanced at it before I gave it to him. It was of a woman. Not quite young. Dark, handsome, wild-looking, but so full in every line of a kind of haggard pride that even if Dick had not stretched out so quickly I wouldn’t have looked longer.


  “Out of my sight, you little perfumed fox-terrier of a Frenchman,” said she.


  [89] (In my very worst moments my nose reminds me of a fox-terrier’s.)


  “That is my Mother,” said Dick, putting up the pocket-book.


  But if he had not been Dick I should have been tempted to cross myself, just for fun.


  This is how we parted. As we stood outside his hotel one night waiting for the concierge to release the catch of the outer door, he said, looking up at the sky: “I hope it will be fine to-morrow. I am leaving for England in the morning.”


  “You’re not serious.”


  “Perfectly. I have to get back. I’ve some work to do that I can’t manage here.”


  “But—but have you made all your preparations?”


  “Preparations?” He almost grinned. “I’ve none to make.”


  “But—enfin, Dick, England is not the other side of the boulevard.”


  “It isn’t much farther off,” said he. “Only a few hours, you know.” The door cracked open.


  “Ah, I wish I’d known at the beginning of the evening!”


  I felt hurt. I felt as a woman must feel when a man takes out his watch and remembers an appointment that cannot possibly concern her, except that its claim is the stronger. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  [90] He put out his hand and stood, lightly swaying upon the step as though the whole hotel were his ship, and the anchor weighed.


  “I forgot. Truly I did. But you’ll write, won’t you? Good night, old chap. I’ll be over again one of these days.”


  And then I stood on the shore alone, more like a little fox-terrier than ever….


  “But after all it was you who whistled to me, you who asked me to come! What a spectacle I’ve cut wagging my tail and leaping round you, only to be left like this while the boat sails off in its slow, dreamy way…. Curse these English! No, this is too insolent altogether. Who do you imagine I am? A little paid guide to the night pleasures of Paris? … No, monsieur. I am a young writer, very serious, and extremely interested in modern English literature. And I have been insulted—insulted.”


  Two days after came a long, charming letter from him, written in French that was a shade too French, but saying how he missed me and counted on our friendship, on keeping in touch.


  I read it standing in front of the (unpaid for) wardrobe mirror. It was early morning. I wore a blue kimono embroidered with white birds and my hair was still wet; it lay on my forehead, wet and gleaming.


  “Portrait of Madame Butterfly,” said I, “on hearing of the arrival of ce cher Pinkerton.”


  [91] According to the books I should have felt immensely relieved and delighted. “… Going over to the window he drew apart the curtains and looked out at the Paris trees, just breaking into buds and green…. Dick! Dick! My English friend!”


  I didn’t. I merely felt a little sick. Having been up for my first ride in an aeroplane I didn’t want to go up again, just now.


  That passed, and months after, in the winter, Dick wrote that he was coming back to Paris to stay indefinitely. Would I take rooms for him? He was bringing a woman friend with him.


  Of course I would. Away the little fox-terrier flew. It happened most usefully, too; for I owed much money at the hotel where I took my meals, and two English people requiring rooms for an indefinite time was an excellent sum on account.


  Perhaps I did rather wonder, as I stood in the larger of the two rooms with Madame, saying “Admirable,” what the woman friend would be like, but only vaguely. Either she would be very severe, flat back and front, or she would be tall, fair, dressed in mignonette green, name—Daisy, and smelling of rather sweetish lavender water.


  You see, by this time, according to my rule of not looking back, I had almost forgotten Dick. I even [92] got the tune of his song about the unfortunate man a little bit wrong when I tried to hum it….


  I very nearly did not turn up at the station after all. I had arranged to, and had, in fact, dressed with particular care for the occasion. For I intended to take a new line with Dick this time. No more confidences and tears on eyelashes. No, thank you!


  “Since you left Paris,” said I, knotting my black silver-spotted tie in the (also unpaid for) mirror over the mantelpiece, “I have been very successful, you know. I have two more books in preparation, and then I have written a serial story, Wrong Doors, which is just on the point of publication and will bring me in a lot of money. And then my little book of poems,” I cried, seizing the clothes-brush and brushing the velvet collar of my new indigo-blue overcoat, “my little book—Left Umbrellas—really did create,” and I laughed and waved the brush, “an immense sensation!”


  It was impossible not to believe this of the person who surveyed himself finally, from top to toe, drawing on his soft grey gloves. He was looking the part; he was the part.


  That gave me an idea. I took out my notebook, and still in full view, jotted down a note or two…. How can one look the part and not be the part? Or be the part and not look it? Isn’t looking—[93]being? Or being—looking? At any rate who is to say that it is not? …


  This seemed to me extraordinarily profound at the time, and quite new. But I confess that something did whisper as, smiling, I put up the notebook: “You—literary? you look as though you’ve taken down a bet on a racecourse!” But I didn’t listen. I went out, shutting the door of the flat with a soft, quick pull so as not to warn the concierge of my departure, and ran down the stairs quick as a rabbit for the same reason.


  But ah! the old spider. She was too quick for me. She let me run down the last little ladder of the web and then she pounced. “One moment. One little moment, Monsieur,” she whispered, odiously confidential. “Come in. Come in.” And she beckoned with a dripping soup ladle. I went to the door, but that was not good enough. Right inside and the door shut before she would speak.


  There are two ways of managing your concierge if you haven’t any money. One is—to take the high hand, make her your enemy, bluster, refuse to discuss anything; the other is—to keep in with her, butter her up to the two knots of the black rag tying up her jaws, pretend to confide in her, and rely on her to arrange with the gas man and to put off the landlord.


  I had tried the second. But both are equally [94] detestable and unsuccessful. At any rate whichever you’re trying is the worse, the impossible one.


  It was the landlord this time…. Imitation of the landlord by the concierge threatening to toss me out…. Imitation of the concierge by the concierge taming the wild bull…. Imitation of the landlord rampant again, breathing in the concierge’s face. I was the concierge. No, it was too nauseous. And all the while the black pot on the gas ring bubbling away, stewing out the hearts and livers of every tenant in the place.


  “Ah!” I cried, staring at the clock on the mantelpiece, and then, realizing that it didn’t go, striking my forehead as though the idea had nothing to do with it. “Madame, I have a very important appointment with the director of my newspaper at nine-thirty. Perhaps to-morrow I shall be able to give you …”


  Out, out. And down the métro and squeezed into a full carriage. The more the better. Everybody was one bolster the more between me and the concierge. I was radiant.


  “Ah! pardon, Monsieur!” said the tall charming creature in black with a big full bosom and a great bunch of violets dropping from it. As the train swayed it thrust the bouquet right into my eyes. “Ah! pardon, Monsieur!”


  But I looked up at her, smiling mischievously.


  “There is nothing I love more, Madame, than flowers on a balcony.”


  [95] At the very moment of speaking I caught sight of the huge man in a fur coat against whom my charmer was leaning. He poked his head over her shoulder and he went white to the nose; in fact his nose stood out a sort of cheese green.


  “What was that you said to my wife?”


  Gare Saint Lazare saved me. But you’ll own that even as the author of False Coins, Wrong Doors, Left Umbrellas, and two in preparation, it was not too easy to go on my triumphant way.


  At length, after countless trains had steamed into my mind, and countless Dick Harmons had come rolling towards me, the real train came. The little knot of us waiting at the barrier moved up close, craned forward, and broke into cries as though we were some kind of many-headed monster, and Paris behind us nothing but a great trap we had set to catch these sleepy innocents.


  Into the trap they walked and were snatched and taken off to be devoured. Where was my prey?


  “Good God!” My smile and my lifted hand fell together. For one terrible moment I thought this was the woman of the photograph, Dick’s mother, walking towards me in Dick’s coat and hat. In the effort—and you saw what an effort it was—to smile, his lips curled in just the same way and he made for me, haggard and wild and proud.


  [96] What had happened? What could have changed him like this? Should I mention it?


  I waited for him and was even conscious of venturing a fox-terrier wag or two to see if he could possibly respond, in the way I said: “Good evening, Dick! How are you, old chap? All right?”


  “All right. All right.” He almost gasped. “You’ve got the rooms?”


  Twenty times, good God! I saw it all. Light broke on the dark waters and my sailor hadn’t been drowned. I almost turned a somersault with amusement.


  It was nervousness, of course. It was embarrassment. It was the famous English seriousness. What fun I was going to have! I could have hugged him.


  “Yes, I’ve got the rooms,” I nearly shouted. “But where is Madame?”


  “She’s been looking after the luggage,” he panted. “Here she comes, now.”


  Not this baby walking beside the old porter as though he were her nurse and had just lifted her out of her ugly perambulator while he trundled the boxes on it.


  “And she’s not Madame,” said Dick, drawling suddenly.


  At that moment she caught sight of him and hailed him with her minute muff. She broke away from her nurse and ran up and said something, very [97] quick, in English; but he replied in French: “Oh, very well. I’ll manage.”


  But before he turned to the porter he indicated me with a vague wave and muttered something. We were introduced. She held out her hand in that strange boyish way Englishwomen do, and standing very straight in front of me with her chin raised and making—she too—the effort of her life to control her preposterous excitement, she said, wringing my hand (I’m sure she didn’t know it was mine), Je ne parle pas Français.


  “But I’m sure you do,” I answered, so tender, so reassuring, I might have been a dentist about to draw her first little milk tooth.


  “Of course she does.” Dick swerved back to us. “Here, can’t we get a cab or taxi or something? We don’t want to stay in this cursed station all night. Do we?”


  This was so rude that it took me a moment to recover; and he must have noticed, for he flung his arm round my shoulder in the old way, saying: “Ah, forgive me, old chap. But we’ve had such a loathsome, hideous journey. We’ve taken years to come. Haven’t we?” To her. But she did not answer. She bent her head and began stroking her grey muff; she walked beside us stroking her grey muff all the way.


  “Have I been wrong?” thought I. “Is this simply a case of frenzied impatience on their part? Are they merely ‘in need of a bed,’ as we say? [98] Have they been suffering agonies on the journey? Sitting, perhaps, very close and warm under the same travelling rug?” and so on and so on while the driver strapped on the boxes. That done——


  “Look here, Dick. I go home by métro. Here is the address of your hotel. Everything is arranged. Come and see me as soon as you can.”


  Upon my life I thought he was going to faint. He went white to the lips.


  “But you’re coming back with us,” he cried. “I thought it was all settled. Of course you’re coming back. You’re not going to leave us.” No, I gave it up. It was too difficult, too English for me.


  “Certainly, certainly. Delighted. I only thought, perhaps …”


  “You must come!” said Dick to the little fox-terrier. And again he made that big awkward turn towards her.


  “Get in, Mouse.”


  And Mouse got in the black hole and sat stroking Mouse II and not saying a word.


  Away we jolted and rattled like three little dice that life had decided to have a fling with.


  I had insisted on taking the flap seat facing them because I would not have missed for anything those occasional flashing glimpses I had as we broke through the white circles of lamplight.


  [99] They revealed Dick, sitting far back in his corner, his coat collar turned up, his hands thrust in his pockets, and his broad dark hat shading him as if it were a part of him—a sort of wing he hid under. They showed her, sitting up very straight, her lovely little face more like a drawing than a real face—every line was so full of meaning and so sharp cut against the swimming dark.


  For Mouse was beautiful. She was exquisite, but so fragile and fine that each time I looked at her it was as if for the first time. She came upon you with the same kind of shock that you feel when you have been drinking tea out of a thin innocent cup and suddenly, at the bottom, you see a tiny creature, half butterfly, half woman, bowing to you with her hands in her sleeves.


  As far as I could make out she had dark hair and blue or black eyes. Her long lashes and the two little feathers traced above were most important.


  She wore a long dark cloak such as one sees in old-fashioned pictures of Englishwomen abroad. Where her arms came out of it there was grey fur—fur round her neck, too, and her close-fitting cap was furry.


  “Carrying out the mouse idea,” I decided.


  Ah, but how intriguing it was—how intriguing! Their excitement came nearer and nearer to me, while I ran out to meet it, bathed in it, flung myself [100] far out of my depth, until at last I was as hard put to it to keep control as they.


  But what I wanted to do was to behave in the most extraordinary fashion—like a clown. To start singing, with large extravagant gestures, to point out of the window and cry: “We are now passing, ladies and gentlemen, one of the sights for which notre Paris is justly famous,” to jump out of the taxi while it was going, climb over the roof and dive in by another door; to hang out of the window and look for the hotel through the wrong end of a broken telescope, which was also a peculiarly ear-splitting trumpet.


  I watched myself do all this, you understand, and even managed to applaud in a private way by putting my gloved hands gently together, while I said to Mouse: “And is this your first visit to Paris?”


  “Yes, I’ve not been here before.”


  “Ah, then you have a great deal to see.”


  And I was just going to touch lightly upon the objects of interest and the museums when we wrenched to a stop.


  Do you know—it’s very absurd—but as I pushed open the door for them and followed up the stairs to the bureau on the landing I felt somehow that this hotel was mine.


  There was a vase of flowers on the window sill of the bureau and I even went so far as to re-arrange [101] a bud or two and to stand off and note the effect while the manageress welcomed them. And when she turned to me and handed me the keys (the garçon was hauing up the boxes) and said: “Monsieur Duquette will show you your rooms”—I had a longing to tap Dick on the arm with a key and say, very confidentially: “Look here, old chap. As a friend of mine I’ll be only too willing to make a slight reduction …”


  Up and up we climbed. Round and round. Past an occasional pair of boots (why is it one never sees an attractive pair of boots outside a door?). Higher and higher.


  “I’m afraid they’re rather high up,” I murmured idiotically. “But I chose them because …”


  They so obviously did not care why I chose them that I went no further. They accepted everything. They did not expect anything to be different. This was just part of what they were going through—that was how I analysed it.


  “Arrived at last.” I ran from one side of the passage to the other, turning on the lights, explaining.


  “This one I thought for you, Dick. The other is larger and it has a little dressing-room in the alcove.”


  My “proprietary” eye noted the clean towels and covers, and the bed linen embroidered in red cotton. I thought them rather charming rooms, sloping, full of angles, just the sort of rooms one [102] would expect to find if one had not been to Paris before.


  Dick dashed his hat down on the bed.


  “Oughtn’t I to help that chap with the boxes?” he asked—nobody.


  “Yes, you ought,” replied Mouse, “they’re dreadfully heavy.”


  And she turned to me with the first glimmer of a smile: “Books, you know.” Oh, he darted such a strange look at her before he rushed out. And he not only helped, he must have torn the box off the garçon’s back, for he staggered back, carrying one, dumped it down and then fetched in the other.


  “That’s yours, Dick,” said she.


  “Well, you don’t mind it standing here for the present, do you?” he asked, breathless, breathing hard (the box must have been tremendously heavy). He pulled out a handful of money. “I suppose I ought to pay this chap.”


  The garçon, standing by, seemed to think so too.


  “And will you require anything further, Monsieur?”


  “No! No!” said Dick impatiently.


  But at that Mouse stepped forward. She said, too deliberately, not looking at Dick, with her quaint clipped English accent: “Yes, I’d like some tea. Tea for three.”


  And suddenly she raised her muff as though her hands were clasped inside it, and she was telling the pale, sweaty garçon by that action that she was at [103] the end of her resources, that she cried out to him to save her with “Tea. Immediately!”


  This seemed to me so amazingly in the picture, so exactly the gesture and cry that one would expect (though I couldn’t have imagined it) to be wrung out of an Englishwoman faced with a great crisis, that I was almost tempted to hold up my hand and protest.


  “No! No! Enough. Enough. Let us leave off there. At the word—tea. For really, really, you’ve filled your greediest subscriber so full that he will burst if he has to swallow another word.”


  It even pulled Dick up. Like someone who has been unconscious for a long long time he turned slowly to Mouse and slowly looked at her with his tired, haggard eyes, and murmured with the echo of his dreamy voice: “Yes. That’s a good idea.” And then: “You must be tired, Mouse. Sit down.”


  She sat down in a chair with lace tabs on the arms; he leaned against the bed, and I established myself on a straight-backed chair, crossed my legs and brushed some imaginary dust off the knees of my trousers. (The Parisian at his ease.)


  There came a tiny pause. Then he said: “Won’t you take off your coat, Mouse?”


  “No, thanks. Not just now.”


  Were they going to ask me? Or should I hold [104] up my hand and call out in a baby voice: “It’s my turn to be asked.”


  No, I shouldn’t. They didn’t ask me.


  The pause became a silence. A real silence.


  “… Come, my Parisian fox-terrier! Amuse these sad English! It’s no wonder they are such a nation for dogs.”


  But, after all—why should I? It was not my “job,” as they would say. Nevertheless, I made a vivacious little bound at Mouse.


  “What a pity it is that you did not arrive by daylight. There is such a charming view from these two windows. You know, the hotel is on a corner and each window looks down an immensely long, straight street.”


  “Yes,” said she.


  “Not that that sounds very charming,” I laughed. “But there is so much animation—so many absurd little boys on bicycles and people hanging out of windows and—oh, well, you’ll see for yourself in the morning…. Very amusing. Very animated.”


  “Oh, yes,” said she.


  If the pale, sweaty garçon had not come in at that moment, carrying the tea-tray high on one hand as if the cups were cannon-balls and he a heavy weight lifter on the cinema….


  He managed to lower it on to a round table.


  “Bring the table over here,” said Mouse. The [105] waiter seemed to be the only person she cared to speak to. She took her hands out of her muff, drew off her gloves and flung back the old-fashioned cape.


  “Do you take milk and sugar?”


  “No milk, thank you, and no sugar.”


  I went over for mine like a little gentleman. She poured out another cup.


  “That’s for Dick.”


  And the faithful fox-terrier carried it across to him and laid it at his feet, as it were.


  “Oh, thanks,” said Dick.


  And then I went back to my chair and she sank back in hers.


  But Dick was off again. He stared wildly at the cup of tea for a moment, glanced round him, put it down on the bed-table, caught up his hat and stammered at full gallop: “Oh, by the way, do you mind posting a letter for me? I want to get it off by to-night’s post. I must. It’s very urgent….” Feeling her eyes on him, he flung: “It’s to my mother.” To me: “I won’t be long. I’ve got everything I want. But it must go off to-night. You don’t mind? It … it won’t take any time.”


  “Of course I’ll post it. Delighted.”


  “Won’t you drink your tea first?” suggested Mouse softly.


  … Tea? Tea? Yes, of course. Tea…. A cup of tea on the bed-table…. In his racing [106] dream he flashed the brightest, most charming smile at his little hostess.


  “No, thanks. Not just now.”


  And still hoping it would not be any trouble to me he went out of the room and closed the door, and we heard him cross the passage.


  I scalded myself with mine in my hurry to take the cup back to the table and to say as I stood there: “You must forgive me if I am impertinent … if I am too frank. But Dick hasn’t tried to disguise it—has he? There is something the matter. Can I help?”


  (Soft music. Mouse gets up, walks the stage for a moment or so before she returns to her chair and pours him out, oh, such a brimming, such a burning cup that the tears come into the friend’s eyes while he sips—while he drains it to the bitter dregs….)


  I had time to do all this before she replied. First she looked in the teapot, filled it with hot water, and stirred it with a spoon.


  “Yes, there is something the matter. No, I’m afraid you can’t help, thank you.” Again I got that glimmer of a smile. “I’m awfully sorry. It must be horrid for you.”


  Horrid, indeed! Ah, why couldn’t I tell her that it was months and months since I had been so entertained?


  “But you are suffering,” I ventured softly, as though that was what I could not bear to see.


  [107] She didn’t deny it. She nodded and bit her under-lip and I thought I saw her chin tremble.


  “And there is really nothing I can do?” More softly still.


  She shook her head, pushed back the table and jumped up.


  “Oh, it will be all right soon,” she breathed, walking over to the dressing-table and standing with her back towards me. “It will be all right. It can’t go on like this.”


  “But of course it can’t.” I agreed, wondering whether it would look heartless if I lit a cigarette; I had a sudden longing to smoke.


  In some way she saw my hand move to my breast pocket, half draw out my cigarette case and put it back again, for the next thing she said was: “Matches … in … candlestick. I noticed them.”


  And I heard from her voice that she was crying.


  “Ah! thank you. Yes. Yes. I’ve found them.” I lighted my cigarette and walked up and down, smoking.


  It was so quiet it might have been two o’clock in the morning. It was so quiet you heard the boards creak and pop as one does in a house in the country. I smoked the whole cigarette and stabbed the end into my saucer before Mouse turned round and came back to the table.


  “Isn’t Dick being rather a long time?”


  [108] “You are very tired. I expect you want to go to bed,” I said kindly. (And pray don’t mind me if you do, said my mind.)


  “But isn’t he being a very long time?” she insisted.


  I shrugged. “He is, rather.”


  Then I saw she looked at me strangely. She was listening.


  “He’s been gone ages,” she said, and she went with little light steps to the door, opened it, and crossed the passage into his room.


  I waited. I listened too, now. I couldn’t have borne to miss a word. She had left the door open. I stole across the room and looked after her. Dick’s door was open, too. But—there wasn’t a word to miss.


  You know I had the mad idea that they were kissing in that quiet room—a long comfortable kiss. One of those kisses that not only puts one’s grief to bed, but nurses it and warms it and tucks it up and keeps it fast enfolded until it is sleeping sound. Ah! how good that is.


  It was over at last. I heard some one move and tip-toed away.


  It was Mouse. She came back. She felt her way into the room carrying the letter for me. But it wasn’t in an envelope; it was just a sheet of paper and she held it by the corner as though it was still wet.


  Her head was bent so low—so tucked in her furry [109] collar that I hadn’t a notion—until she let the paper fall and almost fell herself on to the floor by the side of the bed, leaned her cheek against it, flung out her hands as though the last of her poor little weapons was gone and now she let herself be carried away, washed out into the deep water.


  Flash! went my mind. Dick has shot himself, and then a succession of flashes while I rushed in, saw the body, head unharmed, small blue hole over temple, roused hotel, arranged funeral, attended funeral, closed cab, new morning coat….


  I stooped down and picked up the paper and would you believe it—so ingrained is my Parisian sense of comme il faut—I murmured “pardon” before I read it.


  “Mouse, my little Mouse,


  It’s no good. It’s impossible. I can’t see it through. Oh, I do love you. I do love you, Mouse, but I can’t hurt her. People have been hurting her all her life. I simply dare not give her this final blow. You see, though she’s stronger than both of us, she’s so frail and proud. It would kill her—kill her, Mouse. And, oh God, I can’t kill my mother! Not even for you. Not even for us. You do see that—don’t you.


  It all seemed so possible when we talked and planned, but the very moment the train started it was all over. I felt her drag me back to her—[110]calling. I can hear her now as I write. And she’s alone and she doesn’t know. A man would have to be a devil to tell her and I’m not a devil, Mouse. She mustn’t know. Oh, Mouse, somewhere, somewhere in you don’t you agree? It’s all so unspeakably awful that I don’t know if I want to go or not. Do I? Or is Mother just dragging me? I don’t know. My head is too tired. Mouse, Mouse—what will you do? But I can’t think of that, either. I dare not. I’d break down. And I must not break down. All I’ve got to do is—just to tell you this and go. I couldn’t have gone off without telling you. You’d have been frightened. And you must not be frightened. You won’t—will you? I can’t bear—but no more of that. And don’t write. I should not have the courage to answer your letters and the sight of your spidery handwriting——


  Forgive me. Don’t love me any more. Yes. Love me. Love me. Dick.”


  What do you think of that? Wasn’t that a rare find? My relief at his not having shot himself was mixed with a wonderful sense of elation. I was even—more than even with my “that’s very curious and interesting” Englishman….


  She wept so strangely. With her eyes shut, with her face quite calm except for the quivering eyelids. The tears pearled down her cheeks and she let them fall.


  [111] But feeling my glance upon her she opened her eyes and saw me holding the letter.


  “You’ve read it?”


  Her voice was quite calm, but it was not her voice any more. It was like the voice you might imagine coming out of a tiny, cold sea shell swept high and dry at last by the salt tide….


  I nodded, quite overcome, you understand, and laid the letter down.


  “It’s incredible! incredible!” I whispered.


  At that she got up from the floor, walked over to the wash-stand, dipped her handkerchief into the jug and sponged her eyes, saying: “Oh, no. It’s not incredible at all.” And still pressing the wet ball to her eyes she came back to me, to her chair with the lace tabs, and sank into it.


  “I knew all along, of course,” said the cold, salty little voice. “From the very moment that we started. I felt it all through me, but I still went on hoping—” and here she took the handkerchief down and gave me a final glimmer—“as one so stupidly does, you know.”


  “As one does.”


  Silence.


  “But what will you do? You’ll go back? You’ll see him?”


  That made her sit right up and stare across at me.


  “What an extraordinary idea!” she said, more coldly than ever. “Of course I shall not dream [112] of seeing him. As for going back—that is quite out of the question. I can’t go back.”


  “But …”


  “It’s impossible. For one thing all my friends think I am married.”


  I put out my hand—“Ah, my poor little friend.”


  But she shrank away. (False move.)


  Of course there was one question that had been at the back of my mind all this time. I hated it.


  “Have you any money?”


  “Yes, I have twenty pounds—here,” and she put her hand on her breast. I bowed. It was a great deal more than I had expected.


  “And what are your plans?”


  Yes, I know. My question was the most clumsy, the most idiotic one I could have put. She had been so tame, so confiding, letting me, at any rate spiritually speaking, hold her tiny quivering body in one hand and stroke her furry head—and now, I’d thrown her away. Oh, I could have kicked myself.


  She stood up. “I have no plans. But—it’s very late. You must go now, please.”


  How could I get her back? I wanted her back. I swear I was not acting then.


  “Do feel that I am your friend,” I cried. “You will let me come to-morrow, early? You will let me look after you a little—take care of you a little? You’ll use me just as you think fit?”


  [113] I succeeded. She came out of her hole … timid … but she came out.


  “Yes, you’re very kind. Yes. Do come to-morrow. I shall be glad. It makes things rather difficult because—” and again I clasped her boyish hand—“je ne parle pas français.”


  Not until I was half-way down the boulevard did it come over me—the full force of it.


  Why, they were suffering … those two … really suffering. I have seen two people suffer as I don’t suppose I ever shall again….


  Of course you know what to expect. You anticipate, fully, what I am going to write. It wouldn’t be me, otherwise.


  I never went near the place again.


  Yes, I still owe that considerable amount for lunches and dinners, but that’s beside the mark. It’s vulgar to mention it in the same breath with the fact that I never saw Mouse again.


  Naturally, I intended to. Started out—got to the door—wrote and tore up letters—did all those things. But I simply could not make the final effort.


  Even now I don’t fully understand why. Of course I knew that I couldn’t have kept it up. That had a great deal to do with it. But you would have thought, putting it at its lowest, curiosity couldn’t have kept my fox-terrier nose away …


  [114] Je ne parle pas français. That was her swan song for me.


  But how she makes me break my rule. Oh, you’ve seen for yourself, but I could give you countless examples.


  … Evenings, when I sit in some gloomy café, and an automatic piano starts playing a “mouse” tune (there are dozens of tunes that evoke just her) I begin to dream things like …


  A little house on the edge of the sea, somewhere far, far away. A girl outside in a frock rather like Red Indian women wear, hailing a light, barefoot boy who runs up from the beach.


  “What have you got?”


  “A fish.” I smile and give it to her.


  … The same girl, the same boy, different costumes—sitting at an open window, eating fruit and leaning out and laughing.


  “All the wild strawberries are for you, Mouse. I won’t touch one.”


  … A wet night. They are going home together under an umbrella. They stop on the door to press their wet cheeks together.


  And so on and so on until some dirty old gallant comes up to my table and sits opposite and begins to grimace and yap. Until I hear myself saying: “But I’ve got the little girl for you, mon vieux. So little … so tiny.” I kiss the tips of my fingers [115] and lay them upon my heart. “I give you my word of honour as a gentleman, a writer, serious, young, and extremely interested in modern English literature.”


  I must go. I must go. I reach down my coat and hat. Madame knows me. “You haven’t dined yet?” she smiles.


  “No, not yet, Madame.”


  [The Heron Press, January 1920]


  []


  Bliss


  [116] Although Bertha Young was thirty she still had moments like this when she wanted to run instead of walk, to take dancing steps on and off the pavement, to bowl a hoop, to throw something up in the air and catch it again, or to stand still and laugh at—nothing—at nothing, simply.


  What can you do if you are thirty and, turning the corner of your own street, you are overcome, suddenly, by a feeling of bliss—absolute bliss!—as though you’d suddenly swallowed a bright piece of that late afternoon sun and it burned in your bosom, sending out a little shower of sparks into every particle, into every finger and toe? …


  Oh, is there no way you can express it without being “drunk and disorderly”? How idiotic civilization is! Why be given a body if you have to keep it shut up in a case like a rare, rare fiddle?


  “No, that about the fiddle is not quite what I mean,” she thought, running up the steps and feeling in her bag for the key—she’d forgotten it, as usual—and rattling the letter-box. “It’s not what I mean, because—— Thank you, Mary”—she went into the hall. “Is nurse back?”


  [117] “Yes, M’m.”


  “And has the fruit come?”


  “Yes, M’m. Everything’s come.”


  “Bring the fruit up to the dining-room, will you? I’ll arrange it before I go upstairs.”


  It was dusky in the dining-room and quite chilly. But all the same Bertha threw off her coat; she could not bear the tight clasp of it another moment, and the cold air fell on her arms.


  But in her bosom there was still that bright glowing place—that shower of little sparks coming from it. It was almost unbearable. She hardly dared to breathe for fear of fanning it higher, and yet she breathed deeply, deeply. She hardly dared to look into the cold mirror—but she did look, and it gave her back a woman, radiant, with smiling, trembling lips, with big, dark eyes and an air of listening, waiting for something … divine to happen … that she knew must happen … infallibly.


  Mary brought in the fruit on a tray and with it a glass bowl, and a blue dish, very lovely, with a strange sheen on it as though it had been dipped in milk.


  “Shall I turn on the light, M’m?”


  “No, thank you. I can see quite well.”


  There were tangerines and apples stained with strawberry pink. Some yellow pears, smooth as silk, some white grapes covered with a silver bloom and a big cluster of purple ones. These last she had [118] bought to tone in with the new dining-room carpet. Yes, that did sound rather far-fetched and absurd, but it was really why she had bought them. She had thought in the shop: “I must have some purple ones to bring the carpet up to the table.” And it had seemed quite sense at the time.


  When she had finished with them and had made two pyramids of these bright round shapes, she stood away from the table to get the effect—and it really was most curious. For the dark table seemed to melt into the dusky light and the glass dish and the blue bowl to float in the air. This, of course in her present mood, was so incredibly beautiful…. She began to laugh.


  “No, no. I’m getting hysterical.” And she seized her bag and coat and ran upstairs to the nursery.


  Nurse sat at a low table giving Little B her supper after her bath. The baby had on a white flannel gown and a blue woollen jacket, and her dark, fine hair was brushed up into a funny little peak. She looked up when she saw her mother and began to jump.


  “Now, my lovey, eat it up like a good girl,” said Nurse, setting her lips in a way that Bertha knew, and that meant she had come into the nursery at another wrong moment.


  “Has she been good, Nanny?”


  “She’s been a little sweet all the afternoon,” [119] whispered Nanny. “We went to the park and I sat down on a chair and took her out of the pram and a big dog came along and put its head on my knee and she clutched its ear, tugged it. Oh, you should have seen her.”


  Bertha wanted to ask if it wasn’t rather dangerous to let her clutch at a strange dog’s ear. But she did not dare to. She stood watching them, her hands by her side, like the poor little girl in front of the rich little girl with the doll.


  The baby looked up at her again, stared, and then smiled so charmingly that Bertha couldn’t help crying:


  “Oh, Nanny, do let me finish giving her her supper while you put the bath things away.”


  “Well, M’m, she oughtn’t to be changed hands while she’s eating,” said Nanny, still whispering. “It unsettles her; it’s very likely to upset her.”


  How absurd it was. Why have a baby if it has to be kept—not in a case like a rare, rare fiddle—but in another woman’s arms?


  “Oh, I must!” said she.


  Very offended, Nanny handed her over.


  “Now, don’t excite her after her supper. You know you do, M’m. And I have such a time with her after!”


  Thank heaven! Nanny went out of the room with the bath towels.


  “Now I’ve got you to myself, my little precious,” said Bertha, as the baby leaned against her.


  [120] She ate delightfully, holding up her lips for the spoon and then waving her hands. Sometimes she wouldn’t let the spoon go; and sometimes, just as Bertha had filled it, she waved it away to the four winds.


  When the soup was finished Bertha turned round to the fire.


  “You’re nice—you’re very nice!” said she, kissing her warm baby. “I’m fond of you. I like you.”


  And, indeed, she loved Little B so much—her neck as she bent forward, her exquisite toes as they shone transparent in the firelight—that all her feeling of bliss came back again, and again she didn’t know how to express it—what to do with it.


  “You’re wanted on the telephone,” said Nanny, coming back in triumph and seizing her Little B.


  Down she flew. It was Harry.


  “Oh, is that you, Ber? Look here. I’ll be late. I’ll take a taxi and come along as quickly as I can, but get dinner put back ten minutes—will you? All right?”


  “Yes, perfectly. Oh, Harry!”


  “Yes?”


  What had she to say? She’d nothing to say. She only wanted to get in touch with him for a moment. She couldn’t absurdly cry: “Hasn’t it been a divine day!”


  “What is it?” rapped out the little voice.


  [121] “Nothing. Entendu,” said Bertha, and hung up the receiver, thinking how more than idiotic civilization was.


  They had people coming to dinner. The Norman Knights—a very sound couple—he was about to start a theatre, and she was awfully keen on interior decoration, a young man, Eddie Warren, who had just published a little book of poems and whom everybody was asking to dine, and a “find” of Bertha’s called Pearl Fulton. What Miss Fulton did, Bertha didn’t know. They had met at the club and Bertha had fallen in love with her, as she always did fall in love with beautiful women who had something strange about them.


  The provoking thing was that, though they had been about together and met a number of times and really talked, Bertha couldn’t yet make her out. Up to a certain point Miss Fulton was rarely, wonderfully frank, but the certain point was there, and beyond that she would not go.


  Was there anything beyond it? Harry said “No.” Voted her dullish, and “cold like all blond women, with a touch, perhaps, of anæmia of the brain.” But Bertha wouldn’t agree with him; not yet, at any rate.


  “No, the way she has of sitting with her head a little on one side, and smiling, has something behind it, Harry, and I must find out what that something is.”


  [122] “Most likely it’s a good stomach,” answered Harry.


  He made a point of catching Bertha’s heels with replies of that kind … “liver frozen, my dear girl,” or “pure flatulence,” or “kidney disease,” … and so on. For some strange reason Bertha liked this, and almost admired it in him very much.


  She went into the drawing-room and lighted the fire; then, picking up the cushions, one by one, that Mary had disposed so carefully, she threw them back on to the chairs and the couches. That made all the difference; the room came alive at once. As she was about to throw the last one she surprised herself by suddenly hugging it to her, passionately, passionately. But it did not put out the fire in her bosom. Oh, on the contrary!


  The windows of the drawing-room opened on to a balcony overlooking the garden. At the far end, against the wall, there was a tall, slender pear tree in fullest, richest bloom; it stood perfect, as though becalmed against the jade-green sky. Bertha couldn’t help feeling, even from this distance, that it had not a single bud or a faded petal. Down below, in the garden beds, the red and yellow tulips, heavy with flowers, seemed to lean upon the dusk. A grey cat, dragging its belly, crept across the lawn, and a black one, its shadow, trailed after. The sight of them, so intent and so quick, gave Bertha a curious shiver.


  [123] “What creepy things cats are!” she stammered, and she turned away from the window and began walking up and down….


  How strong the jonquils smelled in the warm room. Too strong? Oh, no. And yet, as though overcome, she flung down on a couch and pressed her hands to her eyes.


  “I’m too happy—too happy!” she murmured.


  And she seemed to see on her eyelids the lovely pear tree with its wide open blossoms as a symbol of her own life.


  Really—really—she had everything. She was young. Harry and she were as much in love as ever, and they got on together splendidly and were really good pals. She had an adorable baby. They didn’t have to worry about money. They had this absolutely satisfactory house and garden. And friends—modern, thrilling friends, writers and painters and poets or people keen on social questions—just the kind of friends they wanted. And then there were books, and there was music, and she had found a wonderful little dressmaker, and they were going abroad in the summer, and their new cook made the most superb omelettes….


  “I’m absurd. Absurd!” She sat up; but she felt quite dizzy, quite drunk. It must have been the spring.


  Yes, it was the spring. Now she was so tired she could not drag herself upstairs to dress.


  [124] A white dress, a string of jade beads, green shoes and stockings. It wasn’t intentional. She had thought of this scheme hours before she stood at the drawing-room window.


  Her petals rustled softly into the hall, and she kissed Mrs. Norman Knight, who was taking off the most amusing orange coat with a procession of black monkeys round the hem and up the fronts.


  “… Why! Why! Why is the middle-class so stodgy—so utterly without a sense of humour! My dear, it’s only by a fluke that I am here at all—Norman being the protective fluke. For my darling monkeys so upset the train that it rose to a man and simply ate me with its eyes. Didn’t laugh—wasn’t amused—that I should have loved. No, just stared—and bored me through and through.”


  “But the cream of it was,” said Norman, pressing a large tortoiseshell-rimmed monocle into his eye, “you don’t mind me telling this, Face, do you?” (In their home and among their friends they called each other Face and Mug.) “The cream of it was when she, being full fed, turned to the woman beside her and said: ‘Haven’t you ever seen a monkey before?’”


  “Oh, yes!” Mrs. Norman Knight joined in the laughter. “Wasn’t that too absolutely creamy?”


  And a funnier thing still was that now her coat was off she did look like a very intelligent monkey—[125]who had even made that yellow silk dress out of scraped banana skins. And her amber ear-rings; they were like little dangling nuts.


  “This is a sad, sad fall!” said Mug, pausing in front of Little B’s perambulator. “When the perambulator comes into the hall——” and he waved the rest of the quotation away.


  The bell rang. It was lean, pale Eddie Warren (as usual) in a state of acute distress.


  “It is the right house, isn’t it?” he pleaded.


  “Oh, I think so—I hope so,” said Bertha brightly.


  “I have had such a dreadful experience with a taxi-man; he was most sinister. I couldn’t get him to stop. The more I knocked and called the faster he went. And in the moonlight this bizarre figure with the flattened head crouching over the lit-tle wheel….”


  He shuddered, taking off an immense white silk scarf. Bertha noticed that his socks were white, too—most charming.


  “But how dreadful!” she cried.


  “Yes, it really was,” said Eddie, following her into the drawing-room. “I saw myself driving through Eternity in a timeless taxi.”


  He knew the Norman Knights. In fact, he was going to write a play for N.K. when the theatre scheme came off.


  “Well, Warren, how’s the play?” said Norman Knight, dropping his monocle and giving his eye [126] a moment in which to rise to the surface before it was screwed down again.


  And Mrs. Norman Knight: “Oh, Mr. Warren, what happy socks?”


  “I am so glad you like them,” said he, staring at his feet. “They seem to have got so much whiter since the moon rose.” And he turned his lean sorrowful young face to Bertha. “There is a moon, you know.”


  She wanted to cry: “I am sure there is—often—often!”


  He really was a most attractive person. But so was Face, crouched before the fire in her banana skins, and so was Mug, smoking a cigarette and saying as he flicked the ash: “Why doth the bridegroom tarry?”


  “There he is, now.”


  Bang went the front door open and shut. Harry shouted: “Hullo, you people. Down in five minutes.” And they heard him swarm up the stairs. Bertha couldn’t help smiling; she knew how he loved doing things at high pressure. What, after all, did an extra five minutes matter? But he would pretend to himself that they mattered beyond measure. And then he would make a great point of coming into the drawing-room, extravagantly cool and collected.


  Harry had such a zest for life. Oh, how she appreciated it in him. And his passion for fighting—for seeking in everything that came up against [127] him another test of his power and of his courage—that, too, she understood. Even when it made him just occasionally, to other people, who didn’t know him well, a little ridiculous perhaps…. For there were moments when he rushed into battle where no battle was…. She talked and laughed and positively forgot until he had come in (just as she had imagined) that Pearl Fulton had not turned up.


  “I wonder if Miss Fulton has forgotten?”


  “I expect so,” said Harry. “Is she on the ’phone?”


  “Ah! There’s a taxi, now.” And Bertha smiled with that little air of proprietorship that she always assumed while her women finds were new and mysterious. “She lives in taxis.”


  “She’ll run to fat if she does,” said Harry coolly, ringing the bell for dinner. “Frightful danger for blond women.”


  “Harry—don’t,” warned Bertha, laughing up at him.


  Came another tiny moment, while they waited, laughing and talking, just a trifle too much at their ease, a trifle too unaware. And then Miss Fulton, all in silver, with a silver fillet binding her pale blond hair, came in smiling, her head a little on one side.


  “Am I late?”


  “No, not at all,” said Bertha. “Come along.” And she took her arm and they moved into the dining-room.


  [128] What was there in the touch of that cool arm that could fan—fan—start blazing—blazing—the fire of bliss that Bertha did not know what to do with?


  Miss Fulton did not look at her; but then she seldom did look at people directly. Her heavy eyelids lay upon her eyes and the strange half smile came and went upon her lips as though she lived by listening rather than seeing. But Bertha knew, suddenly, as if the longest, most intimate look had passed between them—as if they had said to each other: “You, too?”—that Pearl Fulton, stirring the beautiful red soup in the grey plate, was feeling just what she was feeling.


  And the others? Face and Mug, Eddie and Harry, their spoons rising and falling—dabbing their lips with their napkins, crumbling bread, fiddling with the forks and glasses and talking.


  “I met her at the Alpha show—the weirdest little person. She’d not only cut off her hair, but she seemed to have taken a dreadfully good snip off her legs and arms and her neck and her poor little nose as well.”


  “Isn’t she very liée with Michael Oat?”


  “The man who wrote Love in False Teeth?”


  “He wants to write a play for me. One act. One man. Decides to commit suicide. Gives all the reasons why he should and why he shouldn’t. And just as he has made up his mind either to do it or not to do it—curtain. Not half a bad idea.”


  [129] “What’s he going to call it—‘Stomach Trouble’?”


  “I think I’ve come across the same idea in a lit-tle French review, quite unknown in England.”


  No, they didn’t share it. They were dears—dears—and she loved having them there, at her table, and giving them delicious food and wine. In fact, she longed to tell them how delightful they were, and what a decorative group they made, how they seemed to set one another off and how they reminded her of a play by Tchekof!


  Harry was enjoying his dinner. It was part of his—well, not his nature, exactly, and certainly not his pose—his—something or other—to talk about food and to glory in his “shameless passion for the white flesh of the lobster” and “the green of pistachio ices—green and cold like the eyelids of Egyptian dancers.”


  When he looked up at her and said: “Bertha, this is a very admirable soufflée!” she almost could have wept with child-like pleasure.


  Oh, why did she feel so tender towards the whole world to-night? Everything was good—was right. All that happened seemed to fill again her brimming cup of bliss.


  And still, in the back of her mind, there was the pear tree. It would be silver now, in the light of poor dear Eddie’s moon, silver as Miss Fulton, who sat there turning a tangerine in her slender [130] fingers that were so pale a light seemed to come from them.


  What she simply couldn’t make out—what was miraculous—was how she should have guessed Miss Fulton’s mood so exactly and so instantly. For she never doubted for a moment that she was right, and yet what had she to go on? Less than nothing.


  “I believe this does happen very, very rarely between women. Never between men,” thought Bertha. “But while I am making the coffee in the drawing-room perhaps she will ‘give a sign.’”


  What she meant by that she did not know, and what would happen after that she could not imagine.


  While she thought like this she saw herself talking and laughing. She had to talk because of her desire to laugh.


  “I must laugh or die.”


  But when she noticed Face’s funny little habit of tucking something down the front of her bodice—as if she kept a tiny, secret hoard of nuts there, too—Bertha had to dig her nails into her hands—so as not to laugh too much.


  It was over at last. And: “Come and see my new coffee machine,” said Bertha.


  “We only have a new coffee machine once a fortnight,” said Harry. Face took her arm this time; Miss Fulton bent her head and followed after.


  [131] The fire had died down in the drawing-room to a red, flickering “nest of baby phœnixes,” said Face.


  “Don’t turn up the light for a moment. It is so lovely.” And down she crouched by the fire again. She was always cold … “without her little red flannel jacket, of course,” thought Bertha.


  At that moment Miss Fulton “gave the sign.”


  “Have you a garden?” said the cool, sleepy voice.


  This was so exquisite on her part that all Bertha could do was to obey. She crossed the room, pulled the curtains apart, and opened those long windows.


  “There!” she breathed.


  And the two women stood side by side looking at the slender, flowering tree. Although it was so still it seemed, like the flame of a candle, to stretch up, to point, to quiver in the bright air, to grow taller and taller as they gazed—almost to touch the rim of the round, silver moon.


  How long did they stand there? Both, as it were, caught in that circle of unearthly light, understanding each other perfectly, creatures of another world, and wondering what they were to do in this one with all this blissful treasure that burned in their bosoms and dropped, in silver flowers, from their hair and hands?


  For ever—for a moment? And did Miss Fulton murmur: “Yes. Just that.” Or did Bertha dream it?


  [132] Then the light was snapped on and Face made the coffee and Harry said: “My dear Mrs. Knight, don’t ask me about my baby. I never see her. I shan’t feel the slightest interest in her until she has a lover,” and Mug took his eye out of the conservatory for a moment and then put it under glass again and Eddie Warren drank his coffee and set down the cup with a face of anguish as though he had drunk and seen the spider.


  “What I want to do is to give the young men a show. I believe London is simply teeming with first-chop, unwritten plays. What I want to say to ’em is: ‘Here’s the theatre. Fire ahead.’”


  “You know, my dear, I am going to decorate a room for the Jacob Nathans. Oh, I am so tempted to do a fried-fish scheme, with the backs of the chairs shaped like frying pans and lovely chip potatoes embroidered all over the curtains.”


  “The trouble with our young writing men is that they are still too romantic. You can’t put out to sea without being seasick and wanting a basin. Well, why won’t they have the courage of those basins?”


  “A dreadful poem about a girl who was violated by a beggar without a nose in a lit-tle wood….”


  Miss Fulton sank into the lowest, deepest chair and Harry handed round the cigarettes.


  From the way he stood in front of her shaking the silver box and saying abruptly: “Egyptian? Turkish? Virginian? They’re all mixed up,” [133] Bertha realized that she not only bored him; he really disliked her. And she decided from the way Miss Fulton said: “No, thank you, I won’t smoke,” that she felt it, too, and was hurt.


  “Oh, Harry, don’t dislike her. You are quite wrong about her. She’s wonderful, wonderful. And, besides, how can you feel so differently about someone who means so much to me. I shall try to tell you when we are in bed to-night what has been happening. What she and I have shared.”


  At those last words something strange and almost terrifying darted into Bertha’s mind. And this something blind and smiling whispered to her: “Soon these people will go. The house will be quiet—quiet. The lights will be out. And you and he will be alone together in the dark room—the warm bed….”


  She jumped up from her chair and ran over to the piano.


  “What a pity someone does not play!” she cried. “What a pity somebody does not play.”


  For the first time in her life Bertha Young desired her husband.


  Oh, she’d loved him—she’d been in love with him, of course, in every other way, but just not in that way. And, equally, of course, she’d understood that he was different. They’d discussed it so often. It had worried her dreadfully at first to find that she was so cold, but after a time it had not [134] seemed to matter. They were so frank with each other—such good pals. That was the best of being modern.


  But now—ardently! ardently! The word ached in her ardent body! Was this what that feeling of bliss had been leading up to? But then then——


  “My dear,” said Mrs. Norman Knight, “you know our shame. We are the victims of time and train. We live in Hampstead. It’s been so nice.”


  “I’ll come with you into the hall,” said Bertha. “I loved having you. But you must not miss the last train. That’s so awful, isn’t it?”


  “Have a whisky, Knight, before you go?” called Harry.


  “No, thanks, old chap.”


  Bertha squeezed his hand for that as she shook it.


  “Good night, good-bye,” she cried from the top step, feeling that this self of hers was taking leave of them for ever.


  When she got back into the drawing-room the others were on the move.


  “… Then you can come part of the way in my taxi.”


  “I shall be so thankful not to have to face another drive alone after my dreadful experience.”


  “You can get a taxi at the rank just at the end of the street. You won’t have to walk more than a few yards.”


  “That’s a comfort. I’ll go and put on my coat.”


  [135] Miss Fulton moved towards the hall and Bertha was following when Harry almost pushed past.


  “Let me help you.”


  Bertha knew that he was repenting his rudeness—she let him go. What a boy he was in some ways—so impulsive—so—simple.


  And Eddie and she were left by the fire.


  “I wonder if you have seen Bilks’ new poem called Table d’Hôte,” said Eddie softly. “It’s so wonderful. In the last Anthology. Have you got a copy? I’d so like to show it to you. It begins with an incredibly beautiful line: ‘Why Must it Always be Tomato Soup?’”


  “Yes,” said Bertha. And she moved noiselessly to a table opposite the drawing-room door and Eddie glided noiselessly after her. She picked up the little book and gave it to him; they had not made a sound.


  While he looked it up she turned her head towards the hall. And she saw … Harry with Miss Fulton’s coat in his arms and Miss Fulton with her back turned to him and her head bent. He tossed the coat away, put his hands on her shoulders and turned her violently to him. His lips said: “I adore you,” and Miss Fulton laid her moonbeam fingers on his cheeks and smiled her sleepy smile. Harry’s nostrils quivered; his lips curled back in a hideous grin while he whispered: “To-morrow,” and with her eyelids Miss Fulton said: “Yes.”


  “Here it is,” said Eddie. “‘Why Must it Always [136] be Tomato Soup?’ It’s so deeply true, don’t you feel? Tomato soup is so dreadfully eternal.”


  “If you prefer,” said Harry’s voice, very loud, from the hall, “I can phone you a cab to come to the door.”


  “Oh, no. It’s not necessary,” said Miss Fulton, and she came up to Bertha and gave her the slender fingers to hold.


  “Good-bye. Thank you so much.”


  “Good-bye,” said Bertha.


  Miss Fulton held her hand a moment longer.


  “Your lovely pear tree!” she murmured.


  And then she was gone, with Eddie following, like the black cat following the grey cat.


  “I’ll shut up shop,” said Harry, extravagantly cool and collected.


  “Your lovely pear tree—pear tree—pear tree!”


  Bertha simply ran over to the long windows.


  “Oh, what is going to happen now?” she cried.


  But the pear tree was as lovely as ever and as full of flower and as still.


  [English Review, August 1918]


  []


  The Wind Blows


  [137] Suddenly—dreadfully—she wakes up. What has happened? Something dreadful has happened. No—nothing has happened. It is only the wind shaking the house, rattling the windows, banging a piece of iron on the roof and making her bed tremble. Leaves flutter past the window, up and away; down in the avenue a whole newspaper wags in the air like a lost kite and falls, spiked on a pine tree. It is cold. Summer is over—it is autumn—everything is ugly. The carts rattle by, swinging from side to side; two Chinamen lollop along under their wooden yokes with the straining vegetable baskets—their pigtails and blue blouses fly out in the wind. A white dog on three legs yelps past the gate. It is all over! What is? Oh, everything! And she begins to plait her hair with shaking fingers, not daring to look in the glass. Mother is talking to grandmother in the hall.


  “A perfect idiot! Imagine leaving anything out on the line in weather like this…. Now my best little Teneriffe-work teacloth is simply in ribbons. What is that extraordinary smell? It’s the porridge burning. Oh, heavens—this wind!”


  [138] She has a music lesson at ten o’clock. At the thought the minor movement of the Beethoven begins to play in her head, the trills long and terrible like little rolling drums…. Marie Swainson runs into the garden next door to pick the “chrysanths” before they are ruined. Her skirt flies up above her waist; she tries to beat it down, to tuck it between her legs while she stoops, but it is no use—up it flies. All the trees and bushes beat about her. She picks as quickly as she can, but she is quite distracted. She doesn’t mind what she does—she pulls the plants up by the roots and bends and twists them, stamping her foot and swearing.


  “For heaven’s sake keep the front door shut! Go round to the back,” shouts someone. And then she hears Bogey:


  “Mother, you’re wanted on the telephone. Telephone, Mother. It’s the butcher.”


  How hideous life is—revolting, simply revolting…. And now her hat-elastic’s snapped. Of course it would. She’ll wear her old tam and slip out the back way. But Mother has seen.


  “Matilda. Matilda. Come back im-me-diately! What on earth have you got on your head? It looks like a tea cosy. And why have you got that mane of hair on your forehead.”


  “I can’t come back, Mother. I’ll be late for my lesson.”


  “Come back immediately!”


  [139] She won’t. She won’t. She hates Mother. “Go to hell,” she shouts, running down the road.


  In waves, in clouds, in big round whirls the dust comes stinging, and with it little bits of straw and chaff and manure. There is a loud roaring sound from the trees in the gardens, and standing at the bottom of the road outside Mr. Bullen’s gate she can hear the sea sob: “Ah! … Ah! … Ah-h!” But Mr. Bullen’s drawing-room is as quiet as a cave. The windows are closed, the blinds half pulled, and she is not late. The-girl-before-her has just started playing MacDowell’s “To an Iceberg.” Mr. Bullen looks over at her and half smiles.


  “Sit down,” he says. “Sit over there in the sofa corner, little lady.”


  How funny he is. He doesn’t exactly laugh at you … but there is just something…. Oh, how peaceful it is here. She likes this room. It smells of art serge and stale smoke and chrysanthemums … there is a big vase of them on the mantelpiece behind the pale photograph of Rubinstein … à mon ami Robert Bullen…. Over the black glittering piano hangs “Solitude”—a dark tragic woman draped in white, sitting on a rock, her knees crossed, her chin on her hands.


  “No, no!” says Mr. Bullen, and he leans over the other girl, put his arms over her shoulders and plays the passage for her. The stupid—she’s blushing! How ridiculous!


  [140] Now the-girl-before-her has gone; the front door slams. Mr. Bullen comes back and walks up and down, very softly, waiting for her. What an extraordinary thing. Her fingers tremble so that she can’t undo the knot in the music satchel. It’s the wind…. And her heart beats so hard she feels it must lift her blouse up and down. Mr. Bullen does not say a word. The shabby red piano seat is long enough for two people to sit side by side. Mr. Bullen sits down by her.


  “Shall I begin with scales,” she asks, squeezing her hands together. “I had some arpeggios, too.”


  But he does not answer. She doesn’t believe he even hears … and then suddenly his fresh hand with the ring on it reaches over and opens Beethoven.


  “Let’s have a little of the old master,” he says.


  But why does he speak so kindly—so awfully kindly—and as though they had known each other for years and years and knew everything about each other.


  He turns the page slowly. She watches his hand—it is a very nice hand and always looks as though it had just been washed.


  “Here we are,” says Mr. Bullen.


  Oh, that kind voice—Oh, that minor movement. Here come the little drums….


  “Shall I take the repeat?”


  “Yes, dear child.”


  His voice is far, far too kind. The crotchets and [141] quavers are dancing up and down the stave like little black boys on a fence. Why is he so … She will not cry—she has nothing to cry about….


  “What is it, dear child?”


  Mr. Bullen takes her hands. His shoulder is there—just by her head. She leans on it ever so little, her cheek against the springy tweed.


  “Life is so dreadful,” she murmurs, but she does not feel it’s dreadful at all. He says something about “waiting” and “marking time” and “that rare thing, a woman,” but she does not hear. It is so comfortable … for ever …


  Suddenly the door opens and in pops Marie Swainson, hours before her time.


  “Take the allegretto a little faster,” says Mr. Bullen, and gets up and begins to walk up and down again.


  “Sit in the sofa corner, little lady,” he says to Marie.


  The wind, the wind. It’s frightening to be here in her room by herself. The bed, the mirror, the white jug and basin gleam like the sky outside. It’s the bed that is frightening. There it lies, sound asleep…. Does Mother imagine for one moment that she is going to darn all those stockings knotted up on the quilt like a coil of snakes? She’s not. No, Mother. I do not see why I should…. The wind—the wind! There’s a funny smell of [142] soot blowing down the chimney. Hasn’t anyone written poems to the wind? … “I bring fresh flowers to the leaves and showers.” … What nonsense.


  “Is that you, Bogey?”


  “Come for a walk round the esplanade, Matilda. I can’t stand this any longer.”


  “Right-o. I’ll put on my ulster. Isn’t it an awful day!” Bogey’s ulster is just like hers. Hooking the collar she looks at herself in the glass. Her face is white, they have the same excited eyes and hot lips. Ah, they know those two in the glass. Good-bye, dears; we shall be back soon.


  “This is better, isn’t it?”


  “Hook on,” says Bogey.


  They cannot walk fast enough. Their heads bent, their legs just touching, they stride like one eager person through the town, down the asphalt zigzag where the fennel grows wild and on to the esplanade. It is dusky—just getting dusky. The wind is so strong that they have to fight their way through it, rocking like two old drunkards. All the poor little pahutukawas on the esplanade are bent to the ground.


  “Come on! Come on! Let’s get near.”


  Over by the breakwater the sea is very high. They pull off their hats and her hair blows across her mouth, tasting of salt. The sea is so high that the waves do not break at all; they thump against the rough stone wall and suck up the weedy, [143] dripping steps. A fine spray skims from the water right across the esplanade. They are covered with drops; the inside of her mouth tastes wet and cold.


  Bogey’s voice is breaking. When he speaks he rushes up and down the scale. It’s funny—it makes you laugh—and yet it just suits the day. The wind carries their voices—away fly the sentences like little narrow ribbons.


  “Quicker! Quicker!”


  It is getting very dark. In the harbour the coal hulks show two lights—one high on a mast, and one from the stern.


  “Look, Bogey. Look over there.”


  A big black steamer with a long loop of smoke streaming, with the portholes lighted, with lights everywhere, is putting out to sea. The wind does not stop her; she cuts through the waves, making for the open gate between the pointed rocks that leads to … It’s the light that makes her look so awfully beautiful and mysterious…. They are on board leaning over the rail arm in arm.


  “… Who are they?”


  “… Brother and sister.”


  “Look, Bogey, there’s the town. Doesn’t it look small? There’s the post office clock chiming for the last time. There’s the esplanade where we walked that windy day. Do you remember? I cried at my music lesson that day—how many years ago! Good-bye, little island, good-bye….”


  [144] Now the dark stretches a wing over the tumbling water. They can’t see those two any more. Good-bye, good-bye. Don’t forget…. But the ship is gone, now.


  The wind—the wind.


  [Signature, October 4, 1915, as “Autumns II”; revised]


  []


  []


  Psychology


  [145] When she opened the door and saw him standing there she was more pleased than ever before, and he, too, as he followed her into the studio, seemed very very happy to have come.


  “Not busy?”


  “No. Just going to have tea.”


  “And you are not expecting anybody?”


  “Nobody at all.”


  “Ah! That’s good.”


  He laid aside his coat and hat gently, lingeringly, as though he had time and to spare for everything, or as though he were taking leave of them for ever, and came over to the fire and held out his hands to the quick, leaping flame.


  Just for a moment both of them stood silent in that leaping light. Still, as it were, they tasted on their smiling lips the sweet shock of their greeting. Their secret selves whispered:


  “Why should we speak? Isn’t this enough?”


  “More than enough. I never realized until this moment …”


  “How good it is just to be with you….”


  “Like this….”


  [146] “It’s more than enough.”


  But suddenly he turned and looked at her and she moved quickly away.


  “Have a cigarette? I’ll put the kettle on. Are you longing for tea?”


  “No. Not longing.”


  “Well, I am.”


  “Oh, you.” He thumped the Armenian cushion and flung on to the sommier. “You’re a perfect little Chinee.”


  “Yes, I am,” she laughed. “I long for tea as strong men long for wine.”


  She lighted the lamp under its broad orange shade, pulled the curtains and drew up the tea table. Two birds sang in the kettle; the fire fluttered. He sat up clasping his knees. It was delightful—this business of having tea—and she always had delicious things to eat—little sharp sandwiches, short sweet almond fingers, and a dark, rich cake tasting of rum—but it was an interruption. He wanted it over, the table pushed away, their two chairs drawn up to the light, and the moment came when he took out his pipe, filled it, and said, pressing the tobacco tight into the bowl: “I have been thinking over what you said last time and it seems to me …”


  Yes, that was what he waited for and so did she. Yes, while she shook the teapot hot and dry over the spirit flame she saw those other two, him, leaning back, taking his ease among the cushions, and her, [147] curled up en escargot in the blue shell arm-chair. The picture was so clear and so minute it might have been painted on the blue teapot lid. And yet she couldn’t hurry. She could almost have cried: “Give me time.” She must have time in which to grow calm. She wanted time in which to free herself from all these familiar things with which she lived so vividly. For all these gay things round her were part of her—her offspring—and they knew it and made the largest, most vehement claims. But now they must go. They must be swept away, shooed away—like children, sent up the shadowy stairs, packed into bed and commanded to go to sleep—at once—without a murmur!


  For the special thrilling quality of their friendship was in their complete surrender. Like two open cities in the midst of some vast plain their two minds lay open to each other. And it wasn’t as if he rode into hers like a conqueror, armed to the eyebrows and seeing nothing but a gay silken flutter—nor did she enter his like a queen walking soft on petals. No, they were eager, serious travellers, absorbed in understanding what was to be seen and discovering what was hidden—making the most of this extraordinary absolute chance which made it possible for him to be utterly truthful to her and for her to be utterly sincere with him.


  And the best of it was they were both of them old enough to enjoy their adventure to the full [148] without any stupid emotional complication. Passion would have ruined everything; they quite saw that. Besides, all that sort of thing was over and done with for both of them—he was thirty-one, she was thirty—they had had their experiences, and very rich and varied they had been, but now was the time for harvest—harvest. Weren’t his novels to be very big novels indeed? And her plays. Who else had her exquisite sense of real English Comedy? …


  Carefully she cut the cake into thick little wads and he reached across for a piece.


  “Do realize how good it is,” she implored. “Eat it imaginatively. Roll your eyes if you can and taste it on the breath. It’s not a sandwich from the hatter’s bag—it’s the kind of cake that might have been mentioned in the Book of Genesis…. And God said: ‘Let there be cake. And there was cake. And God saw that it was good.’”


  “You needn’t entreat me,” said he. “Really you needn’t. It’s a queer thing but I always do notice what I eat here and never anywhere else. I suppose it comes of living alone so long and always reading while I feed … my habit of looking upon food as just food … something that’s there, at certain times … to be devoured … to be … not there.” He laughed. “That shocks you. Doesn’t it?”


  “To the bone,” said she.


  “But—look here——” He pushed away his cup [149] and began to speak very fast. “I simply haven’t got any external life at all. I don’t know the names of things a bit—trees and so on—and I never notice places or furniture or what people look like. One room is just like another to me—a place to sit and read or talk in—except,” and here he paused, smiled in a strange naive way, and said, “except this studio.” He looked round him and then at her; he laughed in his astonishment and pleasure. He was like a man who wakes up in a train to find that he has arrived, already, at the journey’s end.


  “Here’s another queer thing. If I shut my eyes I can see this place down to every detail—every detail…. Now I come to think of it—I’ve never realized this consciously before. Often when I am away from here I revisit it in spirit—wander about among your red chairs, stare at the bowl of fruit on the black table—and just touch, very lightly, that marvel of a sleeping boy’s head.”


  He looked at it as he spoke. It stood on the corner of the mantelpiece; the head to one side down-drooping, the lips parted, as though in his sleep the little boy listened to some sweet sound….


  “I love that little boy,” he murmured. And then they both were silent.


  A new silence came between them. Nothing in the least like the satisfactory pause that had followed their greetings—the “Well, here we are together again, and there’s no reason why we shouldn’t go on from just where we left off last [150] time.” That silence could be contained in the circle of warm, delightful fire and lamplight. How many times hadn’t they flung something into it just for the fun of watching the ripples break on the easy shores. But into this unfamiliar pool the head of the little boy sleeping his timeless sleep dropped—and the ripples flowed away, away—boundlessly far—into deep glittering darkness.


  And then both of them broke it. She said: “I must make up the fire,” and he said: “I have been trying a new …” Both of them escaped. She made up the fire and put the table back, the blue chair was wheeled forward, she curled up and he lay back among the cushions. Quickly! Quickly! They must stop it from happening again.


  “Well, I read the book you left last time.”


  “Oh, what do you think of it?”


  They were off and all was as usual. But was it? Weren’t they just a little too quick, too prompt with their replies, too ready to take each other up? Was this really anything more than a wonderfully good imitation of other occasions? His heart beat; her cheek burned and the stupid thing was she could not discover where exactly they were or what exactly was happening. She hadn’t time to glance back. And just as she had got so far it happened again. They faltered, wavered, broke down, were silent. Again they were conscious of the boundless, questioning dark. Again, there they [151] were—two hunters, bending over their fire, but hearing suddenly from the jungle beyond a shake of wind and a loud, questioning cry….


  She lifted her head. “It’s raining,” she murmured. And her voice was like his when he had said: “I love that little boy.”


  Well. Why didn’t they just give way to it—yield—and see what will happen then? But no. Vague and troubled though they were, they knew enough to realize their precious friendship was in danger. She was the one who would be destroyed—not they—and they’d be no party to that.


  He got up, knocked out his pipe, ran his hand through his hair and said: “I have been wondering very much lately whether the novel of the future will be a psychological novel or not. How sure are you that psychology qua psychology has got anything to do with literature at all?”


  “Do you mean you feel there’s quite a chance that the mysterious non-existent creatures—the young writers of to-day—are trying simply to jump the psycho-analyst’s claim?”


  “Yes, I do. And I think it’s because this generation is just wise enough to know that it is sick and to realize that its only chance of recovery is by going into its symptoms—making an exhaustive study of them—tracking them down—trying to get at the root of the trouble.”


  “But oh,” she wailed. “What a dreadfully dismal outlook.”


  [152] “Not at all,” said he. “Look here …” On the talk went. And now it seemed they really had succeeded. She turned in her chair to look at him while she answered. Her smile said: “We have won.” And he smiled back, confident: “Absolutely.”


  But the smile undid them. It lasted too long; it became a grin. They saw themselves as two little grinning puppets jigging away in nothingness.


  “What have we been talking about?” thought he. He was so utterly bored he almost groaned.


  “What a spectacle we have made of ourselves,” thought she. And she saw him laboriously—oh, laboriously—laying out the grounds and herself running after, putting here a tree and there a flowery shrub and here a handful of glittering fish in a pool. They were silent this time from sheer dismay.


  The clock struck six merry little pings and the fire made a soft flutter. What fools they were—heavy, stodgy, elderly—with positively upholstered minds.


  And now the silence put a spell upon them like solemn music. It was anguish—anguish for her to bear it and he would die—he’d die if it were broken…. And yet he longed to break it. Not by speech. At any rate not by their ordinary maddening chatter. There was another way for them to speak to each other, and in the new way he wanted to murmur: “Do you feel this too? Do you understand it at all?” …


  [153] Instead, to his horror, he heard himself say: “I must be off; I’m meeting Brand at six.”


  What devil made him say that instead of the other? She jumped—simply jumped out of her chair, and he heard her crying: “You must rush, then. He’s so punctual. Why didn’t you say so before?”


  “You’ve hurt me; you’ve hurt me! We’ve failed!” said her secret self while she handed him his hat and stick, smiling gaily. She wouldn’t give him a moment for another word, but ran along the passage and opened the big outer door.


  Could they leave each other like this? How could they? He stood on the step and she just inside holding the door. It was not raining now.


  “You’ve hurt me—hurt me,” said her heart. “Why don’t you go? No, don’t go. Stay. No—go!” And she looked out upon the night.


  She saw the beautiful fall of the steps, the dark garden ringed with glittering ivy, on the other side of the road the huge bare willows and above them the sky big and bright with stars. But of course he would see nothing of all this. He was superior to it all. He—with his wonderful “spiritual” vision!


  She was right. He did see nothing at all. Misery! He’d missed it. It was too late to do anything now. Was it too late? Yes, it was. A cold snatch of hateful wind blew into the garden. [154] Curse life! He heard her cry “au revoir” and the door slammed.


  Running back into the studio she behaved so strangely. She ran up and down lifting her arms and crying: “Oh! Oh! How stupid! How imbecile! How stupid!” And then she flung herself down on the sommier thinking of nothing—just lying there in her rage. All was over. What was over? Oh—something was. And she’d never see him again—never. After a long long time (or perhaps ten minutes) had passed in that black gulf her bell rang a sharp quick jingle. It was he, of course. And equally, of course, she oughtn’t to have paid the slightest attention to it but just let it go on ringing and ringing. She flew to answer.


  On the doorstep there stood an elderly virgin, a pathetic creature who simply idolized her (heaven knows why) and had this habit of turning up and ringing the bell and then saying, when she opened the door: “My dear, send me away!” She never did. As a rule she asked her in and let her admire everything and accepted the bunch of slightly soiled looking flowers—more than graciously. But to-day …


  “Oh, I am so sorry,” she cried. “But I’ve got someone with me. We are working on some woodcuts. I’m hopelessly busy all evening.”


  “It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter at all, darling.” said the good friend. “I was just passing [155] and I thought I’d leave you some violets.” She fumbled down among the ribs of a large old umbrella. “I put them down here. Such a good place to keep flowers out of the wind. Here they are,” she said, shaking out a little dead bunch.


  For a moment she did not take the violets. But while she stood just inside, holding the door, a strange thing happened…. Again she saw the beautiful fall of the steps, the dark garden ringed with glittering ivy, the willows, the big bright sky. Again she felt the silence that was like a question. But this time she did not hesitate. She moved forward. Very softly and gently, as though fearful of making a ripple in that boundless pool of quiet she put her arms round her friend.


  “My dear,” murmured her happy friend, quite overcome by this gratitude. “They are really nothing. Just the simplest little thrippenny bunch.”


  But as she spoke she was enfolded—more tenderly, more beautifully embraced, held by such a sweet pressure and for so long that the poor dear’s mind positively reeled and she just had the strength to quaver: “Then you really don’t mind me too much?”


  “Good night, my friend,” whispered the other. “Come again soon.”


  “Oh, I will. I will.”


  This time she walked back to the studio slowly, and standing in the middle of the room with half-shut eyes she felt so light, so rested, as if she had [156] woken up out of a childish sleep. Even the act of breathing was a joy….


  The sommier was very untidy. All the cushions “like furious mountains” as she said; she put them in order before going over to the writing-table.


  “I have been thinking over our talk about the psychological novel,” she dashed off, “it really is intensely interesting.” … And so on and so on.


  At the end she wrote: “Good night, my friend. Come again soon.”


  []


  Pictures


  [157] Eight o’clock in the morning. Miss Ada Moss lay in a black iron bedstead, staring up at the ceiling. Her room, a Bloomsbury top-floor back, smelled of soot and face powder and the paper of fried potatoes she brought in for supper the night before.


  “Oh, dear,” thought Miss Moss, “I am cold. I wonder why it is that I always wake up so cold in the mornings now. My knees and feet and my back—especially my back; it’s like a sheet of ice. And I always was such a one for being warm in the old days. It’s not as if I was skinny—I’m just the same full figure that I used to be. No, it’s because I don’t have a good hot dinner in the evenings.”


  A pageant of Good Hot Dinners passed across the ceiling, each of them accompanied by a bottle of Nourishing Stout….


  “Even if I were to get up now,” she thought, “and have a sensible substantial breakfast …” A pageant of Sensible Substantial Breakfasts followed the dinners across the ceiling, shepherded by an enormous, white, uncut ham. Miss Moss shuddered and disappeared under the bedclothes. Suddenly, in bounced the landlady.


  [158] “There’s a letter for you, Miss Moss.”


  “Oh,” said Miss Moss, far too friendly, “thank you very much, Mrs. Pine. It’s very good of you, I’m sure, to take the trouble.”


  “No trouble at all,” said the landlady. “I thought perhaps it was the letter you’d been expecting.”


  “Why,” said Miss Moss brightly, “yes, perhaps it is.” She put her head on one side and smiled vaguely at the letter. “I shouldn’t be surprised.”


  The landlady’s eyes popped. “Well, I should, Miss Moss,” said she, “and that’s how it is. And I’ll trouble you to open it, if you please. Many is the lady in my place as would have done it for you and have been within her rights. For things can’t go on like this, Miss Moss, no indeed they can’t. What with week in week out and first you’ve got it and then you haven’t, and then it’s another letter lost in the post or another manager down at Brighton but will be back on Tuesday for certain—I’m fair sick and tired and I won’t stand it no more. Why should I, Miss Moss, I ask you, at a time like this, with prices flying up in the air and my poor dear lad in France? My sister Eliza was only saying to me yesterday—‘Minnie,’ she says, ‘you’re too soft-hearted. You could have let that room time and time again,’ says she, ‘and if people won’t look after themselves in times like these, nobody else will,’ she says. ‘She may have had a College [159] eddication and sung in West End concerts,’ says she, ‘but if your Lizzie says what’s true,’ she says, ‘and she’s washing her own wovens and drying them on the towel rail, it’s easy to see where the finger’s pointing. And it’s high time you had done with it,’ says she.”


  Miss Moss gave no sign of having heard this. She sat up in bed, tore open her letter and read:


  “Dear Madam,


  Yours to hand. Am not producing at present, but have filed photo for future ref.


  Yours truly,

  Backwash Film Co.”


  This letter seemed to afford her peculiar satisfaction; she read it through twice before replying to the landlady.


  “Well, Mrs. Pine, I think you’ll be sorry for what you said. This is from a manager, asking me to be there with evening dress at ten o’clock next Saturday morning.”


  But the landlady was too quick for her. She pounced, secured the letter.


  “Oh, is it! Is it indeed!” she cried.


  “Give me back that letter. Give it back to me at once, you bad, wicked woman,” cried Miss Moss, who could not get out of bed because her nightdress was slit down the back. “Give me back my [160] private letter.” The landlady began slowly backing out of the room, holding the letter to her buttoned bodice.


  “So it’s come to this, has it?” said she. “Well, Miss Moss, if I don’t get my rent at eight o’clock to-night, we’ll see who’s a bad, wicked woman—that’s all.” Here she nodded, mysteriously. “And I’ll keep this letter.” Here her voice rose. “It will be a pretty little bit of evidence!” And here it fell, sepulchral, “My lady.”


  The door banged and Miss Moss was alone. She flung off the bed clothes, and sitting by the side of the bed, furious and shivering, she stared at her fat white legs with their great knots of greeny-blue veins.


  “Cockroach! That’s what she is. She’s a cockroach!” said Miss Moss. “I could have her up for snatching my letter—I’m sure I could.” Still keeping on her nightdress she began to drag on her clothes.


  “Oh, if I could only pay that woman, I’d give her a piece of my mind that she wouldn’t forget. I’d tell her off proper.” She went over to the chest of drawers for a safety-pin, and seeing herself in the glass she gave a vague smile and shook her head. “Well, old girl,” she murmured, “you’re up against it this time, and no mistake.” But the person in the glass made an ugly face at her.


  “You silly thing,” scolded Miss Moss. “Now what’s the good of crying: you’ll only make your [161] nose red. No, you get dressed and go out and try your luck—that’s what you’ve got to do.”


  She unhooked her vanity bag from the bedpost, rooted in it, shook it, turned it inside out.


  “I’ll have a nice cup of tea at an ABC to settle me before I go anywhere,” she decided. “I’ve got one and thrippence—yes, just one and three.”


  Ten minutes later, a stout lady in blue serge, with a bunch of artificial “parmas” at her bosom, a black hat covered with purple pansies, white gloves, boots with white uppers, and a vanity bag containing one and three, sang in a low contralto voice:


  
    Sweet-heart, remember when days are forlorn


    It al-ways is dar-kest before the dawn.

  


  But the person in the glass made a face at her, and Miss Moss went out. There were grey crabs all the way down the street slopping water over grey stone steps. With his strange, hawking cry and the jangle of the cans the milk boy went his rounds. Outside Brittweiler’s Swiss House he made a splash, and an old brown cat without a tail appeared from nowhere, and began greedily and silently drinking up the spill. It gave Miss Moss a queer feeling to watch—a sinking—as you might say.


  But when she came to the ABC she found the door propped open; a man went in and out carrying trays of rolls, and there was nobody inside except a [162] waitress doing her hair and the cashier unlocking the cash-boxes. She stood in the middle of the floor but neither of them saw her.


  “My boy came home last night,” sang the waitress.


  “Oh, I say—how topping for you!” gurgled the cashier.


  “Yes, wasn’t it,” sang the waitress. “He brought me a sweet little brooch. Look, it’s got ‘Dieppe’ written on it.”


  The cashier ran across to look and put her arm round the waitress’ neck.


  “Oh, I say—how topping for you.”


  “Yes, isn’t it,” said the waitress. “O-oh, he is brahn. ‘Hullo,’ I said, ‘hullo, old mahogany.’”


  “Oh, I say,” gurgled the cashier, running back into her cage and nearly bumping into Miss Moss on the way. “You are a treat!” Then the man with the rolls came in again, swerving past her.


  “Can I have a cup of tea, Miss?” she asked.


  But the waitress went on doing her hair. “Oh,” she sang, “we’re not open yet.” She turned round and waved her comb at the cashier.


  “Are we, dear?”


  “Oh, no,” said the cashier. Miss Moss went out.


  “I’ll go to Charing Cross. Yes, that’s what I’ll do,” she decided. “But I won’t have a cup of tea. [163] No, I’ll have a coffee. There’s more of a tonic in coffee…. Cheeky, those girls are! Her boy came home last night; he brought her a brooch with ‘Dieppe’ written on it.” She began to cross the road….


  “Look out, Fattie; don’t go to sleep!” yelled a taxi driver. She pretended not to hear.


  “No, I won’t go to Charing Cross,” she decided. “I’ll go straight to Kig and Kadgit. They’re open at nine. If I get there early Mr. Kadgit may have something by the morning’s post…. I’m very glad you turned up so early, Miss Moss. I’ve just heard from a manager who wants a lady to play…. I think you’ll just suit him. I’ll give you a card to go and see him. It’s three pounds a week and all found. If I were you I’d hop round as fast as I could. Lucky you turned up so early …”


  But there was nobody at Kig and Kadgit’s except the charwoman wiping over the “lino” in the passage.


  “Nobody here yet, Miss,” said the char.


  “Oh, isn’t Mr. Kadgit here?” said Miss Moss, trying to dodge the pail and brush. “Well, I’ll just wait a moment, if I may.”


  “You can’t wait in the waiting-room, Miss. I ’aven’t done it yet. Mr. Kadgit’s never ’ere before ’leven-thirty Saturdays. Sometimes ’e don’t come at all.” And the char began crawling towards her.


  “Dear me—how silly of me,” said Miss Moss. “I forgot it was Saturday.”


  [164] “Mind your feet, please, Miss,” said the char. And Miss Moss was outside again.


  That was one thing about Beit and Bithems; it was lively. You walked into the waiting-room, into a great buzz of conversation, and there was everybody; you knew almost everybody. The early ones sat on chairs and the later ones sat on the early ones’ laps, while the gentlemen leaned negligently against the walls or preened themselves in front of the admiring ladies.


  “Hello,” said Miss Moss, very gay. “Here we are again!”


  And young Mr. Clayton, playing the banjo on his walking-stick, sang: “Waiting for the Robert E. Lee.”


  “Mr. Bithem here yet?” asked Miss Moss, taking out an old dead powder puff and powdering her nose mauve.


  “Oh, yes, dear,” cried the chorus. “He’s been here for ages. We’ve all been waiting here for more than an hour.”


  “Dear me!” said Miss Moss. “Anything doing, do you think?”


  “Oh, a few jobs going for South Africa,” said young Mr. Clayton. “Hundred and fifty a week for two years, you know.”


  “Oh!” cried the chorus. “You are weird, Mr. Clayton. Isn’t he a cure? Isn’t he a scream, dear? Oh, Mr. Clayton, you do make me laugh. Isn’t he a comic?”


  [165] A dark, mournful girl touched Miss Moss on the arm.


  “I just missed a lovely job yesterday,” she said. “Six weeks in the provinces and then the West End. The manager said I would have got it for certain if only I’d been robust enough. He said if my figure had been fuller, the part was made for me.” She stared at Miss Moss, and the dirty dark red rose under the brim of her hat looked, somehow, as though it shared the blow with her, and was crushed, too.


  “Oh, dear, that was hard lines,” said Miss Moss trying to appear indifferent. “What was it—if I may ask?”


  But the dark, mournful girl saw through her and a gleam of spite came into her heavy eyes.


  “Oh, no good to you, my dear,” said she. “He wanted someone young, you know—a dark Spanish type—my style, but more figure, that was all.”


  The inner door opened and Mr. Bithem appeared in his shirt sleeves. He kept one hand on the door ready to whisk back again, and held up the other.


  “Look here, ladies——” and then he paused, grinned his famous grin before he said—“and bhoys.” The waiting-room laughed so loudly at this that he had to hold both hands up. “It’s no good waiting this morning. Come back Monday; I’m expecting several calls on Monday.”


  [166] Miss Moss made a desperate rush forward. “Mr. Bithem, I wonder if you’ve heard from …”


  “Now let me see,” said Mr. Bithem slowly, staring; he had only seen Miss Moss four times a week for the past—how many weeks? “Now, who are you?”


  “Miss Ada Moss.”


  “Oh, yes, yes; of course, my dear. Not yet, my dear. Now I had a call for twenty-eight ladies to-day, but they had to be young and able to hop it a bit—see? And I had another call for sixteen—but they had to know something about sand-dancing. Look here, my dear, I’m up to the eyebrows this morning. Come back on Monday week; it’s no good coming before that.” He gave her a whole grin to herself and patted her fat back. “Hearts of oak, dear lady,” said Mr. Bithem, “hearts of oak!”


  At the North-East Film Company the crowd was all the way up the stairs. Miss Moss found herself next to a fair little baby thing about thirty in a white lace hat with cherries round it.


  “What a crowd!” said she. “Anything special on?”


  “Didn’t you know, dear?” said the baby, opening her immense pale eyes. “There was a call at nine-thirty for attractive girls. We’ve all been waiting for hours. Have you played for this company before?” Miss Moss put her head on one side. “No, I don’t think I have.”


  [167] “They’re a lovely company to play for,” said the baby. “A friend of mine has a friend who gets thirty pounds a day…. Have you arcted much for the fil-lums?”


  “Well, I’m not an actress by profession,” confessed Miss Moss. “I’m a contralto singer. But things have been so bad lately that I’ve been doing a little.”


  “It’s like that, isn’t it, dear?” said the baby.


  “I had a splendid education at the College of Music,” said Miss Moss, “and I got my silver medal for singing. I’ve often sung at West End concerts. But I thought, for a change, I’d try my luck …”


  “Yes, it’s like that, isn’t it, dear?” said the baby.


  At that moment a beautiful typist appeared at the top of the stairs.


  “Are you all waiting for the North-East call?”


  “Yes!” cried the chorus.


  “Well, it’s off. I’ve just had a phone through.”


  “But look here! What about our expenses?” shouted a voice.


  The typist looked down at them, and she couldn’t help laughing.


  “Oh, you weren’t to have been paid. The North-East never pay their crowds.”


  There was only a little round window at the Bitter Orange Company. No waiting-room—[168]nobody at all except a girl, who came to the window when Miss Moss knocked, and said: “Well?”


  “Can I see the producer, please?” said Miss Moss pleasantly. The girl leaned on the window-bar, half shut her eyes and seemed to go to sleep for a moment. Miss Moss smiled at her. The girl not only frowned; she seemed to smell something vaguely unpleasant; she sniffed. Suddenly she moved away, came back with a paper and thrust it at Miss Moss.


  “Fill up the form!” said she. And banged the window down.


  “Can you aviate—high-dive—drive a car—buck-jump—shoot?” read Miss Moss. She walked along the street asking herself those questions. There was a high, cold wind blowing; it tugged at her, slapped her face, jeered; it knew she could not answer them. In the Square Gardens she found a little wire basket to drop the form into. And then she sat down on one of the benches to powder her nose. But the person in the pocket mirror made a hideous face at her, and that was too much for Miss Moss; she had a good cry. It cheered her wonderfully.


  “Well, that’s over,” she sighed. “It’s one comfort to be off my feet. And my nose will soon get cool in the air…. It’s very nice in here. Look at the sparrows. Cheep. Cheep. How close they come. I expect somebody feeds them. No, [169] I’ve nothing for you, you cheeky little things….” She looked away from them. What was the big building opposite—the Café de Madrid? My goodness, what a smack that little child came down! Poor little mite! Never mind—up again…. By eight o’clock to-night … Café de Madrid. “I could just go in and sit there and have a coffee, that’s all,” thought Miss Moss. “It’s such a place for artists too. I might just have a stroke of luck…. A dark handsome gentleman in a fur coat comes in with a friend, and sits at my table, perhaps. ‘No, old chap, I’ve searched London for a contralto and I can’t find a soul. You see, the music is difficult; have a look at it.’” And Miss Moss heard herself saying: “Excuse me, I happen to be a contralto, and I have sung that part many times…. Extraordinary! ‘Come back to my studio and I’ll try your voice now.’ … Ten pounds a week…. Why should I feel nervous? It’s not nervousness. Why shouldn’t I go to the Café de Madrid? I’m a respectable woman—I’m a contralto singer. And I’m only trembling because I’ve had nothing to eat to-day…. ‘A nice little piece of evidence, my lady.’ … Very well, Mrs. Pine. Café de Madrid. They have concerts there in the evenings…. ‘Why don’t they begin?’ The contralto has not arrived…. ‘Excuse me, I happen to be a contralto; I have sung that music many times.”


  It was almost dark in the café. Men, palms, red [170] plush seats, white marble tables, waiters in aprons, Miss Moss walked through them all. Hardly had she sat down when a very stout gentleman wearing a very small hat that floated on the top of his head like a little yacht flopped into the chair opposite hers.


  “Good evening!” said he.


  Miss Moss said, in her cheerful way: “Good evening!”


  “Fine evening,” said the stout gentleman.


  “Yes, very fine. Quite a treat, isn’t it?” said she.


  He crooked a sausage finger at the waiter—“Bring me a large whisky”—and turned to Miss Moss. “What’s yours?”


  “Well, I think I’ll take a brandy if it’s all the same.”


  Five minutes later the stout gentleman leaned across the table and blew a puff of cigar smoke full in her face.


  “That’s a tempting bit o’ ribbon!” said he.


  Miss Moss blushed until a pulse at the top of her head that she never had felt before pounded away.


  “I always was one for pink,” said she.


  The stout gentleman considered her, drumming with her fingers on the table.


  “I like ’em firm and well covered,” said he.


  Miss Moss, to her surprise, gave a loud snigger.


  Five minutes later the stout gentleman heaved [171] himself up. “Well, am I goin’ your way, or are you comin’ mine?” he asked.


  “I’ll come with you, if it’s all the same,” said Miss Moss. And she sailed after the little yacht out of the café.


  [Art & Letters, Autumn 1919, as “The Pictures”]


  []


  The Man without a Temperament


  [172] 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, [173] 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-zoo-oo!” 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.


  [174] “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 hold-alls, 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 [175] 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 desirez, 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 [176] 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 [177] 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. [178] “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 [179] 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 arm-pits; 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 [180] 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 [181] 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 great, 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, and still holding her clothes above her waist. “The Englishman! [182] 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, [183] 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.


  [184] 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 palaces, 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 [185] 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 train home. 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—[186]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? [187] 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.


  [188] “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?”


  [189] “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 [190] 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. [191] “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 [192] 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 [193] 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 smoothes the pillow.


  “Rot!” he whispers.


  [Art & Letters, Spring 1920]


  []


  Mr. Reginald Peacock’s Day


  [194] 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—[195]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, [196] 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 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 [197] 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 week-end [198] 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 [199] 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 [200] 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 [201] 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!”


  [202] 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.”


  [203] 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.


  [204] “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 Marian 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 [205] 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 [206] 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…. [207] 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!”


  [New Age, June 14, 1917]


  []


  Sun and Moon


  [208] 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 [209] 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 [210] 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.


  [211] 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 were,” 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.


  [212] “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.


  [213] 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 [214] 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 while 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. [215] 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 [216] 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.


  [217] 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.


  [Athenæum, October 1, 1920]


  []


  Feuille d’Album


  [218] He really was an impossible person. Too shy altogether. With absolutely nothing to say for himself. And such a weight. Once he was in your studio he never knew when to go, but would sit on and on until you nearly screamed, and burned to throw something enormous after him when he did finally blush his way out—something like the tortoise stove. The strange thing was that at first sight he looked most interesting. Everybody agreed about that. You would drift into the café one evening and there you would see, sitting in a corner, with a glass of coffee in front of him, a thin, dark boy, wearing a blue jersey with a little grey flannel jacket buttoned over it. And somehow that blue jersey and the grey jacket with the sleeves that were too short gave him the air of a boy that has made up his mind to run away to sea. Who has run away, in fact, and will get up in a moment and sling a knotted handkerchief containing his nightshirt and his mother’s picture on the end of a stick, and walk out into the night and be drowned…. Stumble over the wharf edge on his way to the ship, even…. He had black close-cropped hair, grey eyes with long [219] lashes, white cheeks and a mouth pouting as though he were determined not to cry…. How could one resist him? Oh, one’s heart was wrung at sight. And, as if that were not enough, there was his trick of blushing…. Whenever the waiter came near him he turned crimson—he might have been just out of prison and the waiter in the know….


  “Who is he, my dear? Do you know?”


  “Yes. His name is Ian French. Painter. Awfully clever, they say. Someone started by giving him a mother’s tender care. She asked him how often he heard from home, whether he had enough blankets on his bed, how much milk he drank a day. But when she went round to his studio to give an eye to his socks, she rang and rang, and though she could have sworn she heard someone breathing inside, the door was not answered…. Hopeless!”


  Someone else decided that he ought to fall in love. She summoned him to her side, called him “boy,” leaned over him so that he might smell the enchanting perfume of her hair, took his arm, told him how marvellous life could be if one only had the courage, and went round to his studio one evening and rang and rang…. Hopeless.


  “What the poor boy really wants is thoroughly rousing,” said a third. So off they went to cafés and cabarets, little dances, places where you drank something that tasted like tinned apricot juice, but [220] cost twenty-seven shillings a bottle and was called champagne, other places, too thrilling for words, where you sat in the most awful gloom, and where some one had always been shot the night before. But he did not turn a hair. Only once he got very drunk, but instead of blossoming forth, there he sat, stony, with two spots of red on his cheeks, like, my dear, yes, the dead image of that ragtime thing they were playing, like a “Broken Doll.” But when she took him back to his studio he had quite recovered, and said “good night” to her in the street below, as though they had walked home from church together…. Hopeless.


  After heaven knows how many more attempts—for the spirit of kindness dies very hard in women—they gave him up. Of course, they were still perfectly charming, and asked him to their shows, and spoke to him in the café, but that was all. When one is an artist one has no time simply for people who won’t respond. Has one?


  “And besides I really think there must be something rather fishy somewhere … don’t you? It can’t all be as innocent as it looks! Why come to Paris if you want to be a daisy in the field? No, I’m not suspicious. But——”


  He lived at the top of a tall mournful building overlooking the river. One of those buildings that look so romantic on rainy nights and moonlight nights, when the shutters are shut, and the heavy door, and the sign advertising “a little apartment [221] to let immediately” gleams forlorn beyond words. One of those buildings that smell so unromantic all the year round, and where the concierge lives in a glass cage on the ground floor, wrapped up in a filthy shawl, stirring something in a saucepan and ladling out tit-bits to the swollen old dog lolling on a bead cushion…. Perched up in the air the studio had a wonderful view. The two big windows faced the water; he could see the boats and the barges swinging up and down, and the fringe of an island planted with trees, like a round bouquet. The side window looked across to another house, shabbier still and smaller, and down below there was a flower market. You could see the tops of huge umbrellas, with frills of bright flowers escaping from them, booths covered with striped awning where they sold plants in boxes and clumps of wet gleaming palms in terra-cotta jars. Among the flowers the old women scuttled from side to side, like crabs. Really there was no need for him to go out. If he sat at the window until his white beard fell over the sill he still would have found something to draw….


  How surprised those tender women would have been if they had managed to force the door. For he kept his studio as neat as a pin. Everything was arranged to form a pattern, a little “still life” as it were—the saucepans with their lids on the wall behind the gas stove, the bowl of eggs, milk jug and teapot on the shelf, the books and the lamp [222] with the crinkly paper shade on the table. An Indian curtain that had a fringe of red leopards marching round it covered his bed by day, and on the wall beside the bed on a level with your eyes when you were lying down there was a small neatly printed notice: GET UP AT ONCE.


  Every day was much the same. While the light was good he slaved at his painting, then cooked his meals and tidied up the place. And in the evenings he went off to the café, or sat at home reading or making out the most complicated list of expenses headed: “What I ought to be able to do it on,” and ending with a sworn statement … “I swear not to exceed this amount for next month. Signed, Ian French.”


  Nothing very fishy about this; but those far-seeing women were quite right. It wasn’t all.


  One evening he was sitting at the side window eating some prunes and throwing the stones on to the tops of the huge umbrellas in the deserted flower market. It had been raining—the first real spring rain of the year had fallen—a bright spangle hung on everything, and the air smelled of buds and moist earth. Many voices sounding languid and content rang out in the dusky air, and the people who had come to close their windows and fasten the shutters leaned out instead. Down below in the market the trees were peppered with new green. What kind of trees were they? he wondered. And now came the lamplighter. He [223] stared at the house across the way, the small, shabby house, and suddenly, as if in answer to his gaze, two wings of windows opened and a girl came out on to the tiny balcony carrying a pot of daffodils. She was a strangely thin girl in a dark pinafore, with a pink handkerchief tied over her hair. Her sleeves were rolled up almost to her shoulders and her slender arms shone against the dark stuff.


  “Yes, it is quite warm enough. It will do them good,” she said, putting down the pot and turning to some one in the room inside. As she turned she put her hands up to the handkerchief and tucked away some wisps of hair. She looked down at the deserted market and up at the sky, but where he sat there might have been a hollow in the air. She simply did not see the house opposite. And then she disappeared.


  His heart fell out of the side window of his studio, and down to the balcony of the house opposite—buried itself in the pot of daffodils under the half-opened buds and spears of green…. That room with the balcony was the sitting-room, and the one next door to it was the kitchen. He heard the clatter of the dishes as she washed up after supper, and then she came to the window, knocked a little mop against the ledge, and hung it on a nail to dry. She never sang or unbraided her hair, or held out her arms to the moon as young girls are supposed to do. And she always wore the same [224] dark pinafore and the pink handkerchief over her hair…. Whom did she live with? Nobody else came to those two windows, and yet she was always talking to some one in the room. Her mother, he decided, was an invalid. They took in sewing. The father was dead…. He had been a journalist—very pale, with long moustaches, and a piece of black hair falling over his forehead.


  By working all day they just made enough money to live on, but they never went out and they had no friends. Now when he sat down at his table he had to make an entirely new set of sworn statements…. Not to go to the side window before a certain hour: signed, Ian French. Not to think about her until he had put away his painting things for the day: signed, Ian French.


  It was quite simple. She was the only person he really wanted to know, because she was, he decided, the only other person alive who was just his age. He couldn’t stand giggling girls, and he had no use for grown-up women…. She was his age, she was—well, just like him. He sat in his dusky studio, tired, with one arm hanging over the back of his chair, staring in at her window and seeing himself in there with her. She had a violent temper; they quarrelled terribly at times, he and she. She had a way of stamping her foot and twisting her hands in her pinafore … furious. And she very rarely laughed. Only when she told him about an absurd little kitten she once had who [225] used to roar and pretend to be a lion when it was given meat to eat. Things like that made her laugh…. But as a rule they sat together very quietly; he, just as he was sitting now, and she with her hands folded in her lap and her feet tucked under, talking in low tones, or silent and tired after the day’s work. Of course, she never asked him about his pictures, and of course he made the most wonderful drawings of her which she hated, because he made her so thin and so dark…. But how could he get to know her? This might go on for years….


  Then he discovered that once a week, in the evenings, she went out shopping. On two successive Thursdays she came to the window wearing an old-fashioned cape over the pinafore, and carrying a basket. From where he sat he could not see the door of her house, but on the next Thursday evening at the same time he snatched up his cap and ran down the stairs. There was a lovely pink light over everything. He saw it glowing in the river, and the people walking towards him had pink faces and pink hands.


  He leaned against the side of his house waiting for her and he had no idea of what he was going to do or say. “Here she comes,” said a voice in his head. She walked very quickly, with small, light steps; with one hand she carried the basket, with the other she kept the cape together…. What could he do? He could only follow…. First she went into [226] the grocer’s and spent a long time in there, and then she went into the butcher’s where she had to wait her turn. Then she was an age at the draper’s matching something, and then she went to the fruit shop and bought a lemon. As he watched her he knew more surely than ever he must get to know her, now. Her composure, her seriousness and her loneliness, the very way she walked as though she was eager to be done with this world of grown-ups all was so natural to him and so inevitable.


  “Yes, she is always like that,” he thought proudly. “We have nothing to do with these people.”


  But now she was on her way home and he was as far off as ever…. She suddenly turned into the dairy and he saw her through the window buying an egg. She picked it out of the basket with such care—a brown one, a beautifully shaped one, the one he would have chosen. And when she came out of the dairy he went in after her. In a moment he was out again, and following her past his house across the flower market, dodging among the huge umbrellas and treading on the fallen flowers and the round marks where the pots had stood…. Through her door he crept, and up the stairs after, taking care to tread in time with her so that she should not notice. Finally, she stopped on the landing, and took the key out of her purse. As she put it into the door he ran up and faced her.


  [227] Blushing more crimson than ever, but looking at her severely he said, almost angrily: “Excuse me, Mademoiselle, you dropped this.”


  And he handed her an egg.


  [New Age, September 20, 1917, as “An Album Leaf”; revised]


  []


  A Dill Pickle


  [228] And then, after six years, she saw him again. He was seated at one of those little bamboo tables decorated with a Japanese vase of paper daffodils. There was a tall plate of fruit in front of him, and very carefully, in a way she recognized immediately as his “special” way, he was peeling an orange.


  He must have felt that shock of recognition in her for he looked up and met her eyes. Incredible! He didn’t know her! She smiled; he frowned. She came towards him. He closed his eyes an instant, but opening them his face lit up as though he had struck a match in a dark room. He laid down the orange and pushed back his chair, and she took her little warm hand out of her muff and gave it to him.


  “Vera!” he exclaimed. “How strange. Really, for a moment I didn’t know you. Won’t you sit down? You’ve had lunch? Won’t you have some coffee?”


  She hesitated, but of course she meant to.


  “Yes, I’d like some coffee.” And she sat down opposite him.


  “You’ve changed. You’ve changed very much,” he said, staring at her with that eager, lighted look. [229] “You look so well. I’ve never seen you look so well before.”


  “Really?” She raised her veil and unbuttoned her high fur collar. “I don’t feel very well. I can’t bear this weather, you know.”


  “Ah, no. You hate the cold….”


  “Loathe it.” She shuddered. “And the worst of it is that the older one grows …”


  He interrupted her. “Excuse me,” and tapped on the table for the waitress. “Please bring some coffee and cream.” To her: “You are sure you won’t eat anything? Some fruit, perhaps. The fruit here is very good.”


  “No, thanks. Nothing.”


  “Then that’s settled.” And smiling just a hint too broadly he took up the orange again. “You were saying—the older one grows——”


  “The colder,” she laughed. But she was thinking how well she remembered that trick of his—the trick of interrupting her—and of how it used to exasperate her six years ago. She used to feel then as though he, quite suddenly, in the middle of what she was saying, put his hand over her lips, turned from her, attended to something different, and then took his hand away, and with just the same slightly too broad smile, gave her his attention again…. Now we are ready. That is settled.


  “The colder!” He echoed her words, laughing too. “Ah, ah. You still say the same things. And there is another thing about you that is not changed [230] at all—your beautiful voice—your beautiful way of speaking.” Now he was very grave; he leaned towards her, and she smelled the warm, stinging scent of the orange peel. “You have only to say one word and I would know your voice among all other voices. I don’t know what it is—I’ve often wondered—that makes your voice such a—haunting memory…. Do you remember that first afternoon we spent together at Kew Gardens? You were so surprised because I did not know the names of any flowers. I am still just as ignorant for all your telling me. But whenever it is very fine and warm, and I see some bright colours—it’s awfully strange—I hear your voice saying: ‘Geranium, marigold and verbena.’ And I feel those three words are all I recall of some forgotten, heavenly language…. You remember that afternoon?”


  “Oh, yes, very well.” She drew a long, soft breath, as though the paper daffodils between them were almost too sweet to bear. Yet, what had remained in her mind of that particular afternoon was an absurd scene over the tea table. A great many people taking tea in a Chinese pagoda, and he behaving like a maniac about the wasps—waving them away, flapping at them with his straw hat, serious and infuriated out of all proportion to the occasion. How delighted the sniggering tea drinkers had been. And how she had suffered.


  But now, as he spoke, that memory faded. His was the truer. Yes, it had been a wonderful [231] afternoon, full of geranium and marigold and verbena, and—warm sunshine. Her thoughts lingered over the last two words as though she sang them.


  In the warmth, as it were, another memory unfolded. She saw herself sitting on a lawn. He lay beside her, and suddenly, after a long silence, he rolled over and put his head in her lap.


  “I wish,” he said, in a low, troubled voice, “I wish that I had taken poison and were about to die—here now!”


  At that moment a little girl in a white dress, holding a long, dripping water lily, dodged from behind a bush, stared at them, and dodged back again. But he did not see. She leaned over him.


  “Ah, why do you say that? I could not say that.”


  But he gave a kind of soft moan, and taking her hand he held it to his cheek.


  “Because I know I am going to love you too much—far too much. And I shall suffer so terribly, Vera, because you never, never will love me.”


  He was certainly far better looking now than he had been then. He had lost all that dreamy vagueness and indecision. Now he had the air of a man who has found his place in life, and fills it with a confidence and an assurance which was, to say the least, impressive. He must have made money, too. His clothes were admirable, and at that moment he pulled a Russian cigarette case out of his pocket.


  [232] “Won’t you smoke?”


  “Yes, I will.” She hovered over them. “They look very good.”


  “I think they are. I get them made for me by a little man in St. James’s Street. I don’t smoke very much. I’m not like you—but when I do, they must be delicious, very fresh cigarettes. Smoking isn’t a habit with me; it’s a luxury—like perfume. Are you still so fond of perfumes? Ah, when I was in Russia …”


  She broke in: “You’ve really been to Russia?”


  “Oh, yes. I was there for over a year. Have you forgotten how we used to talk of going there?”


  “No, I’ve not forgotten.”


  He gave a strange half laugh and leaned back in his chair. “Isn’t it curious. I have really carried out all those journeys that we planned. Yes, I have been to all those places that we talked of, and stayed in them long enough to—as you used to say, ‘air oneself’ in them. In fact, I have spent the last three years of my life travelling all the time. Spain, Corsica, Siberia, Russia, Egypt. The only country left is China, and I mean to go there, too, when the war is over.”


  As he spoke, so lightly, tapping the end of his cigarette against the ash-tray, she felt the strange beast that had slumbered so long within her bosom stir, stretch itself, yawn, prick up its ears, and suddenly bound to its feet, and fix its longing, hungry stare upon those far away places. But all [233] she said was, smiling gently: “How I envy you.”


  He accepted that. “It has been,” he said, “very wonderful—especially Russia. Russia was all that we had imagined, and far, far more. I even spent some days on a river boat on the Volga. Do you remember that boatman’s song that you used to play?”


  “Yes.” It began to play in her mind as she spoke.


  “Do you ever play it now?”


  “No, I’ve no piano.”


  He was amazed at that. “But what has become of your beautiful piano?”


  She made a little grimace. “Sold. Ages ago.”


  “But you were so fond of music,” he wondered.


  “I’ve no time for it now,” said she.


  He let it go at that. “That river life,” he went on, “is something quite special. After a day or two you cannot realize that you have ever known another. And it is not necessary to know the language—the life of the boat creates a bond between you and the people that’s more than sufficient. You eat with them, pass the day with them, and in the evening there is that endless singing.”


  She shivered, hearing the boatman’s song break out again loud and tragic, and seeing the boat floating on the darkening river with melancholy trees on either side…. “Yes, I should like that,” said she, stroking her muff.


  [234] “You’d like almost everything about Russian life,” he said warmly. “It’s so informal, so impulsive, so free without question. And then the peasants are so splendid. They are such human beings—yes, that is it. Even the man who drives your carriage has—has some real part in what is happening. I remember the evening a party of us, two friends of mine and the wife of one of them, went for a picnic by the Black Sea. We took supper and champagne and ate and drank on the grass. And while we were eating the coachman came up. ‘Have a dill pickle,’ he said. He wanted to share with us. That seemed to me so right, so—you know what I mean?”


  And she seemed at that moment to be sitting on the grass beside the mysteriously Black Sea, black as velvet, and rippling against the banks in silent, velvet waves. She saw the carriage drawn up to one side of the road, and the little group on the grass, their faces and hands white in the moonlight. She saw the pale dress of the woman outspread and her folded parasol, lying on the grass like a huge pearl crochet hook. Apart from them, with his supper in a cloth on his knees, sat the coachman. “Have a dill pickle,” said he, and although she was not certain what a dill pickle was, she saw the greenish glass jar with a red chili like a parrot’s beak glimmering through. She sucked in her cheeks; the dill pickle was terribly sour….


  “Yes, I know perfectly what you mean,” she said.


  [235] In the pause that followed they looked at each other. In the past when they had looked at each other like that they had felt such a boundless understanding between them that their souls had, as it were, put their arms round each other and dropped into the same sea, content to be drowned, like mournful lovers. But now, the surprising thing was that it was he who held back. He who said:


  “What a marvellous listener you are. When you look at me with those wild eyes I feel that I could tell you things that I would never breathe to another human being.”


  Was there just a hint of mockery in his voice or was it her fancy? She could not be sure.


  “Before I met you,” he said, “I had never spoken of myself to anybody. How well I remember one night, the night that I brought you the little Christmas tree, telling you all about my childhood. And of how I was so miserable that I ran away and lived under a cart in our yard for two days without being discovered. And you listened, and your eyes shone, and I felt that you had even made the little Christmas tree listen too, as in a fairy story.”


  But of that evening she had remembered a little pot of caviare. It had cost seven and sixpence. He could not get over it. Think of it—a tiny jar like that costing seven and sixpence. While she ate it he watched her, delighted and shocked.


  “No, really, that is eating money. You could not [236] get seven shillings into a little pot that size. Only think of the profit they must make….” And he had begun some immensely complicated calculations…. But now good-bye to the caviare. The Christmas tree was on the table, and the little boy lay under the cart with his head pillowed on the yard dog.


  “The dog was called Bosun,” she cried delightedly.


  But he did not follow. “Which dog? Had you a dog? I don’t remember a dog at all.”


  “No, no. I mean the yard dog when you were a little boy.” He laughed and snapped the cigarette case to.


  “Was he? Do you know I had forgotten that. It seems such ages ago. I cannot believe that it is only six years. After I had recognized you to-day—I had to take such a leap—I had to take a leap over my whole life to get back to that time. I was such a kid then.” He drummed on the table. “I’ve often thought how I must have bored you. And now I understand so perfectly why you wrote to me as you did—although at the time that letter nearly finished my life. I found it again the other day, and I couldn’t help laughing as I read it. It was so clever—such a true picture of me.” He glanced up. “You’re not going?”


  She had buttoned her collar again and drawn down her veil.


  “Yes, I am afraid I must,” she said, and [237] managed a smile. Now she knew that he had been mocking.


  “Ah, no, please,” he pleaded. “Don’t go just for a moment,” and he caught up one of her gloves from the table and clutched at it as if that would hold her. “I see so few people to talk to nowadays, that I have turned into a sort of barbarian,” he said. “Have I said something to hurt you?”


  “Not a bit,” she lied. But as she watched him draw her glove through his fingers, gently, gently, her anger really did die down, and besides, at the moment he looked more like himself of six years ago….


  “What I really wanted then,” he said softly, “was to be a sort of carpet—to make myself into a sort of carpet for you to walk on so that you need not be hurt by the sharp stones and the mud that you hated so. It was nothing more positive than that—nothing more selfish. Only I did desire, eventually, to turn into a magic carpet and carry you away to all those lands you longed to see.”


  As he spoke she lifted her head as though she drank something; the strange beast in her bosom began to purr….


  “I felt that you were more lonely than anybody else in the world,” he went on, “and yet, perhaps, that you were the only person in the world who was really, truly alive. Born out of your time,” he murmured, stroking the glove, “fated.”


  Ah, God! What had she done! How had she [238] dared to throw away her happiness like this. This was the only man who had ever understood her. Was it too late? Could it be too late? She was that glove that he held in his fingers….


  “And then the fact that you had no friends and never had made friends with people. How I understood that, for neither had I. Is it just the same now?”


  “Yes,” she breathed. “Just the same. I am as alone as ever.”


  “So am I,” he laughed gently, “just the same.”


  Suddenly with a quick gesture he handed her back the glove and scraped his chair on the floor. “But what seemed to me so mysterious then is perfectly plain to me now. And to you, too, of course…. It simply was that we were such egoists, so self-engrossed, so wrapped up in ourselves that we hadn’t a corner in our hearts for anybody else. Do you know,” he cried, naive and hearty, and dreadfully like another side of that old self again, “I began studying a Mind System when I was in Russia, and I found that we were not peculiar at all. It’s quite a well known form of …”


  She had gone. He sat there, thunder-struck, astounded beyond words…. And then he asked the waitress for his bill.


  “But the cream has not been touched,” he said. “Please do not charge me for it.”


  [New Age, October 4, 1917; revised]


  []


  The Little Governess


  [239] Oh, dear, how she wished that it wasn’t night-time. She’d have much rather travelled by day, much much rather. But the lady at the Governess Bureau had said: “You had better take an evening boat and then if you get into a compartment for ‘Ladies Only’ in the train you will be far safer than sleeping in a foreign hotel. Don’t go out of the carriage; don’t walk about the corridors and be sure to lock the lavatory door if you go there. The train arrives at Munich at eight o’clock, and Frau Arnholdt says that the Hotel Grunewald is only one minute away. A porter can take you there. She will arrive at six the same evening, so you will have a nice quiet day to rest after the journey and rub up your German. And when you want anything to eat I would advise you to pop into the nearest baker’s and get a bun and some coffee. You haven’t been abroad before, have you?” “No.” “Well, I always tell my girls that it’s better to mistrust people at first rather than trust them, and it’s safer to suspect people of evil intentions rather than good [240] ones…. It sounds rather hard but we’ve got to be women of the world, haven’t we?”


  It had been nice in the Ladies’ Cabin. The stewardess was so kind and changed her money for her and tucked up her feet. She lay on one of the hard pink-sprigged couches and watched the other passengers, friendly and natural, pinning their hats to the bolsters, taking off their boots and skirts, opening dressing-cases and arranging mysterious rustling little packages, tying their heads up in veils before lying down. Thud, thud, thud, went the steady screw of the steamer. The stewardess pulled a green shade over the light and sat down by the stove, her skirt turned back over her knees, a long piece of knitting on her lap. On a shelf above her head there was a water-bottle with a tight bunch of flowers stuck in it. “I like travelling very much,” thought the little governess. She smiled and yielded to the warm rocking.


  But when the boat stopped and she went up on deck, her dress-basket in one hand, her rug and umbrella in the other, a cold, strange wind flew under her hat. She looked up at the masts and spars of the ship black against a green glittering sky and down to the dark landing stage where strange muffled figures lounged, waiting; she moved forward with the sleepy flock, all knowing where to go to and what to do except her, and she felt afraid. Just a little—just enough to wish—oh, to wish that it was daytime and that one of those [241] women who had smiled at her in the glass, when they both did their hair in the Ladies’ Cabin, was somewhere near now. “Tickets, please. Show your tickets. Have your tickets ready.” She went down the gangway balancing herself carefully on her heels. Then a man in a black leather cap came forward and touched her on the arm. “Where for, Miss?” He spoke English—he must be a guard or a stationmaster with a cap like that. She had scarcely answered when he pounced on her dress-basket. “This way,” he shouted, in a rude, determined voice, and elbowing his way he strode past the people. “But I don’t want a porter.” What a horrible man! “I don’t want a porter. I want to carry it myself.” She had to run to keep up with him, and her anger, far stronger than she, ran before her and snatched the bag out of the wretch’s hand. He paid no attention at all, but swung on down the long dark platform, and across a railway line. “He is a robber.” She was sure he was a robber as she stepped between the silvery rails and felt the cinders crunch under her shoes. On the other side—oh, thank goodness!—there was a train with Munich written on it. The man stopped by the huge lighted carriages. “Second class?” asked the insolent voice. “Yes, a Ladies’ compartment.” She was quite out of breath. She opened her little purse to find something small enough to give this horrible man while he tossed her dress-basket into the rack of an empty carriage [242] that had a ticket, Dames Seules, gummed on the window. She got into the train and handed him twenty centimes. “What’s this?” shouted the man, glaring at the money and then at her, holding it up to his nose, sniffing at it as though he had never in his life seen, much less held, such a sum. “It’s a franc. You know that, don’t you? It’s a franc. That’s my fare!” A franc! Did he imagine that she was going to give him a franc for playing a trick like that just because she was a girl and travelling alone at night? Never, never! She squeezed her purse in her hand and simply did not see him—she looked at a view of St. Malo on the wall opposite and simply did not hear him. “Ah, no. Ah, no. Four sous. You make a mistake. Here, take it. It’s a franc I want.” He leapt on to the step of the train and threw the money on to her lap. Trembling with terror she screwed herself tight, tight, and put out an icy hand and took the money—stowed it away in her hand. “That’s all you’re going to get,” she said. For a minute or two she felt his sharp eyes pricking her all over, while he nodded slowly, pulling down his mouth: “Ve-ry well. Trrrès bien.” He shrugged his shoulders and disappeared into the dark. Oh, the relief! How simply terrible that had been! As she stood up to feel if the dress-basket was firm she caught sight of herself in the mirror, quite white, with big round eyes. She untied her “motor veil” and unbuttoned her green cape. [243] “But it’s all over now,” she said to the mirror face, feeling in some way that it was more frightened than she.


  People began to assemble on the platform. They stood together in little groups talking; a strange light from the station lamps painted their faces almost green. A little boy in red clattered up with a huge tea wagon and leaned against it, whistling and flicking his boots with a serviette. A woman in a black alpaca apron pushed a barrow with pillows for hire. Dreamy and vacant she looked—like a woman wheeling a perambulator—up and down, up and down—with a sleeping baby inside it. Wreaths of white smoke floated up from somewhere and hung below the roof like misty vines. “How strange it all is,” thought the little governess, “and the middle of the night, too.” She looked out from her safe corner, frightened no longer but proud that she had not given that franc. “I can look after myself—of course I can. The great thing is not to——” Suddenly from the corridor there came a stamping of feet and men’s voices, high and broken with snatches of loud laughter. They were coming her way. The little governess shrank into her corner as four young men in bowler hats passed, staring through the door and window. One of them, bursting with the joke, pointed to the notice Dames Seules and the four bent down the better to see the one little girl in the corner. Oh dear, they were in the carriage next door. [244] She heard them tramping about and then a sudden hush followed by a tall thin fellow with a tiny black moustache who flung her door open. “If mademoiselle cares to come in with us,” he said, in French. She saw the others crowding behind him, peeping under his arm and over his shoulder, and she sat very straight and still. “If mademoiselle will do us the honour,” mocked the tall man. One of them could be quiet no longer; his laughter went off in a loud crack. “Mademoiselle is serious,” persisted the young man, bowing and grimacing. He took off his hat with a flourish, and she was alone again.


  “En voiture. En voi-ture!” Some one ran up and down beside the train. “I wish it wasn’t night-time. I wish there was another woman in the carriage. I’m frightened of the men next door.” The little governess looked out to see her porter coming back again—the same man making for her carriage with his arms full of luggage. But—but what was he doing? He put his thumb nail under the label Dames Seules and tore it right off and then stood aside squinting at her while an old man wrapped in a plaid cape climbed up the high step. “But this is a ladies’ compartment.” “Oh, no, Mademoiselle, you make a mistake. No, no, I assure you. Merci, Monsieur.” “En voi-turre!” A shrill whistle. The porter stepped off triumphant and the train started. For a moment or two big tears brimmed her eyes and through them she saw [245] the old man unwinding a scarf from his neck and untying the flaps of his Jaeger cap. He looked very old. Ninety at least. He had a white moustache and big gold-rimmed spectacles with little blue eyes behind them and pink wrinkled cheeks. A nice face—and charming the way he bent forward and said in halting French: “Do I disturb you, Mademoiselle? Would you rather I took all these things out of the rack and found another carriage?” What! that old man have to move all those heavy things just because she … “No, it’s quite all right. You don’t disturb me at all.” “Ah, a thousand thanks.” He sat down opposite her and unbuttoned the cape of his enormous coat and flung it off his shoulders.


  The train seemed glad to have left the station. With a long leap it sprang into the dark. She rubbed a place in the window with her glove but she could see nothing—just a tree outspread like a black fan or a scatter of lights, or the line of a hill, solemn and huge. In the carriage next door the young men started singing “Un, deux, trois.” They sang the same song over and over at the tops of their voices.


  “I never could have dared to go to sleep if I had been alone,” she decided. “I couldn’t have put my feet up or even taken off my hat.” The singing gave her a queer little tremble in her stomach and, hugging herself to stop it, with her arms crossed under her cape, she felt really glad to have the old [246] man in the carriage with her. Careful to see that he was not looking she peeped at him through her long lashes. He sat extremely upright, the chest thrown out, the chin well in, knees pressed together, reading a German paper. That was why he spoke French so funnily. He was a German. Something in the army, she supposed—a Colonel or a General—once, of course, not now; he was too old for that now. How spick and span he looked for an old man. He wore a pearl pin stuck in his black tie and a ring with a dark red stone on his little finger; the tip of a white silk handkerchief showed in the pocket of his double-breasted jacket. Somehow, altogether, he was really nice to look at. Most old men were so horrid. She couldn’t bear them doddery—or they had a disgusting cough or something. But not having a beard—that made all the difference—and then his cheeks were so pink and his moustache so very white. Down went the German paper and the old man leaned forward with the same delightful courtesy: “Do you speak German, Mademoiselle?” “Ja, ein wenig, mehr als Franzosisch,” said the little governess, blushing a deep pink colour that spread slowly over her cheeks and made her blue eyes look almost black. “Ach, so!” The old man bowed graciously. “Then perhaps you would care to look at some illustrated papers.” He slipped a rubber band from a little roll of them and handed them across. “Thank you very much.” She was very fond of [247] looking at pictures, but first she would take off her hat and gloves. So she stood up, unpinned the brown straw and put it neatly in the rack beside the dress-basket, stripped off her brown kid gloves, paired them in a tight roll and put them in the crown of the hat for safety, and then sat down again, more comfortably this time, her feet crossed, the papers on her lap. How kindly the old man in the corner watched her bare little hand turning over the big white pages, watched her lips moving as she pronounced the long words to herself, rested upon her hair that fairly blazed under the light. Alas! how tragic for a little governess to possess hair that made one think of tangerines and marigolds, of apricots and tortoiseshell cats and champagne! Perhaps that was what the old man was thinking as he gazed and gazed, and that not even the dark ugly clothes could disguise her soft beauty. Perhaps the flush that licked his cheeks and lips was a flush of rage that anyone so young and tender should have to travel alone and unprotected through the night. Who knows he was not murmuring in his sentimental German fashion: “Ja, es ist eine Tragœdie! Would to God I were the child’s grandpapa!”


  “Thank you very much. They were very interesting.” She smiled prettily handing back the papers. “But you speak German extremely well,” said the old man. “You have been in Germany before, of course?” “Oh no, this is the first [248] time”—a little pause, then—“this is the first time that I have ever been abroad at all.” “Really! I am surprised. You gave me the impression, if I may say so, that you were accustomed to travelling.” “Oh, well—I have been about a good deal in England, and to Scotland, once.” “So. I myself have been in England once, but I could not learn English.” He raised one hand and shook his head, laughing. “No, it was too difficult for me…. ‘Ow-do-you-do. Please vich is ze vay to Leicestaire Squaare.’” She laughed too. “Foreigners always say …” They had quite a little talk about it. “But you will like Munich,” said the old man. “Munich is a wonderful city. Museums, pictures, galleries, fine buildings and shops, concerts, theatres, restaurants—all are in Munich. I have travelled all over Europe many, many times in my life, but it is always to Munich that I return. You will enjoy yourself there.” “I am not going to stay in Munich,” said the little governess, and she added shyly, “I am going to a post as governess to a doctor’s family in Augsburg.” “Ah, that was it.” Augsburg he knew. Augsburg—well—was not beautiful. A solid manufacturing town. But if Germany was new to her he hoped she would find something interesting there too. “I am sure I shall.” “But what a pity not to see Munich before you go. You ought to take a little holiday on your way”—he smiled—“and store up some pleasant memories.” “I am [249] afraid I could not do that,” said the little governess, shaking her head, suddenly important and serious. “And also, if one is alone …” He quite understood. He bowed, serious too. They were silent after that. The train shattered on, baring its dark, flaming breast to the hills and to the valleys. It was warm in the carriage. She seemed to lean against the dark rushing and to be carried away and away. Little sounds made themselves heard; steps in the corridor, doors opening and shutting—a murmur of voices—whistling…. Then the window was pricked with long needles of rain…. But it did not matter … it was outside … and she had her umbrella … she pouted, sighed, opened and shut her hands once and fell fast asleep.


  “Pardon! Pardon!” The sliding back of the carriage door woke her with a start. What had happened? Some one had come in and gone out again. The old man sat in his corner, more upright than ever, his hands in the pockets of his coat, frowning heavily. “Ha! ha! ha!” came from the carriage next door. Still half asleep, she put her hands to her hair to make sure it wasn’t a dream. “Disgraceful!” muttered the old man more to himself than to her. “Common, vulgar fellows! I am afraid they disturbed you, gracious Fräulein, blundering in here like that.” No, not really. She [250] was just going to wake up, and she took out her silver watch to look at the time. Half-past four. A cold blue light filled the window panes. Now when she rubbed a place she could see bright patches of fields, a clump of white houses like mushrooms, a road “like a picture” with poplar trees on either side, a thread of river. How pretty it was! How pretty and how different! Even those pink clouds in the sky looked foreign. It was cold, but she pretended that it was far colder and rubbed her hands together and shivered, pulling at the collar of her coat because she was so happy.


  The train began to slow down. The engine gave a long shrill whistle. They were coming to a town. Taller houses, pink and yellow, glided by, fast asleep behind their green eyelids, and guarded by the poplar trees that quivered in the blue air as if on tiptoe, listening. In one house a woman opened the shutters, flung a red and white mattress across the window frame and stood staring at the train. A pale woman with black hair and a white woollen shawl over her shoulders. More women appeared at the doors and at the windows of the sleeping houses. There came a flock of sheep. The shepherd wore a blue blouse and pointed wooden shoes. Look! look what flowers—and by the railway station too! Standard roses like bridesmaids’ bouquets, white geraniums, waxy pink ones that you would never see out of a greenhouse at home. Slower and slower. A man with a [251] watering-can was spraying the platform. “A-a-a-ah!” Somebody came running and waving his arms. A huge fat woman waddled through the glass doors of the station with a tray of strawberries. Oh, she was thirsty! She was very thirsty! “A-a-a-ah!” The same somebody ran back again. The train stopped.


  The old man pulled his coat round him and got up, smiling at her. He murmured something she didn’t quite catch, but she smiled back at him as he left the carriage. While he was away the little governess looked at herself again in the glass, shook and patted herself with the precise practical care of a girl who is old enough to travel by herself and has nobody else to assure her that she is “quite all right behind.” Thirsty and thirsty! The air tasted of water. She let down the window and the fat woman with the strawberries passed as if on purpose; holding up the tray to her. “Nein, danke,” said the little governess, looking at the big berries on their gleaming leaves. “Wie viel?” she asked as the fat woman moved away. “Two marks fifty, Fräulein.” “Good gracious!” She came in from the window and sat down in the corner, very sobered for a minute. Half a crown! “H-o-o-o-o-o-e-e-e!” shrieked the train, gathering itself together to be off again. She hoped the old man wouldn’t be left behind. Oh, it was daylight—everything was lovely if only she hadn’t been so thirsty. Where was the old man—oh, here [252] he was—she dimpled at him as though he were an old accepted friend as he closed the door and, turning, took from under his cape a basket of the strawberries. “If Fräulein would honour me by accepting these …” “What for me?” But she drew back and raised her hands as though he were about to put a wild little kitten on her lap.


  “Certainly, for you,” said the old man. “For myself it is twenty years since I was brave enough to eat strawberries.” “Oh, thank you very much. Danke bestens,” she stammered, “sie sind so sehr schön!” “Eat them and see,” said the old man looking pleased and friendly. “You won’t have even one?” “No, no, no.” Timidly and charmingly her hand hovered. They were so big and juicy she had to take two bites to them—the juice ran all down her fingers—and it was while she munched the berries that she first thought of the old man as a grandfather. What a perfect grandfather he would make! Just like one out of a book!


  The sun came out, the pink clouds in the sky, the strawberry clouds were eaten by the blue. “Are they good?” asked the old man. “As good as they look?”


  When she had eaten them she felt she had known him for years. She told him about Frau Arnholdt and how she had got the place. Did he know the Hotel Grunewald? Frau Arnholdt would not arrive until the evening. He listened, listened until he knew as much about the affair as she did, until he [253] said—not looking at her—but smoothing the palms of his brown suède gloves together: “I wonder if you would let me show you a little of Munich to-day. Nothing much—but just perhaps a picture gallery and the Englischer Garten. It seems such a pity that you should have to spend the day at the hotel, and also a little uncomfortable … in a strange place. Nicht wahr? You would be back there by the early afternoon or whenever you wish, of course, and you would give an old man a great deal of pleasure.”


  It was not until long after she had said “Yes”—because the moment she had said it and he had thanked her he began telling her about his travels in Turkey and attar of roses—that she wondered whether she had done wrong. After all, she really did not know him. But he was so old and he had been so very kind—not to mention the strawberries…. And she couldn’t have explained the reason why she said “No,” and it was her last day in a way, her last day to really enjoy herself in. “Was I wrong? Was I?” A drop of sunlight fell into her hands and lay there, warm and quivering. “If I might accompany you as far as the hotel,” he suggested, “and call for you again at about ten o’clock.” He took out his pocket-book and handed her a card. “Herr Regierungsrat….” He had a title! Well, it was bound to be all right! So after that the little governess gave herself up to the excitement of being really abroad, to looking out [254] and reading the foreign advertisement signs, to being told about the places they came to—having her attention and enjoyment looked after by the charming old grandfather—until they reached Munich and the Hauptbahnhof. “Porter! Porter!” He found her a porter, disposed of his own luggage in a few words, guided her through the bewildering crowd out of the station down the clean white steps into the white road to the hotel. He explained who she was to the manager as though all this had been bound to happen, and then for one moment her little hand lost itself in the big brown suède ones. “I will call for you at ten o’clock.” He was gone.


  “This way, Fräulein,” said a waiter, who had been dodging behind the manager’s back, all eyes and ears for the strange couple. She followed him up two flights of stairs into a dark bedroom. He dashed down her dress-basket and pulled up a clattering, dusty blind. Ugh! what an ugly, cold room—what enormous furniture! Fancy spending the day in here! “Is this the room Frau Arnholdt ordered?” asked the little governess. The waiter had a curious way of staring as if there was something funny about her. He pursed up his lips about to whistle, and then changed his mind. “Gewiss,” he said. Well, why didn’t he go? Why did he stare so? “Gehen Sie,” said the little governess, with frigid English simplicity. His little eyes, like currants, nearly popped out of his doughy cheeks. “Gehen Sie sofort,” she repeated icily. At the [255] door he turned. “And the gentleman,” said he, “shall I show the gentleman upstairs when he comes?”


  Over the white streets big white clouds fringed with silver—and sunshine everywhere. Fat, fat coachmen driving fat cabs; funny women with little round hats cleaning the tramway lines; people laughing and pushing against one another; trees on both sides of the streets and everywhere you looked almost, immense fountains; a noise of laughing from the footpaths or the middle of the streets or the open windows. And beside her, more beautifully brushed than ever, with a rolled umbrella in one hand and yellow gloves instead of brown ones, her grandfather who had asked her to spend the day. She wanted to run, she wanted to hang on his arm, she wanted to cry every minute, “Oh, I am so frightfully happy!” He guided her across the roads, stood still while she “looked,” and his kind eyes beamed on her and he said “just whatever you wish.” She ate two white sausages and two little rolls of fresh bread at eleven o’clock in the morning and she drank some beer, which he told her wasn’t intoxicating, wasn’t at all like English beer, out of a glass like a flower vase. And then they took a cab and really she must have seen thousands and thousands of wonderful classical pictures in about a quarter of an hour! “I shall [256] have to think them over when I am alone.” … But when they came out of the picture gallery it was raining. The grandfather unfurled his umbrella and held it over the little governess. They started to walk to the restaurant for lunch. She, very close beside him so that he should have some of the umbrella, too. “It goes easier,” he remarked in a detached way, “if you take my arm, Fräulein. And besides it is the custom in Germany.” So she took his arm and walked beside him while he pointed out the famous statues, so interested that he quite forgot to put down the umbrella even when the rain was long over.


  After lunch they went to a café to hear a gipsy band, but she did not like that at all. Ugh! such horrible men where there with heads like eggs and cuts on their faces, so she turned her chair and cupped her burning cheeks in her hands and watched her old friend instead…. Then they went to the Englischer Garten.


  “I wonder what the time is,” asked the little governess. “My watch has stopped. I forgot to wind it in the train last night. We’ve seen such a lot of things that I feel it must be quite late.” “Late!” He stopped in front of her laughing and shaking his head in a way she had begun to know. “Then you have not really enjoyed yourself. Late! Why, we have not had any ice cream yet!” “Oh, but I have enjoyed myself,” she cried, distressed, “more than I can possibly say. It [257] has been wonderful! Only Frau Arnholdt is to be at the hotel at six and I ought to be there by five.” “So you shall. After the ice cream I shall put you into a cab and you can go there comfortably.” She was happy again. The chocolate ice cream melted—melted in little sips a long way down. The shadows of the trees danced on the table cloths, and she sat with her back safely turned to the ornamental clock that pointed to twenty-five minutes to seven. “Really and truly,” said the little governess earnestly, “this has been the happiest day of my life. I’ve never even imagined such a day.” In spite of the ice cream her grateful baby heart glowed with love for the fairy grandfather.


  So they walked out of the garden down a long alley. The day was nearly over. “You see those big buildings opposite,” said the old man. “The third storey—that is where I live. I and the old housekeeper who looks after me.” She was very interested. “Now just before I find a cab for you, will you come and see my little ‘home’ and let me give you a bottle of the attar of roses I told you about in the train? For remembrance?” She would love to. “I’ve never seen a bachelor’s flat in my life,” laughed the little governess.


  The passage was quite dark. “Ah, I suppose my old woman has gone out to buy me a chicken. One moment.” He opened a door and stood aside for her to pass, a little shy but curious, into a [258] strange room. She did not know quite what to say. It wasn’t pretty. In a way it was very ugly—but neat, and, she supposed, comfortable for such an old man. “Well, what do you think of it?” He knelt down and took from a cupboard a round tray with two pink glasses and a tall pink bottle. “Two little bedrooms beyond,” he said gaily, “and a kitchen. It’s enough, eh?” “Oh, quite enough.” “And if ever you should be in Munich and care to spend a day or two—why there is always a little nest—a wing of a chicken, and a salad, and an old man delighted to be your host once more and many many times, dear little Fräulein!” He took the stopper out of the bottle and poured some wine into the two pink glasses. His hand shook and the wine spilled over the tray. It was very quiet in the room. She said: “I think I ought to gonow.” “But you will have a tiny glass of wine with me—just one before you go?” said the old man. “No, really no. I never drink wine. I—I have promised never to touch wine or anything like that.” And though he pleaded and though she felt dreadfully rude, especially when he seemed to take it to heart so, she was quite determined. “No, really, please.” “Well, will you just sit down on the sofa for five minutes and let me drink your health?” The little governess sat down on the edge of the red velvet couch and he sat down beside her and drank her health at a gulp. “Have you really been happy to-day?” asked the old man, turning round, so [259] close beside her that she felt his knee twitching against hers. Before she could answer he held her hands. “And are you going to give me one little kiss before you go?” he asked, drawing her closer still.


  It was a dream! It wasn’t true! It wasn’t the same old man at all. Ah, how horrible! The little governess stared at him in terror. “No, no, no!” she stammered, struggling out of his hands. “One little kiss. A kiss. What is it? Just a kiss, dear little Fräulein. A kiss.” He pushed his face forward, his lips smiling broadly; and how his little blue eyes gleamed behind the spectacles! “Never—never. How can you!” She sprang up, but he was too quick and he held her against the wall, pressed against her his hard old body and his twitching knee and, though she shook her head from side to side, distracted, kissed her on the mouth. On the mouth! Where not a soul who wasn’t a near relation had ever kissed her before….


  She ran, ran down the street until she found a broad road with tram lines and a policeman standing in the middle like a clockwork doll. “I want to get a tram to the Hauptbahnhof,” sobbed the little governess. “Fräulein?” She wrung her hands at him. “The Hauptbahnhof. There—there’s one now,” and while he watched very much surprised, the little girl with her hat on one side, crying without a handkerchief, sprang on to the tram—[260]not seeing the conductor’s eyebrows, nor hearing the hochwohlgebildete Dame talking her over with a scandalized friend. She rocked herself and cried out loud and said “Ah, ah!” pressing her hands to her mouth. “She has been to the dentist,” shrilled a fat old woman, too stupid to be uncharitable. “Na, sagen Sie ’mal, what toothache! The child hasn’t one left in her mouth.” While the tram swung and jangled through a world full of old men with twitching knees.


  When the little governess reached the hall of the Hotel Grunewald the same waiter who had come into her room in the morning was standing by a table, polishing a tray of glasses. The sight of the little governess seemed to fill him out with some inexplicable important content. He was ready for her question; his answer came pat and suave. “Yes, Fräulein, the lady has been here. I told her that you had arrived and gone out again immediately with a gentleman. She asked me when you were coming back again—but of course I could not say. And then she went to the manager.” He took up a glass from the table, held it up to the light, looked at it with one eye closed, and started polishing it with a corner of his apron. “… ?” “Pardon, Fräulein? Ach, no, Fräulein. The manager could tell her nothing—nothing.” He shook his head and smiled at the brilliant glass. “Where is the [261] lady now?” asked the little governess, shuddering so violently that she had to hold her handkerchief up to her mouth. “How should I know?” cried the waiter, and as he swooped past her to pounce upon a new arrival his heart beat so hard against his ribs that he nearly chuckled aloud. “That’s it! that’s it!” he thought. “That will show her.” And as he swung the new arrival’s box on to his shoulders—hoop!—as though he were a giant and the box a feather, he minced over again the little governess’s words, “Gehen Sie. Gehen Sie sofort. Shall I! Shall I!” he shouted to himself.


  [Signature, October 18 & November 1, 1915]


  []


  Revelations


  [262] From eight o’clock in the morning until about half-past eleven Monica Tyrell suffered from her nerves, and suffered so terribly that these hours were—agonizing, simply. It was not as though she could control them. “Perhaps if I were ten years younger …” she would say. For now that she was thirty-three she had a queer little way of referring to her age on all occasions, of looking at her friends with grave, childish eyes and saying: “Yes, I remember how twenty years ago …” or of drawing Ralph’s attention to the girls—real girls—with lovely youthful arms and throats and swift hesitating movements who sat near them in restaurants. “Perhaps if I were ten years younger …”


  “Why don’t you get Marie to sit outside your door and absolutely forbid anybody to come near your room until you ring your bell?”


  “Oh, if it were as simple as that!” She threw her little gloves down and pressed her eyelids with her fingers in the way he knew so well. “But in the first place I’d be so conscious of Marie sitting there, Marie shaking her finger at Rudd and Mrs. [263] Moon, Marie as a kind of cross between a wardress and a nurse for mental cases! And then, there’s the post. One can’t get over the fact that the post comes, and once it has come, who—who—could wait until eleven for the letters?”


  His eyes grew bright; he quickly, lightly clasped her. “My letters, darling?”


  “Perhaps,” she drawled, softly, and she drew her hand over his reddish hair, smiling too, but thinking: “Heavens! What a stupid thing to say!”


  But this morning she had been awakened by one great slam of the front door. Bang. The flat shook. What was it? She jerked up in bed, clutching the eiderdown; her heart beat. What could it be? Then she heard voices in the passage. Marie knocked, and, as the door opened, with a sharp tearing rip out flew the blind and the curtains, stiffening, flapping, jerking. The tassel of the blind knocked—knocked against the window. “Eh-h, voilà!” cried Marie, setting down the tray and running. “C’est le vent, Madame. C’est un vent insupportable.”


  Up rolled the blind; the window went up with a jerk; a whitey-greyish light filled the room. Monica caught a glimpse of a huge pale sky and a cloud like a torn shirt dragging across before she hid her eyes with her sleeve.


  “Marie! the curtains! Quick, the curtains!” Monica fell back into the bed and then “Ring-ting-a-ping-ping, [264] ring-ting-a-ping-ping.” It was the telephone. The limit of her suffering was reached; she grew quite calm. “Go and see, Marie.”


  “It is Monsieur. To know if Madame will lunch at Princes’ at one-thirty to-day.” Yes, it was Monsieur himself. Yes, he had asked that the message be given to Madame immediately. Instead of replying, Monica put her cup down and asked Marie in a small wondering voice what time it was. It was half-past nine. She lay still and half closed her eyes. “Tell Monsieur I cannot come,” she said gently. But as the door shut, anger—anger suddenly gripped her close, close, violent, half strangling her. How dared he? How dared Ralph do such a thing when he knew how agonizing her nerves were in the morning! Hadn’t she explained and described and even—though lightly, of course; she couldn’t say such a thing directly—given him to understand that this was the one unforgivable thing.


  And then to choose this frightful windy morning. Did he think it was just a fad of hers, a little feminine folly to be laughed at and tossed aside? Why, only last night she had said: “Ah, but you must take me seriously, too.” And he had replied: “My darling, you’ll not believe me, but I know you infinitely better than you know yourself. Every delicate thought and feeling I bow to, I treasure. Yes, laugh! I love the way your lip lifts”—and he had leaned across the table—“I don’t care who [265] sees that I adore all of you. I’d be with you on mountain-top and have all the searchlights of the world play upon us.”


  “Heavens!” Monica almost clutched her head. Was it possible he had really said that? How incredible men were! And she had loved him—how could she have loved a man who talked like that. What had she been doing ever since that dinner party months ago, when he had seen her home and asked if he might come and “see again that slow Arabian smile”? Oh, what nonsense—what utter nonsense—and yet she remembered at the time a strange deep thrill unlike anything she had ever felt before.


  “Coal! Coal! Coal! Old iron! Old iron! Old iron!” sounded from below. It was all over. Understand her? He had understood nothing. That ringing her up on a windy morning was immensely significant. Would he understand that? She could almost have laughed. “You rang me up when the person who understood me simply couldn’t have.” It was the end. And when Marie said: “Monsieur replied he would be in the vestibule in case Madame changed her mind,” Monica said: “No, not verbena, Marie. Carnations. Two handfuls.”


  A wild white morning, a tearing, rocking wind. Monica sat down before the mirror. She was pale. The maid combed back her dark hair—combed it all back—and her face was like a mask, with pointed [266] eyelids and dark red lips. As she stared at herself in the blueish shadowy glass she suddenly felt—oh, the strangest, most tremendous excitement filling her slowly, slowly, until she wanted to fling out her arms, to laugh, to scatter everything, to shock Marie, to cry: “I’m free. I’m free. I’m free as the wind.” And now all this vibrating, trembling, exciting, flying world was hers. It was her kingdom. No, no, she belonged to nobody but Life.


  “That will do, Marie,” she stammered. “My hat, my coat, my bag. And now get me a taxi.” Where was she going? Oh, anywhere. She could not stand this silent flat, noiseless Marie, this ghostly, quiet, feminine interior. She must be out; she must be driving quickly—anywhere, anywhere.


  “The taxi is there, Madame.” As she pressed open the big outer doors of the flats the wild wind caught her and floated her across the pavement. Where to? She got in, and smiling radiantly at the cross, cold-looking driver, she told him to take her to her hairdresser’s. What would she have done without her hairdresser? Whenever Monica had nowhere else to go to or nothing on earth to do she drove there. She might just have her hair waved, and by that time she’d have thought out a plan. The cross, cold driver drove at a tremendous pace, and she let herself be hurled from side to side. She wished he would go faster and faster. Oh, to be free of Princes’ at one-thirty, of being the [267] tiny kitten in the swansdown basket, of being the Arabian, and the grave, delighted child and the little wild creature…. “Never again,” she cried aloud, clenching her small fist. But the cab had stopped, and the driver was standing holding the door open for her.


  The hairdresser’s shop was warm and glittering. It smelled of soap and burnt paper and wallflower brilliantine. There was Madame behind the counter, round, fat, white, her head like a powder-puff rolling on a black satin pin-cushion. Monica always had the feeling that they loved her in this shop and understood her—the real her—far better than many of her friends did. She was her real self here, and she and Madame had often talked—quite strangely—together. Then there was George who did her hair, young, dark, slender George. She was really fond of him.


  But to-day—how curious! Madame hardly greeted her. Her face was whiter than ever, but rims of bright red showed round her blue bead eyes, and even the rings on her pudgy fingers did not flash. They were cold, dead, like chips of glass. When she called through the wall-telephone to George there was a note in her voice that had never been there before. But Monica would not believe this. No, she refused to. It was just her imagination. She sniffed greedily the warm, scented air, and passed behind the velvet curtain into the small cubicle.


  [268] Her hat and jacket were off and hanging from the peg, and still George did not come. This was the first time he had ever not been there to hold the chair for her, to take her hat and hang up her bag, dangling it in his fingers as though it were something he’d never seen before—something fairy. And how quiet the shop was! There was not a sound even from Madame. Only the wind blew, shaking the old house; the wind hooted, and the portraits of Ladies of the Pompadour Period looked down and smiled, cunning and sly. Monica wished she hadn’t come. Oh, what a mistake to have come! Fatal. Fatal. Where was George? If he didn’t appear the next moment she would go away. She took off the white kimono. She didn’t want to look at herself any more. When she opened a big pot of cream on the glass shelf her fingers trembled. There was a tugging feeling at her heart as though her happiness—her marvellous happiness—were trying to get free.


  “I’ll go. I’ll not stay.” She took down her hat. But just at that moment steps sounded, and, looking in the mirror, she saw George bowing in the doorway. How queerly he smiled! It was the mirror of course. She turned round quickly. His lips curled back in a sort of grin, and—wasn’t he unshaved?—he looked almost green in the face.


  “Very sorry to have kept you waiting,” he mumbled, sliding, gliding forward.


  Oh, no, she wasn’t going to stay. “I’m afraid,” [269] she began. But he had lighted the gas and laid the tongs across, and was holding out the kimono.


  “It’s a wind,” he said. Monica submitted. She smelled his fresh young fingers pinning the jacket under her chin. “Yes, there is a wind,” said she, sinking back into the chair. And silence fell. George took out the pins in his expert way. Her hair tumbled back, but he didn’t hold it as he usually did, as though to feel how fine and soft and heavy it was. He didn’t say it “was in a lovely condition.” He let it fall, and, taking a brush out of a drawer, he coughed faintly, cleared his throat and said dully: “Yes, it’s a pretty strong one, I should say it was.”


  She had no reply to make. The brush fell on her hair. Oh, oh, how mournful, how mournful! It fell quick and light, it fell like leaves; and then it fell heavy, tugging like the tugging at her heart. “That’s enough,” she cried, shaking herself free.


  “Did I do it too much?” asked George. He crouched over the tongs. “I’m sorry.” There came the smell of burnt paper—the smell she loved—and he swung the hot tongs round in his hand, staring before him. “I shouldn’t be surprised if it rained.” He took up a piece of her hair, when—she couldn’t bear it any longer—she stopped him. She looked at him; she saw herself looking at him in the white kimono like a nun. “Is there something the matter here? Has something happened?” But George gave a half shrug and a grimace. “Oh, [270] no, Madame. Just a little occurrence.” And he took up the piece of hair again. But, oh, she wasn’t deceived. That was it. Something awful had happened. The silence—really, the silence seemed to come drifting down like flakes of snow. She shivered. It was cold in the little cubicle, all cold and glittering. The nickel taps and jets and sprays looked somehow almost malignant. The wind rattled the window-frame; a piece of iron banged, and the young man went on changing the tongs, crouching over her. Oh, how terrifying Life was, thought Monica. How dreadful. It is the loneliness which is so appalling. We whirl along like leaves, and nobody knows—nobody cares where we fall, in what black river we float away. The tugging feeling seemed to rise into her throat. It ached, ached; she longed to cry. “That will do,” she whispered. “Give me the pins.” As he stood beside her, so submissive, so silent, she nearly dropped her arms and sobbed. She couldn’t bear any more. Like a wooden man the gay young George still slid, glided, handed her her hat and veil, took the note, and brought back the change. She stuffed it into her bag. Where was she going now?


  George took a brush. “There is a little powder on your coat,” he murmured. He brushed it away. And then suddenly he raised himself and, looking at Monica, gave a strange wave with the brush and said: “The truth is, Madame, since you are an [271] old customer—my little daughter died this morning. A first child”—and then his white face crumpled like paper, and he turned his back on her and began brushing the cotton kimono. “Oh, oh,” Monica began to cry. She ran out of the shop into the taxi. The driver, looking furious, swung off the seat and slammed the door again. “Where to?”


  “Princes’,” she sobbed. And all the way there she saw nothing but a tiny wax doll with a feather of gold hair, lying meek, its tiny hands and feet crossed. And then just before she came to Princes’ she saw a flower shop full of white flowers. Oh, what a perfect thought. Lilies-of-the-valley, and white pansies, double white violets and white velvet ribbon…. From an unknown friend…. From one who understands…. For a Little Girl…. She tapped against the window, but the driver did not hear; and, anyway, they were at Princes’ already.


  [Athenæum, June 11, 1920]


  []


  The Escape


  [272] 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 [273] 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.”


  [274] 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 powder-puff 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 [275] 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.”


  [276] “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 [277] 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.


  [278] “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 [279] 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.


  • • • • • •


  [280] 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.


  [Athenæum, July 9, 1920]
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  At the Bay


  I


  Very early morning. The sun was not yet risen, and the whole of Crescent Bay was hidden under a white sea-mist. The big bush-covered hills at the back were smothered. You could not see where they ended and the paddocks and bungalows began. The sandy road was gone and the paddocks and bungalows the other side of it; there were no white dunes covered with reddish grass beyond them; there was nothing to mark which was beach and where was the sea. A heavy dew had fallen. The grass was blue. Big drops hung on the bushes and just did not fall; the silvery, fluffy toi-toi was limp on its long stalks, and all the marigolds and the pinks in the bungalow gardens were bowed to the earth with wetness. Drenched were the cold fuchsias, round pearls of dew lay on the flat nasturtium leaves. It looked as though the sea had beaten up softly in the darkness, as though one immense wave [8] had come rippling, rippling—how far? Perhaps if you had waked up in the middle of the night you might have seen a big fish flicking in at the window and gone again….


  Ah-Aah! sounded the sleepy sea. And from the bush there came the sound of little streams flowing, quickly, lightly, slipping between the smooth stones, gushing into ferny basins and out again; and there was the splashing of big drops on large leaves, and something else—what was it?—a faint stirring and shaking, the snapping of a twig and then such silence that it seemed some one was listening.


  Round the corner of Crescent Bay, between the piled-up masses of broken rock, a flock of sheep came pattering. They were huddled together, a small, tossing, woolly mass, and their thin, stick-like legs trotted along quickly as if the cold and the quiet had frightened them. Behind them an old sheep-dog, his soaking paws covered with sand, ran along with his nose to the ground, but carelessly, as if thinking of something else. And then in the rocky gateway the shepherd himself appeared. He was a lean, upright old man, in a frieze coat that was covered with a web of tiny drops, velvet trousers tied under the knee, and a wide-awake with a folded blue handkerchief round the brim. One hand was crammed into his belt, the other grasped a beautifully smooth yellow stick. And as he [9] walked, taking his time, he kept up a very soft light whistling, an airy, far-away fluting that sounded mournful and tender. The old dog cut an ancient caper or two and then drew up sharp, ashamed of his levity, and walked a few dignified paces by his master’s side. The sheep ran forward in little pattering rushes; they began to bleat, and ghostly flocks and herds answered them from under the sea. “Baa! Baaa!” For a time they seemed to be always on the same piece of ground. There ahead was stretched the sandy road with shallow puddles; the same soaking bushes showed on either side and the same shadowy palings. Then something immense came into view; an enormous shock-haired giant with his arms stretched out. It was the big gum-tree outside Mrs. Stubbs’s shop, and as they passed by there was a strong whiff of eucalyptus. And now big spots of light gleamed in the mist. The shepherd stopped whistling; he rubbed his red nose and wet beard on his wet sleeve and, screwing up his eyes, glanced in the direction of the sea. The sun was rising. It was marvellous how quickly the mist thinned, sped away, dissolved from the shallow plain, rolled up from the bush and was gone as if in a hurry to escape; big twists and curls jostled and shouldered each other as the silvery beams broadened. The far-away sky—a bright, pure blue—was reflected in the puddles, and the [10] drops, swimming along the telegraph poles, flashed into points of light. Now the leaping, glittering sea was so bright it made one’s eyes ache to look at it. The shepherd drew a pipe, the bowl as small as an acorn, out of his breast pocket, fumbled for a chunk of speckled tobacco, pared off a few shavings and stuffed the bowl. He was a grave, fine-looking old man. As he lit up and the blue smoke wreathed his head, the dog, watching, looked proud of him.


  “Baa! Baaa!” The sheep spread out into a fan. They were just clear of the summer colony before the first sleeper turned over and lifted a drowsy head; their cry sounded in the dreams of little children … who lifted their arms to drag down, to cuddle the darling little woolly lambs of sleep. Then the first inhabitant appeared; it was the Burnells’ cat Florrie, sitting on the gatepost, far too early as usual, looking for their milk-girl. When she saw the old sheep-dog she sprang up quickly, arched her back, drew in her tabby head, and seemed to give a little fastidious shiver. “Ugh! What a coarse, revolting creature!” said Florrie. But the old sheep-dog, not looking up, waggled past, flinging out his legs from side to side. Only one of his ears twitched to prove that he saw, and thought her a silly young female.


  The breeze of morning lifted in the bush [11] and the smell of leaves and wet black earth mingled with the sharp smell of the sea. Myriads of birds were singing. A goldfinch flew over the shepherd’s head and, perching on the tiptop of a spray, it turned to the sun, ruffling its small breast feathers. And now they had passed the fisherman’s hut, passed the charred-looking little whare where Leila the milk-girl lived with her old Gran. The sheep strayed over a yellow swamp and Wag, the sheep-dog, padded after, rounded them up and headed them for the steeper, narrower rocky pass that led out of Crescent Bay and towards Daylight Cove. “Baa! Baaa!” Faint the cry came as they rocked along the fast-drying road. The shepherd put away his pipe, dropping it into his breast-pocket so that the little bowl hung over. And straightway the soft airy whistling began again. Wag ran out along a ledge of rock after something that smelled, and ran back again disgusted. Then pushing, nudging, hurrying, the sheep rounded the bend and the shepherd followed after out of sight.


  II


  A few moments later the back door of one of the bungalows opened, and a figure in a broad-striped bathing suit flung down the paddock, cleared the stile, rushed through the tussock grass into the hollow, staggered [12] up the sandy hillock, and raced for dear life over the big porous stones, over the cold, wet pebbles, on to the hard sand that gleamed like oil. Splish-Splosh! Splish-Splosh! The water bubbled round his legs as Stanley Burnell waded out exulting. First man in as usual! He’d beaten them all again. And he swooped down to souse his head and neck.


  “Hail, brother! All hail, Thou Mighty One!” A velvety bass voice came booming over the water.


  Great Scott! Damnation take it! Stanley lifted up to see a dark head bobbing far out and an arm lifted. It was Jonathan Trout—there before him! “Glorious morning!” sang the voice.


  “Yes, very fine!” said Stanley briefly. Why the dickens didn’t the fellow stick to his part of the sea? Why should he come barging over to this exact spot? Stanley gave a kick, a lunge and struck out, swimming overarm. But Jonathan was a match for him. Up he came, his black hair sleek on his forehead, his short beard sleek.


  “I had an extraordinary dream last night!” he shouted.


  What was the matter with the man? This mania for conversation irritated Stanley beyond words. And it was always the same—always some piffle about a dream he’d had, or some cranky idea he’d got hold of, or some rot he’d [13] been reading. Stanley turned over on his back and kicked with his legs till he was a living waterspout. But even then … “I dreamed I was hanging over a terrifically high cliff, shouting to some one below.” You would be! thought Stanley. He could stick no more of it. He stopped splashing. “Look here, Trout,” he said, “I’m in rather a hurry this morning.”


  “You’re what?” Jonathan was so surprised—or pretended to be—that he sank under the water, then reappeared again blowing.


  “All I mean is,” said Stanley, “I’ve no time to—to—to fool about. I want to get this over. I’m in a hurry. I’ve work to do this morning—see?”


  Jonathan was gone before Stanley had finished. “Pass, friend!” said the bass voice gently, and he slid away through the water with scarcely a ripple…. But curse the fellow! He’d ruined Stanley’s bathe. What an unpractical idiot the man was! Stanley struck out to sea again, and then as quickly swam in again, and away he rushed up the beach. He felt cheated.


  Jonathan stayed a little longer in the water. He floated, gently moving his hands like fins, and letting the sea rock his long, skinny body. It was curious, but in spite of everything he was fond of Stanley Burnell. True, he had a fiendish desire to tease him sometimes, to [14] poke fun at him, but at bottom he was sorry for the fellow. There was something pathetic in his determination to make a job of everything. You couldn’t help feeling he’d be caught out one day, and then what an almighty cropper he’d come! At that moment an immense wave lifted Jonathan, rode past him, and broke along the beach with a joyful sound. What a beauty! And now there came another. That was the way to live—carelessly, recklessly, spending oneself. He got on to his feet and began to wade towards the shore, pressing his toes into the firm, wrinkled sand. To take things easy, not to fight against the ebb and flow of life, but to give way to it—that was what was needed. It was this tension that was all wrong. To live—to live! And the perfect morning, so fresh and fair, basking in the light, as though laughing at its own beauty, seemed to whisper, “Why not?”


  But now he was out of the water Jonathan turned blue with cold. He ached all over; it was as though some one was wringing the blood out of him. And stalking up the beach, shivering, all his muscles tight, he too felt his bathe was spoilt. He’d stayed in too long.


  III


  Beryl was alone in the living-room when Stanley appeared, wearing a blue serge suit, a stiff collar and a spotted tie. He looked [15] almost uncannily clean and brushed; he was going to town for the day. Dropping into his chair, he pulled out his watch and put it beside his plate.


  “I’ve just got twenty-five minutes,” he said. “You might go and see if the porridge is ready, Beryl?”


  “Mother’s just gone for it,” said Beryl. She sat down at the table and poured out his tea.


  “Thanks!” Stanley took a sip. “Hallo!” he said in an astonished voice, “you’ve forgotten the sugar.”


  “Oh, sorry!” But even then Beryl didn’t help him; she pushed the basin across. What did this mean? As Stanley helped himself his blue eyes widened; they seemed to quiver. He shot a quick glance at his sister-in-law and leaned back.


  “Nothing wrong, is there?” he asked carelessly, fingering his collar.


  Beryl’s head was bent; she turned her plate in her fingers.


  “Nothing,” said her light voice. Then she too looked up, and smiled at Stanley. “Why should there be?”


  “O-oh! No reason at all as far as I know. I thought you seemed rather——”


  At that moment the door opened and the three little girls appeared, each carrying a porridge plate. They were dressed alike in [16] blue jerseys and knickers; their brown legs were bare, and each had her hair plaited and pinned up in what was called a horse’s tail. Behind them came Mrs. Fairfield with the tray.


  “Carefully, children,” she warned. But they were taking the very greatest care. They loved being allowed to carry things. “Have you said good morning to your father?”


  “Yes, grandma.” They settled themselves on the bench opposite Stanley and Beryl.


  “Good morning, Stanley!” Old Mrs. Fairfield gave him his plate.


  “Morning, mother! How’s the boy?”


  “Splendid! He only woke up once last night. What a perfect morning!” The old woman paused, her hand on the loaf of bread, to gaze out of the open door into the garden. The sea sounded. Through the wide-open window streamed the sun on to the yellow varnished walls and bare floor. Everything on the table flashed and glittered. In the middle there was an old salad bowl filled with yellow and red nasturtiums. She smiled, and a look of deep content shone in her eyes.


  “You might cut me a slice of that bread, mother,” said Stanley. “I’ve only twelve and a half minutes before the coach passes. Has anyone given my shoes to the servant girl?”


  “Yes, they’re ready for you.” Mrs. Fairfield was quite unruffled.


  [17] “Oh, Kezia! Why are you such a messy child!” cried Beryl despairingly.


  “Me, Aunt Beryl?” Kezia stared at her. What had she done now? She had only dug a river down the middle of her porridge, filled it, and was eating the banks away. But she did that every single morning, and no one had said a word up till now.


  “Why can’t you eat your food properly like Isabel and Lottie?” How unfair grown-ups are!


  “But Lottie always makes a floating island, don’t you, Lottie?”


  “I don’t,” said Isabel smartly. “I just sprinkle mine with sugar and put on the milk and finish it. Only babies play with their food.”


  Stanley pushed back his chair and got up.


  “Would you get me those shoes, mother? And, Beryl, if you’ve finished, I wish you’d cut down to the gate and stop the coach. Run in to your mother, Isabel, and ask her where my bowler hat’s been put. Wait a minute—have you children been playing with my stick?”


  “No, father!”


  “But I put it here,” Stanley began to bluster. “I remember distinctly putting it in this corner. Now, who’s had it? There’s no time to lose. Look sharp! The stick’s got to be found.”


  Even Alice, the servant-girl, was drawn into [18] the chase. “You haven’t been using it to poke the kitchen fire with by any chance?”


  Stanley dashed into the bedroom where Linda was lying. “Most extraordinary thing. I can’t keep a single possession to myself. They’ve made away with my stick, now!”


  “Stick, dear? What stick?” Linda’s vagueness on these occasions could not be real, Stanley decided. Would nobody sympathize with him?


  “Coach! Coach, Stanley!” Beryl’s voice cried from the gate.


  Stanley waved his arm to Linda. “No time to say good-bye!” he cried. And he meant that as a punishment to her.


  He snatched his bowler hat, dashed out of the house, and swung down the garden path. Yes, the coach was there waiting, and Beryl, leaning over the open gate, was laughing up at somebody or other just as if nothing had happened. The heartlessness of women! The way they took it for granted it was your job to slave away for them while they didn’t even take the trouble to see that your walking-stick wasn’t lost. Kelly trailed his whip across the horses.


  “Good-bye, Stanley,” called Beryl, sweetly and gaily. It was easy enough to say good-bye! And there she stood, idle, shading her eyes with her hand. The worst of it was Stanley had to shout good-bye too, for the [19] sake of appearances. Then he saw her turn, give a little skip and run back to the house. She was glad to be rid of him!


  Yes, she was thankful. Into the living-room she ran and called “He’s gone!” Linda cried from her room: “Beryl! Has Stanley gone?” Old Mrs. Fairfield appeared, carrying the boy in his little flannel coatee.


  “Gone?”


  “Gone!”


  Oh, the relief, the difference it made to have the man out of the house. Their very voices were changed as they called to one another; they sounded warm and loving and as if they shared a secret. Beryl went over to the table. “Have another cup of tea, mother. It’s still hot.” She wanted, somehow, to celebrate the fact that they could do what they liked now. There was no man to disturb them; the whole perfect day was theirs.


  “No, thank you, child,” said old Mrs. Fairfield, but the way at that moment she tossed the boy up and said “a-goos-a-goos-a-ga!” to him meant that she felt the same. The little girls ran into the paddock like chickens let out of a coop.


  Even Alice, the servant-girl, washing up the dishes in the kitchen, caught the infection and used the precious tank water in a perfectly reckless fashion.


  “Oh, these men!” said she, and she plunged [20] the teapot into the bowl and held it under the water even after it had stopped bubbling, as if it too was a man and drowning was too good for them.


  IV


  “Wait for me, Isa-bel! Kezia, wait for me!”


  There was poor little Lottie, left behind again, because she found it so fearfully hard to get over the stile by herself. When she stood on the first step her knees began to wobble; she grasped the post. Then you had to put one leg over. But which leg? She never could decide. And when she did finally put one leg over with a sort of stamp of despair—then the feeling was awful. She was half in the paddock still and half in the tussock grass. She clutched the post desperately and lifted up her voice. “Wait for me!”


  “No, don’t you wait for her, Kezia!” said Isabel. “She’s such a little silly. She’s always making a fuss. Come on!” And she tugged Kezia’s jersey. “You can use my bucket if you come with me,” she said kindly. “It’s bigger than yours.” But Kezia couldn’t leave Lottie all by herself. She ran back to her. By this time Lottie was very red in the face and breathing heavily.


  “Here, put your other foot over,” said Kezia.


  [21] “Where?”


  Lottie looked down at Kezia as if from a mountain height.


  “Here where my hand is.” Kezia patted the place.


  “Oh, there do you mean?” Lottie gave a deep sigh and put the second foot over.


  “Now—sort of turn round and sit down and slide,” said Kezia.


  “But there’s nothing to sit down on, Kezia,” said Lottie.


  She managed it at last, and once it was over she shook herself and began to beam.


  “I’m getting better at climbing over stiles, aren’t I, Kezia?”


  Lottie’s was a very hopeful nature.


  The pink and the blue sunbonnet followed Isabel’s bright red sunbonnet up that sliding, slipping hill. At the top they paused to decide where to go and to have a good stare at who was there already. Seen from behind, standing against the skyline, gesticulating largely with their spades, they looked like minute puzzled explorers.


  The whole family of Samuel Josephs was there already with their lady-help, who sat on a camp-stool and kept order with a whistle that she wore tied round her neck, and a small cane with which she directed operations. The Samuel Josephs never played by themselves or managed their own game. If they did, it [22] ended in the boys pouring water down the girls’ necks or the girls trying to put little black crabs into the boys’ pockets. So Mrs. S.J. and the poor lady-help drew up what she called a “brogramme” every morning to keep them “abused and out of bischief.” It was all competitions or races or round games. Everything began with a piercing blast of the lady-help’s whistle and ended with another. There were even prizes—large, rather dirty paper parcels which the lady-help with a sour little smile drew out of a bulging string kit. The Samuel Josephs fought fearfully for the prizes and cheated and pinched one another’s arms—they were all expert pinchers. The only time the Burnell children ever played with them Kezia had got a prize, and when she undid three bits of paper she found a very small rusty button-hook. She couldn’t understand why they made such a fuss….


  But they never played with the Samuel Josephs now or even went to their parties. The Samuel Josephs were always giving children’s parties at the Bay and there was always the same food. A big washhand basin of very brown fruit-salad, buns cut into four and a washhand jug full of something the lady-help called “Limmonadear.” And you went away in the evening with half the frill torn off your frock or something spilled all down the front of your open-work pinafore, leaving the Samuel Josephs [23] leaping like savages on their lawn. No! They were too awful.


  On the other side of the beach, close down to the water, two little boys, their knickers rolled up, twinkled like spiders. One was digging, the other pattered in and out of the water, filling a small bucket. They were the Trout boys, Pip and Rags. But Pip was so busy digging and Rags was so busy helping that they didn’t see their little cousins until they were quite close.


  “Look!” said Pip. “Look what I’ve discovered.” And he showed them an old, wet, squashed-looking boot. The three little girls stared.


  “Whatever are you going to do with it?” asked Kezia.


  “Keep it, of course!” Pip was very scornful. “It’s a find—see?”


  Yes, Kezia saw that. All the same …


  “There’s lots of things buried in the sand,” explained Pip. “They get chucked up from wrecks. Treasure. Why—you might find——”


  “But why does Rags have to keep on pouring water in?” asked Lottie.


  “Oh, that’s to moisten it,” said Pip, “to make the work a bit easier. Keep it up, Rags.”


  And good little Rags ran up and down, pouring in the water that turned brown like cocoa.


  “Here, shall I show you what I found yesterday?” said Pip mysteriously, and he stuck his [24] spade into the sand. “Promise not to tell.”


  They promised.


  “Say, cross my heart straight dinkum.”


  The little girls said it.


  Pip took something out of his pocket, rubbed it a long time on the front of his jersey, then breathed on it and rubbed it again.


  “Now turn round!” he ordered.


  They turned round.


  “All look the same way! Keep still! Now!”


  And his hand opened; he held up to the light something that flashed, that winked, that was a most lovely green.


  “It’s a nemeral,” said Pip solemnly.


  “Is it really, Pip?” Even Isabel was impressed.


  The lovely green thing seemed to dance in Pip’s fingers. Aunt Beryl had a nemeral in a ring, but it was a very small one. This one was as big as a star and far more beautiful.


  V


  As the morning lengthened whole parties appeared over the sand-hills and came down on the beach to bathe. It was understood that at eleven o’clock the women and children of the summer colony had the sea to themselves. First the women undressed, pulled on their bathing dresses and covered their heads in hideous caps like sponge bags; then the children [25] were unbuttoned. The beach was strewn with little heaps of clothes and shoes; the big summer hats, with stones on them to keep them from blowing away, looked like immense shells. It was strange that even the sea seemed to sound differently when all those leaping, laughing figures ran into the waves. Old Mrs. Fairfield, in a lilac cotton dress and a black hat tied under the chin, gathered her little brood and got them ready. The little Trout boys whipped their shirts over their heads, and away the five sped, while their grandma sat with one hand in her knitting-bag ready to draw out the ball of wool when she was satisfied they were safely in.


  The firm compact little girls were not half so brave as the tender, delicate-looking little boys. Pip and Rags, shivering, crouching down, slapping the water, never hesitated. But Isabel, who could swim twelve strokes, and Kezia, who could nearly swim eight, only followed on the strict understanding they were not to be splashed. As for Lottie, she didn’t follow at all. She liked to be left to go in her own way, please. And that way was to sit down at the edge of the water, her legs straight, her knees pressed together, and to make vague motions with her arms as if she expected to be wafted out to sea. But when a bigger wave than usual, an old whiskery one, came lolloping along in her direction, she scrambled to her feet with [26] a face of horror and flew up the beach again.


  “Here, mother, keep those for me, will you?”


  Two rings and a thin gold chain were dropped into Mrs. Fairfield’s lap.


  “Yes, dear. But aren’t you going to bathe here?”


  “No-o,” Beryl drawled. She sounded vague. “I’m undressing farther along. I’m going to bathe with Mrs. Harry Kember.”


  “Very well.” But Mrs. Fairfield’s lips set. She disapproved of Mrs. Harry Kember. Beryl knew it.


  Poor old mother, she smiled, as she skimmed over the stones. Poor old mother! Old! Oh, what joy, what bliss it was to be young….


  “You look very pleased,” said Mrs. Harry Kember. She sat hunched up on the stones, her arms round her knees, smoking.


  “It’s such a lovely day,” said Beryl, smiling down at her.


  “Oh, my dear!” Mrs. Harry Kember’s voice sounded as though she knew better than that. But then her voice always sounded as though she knew something more about you than you did yourself. She was a long, strange-looking woman with narrow hands and feet. Her face, too, was long and narrow and exhausted-looking; even her fair curled fringe looked burnt out and withered. She was the only woman at the Bay who smoked, and she smoked incessantly, keeping the cigarette between [27] her lips while she talked, and only taking it out when the ash was so long you could not understand why it did not fall. When she was not playing bridge—she played bridge every day of her life—she spent her time lying in the full glare of the sun. She could stand any amount of it; she never had enough. All the same, it did not seem to warm her. Parched, withered, cold, she lay stretched on the stones like a piece of tossed-up driftwood. The women at the Bay thought she was very, very fast. Her lack of vanity, her slang, the way she treated men as though she was one of them, and the fact that she didn’t care twopence about her house and called the servant Gladys “Glad-eyes,” was disgraceful. Standing on the veranda steps Mrs. Kember would call in her indifferent, tired voice, “I say, Glad-eyes, you might heave me a handkerchief if I’ve got one, will you?” And Glad-eyes, a red bow in her hair instead of a cap, and white shoes, came running with an impudent smile. It was an absolute scandal! True, she had no children, and her husband … Here the voices were always raised; they became fervent. How can he have married her? How can he, how can he? It must have been money, of course, but even then!


  Mrs. Kember’s husband was at least ten years younger than she was, and so incredibly handsome that he looked like a mask or a most [28] perfect illustration in an American novel rather than a man. Black hair, dark blue eyes, red lips, a slow sleepy smile, a fine tennis player, a perfect dancer, and with it all a mystery. Harry Kember was like a man walking in his sleep. Men couldn’t stand him, they couldn’t get a word out of the chap; he ignored his wife just as she ignored him. How did he live? Of course there were stories, but such stories! They simply couldn’t be told. The women he’d been seen with, the places he’d been seen in … but nothing was ever certain, nothing definite. Some of the women at the Bay privately thought he’d commit a murder one day. Yes, even while they talked to Mrs. Kember and took in the awful concoction she was wearing, they saw her, stretched as she lay on the beach; but cold, bloody, and still with a cigarette stuck in the corner of her mouth.


  Mrs. Kember rose, yawned, unsnapped her belt buckle, and tugged at the tape of her blouse. And Beryl stepped out of her skirt and shed her jersey, and stood up in her short white petticoat, and her camisole with ribbon bows on the shoulders.


  “Mercy on us,” said Mrs. Harry [29] Kember, “what a little beauty you are!”


  “Don’t!” said Beryl softly; but, drawing off one stocking and then the other, she felt a little beauty.


  “My dear—why not?” said Mrs. Harry Kember, stamping on her own petticoat. Really—her underclothes! A pair of blue cotton knickers and a linen bodice that reminded one somehow of a pillow-case…. “And you don’t wear stays, do you?” She touched Beryl’s waist, and Beryl sprang away with a small affected cry. Then “Never!” she said firmly.


  “Lucky little creature,” sighed Mrs. Kember, unfastening her own.


  Beryl turned her back and began the complicated movements of some one who is trying to take off her clothes and to pull on her bathing-dress all at one and the same time.


  “Oh, my dear—don’t mind me,” said Mrs. Harry Kember. “Why be shy? I shan’t eat you. I shan’t be shocked like those other ninnies.” And she gave her strange neighing laugh and grimaced at the other women.


  But Beryl was shy. She never undressed in front of anybody. Was that silly? Mrs. Harry Kember made her feel it was silly, even something to be ashamed of. Why be shy indeed! She glanced quickly at her friend standing so boldly in her torn chemise and lighting a fresh cigarette; and a quick, bold, evil feeling started up in her breast. Laughing recklessly, she drew on the limp, sandy-feeling bathing-dress that was not quite dry and fastened the twisted buttons.


  “That’s better,” said Mrs. Harry Kember. [30] They began to go down the beach together. “Really, it’s a sin for you to wear clothes, my dear. Somebody’s got to tell you some day.”


  The water was quite warm. It was that marvellous transparent blue, flecked with silver, but the sand at the bottom looked gold; when you kicked with your toes there rose a little puff of gold-dust. Now the waves just reached her breast. Beryl stood, her arms outstretched, gazing out, and as each wave came she gave the slightest little jump, so that it seemed it was the wave which lifted her so gently.


  “I believe in pretty girls having a good time,” said Mrs. Harry Kember. “Why not? Don’t you make a mistake, my dear. Enjoy yourself.” And suddenly she turned turtle, disappeared, and swam away quickly, quickly, like a rat. Then she flicked round and began swimming back. She was going to say something else. Beryl felt that she was being poisoned by this cold woman, but she longed to hear. But oh, how strange, how horrible! As Mrs. Harry Kember came up close she looked, in her black waterproof bathing-cap, with her sleepy face lifted above the water, just her chin touching, like a horrible caricature of her husband.


  VI


  In a steamer chair, under a manuka tree that grew in the middle of the front grass patch, Linda Burnell dreamed the morning away. [31] She did nothing. She looked up at the dark, close, dry leaves of the manuka, at the chinks of blue between, and now and again a tiny yellowish flower dropped on her. Pretty—yes, if you held one of those flowers on the palm of your hand and looked at it closely, it was an exquisite small thing. Each pale yellow petal shone as if each was the careful work of a loving hand. The tiny tongue in the centre gave it the shape of a bell. And when you turned it over the outside was a deep bronze colour. But as soon as they flowered, they fell and were scattered. You brushed them off your frock as you talked; the horrid little things got caught in one’s hair. Why, then, flower at all? Who takes the trouble—or the joy—to make all these things that are wasted, wasted…. It was uncanny.


  On the grass beside her, lying between two pillows, was the boy. Sound asleep he lay, his head turned away from his mother. His fine dark hair looked more like a shadow than like real hair, but his ear was a bright, deep coral. Linda clasped her hands above her head and crossed her feet. It was very pleasant to know that all these bungalows were empty, that everybody was down on the beach, out of sight, out of hearing. She had the garden to herself; she was alone.


  Dazzling white the picotees shone; the golden-eyed marigolds glittered; the nasturtiums [32] wreathed the veranda poles in green and gold flame. If only one had time to look at these flowers long enough, time to get over the sense of novelty and strangeness, time to know them! But as soon as one paused to part the petals, to discover the under-side of the leaf, along came Life and one was swept away. And, lying in her cane chair, Linda felt so light; she felt like a leaf. Along came Life like a wind and she was seized and shaken; she had to go. Oh dear, would it always be so? Was there no escape?


  … Now she sat on the veranda of their Tasmanian home, leaning against her father’s knee. And he promised, “As soon as you and I are old enough, Linny, we’ll cut off somewhere, we’ll escape. Two boys together. I have a fancy I’d like to sail up a river in China.” Linda saw that river, very wide, covered with little rafts and boats. She saw the yellow hats of the boatmen and she heard their high, thin voices as they called …


  “Yes, papa.”


  But just then a very broad young man with bright ginger hair walked slowly past their house, and slowly, solemnly even, uncovered. Linda’s father pulled her ear teasingly, in the way he had.


  “Linny’s beau,” he whispered.


  “Oh, papa, fancy being married to Stanley Burnell!”


  [33] Well, she was married to him. And what was more she loved him. Not the Stanley whom every one saw, not the everyday one; but a timid, sensitive, innocent Stanley who knelt down every night to say his prayers, and who longed to be good. Stanley was simple. If he believed in people—as he believed in her, for instance—it was with his whole heart. He could not be disloyal; he could not tell a lie. And how terribly he suffered if he thought anyone—she—was not being dead straight, dead sincere with him! “This is too subtle for me!” He flung out the words, but his open, quivering, distraught look was like the look of a trapped beast.


  But the trouble was—here Linda felt almost inclined to laugh, though Heaven knows it was no laughing matter—she saw her Stanley so seldom. There were glimpses, moments, breathing spaces of calm, but all the rest of the time it was like living in a house that couldn’t be cured of the habit of catching on fire, on a ship that got wrecked every day. And it was always Stanley who was in the thick of the danger. Her whole time was spent in rescuing him, and restoring him, and calming him down, and listening to his story. And what was left of her time was spent in the dread of having children.


  Linda frowned; she sat up quickly in her steamer chair and clasped her ankles. Yes, [34] that was her real grudge against life; that was what she could not understand. That was the question she asked and asked, and listened in vain for the answer. It was all very well to say it was the common lot of women to bear children. It wasn’t true. She, for one, could prove that wrong. She was broken, made weak, her courage was gone, through child-bearing. And what made it doubly hard to bear was, she did not love her children. It was useless pretending. Even if she had had the strength she never would have nursed and played with the little girls. No, it was as though a cold breath had chilled her through and through on each of those awful journeys; she had no warmth left to give them. As to the boy—well, thank Heaven, mother had taken him; he was mother’s, or Beryl’s, or anybody’s who wanted him. She had hardly held him in her arms. She was so indifferent about him that as he lay there … Linda glanced down.


  The boy had turned over. He lay facing her, and he was no longer asleep. His dark-blue, baby eyes were open; he looked as though he was peeping at his mother. And suddenly his face dimpled; it broke into a wide, toothless smile, a perfect beam, no less.


  “I’m here!” that happy smile seemed to say. “Why don’t you like me?”


  There was something so quaint, so unexpected [35] about that smile that Linda smiled herself. But she checked herself and said to the boy coldly, “I don’t like babies.”


  “Don’t like babies?” The boy couldn’t believe her. “Don’t like me?” He waved his arms foolishly at his mother.


  Linda dropped off her chair on to the grass.


  “Why do you keep on smiling?” she said severely. “If you knew what I was thinking about, you wouldn’t.”


  But he only squeezed up his eyes, slyly, and rolled his head on the pillow. He didn’t believe a word she said.


  “We know all about that!” smiled the boy.


  Linda was so astonished at the confidence of this little creature…. Ah no, be sincere. That was not what she felt; it was something far different, it was something so new, so … The tears danced in her eyes; she breathed in a small whisper to the boy, “Hallo, my funny!”


  But by now the boy had forgotten his mother. He was serious again. Something pink, something soft waved in front of him. He made a grab at it and it immediately disappeared. But when he lay back, another, like the first, appeared. This time he determined to catch it. He made a tremendous effort and rolled right over.


  VII


  [36] The tide was out; the beach was deserted; lazily flopped the warm sea. The sun beat down, beat down hot and fiery on the fine sand, baking the grey and blue and black and white-veined pebbles. It sucked up the little drop of water that lay in the hollow of the curved shells; it bleached the pink convolvulus that threaded through and through the sand-hills. Nothing seemed to move but the small sand-hoppers. Pit-pit-pit! They were never still.


  Over there on the weed-hung rocks that looked at low tide like shaggy beasts come down to the water to drink, the sunlight seemed to spin like a silver coin dropped into each of the small rock pools. They danced, they quivered, and minute ripples laved the porous shores. Looking down, bending over, each pool was like a lake with pink and blue houses clustered on the shores; and oh! the vast mountainous country behind those houses—the ravines, the passes, the dangerous creeks and fearful tracks that led to the water’s edge. Underneath waved the sea-forest—pink thread-like trees, velvet anemones, and orange berry-spotted weeds. Now a stone on the bottom moved, rocked, and there was a glimpse of a black feeler; now a thread-like creature wavered by and was lost. Something [37] was happening to the pink, waving trees; they were changing to a cold moonlight blue. And now there sounded the faintest “plop.” Who made that sound? What was going on down there? And how strong, how damp the seaweed smelt in the hot sun….


  The green blinds were drawn in the bungalows of the summer colony. Over the verandas, prone on the paddock, flung over the fences, there were exhausted-looking bathing-dresses and rough striped towels. Each back window seemed to have a pair of sand-shoes on the sill and some lumps of rock or a bucket or a collection of pawa shells. The bush quivered in a haze of heat; the sandy road was empty except for the Trouts’ dog Snooker, who lay stretched in the very middle of it. His blue eye was turned up, his legs stuck out stiffly, and he gave an occasional desperate-sounding puff, as much as to say he had decided to make an end of it and was only waiting for some kind cart to come along.


  “What are you looking at, my grandma? Why do you keep stopping and sort of staring at the wall?”


  Kezia and her grandmother were taking their siesta together. The little girl, wearing only her short drawers and her under-bodice, her arms and legs bare, lay on one of the puffed-up pillows of her grandma’s bed, and the old woman, in a white ruffled dressing-gown, [38] sat in a rocker at the window, with a long piece of pink knitting in her lap. This room that they shared, like the other rooms of the bungalow, was of light varnished wood and the floor was bare. The furniture was of the shabbiest, the simplest. The dressing-table, for instance, was a packing-case in a sprigged muslin petticoat, and the mirror above was very strange; it was as though a little piece of forked lightning was imprisoned in it. On the table there stood a jar of sea-pinks, pressed so tightly together they looked more like a velvet pincushion, and a special shell which Kezia had given her grandma for a pin-tray, and another even more special which she had thought would make a very nice place for a watch to curl up in.


  “Tell me, grandma,” said Kezia.


  The old woman sighed, whipped the wool twice round her thumb, and drew the bone needle through. She was casting on.


  “I was thinking of your Uncle William, darling,” she said quietly.


  “My Australian Uncle William?” said Kezia. She had another.


  “Yes, of course.”


  “The one I never saw?”


  “That was the one.”


  “Well, what happened to him?” Kezia knew perfectly well, but she wanted to be told again.


  [39] “He went to the mines, and he got a sunstroke there and died,” said old Mrs. Fairfield.


  Kezia blinked and considered the picture again…. A little man fallen over like a tin soldier by the side of a big black hole.


  “Does it make you sad to think about him, grandma?” She hated her grandma to be sad.


  It was the old woman’s turn to consider. Did it make her sad? To look back, back. To stare down the years, as Kezia had seen her doing. To look after them as a woman does, long after they were out of sight. Did it make her sad? No, life was like that.


  “No, Kezia.”


  “But why?” asked Kezia. She lifted one bare arm and began to draw things in the air. “Why did Uncle William have to die? He wasn’t old.”


  Mrs. Fairfield began counting the stitches in threes. “It just happened,” she said in an absorbed voice.


  “Does everybody have to die?” asked Kezia.


  “Everybody!”


  “Me?” Kezia sounded fearfully incredulous.


  “Some day, my darling.”


  “But, grandma.” Kezia waved her left leg and waggled the toes. They felt sandy. “What if I just won’t?”


  [40] The old woman sighed again and drew a long thread from the ball.


  “We’re not asked, Kezia,” she said sadly. “It happens to all of us sooner or later.”


  Kezia lay still thinking this over. She didn’t want to die. It meant she would have to leave here, leave everywhere, for ever, leave—leave her grandma. She rolled over quickly.


  “Grandma,” she said in a startled voice.


  “What, my pet!”


  “You’re not to die.” Kezia was very decided.


  “Ah, Kezia”—her grandma looked up and smiled and shook her head—“don’t let’s talk about it.”


  “But you’re not to. You couldn’t leave me. You couldn’t not be there.” This was awful. “Promise me you won’t ever do it, grandma,” pleaded Kezia.


  The old woman went on knitting.


  “Promise me! Say never!”


  But still her grandma was silent.


  Kezia rolled off the bed; she couldn’t bear it any longer, and lightly she leapt on to her grandma’s knees, clasped her hands round the old woman’s throat and began kissing her, under the chin, behind the ear, and blowing down her neck.


  “Say never … say never … say never——” She gasped between the kisses. And then she began, very softly and lightly, to tickle her grandma.


  [41] “Kezia!” The old woman dropped her knitting. She swung back in the rocker. She began to tickle Kezia. “Say never, say never, say never,” gurgled Kezia, while they lay there laughing in each other’s arms. “Come, that’s enough, my squirrel! That’s enough, my wild pony!” said old Mrs. Fairfield, setting her cap straight. “Pick up my knitting.”


  Both of them had forgotten what the “never” was about.


  VIII


  The sun was still full on the garden when the back door of the Burnells’ shut with a bang, and a very gay figure walked down the path to the gate. It was Alice, the servant-girl, dressed for her afternoon out. She wore a white cotton dress with such large red spots on it, and so many that they made you shudder, white shoes and a leghorn turned up under the brim with poppies. Of course she wore gloves, white ones, stained at the fastenings with iron-mould, and in one hand she carried a very dashed-looking sunshade which she referred to as her perishall.


  Beryl, sitting in the window, fanning her freshly-washed hair, thought she had never seen such a guy. If Alice had only blacked her face with a piece of cork before she started out, the picture would have been complete. And where did a girl like that go to in a place [42] like this? The heart-shaped Fijian fan beat scornfully at that lovely bright mane. She supposed Alice had picked up some horrible common larrikin and they’d go off into the bush together. Pity to make herself so conspicuous; they’d have hard work to hide with Alice in that rig-out.


  But no, Beryl was unfair. Alice was going to tea with Mrs. Stubbs, who’d sent her an “invite” by the little boy who called for orders. She had taken ever such a liking to Mrs. Stubbs ever since the first time she went to the shop to get something for her mosquitoes.


  “Dear heart!” Mrs. Stubbs had clapped her hand to her side. “I never seen anyone so eaten. You might have been attacked by canningbals.”


  Alice did wish there’d been a bit of life on the road though. Made her feel so queer, having nobody behind her. Made her feel all weak in the spine. She couldn’t believe that some one wasn’t watching her. And yet it was silly to turn round; it gave you away. She pulled up her gloves, hummed to herself and said to the distant gum-tree, “Shan’t be long now.” But that was hardly company.


  Mrs. Stubbs’s shop was perched on a little hillock just off the road. It had two big windows for eyes, a broad veranda for a hat, and the sign on the roof, scrawled MRS. STUBBS’S, was like a little card stuck rakishly in the hat crown.


  [43] On the veranda there hung a long string of bathing-dresses, clinging together as though they’d just been rescued from the sea rather than waiting to go in, and beside them there hung a cluster of sand-shoes so extraordinarily mixed that to get at one pair you had to tear apart and forcibly separate at least fifty. Even then it was the rarest thing to find the left that belonged to the right. So many people had lost patience and gone off with one shoe that fitted and one that was a little too big…. Mrs. Stubbs prided herself on keeping something of everything. The two windows, arranged in the form of precarious pyramids, were crammed so tight, piled so high, that it seemed only a conjuror could prevent them from toppling over. In the left-hand corner of one window, glued to the pane by four gelatine lozenges, there was—and there had been from time immemorial—a notice.


  LOST! HANSOME GOLE BROOCH

  SOLID GOLD

  ON OR NEAR BEACH

  REWARD OFFERED


  Alice pressed open the door. The bell jangled, the red serge curtains parted, and Mrs. Stubbs appeared. With her broad smile and the long bacon knife in her hand, she looked like a friendly brigand. Alice was welcomed [44] so warmly that she found it quite difficult to keep up her “manners.” They consisted of persistent little coughs and hems, pulls at her gloves, tweaks at her skirt, and a curious difficulty in seeing what was set before her or understanding what was said.


  Tea was laid on the parlour table—ham, sardines, a whole pound of butter, and such a large johnny cake that it looked like an advertisement for somebody’s baking-powder. But the Primus stove roared so loudly that it was useless to try to talk above it. Alice sat down on the edge of a basket-chair while Mrs. Stubbs pumped the stove still higher. Suddenly Mrs. Stubbs whipped the cushion off a chair and disclosed a large brown-paper parcel.


  “I’ve just had some new photers taken, my dear,” she shouted cheerfully to Alice. “Tell me what you think of them.”


  In a very dainty, refined way Alice wet her finger and put the tissue back from the first one. Life! How many there were! There were three dozzing at least. And she held hers up to the light.


  Mrs. Stubbs sat in an arm-chair, leaning very much to one side. There was a look of mild astonishment on her large face, and well there might be. For though the arm-chair stood on a carpet, to the left of it, miraculously skirting the carpet-border, there was a dashing waterfall. On her right stood a Grecian pillar with a [45] giant fern-tree on either side of it, and in the background towered a gaunt mountain, pale with snow.


  “It is a nice style, isn’t it?” shouted Mrs. Stubbs; and Alice had just screamed “Sweetly” when the roaring of the Primus stove died down, fizzled out, ceased, and she said “Pretty” in a silence that was frightening.


  “Draw up your chair, my dear,” said Mrs. Stubbs, beginning to pour out. “Yes,” she said thoughtfully, as she handed the tea, “but I don’t care about the size. I’m having an enlargemint. All very well for Christmas cards, but I never was the one for small photers myself. You get no comfort out of them. To say the truth, I find them dis’eartening.”


  Alice quite saw what she meant.


  “Size,” said Mrs. Stubbs. “Give me size. That was what my poor dear husband was always saying. He couldn’t stand anything small. Gave him the creeps. And, strange as it may seem, my dear”—here Mrs. Stubbs creaked and seemed to expand herself at the memory—“it was dropsy that carried him off at the larst. Many’s the time they drawn one and a half pints from ’im at the ’ospital…. It seemed like a judgmint.”


  Alice burned to know exactly what it was that was drawn from him. She ventured, “I suppose it was water.”


  But Mrs. Stubbs fixed Alice with her eyes [46] and replied meaningly, “It was liquid, my dear.”


  Liquid! Alice jumped away from the word like a cat and came back to it, nosing and wary.


  “That’s ’im!” said Mrs. Stubbs, and she pointed dramatically to the life-size head and shoulders of a burly man with a dead white rose in the button-hole of his coat that made you think of a curl of cold mutting fat. Just below, in silver letters on a red cardboard ground, were the words, “Be not afraid, it is I.”


  “It’s ever such a fine face,” said Alice faintly.


  The pale-blue bow on the top of Mrs. Stubbs’s fair frizzy hair quivered. She arched her plump neck. What a neck she had! It was bright pink where it began and then it changed to warm apricot, and that faded to the colour of a brown egg and then to a deep creamy.


  “All the same, my dear,” she said surprisingly, “freedom’s best!” Her soft, fat chuckle sounded like a purr. “Freedom’s best,” said Mrs. Stubbs again.


  Freedom! Alice gave a loud, silly little titter. She felt awkward. Her mind flew back to her own kitching. Ever so queer! She wanted to be back in it again.


  IX


  A strange company assembled in the Burnells’ washhouse after tea. Round the table [47] there sat a bull, a rooster, a donkey that kept forgetting it was a donkey, a sheep and a bee. The washhouse was the perfect place for such a meeting because they could make as much noise as they liked, and nobody ever interrupted. It was a small tin shed standing apart from the bungalow. Against the wall there was a deep trough and in the corner a copper with a basket of clothes-pegs on top of it. The little window, spun over with cobwebs, had a piece of candle and a mouse-trap on the dusty sill. There were clothes-lines criss-crossed overhead and, hanging from a peg on the wall, a very big, a huge, rusty horseshoe. The table was in the middle with a form at either side.


  “You can’t be a bee, Kezia. A bee’s not an animal. It’s a ninseck.”


  “Oh, but I do want to be a bee frightfully,” wailed Kezia…. A tiny bee, all yellow-furry, with striped legs. She drew her legs up under her and leaned over the table. She felt she was a bee.


  “A ninseck must be an animal,” she said stoutly. “It makes a noise. It’s not like a fish.”


  “I’m a bull, I’m a bull!” cried Pip. And he gave such a tremendous bellow—how did he make that noise?—that Lottie looked quite alarmed.


  “I’ll be a sheep,” said little Rags. “A whole lot of sheep went past this morning.”


  [48] “How do you know?”


  “Dad heard them. Baa!” He sounded like the little lamb that trots behind and seems to wait to be carried.


  “Cock-a-doodle-do!” shrilled Isabel. With her red cheeks and bright eyes she looked like a rooster.


  “What’ll I be?” Lottie asked everybody, and she sat there smiling, waiting for them to decide for her. It had to be an easy one.


  “Be a donkey, Lottie.” It was Kezia’s suggestion. “Hee-haw! You can’t forget that.”


  “Hee-haw!” said Lottie solemnly. “When do I have to say it?”


  “I’ll explain, I’ll explain,” said the bull. It was he who had the cards. He waved them round his head. “All be quiet! All listen!” And he waited for them. “Look here, Lottie.” He turned up a card. “It’s got two spots on it—see? Now, if you put that card in the middle and somebody else has one with two spots as well, you say ‘Hee-haw,’ and the card’s yours.”


  “Mine?” Lottie was round-eyed. “To keep?”


  “No, silly. Just for the game, see? Just while we’re playing.” The bull was very cross with her.


  “Oh, Lottie, you are a little silly,” said the proud rooster.


  [49] Lottie looked at both of them. Then she hung her head; her lip quivered. “I don’t not want to play,” she whispered. The others glanced at one another like conspirators. All of them knew what that meant. She would go away and be discovered somewhere standing with her pinny thrown over her head, in a corner, or against a wall, or even behind a chair.


  “Yes, you do, Lottie. It’s quite easy,” said Kezia.


  And Isabel, repentant, said exactly like a grown-up, “Watch me, Lottie, and you’ll soon learn.”


  “Cheer up, Lot,” said Pip. “There, I know what I’ll do. I’ll give you the first one. It’s mine, really, but I’ll give it to you. Here you are.” And he slammed the card down in front of Lottie.


  Lottie revived at that. But now she was in another difficulty. “I haven’t got a hanky,” she said; “I want one badly, too.”


  “Here, Lottie, you can use mine.” Rags dipped into his sailor blouse and brought up a very wet-looking one, knotted together. “Be very careful,” he warned her. “Only use that corner. Don’t undo it. I’ve got a little starfish inside I’m going to try and tame.”


  “Oh, come on, you girls,” said the bull. “And mind—you’re not to look at your cards. You’ve got to keep your hands under the table till I say ‘Go.’”


  [50] Smack went the cards round the table. They tried with all their might to see, but Pip was too quick for them. It was very exciting, sitting there in the washhouse; it was all they could do not to burst into a little chorus of animals before Pip had finished dealing.


  “Now, Lottie, you begin.”


  Timidly Lottie stretched out a hand, took the top card off her pack, had a good look at it—it was plain she was counting the spots—and put it down.


  “No, Lottie, you can’t do that. You mustn’t look first. You must turn it the other way over.”


  “But then everybody will see it the same time as me,” said Lottie.


  The game proceeded. Mooe-ooo-er! The bull was terrible. He charged over the table and seemed to eat the cards up.


  Bss-ss! said the bee.


  Cock-a-doodle-do! Isabel stood up in her excitement and moved her elbows like wings.


  Baa! Little Rags put down the King of Diamonds and Lottie put down the one they called the King of Spain. She had hardly any cards left.


  “Why don’t you call out, Lottie?”


  “I’ve forgotten what I am,” said the donkey woefully.


  [51] “Well, change! Be a dog instead! Bow-wow!”


  “Oh yes. That’s much easier.” Lottie smiled again. But when she and Kezia both had a one Kezia waited on purpose. The others made signs to Lottie and pointed. Lottie turned very red; she looked bewildered, and at last she said, “Hee-haw! Ke-zia.”


  “Ss! Wait a minute!” They were in the very thick of it when the bull stopped them, holding up his hand. “What’s that? What’s that noise?”


  “What noise? What do you mean?” asked the rooster.


  “Ss! Shut up! Listen!” They were mouse-still. “I thought I heard a—a sort of knocking,” said the bull.


  “What was it like?” asked the sheep faintly.


  No answer.


  The bee gave a shudder. “Whatever did we shut the door for?” she said softly. Oh, why, why had they shut the door?


  While they were playing, the day had faded; the gorgeous sunset had blazed and died. And now the quick dark came racing over the sea, over the sand-hills, up the paddock. You were frightened to look in the corners of the washhouse, and yet you had to look with all your might. And somewhere, far away, grandma was lighting a lamp. The blinds were being [52] pulled down; the kitchen fire leapt in the tins on the mantelpiece.


  “It would be awful now,” said the bull, “if a spider was to fall from the ceiling on to the table, wouldn’t it?”


  “Spiders don’t fall from ceilings.”


  “Yes, they do. Our Min told us she’d seen a spider as big as a saucer, with long hairs on it like a gooseberry.”


  Quickly all the little heads were jerked up; all the little bodies drew together, pressed together.


  “Why doesn’t somebody come and call us?” cried the rooster.


  Oh, those grown-ups, laughing and snug, sitting in the lamp-light, drinking out of cups! They’d forgotten about them. No, not really forgotten. That was what their smile meant. They had decided to leave them there all by themselves.


  Suddenly Lottie gave such a piercing scream that all of them jumped off the forms, all of them screamed too. “A face—a face looking!” shrieked Lottie.


  It was true, it was real. Pressed against the window was a pale face, black eyes, a black beard.


  “Grandma! Mother! Somebody!”


  But they had not got to the door, tumbling over one another, before it opened for Uncle Jonathan. He had come to take the little boys home.


  X


  [53] He had meant to be there before, but in the front garden he had come upon Linda walking up and down the grass, stopping to pick off a dead pink or give a top-heavy carnation something to lean against, or to take a deep breath of something, and then walking on again, with her little air of remoteness. Over her white frock she wore a yellow, pink-fringed shawl from the Chinaman’s shop.


  “Hallo, Jonathan!” called Linda. And Jonathan whipped off his shabby panama, pressed it against his breast, dropped on one knee, and kissed Linda’s hand.


  “Greeting, my Fair One! Greeting, my Celestial Peach Blossom!” boomed the bass voice gently. “Where are the other noble dames?”


  “Beryl’s out playing bridge and mother’s giving the boy his bath…. Have you come to borrow something?”


  The Trouts were for ever running out of things and sending across to the Burnells’ at the last moment.


  But Jonathan only answered, “A little love, a little kindness;” and he walked by his sister-in-law’s side.


  Linda dropped into Beryl’s hammock under the manuka-tree, and Jonathan stretched himself on the grass beside her, pulled a long stalk [54] and began chewing it. They knew each other well. The voices of children cried from the other gardens. A fisherman’s light cart shook along the sandy road, and from far away they heard a dog barking; it was muffled as though the dog had its head in a sack. If you listened you could just hear the soft swish of the sea at full tide sweeping the pebbles. The sun was sinking.


  “And so you go back to the office on Monday, do you, Jonathan?” asked Linda.


  “On Monday the cage door opens and clangs to upon the victim for another eleven months and a week,” answered Jonathan.


  Linda swung a little. “It must be awful,” she said slowly.


  “Would ye have me laugh, my fair sister? Would ye have me weep?”


  Linda was so accustomed to Jonathan’s way of talking that she paid no attention to it.


  “I suppose,” she said vaguely, “one gets used to it. One gets used to anything.”


  “Does one? Hum!” The “Hum” was so deep it seemed to boom from underneath the ground. “I wonder how it’s done,” brooded Jonathan; “I’ve never managed it.”


  Looking at him as he lay there, Linda thought again how attractive he was. It was strange to think that he was only an ordinary clerk, that Stanley earned twice as much money as he. What was the matter with Jonathan? [55] He had no ambition; she supposed that was it. And yet one felt he was gifted, exceptional. He was passionately fond of music; every spare penny he had went on books. He was always full of new ideas, schemes, plans. But nothing came of it all. The new fire blazed in Jonathan; you almost heard it roaring softly as he explained, described and dilated on the new thing; but a moment later it had fallen in and there was nothing but ashes, and Jonathan went about with a look like hunger in his black eyes. At these times he exaggerated his absurd manner of speaking, and he sang in church—he was the leader of the choir—with such fearful dramatic intensity that the meanest hymn put on an unholy splendour.


  “It seems to me just as imbecile, just as infernal, to have to go to the office on Monday,” said Jonathan, “as it always has done and always will do. To spend all the best years of one’s life sitting on a stool from nine to five, scratching in somebody’s ledger! It’s a queer use to make of one’s … one and only life, isn’t it? Or do I fondly dream?” He rolled over on the grass and looked up at Linda. “Tell me, what is the difference between my life and that of an ordinary prisoner. The only difference I can see is that I put myself in jail and nobody’s ever going to let me out. That’s a more intolerable situation than the other. For if I’d been—pushed in, against my [56] will—kicking, even—once the door was locked, or at any rate in five years or so, I might have accepted the fact and begun to take an interest in the flight of flies or counting the warder’s steps along the passage with particular attention to variations of tread and so on. But as it is, I’m like an insect that’s flown into a room of its own accord. I dash against the walls, dash against the windows, flop against the ceiling, do everything on God’s earth, in fact, except fly out again. And all the while I’m thinking, like that moth, or that butterfly, or whatever it is, ‘The shortness of life! The shortness of life!’ I’ve only one night or one day, and there’s this vast dangerous garden, waiting out there, undiscovered, unexplored.”


  “But, if you feel like that, why——” began Linda quickly.


  “Ah!” cried Jonathan. And that “Ah!” was somehow almost exultant. “There you have me. Why? Why indeed? There’s the maddening, mysterious question. Why don’t I fly out again? There’s the window or the door or whatever it was I came in by. It’s not hopelessly shut—is it? Why don’t I find it and be off? Answer me that, little sister.” But he gave her no time to answer.


  “I’m exactly like that insect again. For some reason”—Jonathan paused between the words—“it’s not allowed, it’s forbidden, it’s against the insect law, to stop banging and [57] flopping and crawling up the pane even for an instant. Why don’t I leave the office? Why don’t I seriously consider, this moment, for instance, what it is that prevents me leaving? It’s not as though I’m tremendously tied. I’ve two boys to provide for, but, after all, they’re boys. I could cut off to sea, or get a job up-country, or——” Suddenly he smiled at Linda and said in a changed voice, as if he were confiding a secret, “Weak … weak. No stamina. No anchor. No guiding principle, let us call it.” But then the dark velvety voice rolled out:


  
    Would ye hear the story


    How it unfolds itself …

  


  and they were silent.


  The sun had set. In the western sky there were great masses of crushed-up rose-coloured clouds. Broad beams of light shone through the clouds and beyond them as if they would cover the whole sky. Overhead the blue faded; it turned a pale gold, and the bush outlined against it gleamed dark and brilliant like metal. Sometimes when those beams of light show in the sky they are very awful. They remind you that up there sits Jehovah, the jealous God, the Almighty, Whose eye is upon you, ever watchful, never weary. You remember that at His coming the whole earth will shake into one ruined graveyard; the cold, bright angels will drive you this way and that, [58] and there will be no time to explain what could be explained so simply…. But to-night it seemed to Linda there was something infinitely joyful and loving in those silver beams. And now no sound came from the sea. It breathed softly as if it would draw that tender, joyful beauty into its own bosom.


  “It’s all wrong, it’s all wrong,” came the shadowy voice of Jonathan. “It’s not the scene, it’s not the setting for … three stools, three desks, three inkpots and a wire blind.”


  Linda knew that he would never change, but she said, “Is it too late, even now?”


  “I’m old—I’m old,” intoned Jonathan. He bent towards her, he passed his hand over his head. “Look!” His black hair was speckled all over with silver, like the breast plumage of a black fowl.


  Linda was surprised. She had no idea that he was grey. And yet, as he stood up beside her and sighed and stretched, she saw him, for the first time, not resolute, not gallant, not careless, but touched already with age. He looked very tall on the darkening grass, and the thought crossed her mind, “He is like a weed.”


  Jonathan stooped again and kissed her fingers.


  “Heaven reward thy sweet patience, lady mine,” he murmured. “I must go seek those heirs to my fame and fortune….” He was gone.


  XI


  [59] Light shone in the windows of the bungalow. Two square patches of gold fell upon the pinks and the peaked marigolds. Florrie, the cat, came out on to the veranda, and sat on the top step, her white paws close together, her tail curled round. She looked content, as though she had been waiting for this moment all day.


  “Thank goodness, it’s getting late,” said Florrie. “Thank goodness, the long day is over.” Her greengage eyes opened.


  Presently there sounded the rumble of the coach, the crack of Kelly’s whip. It came near enough for one to hear the voices of the men from town, talking loudly together. It stopped at the Burnells’ gate.


  Stanley was half-way up the path before he saw Linda. “Is that you, darling?”


  “Yes, Stanley.”


  He leapt across the flower-bed and seized her in his arms. She was enfolded in that familiar, eager, strong embrace.


  “Forgive me, darling, forgive me,” stammered Stanley, and he put his hand under her chin and lifted her face to him.


  “Forgive you?” smiled Linda. “But whatever for?”


  “Good God! You can’t have forgotten,” cried Stanley Burnell. “I’ve thought of nothing else all day. I’ve had the hell of a [60] day. I made up my mind to dash out and telegraph, and then I thought the wire mightn’t reach you before I did. I’ve been in tortures, Linda.”


  “But, Stanley,” said Linda, “what must I forgive you for?”


  “Linda!”—Stanley was very hurt—“didn’t you realize—you must have realized—I went away without saying good-bye to you this morning? I can’t imagine how I can have done such a thing. My confounded temper, of course. But—well”—and he sighed and took her in his arms again—“I’ve suffered for it enough to-day.”


  “What’s that you’ve got in your hand?” asked Linda. “New gloves? Let me see.”


  “Oh, just a cheap pair of wash-leather ones,” said Stanley humbly. “I noticed Bell was wearing some in the coach this morning, so, as I was passing the shop, I dashed in and got myself a pair. What are you smiling at? You don’t think it was wrong of me, do you?”


  “On the con-trary, darling,” said Linda, “I think it was most sensible.”


  She pulled one of the large, pale gloves on her own fingers and looked at her hand, turning it this way and that. She was still smiling.


  Stanley wanted to say, “I was thinking of you the whole time I bought them.” It was true, but for some reason he couldn’t say it. “Let’s go in,” said he.


  XII


  [61] Why does one feel so different at night? Why is it so exciting to be awake when everybody else is asleep? Late—it is very late! And yet every moment you feel more and more wakeful, as though you were slowly, almost with every breath, waking up into a new, wonderful, far more thrilling and exciting world than the daylight one. And what is this queer sensation that you’re a conspirator? Lightly, stealthily you move about your room. You take something off the dressing-table and put it down again without a sound. And everything, even the bed-post, knows you, responds, shares your secret….


  You’re not very fond of your room by day. You never think about it. You’re in and out, the door opens and slams, the cupboard creaks. You sit down on the side of your bed, change your shoes and dash out again. A dive down to the glass, two pins in your hair, powder your nose and off again. But now—it’s suddenly dear to you. It’s a darling little funny room. It’s yours. Oh, what a joy it is to own things! Mine—my own!


  “My very own for ever?”


  “Yes.” Their lips met.


  No, of course, that had nothing to do with it. That was all nonsense and rubbish. But, in spite of herself, Beryl saw so plainly two [62] people standing in the middle of her room. Her arms were round his neck; he held her. And now he whispered, “My beauty, my little beauty!” She jumped off her bed, ran over to the window and kneeled on the window-seat, with her elbows on the sill. But the beautiful night, the garden, every bush, every leaf, even the white palings, even the stars, were conspirators too. So bright was the moon that the flowers were bright as by day; the shadow of the nasturtiums, exquisite lily-like leaves and wide-open flowers, lay across the silvery veranda. The manuka-tree, bent by the southerly winds, was like a bird on one leg stretching out a wing.


  But when Beryl looked at the bush, it seemed to her the bush was sad.


  “We are dumb trees, reaching up in the night, imploring we know not what,” said the sorrowful bush.


  It is true when you are by yourself and you think about life, it is always sad. All that excitement and so on has a way of suddenly leaving you, and it’s as though, in the silence, somebody called your name, and you heard your name for the first time. “Beryl!”


  “Yes, I’m here. I’m Beryl. Who wants me?”


  “Beryl!”


  “Let me come.”


  It is lonely living by oneself. Of course, [63] there are relations, friends, heaps of them; but that’s not what she means. She wants some one who will find the Beryl they none of them know, who will expect her to be that Beryl always. She wants a lover.


  “Take me away from all these other people, my love. Let us go far away. Let us live our life, all new, all ours, from the very beginning. Let us make our fire. Let us sit down to eat together. Let us have long talks at night.”


  And the thought was almost, “Save me, my love. Save me!”


  … “Oh, go on! Don’t be a prude, my dear. You enjoy yourself while you’re young. That’s my advice.” And a high rush of silly laughter joined Mrs. Harry Kember’s loud, indifferent neigh.


  You see, it’s so frightfully difficult when you’ve nobody. You’re so at the mercy of things. You can’t just be rude. And you’ve always this horror of seeming inexperienced and stuffy like the other ninnies at the Bay. And—and it’s fascinating to know you’ve power over people. Yes, that is fascinating….


  Oh why, oh why doesn’t “he” come soon?


  If I go on living here, thought Beryl, anything may happen to me.


  “But how do you know he is coming at all?” mocked a small voice within her.


  But Beryl dismissed it. She couldn’t be [64] left. Other people, perhaps, but not she. It wasn’t possible to think that Beryl Fairfield never married, that lovely fascinating girl.


  “Do you remember Beryl Fairfield?”


  “Remember her! As if I could forget her! It was one summer at the Bay that I saw her. She was standing on the beach in a blue”—no, pink—“muslin frock, holding on a big cream”—no, black—“straw hat. But it’s years ago now.”


  “She’s as lovely as ever, more so if anything.”


  Beryl smiled, bit her lip, and gazed over the garden. As she gazed, she saw somebody, a man, leave the road, step along the paddock beside their palings as if he was coming straight towards her. Her heart beat. Who was it? Who could it be? It couldn’t be a burglar, certainly not a burglar, for he was smoking and he strolled lightly. Beryl’s heart leapt; it seemed to turn right over, and then to stop. She recognized him.


  “Good evening, Miss Beryl,” said the voice softly.


  “Good evening.”


  “Won’t you come for a little walk?” it drawled.


  Come for a walk—at that time of night! “I couldn’t. Everybody’s in bed. Everybody’s asleep.”


  [65] “Oh,” said the voice lightly, and a whiff of sweet smoke reached her. “What does everybody matter? Do come! It’s such a fine night. There’s not a soul about.”


  Beryl shook her head. But already something stirred in her, something reared its head.


  The voice said, “Frightened?” It mocked, “Poor little girl!”


  “Not in the least,” said she. As she spoke that weak thing within her seemed to uncoil, to grow suddenly tremendously strong; she longed to go!


  And just as if this was quite understood by the other, the voice said, gently and softly, but finally, “Come along!”


  Beryl stepped over her low window, crossed the veranda, ran down the grass to the gate. He was there before her.


  “That’s right,” breathed the voice, and it teased, “You’re not frightened, are you? You’re not frightened?”


  She was; now she was here she was terrified, and it seemed to her everything was different. The moonlight stared and glittered; the shadows were like bars of iron. Her hand was taken.


  “Not in the least,” she said lightly. “Why should I be?”


  Her hand was pulled gently, tugged. She held back.


  [66] “No, I’m not coming any farther,” said Beryl.


  “Oh, rot!” Harry Kember didn’t believe her. “Come along! We’ll just go as far as that fuchsia bush. Come along!”


  The fuchsia bush was tall. It fell over the fence in a shower. There was a little pit of darkness beneath.


  “No, really, I don’t want to,” said Beryl.


  For a moment Harry Kember didn’t answer. Then he came close to her, turned to her, smiled and said quickly, “Don’t be silly! Don’t be silly!”


  His smile was something she’d never seen before. Was he drunk? That bright, blind, terrifying smile froze her with horror. What was she doing? How had she got here? The stern garden asked her as the gate pushed open, and quick as a cat Harry Kember came through and snatched her to him.


  “Cold little devil! Cold little devil!” said the hateful voice.


  But Beryl was strong. She slipped, ducked, wrenched free.


  “You are vile, vile,” said she.


  “Then why in God’s name did you come?” stammered Harry Kember.


  Nobody answered him.


  [67] A cloud, small, serene, floated across the moon. In that moment of darkness the sea sounded deep, troubled. Then the cloud sailed away, and the sound of the sea was a vague murmur, as though it waked out of a dark dream. All was still.


  [London Mercury, January 1922; revised]


  []


  The Garden Party


  [68] 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?”


  [69] “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 [70] 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 under-lip, 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.


  [71] “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, [72] 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. Some one whistled, some one 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 veranda, 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.”


  [73] “I will,” said she. 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. [74] 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 [75] 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.


  [76] “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 [77] 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 [78] 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. [79] 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.


  [80] “Tuk-tuk-tuk,” clucked cook like an agitated hen. Sadie had her hand clapped to her cheek as though she had toothache. Hans’s 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?”


  [81] “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 [82] 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 some one 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.


  [83] “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 some one 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 [84] 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 [85] 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 [86] 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 [87] 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 [88] 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, and now——”


  Oh well! Laura ran for the basket. It was filled, it was 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 realize it. Why couldn’t she? She stopped a minute. And it seemed to her that kisses, voices, tinkling spoons, laughter, the smell of [89] 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 [90] 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——”


  [91] 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 [92] 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?”


  [93] “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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  []


  The Daughters of the Late Colonel


  I.


  [94] The week after was one of the busiest weeks of their lives. Even when they went to bed it was only their bodies that lay down and rested; their minds went on, thinking things out, talking things over, wondering, deciding, trying to remember where …


  Constantia lay like a statue, her hands by her sides, her feet just overlapping each other, the sheet up to her chin. She stared at the ceiling.


  “Do you think father would mind if we gave his top-hat to the porter?”


  “The porter?” snapped Josephine. “Why ever the porter? What a very extraordinary idea!”


  “Because,” said Constantia slowly, “he must often have to go to funerals. And I noticed at—at the cemetery that he only had [95] a bowler.” She paused. “I thought then how very much he’d appreciate a top-hat. We ought to give him a present, too. He was always very nice to father.”


  “But,” cried Josephine, flouncing on her pillow and staring across the dark at Constantia, “father’s head!” And suddenly, for one awful moment, she nearly giggled. Not, of course, that she felt in the least like giggling. It must have been habit. Years ago, when they had stayed awake at night talking, their beds had simply heaved. And now the porter’s head, disappearing, popped out, like a candle, under father’s hat…. The giggle mounted, mounted; she clenched her hands; she fought it down; she frowned fiercely at the dark and said “Remember” terribly sternly.


  “We can decide to-morrow,” she said.


  Constantia had noticed nothing; she sighed.


  “Do you think we ought to have our dressing-gowns dyed as well?”


  “Black?” almost shrieked Josephine.


  “Well, what else?” said Constantia. “I was thinking—it doesn’t seem quite sincere, in a way, to wear black out of doors and when we’re fully dressed, and then when we’re at home——”


  “But nobody sees us,” said Josephine. She gave the bedclothes such a twitch that both her feet became uncovered, and she had to creep up the pillows to get them well under again.


  [96] “Kate does,” said Constantia. “And the postman very well might.”


  Josephine thought of her dark-red slippers, which matched her dressing-gown, and of Constantia’s favourite indefinite green ones which went with hers. Black! Two black dressing-gowns and two pairs of black woolly slippers, creeping off to the bath-room like black cats.


  “I don’t think it’s absolutely necessary,” said she.


  Silence. Then Constantia said, “We shall have to post the papers with the notice in them to-morrow to catch the Ceylon mail…. How many letters have we had up till now?”


  “Twenty-three.”


  Josephine had replied to them all, and twenty-three times when she came to “We miss our dear father so much” she had broken down and had to use her handkerchief, and on some of them even to soak up a very light-blue tear with an edge of blotting-paper. Strange! She couldn’t have put it on—but twenty-three times. Even now, though, when she said over to herself sadly “We miss our dear father so much,” she could have cried if she’d wanted to.


  “Have you got enough stamps?” came from Constantia.


  “Oh, how can I tell?” said Josephine [97] crossly. “What’s the good of asking me that now?”


  “I was just wondering,” said Constantia mildly.


  Silence again. There came a little rustle, a scurry, a hop.


  “A mouse,” said Constantia.


  “It can’t be a mouse because there aren’t any crumbs,” said Josephine.


  “But it doesn’t know there aren’t,” said Constantia.


  A spasm of pity squeezed her heart. Poor little thing! She wished she’d left a tiny piece of biscuit on the dressing-table. It was awful to think of it not finding anything. What would it do?


  “I can’t think how they manage to live at all,” she said slowly.


  “Who?” demanded Josephine.


  And Constantia said more loudly than she meant to, “Mice.”


  Josephine was furious. “Oh, what nonsense, Con!” she said. “What have mice got to do with it? You’re asleep.”


  “I don’t think I am,” said Constantia. She shut her eyes to make sure. She was.


  Josephine arched her spine, pulled up her knees, folded her arms so that her fists came under her ears, and pressed her cheek hard against the pillow.


  II.


  [98] Another thing which complicated matters was they had Nurse Andrews staying on with them that week. It was their own fault; they had asked her. It was Josephine’s idea. On the morning—well, on the last morning, when the doctor had gone, Josephine had said to Constantia, “Don’t you think it would be rather nice if we asked Nurse Andrews to stay on for a week as our guest?”


  “Very nice,” said Constantia.


  “I thought,” went on Josephine quickly, “I should just say this afternoon, after I’ve paid her, ‘My sister and I would be very pleased, after all you’ve done for us, Nurse Andrews, if you would stay on for a week as our guest.’ I’d have to put that in about being our guest in case——”


  “Oh, but she could hardly expect to be paid!” cried Constantia.


  “One never knows,” said Josephine sagely.


  Nurse Andrews had, of course, jumped at the idea. But it was a bother. It meant they had to have regular sit-down meals at the proper times, whereas if they’d been alone they could just have asked Kate if she wouldn’t have minded bringing them a tray wherever they were. And meal-times now that the strain was over were rather a trial.


  Nurse Andrews was simply fearful about [99] butter. Really they couldn’t help feeling that about butter, at least, she took advantage of their kindness. And she had that maddening habit of asking for just an inch more bread to finish what she had on her plate, and then, at the last mouthful, absent-mindedly—of course it wasn’t absent-mindedly—taking another helping. Josephine got very red when this happened, and she fastened her small, bead-like eyes on the tablecloth as if she saw a minute strange insect creeping through the web of it. But Constantia’s long, pale face lengthened and set, and she gazed away—away—far over the desert, to where that line of camels unwound like a thread of wool….


  “When I was with Lady Tukes,” said Nurse Andrews, “she had such a dainty little contrayvance for the buttah. It was a silvah Cupid balanced on the—on the bordah of a glass dish, holding a tayny fork. And when you wanted some buttah you simply pressed his foot and he bent down and speared you a piece. It was quite a gayme.”


  Josephine could hardly bear that. But “I think those things are very extravagant” was all she said.


  “But whey?” asked Nurse Andrews, beaming through her eyeglasses. “No one, surely, would take more buttah than one wanted—would one?”


  [100] “Ring, Con,” cried Josephine. She couldn’t trust herself to reply.


  And proud young Kate, the enchanted princess, came in to see what the old tabbies wanted now. She snatched away their plates of mock something or other and slapped down a white, terrified blancmange.


  “Jam, please, Kate,” said Josephine kindly.


  Kate knelt and burst open the sideboard, lifted the lid of the jam-pot, saw it was empty, put it on the table, and stalked off.


  “I’m afraid,” said Nurse Andrews a moment later, “there isn’t any.”


  “Oh, what a bother!” said Josephine. She bit her lip. “What had we better do?”


  Constantia looked dubious. “We can’t disturb Kate again,” she said softly.


  Nurse Andrews waited, smiling at them both. Her eyes wandered, spying at everything behind her eye-glasses. Constantia in despair went back to her camels. Josephine frowned heavily—concentrated. If it hadn’t been for this idiotic woman she and Con would, of course, have eaten their blancmange without. Suddenly the idea came.


  “I know,” she said. “Marmalade. There’s some marmalade in the sideboard. Get it, Con.”


  “I hope,” laughed Nurse Andrews, and her laugh was like a spoon tinkling against a medicine-glass—“I hope it’s not very bittah marmalayde.”


  III.


  [101] But, after all, it was not long now, and then she’d be gone for good. And there was no getting over the fact that she had been very kind to father. She had nursed him day and night at the end. Indeed, both Constantia and Josephine felt privately she had rather overdone the not leaving him at the very last. For when they had gone in to say good-bye Nurse Andrews had sat beside his bed the whole time, holding his wrist and pretending to look at her watch. It couldn’t have been necessary. It was so tactless, too. Supposing father had wanted to say something—something private to them. Not that he had. Oh, far from it! He lay there, purple, a dark, angry purple in the face, and never even looked at them when they came in. Then, as they were standing there, wondering what to do, he had suddenly opened one eye. Oh, what a difference it would have made, what a difference to their memory of him, how much easier to tell people about it, if he had only opened both! But no—one eye only. It glared at them a moment and then … went out.


  IV.


  It had made it very awkward for them when Mr. Farolles, of St. John’s, called the same afternoon.


  [102] “The end was quite peaceful, I trust?” were the first words he said as he glided towards them through the dark drawing-room.


  “Quite,” said Josephine faintly. They both hung their heads. Both of them felt certain that eye wasn’t at all a peaceful eye.


  “Won’t you sit down?” said Josephine.


  “Thank you, Miss Pinner,” said Mr. Farolles gratefully. He folded his coat-tails and began to lower himself into father’s arm-chair, but just as he touched it he almost sprang up and slid into the next chair instead.


  He coughed. Josephine clasped her hands; Constantia looked vague.


  “I want you to feel, Miss Pinner,” said Mr. Farolles, “and you, Miss Constantia, that I’m trying to be helpful. I want to be helpful to you both, if you will let me. These are the times,” said Mr. Farolles, very simply and earnestly, “when God means us to be helpful to one another.”


  “Thank you very much, Mr. Farolles,” said Josephine and Constantia.


  “Not at all,” said Mr. Farolles gently. He drew his kid gloves through his fingers and leaned forward. “And if either of you would like a little Communion, either or both of you, here and now, you have only to tell me. A little Communion is often very help—a great comfort,” he added tenderly.


  But the idea of a little Communion terrified [103] them. What! In the drawing-room by themselves—with no—no altar or anything! The piano would be much too high, thought Constantia, and Mr. Farolles could not possibly lean over it with the chalice. And Kate would be sure to come bursting in and interrupt them, thought Josephine. And supposing the bell rang in the middle? It might be somebody important—about their mourning. Would they get up reverently and go out, or would they have to wait … in torture?


  “Perhaps you will send round a note by your good Kate if you would care for it later,” said Mr. Farolles.


  “Oh yes, thank you very much!” they both said.


  Mr. Farolles got up and took his black straw hat from the round table.


  “And about the funeral,” he said softly. “I may arrange that—as your dear father’s old friend and yours, Miss Pinner—and Miss Constantia?”


  Josephine and Constantia got up too.


  “I should like it to be quite simple,” said Josephine firmly, “and not too expensive. At the same time, I should like——”


  “A good one that will last,” thought dreamy Constantia, as if Josephine were buying a nightgown. But of course Josephine didn’t say that. “One suitable to our father’s position.” She was very nervous.


  [104] “I’ll run round to our good friend Mr. Knight,” said Mr. Farolles soothingly. “I will ask him to come and see you. I am sure you will find him very helpful indeed.”


  V.


  Well, at any rate, all that part of it was over, though neither of them could possibly believe that father was never coming back. Josephine had had a moment of absolute terror at the cemetery, while the coffin was lowered, to think that she and Constantia had done this thing without asking his permission. What would father say when he found out? For he was bound to find out sooner or later. He always did. “Buried. You two girls had me buried!” She heard his stick thumping. Oh, what would they say? What possible excuse could they make? It sounded such an appallingly heartless thing to do. Such a wicked advantage to take of a person because he happened to be helpless at the moment. The other people seemed to treat it all as a matter of course. They were strangers; they couldn’t be expected to understand that father was the very last person for such a thing to happen to. No, the entire blame for it all would fall on her and Constantia. And the expense, she thought, stepping into the tight-buttoned cab. When she had to show him the bills. What would he say then?


  [105] She heard him absolutely roaring, “And do you expect me to pay for this gimcrack excursion of yours?”


  “Oh,” groaned poor Josephine aloud, “we shouldn’t have done it, Con!”


  And Constantia, pale as a lemon in all that blackness, said in a frightened whisper, “Done what, Jug?”


  “Let them bu-bury father like that,” said Josephine, breaking down and crying into her new, queer-smelling mourning handkerchief.


  “But what else could we have done?” asked Constantia wonderingly. “We couldn’t have kept him, Jug—we couldn’t have kept him unburied. At any rate, not in a flat that size.”


  Josephine blew her nose; the cab was dreadfully stuffy.


  “I don’t know,” she said forlornly. “It is all so dreadful. I feel we ought to have tried to, just for a time at least. To make perfectly sure. One thing’s certain”—and her tears sprang out again—“father will never forgive us for this—never!”


  VI.


  Father would never forgive them. That was what they felt more than ever when, two mornings later, they went into his room to go through his things. They had discussed it quite calmly. It was even down on Josephine’s [106] list of things to be done. Go through father’s things and settle about them. But that was a very different matter from saying after breakfast:


  “Well, are you ready, Con?”


  “Yes, Jug—when you are.”


  “Then I think we’d better get it over.”


  It was dark in the hall. It had been a rule for years never to disturb father in the morning, whatever happened. And now they were going to open the door without knocking even…. Constantia’s eyes were enormous at the idea; Josephine felt weak in the knees.


  “You—you go first,” she gasped, pushing Constantia.


  But Constantia said, as she always had said on those occasions, “No, Jug, that’s not fair. You’re eldest.”


  Josephine was just going to say—what at other times she wouldn’t have owned to for the world—what she kept for her very last weapon, “But you’re tallest,” when they noticed that the kitchen door was open, and there stood Kate….


  “Very stiff,” said Josephine, grasping the door-handle and doing her best to turn it. As if anything ever deceived Kate!


  It couldn’t be helped. That girl was … Then the door was shut behind them, but—but they weren’t in father’s room at all. They might have suddenly walked through the [107] wall by mistake into a different flat altogether. Was the door just behind them? They were too frightened to look. Josephine knew that if it was it was holding itself tight shut; Constantia felt that, like the doors in dreams, it hadn’t any handle at all. It was the coldness which made it so awful. Or the whiteness—which? Everything was covered. The blinds were down, a cloth hung over the mirror, a sheet hid the bed; a huge fan of white paper filled the fire-place. Constantia timidly put out her hand; she almost expected a snowflake to fall. Josephine felt a queer tingling in her nose, as if her nose was freezing. Then a cab klop-klopped over the cobbles below, and the quiet seemed to shake into little pieces.


  “I had better pull up a blind,” said Josephine bravely.


  “Yes, it might be a good idea,” whispered Constantia.


  They only gave the blind a touch, but it flew up and the cord flew after, rolling round the blind-stick, and the little tassel tapped as if trying to get free. That was too much for Constantia.


  “Don’t you think—don’t you think we might put it off for another day?” she whispered.


  “Why?” snapped Josephine, feeling, as usual, much better now that she knew for [108] certain that Constantia was terrified. “It’s got to be done. But I do wish you wouldn’t whisper, Con.”


  “I didn’t know I was whispering,” whispered Constantia.


  “And why do you keep on staring at the bed?” said Josephine, raising her voice almost defiantly. “There’s nothing on the bed.”


  “Oh, Jug, don’t say so!” said poor Connie. “At any rate, not so loudly.”


  Josephine felt herself that she had gone too far. She took a wide swerve over to the chest of drawers, put out her hand, but quickly drew it back again.


  “Connie!” she gasped, and she wheeled round and leaned with her back against the chest of drawers.


  “Oh, Jug—what?”


  Josephine could only glare. She had the most extraordinary feeling that she had just escaped something simply awful. But how could she explain to Constantia that father was in the chest of drawers? He was in the top drawer with his handkerchiefs and neckties, or in the next with his shirts and pyjamas, or in the lowest of all with his suits. He was watching there, hidden away—just behind the door-handle—ready to spring.


  She pulled a funny old-fashioned face at Constantia, just as she used to in the old days when she was going to cry.


  [109] “I can’t open,” she nearly wailed.


  “No, don’t, Jug,” whispered Constantia earnestly. “It’s much better not to. Don’t let’s open anything. At any rate, not for a long time.”


  “But—but it seems so weak,” said Josephine, breaking down.


  “But why not be weak for once, Jug?” argued Constantia, whispering quite fiercely. “If it is weak.” And her pale stare flew from the locked writing-table—so safe—to the huge glittering wardrobe, and she began to breathe in a queer, panting way. “Why shouldn’t we be weak for once in our lives, Jug? It’s quite excusable. Let’s be weak—be weak, Jug. It’s much nicer to be weak than to be strong.”


  And then she did one of those amazingly bold things that she’d done about twice before in their lives; she marched over to the wardrobe, turned the key, and took it out of the lock. Took it out of the lock and held it up to Josephine, showing Josephine by her extraordinary smile that she knew what she’d done, she’d risked deliberately father being in there among his overcoats.


  If the huge wardrobe had lurched forward, had crashed down on Constantia, Josephine wouldn’t have been surprised. On the contrary, she would have thought it the only suitable thing to happen. But nothing happened. [110] Only the room seemed quieter than ever, and bigger flakes of cold air fell on Josephine’s shoulders and knees. She began to shiver.


  “Come, Jug,” said Constantia, still with that awful callous smile, and Josephine followed just as she had that last time, when Constantia had pushed Benny into the round pond.


  VII.


  But the strain told on them when they were back in the dining-room. They sat down, very shaky, and looked at each other.


  “I don’t feel I can settle to anything,” said Josephine, “until I’ve had something. Do you think we could ask Kate for two cups of hot water?”


  “I really don’t see why we shouldn’t,” said Constantia carefully. She was quite normal again. “I won’t ring. I’ll go to the kitchen door and ask her.”


  “Yes, do,” said Josephine, sinking down into a chair. “Tell her, just two cups, Con, nothing else—on a tray.”


  “She needn’t even put the jug on, need she?” said Constantia, as though Kate might very well complain if the jug had been there.


  “Oh no, certainly not! The jug’s not at all necessary. She can pour it direct out of the kettle,” cried Josephine, feeling that would be a labour-saving indeed.


  [111] Their cold lips quivered at the greenish brims. Josephine curved her small red hands round the cup; Constantia sat up and blew on the wavy steam, making it flutter from one side to the other.


  “Speaking of Benny,” said Josephine.


  And though Benny hadn’t been mentioned Constantia immediately looked as though he had.


  “He’ll expect us to send him something of father’s, of course. But it’s so difficult to know what to send to Ceylon.”


  “You mean things get unstuck so on the voyage,” murmured Constantia.


  “No, lost,” said Josephine sharply. “You know there’s no post. Only runners.”


  Both paused to watch a black man in white linen drawers running through the pale fields for dear life, with a large brown-paper parcel in his hands. Josephine’s black man was tiny; he scurried along glistening like an ant. But there was something blind and tireless about Constantia’s tall, thin fellow, which made him, she decided, a very unpleasant person indeed…. On the veranda, dressed all in white and wearing a cork helmet, stood Benny. His right hand shook up and down, as father’s did when he was impatient. And behind him, not in the least interested, sat Hilda, the unknown sister-in-law. She swung in a cane rocker and flicked over the leaves of the Tatler.


  [112] “I think his watch would be the most suitable present,” said Josephine.


  Constantia looked up; she seemed surprised.


  “Oh, would you trust a gold watch to a native?”


  “But of course I’d disguise it,” said Josephine. “No one would know it was a watch.” She liked the idea of having to make a parcel such a curious shape that no one could possibly guess what it was. She even thought for a moment of hiding the watch in a narrow cardboard corset-box that she’d kept by her for a long time, waiting for it to come in for something. It was such beautiful firm cardboard. But, no, it wouldn’t be appropriate for this occasion. It had lettering on it: Medium Women’s 28. Extra Firm Busks. It would be almost too much of a surprise for Benny to open that and find father’s watch inside.


  “And of course it isn’t as though it would be going—ticking, I mean,” said Constantia, who was still thinking of the native love of jewellery. “At least,” she added, “it would be very strange if after all that time it was.”


  VIII.


  Josephine made no reply. She had flown off on one of her tangents. She had suddenly thought of Cyril. Wasn’t it more usual for the only grandson to have the watch? [113] And then dear Cyril was so appreciative, and a gold watch meant so much to a young man. Benny, in all probability, had quite got out of the habit of watches; men so seldom wore waistcoats in those hot climates. Whereas Cyril in London wore them from year’s end to year’s end. And it would be so nice for her and Constantia, when he came to tea, to know it was there. “I see you’ve got on grandfather’s watch, Cyril.” It would be somehow so satisfactory.


  Dear boy! What a blow his sweet, sympathetic little note had been! Of course they quite understood; but it was most unfortunate.


  “It would have been such a point, having him,” said Josephine.


  “And he would have enjoyed it so,” said Constantia, not thinking what she was saying.


  However, as soon as he got back he was coming to tea with his aunties. Cyril to tea was one of their rare treats.


  “Now, Cyril, you mustn’t be frightened of our cakes. Your Auntie Con and I bought them at Buszard’s this morning. We know what a man’s appetite is. So don’t be ashamed of making a good tea.”


  Josephine cut recklessly into the rich dark cake that stood for her winter gloves or the soling and heeling of Constantia’s only respectable shoes. But Cyril was most unmanlike in appetite.


  [114] “I say, Aunt Josephine, I simply can’t. I’ve only just had lunch, you know.”


  “Oh, Cyril, that can’t be true! It’s after four,” cried Josephine. Constantia sat with her knife poised over the chocolate-roll.


  “It is, all the same,” said Cyril. “I had to meet a man at Victoria, and he kept me hanging about till … there was only time to get lunch and to come on here. And he gave me—phew”—Cyril put his hand to his forehead—“a terrific blow-out,” he said.


  It was disappointing—to-day of all days. But still he couldn’t be expected to know.


  “But you’ll have a meringue, won’t you, Cyril?” said Aunt Josephine. “These meringues were bought specially for you. Your dear father was so fond of them. We were sure you are, too.”


  “I am, Aunt Josephine,” cried Cyril ardently. “Do you mind if I take half to begin with?”


  “Not at all, dear boy; but we mustn’t let you off with that.”


  “Is your dear father still so fond of meringues?” asked Auntie Con gently. She winced faintly as she broke through the shell of hers.


  “Well, I don’t quite know, Auntie Con,” said Cyril breezily.


  At that they both looked up.


  “Don’t know?” almost snapped Josephine. “Don’t know a thing like that about your own father, Cyril?”


  [115] “Surely,” said Auntie Con softly.


  Cyril tried to laugh it off. “Oh, well,” he said, “it’s such a long time since——” He faltered. He stopped. Their faces were too much for him.


  “Even so,” said Josephine.


  And Auntie Con looked.


  Cyril put down his teacup. “Wait a bit,” he cried. “Wait a bit, Aunt Josephine. What am I thinking of?”


  He looked up. They were beginning to brighten. Cyril slapped his knee.


  “Of course,” he said, “it was meringues. How could I have forgotten? Yes, Aunt Josephine, you’re perfectly right. Father’s most frightfully keen on meringues.”


  They didn’t only beam. Aunt Josephine went scarlet with pleasure; Auntie Con gave a deep, deep sigh.


  “And now, Cyril, you must come and see father,” said Josephine. “He knows you were coming to-day.”


  “Right,” said Cyril, very firmly and heartily. He got up from his chair; suddenly he glanced at the clock.


  “I say, Auntie Con, isn’t your clock a bit slow? I’ve got to meet a man at—at Paddington just after five. I’m afraid I shan’t be able to stay very long with grandfather.”


  “Oh, he won’t expect you to stay very long!” said Aunt Josephine.


  [116] Constantia was still gazing at the clock. She couldn’t make up her mind if it was fast or slow. It was one or the other, she felt almost certain of that. At any rate, it had been.


  Cyril still lingered. “Aren’t you coming along, Auntie Con?”


  “Of course,” said Josephine, “we shall all go. Come on, Con.”


  IX.


  They knocked at the door, and Cyril followed his aunts into grandfather’s hot, sweetish room.


  “Come on,” said Grandfather Pinner. “Don’t hang about. What is it? What’ve you been up to?”


  He was sitting in front of a roaring fire, clasping his stick. He had a thick rug over his knees. On his lap there lay a beautiful pale yellow silk handkerchief.


  “It’s Cyril, father,” said Josephine shyly. And she took Cyril’s hand and led him forward.


  “Good afternoon, grandfather,” said Cyril, trying to take his hand out of Aunt Josephine’s. Grandfather Pinner shot his eyes at Cyril in the way he was famous for. Where was Auntie Con? She stood on the other side of Aunt Josephine; her long arms hung down in front of her; her hands were clasped. She never took her eyes off grandfather.


  [117] “Well,” said Grandfather Pinner, beginning to thump, “what have you got to tell me?”


  What had he, what had he got to tell him? Cyril felt himself smiling like a perfect imbecile. The room was stifling, too.


  But Aunt Josephine came to his rescue. She cried brightly, “Cyril says his father is still very fond of meringues, father dear.”


  “Eh?” said Grandfather Pinner, curving his hand like a purple meringue-shell over one ear.


  Josephine repeated, “Cyril says his father is still very fond of meringues.”


  “Can’t hear,” said old Colonel Pinner. And he waved Josephine away with his stick, then pointed with his stick to Cyril. “Tell me what she’s trying to say,” he said.


  (My God!) “Must I?” said Cyril, blushing and staring at Aunt Josephine.


  “Do, dear,” she smiled. “It will please him so much.”


  “Come on, out with it!” cried Colonel Pinner testily, beginning to thump again.


  And Cyril leaned forward and yelled, “Father’s still very fond of meringues.”


  At that Grandfather Pinner jumped as though he had been shot.


  “Don’t shout!” he cried. “What’s the matter with the boy? Meringues! What about ’em?”


  “Oh, Aunt Josephine, must we go on?” groaned Cyril desperately.


  [118] “It’s quite all right, dear boy,” said Aunt Josephine, as though he and she were at the dentist’s together. “He’ll understand in a minute.” And she whispered to Cyril, “He’s getting a bit deaf, you know.” Then she leaned forward and really bawled at Grandfather Pinner, “Cyril only wanted to tell you, father dear, that his father is still very fond of meringues.”


  Colonel Pinner heard that time, heard and brooded, looking Cyril up and down.


  “What an esstrordinary thing!” said old Grandfather Pinner. “What an esstrordinary thing to come all this way here to tell me!”


  And Cyril felt it was.


  “Yes, I shall send Cyril the watch,” said Josephine.


  “That would be very nice,” said Constantia. “I seem to remember last time he came there was some little trouble about the time.”


  X.


  They were interrupted by Kate bursting through the door in her usual fashion, as though she had discovered some secret panel in the wall.


  “Fried or boiled?” asked the bold voice.


  Fried or boiled? Josephine and Constantia were quite bewildered for the moment. They could hardly take it in.


  [119] “Fried or boiled what, Kate?” asked Josephine, trying to begin to concentrate.


  Kate gave a loud sniff. “Fish.”


  “Well, why didn’t you say so immediately?” Josephine reproached her gently. “How could you expect us to understand, Kate? There are a great many things in this world, you know, which are fried or boiled.” And after such a display of courage she said quite brightly to Constantia, “Which do you prefer, Con?”


  “I think it might be nice to have it fried,” said Constantia. “On the other hand, of course boiled fish is very nice. I think I prefer both equally well … Unless you … In that case——”


  “I shall fry it,” said Kate, and she bounced back, leaving their door open and slamming the door of her kitchen.


  Josephine gazed at Constantia; she raised her pale eyebrows until they rippled away into her pale hair. She got up. She said in a very lofty, imposing way, “Do you mind following me into the drawing-room, Constantia? I’ve something of great importance to discuss with you.”


  For it was always to the drawing-room they retired when they wanted to talk over Kate.


  Josephine closed the door meaningly. “Sit down, Constantia,” she said, still very grand. She might have been receiving Constantia for the first time. And Con looked round vaguely [120] for a chair, as though she felt indeed quite a stranger.


  “Now the question is,” said Josephine, bending forward, “whether we shall keep her or not.”


  “That is the question,” agreed Constantia.


  “And this time,” said Josephine firmly, “we must come to a definite decision.”


  Constantia looked for a moment as though she might begin going over all the other times, but she pulled herself together and said, “Yes, Jug.”


  “You see, Con,” explained Josephine, “everything is so changed now.” Constantia looked up quickly. “I mean,” went on Josephine, “we’re not dependent on Kate as we were.” And she blushed faintly. “There’s not father to cook for.”


  “That is perfectly true,” agreed Constantia. “Father certainly doesn’t want any cooking now whatever else——”


  Josephine broke in sharply, “You’re not sleepy, are you, Con?”


  “Sleepy, Jug?” Constantia was wide-eyed.


  “Well, concentrate more,” said Josephine sharply, and she returned to the subject. “What it comes to is, if we did”—and this she barely breathed, glancing at the door—“give Kate notice”—she raised her voice again—“we could manage our own food.”


  “Why not?” cried Constantia. She couldn’t help smiling. The idea was so [121] exciting. She clasped her hands. “What should we live on, Jug?”


  “Oh, eggs in various forms!” said Jug, lofty again. “And, besides, there are all the cooked foods.”


  “But I’ve always heard,” said Constantia, “they are considered so very expensive.”


  “Not if one buys them in moderation,” said Josephine. But she tore herself away from this fascinating bypath and dragged Constantia after her.


  “What we’ve got to decide now, however, is whether we really do trust Kate or not.”


  Constantia leaned back. Her flat little laugh flew from her lips.


  “Isn’t it curious, Jug,” said she, “that just on this one subject I’ve never been able to quite make up my mind?”


  XI.


  She never had. The whole difficulty was to prove anything. How did one prove things, how could one? Suppose Kate had stood in front of her and deliberately made a face. Mightn’t she very well have been in pain? Wasn’t it impossible, at any rate, to ask Kate if she was making a face at her? If Kate answered “No”—and of course she would say “No”—what a position! How undignified! Then again Constantia suspected, she was almost certain that Kate went to her [122] chest of drawers when she and Josephine were out, not to take things but to spy. Many times she had come back to find her amethyst cross in the most unlikely places, under her lace ties or on top of her evening Bertha. More than once she had laid a trap for Kate. She had arranged things in a special order and then called Josephine to witness.


  “You see, Jug?”


  “Quite, Con.”


  “Now we shall be able to tell.”


  But, oh dear, when she did go to look, she was as far off from a proof as ever! If anything was displaced, it might so very well have happened as she closed the drawer; a jolt might have done it so easily.


  “You come, Jug, and decide. I really can’t. It’s too difficult.”


  But after a pause and a long glare Josephine would sigh, “Now you’ve put the doubt into my mind, Con, I’m sure I can’t tell myself.”


  “Well, we can’t postpone it again,” said Josephine. “If we postpone it this time——”


  XII.


  But at that moment in the street below a barrel-organ struck up. Josephine and Constantia sprang to their feet together.


  “Run, Con,” said Josephine. “Run quickly. There’s sixpence on the——”


  [123] Then they remembered. It didn’t matter. They would never have to stop the organ-grinder again. Never again would she and Constantia be told to make that monkey take his noise somewhere else. Never would sound that loud, strange bellow when father thought they were not hurrying enough. The organ-grinder might play there all day and the stick would not thump.


  
    It never will thump again,


    It never will thump again,

  


  played the barrel-organ.


  What was Constantia thinking? She had such a strange smile; she looked different. She couldn’t be going to cry.


  “Jug, Jug,” said Constantia softly, pressing her hands together. “Do you know what day it is? It’s Saturday. It’s a week to-day, a whole week.”


  
    A week since father died,


    A week since father died,

  


  cried the barrel-organ. And Josephine, too, forgot to be practical and sensible; she smiled faintly, strangely. On the Indian carpet there fell a square of sunlight, pale red; it came and went and came—and stayed, deepened—until it shone almost golden.


  “The sun’s out,” said Josephine, as though it really mattered.


  A perfect fountain of bubbling notes shook [124] from the barrel-organ, round, bright notes, carelessly scattered.


  Constantia lifted her big, cold hands as if to catch them, and then her hands fell again. She walked over to the mantelpiece to her favourite Buddha. And the stone and gilt image, whose smile always gave her such a queer feeling, almost a pain and yet a pleasant pain, seemed to-day to be more than smiling. He knew something; he had a secret. “I know something that you don’t know,” said her Buddha. Oh, what was it, what could it be? And yet she had always felt there was … something.


  The sunlight pressed through the windows, thieved its way in, flashed its light over the furniture and the photographs. Josephine watched it. When it came to mother’s photograph, the enlargement over the piano, it lingered as though puzzled to find so little remained of mother, except the ear-rings shaped like tiny pagodas and a black feather boa. Why did the photographs of dead people always fade so? wondered Josephine. As soon as a person was dead their photograph died too. But, of course, this one of mother was very old. It was thirty-five years old. Josephine remembered standing on a chair and pointing out that feather boa to Constantia and telling her that it was a snake that had killed their mother in Ceylon…. Would everything have been [125] different if mother hadn’t died? She didn’t see why. Aunt Florence had lived with them until they had left school, and they had moved three times and had their yearly holiday and … and there’d been changes of servants, of course.


  Some little sparrows, young sparrows they sounded, chirped on the window-ledge. Yeep—eyeep—yeep. But Josephine felt they were not sparrows, not on the window-ledge. It was inside her, that queer little crying noise. Yeep—eyeep—yeep. Ah, what was it crying, so weak and forlorn?


  If mother had lived, might they have married? But there had been nobody for them to marry. There had been father’s Anglo-Indian friends before he quarrelled with them. But after that she and Constantia never met a single man except clergymen. How did one meet men? Or even if they’d met them, how could they have got to know men well enough to be more than strangers? One read of people having adventures, being followed, and so on. But nobody had ever followed Constantia and her. Oh yes, there had been one year at Eastbourne a mysterious man at their boarding-house who had put a note on the jug of hot water outside their bedroom door! But by the time Connie had found it the steam had made the writing too faint to read; they couldn’t even make out to which of them it was addressed. And he had left next day. And [126] that was all. The rest had been looking after father, and at the same time keeping out of father’s way. But now? But now? The thieving sun touched Josephine gently. She lifted her face. She was drawn over to the window by gentle beams….


  Until the barrel-organ stopped playing Constantia stayed before the Buddha, wondering, but not as usual, not vaguely. This time her wonder was like longing. She remembered the times she had come in here, crept out of bed in her nightgown when the moon was full, and lain on the floor with her arms outstretched, as though she was crucified. Why? The big, pale moon had made her do it. The horrible dancing figures on the carved screen had leered at her and she hadn’t minded. She remembered too how, whenever they were at the seaside, she had gone off by herself and got as close to the sea as she could, and sung something, something she had made up, while she gazed all over that restless water. There had been this other life, running out, bringing things home in bags, getting things on approval, discussing them with Jug, and taking them back to get more things on approval, and arranging father’s trays and trying not to annoy father. But it all seemed to have happened in a kind of tunnel. It wasn’t real. It was only when she came out of the tunnel into the moonlight or by the sea or into a thunderstorm that she [127] really felt herself. What did it mean? What was it she was always wanting? What did it all lead to? Now? Now?


  She turned away from the Buddha with one of her vague gestures. She went over to where Josephine was standing. She wanted to say something to Josephine, something frightfully important, about—about the future and what …”


  “Don’t you think perhaps——” she began.


  But Josephine interrupted her. “I was wondering if now—” she murmured. They stopped; they waited for each other.


  “Go on, Con,” said Josephine.


  “No, no, Jug; after you,” said Constantia.


  “No, say what you were going to say. You began,” said Josephine.


  “I … I’d rather hear what you were going to say first,” said Constantia.


  “Don’t be absurd, Con.”


  “Really, Jug.”


  “Connie!”


  “Oh, Jug!”


  A pause. Then Constantia said faintly, “I can’t say what I was going to say, Jug, because I’ve forgotten what it was … that I was going to say.”


  Josephine was silent for a moment. She stared at a big cloud where the sun had been. Then she replied shortly, “I’ve forgotten too.”


  [London Mercury, May 1921]


  []


  Mr. and Mrs. Dove


  [128] Of course he knew—no man better—that he hadn’t a ghost of a chance, he hadn’t an earthly. The very idea of such a thing was preposterous. So preposterous that he’d perfectly understand it if her father—well, whatever her father chose to do he’d perfectly understand. In fact, nothing short of desperation, nothing short of the fact that this was positively his last day in England for God knows how long, would have screwed him up to it. And even now … He chose a tie out of the chest of drawers, a blue and cream check tie, and sat on the side of his bed. Supposing she replied, “What impertinence!” would he be surprised? Not in the least, he decided, turning up his soft collar and turning it down over the tie. He expected her to say something like that. He didn’t see, if he looked at the affair dead soberly, what else she could say.


  Here he was! And nervously he tied a bow in front of the mirror, jammed his hair down with both hands, pulled out the flaps of his [129] jacket pockets. Making between £500 and £600 a year on a fruit farm in—of all places—Rhodesia. No capital. Not a penny coming to him. No chance of his income increasing for at least four years. As for looks and all that sort of thing, he was completely out of the running. He couldn’t even boast of top-hole health, for the East Africa business had knocked him out so thoroughly that he’d had to take six months’ leave. He was still fearfully pale—worse even than usual this afternoon, he thought, bending forward and peering into the mirror. Good heavens! What had happened? His hair looked almost bright green. Dash it all, he hadn’t green hair at all events. That was a bit too steep. And then the green light trembled in the glass; it was the shadow from the tree outside. Reggie turned away, took out his cigarette case, but remembering how the mater hated him to smoke in his bedroom, put it back again and drifted over to the chest of drawers. No, he was dashed if he could think of one blessed thing in his favour, while she … Ah! … He stopped dead, folded his arms, and leaned hard against the chest of drawers.


  And in spite of her position, her father’s wealth, the fact that she was an only child and far and away the most popular girl in the neighbourhood; in spite of her beauty and her cleverness—cleverness!—it was a great deal [130] more than that, there was really nothing she couldn’t do; he fully believed, had it been necessary, she would have been a genius at anything—in spite of the fact that her parents adored her, and she them, and they’d as soon let her go all that way as … In spite of every single thing you could think of, so terrific was his love that he couldn’t help hoping. Well, was it hope? Or was this queer, timid longing to have the chance of looking after her, of making it his job to see that she had everything she wanted, and that nothing came near her that wasn’t perfect—just love? How he loved her! He squeezed hard against the chest of drawers and murmured to it, “I love her, I love her!” And just for the moment he was with her on the way to Umtali. It was night. She sat in a corner asleep. Her soft chin was tucked into her soft collar, her gold-brown lashes lay on her cheeks. He doted on her delicate little nose, her perfect lips, her ear like a baby’s, and the gold-brown curl that half covered it. They were passing through the jungle. It was warm and dark and far away. Then she woke up and said, “Have I been asleep?” and he answered, “Yes. Are you all right? Here, let me——” And he leaned forward to … He bent over her. This was such bliss that he could dream no further. But it gave him the courage to bound downstairs, to snatch his straw hat from the [131] hall, and to say as he closed the front door, “Well, I can only try my luck, that’s all.”


  But his luck gave him a nasty jar, to say the least, almost immediately. Promenading up and down the garden path with Chinny and Biddy, the ancient Pekes, was the mater. Of course Reginald was fond of the mater and all that. She—she meant well, she had no end of grit, and so on. But there was no denying it, she was rather a grim parent. And there had been moments, many of them, in Reggie’s life, before Uncle Alick died and left him the fruit farm, when he was convinced that to be a widow’s only son was about the worst punishment a chap could have. And what made it rougher than ever was that she was positively all that he had. She wasn’t only a combined parent, as it were, but she had quarrelled with all her own and the governor’s relations before Reggie had won his first trouser pockets. So that whenever Reggie was homesick out there, sitting on his dark veranda by starlight, while the gramophone cried, “Dear, what is Life but Love?” his only vision was of the mater, tall and stout, rustling down the garden path, with Chinny and Biddy at her heels….


  The mater, with her scissors outspread to snap the head of a dead something or other, stopped at the sight of Reggie.


  “You are not going out, Reginald?” she asked, seeing that he was.


  [132] “I’ll be back for tea, mater,” said Reggie weakly, plunging his hands into his jacket pockets.


  Snip. Off came a head. Reggie almost jumped.


  “I should have thought you could have spared your mother your last afternoon,” said she.


  Silence. The Pekes stared. They understood every word of the mater’s. Biddy lay down with her tongue poked out; she was so fat and glossy she looked like a lump of half-melted toffee. But Chinny’s porcelain eyes gloomed at Reginald, and he sniffed faintly, as though the whole world were one unpleasant smell. Snip, went the scissors again. Poor little beggars; they were getting it!


  “And where are you going, if your mother may ask?” asked the mater.


  It was over at last, but Reggie did not slow down until he was out of sight of the house and half-way to Colonel Proctor’s. Then only he noticed what a top-hole afternoon it was. It had been raining all the morning, late summer rain, warm, heavy, quick, and now the sky was clear, except for a long tail of little clouds, like ducklings, sailing over the forest. There was just enough wind to shake the last drops off the trees; one warm star splashed on his hand. Ping!—another drummed on his hat. The empty road gleamed, the hedges smelled [133] of briar, and how big and bright the hollyhocks glowed in the cottage gardens. And here was Colonel Proctor’s—here it was already. His hand was on the gate, his elbow jogged the syringa bushes, and petals and pollen scattered over his coat sleeve. But wait a bit. This was too quick altogether. He’d meant to think the whole thing out again. Here, steady. But he was walking up the path, with the huge rose bushes on either side. It can’t be done like this. But his hand had grasped the bell, given it a pull, and started it pealing wildly, as if he’d come to say the house was on fire. The housemaid must have been in the hall, too, for the front door flashed open, and Reggie was shut in the empty drawing-room before that confounded bell had stopped ringing. Strangely enough, when it did, the big room, shadowy, with some one’s parasol lying on top of the grand piano, bucked him up—or rather, excited him. It was so quiet, and yet in one moment the door would open, and his fate be decided. The feeling was not unlike that of being at the dentist’s; he was almost reckless. But at the same time, to his immense surprise, Reggie heard himself saying, “Lord, Thou knowest, Thou hast not done much for me …” That pulled him up; that made him realise again how dead serious it was. Too late. The door handle turned. Anne came in, crossed the shadowy space between them, gave [134] him her hand, and said, in her small, soft voice, “I’m so sorry, father is out. And mother is having a day in town, hat-hunting. There’s only me to entertain you, Reggie.”


  Reggie gasped, pressed his own hat to his jacket buttons, and stammered out, “As a matter of fact, I’ve only come … to say good-bye.”


  “Oh!” cried Anne softly—she stepped back from him and her grey eyes danced—“what a very short visit!”


  Then, watching him, her chin tilted, she laughed outright, a long, soft peal, and walked away from him over to the piano, and leaned against it, playing with the tassel of the parasol.


  “I’m so sorry,” she said, “to be laughing like this. I don’t know why I do. It’s just a bad ha-habit.” And suddenly she stamped her grey shoe, and took a pocket-handkerchief out of her white woolly jacket. “I really must conquer it, it’s too absurd,” said she.


  “Good heavens, Anne,” cried Reggie, “I love to hear you laughing! I can’t imagine anything more——”


  But the truth was, and they both knew it, she wasn’t always laughing; it wasn’t really a habit. Only ever since the day they’d met, ever since that very first moment, for some strange reason that Reggie wished to God he understood, Anne had laughed at him. Why? It didn’t matter where they were or what they [135] were talking about. They might begin by being as serious as possible, dead serious—at any rate, as far as he was concerned—but then suddenly, in the middle of a sentence, Anne would glance at him, and a little quick quiver passed over her face. Her lips parted, her eyes danced, and she began laughing.


  Another queer thing about it was, Reggie had an idea she didn’t herself know why she laughed. He had seen her turn away, frown, suck in her cheeks, press her hands together. But it was no use. The long, soft peal sounded, even while she cried, “I don’t know why I’m laughing.” It was a mystery….


  Now she tucked the handkerchief away. “Do sit down,” said she. “And smoke, won’t you? There are cigarettes in that little box beside you. I’ll have one too.” He lighted a match for her, and as she bent forward he saw the tiny flame glow in the pearl ring she wore. “It is to-morrow that you’re going, isn’t it?” said Anne.


  “Yes, to-morrow as ever is,” said Reggie, and he blew a little fan of smoke. Why on earth was he so nervous? Nervous wasn’t the word for it.


  “It’s—it’s frightfully hard to believe,” he added.


  “Yes—isn’t it?” said Anne softly, and she leaned forward and rolled the point of her cigarette round the green ash-tray. How [136] beautiful she looked like that!—simply beautiful—and she was so small in that immense chair. Reginald’s heart swelled with tenderness, but it was her voice, her soft voice, that made him tremble. “I feel you’ve been here for years,” she said.


  Reginald took a deep breath of his cigarette. “It’s ghastly, this idea of going back,” he said.


  “Coo-roo-coo-coo-coo,” sounded from the quiet.


  “But you’re fond of being out there, aren’t you?” said Anne. She hooked her finger through her pearl necklace. “Father was saying only the other night how lucky he thought you were to have a life of your own.” And she looked up at him. Reginald’s smile was rather wan. “I don’t feel fearfully lucky,” he said lightly.


  “Roo-coo-coo-coo,” came again. And Anne murmured, “You mean it’s lonely.”


  “Oh, it isn’t the loneliness I care about,” said Reginald, and he stumped his cigarette savagely on the green ash-tray. “I could stand any amount of it, used to like it even. It’s the idea of——” Suddenly, to his horror, he felt himself blushing.


  “Roo-coo-coo-coo! Roo-coo-coo-coo!”


  Anne jumped up. “Come and say good-bye to my doves,” she said. “They’ve been moved to the side veranda. You do like doves, don’t you, Reggie?”


  [137] “Awfully,” said Reggie, so fervently that as he opened the french window for her and stood to one side, Anne ran forward and laughed at the doves instead.


  To and fro, to and fro over the fine red sand on the floor of the dove house, walked the two doves. One was always in front of the other. One ran forward, uttering a little cry, and the other followed, solemnly bowing and bowing. “You see,” explained Anne, “the one in front, she’s Mrs. Dove. She looks at Mr. Dove and gives that little laugh and runs forward, and he follows her, bowing and bowing. And that makes her laugh again. Away she runs, and after her,” cried Anne, and she sat back on her heels, “comes poor Mr. Dove, bowing and bowing … and that’s their whole life. They never do anything else, you know.” She got up and took some yellow grains out of a bag on the roof of the dove house. “When you think of them, out in Rhodesia, Reggie, you can be sure that is what they will be doing….”


  Reggie gave no sign of having seen the doves or of having heard a word. For the moment he was conscious only of the immense effort it took to tear his secret out of himself and offer it to Anne. “Anne, do you think you could ever care for me?” It was done. It was over. And in the little pause that followed Reginald saw the garden open to the light, the blue quivering sky, the flutter of leaves on the [138] veranda poles, and Anne turning over the grains of maize on her palm with one finger. Then slowly she shut her hand, and the new world faded as she murmured slowly, “No, never in that way.” But he had scarcely time to feel anything before she walked quickly away, and he followed her down the steps, along the garden path, under the pink rose arches, across the lawn. There, with the gay herbaceous border behind her, Anne faced Reginald. “It isn’t that I’m not awfully fond of you,” she said. “I am. But”—her eyes widened—“not in the way”—a quiver passed over her face—“one ought to be fond of——” Her lips parted, and she couldn’t stop herself. She began laughing. “There, you see, you see,” she cried, “it’s your check t-tie. Even at this moment, when one would think one really would be solemn, your tie reminds me fearfully of the bow-tie that cats wear in pictures! Oh, please forgive me for being so horrid, please!”


  Reggie caught hold of her little warm hand. “There’s no question of forgiving you,” he said quickly. “How could there be? And I do believe I know why I make you laugh. It’s because you’re so far above me in every way that I am somehow ridiculous. I see that, Anne. But if I were to——”


  “No, no.” Anne squeezed his hand hard. “It’s not that. That’s all wrong. I’m not far above you at all. You’re much better than [139] I am. You’re marvellously unselfish and … and kind and simple. I’m none of those things. You don’t know me. I’m the most awful character,” said Anne. “Please don’t interrupt. And besides, that’s not the point. The point is”—she shook her head—“I couldn’t possibly marry a man I laughed at. Surely you see that. The man I marry——” breathed Anne softly. She broke off. She drew her hand away, and looking at Reggie she smiled strangely, dreamily. “The man I marry——”


  And it seemed to Reggie that a tall, handsome, brilliant stranger stepped in front of him and took his place—the kind of man that Anne and he had seen often at the theatre, walking on to the stage from nowhere, without a word catching the heroine in his arms, and after one long, tremendous look, carrying her off to anywhere….


  Reggie bowed to his vision. “Yes, I see,” he said huskily.


  “Do you?” said Anne. “Oh, I do hope you do. Because I feel so horrid about it. It’s so hard to explain. You know I’ve never——” She stopped. Reggie looked at her. She was smiling. “Isn’t it funny?” she said. “I can say anything to you. I always have been able to from the very beginning.”


  He tried to smile, to say “I’m glad.” She went on. “I’ve never known anyone I like as much as I like you. I’ve never felt so happy [140] with anyone. But I’m sure it’s not what people and what books mean when they talk about love. Do you understand? Oh, if you only knew how horrid I feel. But we’d be like … like Mr. and Mrs. Dove.”


  That did it. That seemed to Reginald final, and so terribly true that he could hardly bear it. “Don’t drive it home,” he said, and he turned away from Anne and looked across the lawn. There was the gardener’s cottage, with the dark ilex-tree beside it. A wet, blue thumb of transparent smoke hung above the chimney. It didn’t look real. How his throat ached! Could he speak? He had a shot. “I must be getting along home,” he croaked, and he began walking across the lawn. But Anne ran after him. “No, don’t. You can’t go yet,” she said imploringly. “You can’t possibly go away feeling like that.” And she stared up at him frowning, biting her lip.


  “Oh, that’s all right,” said Reggie, giving himself a shake. “I’ll … I’ll——” And he waved his hand as much as to say “get over it.”


  “But this is awful,” said Anne. She clasped her hands and stood in front of him. “Surely you do see how fatal it would be for us to marry, don’t you?”


  “Oh, quite, quite,” said Reggie, looking at her with haggard eyes.


  “How wrong, how wicked, feeling as I do. [141] I mean, it’s all very well for Mr. and Mrs. Dove. But imagine that in real life—imagine it!”


  “Oh, absolutely,” said Reggie, and he started to walk on. But again Anne stopped him. She tugged at his sleeve, and to his astonishment, this time, instead of laughing, she looked like a little girl who was going to cry.


  “Then why, if you understand, are you so un-unhappy?” she wailed. “Why do you mind so fearfully? Why do you look so aw-awful?”


  Reggie gulped, and again he waved something away. “I can’t help it,” he said, “I’ve had a blow. If I cut off now, I’ll be able to——”


  “How can you talk of cutting off now?” said Anne scornfully. She stamped her foot at Reggie; she was crimson. “How can you be so cruel? I can’t let you go until I know for certain that you are just as happy as you were before you asked me to marry you. Surely you must see that, it’s so simple.”


  But it did not seem at all simple to Reginald. It seemed impossibly difficult.


  “Even if I can’t marry you, how can I know that you’re all that way away, with only that awful mother to write to, and that you’re miserable, and that it’s all my fault?”


  “It’s not your fault. Don’t think that. It’s just fate.” Reggie took her hand off his sleeve and kissed it. “Don’t pity me, dear [142] little Anne,” he said gently. And this time he nearly ran, under the pink arches, along the garden path.


  “Roo-coo-coo-coo! Roo-coo-coo-coo!” sounded from the veranda. “Reggie, Reggie,” from the garden.


  He stopped, he turned. But when she saw his timid, puzzled look, she gave a little laugh.


  “Come back, Mr. Dove,” said Anne. And Reginald came slowly across the lawn.


  [Sphere, August 13, 1921; revised]


  []


  []


  The Young Girl


  [143] In her blue dress, with her cheeks lightly flushed, her blue, blue eyes, and her gold curls pinned up as though for the first time—pinned up to be out of the way for her flight—Mrs. Raddick’s daughter might have just dropped from this radiant heaven. Mrs. Raddick’s timid, faintly astonished, but deeply admiring glance looked as if she believed it, too; but the daughter didn’t appear any too pleased—why should she?—to have alighted on the steps of the Casino. Indeed, she was bored—bored as though Heaven had been full of casinos with snuffy old saints for croupiers and crowns to play with.


  “You don’t mind taking Hennie?” said Mrs. Raddick. “Sure you don’t? There’s the car, and you’ll have tea and we’ll be back here on this step—right here—in an hour. You see, I want her to go in. She’s not been before, and it’s worth seeing. I feel it wouldn’t be fair to her.”


  “Oh, shut up, mother,” said she wearily. [144] “Come along. Don’t talk so much. And your bag’s open; you’ll be losing all your money again.”


  “I’m sorry, darling,” said Mrs. Raddick.


  “Oh, do come in! I want to make money,” said the impatient voice. “It’s all jolly well for you—but I’m broke!”


  “Here—take fifty francs, darling, take a hundred!” I saw Mrs. Raddick pressing notes into her hand as they passed through the swing doors.


  Hennie and I stood on the steps a minute, watching the people. He had a very broad, delighted smile.


  “I say,” he cried, “there’s an English bulldog. Are they allowed to take dogs in there?”


  “No, they’re not.”


  “He’s a ripping chap, isn’t he? I wish I had one. They’re such fun. They frighten people so, and they’re never fierce with their—the people they belong to.” Suddenly he squeezed my arm. “I say, do look at that old woman. Who is she? Why does she look like that? Is she a gambler?”


  The ancient, withered creature, wearing a green satin dress, a black velvet cloak and a white hat with purple feathers, jerked slowly, slowly up the steps as though she were being drawn up on wires. She stared in front of her, she was laughing and nodding and cackling to [145] herself; her claws clutched round what looked like a dirty boot-bag.


  But just at that moment there was Mrs. Raddick again with—her—and another lady hovering in the background. Mrs. Raddick rushed at me. She was brightly flushed, gay, a different creature. She was like a woman who is saying “good-bye” to her friends on the station platform, with not a minute to spare before the train starts.


  “Oh, you’re here, still. Isn’t that lucky! You’ve not gone. Isn’t that fine! I’ve had the most dreadful time with—her,” and she waved to her daughter, who stood absolutely still, disdainful, looking down, twiddling her foot on the step, miles away. “They won’t let her in. I swore she was twenty-one. But they won’t believe me. I showed the man my purse; I didn’t dare to do more. But it was no use. He simply scoffed…. And now I’ve just met Mrs. MacEwen from New York, and she just won thirteen thousand in the Salle Privée—and she wants me to go back with her while the luck lasts. Of course I can’t leave—her. But if you’d——”


  At that “she” looked up; she simply withered her mother. “Why can’t you leave me?” she said furiously. “What utter rot! How dare you make a scene like this? This is the last time I’ll come out with you. You really are too awful for words.” [146] She looked her mother up and down. “Calm yourself,” she said superbly.


  Mrs. Raddick was desperate, just desperate. She was “wild” to go back with Mrs. MacEwen, but at the same time …


  I seized my courage. “Would you—do you care to come to tea with—us?”


  “Yes, yes, she’ll be delighted. That’s just what I wanted, isn’t it, darling? Mrs. MacEwen … I’ll be back here in an hour … or less … I’ll——”


  Mrs. R. dashed up the steps. I saw her bag was open again.


  So we three were left. But really it wasn’t my fault. Hennie looked crushed to the earth, too. When the car was there she wrapped her dark coat round her—to escape contamination. Even her little feet looked as though they scorned to carry her down the steps to us.


  “I am so awfully sorry,” I murmured as the car started.


  “Oh, I don’t mind,” said she. “I don’t want to look twenty-one. Who would—if they were seventeen! It’s”—and she gave a faint shudder—“the stupidity I loathe, and being stared at by fat old men. Beasts!”


  Hennie gave her a quick look and then peered out of the window.


  We drew up before an immense palace of pink-and-white marble with orange-trees [147] outside the doors in gold-and-black tubs.


  “Would you care to go in?” I suggested.


  She hesitated, glanced, bit her lip, and resigned herself. “Oh well, there seems nowhere else,” said she. “Get out, Hennie.”


  I went first—to find the table, of course—she followed. But the worst of it was having her little brother, who was only twelve, with us. That was the last, final straw—having that child, trailing at her heels.


  There was one table. It had pink carnations and pink plates with little blue tea-napkins for sails.


  “Shall we sit here?”


  She put her hand wearily on the back of a white wicker chair.


  “We may as well. Why not?” said she.


  Hennie squeezed past her and wriggled on to a stool at the end. He felt awfully out of it. She didn’t even take her gloves off. She lowered her eyes and drummed on the table. When a faint violin sounded she winced and bit her lip again. Silence.


  The waitress appeared. I hardly dared to ask her. “Tea—coffee? China tea—or iced tea with lemon?”


  Really she didn’t mind. It was all the same to her. She didn’t really want anything. Hennie whispered, “Chocolate!”


  But just as the waitress turned away she [148] cried out carelessly, “Oh, you may as well bring me a chocolate, too.”


  While we waited she took out a little, gold powder-box with a mirror in the lid, shook the poor little puff as though she loathed it, and dabbed her lovely nose.


  “Hennie,” she said, “take those flowers away.” She pointed with her puff to the carnations, and I heard her murmur, “I can’t bear flowers on a table.” They had evidently been giving her intense pain, for she positively closed her eyes as I moved them away.


  The waitress came back with the chocolate and the tea. She put the big, frothing cups before them and pushed across my clear glass. Hennie buried his nose, emerged, with, for one dreadful moment, a little trembling blob of cream on the tip. But he hastily wiped it off like a little gentleman. I wondered if I should dare draw her attention to her cup. She didn’t notice it—didn’t see it—until suddenly, quite by chance, she took a sip. I watched anxiously; she faintly shuddered.


  “Dreadfully sweet!” said she.


  A tiny boy with a head like a raisin and a chocolate body came round with a tray of pastries—row upon row of little freaks, little inspirations, little melting dreams. He offered them to her. “Oh, I’m not at all hungry. Take them away.”


  He offered them to Hennie. Hennie gave [149] me a swift look—it must have been satisfactory—for he took a chocolate cream, a coffee éclair, a meringue stuffed with chestnut and a tiny horn filled with fresh strawberries. She could hardly bear to watch him. But just as the boy swerved away she held up her plate.


  “Oh well, give me one,” said she.


  The silver tongs dropped one, two, three—and a cherry tartlet. “I don’t know why you’re giving me all these,” she said, and nearly smiled. “I shan’t eat them; I couldn’t!”


  I felt much more comfortable. I sipped my tea, leaned back, and even asked if I might smoke. At that she paused, the fork in her hand, opened her eyes and really did smile. “Of course,” said she. “I always expect people to.”


  But at that moment a tragedy happened to Hennie. He speared his pastry horn too hard, and it flew in two, and one half spilled on the table. Ghastly affair! He turned crimson. Even his ears flared, and one ashamed hand crept across the table to take what was left of the body away.


  “You utter little beast!” said she.


  Good heavens! I had to fly to the rescue. I cried hastily, “Will you be abroad long?”


  But she had already forgotten Hennie. I was forgotten, too. She was trying to remember something…. She was miles away.


  [150] “I—don’t—know,” she said slowly, from that far place.


  “I suppose you prefer it to London. It’s more—more——”


  When I didn’t go on she came back and looked at me, very puzzled. “More——?”


  “Enfin—gayer,” I cried, waving my cigarette.


  But that took a whole cake to consider. Even then, “Oh well, that depends!” was all she could safely say.


  Hennie had finished. He was still very warm.


  I seized the butterfly list off the table. “I say—what about an ice, Hennie? What about tangerine and ginger? No, something cooler. What about a fresh pineapple cream?”


  Hennie strongly approved. The waitress had her eye on us. The order was taken when she looked up from her crumbs.


  “Did you say tangerine and ginger? I like ginger. You can bring me one.” And then quickly, “I wish that orchestra wouldn’t play things from the year One. We were dancing to that all last Christmas. It’s too sickening!”


  But it was a charming air. Now that I noticed it, it warmed me.


  “I think this is rather a nice place, don’t you, Hennie?” I said.


  Hennie said: “Ripping!” He meant to [151] say it very low, but it came out very high in a kind of squeak.


  Nice? This place? Nice? For the first time she stared about her, trying to see what there was…. She blinked; her lovely eyes wondered. A very good-looking elderly man stared back at her through a monocle on a black ribbon. But him she simply couldn’t see. There was a hole in the air where he was. She looked through and through him.


  Finally the little flat spoons lay still on the glass plates. Hennie looked rather exhausted, but she pulled on her white gloves again. She had some trouble with her diamond wrist-watch; it got in her way. She tugged at it—tried to break the stupid little thing—it wouldn’t break. Finally, she had to drag her glove over. I saw, after that, she couldn’t stand this place a moment longer, and, indeed, she jumped up and turned away while I went through the vulgar act of paying for the tea.


  And then we were outside again. It had grown dusky. The sky was sprinkled with small stars; the big lamps glowed. While we waited for the car to come up she stood on the step, just as before, twiddling her foot, looking down.


  Hennie bounded forward to open the door and she got in and sank back with—oh—such a sigh!


  [152] “Tell him,” she gasped, “to drive as fast as he can.”


  Hennie grinned at his friend the chauffeur. “Allie veet!” said he. Then he composed himself and sat on the small seat facing us.


  The gold powder-box came out again. Again the poor little puff was shaken; again there was that swift, deadly-secret glance between her and the mirror.


  We tore through the black-and-gold town like a pair of scissors tearing through brocade. Hennie had great difficulty not to look as though he were hanging on to something.


  And when we reached the Casino, of course Mrs. Raddick wasn’t there. There wasn’t a sign of her on the steps—not a sign.


  “Will you stay in the car while I go and look?”


  But no—she wouldn’t do that. Good heavens, no! Hennie could stay. She couldn’t bear sitting in a car. She’d wait on the steps.


  “But I scarcely like to leave you,” I murmured. “I’d very much rather not leave you here.”


  At that she threw back her coat; she turned and faced me; her lips parted. “Good heavens—why! I—I don’t mind it a bit. I—I like waiting.” And suddenly her cheeks crimsoned, her eyes grew dark—for a moment I thought she was going to cry. “L—let me, [153] please,” she stammered, in a warm, eager voice. “I like it. I love waiting! Really—really I do! I’m always waiting—in all kinds of places….”


  Her dark coat fell open, and her white throat—all her soft young body in the blue dress—was like a flower that is just emerging from its dark bud.


  [Athenæum, October 29, 1920]


  []


  Life of Ma Parker


  [154] When the literary gentleman, whose flat old Ma Parker cleaned every Tuesday, opened the door to her that morning, he asked after her grandson. Ma Parker stood on the doormat inside the dark little hall, and she stretched out her hand to help her gentleman shut the door before she replied. “We buried ’im yesterday, sir,” she said quietly.


  “Oh, dear me! I’m sorry to hear that,” said the literary gentleman in a shocked tone. He was in the middle of his breakfast. He wore a very shabby dressing-gown and carried a crumpled newspaper in one hand. But he felt awkward. He could hardly go back to the warm sitting-room without saying something—something more. Then because these people set such store by funerals he said kindly, “I hope the funeral went off all right.”


  “Beg parding, sir?” said old Ma Parker huskily.


  Poor old bird! She did look dashed. “I hope the funeral was a—a—success,” said he. [155] Ma Parker gave no answer. She bent her head and hobbled off to the kitchen, clasping the old fish bag that held her cleaning things and an apron and a pair of felt shoes. The literary gentleman raised his eyebrows and went back to his breakfast.


  “Overcome, I suppose,” he said aloud, helping himself to the marmalade.


  Ma Parker drew the two jetty spears out of her toque and hung it behind the door. She unhooked her worn jacket and hung that up too. Then she tied her aporn and sat down to take off her boots. To take off her boots or to put them on was an agony to her, but it had been an agony for years. In fact, she was so accustomed to the pain that her face was drawn and screwed up ready for the twinge before she’d so much as untied the laces. That over, she sat back with a sigh and softly rubbed her knees….


  “Gran! Gran!” Her little grandson stood on her lap in his button boots. He’d just come in from playing in the street.


  “Look what a state you’ve made your gran’s skirt into—you wicked boy!”


  But he put his arms round her neck and rubbed his cheek against hers.


  “Gran, gi’ us a penny!” he coaxed.


  “Be off with you; Gran ain’t got no pennies.”


  [156] “Yes, you ’ave.”


  “No, I ain’t.”


  “Yes, you ’ave. Gi’ us one!”


  Already she was feeling for the old, squashed, black leather purse.


  “Well, what’ll you give your gran?”


  He gave a shy little laugh and pressed closer. She felt his eyelid quivering against her cheek. “I ain’t got nothing,” he murmured….


  The old woman sprang up, seized the iron kettle off the gas stove and took it over to the sink. The noise of the water drumming in the kettle deadened her pain, it seemed. She filled the pail, too, and the washing-up bowl.


  It would take a whole book to describe the state of that kitchen. During the week the literary gentleman “did” for himself. That is to say, he emptied the tea leaves now and again into a jam jar set aside for that purpose, and if he ran out of clean forks he wiped over one or two on the roller towel. Otherwise, as he explained to his friends, his “system” was quite simple, and he couldn’t understand why people made all this fuss about housekeeping.


  “You simply dirty everything you’ve got, get a hag in once a week to clean up, and the thing’s done.”


  The result looked like a gigantic dustbin. Even the floor was littered with toast crusts, envelopes, cigarette ends. But Ma Parker bore [157] him no grudge. She pitied the poor young gentleman for having no one to look after him. Out of the smudgy little window you could see an immense expanse of sad-looking sky, and whenever there were clouds they looked very worn, old clouds, frayed at the edges, with holes in them, or dark stains like tea.


  While the water was heating, Ma Parker began sweeping the floor. “Yes,” she thought, as the broom knocked, “what with one thing and another I’ve had my share. I’ve had a hard life.”


  Even the neighbours said that of her. Many a time, hobbling home with her fish bag she heard them, waiting at the corner, or leaning over the area railings, say among themselves, “She’s had a hard life, has Ma Parker.” And it was so true she wasn’t in the least proud of it. It was just as if you were to say she lived in the basement-back at Number 27. A hard life! …


  At sixteen she’d left Stratford and come up to London as kitching-maid. Yes, she was born in Stratford-on-Avon. Shakespeare, sir? No, people were always arsking her about him. But she’d never heard his name until she saw it on the theatres.


  Nothing remained of Stratford except that “sitting in the fire-place of a evening you could see the stars through the chimley,” and [158] “Mother always ’ad ’er side of bacon ’anging from the ceiling.” And there was something—a bush, there was—at the front door, that smelt ever so nice. But the bush was very vague. She’d only remembered it once or twice in the hospital, when she’d been taken bad.


  That was a dreadful place—her first place. She was never allowed out. She never went upstairs except for prayers morning and evening. It was a fair cellar. And the cook was a cruel woman. She used to snatch away her letters from home before she’d read them, and throw them in the range because they made her dreamy…. And the beedles! Would you believe it?—until she came to London she’d never seen a black beedle. Here Ma always gave a little laugh, as though—not to have seen a black beedle! Well! It was as if to say you’d never seen your own feet.


  When that family was sold up she went as “help” to a doctor’s house, and after two years there, on the run from morning till night, she married her husband. He was a baker.


  “A baker, Mrs. Parker!” the literary gentleman would say. For occasionally he laid aside his tomes and lent an ear, at least, to this product called Life. “It must be rather nice to be married to a baker!”


  Mrs. Parker didn’t look so sure.


  “Such a clean trade,” said the gentleman.


  Mrs. Parker didn’t look convinced.


  [159] “And didn’t you like handing the new loaves to the customers?”


  “Well, sir,” said Mrs. Parker, “I wasn’t in the shop above a great deal. We had thirteen little ones and buried seven of them. If it wasn’t the ’ospital it was the infirmary, you might say!”


  “You might, indeed, Mrs. Parker!” said the gentleman, shuddering, and taking up his pen again.


  Yes, seven had gone, and while the six were still small her husband was taken ill with consumption. It was flour on the lungs, the doctor told her at the time…. Her husband sat up in bed with his shirt pulled over his head, and the doctor’s finger drew a circle on his back.


  “Now, if we were to cut him open here, Mrs. Parker,” said the doctor, “you’d find his lungs chock-a-block with white powder. Breathe, my good fellow!” And Mrs. Parker never knew for certain whether she saw or whether she fancied she saw a great fan of white dust come out of her poor dear husband’s lips….


  But the struggle she’d had to bring up those six little children and keep herself to herself. Terrible it had been! Then, just when they were old enough to go to school her husband’s sister came to stop with them to help things along, and she hadn’t been there more than two months when she fell down a flight of steps [160] and hurt her spine. And for five years Ma Parker had another baby—and such a one for crying!—to look after. Then young Maudie went wrong and took her sister Alice with her; the two boys emigrimated, and young Jim went to India with the army, and Ethel, the youngest, married a good-for-nothing little waiter who died of ulcers the year little Lennie was born. And now little Lennie—my grandson….


  The piles of dirty cups, dirty dishes, were washed and dried. The ink-black knives were cleaned with a piece of potato and finished off with a piece of cork. The table was scrubbed, and the dresser and the sink that had sardine tails swimming in it….


  He’d never been a strong child—never from the first. He’d been one of those fair babies that everybody took for a girl. Silvery fair curls he had, blue eyes, and a little freckle like a diamond on one side of his nose. The trouble she and Ethel had had to rear that child! The things out of the newspapers they tried him with! Every Sunday morning Ethel would read aloud while Ma Parker did her washing.


  “Dear Sir,—Just a line to let you know my little Myrtil was laid out for dead…. After four bottils … gained 8 lbs. in 9 weeks, and is still putting it on.”


  And then the egg-cup of ink would come off [161] the dresser and the letter would be written, and Ma would buy a postal order on her way to work next morning. But it was no use. Nothing made little Lennie put it on. Taking him to the cemetery, even, never gave him a colour; a nice shake-up in the bus never improved his appetite.


  But he was gran’s boy from the first….


  “Whose boy are you?” said old Ma Parker, straightening up from the stove and going over to the smudgy window. And a little voice, so warm, so close, it half stifled her—it seemed to be in her breast under her heart—laughed out, and said, “I’m gran’s boy!”


  At that moment there was a sound of steps, and the literary gentleman appeared, dressed for walking.


  “Oh, Mrs. Parker, I’m going out.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  “And you’ll find your half-crown in the tray of the inkstand.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Oh, by the way, Mrs. Parker,” said the literary gentleman quickly, “you didn’t throw away any cocoa last time you were here—did you?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Very strange. I could have sworn I left a teaspoonful of cocoa in the tin. He broke off. He said softly and firmly, “You’ll always tell me when you throw things away—won’t you, [162] Mrs. Parker?” And he walked off very well pleased with himself, convinced, in fact, he’d shown Mrs. Parker that under his apparent carelessness he was as vigilant as a woman.


  The door banged. She took her brushes and cloths into the bedroom. But when she began to make the bed, smoothing, tucking, patting, the thought of little Lennie was unbearable. Why did he have to suffer so? That’s what she couldn’t understand. Why should a little angel child have to arsk for his breath and fight for it? There was no sense in making a child suffer like that.


  … From Lennie’s little box of a chest there came a sound as though something was boiling. There was a great lump of something bubbling in his chest that he couldn’t get rid of. When he coughed the sweat sprang out on his head; his eyes bulged, his hands waved, and the great lump bubbled as a potato knocks in a saucepan. But what was more awful than all was when he didn’t cough he sat against the pillow and never spoke or answered, or even made as if he heard. Only he looked offended.


  “It’s not your poor old gran’s doing it, my lovey,” said old Ma Parker, patting back the damp hair from his little scarlet ears. But Lennie moved his head and edged away. Dreadfully offended with her he looked—and solemn. He bent his head and looked at her [163] sideways as though he couldn’t have believed it of his gran.


  But at the last … Ma Parker threw the counterpane over the bed. No, she simply couldn’t think about it. It was too much—she’d had too much in her life to bear. She’d borne it up till now, she’d kept herself to herself, and never once had she been seen to cry. Never by a living soul. Not even her own children had seen Ma break down. She’d kept a proud face always. But now! Lennie gone—what had she? She had nothing. He was all she’d got from life, and now he was took too. Why must it all have happened to me? she wondered. “What have I done?” said old Ma Parker. “What have I done?”


  As she said those words she suddenly let fall her brush. She found herself in the kitchen. Her misery was so terrible that she pinned on her hat, put on her jacket and walked out of the flat like a person in a dream. She did not know what she was doing. She was like a person so dazed by the horror of what has happened that he walks away—anywhere, as though by walking away he could escape….


  It was cold in the street. There was a wind like ice. People went flitting by, very fast; the men walked like scissors; the women trod like cats. And nobody knew—nobody cared. Even if she broke down, if at last, after all these [164] years, she were to cry, she’d find herself in the lock-up as like as not.


  But at the thought of crying it was as though little Lennie leapt in his gran’s arms. Ah, that’s what she wants to do, my dove. Gran wants to cry. If she could only cry now, cry for a long time, over everything, beginning with her first place and the cruel cook, going on to the doctor’s, and then the seven little ones, death of her husband, the children’s leaving her, and all the years of misery that led up to Lennie. But to have a proper cry over all these things would take a long time. All the same, the time for it had come. She must do it. She couldn’t put it off any longer; she couldn’t wait any more…. Where could she go?


  “She’s had a hard life, has Ma Parker.” Yes, a hard life, indeed! Her chin began to tremble; there was no time to lose. But where? Where?


  She couldn’t go home; Ethel was there. It would frighten Ethel out of her life. She couldn’t sit on a bench anywhere; people would come arsking her questions. She couldn’t possibly go back to the gentleman’s flat; she had no right to cry in strangers’ houses. If she sat on some steps a policeman would speak to her.


  Oh, wasn’t there anywhere where she could hide and keep herself to herself and stay as long [165] as she liked, not disturbing anybody, and nobody worrying her? Wasn’t there anywhere in the world where she could have her cry out—at last?


  Ma Parker stood, looking up and down. The icy wind blew out her apron into a balloon. And now it began to rain. There was nowhere.


  [Nation & the Athenæum, February 26, 1921]


  []


  Marriage a la Mode


  [166] 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 [167] 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 [168] 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 suit-case 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 [169] 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 [170] 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—[171]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 morning 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 [173] 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.


  “Hallo, 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.


  [174] 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!”


  [175] “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 Pine-apple,” 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. “Hallo, William! I’m sitting by the driver.” And bare-headed, all in white, with his sleeves rolled up to the shoulders, he leapt into his place. “Avanti!” he cried….


  [176] 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 some one had painted a young man, over life-size, 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 [177] 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 to-morrow 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 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, [178] 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….


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


  [180] 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 on 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—O malignant world! There was only one, a fat one for Isabel. Not even a paper.


  [181] “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.”


  [182] “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 [183] 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.


  [Sphere, December 31, 1921]


  []


  The Voyage


  [184] The Picton boat was due to leave at half-past eleven. It was a beautiful night, mild, starry, only when they got out of the cab and started to walk down the Old Wharf that jutted out into the harbour, a faint wind blowing off the water ruffled under Fenella’s hat, and she put up her hand to keep it on. It was dark on the Old Wharf, very dark; the wool sheds, the cattle trucks, the cranes standing up so high, the little squat railway engine, all seemed carved out of solid darkness. Here and there on a rounded wood-pile, that was like the stalk of a huge black mushroom, there hung a lantern, but it seemed afraid to unfurl its timid, quivering light in all that blackness; it burned softly, as if for itself.


  Fenella’s father pushed on with quick, nervous strides. Beside him her grandma bustled along in her crackling black ulster; they went so fast that she had now and again to give an undignified little skip to keep up with them. As well as her luggage strapped into a neat [185] sausage, Fenella carried clasped to her her grandma’s umbrella, and the handle, which was a swan’s head, kept giving her shoulder a sharp little peck as if it too wanted her to hurry…. Men, their caps pulled down, their collars turned up, swung by; a few women all muffled scurried along; and one tiny boy, only his little black arms and legs showing out of a white woolly shawl, was jerked along angrily between his father and mother; he looked like a baby fly that had fallen into the cream.


  Then suddenly, so suddenly that Fenella and her grandma both leapt, there sounded from behind the largest wool shed, that had a trail of smoke hanging over it, Mia-oo-oo-O-O!


  “First whistle,” said her father briefly, and at that moment they came in sight of the Picton boat. Lying beside the dark wharf, all strung, all beaded with round golden lights, the Picton boat looked as if she was more ready to sail among stars than out into the cold sea. People pressed along the gangway. First went her grandma, then her father, then Fenella. There was a high step down on to the deck, and an old sailor in a jersey standing by gave her his dry, hard hand. They were there; they stepped out of the way of the hurrying people, and standing under a little iron stairway that led to the upper deck they began to say good-bye.


  “There, mother, there’s your luggage!” [186] said Fenella’s father, giving grandma another strapped-up sausage.


  “Thank you, Frank.”


  “And you’ve got your cabin tickets safe?”


  “Yes, dear.”


  “And your other tickets?”


  Grandma felt for them inside her glove and showed him the tips.


  “That’s right.”


  He sounded stern, but Fenella, eagerly watching him, saw that he looked tired and sad. Mia-oo-oo-O-O! The second whistle blared just above their heads, and a voice like a cry shouted, “Any more for the gangway?”


  “You’ll give my love to father,” Fenella saw her father’s lips say. And her grandma, very agitated, answered, “Of course I will, dear. Go now. You’ll be left. Go now, Frank. Go now.”


  “It’s all right, mother. I’ve got another three minutes.” To her surprise Fenella saw her father take off his hat. He clasped grandma in his arms and pressed her to him. “God bless you, mother!” she heard him say.


  And grandma put her hand, with the black thread glove that was worn through on her ring finger, against his cheek, and she sobbed, “God bless you, my own brave son!”


  This was so awful that Fenella quickly turned her back on them, swallowed once, twice, and frowned terribly at a little green star on a [187] mast head. But she had to turn round again; her father was going.


  “Good-bye, Fenella. Be a good girl.” His cold, wet moustache brushed her cheek. But Fenella caught hold of the lapels of his coat.


  “How long am I going to stay?” she whispered anxiously. He wouldn’t look at her. He shook her off gently, and gently said, “We’ll see about that. Here! Where’s your hand?” He pressed something into her palm. “Here’s a shilling in case you should need it.”


  A shilling! She must be going away for ever! “Father!” cried Fenella. But he was gone. He was the last off the ship. The sailors put their shoulders to the gangway. A huge coil of dark rope went flying through the air and fell “thump” on the wharf. A bell rang; a whistle shrilled. Silently the dark wharf began to slip, to slide, to edge away from them. Now there was a rush of water between. Fenella strained to see with all her might. “Was that father turning round?”—or waving?—or standing alone?—or walking off by himself? The strip of water grew broader, darker. Now the Picton boat began to swing round steady, pointing out to sea. It was no good looking any longer. There was nothing to be seen but a few lights, the face of the town clock hanging in the air, and more lights, little patches of them, on the dark hills.


  [188] The freshening wind tugged at Fenella’s skirts; she went back to her grandma. To her relief grandma seemed no longer sad. She had put the two sausages of luggage one on top of the other, and she was sitting on them, her hands folded, her head a little on one side. There was an intent, bright look on her face. Then Fenella saw that her lips were moving and guessed that she was praying. But the old woman gave her a bright nod as if to say the prayer was nearly over. She unclasped her hands, sighed, clasped them again, bent forward, and at last gave herself a soft shake.


  “And now, child,” she said, fingering the bow of her bonnet-strings, “I think we ought to see about our cabins. Keep close to me, and mind you don’t slip.”


  “Yes, grandma!”


  “And be careful the umbrellas aren’t caught in the stair rail. I saw a beautiful umbrella broken in half like that on my way over.”


  “Yes, grandma.”


  Dark figures of men lounged against the rails. In the glow of their pipes a nose shone out, or the peak of a cap, or a pair of surprised-looking eyebrows. Fenella glanced up. High in the air, a little figure, his hands thrust in his short jacket pockets, stood staring out to sea. The ship rocked ever so little, and she thought the stars rocked too. And now a [189] pale steward in a linen coat, holding a tray high in the palm of his hand, stepped out of a lighted doorway and skimmed past them. They went through that doorway. Carefully over the high brass-bound step on to the rubber mat and then down such a terribly steep flight of stairs that grandma had to put both feet on each step, and Fenella clutched the clammy brass rail and forgot all about the swan-necked umbrella.


  At the bottom grandma stopped; Fenella was rather afraid she was going to pray again. But no, it was only to get out the cabin tickets. They were in the saloon. It was glaring bright and stifling; the air smelled of paint and burnt chop-bones and indiarubber. Fenella wished her grandma would go on, but the old woman was not to be hurried. An immense basket of ham sandwiches caught her eye. She went up to them and touched the top one delicately with her finger.


  “How much are the sandwiches?” she asked.


  “Tuppence!” bawled a rude steward, slamming down a knife and fork.


  Grandma could hardly believe it.


  “Twopence each?” she asked.


  “That’s right,” said the steward, and he winked at his companion.


  Grandma made a small, astonished face. Then she whispered primly to Fenella. “What wickedness!” And they sailed out at the [190] further door and along a passage that had cabins on either side. Such a very nice stewardess came to meet them. She was dressed all in blue, and her collar and cuffs were fastened with large brass buttons. She seemed to know grandma well.


  “Well, Mrs. Crane,” said she, unlocking their washstand. “We’ve got you back again. It’s not often you give yourself a cabin.”


  “No,” said grandma. “But this time my dear son’s thoughtfulness——”


  “I hope——” began the stewardess. Then she turned round and took a long mournful look at grandma’s blackness and at Fenella’s black coat and skirt, black blouse, and hat with a crape rose.


  Grandma nodded. “It was God’s will,” said she.


  The stewardess shut her lips and, taking a deep breath, she seemed to expand.


  “What I always say is,” she said, as though it was her own discovery, “sooner or later each of us has to go, and that’s a certingty.” She paused. “Now, can I bring you anything, Mrs. Crane? A cup of tea? I know it’s no good offering you a little something to keep the cold out.”


  Grandma shook her head. “Nothing, thank you. We’ve got a few wine biscuits, and Fenella has a very nice banana.”


  “Then I’ll give you a look later on,” said [191] the stewardess, and she went out, shutting the door.


  What a very small cabin it was! It was like being shut up in a box with grandma. The dark round eye above the washstand gleamed at them dully. Fenella felt shy. She stood against the door, still clasping her luggage and the umbrella. Were they going to get undressed in here? Already her grandma had taken off her bonnet, and, rolling up the strings, she fixed each with a pin to the lining before she hung the bonnet up. Her white hair shone like silk; the little bun at the back was covered with a black net. Fenella hardly ever saw her grandma with her head uncovered; she looked strange.


  “I shall put on the woollen fascinator your dear mother crocheted for me,” said grandma, and, unstrapping the sausage, she took it out and wound it round her head; the fringe of grey bobbles danced at her eyebrows as she smiled tenderly and mournfully at Fenella. Then she undid her bodice, and something under that, and something else underneath that. Then there seemed a short, sharp tussle, and grandma flushed faintly. Snip! Snap! She had undone her stays. She breathed a sigh of relief, and sitting on the plush couch, she slowly and carefully pulled off her elastic-sided boots and stood them side by side.


  [192] By the time Fenella had taken off her coat and skirt and put on her flannel dressing-gown grandma was quite ready.


  “Must I take off my boots, grandma? They’re lace.”


  Grandma gave them a moment’s deep consideration. “You’d feel a great deal more comfortable if you did, child,” said she. She kissed Fenella. “Don’t forget to say your prayers. Our dear Lord is with us when we are at sea even more than when we are on dry land. And because I am an experienced traveller,” said grandma briskly, “I shall take the upper berth.”


  “But, grandma, however will you get up there?”


  Three little spider-like steps were all Fenella saw. The old woman gave a small silent laugh before she mounted them nimbly, and she peered over the high bunk at the astonished Fenella.


  “You didn’t think your grandma could do that, did you?” said she. And as she sank back Fenella heard her light laugh again.


  The hard square of brown soap would not lather, and the water in the bottle was like a kind of blue jelly. How hard it was, too, to turn down those stiff sheets; you simply had to tear your way in. If everything had been different, Fenella might have got the giggles…. At last she was inside, and while she [193] lay there panting, there sounded from above a long, soft whispering, as though some one was gently, gently rustling among tissue paper to find something. It was grandma saying her prayers….


  A long time passed. Then the stewardess came in; she trod softly and leaned her hand on grandma’s bunk.


  “We’re just entering the Straits,” she said.


  “Oh!”


  “It’s a fine night, but we’re rather empty. We may pitch a little.”


  And indeed at that moment the Picton boat rose and rose and hung in the air just long enough to give a shiver before she swung down again, and there was the sound of heavy water slapping against her sides. Fenella remembered she had left that swan-necked umbrella standing up on the little couch. If it fell over, would it break? But grandma remembered too, at the same time.


  “I wonder if you’d mind, stewardess, laying down my umbrella,” she whispered.


  “Not at all, Mrs. Crane.” And the stewardess, coming back to grandma breathed, “Your little granddaughter’s in such a beautiful sleep.”


  “God be praised for that!” said grandma.


  “Poor little motherless mite!” said the stewardess. And grandma was still telling the [194] stewardess all about what happened when Fenella fell asleep.


  But she hadn’t been asleep long enough to dream before she woke up again to see something waving in the air above her head. What was it? What could it be? It was a small grey foot. Now another joined it. They seemed to be feeling about for something; there came a sigh.


  “I’m awake, grandma,” said Fenella.


  “Oh, dear, am I near the ladder?” asked grandma. “I thought it was this end.”


  “No, grandma, it’s the other. I’ll put your foot on it. Are we there?” asked Fenella.


  “In the harbour,” said grandma. “We must get up, child. You’d better have a biscuit to steady yourself before you move.”


  But Fenella had hopped out of her bunk. The lamp was still burning, but night was over, and it was cold. Peering through that round eye, she could see far off some rocks. Now they were scattered over with foam; now a gull flipped by; and now there came a long piece of real land.


  “It’s land, grandma,” said Fenella, wonderingly, as though they had been at sea for weeks together. She hugged herself; she stood on one leg and rubbed it with the toes of the other foot; she was trembling. Oh, it had all been so sad lately. Was it going to change? But all her grandma said was, “Make haste, child. [195] I should leave your nice banana for the stewardess as you haven’t eaten it.” And Fenella put on her black clothes again, and a button sprang off one of her gloves and rolled to where she couldn’t reach it. They went up on deck.


  But if it had been cold in the cabin, on deck it was like ice. The sun was not up yet, but the stars were dim, and the cold pale sky was the same colour as the cold pale sea. On the land a white mist rose and fell. Now they could see quite plainly dark bush. Even the shapes of the umbrella ferns showed, and those strange silvery withered trees that are like skeletons…. Now they could see the landing-stage and some little houses, pale too, clustered together, like shells on the lid of a box. The other passengers tramped up and down, but more slowly than they had the night before, and they looked gloomy.


  And now the landing-stage came out to meet them. Slowly it swam towards the Picton boat, and a man holding a coil of rope, and a cart with a small drooping horse and another man sitting on the step, came too.


  “It’s Mr. Penreddy, Fenella, come for us,” said grandma. She sounded pleased. Her white waxen cheeks were blue with cold, her chin trembled, and she had to keep wiping her eyes and her little pink nose.


  “You’ve got my——”


  [196] “Yes, grandma.” Fenella showed it to her.


  The rope came flying through the air, and “smack” it fell on to the deck. The gangway was lowered. Again Fenella followed her grandma on to the wharf over to the little cart, and a moment later they were bowling away. The hooves of the little horse drummed over the wooden piles, then sank softly into the sandy road. Not a soul was to be seen; there was not even a feather of smoke. The mist rose and fell, and the sea still sounded asleep as slowly it turned on the beach.


  “I seen Mr. Crane yestiddy,” said Mr. Penreddy. “He looked himself then. Missus knocked him up a batch of scones last week.”


  And now the little horse pulled up before one of the shell-like houses. They got down. Fenella put her hand on the gate, and the big, trembling dew-drops soaked through her glove-tips. Up a little path of round white pebbles they went, with drenched sleeping flowers on either side. Grandma’s delicate white picotees were so heavy with dew that they were fallen, but their sweet smell was part of the cold morning. The blinds were down in the little house; they mounted the steps on to the verandah. A pair of old bluchers was on one side of the door, and a large red watering-can on the other.


  “Tut! tut! Your grandpa,” said grandma. She turned the handle. Not a sound. She [197] called, “Walter!” And immediately a deep voice that sounded half stifled called back, “Is that you, Mary?”


  “Wait, dear,” said grandma. “Go in there.” She pushed Fenella gently into a small dusky sitting-room.


  On the table a white cat, that had been folded up like a camel, rose, stretched itself, yawned, and then sprang on to the tips of its toes. Fenella buried one cold little hand in the white, warm fur, and smiled timidly while she stroked and listened to grandma’s gentle voice and the rolling tones of grandpa.


  A door creaked. “Come in, dear.” The old woman beckoned, Fenella followed. There, lying to one side of an immense bed, lay grandpa. Just his head with a white tuft, and his rosy face and long silver beard showed over the quilt. He was like a very old wide-awake bird.


  “Well, my girl!” said grandpa. “Give us a kiss!” Fenella kissed him. “Ugh!” said grandpa. “Her little nose is as cold as a button. What’s that she’s holding? Her grandma’s umbrella?”


  Fenella smiled again, and crooked the swan neck over the bed-rail. Above the bed there was a big text in a deep-black frame:—


  
    Lost! One Golden Hour


    Set with Sixty Diamond Minutes.


    No Reward Is Offered


    For It Is Gone For Ever!

  


  [198] “Yer grandma painted that,” said grandpa. And he ruffled his white tuft and looked at Fenella so merrily she almost thought he winked at her.


  [Sphere, December 24, 1921]


  []


  Miss Brill


  [199] Although it was so brilliantly fine—the blue sky powdered with gold and great spots of light like white wine splashed over the Jardins Publiques—Miss Brill was glad that she had decided on her fur. The air was motionless, but when you opened your mouth there was just a faint chill, like a chill from a glass of iced water before you sip, and now and again a leaf came drifting—from nowhere, from the sky. Miss Brill put up her hand and touched her fur. Dear little thing! It was nice to feel it again. She had taken it out of its box that afternoon, shaken out the moth-powder, given it a good brush, and rubbed the life back into the dim little eyes. “What has been happening to me?” said the sad little eyes. Oh, how sweet it was to see them snap at her again from the red eiderdown! … But the nose, which was of some black composition, wasn’t at all firm. It must have had a knock, somehow. Never mind—a little dab of black sealing-wax when [200] the time came—when it was absolutely necessary…. Little rogue! Yes, she really felt like that about it. Little rogue biting its tail just by her left ear. She could have taken it off and laid it on her lap and stroked it. She felt a tingling in her hands and arms, but that came from walking, she supposed. And when she breathed, something light and sad—no, not sad, exactly—something gentle seemed to move in her bosom.


  There were a number of people out this afternoon, far more than last Sunday. And the band sounded louder and gayer. That was because the Season had begun. For although the band played all the year round on Sundays, out of season it was never the same. It was like some one playing with only the family to listen; it didn’t care how it played if there weren’t any strangers present. Wasn’t the conductor wearing a new coat, too? She was sure it was new. He scraped with his foot and flapped his arms like a rooster about to crow, and the bandsmen sitting in the green rotunda blew out their cheeks and glared at the music. Now there came a little “flutey” bit—very pretty!—a little chain of bright drops. She was sure it would be repeated. It was; she lifted her head and smiled.


  Only two people shared her “special” seat: a fine old man in a velvet coat, his hands clasped over a huge carved walking-stick, [201] and a big old woman, sitting upright, with a roll of knitting on her embroidered apron. They did not speak. This was disappointing, for Miss Brill always looked forward to the conversation. She had become really quite expert, she thought, at listening as though she didn’t listen, at sitting in other people’s lives just for a minute while they talked round her.


  She glanced, sideways, at the old couple. Perhaps they would go soon. Last Sunday, too, hadn’t been as interesting as usual. An Englishman and his wife, he wearing a dreadful Panama hat and she button boots. And she’d gone on the whole time about how she ought to wear spectacles; she knew she needed them; but that it was no good getting any; they’d be sure to break and they’d never keep on. And he’d been so patient. He’d suggested everything—gold rims, the kind that curved round your ears, little pads inside the bridge. No, nothing would please her. “They’ll always be sliding down my nose!” Miss Brill had wanted to shake her.


  The old people sat on the bench, still as statues. Never mind, there was always the crowd to watch. To and fro, in front of the flower-beds and the band rotunda, the couples and groups paraded, stopped to talk, to greet, to buy a handful of flowers from the old beggar who had his tray fixed to the railings. [202] Little children ran among them, swooping and laughing; little boys with big white silk bows under their chins, little girls, little French dolls, dressed up in velvet and lace. And sometimes a tiny staggerer came suddenly rocking into the open from under the trees, stopped, stared, as suddenly sat down “flop,” until its small high-stepping mother, like a young hen, rushed scolding to its rescue. Other people sat on the benches and green chairs, but they were nearly always the same, Sunday after Sunday, and—Miss Brill had often noticed—there was something funny about nearly all of them. They were odd, silent, nearly all old, and from the way they stared they looked as though they’d just come from dark little rooms or even—even cupboards!


  Behind the rotunda the slender trees with yellow leaves down drooping, and through them just a line of sea, and beyond the blue sky with gold-veined clouds.


  Tum-tum-tum tiddle-um! tiddle-um! tum tiddley-um tum ta! blew the band.


  Two young girls in red came by and two young soldiers in blue met them, and they laughed and paired and went off arm-in-arm. Two peasant women with funny straw hats passed, gravely, leading beautiful smoke-coloured donkeys. A cold, pale nun hurried by. A beautiful woman came along and dropped her bunch of violets, and a little [203] boy ran after to hand them to her, and she took them and threw them away as if they’d been poisoned. Dear me! Miss Brill didn’t know whether to admire that or not! And now an ermine toque and a gentleman in grey met just in front of her. He was tall, stiff, dignified, and she was wearing the ermine toque she’d bought when her hair was yellow. Now everything, her hair, her face, even her eyes, was the same colour as the shabby ermine, and her hand, in its cleaned glove, lifted to dab her lips, was a tiny yellowish paw. Oh, she was so pleased to see him—delighted! She rather thought they were going to meet that afternoon. She described where she’d been—everywhere, here, there, along by the sea. The day was so charming—didn’t he agree? And wouldn’t he, perhaps? … But he shook his head, lighted a cigarette, slowly breathed a great deep puff into her face, and, even while she was still talking and laughing, flicked the match away and walked on. The ermine toque was alone; she smiled more brightly than ever. But even the band seemed to know what she was feeling and played more softly, played tenderly, and the drum beat, “The Brute! The Brute!” over and over. What would she do? What was going to happen now? But as Miss Brill wondered, the ermine toque turned, raised her hand as though she’d seen [204] someone else, much nicer, just over there, and pattered away. And the band changed again and played more quickly, more gaily than ever, and the old couple on Miss Brill’s seat got up and marched away, and such a funny old man with long whiskers hobbled along in time to the music and was nearly knocked over by four girls walking abreast.


  Oh, how fascinating it was! How she enjoyed it! How she loved sitting here, watching it all! It was like a play. It was exactly like a play. Who could believe the sky at the back wasn’t painted? But it wasn’t till a little brown dog trotted on solemn and then slowly trotted off, like a little “theatre” dog, a little dog that had been drugged, that Miss Brill discovered what it was that made it so exciting. They were all on the stage. They weren’t only the audience, not only looking on; they were acting. Even she had a part and came every Sunday. No doubt somebody would have noticed if she hadn’t been there; she was part of the performance after all. How strange she’d never thought of it like that before! And yet it explained why she made such a point of starting from home at just the same time each week—so as not to be late for the performance—and it also explained why she had quite a queer, shy feeling at telling her English pupils how she spent her Sunday afternoons. No wonder! [205] Miss Brill nearly laughed out loud. She was on the stage. She thought of the old invalid gentleman to whom she read the newspaper four afternoons a week while he slept in the garden. She had got quite used to the frail head on the cotton pillow, the hollowed eyes, the open mouth and the high pinched nose. If he’d been dead she mightn’t have noticed for weeks; she wouldn’t have minded. But suddenly he knew he was having the paper read to him by an actress! “An actress!” The old head lifted; two points of light quivered in the old eyes. “An actress—are ye?” And Miss Brill smoothed the newspaper as though it were the manuscript of her part and said gently: “Yes, I have been an actress for a long time.”


  The band had been having a rest. Now they started again. And what they played was warm, sunny, yet there was just a faint chill—a something what was it?—not sadness—no, not sadness—a something that made you want to sing. The tune lifted, lifted, the light shone; and it seemed to Miss Brill that in another moment all of them, all the whole company, would begin singing. The young ones, the laughing ones who were moving together, they would begin, and the men’s voices, very resolute and brave, would join them. And then she too, she too, and the others on the benches—they would come in [206] with a kind of accompaniment—something low, that scarcely rose or fell, something so beautiful—moving…. And Miss Brill’s eyes filled with tears and she looked smiling at all the other members of the company. Yes, we understand, we understand, she thought—though what they understood she didn’t know.


  Just at that moment a boy and a girl came and sat down where the old couple had been. They were beautifully dressed; they were in love. The hero and heroine, of course, just arrived from his father’s yacht. And still soundlessly singing, still with that trembling smile, Miss Brill prepared to listen.


  “No, not now,” said the girl. “Not here, I can’t.”


  “But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?” asked the boy. “Why does she come here at all—who wants her? Why doesn’t she keep her silly old mug at home?”


  “It’s her fu-fur which is so funny,” giggled the girl. “It’s exactly like a fried whiting.”


  “Ah, be off with you!” said the boy in an angry whisper. Then: “Tell me, ma petite chère——”


  “No, not here,” said the girl. “Not yet.”


  • • • • • •


  On her way home she usually bought a slice of honey-cake at the baker’s. It was her [207] Sunday treat. Sometimes there was an almond in her slice, sometimes not. It made a great difference. If there was an almond it was like carrying home a tiny present—a surprise—something that might very well not have been there. She hurried on the almond Sundays and struck the match for the kettle in quite a dashing way.


  But to-day she passed the baker’s by, climbed the stairs, went into the little dark room—her room like a cupboard—and sat down on the red eiderdown. She sat there for a long time. The box that the fur came out of was on the bed. She unclasped the necklet quickly; quickly, without looking, laid it inside. But when she put the lid on she thought she heard something crying.


  [Athenæum, November 26, 1920]


  []


  Her First Ball


  [208] Exactly when the ball began Leila would have found it hard to say. Perhaps her first real partner was the cab. It did not matter that she shared the cab with the Sheridan girls and their brother. She sat back in her own little corner of it, and the bolster on which her hand rested felt like the sleeve of an unknown young man’s dress suit; and away they bowled, past waltzing lamp-posts and houses and fences and trees.


  “Have you really never been to a ball before, Leila? But, my child, how too weird——” cried the Sheridan girls.


  “Our nearest neighbour was fifteen miles,” said Leila softly, gently opening and shutting her fan.


  Oh, dear, how hard it was to be indifferent like the others! She tried not to smile too much; she tried not to care. But every single thing was so new and exciting … Meg’s tuberoses, Jose’s long loop of amber, Laura’s little dark head, pushing above her white fur [209] like a flower through snow. She would remember for ever. It even gave her a pang to see her cousin Laurie throw away the wisps of tissue paper he pulled from the fastenings of his new gloves. She would like to have kept those wisps as a keepsake, as a remembrance. Laurie leaned forward and put his hand on Laura’s knee.


  “Look here, darling,” he said. “The third and the ninth as usual. Twig?”


  Oh, how marvellous to have a brother! In her excitement Leila felt that if there had been time, if it hadn’t been impossible, she couldn’t have helped crying because she was an only child, and no brother had ever said “Twig?” to her; no sister would ever say, as Meg said to Jose that moment, “I’ve never known your hair go up more successfully than it has to-night!”


  But, of course, there was no time. They were at the drill hall already; there were cabs in front of them and cabs behind. The road was bright on either side with moving fan-like lights, and on the pavement gay couples seemed to float through the air; little satin shoes chased each other like birds.


  “Hold on to me, Leila; you’ll get lost,” said Laura.


  “Come on, girls, let’s make a dash for it,” said Laurie.


  Leila put two fingers on Laura’s pink velvet cloak, and they were somehow lifted past the [210] big golden lantern, carried along the passage, and pushed into the little room marked “Ladies.” Here the crowd was so great there was hardly space to take off their things; the noise was deafening. Two benches on either side were stacked high with wraps. Two old women in white aprons ran up and down tossing fresh armfuls. And everybody was pressing forward trying to get at the little dressing-table and mirror at the far end.


  A great quivering jet of gas lighted the ladies’ room. It couldn’t wait; it was dancing already. When the door opened again and there came a burst of tuning from the drill hall, it leaped almost to the ceiling.


  Dark girls, fair girls were patting their hair, tying ribbons again, tucking handkerchiefs down the fronts of their bodices, smoothing marble-white gloves. And because they were all laughing it seemed to Leila that they were all lovely.


  “Aren’t there any invisible hair-pins?” cried a voice. “How most extraordinary! I can’t see a single invisible hair-pin.”


  “Powder my back, there’s a darling,” cried some one else.


  “But I must have a needle and cotton. I’ve torn simply miles and miles of the frill,” wailed a third.


  Then, “Pass them along, pass them along!” The straw basket of programmes was tossed [211] from arm to arm. Darling little pink-and-silver programmes, with pink pencils and fluffy tassels. Leila’s fingers shook as she took one out of the basket. She wanted to ask some one, “Am I meant to have one too?” but she had just time to read: “Waltz 3. Two, Two in a Canoe. Polka 4. Making the Feathers Fly,” when Meg cried, “Ready, Leila?” and they pressed their way through the crush in the passage towards the big double doors of the drill hall.


  Dancing had not begun yet, but the band had stopped tuning, and the noise was so great it seemed that when it did begin to play it would never be heard. Leila, pressing close to Meg, looking over Meg’s shoulder, felt that even the little quivering coloured flags strung across the ceiling were talking. She quite forgot to be shy; she forgot how in the middle of dressing she had sat down on the bed with one shoe off and one shoe on and begged her mother to ring up her cousins and say she couldn’t go after all. And the rush of longing she had had to be sitting on the verandah of their forsaken up-country home, listening to the baby owls crying “More pork” in the moonlight, was changed to a rush of joy so sweet that it was hard to bear alone. She clutched her fan, and, gazing at the gleaming, golden floor, the azaleas, the lanterns, the stage at one end with its red carpet and gilt [212] chairs and the band in a corner, she thought breathlessly, “How heavenly; how simply heavenly!”


  All the girls stood grouped together at one side of the doors, the men at the other, and the chaperones in dark dresses, smiling rather foolishly, walked with little careful steps over the polished floor towards the stage.


  “This is my little country cousin Leila. Be nice to her. Find her partners; she’s under my wing,” said Meg, going up to one girl after another.


  Strange faces smiled at Leila—sweetly, vaguely. Strange voices answered, “Of course, my dear.” But Leila felt the girls didn’t really see her. They were looking towards the men. Why didn’t the men begin? What were they waiting for? There they stood, smoothing their gloves, patting their glossy hair and smiling among themselves. Then, quite suddenly, as if they had only just made up their minds that that was what they had to do, the men came gliding over the parquet. There was a joyful flutter among the girls. A tall, fair man flew up to Meg, seized her programme, scribbled something; Meg passed him on to Leila. “May I have the pleasure?” He ducked and smiled. There came a dark man wearing an eyeglass, then cousin Laurie with a friend, and Laura with a little freckled fellow whose tie was crooked. Then quite an [213] old man—fat, with a big bald patch on his head—took her programme and murmured, “Let me see, let me see!” And he was a long time comparing his programme, which looked black with names, with hers. It seemed to give him so much trouble that Leila was ashamed. “Oh, please don’t bother,” she said eagerly. But instead of replying the fat man wrote something, glanced at her again. “Do I remember this bright little face?” he said softly. “Is it known to me of yore?” At that moment the band began playing; the fat man disappeared. He was tossed away on a great wave of music that came flying over the gleaming floor, breaking the groups up into couples, scattering them, sending them spinning….


  Leila had learned to dance at boarding school. Every Saturday afternoon the boarders were hurried off to a little corrugated iron mission hall where Miss Eccles (of London) held her “select” classes. But the difference between that dusty-smelling hall—with calico texts on the walls, the poor terrified little woman in a brown velvet toque with rabbit’s ears thumping the cold piano, Miss Eccles poking the girls’ feet with her long white wand—and this was so tremendous that Leila was sure if her partner didn’t come and she had to listen to that marvellous music and to watch the others sliding, gliding over the golden floor, she would die at least, or faint, or lift her arms and fly out of one [214] of those dark windows that showed the stars.


  “Ours, I think——” Some one bowed, smiled, and offered her his arm; she hadn’t to die after all. Some one’s hand pressed her waist, and she floated away like a flower that is tossed into a pool.


  “Quite a good floor, isn’t it?” drawled a faint voice close to her ear.


  “I think it’s most beautifully slippery,” said Leila.


  “Pardon!” The faint voice sounded surprised. Leila said it again. And there was a tiny pause before the voice echoed, “Oh, quite!” and she was swung round again.


  He steered so beautifully. That was the great difference between dancing with girls and men, Leila decided. Girls banged into each other, and stamped on each other’s feet; the girl who was gentleman always clutched you so.


  The azaleas were separate flowers no longer; they were pink and white flags streaming by.


  “Were you at the Bells’ last week?” the voice came again. It sounded tired. Leila wondered whether she ought to ask him if he would like to stop.


  “No, this is my first dance,” said she.


  Her partner gave a little gasping laugh. “Oh, I say,” he protested.


  “Yes, it is really the first dance I’ve ever been to.” Leila was most fervent. It was such a relief to be able to tell somebody. [215] “You see, I’ve lived in the country all my life up till now….”


  At that moment the music stopped, and they went to sit on two chairs against the wall. Leila tucked her pink satin feet under and fanned herself, while she blissfully watched the other couples passing and disappearing through the swing doors.


  “Enjoying yourself, Leila?” asked Jose, nodding her golden head.


  Laura passed and gave her the faintest little wink; it made Leila wonder for a moment whether she was quite grown up after all. Certainly her partner did not say very much. He coughed, tucked his handkerchief away, pulled down his waistcoat, took a minute thread off his sleeve. But it didn’t matter. Almost immediately the band started, and her second partner seemed to spring from the ceiling.


  “Floor’s not bad,” said the new voice. Did one always begin with the floor? And then, “Were you at the Neaves’ on Tuesday?” And again Leila explained. Perhaps it was a little strange that her partners were not more interested. For it was thrilling. Her first ball! She was only at the beginning of everything. It seemed to her that she had never known what the night was like before. Up till now it had been dark, silent, beautiful very often—oh, yes—but mournful somehow. Solemn. [216] And now it would never be like that again—it had opened dazzling bright.


  “Care for an ice?” said her partner. And they went through the swing doors, down the passage, to the supper room. Her cheeks burned, she was fearfully thirsty. How sweet the ices looked on little glass plates, and how cold the frosted spoon was, iced too! And when they came back to the hall there was the fat man waiting for her by the door. It gave her quite a shock again to see how old he was; he ought to have been on the stage with the fathers and mothers. And when Leila compared him with her other partners he looked shabby. His waistcoat was creased, there was a button off his glove, his coat looked as if it was dusty with French chalk.


  “Come along, little lady,” said the fat man. He scarcely troubled to clasp her, and they moved away so gently, it was more like walking than dancing. But he said not a word about the floor. “Your first dance, isn’t it?” he murmured.


  “How did you know?”


  “Ah,” said the fat man, “that’s what it is to be old!” He wheezed faintly as he steered her past an awkward couple. “You see, I’ve been doing this kind of thing for the last thirty years.”


  “Thirty years?” cried Leila. Twelve years before she was born!


  [217] “It hardly bears thinking about, does it?” said the fat man gloomily. Leila looked at his bald head, and she felt quite sorry for him.


  “I think it’s marvellous to be still going on,” she said kindly.


  “Kind little lady,” said the fat man, and he pressed her a little closer, and hummed a bar of the waltz. “Of course,” he said, “you can’t hope to last anything like as long as that. No-o,” said the fat man, “long before that you’ll be sitting up there on the stage, looking on, in your nice black velvet. And these pretty arms will have turned into little short fat ones, and you’ll beat time with such a different kind of fan—a black bony one.” The fat man seemed to shudder. “And you’ll smile away like the poor old dears up there, and point to your daughter, and tell the elderly lady next to you how some dreadful man tried to kiss her at the club ball. And your heart will ache, ache”—the fat man squeezed her closer still, as if he really was sorry for that poor heart—“because no one wants to kiss you now. And you’ll say how unpleasant these polished floors are to walk on, how dangerous they are. Eh, Mademoiselle Twinkletoes?” said the fat man softly.


  Leila gave a light little laugh, but she did not feel like laughing. Was it—could it all be true? It sounded terribly true. Was this first ball only the beginning of her last ball [218] after all? At that the music seemed to change; it sounded sad, sad; it rose upon a great sigh. Oh, how quickly things changed! Why didn’t happiness last for ever? For ever wasn’t a bit too long.


  “I want to stop,” she said in a breathless voice. The fat man led her to the door.


  “No,” she said, “I won’t go outside. I won’t sit down. I’ll just stand here, thank you.” She leaned against the wall, tapping with her foot, pulling up her gloves and trying to smile. But deep inside her a little girl threw her pinafore over her head and sobbed. Why had he spoiled it all?


  “I say, you know,” said the fat man, “you mustn’t take me seriously, little lady.”


  “As if I should!” said Leila, tossing her small dark head and sucking her underlip….


  Again the couples paraded. The swing doors opened and shut. Now new music was given out by the bandmaster. But Lelia didn’t want to dance any more. She wanted to be home, or sitting on the verandah listening to those baby owls. When she looked through the dark windows at the stars, they had long beams like wings….


  But presently a soft, melting, ravishing tune began, and a young man with curly hair bowed before her. She would have to dance, out of politeness, until she could find Meg. Very stiffly she walked into the middle; very [219] haughtily she put her hand on his sleeve. But in one minute, in one turn, her feet glided, glided. The lights, the azaleas, the dresses, the pink faces, the velvet chairs, all became one beautiful flying wheel. And when her next partner bumped her into the fat man and he said, “Pardon,” she smiled at him more radiantly than ever. She didn’t even recognize him again.


  [Sphere, November 28, 1921]


  []


  The Singing Lesson


  [220] With despair—cold, sharp despair—buried deep in her heart like a wicked knife, Miss Meadows, in cap and gown and carrying a little baton, trod the cold corridors that led to the music hall. Girls of all ages, rosy from the air, and bubbling over with that gleeful excitement that comes from running to school on a fine autumn morning, hurried, skipped, fluttered by; from the hollow class-rooms came a quick drumming of voices; a bell rang; a voice like a bird cried, “Muriel.” And then there came from the staircase a tremendous knock-knock-knocking. Some one had dropped her dumbbells.


  The Science Mistress stopped Miss Meadows.


  “Good mor-ning,” she cried, in her sweet, affected drawl. “Isn’t it cold? It might be win-ter.”


  Miss Meadows, hugging the knife, stared in hatred at the Science Mistress. Everything about her was sweet, pale, like honey. You would not have been surprised to see a [221] bee caught in the tangles of that yellow hair.


  “It is rather sharp,” said Miss Meadows, grimly.


  The other smiled her sugary smile.


  “You look fro-zen,” said she. Her blue eyes opened wide; there came a mocking light in them. (Had she noticed anything?)


  “Oh, not quite as bad as that,” said Miss Meadows, and she gave the Science Mistress, in exchange for her smile, a quick grimace and passed on….


  Forms Four, Five, and Six were assembled in the music hall. The noise was deafening. On the platform, by the piano, stood Mary Beazley, Miss Meadow’s favourite, who played accompaniments. She was turning the music stool. When she saw Miss Meadows she gave a loud, warning “Sh-sh! girls!” and Miss Meadows, her hands thrust in her sleeves, the baton under her arm, strode down the centre aisle, mounted the steps, turned sharply, seized the brass music stand, planted it in front of her, and gave two sharp taps with her baton for silence.


  “Silence, please! Immediately!” and, looking at nobody, her glance swept over that sea of coloured flannel blouses, with bobbing pink faces and hands, quivering butterfly hair-bows, and music-books outspread. She knew perfectly well what they were thinking. “Meady is in a wax.” Well, let them think it! Her [222] eyelids quivered; she tossed her head, defying them. What could the thoughts of those creatures matter to some one who stood there bleeding to death, pierced to the heart, to the heart, by such a letter——


  … “I feel more and more strongly that our marriage would be a mistake. Not that I do not love you. I love you as much as it is possible for me to love any woman, but, truth to tell, I have come to the conclusion that I am not a marrying man, and the idea of settling down fills me with nothing but——” and the word “disgust” was scratched out lightly and “regret” written over the top.


  Basil! Miss Meadows stalked over to the piano. And Mary Beazley, who was waiting for this moment, bent forward; her curls fell over her cheeks while she breathed, “Good morning, Miss Meadows,” and she motioned towards rather than handed to her mistress a beautiful yellow chrysanthemum. This little ritual of the flower had been gone through for ages and ages, quite a term and a half. It was as much part of the lesson as opening the piano. But this morning, instead of taking it up, instead of tucking it into her belt while she leant over Mary and said, “Thank you, Mary. How very nice! Turn to page thirty-two,” what was Mary’s horror when Miss Meadows totally ignored the chrysanthemum, made no reply to her greeting, but said in a voice of ice, “Page [223] fourteen, please, and mark the accents well.”


  Staggering moment! Mary blushed until the tears stood in her eyes, but Miss Meadows was gone back to the music stand; her voice rang through the music hall.


  “Page fourteen. We will begin with page fourteen. ‘A Lament.’ Now, girls, you ought to know it by this time. We shall take it all together; not in parts, all together. And without expression. Sing it, though, quite simply, beating time with the left hand.”


  She raised the baton; she tapped the music-stand twice. Down came Mary on the opening chord; down came all those left hands, beating the air, and in chimed those young, mournful voices:—


  
    Fast! Ah, too Fast Fade the Ro-o-ses of Pleasure;


    Soon Autumn yields unto Wi-i-nter Drear.


    Fleetly! Ah, Fleetly Mu-u-sic’s Gay Measure


    Passes away from the Listening Ear.

  


  Good Heavens, what could be more tragic than that lament! Every note was a sigh, a sob, a groan of awful mournfulness. Miss Meadows lifted her arms in the wide gown and began conducting with both hands. “… I feel more and more strongly that our marriage would be a mistake …” she beat. And the voices cried: Fleetly! Ah, Fleetly. What could have possessed him to write such a letter! What could have led up [224] to it! It came out of nothing. His last letter had been all about a fumed-oak bookcase he had bought for “our” books, and a “natty little hall-stand” he had seen, “a very neat affair with a carved owl on a bracket, holding three hat-brushes in its claws.” How she had smiled at that! So like a man to think one needed three hat-brushes! From the Listening Ear, sang the voices.


  “Once again,” said Miss Meadows. “But this time in parts. Still without expression.” Fast! Ah, too Fast. With the gloom of the contraltos added, one could scarcely help shuddering. Fade the Roses of Pleasure. Last time he had come to see her, Basil had worn a rose in his buttonhole. How handsome he had looked in that bright blue suit, with that dark red rose! And he knew it, too. He couldn’t help knowing it. First he stroked his hair, then his moustache; his teeth gleamed when he smiled.


  “The headmaster’s wife keeps on asking me to dinner. It’s a perfect nuisance. I never get an evening to myself in that place.”


  “But can’t you refuse?”


  “Oh, well, it doesn’t do for a man in my position to be unpopular.”


  Music’s Gay Measure, wailed the voices. The willow trees, outside the high, narrow windows, waved in the wind. They had lost half their leaves. The tiny ones that clung wriggled [225] like fishes caught on a line. “… I am not a marrying man….” The voices were silent; the piano waited.


  “Quite good,” said Miss Meadows, but still in such a strange, stony tone that the younger girls began to feel positively frightened. “But now that we know it, we shall take it with expression. As much expression as you can put into it. Think of the words, girls. Use your imaginations. Fast! Ah, too Fast,” cried Miss Meadows. “That ought to break out—a loud, strong forte—a lament. And then in the second line, Winter Drear, make that Drear sound as if a cold wind were blowing through it. Dre-ear!” said she so awfully that Mary Beazley, on the music stool, wriggled her spine. “The third line should be one crescendo. Fleetly! Ah, Fleetly Music’s Gay Measure. Breaking on the first word of the last line, Passes. And then on the word, Away, you must begin to die … to fade … until The Listening Ear is nothing more than a faint whisper…. You can slow down as much as you like almost on the last line. Now, please.”


  Again the two light taps; she lifted her arms again. Fast! Ah, too Fast. “… and the idea of settling down fills me with nothing but disgust——” Disgust was what he had written. That was as good as to say their engagement was definitely broken off. Broken [226] off! Their engagement! People had been surprised enough that she had got engaged. The Science Mistress would not believe it at first. But nobody had been as surprised as she. She was thirty. Basil was twenty-five. It had been a miracle, simply a miracle, to hear him say, as they walked home from church that very dark night, “You know, somehow or other, I’ve got fond of you.” And he had taken hold of the end of her ostrich feather boa. Passes away from the Listening Ear.


  “Repeat! Repeat!” said Miss Meadows. “More expression, girls! Once more!”


  Fast! Ah, too Fast. The older girls were crimson; some of the younger ones began to cry. Big spots of rain blew against the windows, and one could hear the willows whispering, “… not that I do not love you….”


  “But, my darling, if you love me,” thought Miss Meadows, “I don’t mind how much it is. Love me as little as you like.” But she knew he didn’t love her. Not to have cared enough to scratch out that word “disgust,” so that she couldn’t read it! Soon Autumn yields unto Winter Drear. She would have to leave the school, too. She could never face the Science Mistress or the girls after it got known. She would have to disappear somewhere. Passes away. The voices began to die, to fade, to whisper … to vanish….


  Suddenly the door opened. A little girl in [227] blue walked fussily up the aisle, hanging her head, biting her lips, and twisting the silver bangle on her red little wrist. She came up the steps and stood before Miss Meadows.


  “Well, Monica, what is it?”


  “Oh, if you please, Miss Meadows,” said the little girl, gasping, “Miss Wyatt wants to see you in the mistress’s room.”


  “Very well,” said Miss Meadows. And she called to the girls, “I shall put you on your honour to talk quietly while I am away.” But they were too subdued to do anything else. Most of them were blowing their noses.


  The corridors were silent and cold; they echoed to Miss Meadows’ steps. The head mistress sat at her desk. For a moment she did not look up. She was as usual disentangling her eyeglasses, which had got caught in her lace tie. “Sit down, Miss Meadows,” she said very kindly. And then she picked up a pink envelope from the blotting-pad. “I sent for you just now because this telegram has come for you.”


  “A telegram for me, Miss Wyatt?”


  Basil! He had committed suicide, decided Miss Meadows. Her hand flew out, but Miss Wyatt held the telegram back a moment. “I hope it’s not bad news,” she said, no more than kindly. And Miss Meadows tore it open.


  “Pay no attention to letter must have been mad bought hat-stand to-day Pasil,” she [228] read. She couldn’t take her eyes off the telegram.


  “I do hope it’s nothing very serious,” said Miss Wyatt, leaning forward.


  “Oh, no, thank you, Miss Wyatt,” blushed Miss Meadows. “It’s nothing bad at all. It’s”—and she gave an apologetic little laugh—“it’s from my fiancé saying that … saying that——” There was a pause. “I see,” said Miss Wyatt. And another pause. Then——“You’ve fifteen minutes more of your class, Miss Meadows, haven’t you?”


  “Yes, Miss Wyatt.” She got up. She half ran towards the door.


  “Oh, just one minute, Miss Meadows,” said Miss Wyatt. “I must say I don’t approve of my teachers having telegrams sent to them in school hours, unless in case of very bad news, such as death,” explained Miss Wyatt, “or a very serious accident, or something to that effect. Good news, Miss Meadows, will always keep, you know.”


  On the wings of hope, of love, of joy, Miss Meadows sped back to the music hall, up the aisle, up the steps, over to the piano.


  “Page thirty-two, Mary,” she said, “page thirty-two,” and, picking up the yellow chrysanthemum, she held it to her lips to hide her smile. Then she turned to the girls, rapped with her baton: “Page thirty-two, girls. Page thirty-two.”


  
    [229] We come here To-day with Flowers o’erladen,


    With Baskets of Fruit and Ribbons to boot,


    To-oo Congratulate …

  


  “Stop! Stop!” cried Miss Meadows. “This is awful. This is dreadful.” And she beamed at her girls. “What’s the matter with you all? Think, girls, think of what you’re singing. Use your imaginations. With Flowers o’erladen. Baskets of Fruit and Ribbons to boot. And Congratulate.” Miss Meadows broke off. “Don’t look so doleful, girls. It ought to sound warm, joyful, eager. Congratulate. Once more. Quickly. All together. Now then!”


  And this time Miss Meadows’ voice sounded over all the other voices—full, deep, glowing with expression.


  [Sphere, April 23, 1921]


  []


  The Stranger


  [230] It seemed to the little crowd on the wharf that she was never going to move again. There she lay, immense, motionless on the grey crinkled water, a loop of smoke above her, an immense flock of gulls screaming and diving after the galley droppings at the stern. You could just see little couples parading—little flies walking up and down the dish on the grey crinkled tablecloth. Other flies clustered and swarmed at the edge. Now there was a gleam of white on the lower deck—the cook’s apron or the stewardess perhaps. Now a tiny black spider raced up the ladder on to the bridge.


  In the front of the crowd a strong-looking, middle-aged man, dressed very well, very snugly in a grey overcoat, grey silk scarf, thick gloves and dark felt hat, marched up and down, twirling his folded umbrella. He seemed to be the leader of the little crowd on the wharf and at the same time to keep them together. He was something between the sheep-dog and the shepherd.


  [231] But what a fool—what a fool he had been not to bring any glasses! There wasn’t a pair of glasses between the whole lot of them.


  “Curious thing, Mr. Scott, that none of us thought of glasses. We might have been able to stir ’em up a bit. We might have managed a little signalling. Don’t hesitate to land. Natives harmless. Or: A welcome awaits you. All is forgiven. What? Eh?”


  Mr. Hammond’s quick, eager glance, so nervous and yet so friendly and confiding, took in everybody on the wharf, roped in even those old chaps lounging against the gangways. They knew, every man-jack of them, that Mrs. Hammond was on that boat, and he was so tremendously excited it never entered his head not to believe that this marvellous fact meant something to them too. It warmed his heart towards them. They were, he decided, as decent a crowd of people—— Those old chaps over by the gangways, too—fine, solid old chaps. What chests—by Jove! And he squared his own, plunged his thick-gloved hands into his pockets, rocked from heel to toe.


  “Yes, my wife’s been in Europe for the last ten months. On a visit to our eldest girl, who was married last year. I brought her up here, as far as Crawford, myself. So I thought I’d better come and fetch her back. Yes, yes, yes.” The shrewd grey eyes narrowed again [232] and searched anxiously, quickly, the motionless liner. Again his overcoat was unbuttoned. Out came the thin, butter-yellow watch again, and for the twentieth—fiftieth—hundredth time he made the calculation.


  “Let me see, now. It was two fifteen when the doctor’s launch went off. Two fifteen. It is now exactly twenty-eight minutes past four. That is to say, the doctor’s been gone two hours and thirteen minutes. Two hours and thirteen minutes! Whee-ooh!” He gave a queer little half-whistle and snapped his watch to again. “But I think we should have been told if there was anything up—don’t you, Mr. Gaven?”


  “Oh, yes, Mr. Hammond! I don’t think there’s anything to—anything to worry about,” said Mr. Gaven, knocking out his pipe against the heel of his shoe. “At the same time——”


  “Quite so! Quite so!” cried Mr. Hammond. “Dashed annoying!” He paced quickly up and down and came back again to his stand between Mr. and Mrs. Scott and Mr. Gaven. “It’s getting quite dark, too,” and he waved his folded umbrella as though the dusk at least might have had the decency to keep off for a bit. But the dusk came slowly, spreading like a slow stain over the water. Little Jean Scott dragged at her mother’s hand.


  “I wan’ my tea, mammy!” she wailed.


  [233] “I expect you do,” said Mr. Hammond. “I expect all these ladies want their tea.” And his kind, flushed, almost pitiful glance roped them all in again. He wondered whether Janey was having a final cup of tea in the saloon out there. He hoped so; he thought not. It would be just like her not to leave the deck. In that case perhaps the deck steward would bring her up a cup. If he’d been there he’d have got it for her—somehow. And for a moment he was on deck, standing over her, watching her little hand fold round the cup in the way she had, while she drank the only cup of tea to be got on board…. But now he was back here, and the Lord only knew when that cursed Captain would stop hanging about in the stream. He took another turn, up and down, up and down. He walked as far as the cab-stand to make sure his driver hadn’t disappeared; back he swerved again to the little flock huddled in the shelter of the banana crates. Little Jean Scott was still wanting her tea. Poor little beggar! He wished he had a bit of chocolate on him.


  “Here, Jean!” he said. “Like a lift up?” And easily, gently, he swung the little girl on to a higher barrel. The movement of holding her, steadying her, relieved him wonderfully, lightened his heart.


  “Hold on,” he said, keeping an arm round [234] her.


  “Oh, don’t worry about Jean, Mr. Hammond!” said Mrs. Scott.


  “That’s all right, Mrs. Scott. No trouble. It’s a pleasure. Jean’s a little pal of mine, aren’t you, Jean?”


  “Yes, Mr. Hammond,” said Jean, and she ran her finger down the dent of his felt hat.


  But suddenly she caught him by the ear and gave a loud scream. “Lo-ok, Mr. Hammond! She’s moving! Look, she’s coming in!”


  By Jove! So she was. At last! She was slowly, slowly turning round. A bell sounded far over the water and a great spout of steam gushed into the air. The gulls rose; they fluttered away like bits of white paper. And whether that deep throbbing was her engines or his heart Mr. Hammond couldn’t say. He had to nerve himself to bear it, whatever it was. At that moment old Captain Johnson, the harbour-master, came striding down the wharf, a leather portfolio under his arm.


  “Jean’ll be all right,” said Mr. Scott. “I’ll hold her.” He was just in time. Mr. Hammond had forgotten about Jean. He sprang away to greet old Captain Johnson.


  “Well, Captain,” the eager, nervous voice rang out again, “you’ve taken pity on us at last.”


  “It’s no good blaming me, Mr. Hammond,” wheezed old Captain Johnson, staring at the [235] liner. “You got Mrs. Hammond on board, ain’t yer?”


  “Yes, yes!” said Hammond, and he kept by the harbour-master’s side. “Mrs. Hammond’s there. Hul-lo! We shan’t be long now!”


  With her telephone ring-ringing, the thrum of her screw filling the air, the big liner bore down on them, cutting sharp through the dark water so that big white shavings curled to either side. Hammond and the harbour-master kept in front of the rest. Hammond took off his hat; he raked the decks—they were crammed with passengers; he waved his hat and bawled a loud, strange “Hul-lo!” across the water, and then turned round and burst out laughing and said something—nothing—to old Captain Johnson.


  “Seen her?” asked the harbour-master.


  “No, not yet. Steady—wait a bit!” And suddenly, between two great clumsy idiots—“Get out of the way there!” he signed with his umbrella—he saw a hand raised—a white glove shaking a handkerchief. Another moment, and—thank God, thank God!—there she was. There was Janey. There was Mrs. Hammond, yes, yes, yes—standing by the rail and smiling and nodding and waving her handkerchief.


  “Well, that’s first class—first class! Well, well, well!” He positively stamped. Like [236] lightning he drew out his cigar-case and offered it to old Captain Johnson. “Have a cigar, Captain! They’re pretty good. Have a couple! Here”—and he pressed all the cigars in the case on the harbour-master—“I’ve a couple of boxes up at the hotel.”


  “Thenks, Mr. Hammond!” wheezed old Captain Johnson.


  Hammond stuffed the cigar-case back. His hands were shaking, but he’d got hold of himself again. He was able to face Janey. There she was, leaning on the rail, talking to some woman and at the same time watching him, ready for him. It struck him, as the gulf of water closed, how small she looked on that huge ship. His heart was wrung with such a spasm that he could have cried out. How little she looked to have come all that long way and back by herself! Just like her, though. Just like Janey. She had the courage of a—— And now the crew had come forward and parted the passengers; they had lowered the rails for the gangways.


  The voices on shore and the voices on board flew to greet each other.


  “All well?”


  “All well.”


  “How’s mother?”


  “Much better.”


  “Hullo, Jean!”


  “Hillo, Aun’ Emily!”


  [237] “Had a good voyage?”


  “Splendid!”


  “Shan’t be long now!”


  “Not long now.”


  The engines stopped. Slowly she edged to the wharf-side.


  “Make way there—make way—make way!” And the wharf hands brought the heavy gangways along at a sweeping run. Hammond signed to Janey to stay where she was. The old harbour-master stepped forward; he followed. As to “ladies first,” or any rot like that, it never entered his head.


  “After you, Captain!” he cried genially. And, treading on the old man’s heels, he strode up the gangway on to the deck in a bee-line to Janey, and Janey was clasped in his arms.


  “Well, well, well! Yes, yes! Here we are at last!” he stammered. It was all he could say. And Janey emerged, and her cool little voice—the only voice in the world for him—said,


  “Well, darling! Have you been waiting long?”


  No; not long. Or, at any rate, it didn’t matter. It was over now. But the point was, he had a cab waiting at the end of the wharf. Was she ready to go off? Was her luggage ready? In that case they could cut off sharp with her cabin luggage and let the rest go hang until to-morrow. He bent over [238] her and she looked up with her familiar half-smile. She was just the same. Not a day changed. Just as he’d always known her. She laid her small hand on his sleeve.


  “How are the children, John?” she asked.


  (Hang the children!) “Perfectly well. Never better in their lives.”


  “Haven’t they sent me letters?”


  “Yes, yes—of course! I’ve left them at the hotel for you to digest later on.”


  “We can’t go quite so fast,” said she. “I’ve got people to say good-bye to—and then there’s the Captain.” As his face fell she gave his arm a small understanding squeeze. “If the Captain comes off the bridge I want you to thank him for having looked after your wife so beautifully.” Well, he’d got her. If she wanted another ten minutes—— As he gave way she was surrounded. The whole first-class seemed to want to say good-bye to Janey.


  “Good-bye, dear Mrs. Hammond! And next time you’re in Sydney I’ll expect you.”


  “Darling Mrs. Hammond! You won’t forget to write to me, will you?”


  “Well, Mrs. Hammond, what this boat would have been without you!”


  It was as plain as a pikestaff that she was by far the most popular woman on board. And she took it all—just as usual. Absolutely composed. Just her little self—just Janey all over; standing there with her veil thrown [239] back. Hammond never noticed what his wife had on. It was all the same to him whatever she wore. But to-day he did notice that she wore a black “costume”—didn’t they call it?—with white frills, trimmings he supposed they were, at the neck and sleeves. All this while Janey handed him round.


  “John, dear!” And then: “I want to introduce you to——”


  Finally they did escape, and she led the way to her state-room. To follow Janey down the passage that she knew so well—that was so strange to him; to part the green curtains after her and to step into the cabin that had been hers gave him exquisite happiness. But—confound it!—the stewardess was there on the floor, strapping up the rugs.


  “That’s the last, Mrs. Hammond,” said the stewardess, rising and pulling down her cuffs.


  He was introduced again, and then Janey and the stewardess disappeared into the passage. He heard whisperings. She was getting the tipping business over, he supposed. He sat down on the striped sofa and took his hat off. There were the rugs she had taken with her; they looked good as new. All her luggage looked fresh, perfect. The labels were written in her beautiful little clear hand—“Mrs. John Hammond.”


  “Mrs. John Hammond!” He gave a long [240] sigh of content and leaned back, crossing his arms. The strain was over. He felt he could have sat there for ever sighing his relief—the relief at being rid of that horrible tug, pull, grip on his heart. The danger was over. That was the feeling. They were on dry land again.


  But at that moment Janey’s head came round the corner.


  “Darling—do you mind? I just want to go and say good-bye to the doctor.”


  Hammond started up. “I’ll come with you.”


  “No, no!” she said. “Don’t bother. I’d rather not. I’ll not be a minute.”


  And before he could answer she was gone. He had half a mind to run after her; but instead he sat down again.


  Would she really not be long? What was the time now? Out came the watch; he stared at nothing. That was rather queer of Janey, wasn’t it? Why couldn’t she have told the stewardess to say good-bye for her? Why did she have to go chasing after the ship’s doctor? She could have sent a note from the hotel even if the affair had been urgent. Urgent? Did it—could it mean that she had been ill on the voyage—she was keeping something from him? That was it! He seized his hat. He was going off to find that fellow and to wring the truth out of him at all costs. He thought he’d noticed just something. [241] She was just a touch too calm—too steady. From the very first moment——


  The curtains rang. Janey was back. He jumped to his feet.


  “Janey, have you been ill on this voyage? You have!”


  “Ill?” Her airy little voice mocked him. She stepped over the rugs, came up close, touched his breast, and looked up at him.


  “Darling,” she said, “don’t frighten me. Of course I haven’t! Whatever makes you think I have? Do I look ill?”


  But Hammond didn’t see her. He only felt that she was looking at him and that there was no need to worry about anything. She was here to look after things. It was all right. Everything was.


  The gentle pressure of her hand was so calming that he put his over hers to hold it there. And she said:


  “Stand still. I want to look at you. I haven’t seen you yet. You’ve had your beard beautifully trimmed, and you look—younger, I think, and decidedly thinner! Bachelor life agrees with you.”


  “Agrees with me!” He groaned for love and caught her close again. And again, as always, he had the feeling he was holding something that never was quite his—his. Something too delicate, too precious, that would fly away once he let go.


  [242] “For God’s sake let’s get off to the hotel so that we can be by ourselves!” And he rang the bell hard for some one to look sharp with the luggage.


  • • • • • •


  Walking down the wharf together she took his arm. He had her on his arm again. And the difference it made to get into the cab after Janey—to throw the red-and-yellow striped blanket round them both—to tell the driver to hurry because neither of them had had any tea. No more going without his tea or pouring out his own. She was back. He turned to her, squeezed her hand, and said gently, teasingly, in the “special” voice he had for her: “Glad to be home again, dearie?” She smiled; she didn’t even bother to answer, but gently she drew his hand away as they came to the brighter streets.


  “We’ve got the best room in the hotel,” he said. “I wouldn’t be put off with another. And I asked the chambermaid to put in a bit of a fire in case you felt chilly. She’s a nice, attentive girl. And I thought now we were here we wouldn’t bother to go home to-morrow, but spend the day looking round and leave the morning after. Does that suit you? There’s no hurry, is there? The children will have you soon enough…. I thought a day’s sight-seeing might make a nice break in your journey—eh, Janey?”


  [243] “Have you taken the tickets for the day after?” she asked.


  “I should think I have!” He unbuttoned his overcoat and took out his bulging pocket-book. “Here we are! I reserved a first-class carriage to Salisbury. There it is—‘Mr. and Mrs. John Hammond.’ I thought we might as well do ourselves comfortably, and we don’t want other people butting in, do we? But if you’d like to stop here a bit longer——?”


  “Oh, no!” said Janey quickly. “Not for the world! The day after to-morrow, then. And the children——”


  But they had reached the hotel. The manager was standing in the broad, brilliantly-lighted porch. He came down to greet them. A porter ran from the hall for their boxes.


  “Well, Mr. Arnold, here’s Mrs. Hammond at last!”


  The manager led them through the hall himself and pressed the elevator-bell. Hammond knew there were business pals of his sitting at the little hall tables having a drink before dinner. But he wasn’t going to risk interruption; he looked neither to the right nor the left. They could think what they pleased. If they didn’t understand, the more fools they—and he stepped out of the lift, unlocked the door of their room, and shepherded Janey in. The door shut. Now, at last, they were alone together. He turned [244] up the light. The curtains were drawn; the fire blazed. He flung his hat on to the huge bed and went towards her.


  But—would you believe it!—again they were interrupted. This time it was the porter with the luggage. He made two journeys of it, leaving the door open in between, taking his time, whistling through his teeth in the corridor. Hammond paced up and down the room, tearing off his gloves, tearing off his scarf. Finally he flung his overcoat on to the bedside.


  At last the fool was gone. The door clicked. Now they were alone. Said Hammond: “I feel I’ll never have you to myself again. These cursed people! Janey”—and he bent his flushed, eager gaze upon her—“let’s have dinner up here. If we go down to the restaurant we’ll be interrupted, and then there’s the confounded music” (the music he’d praised so highly, applauded so loudly last night!). “We shan’t be able to hear each other speak. Let’s have something up here in front of the fire. It’s too late for tea. I’ll order a little supper, shall I? How does the idea strike you?”


  “Do, darling!” said Janey. “And while you’re away—the children’s letters——”


  “Oh, later on will do!” said Hammond.


  “But then we’d get it over,” said Janey. “And I’d first have time to——”


  [245] “Oh, I needn’t go down!” explained Hammond. “I’ll just ring and give the order … you don’t want to send me away, do you?”


  Janey shook her head and smiled.


  “But you’re thinking of something else. You’re worrying about something,” said Hammond. “What is it? Come and sit here—come and sit on my knee before the fire.”


  “I’ll just unpin my hat,” said Janey, and she went over to the dressing-table. “A-ah!” She gave a little cry.


  “What is it?”


  “Nothing, darling. I’ve just found the children’s letters. That’s all right! They will keep. No hurry now!” She turned to him, clasping them. She tucked them into her frilled blouse. She cried quickly, gaily: “Oh, how typical this dressing-table is of you!”


  “Why? What’s the matter with it?” said Hammond.


  “If it were floating in eternity I should say ‘John!’” laughed Janey, staring at the big bottle of hair tonic, the wicker bottle of eau-de-Cologne, the two hair-brushes, and a dozen new collars tied with pink tape. “Is this all your luggage?”


  “Hang my luggage!” said Hammond; but all the same he liked being laughed at by Janey. “Let’s talk. Let’s get down to things. Tell me”—and as Janey perched on his knees [246] he leaned back and drew her into the deep, ugly chair—“tell me you’re really glad to be back, Janey.”


  “Yes, darling, I am glad,” she said.


  But just as when he embraced her he felt she would fly away, so Hammond never knew—never knew for dead certain that she was as glad as he was. How could he know? Would he ever know? Would he always have this craving—this pang like hunger, somehow, to make Janey so much part of him that there wasn’t any of her to escape? He wanted to blot out everybody, everything. He wished now he’d turned off the light. That might have brought her nearer. And now those letters from the children rustled in her blouse. He could have chucked them into the fire.


  “Janey,” he whispered.


  “Yes, dear?” She lay on his breast, but so lightly, so remotely. Their breathing rose and fell together.


  “Janey!”


  “What is it?”


  “Turn to me,” he whispered. A slow, deep flush flowed into his forehead. “Kiss me, Janey! You kiss me!”


  It seemed to him there was a tiny pause—but long enough for him to suffer torture—before her lips touched his, firmly, lightly—kissing them as she always kissed him, as though [247] the kiss—how could he describe it?—confirmed what they were saying, signed the contract. But that wasn’t what he wanted; that wasn’t at all what he thirsted for. He felt suddenly, horribly tired.


  “If you knew,” he said, opening his eyes, “what it’s been like—waiting to-day. I thought the boat never would come in. There we were, hanging about. What kept you so long?”


  She made no answer. She was looking away from him at the fire. The flames hurried—hurried over the coals, flickered, fell.


  “Not asleep, are you?” said Hammond, and he jumped her up and down.


  “No,” she said. And then: “Don’t do that, dear. No, I was thinking. As a matter of fact,” she said, “one of the passengers died last night—a man. That’s what held us up. We brought him in—I mean, he wasn’t buried at sea. So, of course, the ship’s doctor and the shore doctor——”


  “What was it?” asked Hammond uneasily. He hated to hear of death. He hated this to have happened. It was, in some queer way, as though he and Janey had met a funeral on their way to the hotel.


  “Oh, it wasn’t anything in the least infectious!” said Janey. She was speaking scarcely above her breath. “It was heart.” A pause. “Poor fellow!” she said. “Quite young.” [248] And she watched the fire flicker and fall. “He died in my arms,” said Janey.


  The blow was so sudden that Hammond thought he would faint. He couldn’t move; he couldn’t breathe. He felt all his strength flowing—flowing into the big dark chair, and the big dark chair held him fast, gripped him, forced him to bear it.


  “What?” he said dully. “What’s that you say?”


  “The end was quite peaceful,” said the small voice. “He just”—and Hammond saw her lift her gentle hand—“breathed his life away at the end.” And her hand fell.


  “Who—else was there?” Hammond managed to ask.


  “Nobody. I was alone with him.”


  Ah, my God, what was she saying! What was she doing to him! This would kill him! And all the while she spoke:


  “I saw the change coming and I sent the steward for the doctor, but the doctor was too late. He couldn’t have done anything, anyway.”


  “But—why you, why you?” moaned Hammond.


  At that Janey turned quickly, quickly searched his face.


  “You don’t mind, John, do you?” she asked. “You don’t—— It’s nothing to do with you and me.”


  [249] Somehow or other he managed to shake some sort of smile at her. Somehow or other he stammered: “No—go—on, go on! I want you to tell me.”


  “But, John darling——”


  “Tell me, Janey!”


  “There’s nothing to tell,” she said, wondering. “He was one of the first-class passengers. I saw he was very ill when he came on board…. But he seemed to be so much better until yesterday. He had a severe attack in the afternoon—excitement—nervousness, I think, about arriving. And after that he never recovered.”


  “But why didn’t the stewardess——”


  “Oh, my dear—the stewardess!” said Janey. “What would he have felt? And besides … he might have wanted to leave a message … to——”


  “Didn’t he?” muttered Hammond. “Didn’t he say anything?”


  “No, darling, not a word!” She shook her head softly. “All the time I was with him he was too weak … he was too weak even to move a finger….”


  Janey was silent. But her words, so light, so soft, so chill, seemed to hover in the air, to rain into his breast like snow.


  The fire had gone red. Now it fell in with a sharp sound and the room was colder. Cold crept up his arms. The room was huge, [250] immense, glittering. It filled his whole world. There was the great blind bed, with his coat flung across it like some headless man saying his prayers. There was the luggage, ready to be carried away again, anywhere, tossed into trains, carted on to boats.


  … “He was too weak. He was too weak to move a finger.” And yet he died in Janey’s arms. She—who’d never—never once in all these years—never on one single solitary occasion——


  No; he mustn’t think of it. Madness lay in thinking of it. No, he wouldn’t face it. He couldn’t stand it. It was too much to bear!


  And now Janey touched his tie with her fingers. She pinched the edges of the tie together.


  “You’re not—sorry I told you, John darling? It hasn’t made you sad? It hasn’t spoilt our evening—our being alone together?”


  But at that he had to hide his face. He put his face into her bosom and his arms enfolded her.


  Spoilt their evening! Spoilt their being alone together! They would never be alone together again.


  [London Mercury, January 1921; revised]


  []


  Bank Holiday


  [251] A stout man with a pink face wears dingy white flannel trousers, a blue coat with a pink handkerchief showing, and a straw hat much too small for him, perched at the back of his head. He plays the guitar. A little chap in white canvas shoes, his face hidden under a felt hat like a broken wing, breathes into a flute; and a tall thin fellow, with bursting over-ripe button boots, draws ribbons—long, twisted, streaming ribbons—of tune out of a fiddle. They stand, unsmiling, but not serious, in the broad sunlight opposite the fruit-shop; the pink spider of a hand beats the guitar, the little squat hand, with a brass-and-turquoise ring, forces the reluctant flute, and the fiddler’s arm tries to saw the fiddle in two.


  A crowd collects, eating oranges and bananas, tearing off the skins, dividing, sharing. One young girl has even a basket of strawberries, but she does not eat them. “Aren’t they dear!” She stares at the tiny pointed fruits [252] as if she were afraid of them. The Australian soldier laughs. “Here, go on, there’s not more than a mouthful.” But he doesn’t want her to eat them, either. He likes to watch her little frightened face, and her puzzled eyes lifted to his: “Aren’t they a price!” He pushes out his chest and grins. Old fat women in velvet bodices—old dusty pin-cushions—lean old hags like worn umbrellas with a quivering bonnet on top; young women, in muslins, with hats that might have grown on hedges, and high pointed shoes; men in khaki, sailors, shabby clerks, young Jews in fine cloth suits with padded shoulders and wide trousers, “hospital boys” in blue—the sun discovers them—the loud, bold music holds them together in one big knot for a moment. The young ones are larking, pushing each other on and off the pavement, dodging, nudging; the old ones are talking: “So I [253] said to ’im, if you wants the doctor to yourself, fetch ’im, says I.”


  “An’ by the time they was cooked there wasn’t so much as you could put in the palm of me ’and!”


  The only ones who are quiet are the ragged children. They stand, as close up to the musicians as they can get, their hands behind their backs, their eyes big. Occasionally a leg hops, an arm wags. A tiny staggerer, overcome, turns round twice, sits down solemn, and then gets up again.


  “Ain’t it lovely?” whispers a small girl behind her hand.


  And the music breaks into bright pieces, and joins together again, and again breaks, and is dissolved, and the crowd scatters, moving slowly up the hill.


  At the corner of the road the stalls begin.


  “Ticklers! Tuppence a tickler! ’Ool ’ave a tickler? Tickle ’em up, boys.” Little soft brooms on wire handles. They are eagerly bought by the soldiers.


  “Buy a golliwog! Tuppence a golliwog!”


  “Buy a jumping donkey! All alive-oh!”


  “Su-perior chewing gum. Buy something to do, boys.”


  “Buy a rose. Give ’er a rose, boy. Roses, lady?”


  “Fevvers! Fevvers!” They are hard to resist. Lovely, streaming feathers, emerald green, scarlet, bright blue, canary yellow. Even the babies wear feathers threaded through their bonnets.


  And an old woman in a three-cornered paper hat cries as if it were her final parting advice, the only way of saving yourself or of bringing him to his senses: “Buy a three-cornered ’at, my dear, an’ put it on!”


  It is a flying day, half sun, half wind. When the sun goes in a shadow flies over; when it comes out again it is fiery. The men and women feel it burning their backs, their breasts [254] and their arms; they feel their bodies expanding, coming alive … so that they make large embracing gestures, lift up their arms, for nothing, swoop down on a girl, blurt into laughter.


  Lemonade! A whole tank of it stands on a table covered with a cloth; and lemons like blunted fishes blob in the yellow water. It looks solid, like a jelly, in the thick glasses. Why can’t they drink it without spilling it? Everybody spills it, and before the glass is handed back the last drops are thrown in a ring.


  Round the ice-cream cart, with its striped awning and bright brass cover, the children cluster. Little tongues lick, lick round the cream trumpets, round the squares. The cover is lifted, the wooden spoon plunges in; one shuts one’s eyes to feel it, silently scrunching.


  “Let these little birds tell you your future!” She stands beside the cage, a shrivelled ageless Italian, clasping and unclasping her dark claws. Her face, a treasure of delicate carving, is tied in a green-and-gold scarf. And inside their prison the love-birds flutter towards the papers in the seed-tray.


  “You have great strength of character. You will marry a red-haired man and have three children. Beware of a blonde woman. Look out! Look out! A motor-car driven by [255] a fat chauffeur comes rushing down the hill. Inside there a blonde woman, pouting, leaning forward—rushing through your life—beware! beware!”


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I am an auctioneer by profession, and if what I tell you is not the truth I am liable to have my licence taken away from me and a heavy imprisonment.” He holds the licence across his chest; the sweat pours down his face into his paper collar; his eyes look glazed. When he takes off his hat there is a deep pucker of angry flesh on his forehead. Nobody buys a watch.


  Look out again! A huge barouche comes swinging down the hill with two old, old babies inside. She holds up a lace parasol; he sucks the knob of his cane, and the fat old bodies roll together as the cradle rocks, and the steaming horse leaves a trail of manure as it ambles down the hill.


  Under a tree, Professor Leonard, in cap and gown, stands beside his banner. He is here “for one day,” from the London, Paris and Brussels Exhibition, to tell your fortune from your face. And he stands, smiling encouragement, like a clumsy dentist. When the big men, romping and swearing a moment before, hand across their sixpence, and stand before him, they are suddenly serious, dumb, timid, almost blushing as the Professor’s quick hand notches the printed card. They are like little [256] children caught playing in a forbidden garden by the owner, stepping from behind a tree.


  The top of the hill is reached. How hot it is! How fine it is! The public-house is open, and the crowd presses in. The mother sits on the pavement edge with her baby, and the father brings her out a glass of dark, brownish stuff, and then savagely elbows his way in again. A reek of beer floats from the public-house, and a loud clatter and rattle of voices.


  The wind has dropped, and the sun burns more fiercely than ever. Outside the two swing-doors there is a thick mass of children like flies at the mouth of a sweet-jar.


  And up, up the hill come the people, with ticklers and golliwogs, and roses and feathers. Up, up they thrust into the light and heat, shouting, laughing, squealing, as though they were being pushed by something, far below, and by the sun, far ahead of them—drawn up into the full, bright, dazzling radiance to … what?


  [Athenæum, August 6, 1920]


  []


  An Ideal Family


  [257] 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 [258] 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 [259] 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 [260] 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 something 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.”


  [261] 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, [262] 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?”


  [263] “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.


  [264] “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 [265] 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 [266] 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 veranda, “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 [267] 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.


  [Sphere, August 20, 1921]


  []


  The Lady’s Maid


  [268] Eleven o’clock. A knock at the door.


  … I hope I haven’t disturbed you, madam. You weren’t asleep—were you? But I’ve just given my lady her tea, and there was such a nice cup over, I thought, perhaps …


  … Not at all, madam. I always make a cup of tea last thing. She drinks it in bed after her prayers to warm her up. I put the kettle on when she kneels down and I say to it, “Now you needn’t be in too much of a hurry to say your prayers.” But it’s always boiling before my lady is half through. You see, madam, we know such a lot of people, and they’ve all got to be prayed for—every one. My lady keeps a list of the names in a little red book. Oh dear! whenever some one new has been to see us and my lady says afterwards, “Ellen, give me my little red book,” I feel quite wild, I do. “There’s another,” I think, “keeping her out of her bed in all weathers.” And she won’t have a cushion, you know, madam; she kneels on the hard [269] carpet. It fidgets me something dreadful to see her, knowing her as I do. I’ve tried to cheat her; I’ve spread out the eiderdown. But the first time I did it—oh, she gave me such a look—holy it was, madam. “Did our Lord have an eiderdown, Ellen?” she said. But—I was younger at the time—I felt inclined to say, “No, but our Lord wasn’t your age, and he didn’t know what it was to have your lumbago.” Wicked—wasn’t it? But she’s too good, you know, madam. When I tucked her up just now and seen—saw her lying back, her hands outside and her head on the pillow—so pretty—I couldn’t help thinking, “Now you look just like your dear mother when I laid her out!”


  … Yes, madam, it was all left to me. Oh, she did look sweet. I did her hair, soft-like, round her forehead, all in dainty curls, and just to one side of her neck I put a bunch of most beautiful purple pansies. Those pansies made a picture of her, madam! I shall never forget them. I thought to-night, when I looked at my lady, “Now, if only the pansies was there no one could tell the difference.”


  … Only the last year, madam. Only after she’d got a little—well—feeble as you might say. Of course, she was never dangerous; she was the sweetest old lady. But how it took her was—she thought she’d lost something. She couldn’t keep still, she couldn’t [270] settle. All day long she’d be up and down, up and down; you’d meet her everywhere—on the stairs, in the porch, making for the kitchen. And she’d look up at you, and she’d say—just like a child, “I’ve lost it, I’ve lost it.” “Come along,” I’d say, “come along, and I’ll lay out your patience for you.” But she’d catch me by the hand—I was a favourite of hers—and whisper, “Find it for me, Ellen. Find it for me.” Sad, wasn’t it?


  … No, she never recovered, madam. She had a stroke at the end. Last words she ever said was—very slow, “Look in—the—— Look—in——” And then she was gone.


  … No, madam, I can’t say I noticed it. Perhaps some girls. But you see, it’s like this, I’ve got nobody but my lady. My mother died of consumption when I was four, and I lived with my grandfather, who kept a hair-dresser’s shop. I used to spend all my time in the shop under a table dressing my doll’s hair—copying the assistants, I suppose. They were ever so kind to me. Used to make me little wigs, all colours, the latest fashions and all. And there I’d sit all day, quiet as quiet—the customers never knew. Only now and again I’d take my peep from under the table-cloth.


  … But one day I managed to get a pair of scissors and—would you believe it, madam? [271] I cut off all my hair; snipped it off all in bits, like the little monkey I was. Grandfather was furious! He caught hold of the tongs—I shall never forget it—grabbed me by the hand and shut my fingers in them. “That’ll teach you!” he said. It was a fearful burn. I’ve got the mark of it to-day.


  … Well, you see, madam, he’d taken such pride in my hair. He used to sit me up on the counter, before the customers came, and do it something beautiful—big, soft curls and waved over the top. I remember the assistants standing round, and me ever so solemn with the penny grandfather gave me to hold while it was being done…. But he always took the penny back afterwards. Poor grandfather! Wild, he was, at the fright I’d made of myself. But he frightened me that time. Do you know what I did, madam? I ran away. Yes, I did, round the corners, in and out, I don’t know how far I didn’t run. Oh, dear, I must have looked a sight, with my hand rolled up in my pinny and my hair sticking out. People must have laughed when they saw me….


  … No, madam, grandfather never got over it. He couldn’t bear the sight of me after. Couldn’t eat his dinner, even, if I was there. So my aunt took me. She was a cripple, an upholstress. Tiny! She had to stand on the sofas when she wanted to cut [272] out the backs. And it was helping her I met my lady….


  … Not so very, madam. I was thirteen, turned. And I don’t remember ever feeling—well—a child, as you might say. You see there was my uniform, and one thing and another. My lady put me into collars and cuffs from the first. Oh yes—once I did! That was—funny! It was like this. My lady had her two little nieces staying with her—we were at Sheldon at the time—and there was a fair on the common.


  “Now, Ellen,” she said, “I want you to take the two young ladies for a ride on the donkeys.” Off we went; solemn little loves they were; each had a hand. But when we came to the donkeys they were too shy to go on. So we stood and watched instead. Beautiful those donkeys were! They were the first I’d seen out of a cart—for pleasure as you might say. They were a lovely silver-grey, with little red saddles and blue bridles and bells jing-a-jingling on their ears. And quite big girls—older than me, even—were riding them, ever so gay. Not at all common, I don’t mean, madam, just enjoying themselves. And I don’t know what it was, but the way the little feet went, and the eyes—so gentle—and the soft ears—made me want to go on a donkey more than anything in the world!


  [273] … Of course, I couldn’t. I had my young ladies. And what would I have looked like perched up there in my uniform? But all the rest of the day it was donkeys—donkeys on the brain with me. I felt I should have burst if I didn’t tell some one; and who was there to tell? But when I went to bed—I was sleeping in Mrs. James’s bedroom, our cook that was, at the time—as soon as the lights was out, there they were, my donkeys, jingling along, with their neat little feet and sad eyes…. Well, madam, would you believe it, I waited for a long time and pretended to be asleep, and then suddenly I sat up and called out as loud as I could, “I do want to go on a donkey. I do want a donkey-ride!” You see, I had to say it, and I thought they wouldn’t laugh at me if they knew I was only dreaming. Artful—wasn’t it? Just what a silly child would think….


  … No, madam, never now. Of course, I did think of it at one time. But it wasn’t to be. He had a little flower-shop just down the road and across from where we was living. Funny—wasn’t it? And me such a one for flowers. We were having a lot of company at the time, and I was in and out of the shop more often than not, as the saying is. And Harry and I (his name was Harry) got to quarrelling about how things ought to be arranged—and that began it. Flowers! you [274] wouldn’t believe it, madam, the flowers he used to bring me. He’d stop at nothing. It was lilies-of-the-valley more than once, and I’m not exaggerating! Well, of course, we were going to be married and live over the shop, and it was all going to be just so, and I was to have the window to arrange…. Oh, how I’ve done that window of a Saturday! Not really, of course, madam, just dreaming, as you might say. I’ve done it for Christmas—motto in holly, and all—and I’ve had my Easter lilies with a gorgeous star all daffodils in the middle. I’ve hung—well, that’s enough of that. The day came he was to call for me to choose the furniture. Shall I ever forget it? It was a Tuesday. My lady wasn’t quite herself that afternoon. Not that she’d said anything, of course; she never does or will. But I knew by the way that she kept wrapping herself up and asking me if it was cold—and her little nose looked … pinched. I didn’t like leaving her; I knew I’d be worrying all the time. At last I asked her if she’d rather I put it off. “Oh no, Ellen,” she said, “you mustn’t mind about me. You mustn’t disappoint your young man.” And so cheerful, you know, madam, never thinking about herself. It made me feel worse than ever. I began to wonder … then she dropped her handkerchief and began to stoop down to pick it up herself—a thing she never did. [275] “Whatever are you doing!” I cried, running to stop her. “Well,” she said, smiling, you know, madam, “I shall have to begin to practise.” Oh, it was all I could do not to burst out crying. I went over to the dressing-table and made believe to rub up the silver, and I couldn’t keep myself in, and I asked her if she’d rather I … didn’t get married. “No, Ellen,” she said—that was her voice, madam, like I’m giving you—“No, Ellen, not for the wide world!” But while she said it, madam—I was looking in her glass; of course, she didn’t know I could see her—she put her little hand on her heart just like her dear mother used to, and lifted her eyes…. Oh, madam!


  When Harry came I had his letters all ready, and the ring and a ducky little brooch he’d given me—a silver bird it was, with a chain in its beak, and on the end of the chain a heart with a dagger. Quite the thing! I opened the door to him. I never gave him time for a word. “There you are,” I said. “Take them all back,” I said, “it’s all over. I’m not going to marry you,” I said, “I can’t leave my lady.” White! he turned as white as a woman. I had to slam the door, and there I stood, all of a tremble, till I knew he had gone. When I opened the door—believe me or not, madam—that man was gone! I ran out into the road just as I was, in my apron [276] and my house-shoes, and there I stayed in the middle of the road … staring. People must have laughed if they saw me….


  … Goodness gracious!—What’s that? It’s the clock striking! And here I’ve been keeping you awake. Oh, madam, you ought to have stopped me…. Can I tuck in your feet? I always tuck in my lady’s feet, every night, just the same. And she says, “Good night, Ellen. Sleep sound and wake early!” I don’t know what I should do if she didn’t say that, now.


  … Oh dear, I sometimes think … whatever should I do if anything were to … But, there, thinking’s no good to anyone—is it, madam? Thinking won’t help. Not that I do it often. And if ever I do I pull myself up sharp, “Now then, Ellen. At it again—you silly girl! If you can’t find anything better to do than to start thinking! …”


  [Athenæum, December 24, 1920]
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  To

  WALTER DE LA MARE


  Introductory Note


  Katherine Mansfield died at Fontainebleau on January 9th, 1923, at the age of thirty-four.


  This volume contains all the complete stories, and several fragments of stories, which she wrote at the same time as, or after, those published in “The Garden Party and Other Stories.” Her earlier work, belonging to the period between her first book, “In a German Pension,” and her second, “Bliss and Other Stories,” will be published in one or two separate volumes in a collected edition of her work. Thus the continuity of her writing will be preserved, and an opportunity given to those who care for such things to follow the development of a talent now generally recognised as among the rarest of her generation.


  The title of this volume, “The Doves’ Nest and Other Stories,” is the title which Katherine Mansfield intended to give to it. Whether the stories which compose it are those she would finally have included in it, I cannot say. Her standard of self-criticism was continually changing, and changing always in the direction of a greater rigour. In writings which I thought perfect she, with her keener insight, discerned unworthy elements. Now that I am forced to depend upon my own sole judgment, it has seemed to me that there is not a scrap of her writing—not even the tiniest fragment—during this final period which does not bear the visible impress of her exquisite individuality and her creative power.


  On October 27, 1921, soon after she had finished and sent to her publisher the stories which compose “The Garden Party,” she wrote the following plan of her new book in her journal. (The letters L. and N.Z. mean that the stories were to have London or New Zealand for their setting.)


  Stories for my New Book.


  L. Second Violin: Alexander and his friend in the train. Spring … wet lilac … spouting rain.


  N.Z. Six Years After: A wife and husband on board a steamer. They see someone who reminds them. The cold buttons.


  [xi] L. Lives Like Logs of Driftwood: This wants to be a long, very well written story. The men are important, especially the lesser man. It wants a great deal of working … newspaper office.


  N.Z. A Weak Heart: Roddie on his bike in the evening, with his hands in his pockets, doing marvels by that dark tree at the corner of May Street.


  L. Widowed: Geraldine and Jimmie, a house overlooking Sloane Street and Square. Wearing those buds at her breast. “Married or not married” … From autumn to spring.


  N.Z. Our Maude: Husband and wife play duets: And a one a two a three a one a two three one! His white waistcoats. Wifeling and Mahub! What a girl you are!


  N.Z. At Karori: The little lamp. I seen it. And then they were silent.


  N.Z. Aunt Anne: Her life with the Tannhäuser overture.


  Of these stories only the one called At Karori and subsequently entitled The Doll’s House was finished, three days later, on October 30. Of some of the remaining stories there are considerable fragments, of three of them I have so far [xii] discovered no trace at all. All the fragments I have found which indubitably belong to any of these stories I have included in this volume. I have also included other fragments which seemed to possess a separate existence, but I have reserved most of the shorter pieces for publication with her Journal.


  Between October 1921, when the original plan of this volume was sketched, and the end of January 1922, she finished other stories which she had not foreseen. These were A Cup of Tea, Honeymoon, Taking the Veil, and the long, unfinished, yet somehow complete piece, A Married Man’s Story. In January she also began The Doves’ Nest, a story which was particularly important to her, and with the writing of which—at least at the beginning—she was satisfied. She wrote in her journal on New Year’s Day, 1922:


  Wrote The Doves’ Nest this afternoon. I was in no mood to write; it seemed impossible. Yet, when I had finished three pages, they ‘were all right!’ This is a proof (never to be too often proved) that when one has thought out a story nothing remains but the labour.


  She worked on and off at the Doves’ Nest during the following summer also. Unfortunately I can find no trace of her own manuscript. There is a fair, clean copy, typewritten by [xiii] herself, of the portion printed in this book, but nothing more.


  In February 1922 began three months of an exacting medical treatment in Paris, during which work became more and more a physical impossibility. Nevertheless, at the beginning of this time, on February 20th, she wrote The Fly. On her return to Switzerland in June she tried to resume work on The Doves’ Nest and she wrote the scenario of a play; but again physical weakness made work in the mountains impossible. To ease the strain on her heart she descended in to the valley in June. At Sierre she wrote more of The Doves’ Nest, much more, alas, than remains; she also began the unfinished piece called Father and the Girls and finished the short story called The Canary. These were the last of the stories written by her which can be exactly dated. There is reason, however, to believe that the passage of the story called Six Years After which ends with the words: “Can one do nothing for the dead? And for a long time the answer had been—Nothing!” was actually the last piece written by her. It seems to belong to the autumn of 1922, when she had, for a time, practically abandoned writing.


  It was not, however, because of her physical weakness that she stopped writing in the late summer of 1922. The power of her spirit to triumph over the frailty of her body had been proved over and over again. She stopped writing [xiv] deliberately, not under compulsion. She felt that her whole attitude to life needed to be renewed, and she determined that she would write no more until it had been renewed.


  Perhaps an idea of the way of her mind—or rather her whole being—was moving, may be gleaned from some extracts from her journal. At first, her dissatisfaction with her work took shape in a feeling that she was not exerting the whole of her powers or expressing the whole of her knowledge in her writings. As early as July 1921, when she was still engaged on the last of the stories for “The Garden Party,” she wrote:


  July 1921. I finished Mr and Mrs Dove yesterday. I am not altogether pleased with it. It’s a little bit made up. It’s not inevitable. I meant to imply that those two may not be happy together—that that is the kind of reason for which a young girl marries. But have I done so? I don’t think so. Besides it’s not strong enough. I want to be nearer—far nearer than that. I want to use all my force, even when I am taking a fine line. And I have a sneaking notion that I have, at the end, used the doves unwarrantably. Tu sais ce que je veux dire. I used them to round off something—didn’t I? Is that quite my game? No, it’s not. It’s not quite the kind of truth I’m after. Now for Susannah. All must be deeply felt.


  [xv] And a few days later she wrote:


  July 23. Finished An Ideal Family yesterday. It seems to me better than the Doves, but still it’s not good enough. I worked at it hard enough, God knows, and yet I didn’t get the deepest truth out of the idea, even once. What is this feeling? I feel again that this kind of knowledge is too easy for me; it’s even a kind of trickery. I know so much more. It looks and smells like a story, but I wouldn’t buy it. I don’t want to possess it—to live with it. No. Once I have written two more, I shall tackle something different—a long story—At the Bay, with more difficult relationships. That’s the whole problem.


  Yet a little later her vision of the cause of her own dissatisfaction deepened, and she began to define it in terms—of the insufficient clarity of her own spirit, and of the incompleteness of her inward life—which were to become more and more familiar.


  
    Well, I must confess I have had an idle day—God knows why. All was to be written, but I just didn’t write it. I thought I would, but I felt tired after tea, and rested instead. Is it good or bad in me to behave so? I have a sense of guilt, but at the same time I know that to rest is the very best thing I can do. And for some [xvi] reason there is a kind of booming in my head—which is horrid. But marks of earthly degradation still pursue me. I am not crystal clear. Above all else, I do still lack application. It’s not right. There is so much to do, and I do so little. Look at the stories that wait and wait, just at the threshold. Why don’t I let them in? And their place would be taken by others who are lurking beyond, just out there—waiting for the chance.


    Next day. Yet take this morning, for instance. I don’t want to write anything. It’s grey; it’s heavy and dull. And short stories seem unreal, and not worth doing. I don’t want to write? I want to live. What does one mean by that? It’s not too easy to say. But there you are!


    Aug. 21. All this that I write, all that I am, is on the border of the sea. It’s a kind of playing. I want to put all my force behind it, but somehow I cannot.

  


  And again in the autumn of the year her incessant effort towards an inward purity—who but she would have dreamed that she lacked it?—as a condition of soul essential to writing as she purposed to write, becomes still more manifest.


  
    Oct. 16. Another radiant day. J. is typing my last story, The Garden Party, [xvii] which I finished on my birthday. It took me nearly a month to ‘recover’ from At the Bay. I made at least four false starts. But I could not get away from the sound of the sea and Beryl fanning her hair at the window. These things would not die down. But now I am not at all sure about that story. It seems to me it is a little ‘wispy’—not what it might have been. The G.P. is better. But that is not good enough, either … The last few days, what one notices more than anything is the blue. Blue sky, blue mountains—all is a heavenly blueness! And clouds of all kinds—wings, soft white clouds, almost hard little golden islands, great mock-mountains. The gold deepens on the slopes. In fact, in sober fact, it is perfection. But the late evening is the time of times. Then, with that unearthly beauty before one, it is not hard to realise how far one has to go. To write something that will be worthy of that rising moon, that pale light. To be ‘simple’ enough as one would be simple before God.


    Nov. 21. Since then I have only written The Doll’s House. A bad spell has been on me. I have begun two stories, but then told them and they felt betrayed. It is absolutely fatal to give way to this temptation … To-day I begin to write, seriously, The Weak Heart—a story which fascinates [xviii] me deeply. What I feel it needs so peculiarly is a very subtle variation of tense from the present to the past and back again—and softness, lightness, and the feeling that all is in bud, with a play of humour over the character of Roddie. And the feeling of the Thorndon Baths, the wet, moist, oozy … no, I know how it must be done.


    May I be found worthy to do it! Lord, make me crystal clear for thy light to shine through.

  


  The two stories which she told and then was forced to abandon “because they felt betrayed” were Honesty and All Serene. Of Weak Heart, as she subsequently called it, only fragments remain. There is the opening copied in careful writing, a few hurriedly written sentences from the middle—themes, as it were, hastily noted—and then, obviously written at top speed and decipherable only with great difficulty, the end.


  The two following passages from her journal belong to the same months, October and November 1921. But they were written in another book, and one of them should be placed in point of time between the two previous entries. Katherine Mansfield’s attempts at keeping a regular journal were intermittent. Nearly all the passages quoted here as from her “journal” were written on random pages of the little copy-books in which she composed her stories. In order to appreciate the first of the following passages fully [xix] it should be remembered that it was written immediately after she had finished At the Bay.


  
    Oct. 1921. I wonder why it should be so difficult to be humble. I do not think that I am a good writer; I realise my faults better than anyone else could realise them. I know exactly when I fail. And yet, when I have finished a story and before I have begun another, I catch myself preening my feathers. It is disheartening. There seems to be some bad old pride in my heart; a root of it that puts out a thick shoot on the slightest provocation … This interferes very much with work. One can’t be calm, clear, good as one must be, while it goes on. I look at the mountains, I try to pray—and I think of something clever. It’s a kind of excitement within one which shouldn’t be there. Calm yourself. Clear yourself. And anything that I write in this mood will be no good; it will be full of sediment. If I were well, I would go off by myself somewhere and sit under a tree. One must learn, one must practise to forget oneself. I can’t tell the truth about Aunt Anne unless I am free to enter into her life without self-consciousness. Oh, God! I am divided still, I am bad, I fail in my personal life. I lapse into impatience, temper, vanity, and so I fail as thy priest. Perhaps poetry will help.


    [xx]


    I have just thoroughly cleaned and attended to my fountain pen. If after this it leaks, then it is no gentleman!


    Nov. 13, 1921. It is time I started a new journal. Come my unseen, my unknown, let us talk together. Yes, for the last two weeks I have written scarcely anything. I have been idle; I have failed. Why? Many reasons. There has been a kind of confusion in my consciousness. It has seemed as though there was no time to work. The mornings, if they are sunny, are taken up with sun-treatment; the post eats away the afternoon. And at night I am tired. But it goes deeper. Yes, you are right. I haven’t felt able to yield to the kind of contemplation that is necessary. I haven’t felt pure in heart, not humble, not good. There’s been a stirring up of sediment. I look at the mountains and I see nothing but mountains. Be frank! I read rubbish … Out of hand? Yes, that describes it. Dissipated, vague, not positive, and above all, above everything, not working as I should be working—wasting time.


    Wasting time! The old cry—the first and last cry. Why do ye tarry? Ah, why indeed? My deepest desire is to be a writer, to have ‘a body of work’ done—and there the work is, there the stories [xxi] wait for me, grow tired, wilt, fade, because I will not come. When first they knock, how eager and fresh they are! And I hear and I acknowledge them, and still I go on sitting at the window, playing with the ball of wool. What is to be done?


    I must make another effort at once. I must begin all over again. I must try and write simply, fully, freely, from my heart. Quietly, caring nothing for success or failure, but just going on …


    But now to resolve! And especially to keep in touch with life. With the sky, this moon, these stars, these cold candid peaks.

  


  During the following summer at Sierre in Switzerland one could have believed that Katherine Mansfield had finally accomplished the task of inward purification she had set herself, and to me it seems that there is a halcyon clarity and calm diffused through the unfinished stories written there. But she was still secretly dissatisfied with herself and her work, and in the autumn, after a brief return to London, she deliberately decided to risk everything, to abandon the writing that was dearer than all else to her, in order to achieve that newness of heart without which her work and her life seemed to her unprofitable. At the end of October she retired, by herself, to a settlement at Fontaine-bleau, where she found what she sought. A [xxii] few days after she had taken this final step, she wrote in a letter:


  
    “No treatment on earth is any good to me really. It’s all pretence. M. did make me heavier and a trifle stronger. But that was all, if I really face the facts. The miracle never came near happening. It couldn’t. And as for my spirit—well as a result of that life at the Victoria-Palace I stopped being a writer. I have only written long or short scraps since The Fly. If I had gone on with my old life, I never would have written again, for I was dying of poverty of life.


    I wish, when one writes about things, one didn’t dramatise them so. I feel awfully happy about all this—And it’s all as simple as can be …


    But in any case I shan’t write any stories for three months, and I’ll not have a book ready before the spring. It doesn’t matter…”

  


  And again, in reply to a friend who pleaded with her not to abandon writing, she wrote, on October 26th:


  “As for writing stories and being true to one’s gift—I could not write them if I were not here, even. I am at an end of my source for a time. Life has brought me no flow. I want to write, but differently,—far more steadily.”


  [xxiii] She believed that she could not express the change that had taken place in her even in letters, though indeed her letters were radiant with happiness:


  “And yet I realise as I write, all this is no use. An old personality is trying to get back to the outside and observe, and it’s not true to the facts at all. What I write seems so petty. In fact I cannot express myself in writing just now. The old mechanism isn’t mine any longer and I can’t control the new. I just have to talk this baby talk.”


  “I am not in a mood for books at present,” she wrote finally, shortly before Christmas, “though I know that in future I shall want to write them more than anything else. But different books.”


  What those “different books” would have been we shall never know. She was seized by a sudden and fatal haemorrhage on the evening of January 9th. She is buried in the communal cemetery of Avon near Fontainebleau. On her gravestone are inscribed the words of Shakespeare she chose for the title-page of “Bliss,” words which had long been cherished by her and were to prove prophetic:


  “But I tell you, my lord fool, out of this nettle, danger, we pluck this flower, safety.”


  []


  The Doll’s House


  [1] When dear old Mrs. Hay went back to town after staying with the Burnells she sent the children a doll’s house. It was so big that the carter and Pat carried it into the courtyard, and there it stayed, propped up on two wooden boxes beside the feed-room door. No harm could come to it; it was summer. And perhaps the smell of paint would have gone off by the time it had to be taken in. For, really, the smell of paint coming from that doll’s house (‘Sweet of old Mrs. Hay, of course; most sweet and generous!’)—but the smell of paint was quite enough to make anyone seriously ill, in Aunt Beryl’s opinion. Even before the sacking was taken off. And when it was …


  There stood the Doll’s house, a dark, oily, spinach green, picked out with bright yellow. Its two solid little chimneys, glued on to the roof, were painted red and white, and the door, gleaming with yellow varnish, was like a little slab of toffee. Four windows, real windows, were divided into panes by a broad streak of [2] green. There was actually a tiny porch, too, painted yellow, with big lumps of congealed paint hanging along the edge.


  But perfect, perfect little house! Who could possibly mind the smell. It was part of the joy, part of the newness.


  “Open it quickly, someone!”


  The hook at the side was stuck fast. Pat prized it open with his penknife, and the whole house front swung back, and—there you were, gazing at one and the same moment into the drawing-room and dining-room, the kitchen and two bedrooms. That is the way for a house to open! Why don’t all houses open like that? How much more exciting than peering through the slit of a door into a mean little hall with a hatstand and two umbrellas! That is—isn’t it?—what you long to know about a house when you put your hand on the knocker. Perhaps it is the way God opens houses at the dead of night when He is taking a quiet turn with an angel …


  “O-oh!” The Burnell children sounded as though they were in despair. It was too marvellous; it was too much for them. They had never seen anything like it in their lives. All the rooms were papered. There were pictures on the walls, painted on the paper, with gold frames complete. Red carpet covered all the floors except the kitchen; red plush chairs in the drawing-room, green in the dining-room; tables, beds with real bedclothes, a cradle, a stove, [3] a dresser with tiny plates and one big jug. But what Kezia liked more than anything, what she liked frightfully, was the lamp. It stood in the middle of the dining-room table, an exquisite little amber lamp with a white globe. It was even filled all ready for lighting, though, of course, you couldn’t light it. But there was something inside that looked like oil and moved when you shook it.


  The father and mother dolls, who sprawled very stiff as though they had fainted in the drawing-room, and their two little children asleep upstairs, were really too big for the doll’s house. They didn’t look as though they belonged. But the lamp was perfect. It seemed to smile at Kezia, to say, “I live here.” The lamp was real.


  The Burnell children could hardly walk to school fast enough the next morning. They burned to tell everybody, to describe, to—well—to boast about their doll’s house before the school-bell rang.


  “I’m to tell,” said Isabel, “because I’m the eldest. And you two can join in after. But I’m to tell first.”


  There was nothing to answer. Isabel was bossy, but she was always right, and Lottie and Kezia knew too well the powers that went with being eldest. They brushed through the thick buttercups at the road edge and said nothing.


  [4] “And I’m to choose who’s to come and see it first. Mother said I might.”


  For it had been arranged that while the doll’s house stood in the courtyard they might ask the girls at school, two at a time, to come and look. Not to stay to tea, of course, or to come traipsing through the house. But just to stand quietly in the courtyard while Isabel pointed out the beauties, and Lottie and Kezia looked pleased …


  But hurry as they might, by the time they had reached the tarred palings of the boys’ playground the bell had begun to jangle. They only just had time to whip off their hats and fall into line before the roll was called. Never mind. Isabel tried to make up for it by looking very important and mysterious and by whispering behind her hand to the girls near her, “Got something to tell you at playtime.”


  Playtime came and Isabel was surrounded. The girls of her class nearly fought to put their arms round her, to walk away with her, to beam flatteringly, to be her special friend. She held quite a court under the huge pine trees at the side of the playground. Nudging, giggling together, the little girls pressed up close. And the only two who stayed outside the ring were the two who were always outside, the little Kelveys. They knew better than to come anywhere near the Burnells.


  For the fact was, the school the Burnell [5] children went to was not at all the kind of place their parents would have chosen if there had been any choice. But there was none. It was the only school for miles. And the consequence was all the children of the neighbourhood, the Judge’s little girls, the doctor’s daughters, the store-keeper’s children, the milkman’s, were forced to mix together. Not to speak of there being an equal number of rude, rough little boys as well. But the line had to be drawn somewhere. It was drawn at the Kelveys. Many of the children, including the Burnells, were not allowed even to speak to them. They walked past the Kelveys with their heads in the air, and as they set the fashion in all matters of behaviour, the Kelveys were shunned by everybody. Even the teacher had a special voice for them, and a special smile for the other children when Lil Kelvey came up to her desk with a bunch of dreadfully common-looking flowers.


  They were the daughters of a spry, hardworking little washerwoman, who went about from house to house by the day. This was awful enough. But where was Mr. Kelvey? Nobody knew for certain. But everybody said he was in prison. So they were the daughters of a washerwoman and a gaolbird. Very nice company for other people’s children! And they looked it. Why Mrs. Kelvey made them so conspicuous was hard to understand. The truth was they were dressed in “bits” given to [6] her by the people for whom she worked. Lil, for instance, who was a stout, plain child, with big freckles, came to school in a dress made from a green art-serge table-cloth of the Burnells’, with red plush sleeves from the Logans’ curtains. Her hat, perched on top of her high forehead, was a grown-up woman’s hat, once the property of Miss Lecky, the postmistress. It was turned up at the back and trimmed with a large scarlet quill. What a little guy she looked! It was impossible not to laugh. And her little sister, our Else, wore a long white dress, rather like a nightgown, and a pair of little boy’s boots. But whatever our Else wore she would have looked strange. She was a tiny wishbone of a child, with cropped hair and enormous solemn eyes—a little white owl. Nobody had ever seen her smile; she scarcely ever spoke. She went through life holding on to Lil, with a piece of Lil’s skirt screwed up in her hand. Where Lil went, our Else followed. In the playground, on the road going to and from school, there was Lil marching in front and our Else holding on behind. Only when she wanted anything, or when she was out of breath, our Else gave Lil a tug, a twitch, and Lil stopped and turned round. The Kelveys never failed to understand each other.


  Now they hovered at the edge; you couldn’t stop them listening. When the little girls turned round and sneered, Lil, as usual, gave [7] her silly, shamefaced smile, but our Else only looked.


  And Isabel’s voice, so very proud, went on telling. The carpet made a great sensation, but so did the beds with real bedclothes, and the stove with an oven door.


  When she finished Kezia broke in. “You’ve forgotten the lamp, Isabel.”


  “Oh, yes,” said Isabel, “and there’s a teeny little lamp, all made of yellow glass, with a white globe that stands on the dining-room table. You couldn’t tell it from a real one.”


  “The lamp’s best of all,” cried Kezia. She thought Isabel wasn’t making half enough of the little lamp. But nobody paid any attention. Isabel was choosing the two who were to come back with them that afternoon and see it. She chose Emmie Cole and Lena Logan. But when the others knew they were all to have a chance, they couldn’t be nice enough to Isabel. One by one they put their arms round Isabel’s waist and walked her off. They had something to whisper to her, a secret. “Isabel’s my friend.”


  Only the little Kelveys moved away forgotten; there was nothing more for them to hear.


  Days passed, and as more children saw the doll’s house, the fame of it spread. It became the one subject, the rage. The one question [8] was, “Have you seen Burnells’ doll’s house? Oh, ain’t it lovely!” “Haven’t you seen it? Oh, I say!”


  Even the dinner hour was given up to talking about it. The little girls sat under the pines eating their thick mutton sandwiches and big slabs of johnny cake spread with butter. While always, as near as they could get, sat the Kelveys, our Else holding on to Lil, listening too, while they chewed their jam sandwiches out of a newspaper soaked with large red blobs.


  “Mother,” said Kezia, “can’t I ask the Kelveys just once?”


  “Certainly not, Kezia.”


  “But why not?”


  “Run away, Kezia; you know quite well why not.”


  At last everybody had seen it except them. On that day the subject rather flagged. It was the dinner hour. The children stood together under the pine trees, and suddenly, as they looked at the Kelveys eating out of their paper, always by themselves, always listening, they wanted to be horrid to them. Emmie Cole started the whisper.


  “Lil Kelvey’s going to be a servant when she grows up.”


  “O-oh, how awful!” said Isabel Burnell, and she made eyes at Emmie.


  Emmie swallowed in a very meaning way and [9] nodded to Isabel as she’d seen her mother do on those occasions.


  “It’s true—it’s true—it’s true,” she said.


  Then Lena Logan’s little eyes snapped. “Shall I ask her?” she whispered.


  “Bet you don’t,” said Jessie May.


  “Pooh, I’m not frightened,” said Lena. Suddenly she gave a little squeal and danced in front of the other girls. “Watch! Watch me! Watch me now!” said Lena. And sliding, gliding, dragging one foot, giggling behind her hand, Lena went over to the Kelveys.


  Lil looked up from her dinner. She wrapped the rest quickly away. Our Else stopped chewing. What was coming now?


  “Is it true you’re going to be a servant when you grow up, Lil Kelvey?” shrilled Lena.


  Dead silence. But instead of answering, Lil only gave her silly, shamefaced smile. She didn’t seem to mind the question at all. What a sell for Lena! The girls began to titter.


  Lena couldn’t stand that. She put her hands on her hips; she shot forward. “Yah, yer father’s in prison!” she hissed, spitefully.


  This was such a marvellous thing to have said that the little girls rushed away in a body, deeply, deeply excited, wild with joy. Someone found a long rope, and they began skipping. And never did they skip so high, run in and out so fast, or do such daring things as on that morning.


  [10] In the afternoon Pat called for the Burnell children with the buggy and they drove home. There were visitors. Isabel and Lottie, who liked visitors, went upstairs to change their pinafores. But Kezia thieved out at the back. Nobody was about; she began to swing on the big white gates of the courtyard. Presently, looking along the road, she saw two little dots. They grew bigger, they were coming towards her. Now she could see that one was in front and one close behind. Now she could see that they were the Kelveys. Kezia stopped swinging. She slipped off the gate as if she was going to run away. Then she hesitated. The Kelveys came nearer, and beside them walked their shadows, very long, stretching right across the road with their heads in the buttercups. Kezia clambered back on the gate; she had made up her mind; she swung out.


  “Hullo,” she said to the passing Kelveys.


  They were so astounded that they stopped. Lil gave her silly smile. Our Else stared.


  “You can come and see our doll’s house if you want to,” said Kezia, and she dragged one toe on the ground. But at that Lil turned red and shook her head quickly.


  “Why not?” asked Kezia.


  Lil gasped, then she said, “Your ma told our ma you wasn’t to speak to us.”


  “Oh, well,” said Kezia. She didn’t know what to reply. “It doesn’t matter. You can [11] come and see our doll’s house all the same. Come on. Nobody’s looking.”


  But Lil shook her head still harder.


  “Don’t you want to?” asked Kezia.


  Suddenly there was a twitch, a tug at Lil’s skirt. She turned round. Our Else was looking at her with big, imploring eyes; she was frowning; she wanted to go. For a moment Lil looked at our Else very doubtfully. But then our Else twitched her skirt again. She started forward. Kezia led the way. Like two little stray cats they followed across the courtyard to where the doll’s house stood.


  “There it is,” said Kezia.


  There was a pause. Lil breathed loudly, almost snorted; our Else was still as stone.


  “I’ll open it for you,” said Kezia kindly. She undid the hook and they looked inside.


  “There’s the drawing-room and the dining-room, and that’s the——”


  “Kezia!”


  Oh, what a start they gave!


  “Kezia!”


  It was Aunt Beryl’s voice. They turned round. At the back door stood Aunt Beryl, staring as if she couldn’t believe what she saw.


  “How dare you ask the little Kelveys into the courtyard?” said her cold, furious voice. “You know as well as I do, you’re not allowed to talk to them. Run away, children, run away [12] at once. And don’t come back again,” said Aunt Beryl. And she stepped into the yard and shooed them out as if they were chickens.


  “Off you go immediately!” she called, cold and proud.


  They did not need telling twice. Burning with shame, shrinking together, Lil huddling along like her mother, our Else dazed, somehow they crossed the big courtyard and squeezed through the white gate.


  “Wicked, disobedient little girl!” said Aunt Beryl bitterly to Kezia, and she slammed the doll’s house to.


  The afternoon had been awful. A letter had come from Willie Brent, a terrifying, threatening letter, saying if she did not meet him that evening in Pulman’s Bush, he’d come to the front door and ask the reason why! But now that she had frightened those little rats of Kelveys and given Kezia a good scolding, her heart felt lighter. That ghastly pressure was gone. She went back to the house humming.


  When the Kelveys were well out of sight of Burnells’, they sat down to rest on a big red drainpipe by the side of the road. Lil’s cheeks were still burning; she took off the hat with the quill and held it on her knee. Dreamily they looked over the hay paddocks, past the creek, to the group of wattles where Logan’s cows stood waiting to be milked. What were their thoughts?


  [13] Presently our Else nudged up close to her sister. But now she had forgotten the cross lady. She put out a finger and stroked her sister’s quill; she smiled her rare smile.


  “I seen the little lamp,” she said, softly.


  Then both were silent once more.


  [Nation & the Athenæum, February 4, 1921]


  []


  Honeymoon


  [14] And when they came out of the lace shop there was their own driver and the cab they called their own cab waiting for them under a plane tree. What luck! Wasn’t it luck? Fanny pressed her husband’s arm. These things seemed always to be happening to them ever since they—came abroad. Didn’t he think so too? But George stood on the pavement edge, lifted his stick, and gave a loud “Hi!” Fanny sometimes felt a little uncomfortable about the way George summoned cabs, but the drivers didn’t seem to mind, so it must have been all right. Fat, good-natured, and smiling, they stuffed away the little newspaper they were reading, whipped the cotton cover off the horse, and were ready to obey.


  “I say,” George said as he helped Fanny in, “suppose we go and have tea at the place where the lobsters grow. Would you like to?”


  “Most awfully,” said Fanny, fervently, as she leaned back wondering why the way George put things made them sound so very nice.


  [15] “R-right, bien.” He was beside her. “Allay” he cried gaily, and off they went.


  Off they went, spanking along lightly, under the green and gold shade of the plane trees, through the small streets that smelled of lemons and fresh coffee, past the fountain square where women, with water-pots lifted, stopped talking to gaze after them, round the corner past the café, with its pink and white umbrellas, green tables, and blue siphons, and so to the sea front. There a wind, light, warm, came flowing over the boundless sea. It touched George, and Fanny it seemed to linger over while they gazed at the dazzling water. And George said, “Jolly, isn’t it?” And Fanny, looking dreamy, said, as she said at least twenty times a day since they—came abroad: “Isn’t it extraordinary to think that here we are quite alone, away from everybody, with nobody to tell us to go home, or to—to order us about except ourselves?”


  George had long since given up answering “Extraordinary!” As a rule he merely kissed her. But now he caught hold of her hand, stuffed it into his pocket, pressed her fingers, and said, “I used to keep a white mouse in my pocket when I was a kid.”


  “Did you?” said Fanny, who was intensely interested in everything George had ever done. “Were you very fond of white mice?”


  “Fairly,” said George, without conviction. He was looking at something, bobbing out there [16] beyond the bathing steps. Suddenly he almost jumped in his seat. “Fanny!” he cried. “There’s a chap out there bathing. Do you see? I’d no idea people had begun. I’ve been missing it all these days.” George glared at the reddened face, the reddened arm, as though he could not look away. “At any rate,” he muttered, “wild horses won’t keep me from going in to-morrow morning.”


  Fanny’s heart sank. She had heard for years of the frightful dangers of the Mediterranean. It was an absolute death-trap. Beautiful, treacherous Mediterranean. There it lay curled before them, its white, silky paws touching the stones and gone again … But she’d made up her mind long before she was married that never would she be the kind of woman who interfered with her husband’s pleasures, so all she said was, airily, “I suppose one has to be very up in the currents, doesn’t one?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” said George. “People talk an awful lot of rot about the danger.”


  But now they were passing a high wall on the land side, covered with flowering heliotrope, and Fanny’s little nose lifted. “Oh George,” she breathed. “The smell! The most divine…”


  “Topping villa,” said George. “Look, you can see it through the palms.”


  “Isn’t it rather large?” said Fanny, who somehow could not look at any villa except as a possible habitation for herself and George.


  [17] “Well, you’d need a crowd of people if you stayed there long,” replied George. “Deadly, otherwise. I say, it is ripping. I wonder who it belongs to.” And he prodded the driver in the back.


  The lazy, smiling driver, who had no idea, replied, as he always did on these occasions, that it was the property of a wealthy Spanish family.


  “Masses of Spaniards on this coast,” commented George, leaning back again, and they were silent until, as they rounded a bend, the big, bone-white hotel-restaurant came into view. Before it there was a small terrace built up against the sea, planted with umbrella palms, set out with tables, and at their approach, from the terrace, from the hotel, waiters came running to receive, to welcome Fanny and George, to cut them off from any possible kind of escape.


  “Outside?”


  Oh, but of course they would sit outside. The sleek manager, who was marvellously like a fish in a frock coat, skimmed forward.


  “Dis way, sir. Dis way, sir. I have a very nice little table,” he gasped. “Just the little table for you, sir, over in de corner. Dis way.”


  So George, looking most dreadfully bored, and Fanny, trying to look as though she’d spent years of life threading her way through strangers, followed after.


  “Here you are, sir. Here you will be very nice,” coaxed the manager, taking the vase off [18] the table, and putting it down again as if it were a fresh little bouquet out of the air. But George refused to sit down immediately. He saw through these fellows; he wasn’t going to be done. These chaps were always out to rush you. So he put his hands in his pockets, and said to Fanny, very calmly, “This all right for you? Anywhere else you’d prefer? How about over there?” And he nodded to a table right over the other side.


  What it was to be a man of the world! Fanny admired him deeply, but all she wanted to do was to sit down and look like everybody else.


  “I—I like this,” said she.


  “Right,” said George, hastily, and he sat down almost before Fanny, and said quickly, “Tea for two and chocolate éclairs.”


  “Very good, sir,” said the manager, and his mouth opened and shut as though he was ready for another dive under the water. “You will not ’ave toasts to start with? We ’ave very nice toasts, sir.”


  “No,” said George, shortly. “You don’t want toast, do you, Fanny?”


  “Oh, no, thank you, George,” said Fanny, praying the manager would go.


  “Or perhaps de lady might like to look at de live lobsters in de tank while de tea is coming?” And he grimaced and smirked and flicked his serviette like a fin.


  [19] George’s face grew stony. He said “No” again, and Fanny bent over the table, unbuttoning her gloves. When she looked up the man was gone. George took off his hat, tossed it on to a chair, and pressed back his hair.


  “Thank God,” said he, “that chap’s gone. These foreign fellows bore me stiff. The only way to get rid of them is simply to shut up as you saw I did. Thank Heaven!” sighed George again, with so much emotion that if it hadn’t been ridiculous Fanny might have imagined that he had been as frightened of the manager as she. As it was she felt a rush of love for George. His hands were on the table, brown, large hands that she knew so well. She longed to take one of them and squeeze it hard. But, to her astonishment, George did just that thing. Leaning across the table, he put his hand over hers, and said, without looking at her, “Fanny, darling Fanny!”


  “Oh, George!” It was in that heavenly moment that Fanny heard a twing-twing-tootle-tootle, and a light strumming. There’s going to be music, she thought, but the music didn’t matter just then. Nothing mattered except love. Faintly smiling she gazed into that faintly smiling face, and the feeling was so blissful that she felt inclined to say to George, “Let us stay here—where we are—at this little table. It’s perfect, and the sea is perfect. Let us stay.” But instead her eyes grew serious.


  [20] “Darling,” said Fanny. “I want to ask you something fearfully important. Promise me you’ll answer. Promise.”


  “I promise,” said George, too solemn to be quite as serious as she.


  “It’s this.” Fanny paused a moment, looked down, looked up again. “Do you feel,” she said, softly, “that you really know me now? But really, really know me?”


  It was too much for George. Know his Fanny? He gave a broad, childish grin. “I should jolly well think I do,” he said, emphatically. “Why, what’s up?”


  Fanny felt he hadn’t quite understood. She went on quickly: “What I mean is this. So often people, even when they love each other, don’t seem to—to—it’s so hard to say—know each other perfectly. They don’t seem to want to. And I think that’s awful. They misunderstand each other about the most important things of all.” Fanny looked horrified. “George, we couldn’t do that, could we? We never could.”


  “Couldn’t be done,” laughed George, and he was just going to tell her how much he liked her little nose, when the waiter arrived with the tea and the band struck up. It was a flute, a guitar, and a violin, and it played so gaily that Fanny felt if she wasn’t careful even the cups and saucers might grow little wings and fly away. George absorbed three chocolate éclairs, [21] Fanny two. The funny-tasting tea—“Lobster in the kettle,” shouted George above the music—was nice all the same, and when the tray was pushed aside and George was smoking, Fanny felt bold enough to look at the other people. But it was the band grouped under one of the dark trees that fascinated her most. The fat man stroking the guitar was like a picture. The dark man playing the flute kept raising his eyebrows as though he was astonished at the sounds that came from it. The fiddler was in shadow.


  The music stopped as suddenly as it had begun. It was then she noticed a tall old man with white hair standing beside the musicians. Strange she hadn’t noticed him before. He wore a very high, glazed collar, a coat green at the seams, and shamefully shabby button boots. Was he another manager? He did not look like a manager, and yet he stood there gazing over the tables as though thinking of something different and far away from all this. Who could he be?


  Presently, as Fanny watched him, he touched the points of his collar with his fingers, coughed slightly, and half-turned to the band. It began to play again. Something boisterous, reckless, full of fire, full of passion, was tossed into the air, was tossed to that quiet figure, which clasped its hands, and still with that far-away look, began to sing.


  [22] “Good Lord!” said George. It seemed that everybody was equally astonished. Even the little children eating ices stared, with their spoons in the air … Nothing was heard except a thin, faint voice, the memory of a voice singing something in Spanish. It wavered, beat on, touched the high notes, fell again, seemed to implore, to entreat, to beg for something, and then the tune changed, and it was resigned, it bowed down, it knew it was denied.


  Almost before the end a little child gave a squeak of laughter, but everybody was smiling—except Fanny and George. Is life like this too? thought Fanny. There are people like this. There is suffering. And she looked at that gorgeous sea, lapping the land as though it loved it, and the sky, bright with the brightness before evening. Had she and George the right to be so happy? Wasn’t it cruel? There must be something else in life which made all these things possible. What was it? She turned to George.


  But George had been feeling differently from Fanny. The poor old boy’s voice was funny in a way, but, God, how it made you realise what a terrific thing it was to be at the beginning of everything, as they were, he and Fanny! George, too, gazed at the bright, breathing water, and his lips opened as if he could drink it. How fine it was! There was nothing like the sea for making a chap feel fit. And there sat [23] Fanny, his Fanny, leaning forward, breathing so gently.


  “Fanny!” George called to her.


  As she turned to him something in her soft, wondering look made George feel that for two pins he would jump over the table and carry her off.


  “I say,” said George, rapidly, “let’s go, shall we? Let’s go back to the hotel. Come. Do, Fanny darling. Let’s go now.”


  The band began to play. “Oh, God!” almost groaned George. “Let’s go before the old codger begins squawking again.”


  And a moment later they were gone.


  [Nation & the Athenæum, April 29, 1922]


  []


  A Cup of Tea


  [24] 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 [25] 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 shopgirl 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 [26] 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 shopman, 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 to 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 [27] guineas. Even if one is rich … She looked vague. She stared at a plump tea-kettle like a plump hen above the shopman’s head, and her voice was dreamy as she answered: “Well, keep it for me—will you? I’ll…”


  But the shopman 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, [28] 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 [29] 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 [30] 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.


  [31] “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 [32] 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 [33] 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.


  [34] “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——”


  [35] “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 these 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.


  [36] 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 to-night.”


  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?”


  [Story-Teller, May 1922]


  []


  Taking the Veil


  [37] It seemed impossible that anyone should be unhappy on such a beautiful morning. Nobody was, decided Edna, except herself. The windows were flung wide in the houses. From within there came the sound of pianos, little hands chased after each other and ran away from each other, practising scales. The trees fluttered in the sunny gardens, all bright with spring flowers. Street boys whistled, a little dog barked; people passed by, walking so lightly, so swiftly, they looked as though they wanted to break into a run. Now she actually saw in the distance a parasol, peach-coloured, the first parasol of the year.


  Perhaps even Edna did not look quite as unhappy as she felt. It is not easy to look tragic at eighteen, when you are extremely pretty, with the cheeks and lips and shining eyes of perfect health. Above all, when you are wearing a French blue frock and your new spring hat trimmed with cornflowers. True, she carried under her arm a book bound in horrid [38] black leather. Perhaps the book provided a gloomy note, but only by accident; it was the ordinary Library binding. For Edna had made going to the Library an excuse for getting out of the house to think, to realise what had happened, to decide somehow what was to be done now.


  An awful thing had happened. Quite suddenly, at the theatre last night, when she and Jimmy were seated side by side in the dress-circle, without a moment’s warning—in fact, she had just finished a chocolate almond and passed the box to him again—she had fallen in love with an actor. But—fallen—in—love …


  The feeling was unlike anything she had ever imagined before. It wasn’t in the least pleasant. It was hardly thrilling. Unless you can call the most dreadful sensation of hopeless misery, despair, agony and wretchedness, thrilling. Combined with the certainty that if that actor met her on the pavement after, while Jimmy was fetching their cab, she would follow him to the ends of the earth, at a nod, at a sign, without giving another thought to Jimmy or her father and mother or her happy home and countless friends again …


  The play had begun fairly cheerfully. That was at the chocolate almond stage. Then the hero had gone blind. Terrible moment! Edna had cried so much she had to borrow Jimmy’s folded, smooth-feeling handkerchief as well.


  [39] Not that crying mattered. Whole rows were in tears. Even the men blew their noses with a loud trumpeting noise and tried to peer at the programme instead of looking at the stage. Jimmy, most mercifully dry-eyed—for what would she have done without his handkerchief?—squeezed her free hand, and whispered “Cheer up, darling girl!” And it was then she had taken a last chocolate almond to please him and passed the box again. Then, there had been that ghastly scene with the hero alone on the stage in a deserted room at twilight, with a band playing outside and the sound of cheering coming from the street. He had tried—ah! how painfully, how pitifully!—to grope his way to the window. He had succeeded at last. There he stood holding the curtain while one beam of light, just one beam, shone full on his raised sightless face, and the band faded away into the distance …


  It was—really, it was absolutely—oh, the most—it was simply—in fact, from that moment Edna knew that life could never be the same. She drew her hand away from Jimmy’s, leaned back, and shut the chocolate box for ever. This at last was love!


  Edna and Jimmy were engaged. She had had her hair up for a year and a half; they had been publicly engaged for a year. But they had known they were going to marry each other ever since they walked in the Botanical Gardens [40] with their nurses, and sat on the grass with a wine biscuit and a piece of barley-sugar each for their tea. It was so much an accepted thing that Edna had worn a wonderfully good imitation of an engagement-ring out of a cracker all the time she was at school. And up till now they had been devoted to each other.


  But now it was over. It was so completely over that Edna found it difficult to believe that Jimmy did not realise it too. She smiled wisely, sadly, as she turned into the gardens of the Convent of the Sacred Heart and mounted the path that led through them to Hill Street. How much better to know it now than to wait until after they were married! Now it was possible that Jimmy would get over it. No, it was no use deceiving herself; he would never get over it! His life was wrecked, was ruined; that was inevitable. But he was young … Time, people always said, Time might make a little, just a little difference. In forty years when he was an old man, he might be able to think of her calmly—perhaps. But she,—what did the future hold for her?


  Edna had reached the top of the path. There under a new-leafed tree, hung with little bunches of white flowers, she sat down on a green bench and looked over the Convent flower-beds. In the one nearest to her there grew tender stocks, with a border of blue, shell-like pansies, with at one corner a clump [41] of creamy freezias, their light spears of green criss-crossed over the flowers. The Convent pigeons were tumbling high in the air, and she could hear the voice of Sister Agnes who was giving a singing lesson. Ah-me, sounded the deep tones of the nun, and Ah-me, they were echoed …


  If she did not marry Jimmy, of course she would marry nobody. The man she was in love with, the famous actor—Edna had far too much common-sense not to realise that would never be. It was very odd. She didn’t even want it to be. Her love was too intense for that. It had to be endured, silently; it had to torment her. It was, she supposed, simply that kind of love.


  “But, Edna!” cried Jimmy. “Can you never change? Can I never hope again?”


  Oh, what sorrow to have to say it, but it must be said. “No, Jimmy, I will never change.”


  Edna bowed her head; and a little flower fell on her lap, and the voice of Sister Agnes cried suddenly Ah-no, and the echo came, Ah-no…


  At that moment the future was revealed. Edna saw it all. She was astonished; it took her breath away at first. But, after all, what could be more natural? She would go into a convent … Her father and mother do everything to dissuade her, in vain. As for Jimmy, [42] his state of mind hardly bears thinking about. Why can’t they understand? How can they add to her suffering like this? The world is cruel, terribly cruel! After a last scene when she gives away her jewellery and so on to her best friends—she so calm, they so brokenhearted—into a convent she goes. No, one moment. The very evening of her going is the actor’s last evening at Port Willin. He receives by a strange messenger a box. It is full of white flowers. But there is no name, no card. Nothing? Yes, under the roses, wrapped in a white handkerchief, Edna’s last photograph with, written underneath,


  
    The world forgetting, by the world forgot.

  


  Edna sat very still under the trees; she clasped the black book in her fingers as though it were her missal. She takes the name of Sister Angela. Snip! Snip! All her lovely hair is cut off. Will she be allowed to send one curl to Jimmy? It is contrived somehow. And in a blue gown with a white head-band Sister Angela goes from the convent to the chapel, from the chapel to the convent with something unearthly in her look, in her sorrowful eyes, and in the gentle smile with which they greet the little children who run to her. A saint! She hears it whispered as she paces the chill, wax-smelling corridors. A saint! And visitors to the chapel are told of the nun [43] whose voice is heard above the other voices, of her youth, her beauty, of her tragic, tragic love. “There is a man in this town whose life is ruined …”


  A big bee, a golden furry fellow, crept into a freezia, and the delicate flower leaned over, swung, shook; and when the bee flew away it fluttered still as though it were laughing. Happy, careless flower!


  Sister Angela looked at it and said, “Now it is winter.” One night, lying in her icy cell she hears a cry. Some stray animal is out there in the garden, a kitten or a lamb or—well, whatever little animal might be there. Up rises the sleepless nun. All in white, shivering but fearless, she goes and brings it in. But next morning, when the bell rings for matins, she is found tossing in high fever … in delirium … and she never recovers. In three days all is over. The service has been said in the chapel, and she is buried in the corner of the cemetery reserved for the nuns, where there are plain little crosses of wood. Rest in Peace, Sister Angela …


  Now it is evening. Two old people leaning on each other come slowly to the grave and kneel down sobbing, “Our daughter! Our only daughter!” Now there comes another. He is all in black; he comes slowly. But when he is there and lifts his black hat, Edna sees to her horror his hair is snow-white. Jimmy! [44] Too late, too late! The tears are running down his face; he is crying now. Too late, too late! The wind shakes the leafless trees in the churchyard. He gives one awful bitter cry.


  Edna’s black book fell with a thud to the garden path. She jumped up, her heart beating. My darling! No, it’s not too late. It’s all been a mistake, a terrible dream. Oh, that white hair! How could she have done it? She has not done it. Oh, heavens! Oh, what happiness! She is free, young, and nobody knows her secret. Everything is still possible for her and Jimmy. The house they have planned may still be built, the little solemn boy with his hands behind his back watching them plant the standard roses may still be born. His baby sister … But when Edna got as far as his baby sister, she stretched out her arms as though the little love came flying through the air to her, and gazing at the garden, at the white sprays on the tree, at those darling pigeons blue against the blue, and the Convent with its narrow windows, she realised that now at last for the first time in her life—she had never imagined any feeling like it before—she knew what it was to be in love, but—in—love!


  [Sketch, February 22, 1922]


  []


  The Fly


  [45] “Y’are very snug in here,” piped old Mr. Woodifield, and he peered out of the great, green leather armchair 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!”


  [46] “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.


  [47] 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 Cassel.”


  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 [48] 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 [49] 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 [50] 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 [51] 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; [52] 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, [53] 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 in 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 [54] 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.


  [Nation & the Athenæum, March 18, 1922]


  []


  The Canary


  [55] … You see that big nail to the right of the front door? I can scarcely look at it even now and yet I could not bear to take it out. I should like to think it was there always even after my time. I sometimes hear the next people saying, “There must have been a cage hanging from there.” And it comforts me; I feel he is not quite forgotten.


  … You cannot imagine how wonderfully he sang. It was not like the singing of other canaries. And that isn’t just my fancy. Often, from the window, I used to see people stop at the gate to listen, or they would lean over the fence by the mock-orange for quite a long time—carried away. I suppose it sounds absurd to you—it wouldn’t if you had heard him—but it really seemed to me that he sang whole songs with a beginning and an end to them.


  For instance, when I’d finished the house in the afternoon, and changed my blouse and brought my sewing on to the verandah here, he used to hop, hop, hop from one perch to [56] another, tap against the bars as if to attract my attention, sip a little water just as a professional singer might, and then break into a song so exquisite that I had to put my needle down to listen to him. I can’t describe it; I wish I could. But it was always the same, every afternoon, and I felt that I understood every note of it.


  … I loved him. How I loved him! Perhaps it does not matter so very much what it is one loves in this world. But love something one must. Of course there was always my little house and the garden, but for some reason they were never enough. Flowers respond wonderfully, but they don’t sympathise. Then I loved the evening star. Does that sound foolish? I used to go into the backyard, after sunset, and wait for it until it shone above the dark gum tree. I used to whisper “There you are, my darling.” And just in that first moment it seemed to be shining for me alone. It seemed to understand this … something which is like longing, and yet it is not longing. Or regret—it is more like regret. And yet regret for what? I have much to be thankful for.


  … But after he came into my life I forgot the evening star; I did not need it any more. But it was strange. When the Chinaman who came to the door with birds to sell held him up in his tiny cage, and instead of fluttering, fluttering, like the poor little goldfinches, he [57] gave a faint, small chirp, I found myself saying, just as I had said to the star over the gum tree, “There you are, my darling.” From that moment he was mine.


  … It surprises me even now to remember how he and I shared each other’s lives. The moment I came down in the morning and took the cloth off his cage he greeted me with a drowsy little note. I knew it meant “Missus! Missus!” Then I hung him on the nail outside while I got my three young men their breakfasts, and I never brought him in until we had the house to ourselves again. Then, when the washing-up was done, it was quite a little entertainment. I spread a newspaper over a corner of the table and when I put the cage on it he used to beat with his wings despairingly, as if he didn’t know what was coming. “You’re a regular little actor,” I used to scold him. I scraped the tray, dusted it with fresh sand, filled his seed and water tins, tucked a piece of chickweed and half a chili between the bars. And I am perfectly certain he understood and appreciated every item of this little performance. You see by nature he was exquisitely neat. There was never a speck on his perch. And you’d only to see him enjoy his bath to realise he had a real small passion for cleanliness. His bath was put in last. And the moment it was in he positively leapt into it. First he fluttered one wing, then the other, [58] then he ducked his head and dabbled his breast feathers. Drops of water were scattered all over the kitchen, but still he would not get out. I used to say to him, “Now that’s quite enough. You’re only showing off.” And at last out he hopped and, standing on one leg, he began to peck himself dry. Finally he gave a shake, a flick, a twitter and he lifted his throat—Oh, I can hardly bear to recall it. I was always cleaning the knives at the time. And it almost seemed to me the knives sang too, as I rubbed them bright on the board.


  … Company, you see—that was what he was. Perfect company. If you have lived alone you will realise how precious that is. Of course there were my three young men who came in to supper every evening, and sometimes they stayed in the dining-room afterwards reading the paper. But I could not expect them to be interested in the little things that made my day. Why should they be? I was nothing to them. In fact, I overheard them one evening talking about me on the stairs as “the Scarecrow.” No matter. It doesn’t matter. Not in the least. I quite understand. They are young. Why should I mind? But I remember feeling so especially thankful that I was not quite alone that evening. I told him, after they had gone out. I said “Do you know what they call Missus?” And he put his head on one side and looked at me with his little [59] bright eye until I could not help laughing. It seemed to amuse him.


  … Have you kept birds? If you haven’t all this must sound, perhaps, exaggerated. People have the idea that birds are heartless, cold little creatures, not like dogs or cats. My washerwoman used to say on Mondays when she wondered why I didn’t keep “a nice fox terrier,” “There’s no comfort, Miss, in a canary.” Untrue. Dreadfully untrue. I remember one night. I had had a very awful dream—dreams can be dreadfully cruel—even after I had woken up I could not get over it. So I put on my dressing-gown and went down to the kitchen for a glass of water. It was a winter night and raining hard. I suppose I was still half asleep, but through the kitchen window, that hadn’t a blind, it seemed to me the dark was staring in, spying. And suddenly I felt it was unbearable that I had no one to whom I could say “I’ve had such a dreadful dream,” or—or “Hide me from the dark.” I even covered my face for a minute. And then there came a little “Sweet! Sweet!” His cage was on the table, and the cloth had slipped so that a chink of light shone through. “Sweet! Sweet!” said the darling little fellow again, softly, as much as to say, “I’m here, Missus! I’m here!” That was so beautifully comforting that I nearly cried.


  … And now he’s gone. I shall never have [60] another bird, another pet of any kind. How could I? When I found him, lying on his back, with his eye dim and his claws wrung, when I realised that never again should I hear my darling sing, something seemed to die in me. My heart felt hollow, as if it was his cage. I shall get over it. Of course. I must. One can get over anything in time. And people always say I have a cheerful disposition. They are quite right. I thank my God I have.


  … All the same, without being morbid, and giving way to—to memories and so on, I must confess that there does seem to me something sad in life. It is hard to say what it is. I don’t mean the sorrow that we all know, like illness and poverty and death. No, it is something different. 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.


  [Nation & the Athenæum, April 21, 1922]


  []


  A Married Man’s Story


  [61] It is evening. Supper is over. We have left the small, cold dining-room, we have come back to the sitting-room where there is a fire. All is as usual. I am sitting at my writing table which is placed across a corner so that I am behind it, as it were, and facing the room. The lamp with the green shade is alight; I have before me two large books of reference, both open, a pile of papers … All the paraphernalia, in fact, of an extremely occupied man. My wife, with her little boy on her lap, is in a low chair before the fire. She is about to put him to bed before she clears away the dishes and piles them up in the kitchen for the servant girl to-morrow morning. But the warmth, the quiet, and the sleepy baby, have made her dreamy. One of his red woollen boots is off, one is on. She sits, bent forward, clasping the little bare foot, staring into the glow, and as the fire quickens, falls, flares again, her shadow—an immense Mother and Child—is here and gone again upon the wall …


  [62] Outside it is raining. I like to think of that cold drenched window behind the blind, and beyond, the dark bushes in the garden, their broad leaves bright with rain, and beyond the fence, the gleaming road with the two hoarse little gutters singing against each other, and the wavering reflections of the lamps, like fishes’ tails. While I am here, I am there, lifting my face to the dim sky, and it seems to me it must be raining all over the world—that the whole earth is drenched, is sounding with a soft quick patter or hard steady drumming, or gurgling and something that is like sobbing and laughing mingled together, and that light playful splashing that is of water falling into still lakes and flowing rivers. And all at one and the same moment I am arriving in a strange city, slipping under the hood of the cab while the driver whips the cover off the breathing horse, running from shelter to shelter, dodging someone, swerving by someone else. I am conscious of tall houses, their doors and shutters sealed against the night, of dripping balconies and sodden flower-pots. I am brushing through deserted gardens and falling into moist smelling summer-houses (you know how soft and almost crumbling the wood of a summer-house is in the rain), I am standing on the dark quayside, giving my ticket into the wet red hand of the old sailor in an oilskin. How strong the sea smells! How loudly the tied-up boats knock [63] against one another! I am crossing the wet stackyard, hooded in an old sack, carrying a lantern, while the house-dog, like a soaking doormat, springs, shakes himself over me. And now I am walking along a deserted road—it is impossible to miss the puddles, and the trees are stirring—stirring.


  But one could go on with such a catalogue for ever—on and on—until one lifted the single arum lily leaf and discovered the tiny snails clinging, until one counted … and what then? Aren’t those just the signs, the traces of my feeling? The bright green streaks made by someone who walks over the dewy grass? Not the feeling itself. And as I think that, a mournful glorious voice begins to sing in my bosom. Yes, perhaps that is nearer what I mean. What a voice! What power! What velvety softness! Marvellous!


  Suddenly my wife turns round quickly. She knows—how long has she known?—that I am not ‘working.’ It is strange that with her full, open gaze, she should smile so timidly—and that she should say in such a hesitating voice, “What are you thinking?”


  I smile and draw two fingers across my forehead in the way I have. “Nothing,” I answer softly.


  At that she stirs, and still trying not to make it sound important, she says, “Oh, but you must have been thinking of something!”


  [64] Then I really meet her gaze, meet it fully, and I fancy her face quivers. Will she never grow accustomed to these simple—one might say—everyday little lies? Will she never learn not to expose herself—or to build up defences?


  “Truly, I was thinking of nothing.”


  There! I seem to see it dart at her. She urns away, pulls the other red sock off the baby, sits him up, and begins to unbutton him behind. I wonder if that little soft rolling bundle sees anything, feels anything? Now she turns him over on her knee, and in this light, his soft arms and legs waving, he is extraordinarily like a young crab. A queer thing is I can’t connect him with my wife and myself; I’ve never accepted him as ours. Each time when I come into the hall and see the perambulator, I catch myself thinking: “H’m, someone has brought a baby!” Or, when his crying wakes me at night, I feel inclined to blame my wife for having brought the baby in from outside. The truth is, that though one might suspect her of strong maternal feelings, my wife doesn’t seem to me the type of woman who bears children in her own body. There’s an immense difference! Where is that … animal ease and playfulness, that quick kissing and cuddling one has been taught to expect of young mothers? She hasn’t a sign of it. I believe that when she ties its bonnet she feels like an aunt and not a mother. But of course [65] I may be wrong; she may be passionately devoted … I don’t think so. At any rate, isn’t it a trifle indecent to feel like this about one’s own wife? Indecent or not, one has these feelings. And one other thing. How can I reasonably expect my wife, a brokenhearted woman, to spend her time tossing the baby? But that is beside the mark. She never even began to toss when her heart was whole.


  And now she has carried the baby to bed. I hear her soft, deliberate steps moving between the dining-room and the kitchen, there and back again, to the tune of the clattering dishes. And now all is quiet. What is happening now? Oh, I know just as surely as if I’d gone to see—she is standing in the middle of the kitchen facing the rainy window. Her head is bent, with one finger she is tracing something—nothing—on the table. It is cold in the kitchen; the gas jumps; the tap drips; it’s a forlorn picture. And nobody is going to come behind her, to take her in his arms, to kiss her soft hair, to lead her to the fire and to rub her hands warm again. Nobody is going to call her or to wonder what she is doing out there. And she knows it. And yet, being a woman, deep down, deep down, she really does expect the miracle to happen; she really could embrace that dark, dark deceit, rather than live—like this.


  [66] §


  To live like this … I write those words, very carefully, very beautifully. For some reason I feel inclined to sign them, or to write underneath—Trying a New Pen. But seriously, isn’t it staggering to think what may be contained in one innocent-looking little phrase? It tempts me—it tempts me terribly. Scene. The supper-table. My wife has just handed me my tea. I stir it, lift the spoon, idly chase and then carefully capture a speck of tea-leaf, and having brought it ashore, I murmur, quite gently, “How long shall we continue to live—like—this?” And immediately there is that famous “blinding flash and deafening roar. Huge pieces of débris (I must say I like débris) are flung into the air … and when the dark clouds of smoke have drifted away …” But this will never happen; I shall never know it. It will be found upon me ‘intact’ as they say. “Open my heart and you will see …”


  Why? Ah, there you have me! There is the most difficult question of all to answer. Why do people stay together? Putting aside “for the sake of the children,” and “the habit of years” and “economic reasons” as lawyers’ nonsense—it’s not much more—if one really does try to find out why it is that people don’t leave each other, one discovers a mystery. It is because they can’t; they are bound. And nobody on earth knows what are the bonds [67] that bind them except those two. Am I being obscure? Well, the thing itself isn’t so frightfully crystal clear, is it? Let me put it like this. Supposing you are taken, absolutely, first into his confidence and then into hers. Supposing you know all there is to know about the situation. And having given it not only your deepest sympathy but your most honest impartial criticism, you declare, very calmly, (but not without the slightest suggestion of relish—for there is—I swear there is—in the very best of us—something that leaps up and cries ‘A-ahh!’ for joy at the thought of destroying), “Well, my opinion is that you two people ought to part. You’ll do no earthly good together. Indeed, it seems to me, it’s the duty of either to set the other free.” What happens then? He—and she—agree. It is their conviction too. You are only saying what they have been thinking all last night. And away they go to act on your advice, immediately … And the next time you hear of them they are still together. You see—you’ve reckoned without the unknown quantity—which is their secret relation to each other—and that they can’t disclose even if they want to. Thus far you may tell and no further. Oh, don’t misunderstand me! It need not necessarily have anything to do with their sleeping together … But this brings me to a thought I’ve often half entertained. Which is that human beings, as [68] we know them, don’t choose each other at all. It is the owner, the second self inhabiting them, who makes the choice for his own particular purposes, and—this may sound absurdly farfetched—it’s the second self in the other which responds. Dimly—dimly—or so it has seemed to me—we realise this, at any rate to the extent that we realise the hopelessness of trying to escape. So that, what it all amounts to is—if the impermanent selves of my wife and me are happy—tant mieux pour nous—if miserable—tant pis … But I don’t know, I don’t know. And it may be that it’s something entirely individual in me—this sensation (yes, it is even a sensation) of how extraordinarily shell-like we are as we are—little creatures, peering out of the sentry-box at the gate, ogling through our glass case at the entry, wan little servants, who never can say for certain, even, if the master is out or in …


  The door opens … My wife. She says, “I am going to bed.”


  And I look up vaguely, and vaguely say, “You are going to bed.”


  “Yes.” A tiny pause. “Don’t forget—will you?—to turn out the gas in the hall.”


  And again I repeat, “The gas in the hall.”


  There was a time—the time before—when this habit of mine—it really has become a habit now—it wasn’t one then—was one of our sweetest jokes together. It began, of course, [69] when on several occasions I really was deeply engaged and I didn’t hear. I emerged only to see her shaking her head and laughing at me, “You haven’t heard a word!”


  “No. What did you say?”


  Why should she think that so funny and charming? She did; it delighted her. “Oh, my darling, it’s so like you! It’s so—so—” And I knew she loved me for it. I knew she positively looked forward to coming in and disturbing me, and so—as one does—I played up. I was guaranteed to be wrapped away every evening at 10.30 p.m. But now? For some reason I feel it would be crude to stop my performance. It’s simplest to play on. But what is she waiting for to-night? Why doesn’t she go? Why prolong this? She is going. No, her hand on the door-knob, she turns round again, and she says in the most curious, small, breathless voice, “You’re not cold?”


  Oh, it’s not fair to be as pathetic as that! That was simply damnable. I shuddered all over before I managed to bring out a slow “No-o!” while my left hand ruffles the reference pages.


  She is gone; she will not come back again to-night. It is not only I who recognise that; the room changes too. It relaxes, like an old actor. Slowly the mask is rubbed off; the look of strained attention changes to an air of heavy sullen brooding. Every line, every fold breathes [70] fatigue. The mirror is quenched; the ash whitens; only my sly lamp burns on … But what a cynical indifference to me it all shows! Or should I perhaps be flattered? No, we understand each other. You know those stories of little children who are suckled by wolves and accepted by the tribe, and how for ever after they move freely among their fleet, grey brothers? Something like that has happened to me. But wait! That about the wolves won’t do. Curious! Before I wrote it down, while it was still in my head, I was delighted with it. It seemed to express, and more, to suggest, just what I wanted to say. But written, I can smell the falseness immediately and the … source of the smell is in that word fleet. Don’t you agree? Fleet, grey brothers! “Fleet.” A word I never use. When I wrote “wolves” it skimmed across my mind like a shadow and I couldn’t resist it. Tell me! Tell me! Why is it so difficult to write simply—and not only simply but sotto voce, if you know what I mean? That is how I long to write. No fine effects—no bravura. But just the plain truth, as only a liar can tell it.


  §


  I light a cigarette, lean back, inhale deeply—and find myself wondering if my wife is asleep. Or is she lying in her cold bed, staring into the dark, with those trustful, bewildered [71] eyes? Her eyes are like the eyes of a cow that is being driven along a road. “Why am I being driven—what harm have I done?” But I really am not responsible for that look; it’s her natural expression. One day, when she was turning out a cupboard, she found a little old photograph of herself, taken when she was a girl at school. In her confirmation dress, she explained. And there were the eyes, even then. I remember saying to her, “Did you always look so sad?” Leaning over my shoulder, she laughed lightly, “Do I look sad? I think it’s just … me.” And she waited for me to say something about it. But I was marvelling at her courage at having shown it to me at all. It was a hideous photograph! And I wondered again if she realised how plain she was, and comforted herself with the idea that people who loved each other didn’t criticise but accepted everything, or if she really rather liked her appearance and expected me to say something complimentary.


  Oh, that was base of me! How could I have forgotten all the numberless times when I have known her turn away to avoid the light, press her face into my shoulders. And, above all, how could I have forgotten the afternoon of our wedding day when we sat on the green bench in the Botanical Gardens and listened to the band, how, in an interval between two pieces, she suddenly turned to me and said in [72] the voice in which one says, “Do you think the grass is damp?” or “Do you think it’s time for tea?” …, “Tell me, do you think physical beauty is so very important?” I don’t like to think how often she had rehearsed that question. And do you know what I answered? At that moment, as if at my command there came a great gush of hard, bright sound from the band, and I managed to shout above it cheerfully, “I didn’t hear what you said.” Devilish! Wasn’t it? Perhaps not wholly. She looked like the poor patient who hears the surgeon say, “It will certainly be necessary to perform the operation—but not now!”


  §


  But all this conveys the impression that my wife and I were never really happy together. Not true! Not true! We were marvellously, radiantly happy. We were a model couple. If you had seen us together, any time, any place, if you had followed us, tracked us down, spied, taken us off our guard, you still would have been forced to confess, “I have never seen a more ideally suited pair.” Until last autumn.


  But really to explain what happened then I should have to go back and back, I should have to dwindle until my two hands clutched the bannisters, the stair-rail was higher than my head, and I peered through to watch my father padding softly up and down. There [73] were coloured windows on the landings. As he came up, first his bald head was scarlet; then it was yellow. How frightened I was! And when they put me to bed, it was to dream that we were living inside one of my father’s big coloured bottles. For he was a chemist. I was born nine years after my parents were married. I was an only child, and the effect to produce even me—small, withered bud I must have been—sapped all my mother’s strength. She never left her room again. Bed, sofa, window, she moved between the three. Well I can see her, on the window days, sitting, her cheek in her hand, staring out. Her room looked over the street. Opposite there was a wall plastered with advertisements for travelling shows and circuses and so on. I stand beside her, and we gaze at the slim lady in a red dress hitting a dark gentleman over the head with her parasol, or at the tiger peering through the jungle while the clown, close by, balances a bottle on his nose, or at a little golden-haired girl sitting on the knee of an old black man in a broad cotton hat … She says nothing. On sofa days there is a flannel dressing gown that I loathe, and a cushion that keeps on slipping off the hard sofa. I pick it up. It has flowers and writing sewn on. I ask what the writing says, and she whispers, “Sweet Repose!” In bed her fingers plait, in tight little plaits, the fringe of [74] the quilt, and her lips are thin. And that is all there is of my mother, except the last queer ‘episode” that comes later.


  My father … Curled up in the corner on the lid of a round box that held sponges, I stared at my father so long, it’s as though his image, cut off at the waist by the counter, has remained solid in my memory. Perfectly bald, polished head, shaped like a thin egg, creased, creamy cheeks, little bags under the eyes, large pale ears like handles. His manner was discreet, sly, faintly amused and tinged with impudence. Long before I could appreciate it, I knew the mixture … I even used to copy him in my corner, bending forward, with a small reproduction of his faint sneer. In the evening his customers were, chiefly, young women; some of them came in every day for his famous five-penny pick-me-up. Their gaudy looks, their voices, their free ways, fascinated me. I longed to be my father, handing them across the counter the little glass of bluish stuff they tossed off so greedily. God knows what it was made of. Years after I drank some, just to see what it tasted like, and I felt as though someone had given me a terrific blow on the head; I felt stunned.


  One of those evenings I remember vividly. It was cold; it must have been autumn, for the flaring gas was lighted after my tea. I sat in my corner and my father was mixing something; [75] the shop was empty. Suddenly the bell jangled and a young woman rushed in, crying so loud, sobbing so hard, that it didn’t sound real. She wore a green cape trimmed with fur and a hat with cherries dangling. My father came from behind the screen. But she couldn’t stop herself at first. She stood in the middle of the shop and wrung her hands and moaned; I’ve never heard such crying since. Presently she managed to gasp out, “Give me a pick-me-up!” Then she drew a long breath, trembled away from him and quavered, “I’ve had bad news!” And in the flaring gaslight I saw the whole side of her face was puffed up and purple; her lip was cut, and her eyelid looked as though it was gummed fast over the wet eye. My father pushed the glass across the counter, and she took the purse out of her stocking and paid him. But she couldn’t drink; clutching the glass, she stared in front of her as if she could not believe what she saw. Each time she put her head back the tears spurted out again. Finally she put the glass down. It was no use. Holding the cape with one hand, she ran in the same way out of the shop again. My father gave no sign. But long after she had gone I crouched in my corner, and when I think back it’s as though I felt my whole body vibrating—“So that’s what it is outside,” I thought. “That’s what it’s like out there.”


  [76] §


  Do you remember your childhood? I am always coming across these marvellous accounts by writers who declare that they remember “everything.” I certainly don’t. The dark stretches, the blanks, are much bigger than the bright glimpses. I seem to have spent most of my time like a plant in a cupboard. Now and again, when the sun shone, a careless hand thrust me out on to the window-sill, and a careless hand whipped me in again—and that was all. But what happened in the darkness—I wonder? Did one grow? Pale stem … timid leaves … white reluctant bud. No wonder I was hated at school. Even the masters shrank from me. I somehow knew that my soft hesitating voice disgusted them. I knew, too, how they turned away from my shocked, staring eyes. I was small and thin, and I smelled of the shop; my nickname was Gregory Powder. School was a tin building, stuck on the raw hillside. There were dark red streaks like blood in the oozing clay banks of the playground. I hide in the dark passage, where the coats hang, and am discovered there by one of the masters. “What are you doing there in the dark?” His terrible voice kills me; I die before his eyes. I am standing in a ring of thrust-out heads; some are grinning, some look greedy, some are spitting. And it is always cold. Big crushed-up clouds press [77] across the sky; the rusty water in the school tank is frozen; the bell sounds numb. One day they put a dead bird in my overcoat pocket. I found it just when I reached home. Oh, what a strange flutter there was at my heart when I drew out that terribly soft, cold little body, with the legs thin as pins and the claws wrung. I sat on the back door step in the yard and put the bird in my cap. The feathers round the neck looked wet, and there was a tiny tuft just above the closed eyes that stood up too. How tightly the beak was shut! I could not see the mark where it was divided. I stretched out one wing and touched the soft, secret down underneath; I tried to make the claws curl round my little finger. But I didn’t feel sorry for it—no! I wondered. The smoke from our kitchen chimney poured downwards, and flakes of soot floated—soft, light in the air. Through a big crack in the cement yard a poor-looking plant with dull, reddish flowers had pushed its way. I looked at the dead bird again … And that is the first time that I remember singing—rather … listening to a silent voice inside a little cage that was me.


  §


  But what has all this to do with my married happiness? How can all this affect my wife and me? Why—to tell what happened last autumn—do I run all this way back into the [78] Past? The Past—what is the Past? I might say the star-shaped flake of soot on a leaf of the poor-looking plant, and the bird lying on the quilted lining of my cap, and my father’s pestle and my mother’s cushion belong to it. But that is not to say they are any less mine than they were when I looked upon them with my very eyes, and touched them with these fingers. No, they are more; they are a living part of me. Who am I, in fact, as I sit here at this table, but my own past? If I deny that, I am nothing. And if I were to try to divide my life into childhood, youth, early manhood and so on, it would be a kind of affectation; I should know I was doing it just because of the pleasantly important sensation it gives one to rule lines, and to use green ink for childhood, red for the next stage, and purple for the period of adolescence. For, one thing I have learnt, one thing I do believe is, Nothing Happens Suddenly. Yes, that is my religion, I suppose.


  My mother’s death, for instance. Is it more distant from me to-day than it was then? It is just as close, as strange, as puzzling, and in spite of all the countless times I have recalled the circumstances, I know no more now than I did then, whether I dreamed them, or whether they really occurred. It happened when I was thirteen and I slept in a little strip of a room on what was called the half-landing. One night [79] I woke up with a start to see my mother, in her night-gown, without even the hated flannel dressing-gown, sitting on my bed. But the strange thing which frightened me was, she wasn’t looking at me. Her head was bent; the short, thin tail of hair lay between her shoulders; her hands were pressed between her knees, and my bed shook; she was shivering. It was the first time I had ever seen her out of her own room. I said, or I think I said, “Is that you, Mother?” And as she turned round, I saw in the moonlight how queer she looked. Her face looked small—quite different. She looked like one of the boys at the school baths, who sits on a step, shivering just like that, and wants to go in and yet is frightened.


  “Are you awake?” she said. Her eyes opened; I think she smiled. She leaned towards me. “I’ve been poisoned,” she whispered. “Your father’s poisoned me.” And she nodded. Then, before I could say a word, she was gone; I thought I heard the door shut. I sat quite still, I couldn’t move, I think I expected something else to happen. For a long time I listened for something; there wasn’t a sound. The candle was by my bed, but I was too frightened to stretch out my hand for the matches. But even while I wondered what I ought to do, even while my heart thumped—everything became confused. I lay down and pulled the blankets round me. I fell asleep, [80] and the next morning my mother was found dead of failure of the heart.


  Did that visit happen? Was it a dream? Why did she come to tell me? Or why, if she came, did she go away so quickly? And her expression—so joyous under the frightened look—was that real? I believed it fully the afternoon of the funeral, when I saw my father dressed up for his part, hat and all. That tall hat so gleaming black and round was like a cork covered with black sealing-wax, and the rest of my father was awfully like a bottle, with his face for the label—Deadly Poison. It flashed into my mind as I stood opposite him in the hall. And Deadly Poison, or old D.P., was my private name for him from that day.


  §


  Late, it grows late. I love the night. I love to feel the tide of darkness rising slowly and slowly washing, turning over and over, lifting, floating, all that lies strewn upon the dark beach, all that lies hid in rocky hollows. I love, I love this strange feeling of drifting—whither? After my mother’s death I hated to go to bed. I used to sit on the window-sill, folded up, and watch the sky. It seemed to me the moon moved much faster than the sun. And one big, bright green star I chose for my own. My star! But I never thought of it beckoning to me, or twinkling merrily for my [81] sake. Cruel, indifferent, splendid—it burned in the airy night. No matter—it was mine! But, growing close up against the window, there was a creeper with small, bunched-up pink and purple flowers. These did know me. These, when I touched them at night, welcomed my fingers; the little tendrils, so weak, so delicate, knew I would not hurt them. When the wind moved the leaves I felt I understood their shaking. When I came to the window, it seemed to me the flowers said among themselves, “The boy is here.”


  As the months passed, there was often a light in my father’s room below. And I heard voices and laughter. “He’s got some woman with him,” I thought. But it meant nothing to me. Then the gay voice, the sound of the laughter, gave me the idea it was one of the girls who used to come to the shop in the evenings—and gradually I began to imagine which girl it was. It was the dark one in the red coat and skirt, who once had given me a penny. A merry face stooped over me—warm breath tickled my neck—there were little beads of black on her long lashes, and when she opened her arms to kiss me, there came a marvellous wave of scent! Yes, that was the one.


  Time passed, and I forgot the moon and my green star and my shy creeper—I came to the window to wait for the light in my father’s window, to listen for the laughing [82] voice, until one night I dozed and I dreamed she came again—again she drew me to her, something soft, scented, warm and merry hung over me like a cloud. But when I tried to see, her eyes only mocked me, her red lips opened and she hissed, “Little sneak! Little sneak!” But not as if she were angry,—as if she understood, and her smile somehow was like a rat—hateful!


  The night after, I lighted the candle and sat down at the table instead. By and by, as the flame steadied, there was a small lake of liquid wax, surrounded by a white, smooth wall. I took a pin and made little holes in this wall and then sealed them up faster than the wax could escape. After a time I fancied the candle flame joined in the game; it leapt up, quivered, wagged; it even seemed to laugh. But while I played with the candle and smiled and broke off the tiny white peaks of wax that rose above the wall and floated them on my lake, a feeling of awful dreariness fastened on me—yes, that’s the word. It crept up from my knees to my thighs, into my arms; I ached all over with misery. And I felt so strangely that I couldn’t move. Something bound me there by the table—I couldn’t even let the pin drop that I held between my finger and thumb. For a moment I came to a stop, as it were.


  Then the shrivelled case of the bud split and fell, the plant in the cupboard came into [83] flower. “Who am I?” I thought. “What is all this?” And I looked at my room, at the broken bust of the man called Hahnemann on top of the cupboard, at my little bed with the pillow like an envelope. I saw it all, but not as I had seen before … Everything lived, everything. But that was not all. I was equally alive and—it’s the only way I can express it—the barriers were down between us—I had come into my own world!


  §


  The barriers were down. I had been all my life a little outcast; but until that moment no one had “accepted” me; I had lain in the cupboard—or the cave forlorn. But now I was taken, I was accepted, claimed. I did not consciously turn away from the world of human beings; I had never known it; but I from that night did beyond words consciously turn towards my silent brothers …


  [Dial, January 1923]


  []


  []


  The Doves’ Nest


  [84] After lunch Milly and her mother were sitting as usual on the balcony beyond the salon, admiring for the five hundredth time the stocks, the roses, the small, bright grass beneath the palms, and the oranges against a wavy line of blue, when a card was brought them by Marie. Visitors at the Villa Martin were very rare. True, the English clergyman, Mr. Sandi-man, had called, and he had come a second time with his wife to tea. But an awful thing had happened on that second occasion. Mother had made a mistake. She had said “More tea, Mr. Sandybags?” Oh, what a frightful thing to have happened! How could she have done it? Milly still flamed at the thought. And he had evidently not forgiven them; he’d never come again. So this card put them both into quite a flutter.


  Mr. Walter Prodger, they read. And then an American address, so very much abbreviated that neither of them understood it. Walter Prodger? But they’d never heard of him. Mother looked from the card to Milly.


  [85] “Prodger, dear?” she asked mildly, as though helping Milly to a slice of a never-before-tasted pudding.


  And Milly seemed to be holding her plate back in the way she answered “I—don’t—know, Mother.”


  “These are the occasions,” said Mother, becoming a little flustered, “when one does so feel the need of our dear English servants. Now if I could just say, ‘What is he like, Annie?’ I should know whether to see him or not. But he may be some common man, selling something—one of those American inventions for peeling things, you know, dear. Or he may even be some kind of foreign sharper.” Mother winced at the hard, bright little word as though she had given herself a dig with her embroidery scissors.


  But here Marie smiled at Milly and murmured, “C’est un très beau Monsieur.”


  “What does she say, dear?”


  “She says he looks very nice, Mother.”


  “Well, we’d better——” began Mother.


  “Where is he now, I wonder.”


  Marie answered “In the vestibule, Madame.”


  In the hall! Mother jumped up, seriously alarmed. In the hall, with all those valuable little foreign things that didn’t belong to them scattered over the tables.


  “Show him in, Marie. Come, Milly, come dear. We will see him in the salon. Oh, why [86] isn’t Miss Anderson here?” almost wailed Mother.


  But Miss Anderson, Mother’s new companion, never was on the spot when she was wanted. She had been engaged to be a comfort, a support to them both. Fond of travelling, a cheerful disposition, a good packer and so on. And then, when they had come all this way and taken the Villa Martin and moved in, she had turned out to be a Roman Catholic. Half her time, more than half, was spent wearing out the knees of her skirts in cold churches. It was really too …


  The door opened. A middle-aged, cleanshaven, very well dressed stranger stood bowing before them. His bow was stately. Milly saw it pleased Mother very much; she bowed her Queen Alexandra bow back. As for Milly, she never could bow. She smiled, feeling shy, but deeply interested.


  “Have I the pleasure,” said the stranger very courteously, with a strong American accent, “of speaking with Mrs. Wyndham Fawcett?”


  “I am Mrs. Fawcett,” said Mother, graciously, “and this is my daughter, Mildred.”


  “Pleased to meet you, Miss Fawcett.” And the stranger shot a fresh, chill hand at Milly, who grasped it just in time before it was gone again.


  “Won’t you sit down?” said Mother, and she waved faintly at all the gilt chairs.


  “Thank you, I will,” said the stranger.


  [87] Down he sat, still solemn, crossing his legs, and, most surprisingly, his arms as well. His face looked at them over his dark arms as over a gate.


  “Milly, sit down, dear.”


  So Milly sat down, too, on the Madame Recamier couch, and traced a filet lace flower with her finger. There was a little pause. She saw the stranger swallow; Mother’s fan opened and shut.


  Then he said “I took the liberty of calling, Mrs. Fawcett, because I had the pleasure of your husband’s acquaintance in the States when he was lecturing there some years ago. I should like very much to renoo our—well—I venture to hope we might call it friendship. Is he with you at present? Are you expecting him out? I noticed his name was not mentioned in the local paper. But I put that down to a foreign custom, perhaps—giving precedence to the lady.”


  And here the stranger looked as though he might be going to smile.


  But as a matter of fact it was extremely awkward. Mother’s mouth shook. Milly squeezed her hands between her knees, but she watched hard from under her eyebrows. Good, noble little Mummy! How Milly admired her as she heard her say, gently and quite simply, “I am sorry to say my husband died two years ago.”


  [88] Mr. Prodger gave a great start. “Did he?” He thrust out his under lip, frowned, pondered. “I am truly sorry to hear that, Mrs. Fawcett. I hope you’ll believe me when I say I had no idea your husband had … passed over.”


  “Of course.” Mother softly stroked her skirt.


  “I do trust,” said Mr. Prodger, more seriously still, “that my inquiry didn’t give you too much pain.”


  “No, no. It’s quite all right,” said the gentle voice.


  But Mr. Prodger insisted. “You’re sure? You’re positive?”


  At that Mother raised her head and gave him one of her still, bright, exalted glances that Milly knew so well. “I’m not in the least hurt,” she said, as one might say it from the midst of the fiery furnace.


  Mr. Prodger looked relieved. He changed his attitude and continued. “I hope this regrettable circumstance will not deprive me of your——”


  “Oh, certainly not. We shall be delighted. We are always so pleased to know any one who——” Mother gave a little bound, a little flutter. She flew from her shadowy branch on to a sunny one. “Is this your first visit to the Riviera?”


  “It is,” said Mr. Prodger. “The fact is I was in Florence until recently. But I took a heavy cold there——”


  [89] “Florence so damp,” cooed Mother.


  “And the doctor recommended I should come here for the sunshine before I started for home.”


  “The sun is so very lovely here,” agreed Mother, enthusiastically.


  “Well, I don’t think we get too much of it,” said Mr. Prodger, dubiously, and two lines showed at his lips. “I seem to have been sitting around in my hotel more days than I care to count.”


  “Ah, hotels are so very trying,” said Mother, and she drooped sympathetically at the thought of a lonely man in an hotel … “You are alone here?” she asked, gently, just in case … one never knew … it was better to be on the safe, the tactful side.


  But her fears were groundless.


  “Oh, yes, I’m alone,” cried Mr. Prodger, more heartily than he had spoken yet, and he took a speck of thread off his immaculate trouser leg. Something in his voice puzzled Milly. What was it?


  “Still, the scenery is so very beautiful,” said Mother, “that one really does not feel the need of friends. I was only saying to my daughter yesterday I could live here for years without going outside the garden gate. It is all so beautiful.”


  “Is that so?” said Mr. Prodger, soberly. He added, “You have a very charming villa.” [90] And he glanced round the salon. “Is all this antique furniture genuine, may I ask?”


  “I believe so,” said Mother. “I was certainly given to understand it was. Yes, we love our villa. But of course it is very large for two, that is to say three, ladies. My companion, Miss Anderson, is with us. But unfortunately she is a Roman Catholic, and so she is out most of the time.”


  Mr. Prodger bowed as one who agreed that Roman Catholics were very seldom in.


  “But I am so fond of space,” continued Mother, “and so is my daughter. We both love large rooms and plenty of them—don’t we, Milly?”


  This time Mr. Prodger looked at Milly quite cordially and remarked, “Yes, young people like plenty of room to run about.”


  He got up, put one hand behind his back, slapped the other upon it and went over to the balcony.


  “You’ve a view of the sea from here,” he observed.


  The ladies might well have noticed it; the whole Mediterranean swung before the windows.


  “We are so fond of the sea,” said Mother, getting up, too.


  Mr. Prodger looked towards Milly. “Do you see those yachts, Miss Fawcett?”


  Milly saw them.


  [91] “Do you happen to know what they’re doing?” asked Mr. Prodger.


  What they were doing? What a funny question! Milly stared and bit her lip.


  “They’re racing!” said Mr. Prodger, and this time he did actually smile at her.


  “Oh, yes, of course,” stammered Milly. “Of course they are.” She knew that.


  “Well, they’re not always at it,” said Mr. Prodger, good-humouredly. And he turned to Mother and began to take a ceremonious farewell.


  “I wonder,” hesitated Mother, folding her little hands and eyeing him, “if you would care to lunch with us—if you would not be too dull with two ladies. We should be so very pleased.”


  Mr. Prodger became intensely serious again. He seemed to brace himself to meet the luncheon invitation. “Thank you very much, Mrs. Fawcett. I should be delighted.”


  “That will be very nice,” said Mother, warmly. “Let me see. To-day is Monday—isn’t it, Milly? Would Wednesday suit you?”


  “Mr. Prodger replied, “It would suit me excellently to lunch with you on Wednesday, Mrs. Fawcett. At mee-dee, I presume, as they call it here.”


  “Oh, no! We keep our English times. At one o’clock,” said Mother.


  [92] And that being arranged, Mr. Prodger became more and more ceremonious and bowed himself out of the room.


  Mother rang for Marie to look after him, and a moment later the big, glass hall-door shut.


  “Well!” said Mother. She was all smiles. Little smiles like butterflies, alighting on her lips and gone again. “That was an adventure, Milly, wasn’t it, dear? And I thought he was such a very charming man, didn’t you?”


  Milly made a little face at Mother and rubbed her eye.


  “Of course you did. You must have, dear. And his appearance was so satisfactory—wasn’t it?” Mother was obviously enraptured. “I mean he looked so very well kept. Did you notice his hands? Every nail shone like a diamond. I must say I do like to see …”


  She broke off. She came over to Milly and patted her big collar straight.


  “You do think it was right of me to ask him to lunch—don’t you, dear?” said Mother pathetically.


  Mother made her feel so big, so tall. But she was tall. She could pick Mother up in her arms. Sometimes, rare moods came when she did. Swooped on Mother who squeaked like a mouse and even kicked. But not lately. Very seldom now …


  “It was so strange,” said Mother. There [93] was the still, bright, exalted glance again. “I suddenly seemed to hear Father say to me ‘Ask him to lunch.’ And then there was some—warning … I think it was about the wine. But that I didn’t catch—very unfortunately,” she added, mournfully. She put her hand on her breast; she bowed her head. “Father is still so near,” she whispered.


  Milly looked out of the window. She hated Mother going on like this. But of course she couldn’t say anything. Out of the window there was the sea and the sunlight silver on the palms, like water dripping from silver oars. Milly felt a yearning—what was it?—it was like a yearning to fly.


  But Mother’s voice brought her back to the salon, to the gilt chairs, the gilt couches, sconces, cabinets, the tables with the heavy-sweet flowers, the faded brocade, the pink-spotted Chinese dragons on the mantelpiece and the two Turks’ heads in the fireplace that supported the broad logs.


  “I think a leg of lamb would be nice, don’t you, dear?” said Mother. “The lamb is so very small and delicate just now. And men like nothing so much as plain roast meat. Yvonne prepares it so nicely, too, with that little frill of paper lace round the top of the leg. It always reminds me of something—I can’t think what. But it certainly makes it look very attractive indeed.


  [94] §


  Wednesday came. And the flutter that Mother and Milly had felt over the visiting card extended to the whole villa. Yes, it was not too much to say that the whole villa thrilled and fluttered at the idea of having a man to lunch. Old, flat-footed Yvonne came waddling back from market with a piece of gorgonzola in so perfect a condition that when she found Marie in the kitchen she flung down her great basket, snatched the morsel up and held it, rustling in its paper, to her quivering bosom.


  “J’ai trouvé un morceau de gorgonzola,” she panted, rolling up her eyes as though she invited the heavens themselves to look down upon it. “J’ai un morceau de gorgonzola ici pour un prr-ince, ma fille.” And hissing the word “prr-ince” like lightning, she thrust the morsel under Marie’s nose. Marie, who was a delicate creature, almost swooned at the shock.


  “Do you think,” cried Yvonne, scornfully, “that I would ever buy such cheese pour ces dames? Never. Never. Jamais de ma vie.” Her sausage finger wagged before her nose, and she minced in a dreadful imitation of Mother’s French, “We have none of us large appetites, Yvonne. We are very fond of boiled eggs and mashed potatoes and a nice, plain salad. Ah-Bah!” With a snort of contempt she flung [95] away her shawl, rolled up her sleeves, and began unpacking the basket. At the bottom there was a flat bottle which, sighing, she laid aside.


  “De quoi pour mes cors,” said she.


  And Marie, seizing a bottle of Sauterne and bearing it off to the dining-room murmured, as she shut the kitchen door behind her, “Et voilà pour les cors de Monsieur!”


  The dining-room was a large room panelled in dark wood. It had a massive mantelpiece and carved chairs covered in crimson damask. On the heavy, polished table stood an oval glass dish decorated with little gilt swags. This dish, which it was Marie’s duty to keep filled with fresh flowers, fascinated her. The sight of it gave her a frisson. It reminded her always, as it lay solitary on the dark expanse, of a little tomb. And one day, passing through the long windows on to the stone terrace and down the steps into the garden she had the happy thought of so arranging the flowers that they would be appropriate to one of the ladies on a future tragic occasion. Her first creation had been terrible. Tomb of Mademoiselle Anderson in black pansies, lily-of-the-valley, and a frill of heliotrope. It gave her a most intense, curious pleasure to hand Miss Anderson the potatoes at lunch, and at the same time to gaze beyond her at her triumph. It was like (O ciel!), it was like handing potatoes to a corpse.


  [96] The Tomb of Madame was on the contrary almost gay. Foolish little flowers, half yellow, half blue, hung over the edge, wisps of green trailed across, and in the middle there was a large scarlet rose. Cœur saignant, Marie had called it. But it did not look in the least like a cœur saignant. It looked flushed and cheerful, like Mother emerging from the luxury of a warm bath.


  Milly’s, of course, was all white. White stocks, little white rose-buds, with a sprig or two of dark box edging. It was Mother’s favourite.


  Poor innocent! Marie, at the sideboard, had to turn her back when she heard Mother exclaim, “Isn’t it pretty, Milly? Isn’t it sweetly pretty? Most artistic. So original.” And she had said to Marie, “C’est très joli, Marie. Très original.”


  Marie’s smile was so remarkable that Milly, peeling a tangerine, remarked to Mother, “I don’t think she likes you to admire them. It makes her uncomfortable.”


  But to-day—the glory of her opportunity made Marie feel quite faint as she seized her flower scissors. Tombeau d’un beau Monsieur. She was forbidden to cut the orchids that grew round the fountain basin. But what were orchids for if not for such an occasion? Her fingers trembled as the scissors snipped away. They were enough; Marie added two small sprays of palm. And back in the dining-room [97] she had the happy idea of binding the palm together with a twist of gold thread deftly torn off the fringe of the dining-room curtains. The effect was superb. Marie almost seemed to see her beau Monsieur, very small, very small, at the bottom of the bowl, in full evening dress with a ribbon across his chest and his ears white as wax.


  What surprised Milly, however, was that Miss Anderson should pay any attention to Mr. Prodger’s coming. She rustled to breakfast in her best black silk blouse, her Sunday blouse, with the large, painful-looking crucifix dangling over the front. Milly was alone when Miss Anderson entered the dining-room. This was unfortunate, for she always tried to avoid being left alone with Miss Anderson. She could not say exactly why; it was a feeling. She had the feeling that Miss Anderson might say something about God, or something fearfully intimate. Oh, she would sink through the floor if such a thing happened; she would expire. Supposing she were to say “Milly, do you believe in our Lord?” Heavens! It simply didn’t bear thinking about.


  “Good-morning, my dear,” said Miss Anderson, and her fingers, cold, pale, like church candles, touched Milly’s cheeks.


  “Good-morning, Miss Anderson. May I give you some coffee?” said Milly, trying to be natural.


  [98] “Thank you, dear child,” said Miss Anderson, and laughing her light, nervous laugh, she hooked on her eyeglasses and stared at the basket of rolls. “And is it to-day that you expect your guest?” she asked.


  Now why did she ask that? Why pretend when she knew perfectly well? That was all part of her strangeness. Or was it because she wanted to be friendly? Miss Anderson was more than friendly; she was genial. But there was always this something. Was she spying? People said at school that Roman Catholics spied … Miss Anderson rustled, rustled about the house like a dead leaf. Now she was on the stairs, now in the upstairs passage. Sometimes, at night, when Milly was feverish, she woke up and heard that rustle outside her door. Was Miss Anderson looking through the keyhole? And one night she actually had the idea that Miss Anderson had bored two holes in the wall above her head and was watching her from there. The feeling was so strong that next time she went into Miss Anderson’s room her eyes flew to the spot. To her horror a large picture hung there. Had it been there before?…


  “Guest?” The crisp breakfast roll broke in half at the word.


  “Yes, I think it is,” said Milly, vaguely, and her blue, flower-like eyes were raised to Miss Anderson in a vague stare.


  [99] “It will make quite a little change in our little party,” said the much-too-pleasant voice. “I confess I miss very much the society of men. I have had such a great deal of it in my life. I think that ladies by themselves are apt to get a little—h’m—h’m …” And helping herself to cherry jam, she spilt it on the cloth.


  Milly took a large, childish bite out of her roll. There was nothing to reply to this. But how young Miss Anderson made her feel! She made her want to be naughty, to pour milk over her head or make a noise with a spoon.


  “Ladies by themselves,” went on Miss Anderson, who realised none of this, “are very apt to find their interests limited.”


  “Why?” said Milly, goaded to reply. People always said that; it sounded most unfair.


  “I think,” said Miss Anderson, taking off her eyeglasses and looking a little dim, “it is the absence of political discussion.”


  “Oh, politics!” cried Milly, airily. “I hate politics. Father always said——” But here she pulled up short. She crimsoned. She didn’t want to talk about Father to Miss Anderson.


  “Oh! Look! Look! A butterfly!” cried Miss Anderson, softly and hastily. “Look, what a darling!” Her own cheeks flushed a slow red at the sight of the darling butterfly fluttering so softly over the glittering table.


  That was very nice of Miss Anderson—fearfully nice of her. She must have realised that [100] Milly didn’t want to talk about Father and so she had mentioned the butterfly on purpose. Milly smiled at Miss Anderson as she never had smiled at her before. And she said in her warm, youthful voice, “He is a duck, isn’t he? I love butterflies. I think they are great lambs.”


  §


  The morning whisked away as foreign mornings do. Mother had half decided to wear her hat at lunch.


  “What do you think, Milly? Do you think as head of the house it might be appropriate? On the other hand one does not want to do anything at all extreme.”


  “Which do you mean, Mother? Your mushroom or the jampot?”


  “Oh, not the jampot, dear.” Mother was quite used to Milly’s name for it. “I somehow don’t feel myself in a hat without a brim. And to tell you the truth I am still not quite certain whether I was wise in buying the jampot. I cannot help the feeling that if I were to meet Father in it he would be a little too surprised. More than once lately,” went on Mother quickly, “I have thought of taking off the trimming, turning it upside down, and making it into a nice little workbag. What do you think, dear? But we must not go into it now, Milly. This is not the moment for such schemes. Come on to the balcony. I have [101] told Marie we shall have coffee there. What about bringing out that big chair with the nice, substantial legs for Mr. Prodger? Men are so fond of nice, substantial … No, not by yourself, love! Let me help you.”


  When the chair was carried out Milly thought it looked exactly like Mr. Prodger. It was Mr. Prodger admiring the view.


  “No, don’t sit down on it. You mustn’t,” she cried hastily, as Mother began to subside. She put her arm through Mother’s and drew her back into the salon.


  Happily, at that moment there was a rustle and Miss Anderson was upon them. In excellent time, for once. She carried a copy of the Morning Post.


  “I have been trying to find out from this,” said she, lightly tapping the newspaper with her eyeglasses, “whether Congress is sitting at present. But unfortunately, after reading my copy right through, I happened to glance at the heading and discovered it was five weeks’ old.”


  Congress! Would Mr. Prodger expect them to talk about Congress? The idea terrified Mother. Congress! The American parliament, of course, composed of senators—grey-bearded old men in frock coats and turn-down collars, rather like missionaries. But she did not feel at all competent to discuss them.


  “I think we had better not be too intellectual,” she suggested, timidly, fearful of disappointing [102] Miss Anderson, but more fearful still of the alternative.


  “Still, one likes to be prepared,” said Miss Anderson. And after a pause she added softly, “One never knows.”


  Ah, how true that is! One never does. Miss Anderson and Mother seemed both to ponder this truth. They sat silent, with head bent, as though listening to the whisper of the words.


  “One never knows,” said the pink-spotted dragons on the mantelpiece and the Turks’ heads pondered. Nothing is known—nothing. Everybody just waits for things to happen as they were waiting there for the stranger who came walking towards them through the sun and shadow under the budding plane trees, or driving, perhaps, in one of the small, cotton-covered cabs … An angel passed over the Villa Martin. In that moment of hovering silence something timid, something beseeching seemed to lift, seemed to offer itself, as the flowers in the salon, uplifted, gave themselves to the light.


  Then Mother said, “I hope Mr. Prodger will not find the scent of the mimosa too powerful. Men are not fond of flowers in a room as a rule. I have heard it causes actual hay-fever in some cases. What do you think, Milly? Ought we perhaps——” But there was no time to do anything. A long, firm trill [103] sounded from the hall door. It was a trill so calm and composed and unlike the tentative little push they gave the bell that it brought them back to the seriousness of the moment. They heard a man’s voice; the door clicked shut again. He was inside. A stick rattled on the table. There was a pause, and then the door handle of the salon turned and Marie, in frilled muslin cuffs and an apron shaped like a heart, ushered in Mr. Prodger.


  Only Mr. Prodger after all? But whom had Milly expected to see? The feeling was there and gone again that she would not have been surprised to see somebody quite different, before she realised this wasn’t quite the same Mr. Prodger as before. He was smarter than ever; all brushed, combed, shining. The ears that Marie had seen white as wax flashed as if they had been pink enamelled. Mother fluttered up in her pretty little way, so hoping he had not found the heat of the day too trying to be out in … but happily it was a little early in the year for dust. Then Miss Anderson was introduced. Milly was ready this time for that fresh hand, but she almost gasped; it was so very chill. It was like a hand stretched out to you from the water. Then together they all sat down.


  “Is this your first visit to the Riviera?” asked Miss Anderson, graciously, dropping her handkerchief.


  [104] “It is,” answered Mr. Prodger composedly, and he folded his arms as before. “I was in Florence until recently, but I caught a heavy cold——”


  “Florence so——” began Mother, when the beautiful brass gong, that burned like a fallen sun in the shadows of the hall, began to throb. First it was a low muttering, then it swelled, it quickened, it burst into a clash of triumph under Marie’s sympathetic fingers. Never had they been treated to such a performance before. Mr. Prodger was all attention.


  “That’s a very fine gong,” he remarked approvingly.


  “We think it is so very oriental,” said Mother. “It gives our little meals quite an Eastern flavour. Shall we …”


  Their guest was at the door bowing.


  “So many gentlemen and only one lady,” fluttered Mother. “What I mean is the boot is on the other shoe. That is to say—come, Milly, come, dear.” And she led the way to the dining-room.


  Well, there they were. The cold, fresh napkins were shaken out of their charming shapes and Marie handed the omelette. Mr. Prodger sat on Mother’s right, facing Milly, and Miss Anderson had her back to the long windows. But after all—why should the fact of their having a man with them make such a difference? It did; it made all the difference.


  [105] Why should they feel so stirred at the sight of that large hand outspread, moving among the wine glasses? Why should the sound of that loud, confident “Ah-hm!” change the very look of the dining-room? It was not a favourite room of theirs as a rule; it was overpowering. They bobbed uncertainly at the pale table with a curious feeling of exposure. They were like those meek guests who arrive unexpectedly at the fashionable hotel, and are served with whatever may be ready, while the real luncheon, the real guests lurk important and contemptuous in the background. And although it was impossible for Marie to be other than deft, nimble and silent, what heart could she have in ministering to that most uninspiring of spectacles—three ladies dining alone?


  Now all was changed. Marie filled their glasses to the brim as if to reward them for some marvellous feat of courage. These timid English ladies had captured a live lion, a real one, smelling faintly of eau de cologne, and with a tip of handkerchief showing, white as a flake of snow.


  “He is worthy of it,” decided Marie, eyeing her orchids and palms.


  Mr. Prodger touched his hot plate with appreciative fingers.


  “You’ll hardly believe it, Mrs. Fawcett,” he remarked, turning to Mother, “but this is the first hot plate I’ve happened on since I [106] left the States. I had begun to believe there were two things that just weren’t to be had in Europe. One was a hot plate and the other was a glass of cold water. Well, the cold water one can do without; but a hot plate is more difficult. I’d got so discouraged with the cold wet ones I encountered everywhere that when I was arranging with Cook’s Agency about my room here I explained to them ‘I don’t mind where I go to. I don’t care what the expense may be. But for mercy’s sake find me an hotel where I can get a hot plate by ringing for it.’”


  Mother, though outwardly all sympathy, found this a little bewildering. She had a momentary vision of Mr. Prodger ringing for hot plates to be brought to him at all hours. Such strange things to want in any numbers.


  “I have always heard the American hotels are so very well equipped,” said Miss Anderson. “Telephones in all the rooms and even tape machines.”


  Milly could see Miss Anderson reading that tape machine.


  “I should like to go to America awfully,” she cried, as Marie brought in the lamb and set it before Mother.


  “There’s certainly nothing wrong with America,” said Mr. Prodger, soberly. “America’s a great country. What are they? Peas? Well, I’ll just take a few. I don’t eat peas as [107] a rule. No, no salad, thank you. Not with the hot meat.”


  “But what makes you want to go to America?” Miss Anderson ducked forward, smiling at Milly, and her eyeglasses fell into her plate, just escaping the gravy.


  Because one wants to go everywhere, was the real answer. But Milly’s flower-blue gaze rested thoughtfully on Miss Anderson as she said, “The ice-cream. I adore ice-cream.”


  “Do you?” said Mr. Prodger, and he put down his fork; he seemed moved. “So you’re fond of ice-cream, are you, Miss Fawcett?”


  Milly transferred her dazzling gaze to him. It said she was.


  “Well,” said Mr. Prodger quite playfully, and he began eating again, “I’d like to see you get it. I’m sorry we can’t manage to ship some across. I like to see young people have just what they want. It seems right, somehow.”


  Kind man! Would he have any more lamb?


  Lunch passed so pleasantly, so quickly, that the famous piece of gorgonzola was on the table in all its fatness and richness before there had been an awkward moment. The truth was that Mr. Prodger proved most easy to entertain, most ready to chat. As a rule men were not fond of chat as Mother understood it. They did not seem to understand that it does not matter very much what one says; the important thing is not to let the conversation [108] drop. Strange! Even the best of men ignored that simple rule. They refused to realise that conversation is like a dear little baby that is brought in to be handed round. You must rock it, nurse it, keep it on the move if you want it to keep on smiling. What could be simpler? But even Father … Mother winced away from memories that were not as sweet as memories ought to be.


  All the same she could not help hoping that Father saw what a successful little lunch party it was. He did so love to see Milly happy, and the child looked more animated than she had done for weeks. She had lost that dreamy expression, which, though very sweet, did not seem natural at her age. Perhaps what she wanted was not so much Easton’s Syrup as taking out of herself.


  “I have been very selfish,” thought Mother, blaming herself as usual. She put her hand on Milly’s arm; she pressed it gently as they rose from the table. And Marie held the door open for the white and the grey figure; for Miss Anderson, who peered shortsightedly, as though looking for something; for Mr. Prodger who brought up the rear, walking stately, with the benign air of a Monsieur who had eaten well.


  §


  Beyond the balcony, the garden, the palms and the sea lay bathed in quivering brightness.


  [109] Not a leaf moved; the oranges were little worlds of burning light. There was the sound of grasshoppers ringing their tiny tambourines, and the hum of bees as they hovered, as though to taste their joy in advance, before burrowing close into the warm wide-open stocks and roses. The sound of the sea was like a breath, was like a sigh.


  Did the little group on the balcony hear it? Mother’s fingers moved among the black and gold coffee-cups; Miss Anderson brought the most uncomfortable chair out of the salon and sat down. Mr. Prodger put his large hand on to the yellow stone ledge of the balcony and remarked gravely, “This balcony rail is just as hot as it can be.”


  “They say,” said Mother, “that the greatest heat of the day is at about half-past two. We have certainly noticed it is very hot then.”


  “Yes, it’s lovely then,” murmured Milly, and she stretched out her hand to the sun. “It’s simply baking!”


  “Then you’re not afraid of the sunshine?” said Mr. Prodger, taking his coffee from Mother. “No, thank you. I won’t take any cream. Just one lump of sugar.” And he sat down balancing the little, chattering cup on his broad knee.


  “No, I adore it,” answered Milly, and she began to nibble the lump of sugar …


  []


  Six Years After


  [110] It was not the afternoon to be on deck—on the contrary. It was exactly the afternoon when there is no snugger place than a warm cabin, a warm bunk. Tucked up with a rug, a hot-water bottle and a piping hot cup of tea she would not have minded the weather in the least. But he—hated cabins, hated to be inside anywhere more than was absolutely necessary. He had a passion for keeping, as he called it, above board, especially when he was travelling. And it wasn’t surprising, considering the enormous amount of time he spent cooped up in the office. So, when he rushed away from her as soon as they got on board and came back five minutes later to say he had secured two deck chairs on the lee side and the steward was undoing the rugs, her voice through the high sealskin collar murmured “Good”; and because he was looking at her, she smiled with bright eyes and blinked quickly, as if to say, “Yes, perfectly all right—absolutely.” And she meant it.


  [111] “Then we’d better——” said he, and he tucked her hand inside his arm and began to rush her off to where their chairs stood. But she just had time to breathe, “Not so fast, Daddy, please,” when he remembered too and slowed down.


  Strange! They had been married twenty-eight years, and it was still an effort to him, each time, to adapt his pace to hers.


  “Not cold, are you?” he asked, glancing sideways at her. Her little nose, geranium pink above the dark fur, was answer enough. But she thrust her free hand into the velvet pocket of her jacket and murmured gaily, “I shall be glad of my rug.”


  He pressed her tighter to his side—a quick, nervous pressure. He knew, of course, that she ought to be down in the cabin; he knew that it was no afternoon for her to be sitting on deck, in this cold and raw mist, lee side or no lee side, rugs or no rugs, and he realised how she must be hating it. But he had come to believe that it really was easier for her to make these sacrifices than it was for him. Take their present case, for instance. If he had gone down to the cabin with her, he would have been miserable the whole time, and he couldn’t have helped showing it. At any rate, she would have found him out. Whereas, having made up her mind to fall in with his ideas, he would have betted anybody she would even go so far [112] as to enjoy the experience. Not because she was without personality of her own. Good Lord! She was absolutely brimming with it. But because … but here his thoughts always stopped. Here they always felt the need of a cigar, as it were. And, looking at the cigar-tip, his fine blue eyes narrowed. It was a law of marriage, he supposed … All the same, he always felt guilty when he asked these sacrifices of her. That was what the quick pressure meant. His being said to her being: “You do understand, don’t you?” and there was an answering tremor of her fingers, “I understand.”


  Certainly, the steward—good little chap—had done all in his power to make them comfortable. He had put up their chairs in whatever warmth there was and out of the smell. She did hope he would be tipped adequately. It was on occasions like these (and her life seemed to be full of such occasions) that she wished it was the woman who controlled the purse.


  “Thank you, steward. That will do beautifully.”


  ‘Why are stewards so often delicate-looking?’ she wondered, as her feet were tucked under. ‘This poor little chap looks as though he’d got a chest, and yet one would have thought … the sea air …’


  The button of the pigskin purse was undone.


  [113] The tray was tilted. She saw sixpences, shillings, half-crowns.


  ‘I should give him five shillings,’ she decided, ‘and tell him to buy himself a good nourishing——’


  He was given a shilling, and he touched his cap and seemed genuinely grateful.


  Well, it might have been worse. It might have been sixpence. It might, indeed. For at that moment Father turned towards her and said, half-apologetically, stuffing the purse back, “I gave him a shilling. I think it was worth it, don’t you?”


  “Oh, quite! Every bit!” said she.


  It is extraordinary how peaceful it feels on a little steamer once the bustle of leaving port is over. In a quarter of an hour one might have been at sea for days. There is something almost touching, childish, in the way people submit themselves to the new conditions. They go to bed in the early afternoon, they shut their eyes and “it’s night” like little children who turn the table upside down and cover themselves with the tablecloth. And those who remain on deck—they seem to be always the same, those few hardened men travellers—pause, light their pipes, stamp softly, gaze out to sea, and their voices are subdued as they walk up and down. The long-legged little girl chases after the red-cheeked boy, but soon both are captured; and the old sailor, [114] swinging an unlighted lantern, passes and disappears …


  He lay back, the rug up to his chin and she saw he was breathing deeply. Sea air! If anyone believed in sea air, it was he. He had the strongest faith in its tonic qualities. But the great thing was, according to him, to fill the lungs with it the moment you came on board. Otherwise, the sheer strength of it was enough to give you a chill …


  She gave a small chuckle, and he turned to her quickly. “What is it?”


  “It’s your cap,” she said. “I never can get used to you in a cap. You look such a thorough burglar.”


  “Well, what the deuce am I to wear?” He shot up one grey eyebrow and wrinkled his nose. “It’s a very good cap, too. Very fine specimen of its kind. It’s got a very rich white satin lining.” He paused. He declaimed, as he had hundreds of times before at this stage, “Rich and rare were the gems she wore.”


  But she was thinking he really was childishly proud of the white satin lining. He would like to have taken off his cap and made her feel it. “Feel the quality!” How often had she rubbed between finger and thumb his coat, his shirt cuff, tie, sock, linen handkerchief, while he said that.


  She slipped down more deeply into her chair.


  [115] And the little steamer pressed on, pitching gently, over the grey, unbroken, gently-moving water, that was veiled with slanting rain.


  Far out, as though idly, listlessly, gulls were flying. Now they settled on the waves, now they beat up into the rainy air, and shone against the pale sky like the lights within a pearl. They looked cold and lonely. How lonely it will be when we have passed by, she thought. There will be nothing but the waves and those birds and rain falling.


  She gazed through the rust-spotted railing along which big drops trembled, until suddenly she shut her lips. It was as if a warning voice inside her had said, “Don’t look!”


  “No, I won’t,” she decided. “It’s too depressing, much too depressing.”


  But immediately, she opened her eyes and looked again. Lonely birds, water lifting, white pale sky—how were they changed?


  And it seemed to her there was a presence far out there, between the sky and the water; someone very desolate and longing watched them pass and cried as if to stop them—but cried to her alone.


  “Mother!”


  ‘Don’t leave me,’ sounded in the cry. ‘Don’t forget me! You are forgetting me, you know you are!’ And it was as though from her own breast there came the sound of childish weeping.


  [116] “My son—my precious child—it isn’t true!”


  Sh! How was it possible that she was sitting there on that quiet steamer beside Father and at the same time she was hushing and holding a little slender boy—so pale—who had just waked out of a dreadful dream?


  “I dreamed I was in a wood—somewhere far away from everybody,—and I was lying down and a great blackberry vine grew over me. And I called and called to you—and you wouldn’t come—you wouldn’t come—so I had to lie there for ever.”


  What a terrible dream! He had always had terrible dreams. How often, years ago, when he was small, she had made some excuse and escaped from their friends in the dining-room or the drawing-room to come to the foot of the stairs and listen. “Mother!” And when he was asleep, his dream had journeyed with her back into the circle of lamplight; it had taken its place there like a ghost. And now——


  Far more often—at all times—in all places—like now, for instance—she never settled down, she was never off her guard for a moment but she heard him. He wanted her. “I am coming as fast as I can! As fast as I can!” But the dark stairs have no ending, and the worst dream of all—the one that is always the same—goes for ever and ever uncomforted.


  This is anguish! How is it to be borne? Still, it is not the idea of her suffering which [117] is unbearable—it is his. Can one do nothing for the dead? And for a long time the answer had been—Nothing!


  … But softly without a sound the dark curtain has rolled down. There is no more to come. That is the end of the play. But it can’t end like that—so suddenly. There must be more. No, it’s cold, it’s still. There is nothing to be gained by waiting.


  But—did he go back again? Or, when the war was over, did he come home for good? Surely, he will marry—later on—not for several years. Surely, one day I shall remember his wedding and my first grandchild—a beautiful dark-haired boy born in the early morning—a lovely morning—spring!


  ‘Oh, Mother, it’s not fair to me to put these ideas into my head! Stop, Mother, stop! When I think of all I have missed, I can’t bear it.’


  “I can’t bear it!” She sits up breathing the words and tosses the dark rug away. It is colder than ever, and now the dusk is falling, falling like ash upon the pallid water.


  And the little steamer, growing determined, throbbed on, pressed on, as if at the end of the journey there waited …


  [New Republic, March 28, 1921]


  []


  Daphne


  [118] I had been in Port Willin six months when I decided to give a one-man show. Not that I was particularly keen, but little Field, the picture-shop man, had just started a gallery and he wanted me—begged me, rather—to kick off for him. He was a decent little chap; I hadn’t the heart to refuse. And besides, as it happened, I had a good deal of stuff that I felt it would be rather fun to palm off on any one who was fool enough to buy it. So with these high aims I had the cards printed, the pictures framed in plain white frames, and God knows how many cups and saucers ordered for the Private View.


  What was I doing in Port Willin? Oh well—why not? I’ll own it does sound an unlikely spot, but when you are an impermanent movable, as I am, it’s just those unlikely spots that have a trick of holding you. I arrived, intending to stay a week and go on to Fiji. But I had letters to one or two people, and the morning of my arrival, hanging over the side [119] of the ship while we were waiting in the stream, with nothing on earth to do but stare, I took an extraordinary fancy to the shape—to the look of the place.


  It’s a small town, you know, planted at the edge of a fine deep harbour like a lake. Behind it, on either side there are hills. The houses are built of light painted wood. They have iron roofs coloured red. And there are big dark plumy trees massed together, breaking up those light shapes, giving a depth—warmth—making a composition of it well worth looking at … Well, we needn’t go into that—But it had me that fine morning. And the first days after my arrival, walking, or driving out in one of the big swinging, rocking cabs, I took an equal fancy to the people.


  Not to quite all of them. The men left me cold. Yes, I must say, colonial men are not the brightest specimens. But I never struck a place where the average of female attractiveness was so high. You can’t help noticing it, for a peculiarity of Port Willin is the number of its teashops and the vast quantity of tea absorbed by its inhabitants. Not tea only—sandwiches, cream cakes, ices, fruit salad with fresh pineapples. From eleven o’clock in the morning you meet with couples, and groups, of girls and young married women hurrying off to their first tea. It was a real eleven o’clock function. Even the business men [120] knocked off and went to a café. And the same thing happened in the afternoon. From four until half-past six the streets were gay as a garden. Which reminds me, it was early spring when I arrived and the town smelled of moist earth and the first flowers. In fact, wherever one went one got a strong whiff, like the whiff of violets in a wood, which was enough in itself to make one feel like lingering …


  There was a theatre too, a big bare building plastered over with red and blue bills which gave it an oriental look in that blue air, and a touring company was playing “San Toy.” I went my first evening. I found it, for some reason, fearfully exciting. The inside smelled of gas, of glue and burnt paper. Whistling draughts cut along the corridors—a strong wind among the orchestra kept the palms trembling, and now and again the curtain blew out and there was a glimpse of a pair of large feet walking rapidly away. But what women! What girls in muslin dresses with velvet sashes and little caps edged with swansdown! In the intervals long ripples of laughter sounded from the stalls, from the dress-circle. And I leaned against a pillar that looked as though it was made of wedding-cake icing—and fell in love with whole rows at a time …


  Then I presented my letters, I was asked out to dine, and I met these charmers in their own [121] homes. That decided it. They were something I had never known before—so gay, so friendly, so impressed with the idea of one’s being an artist! It was rather like finding oneself in the playground of an extremely attractive girls’ school.


  I painted the Premier’s daughter, a dark beauty, against a tree hung with long bell-like flowers, as white as wax. I painted a girl with a pig-tail curled up on a white sofa playing with a pale-red fan … and a little blonde in a black jacket with pearl-grey gloves … I painted like fury.


  I’m fond of women. As a matter of fact I’m a great deal more at my ease with women than I am with men. Because I’ve cultivated them, I suppose. You see, it’s like this with me. I’ve always had enough money to live on and the consequence is I have never had to mix with people more than I wished. And I’ve equally always had—well, I suppose you might call it a passion—for painting. Painting is far and away the most important thing in life—as I see it. But—my work’s my own affair. It’s the separate compartment which is me. No strangers allowed in. I haven’t the smallest desire to explain what it is I’m after—or to hear other men. If people like my work I’m pleased. If they don’t—well, if I was a shrugging person, I’d shrug. This sounds arrogant. It isn’t; I know my limitations. [122] But the truth about oneself always sounds arrogant, as no doubt you’ve observed.


  But women—well, I can only speak for myself—I find the presence of women, the consciousness of women, an absolute necessity. I know they are considered a distraction, that the very Big Pots seal themselves in their hives to keep away. All I can say is work without women would be to me like dancing without music or food without wine or a sailing boat without a breeze. They just give me that … what is it? Stimulus is not enough; inspiration is far too much. That—well, if I knew what it is, I should have solved a bigger problem than my own! And problems aren’t in my line.


  I expected a mob at my Private View, and I got it, too … What I hadn’t reckoned on was that there would be no men. It was one thing to ask a painter fellow to knock you up something to the tune of fifty guineas or so, but it was quite another to make an ass of yourself staring. The Port Willin men would as soon have gazed into shops. True, when you came to Europe, you visited the galleries, but then you shop-gazed too. It didn’t matter what you did in Europe. You could walk about for a week without being recognised.


  So there were little Field and I absolutely alone among all that loveliness; it frightened him out of his life, but I didn’t mind, I thought it rather fun, especially as the sightseers didn’t [123] hesitate to find my pictures amusing. I’m by no means an out-and-out modern, as they say; people like violins and landscapes of telegraph poles leave me cold. But Port Willin is still trying to swallow Rossetti, and Hope by Watts is looked upon as very advanced. It was natural my pictures should surprise them. The fat old Lady Mayoress became quite hysterical. She drew me over to one drawing, she patted my arm with her fan.


  “I don’t wonder you drew her slipping out,” she gurgled. “And how depressed she looks! The poor dear never could have sat down in it. It’s much too small. There ought to be a little cake of Pear’s Soap on the floor.” And overcome by her own joke, she flopped on the little double bench that ran down the middle of the room, and even her fan seemed to laugh.


  At that moment two girls passed in front of us. One I knew, a big fair girl called May Pollock, pulled her companion by the sleeve. “Daphne!” she said. “Daphne!” And the other turned towards her, then towards us, smiled and was born, christened part of my world from that moment.


  “Daphne!” Her quick beautiful smile answered …


  Saturday morning was gloriously fine. When I woke up and saw the sun streaming over the [124] polished floor I felt like a little boy who has been promised a picnic. It was all I could do not to telephone Daphne. Was she feeling the same? It seemed somehow such a terrific lark that we should be going off together like this, just with a couple of rucksacks and our bathing suits. I thought of other week-ends, the preparation, the emotional tension, the amount of managing they’d needed. But I couldn’t really think of them; I couldn’t be bothered, they belonged to another life …


  It seemed to me suddenly so preposterous that two people should be as happy as we were and not be happier. Here we were, alone, miles away from everybody, free as air, and in love with each other. I looked again at Daphne, at her slender shoulders, her throat, her bosom, and, passionately in love, I decided, with fervour: Wouldn’t it be rather absurd, then, to behave like a couple of children? Wouldn’t she even, in spite of all she had said, be disappointed if we did? …


  And I went off at a tremendous pace, not because I thought she’d run after me, but I did think she might call, or I might look round …


  It was one of those still, hushed days when the sea and the sky seem to melt into one another, and it is long before the moisture [125] dries on the leaves and grasses. One of those days when the sea smells strong and there are gulls standing in a row on the sand. The smoke from our wood fire hung in the air and the smoke of my pipe mingled with it. I caught myself staring at nothing. I felt dull and angry. I couldn’t get over the ridiculous affair. You see, my amour propre was wounded.


  Monday morning was grey, cloudy, one of those mornings peculiar to the sea-side when everything, the sea most of all, seems exhausted and sullen. There had been a very high tide, the road was wet—on the beach there stood a long line of sickly-looking gulls …


  When we got on board she sat down on one of the green benches and, muttering something about a pipe, I walked quickly away. It was intolerable that we should still be together after what had happened. It was indecent. I only asked—I only longed for one thing—to be free of this still, unsmiling and pitiful—that was the worst of it—creature who had been my playful Daphne.


  For answer I telephoned her at once and asked if I might come and see her that evening. Her voice sounded grave, unlike the voice I remembered, and she seemed to deliberate. There was a long pause before she said, “Yes—perhaps that would be best.”


  [126] “Then I shall come at half-past six.”


  “Very well.”


  And we went into a room full of flowers and very large art photographs of the Harbour by Night, A Misty Day, Moonrise over the Water, and I know I wondered if she admired them.


  “Why did you send me that letter?”


  “Oh, but I had to,” said Daphne. “I meant every word of it. I only let you come to-night to … No, I know I shall disappoint you. I’m wiser than you are for all your experience. I shan’t be able to live up to it. I’m not the person for you. Really I’m not!” …


  []


  Father and the Girls


  [127] At midday, Ernestine, who had come down from the mountains with her mother to work in the vineyards belonging to the hotel, heard the faint, far-away chuff-chuff of the train from Italy. Trains were a novelty to Ernestine; they were fascinating, unknown, terrible. What were they like as they came tearing their way through the valley, plunging between the mountains as if not even the mountains could stop them? When she saw the dark, flat breast of the engine, so bare, so powerful, hurled as it were towards her, she felt a weakness; she could have sunk to the earth. And yet she must look. So she straightened up, stopped pulling at the blue-green leaves, tugging at the long, bright-green, curly suckers, and, with eyes like a bird, stared. The vines were very tall. There was nothing to be seen of Ernestine but her beautiful, youthful bosom buttoned into a blue cotton jacket and her small, dark head covered with a faded cherry-coloured handkerchief.


  [128] Chiff-chuff-chaff. Chiff-chuff-chaff, sounded the train. Now a wisp of white smoke shone and melted. Now there was another, and the monster itself came into sight and snorting horribly drew up at the little, toy-like station five minutes away. The railway ran at the bottom of the hotel garden which was perched high and surrounded by a stone wall. Steps cut in the stone led to the terraces where the vines were planted. Ernestine, looking out from the leaves like a bright bird, saw the terrible engine and looked beyond it at doors swinging open, at strangers stepping down. She would never know who they were or where they had come from. A moment ago they were not here; perhaps by to-morrow they would be gone again. And looking like a bird herself, she remembered how, at home, in the late autumn, she had sometimes seen strange birds in the fir tree that were there one day and gone the next. Where from? Where to? She felt an ache in her bosom. Wings were tight-folded there. Why could she not stretch them out and fly away and away? …


  §


  From the first-class carriage tall, thin Emily alighted and gave her hand to Father whose brittle legs seemed to wave in the air as they felt for the iron step. Taller, thinner Edith followed, carrying Father’s light overcoat, his [129] field-glasses on a strap, and his new Baedeker. The blond hotel porter came forward. Wasn’t that nice? He could speak as good English as you or me. So Edith had no trouble at all in explaining how, as they were going on by the morning train to-morrow, they would only need their suit-cases, and what was left in the compartment. Was there a carriage outside? Yes, a carriage was there. But if they cared to walk there was a private entrance through the hotel gardens … No, they wouldn’t walk.


  “You wouldn’t care to walk, would you, Father dear?”


  “No, Edith, I won’t walk. Do you girls wanna walk?”


  “Why no, Father, not without you, dear.”


  And the blond hotel porter leading, they passed through the little knot of sturdy peasants at the station gate to where the carriage waited under a group of limes.


  “Did you ever see anything as big as that horse, Edith!” cried Emily. She was always the first to exclaim about things.


  “It is a very big horse,” sang Edith, more sober. “It’s a farm horse, from the look of it and it’s been working. See how hot it is.” Edith had so much observation. The big, brown horse, his sides streaked with dark sweat, tossed his head and the bells on his collar set up a loud jangling.


  [130] “Hu-yup!” called the young peasant driver warningly, from his seat on the high box.


  Father, who was just about to get in, drew back, a little scared.


  “You don’t think that horse will run away with us, do you, Edith?” he quavered.


  “Why no, Father dear,” coaxed Edith. “That horse is just as tame as you or me.” So in they got, the three of them. And as the horse bounded forward his ears seemed to twitch in surprise at his friend the driver. Call that a load? Father and the girls weighed nothing. They might have been three bones, three broomsticks, three umbrellas bouncing up and down on the hard seats of the carriage. It was a mercy the hotel was so close. Father could never have stood that for more than a minute, especially at the end of a journey. Even as it was his face was quite green when Emily helped him out, straightened him, and gave him a little pull.


  “It’s shaken you, dear, hasn’t it?” she said tenderly.


  But he refused her arm into the hotel. That would create a wrong impression.


  “No, no, Emily. I’m all right. All right,” said Father, as staggering a little he followed them through big glass doors into a hall as dim as a church and as chill and as deserted.


  My! Wasn’t that hall cold! The cold seemed to come leaping at them from the [131] floor. It clasped the peaked knees of Edith and Emily; it leapt high as the fluttering heart of Father. For a moment they hesitated, drew together, almost gasped. But then out from the Bureau a cheerful young person, her smiling face spotted with mosquito bites, ran to meet them, and welcomed them with such real enthusiasm (in English too) that the chill first moment was forgotten.


  “Aw-yes. Aw-yes. I can let you ave very naice rooms on de firs floor wid a lif. Two rooms and bart and dressing-room for de chentleman. Beautiful rooms wid sun but nort too hot. Very naice. Till to-morrow. I taike you. If you please. It is dis way. You are tired wid the churney? Launch is at half-pas tvelf. Hort worter? Aw-yes. It is wid de bart. If you please.”


  Father and the girls were drawn by her cheerful smiles and becks and nods along a cloister-like corridor, into the lift and up, until she flung open a heavy, dark door and stood aside for them to enter.


  “It is a suite,” she explained. “Wid a hall and tree doors.” Quickly she opened them. “Now I gaw to see when your luggage is gum.”


  And she went.


  “Well!” cried Emily.


  Edith stared.


  Father craned his thin, old neck, looking, too.


  [132] “Did you—ever see the like, Edith?” cried Emily, in a little rush.


  And Edith softly clasped her hands. Softly she sang “No, I never did, Emily. I’ve never seen anything just like this before.”


  “Sims to me a nice room,” quavered Father, still hovering. “Do you girls wanna change it?”


  Change it! “Why, Father dear, it’s just the loveliest thing we’ve ever set eyes on, isn’t it, Emily? Sit down, Father dear, sit down in the armchair.”


  Father’s pale claws gripped the velvet arms. He lowered himself, he sank with an old man’s quick sigh.


  Edith still stood, as if bewitched, at the door. But Emily ran over to the window and leaned out, quite girlish …


  For a long time now—for how long?—for countless ages—Father and the girls had been on the wing. Nice, Montreux, Biarritz, Naples, Mentone, Lake Maggiore, they had seen them all and many, many more. And still they beat on, beat on, flying as if unwearied, never stopping anywhere for long. But the truth was—Oh, better not enquire what the truth was. Better not ask what it was that kept them going. Or why the only word that daunted Father was the word—home …


  Home! To sit around, doing nothing, listening to the clock, counting up the years, [133] thinking back … thinking! To stay fixed in one place as if waiting for something or somebody. No! no! Better far to be blown over the earth like the husk, like the withered pod that the wind carries and drops and bears aloft again.


  “Are you ready, girls?”


  “Yes, Father dear.”


  “Then we’d better be off if we’re to make that train.”


  But oh, it was a weariness, it was an unspeakable wearinesss. Father made no secret of his age; he was eighty-four. As for Edith and Emily—well, he looked now like their elder brother. An old, old brother and two ancient sisters, so the lovely room might have summed them up. But its shaded brightness, its beauty, the flutter of leaves at the creamy stone windows seemed only to whisper “Rest! Stay!”


  Edith looked at the pale, green-panelled walls, at the doors that had lozenges and squares of green picked out in gold. She made the amazing discovery that the floor had the same pattern in wood that was traced on the high, painted ceiling. But the colour of the shining floor was marvellous; it was like tortoiseshell. In one corner there was a huge, tilted stove, milky white and blue. The low wooden bed, with its cover of quilted yellow satin, had sheaves of corn carved on the bed posts. It looked to fanciful, tired Edith—yes,—that bed looked as if it were breathing, softly, [134] gently breathing. Outside the narrow, deep-set windows, beyond their wreaths of green, she could see a whole, tiny landscape bright as a jewel in the summer heat.


  “Rest! Stay!” Was it the sound of the leaves outside? No, it was in the air; it was the room itself that whispered joyfully, shyly. Edith felt so strange that she could keep quiet no longer.


  “This is a very old room, Emily,” she warbled softly. “I know what it is. This hotel has not always been a hotel. It’s been an old château. I feel as sure of that as that I’m standing here.” Perhaps she wanted to convince herself that she was standing there. “Do you see that stove?” She walked over to the stove. “It’s got figures on it. Emily,” she warbled faintly, “it’s 1623.”


  “Isn’t that too wonderful!” cried Emily.


  Even Father was deeply moved.


  “1623? Nearly three hundred years old.” And suddenly, in spite of his tiredness, he gave a thin, airy, old man’s chuckle. “Makes yer feel quite a chicken, don’t it?” said Father.


  Emily’s breathless little laugh answered him; it too was gay.


  “I’m going to see what’s behind that door,” she cried. And half running to the door in the middle wall she lifted the slender steel catch. It led into a larger room, into Edith’s and her bedroom. But the walls were the [135] same and the floor, and there were the same deep-set windows. Only two beds instead of one stood side by side with blue silk quilts instead of yellow. And what a beautiful old chest there was under the windows!


  “Oh,” cried Emily, in rapture. “Isn’t it all too perfectly historical for words, Edith! It makes me feel——” She stopped, she looked at Edith who had followed her and whose thin shadow lay on the sunny floor. “Queer!” said Emily, trying to put all she felt into that one word. “I don’t know what it is.”


  Perhaps if Edith, the discoverer, had had time, she might have satisfied Emily. But a knock sounded at the outer door; it was the luggage boy. And while he brought in their suitcases there came from downstairs the ringing of the luncheon bell. Father mustn’t be kept waiting. Once a bell had gone he liked to follow it up right then. So without even a glance at the mirror—they had reached the age when it is as natural to avoid mirrors as it is to peer into them when one is young—Edith and Emily were ready.


  “Are you ready, girls?”


  “Yes, Father dear.”


  And off they went again, to the left, to the right, down a stone staircase with a broad, worn balustrade, to the left again, finding their way as if by instinct—Edith first, then Father, and Emily close behind.


  [136] But when they reached the salle à manger, which was as big as a ball-room, it was still empty. All gay, all glittering, the long French windows open on to the green and gold garden, the salle à manger stretched before them. And the fifty little tables with the fifty pots of dahlias looked as if they might begin dancing with …


  []


  All Serene


  [137] 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!”


  [138] “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. That 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 [139] 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 to-night.”


  “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 faraway 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 get those mysterious epistles from girls you [140] 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 know quite 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.


  [141] 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 [142] 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 any one 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.


  §


  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 as 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 [143] 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 …


  [144] 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 Bad Idea


  [145] Something’s happened to me—something bad. And I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t see any way out for the life of me. The worst of it is, I can’t get this thing into focus—if you know what I mean. I just feel in a muddle—in the hell of a muddle. It ought to be plain to anyone that I’m not the kind of man to get mixed up in a thing like this. I’m not one of your actor Johnnies, or a chap in a book. I’m—well, I knew what I was all right until yesterday. But now—I feel helpless, yes, that’s the word, helpless. Here I sit, chucking stones at the sea like a child that’s missed its mother. And everybody else has cut along home hours ago and tea’s over and it’s getting on for time to light the lamp. I shall have to go home too, sooner or later. I see that, of course. In fact, would you believe it? at this very moment I wish I was there in spite of everything. What’s she doing? My wife, I mean. Has she cleared away? Or has she stayed there staring at the [146] table with the plates pushed back? My God! when I think that I could howl like a dog—if you know what I mean …


  I should have realised it was all U.P. this morning when she didn’t get up for breakfast. I did, in a way. But I couldn’t face it. I had the feeling that if I said nothing special and just treated it as one of her bad headache days and went off to the office, by the time I got back this evening the whole affair would have blown over somehow. No, that wasn’t it. I felt a bit like I do now, ‘helpless.’ What was I to do? Just go on. That was all I could think of. So I took her up a cup of tea and a couple of slices of thin bread and butter as per usual on her headache days. The blind was still down. She was lying on her back. I think she had a wet handkerchief on her forehead. I’m not sure, for I couldn’t look at her. It was a beastly feeling. And she said in a weak kind of voice, “Put the jug on the table, will you?” I put it down. I said, “Can I do anything?” And she said, “No. I’ll be all right in half an hour.” But her voice, you know! It did for me. I barged out as quick as I could, snatched my hat and stick from the hall-stand and dashed off for the tram.


  Here’s a queer thing—you needn’t believe me if you don’t want to—the moment I got out of the house I forgot that about my wife.


  [147] It was a splendid morning, soft, with the sun making silver ducks on the sea. The kind of morning when you know it’s going to keep hot and fine all day. Even the tram bell sounded different, and the little school kids crammed between people’s knees had bunches of flowers. I don’t know—I can’t understand why—I just felt happy, but happy in a way I’d never been before, happy to beat the band! That wind that had been so strong the night before was still blowing a bit. It felt like her—the other—touching me. Yes, it did. Brought it back, every bit of it. If I told you how it took me, you’d say I was mad. I felt reckless—didn’t care if I was late for the office or not and I wanted to do every one a kindness. I helped the little kids out of the tram. One little chap dropped his cap, and when I picked it up for him and said, “Here, sonny!” … well, it was all I could do not to make a fool of myself.


  At the office it was just the same. It seemed to me I’d never known the fellows at the office before. When old Fisher came over to my desk and put down a couple of giant sweet peas as per usual with his “Beat ’em, old man, beat ’em!”—I didn’t feel annoyed. I didn’t care that he was riddled with conceit about his garden. I just looked at them and I said quietly, “Yes, you’ve done it this time.” He didn’t know what to make of it. Came back [148] in about five minutes and asked me if I had a headache.


  And so it went on all day. In the evening I dashed home with the home-going crowd, pushed open the gate, saw the hall-door open as it always is and sat down on the little chair just inside to take off my boots. My slippers were there, of course. This seemed to me a good sign. I put my boots into the rack in the cupboard under the stairs, changed my office coat and made for the kitchen. I knew my wife was there. Wait a bit. The only thing I couldn’t manage was my whistling as per usual, “I often lie awake and think, What a dreadful thing is work …” I had a try, but nothing came of it. Well, I opened the kitchen-door and said, “Hullo! How’s everybody?” But as soon as I’d said that—even before—I knew the worst had happened. She was standing at the table beating the salad dressing. And when she looked up and gave a kind of smile and said “Hullo!” you could have knocked me down! My wife looked dreadful—there’s no other word for it. She must have been crying all day. She’d put some white flour stuff on her face to take away the marks—but it only made her look worse. She must have seen I spotted something, for she caught up the cup of cream and poured some into the salad bowl—like she always does, you know, so quick, so neat, in her own way—[149]and began beating again. I said, “Is your head better?” But she didn’t seem to hear. She said, “Are you going to water the garden before or after supper?” What could I say? I said, “After,” and went off to the dining-room, opened the evening paper and sat by the open window—well, hiding behind that paper, I suppose.


  I shall never forget sitting there. People passing by, going down the road, sounded so peaceful. And a man passed with some cows. I—I envied him. My wife came in and out. Then she called me to supper and we sat down. I suppose we ate some cold meat and salad. I don’t remember. We must have. But neither of us spoke. It’s like a dream now. Then she got up, changed the plates, and went to the larder for the pudding. Do you know what the pudding was? Well, of course, it wouldn’t mean anything to you. It was my favourite—the kind she only made me on special occasions—honeycomb cream …


  []


  A Man and his Dog


  [150] To look at Mr. Potts one would have thought that there at least went someone who had nothing to boast about. He was a little insignificant fellow with a crooked tie, a hat too small for him and a coat too large. The brown canvas portfolio that he carried to and from the Post Office every day was not like a business man’s portfolio. It was like a child’s school satchel; it did up even with a round-eyed button. One imagined there were crumbs and an apple core inside. And then there was something funny about his boots, wasn’t there? Through the laces his coloured socks peeped out. What the dickens had the chap done with the tongues? “Fried ’em,” suggested the wit of the Chesney bus. Poor old Potts! “More likely buried ’em in his garden.” Under his arm he clasped an umbrella. And in wet weather when he put it up, he disappeared completely. He was not. He was a walking umbrella—no more—the umbrella became his shell.


  [151] Mr. Potts lived in a little bungalow on Chesney Flat. The bulge of the water tank to one side gave it a mournful air, like a little bungalow with the toothache. There was no garden. A path had been cut in the paddock turf from the gate to the front door, and two beds, one round, one oblong, had been cut in what was going to be the front lawn. Down that path went Potts every morning at half-past eight and was picked up by the Chesney bus; up that path walked Potts every evening while the great kettle of a bus droned on. In the late evening, when he crept as far as the gate, eager to smoke a pipe—he wasn’t allowed to smoke any nearer to the house than that—so humble, so modest was his air, that the big, merrily-shining stars seemed to wink at each other, to laugh, to say, “Look at him! Let’s throw something!”


  When Potts got out of the tram at the Fire Station to change into the Chesney bus he saw that something was up. The car was there all right, but the driver was off his perch; he was flat on his face half under the engine, and the conductor, his cap off, sat on a step rolling a cigarette and looking dreamy. A little group of business men and a woman clerk or two stood staring at the empty car; there was something mournful, pitiful about the way it leaned to one side and shivered faintly when the driver shook something. It was like someone [152] who’d had an accident and tries to say: “Don’t touch me! Don’t come near me! Don’t hurt me!”


  But all this was so familiar—the cars had only been running to Chesney the last few months—that nobody said anything, nobody asked anything. They just waited on the off chance. In fact, two or three decided to walk it as Potts came up. But Potts didn’t want to walk unless he had to. He was tired. He’d been up half the night rubbing his wife’s chest—she had one of her mysterious pains—and helping the sleepy servant girl heat compresses and hot-water bottles and make tea. The window was blue and the roosters had started crowing before he lay down finally with feet like ice. And all this was familiar, too.


  Standing at the edge of the pavement and now and again changing his brown canvas portfolio from one hand to the other Potts began to live over the night before. But it was vague, shadowy. He saw himself moving like a crab, down the passage to the cold kitchen and back again. The two candles quivered on the dark chest of drawers, and as he bent over his wife her big eyes suddenly flashed and she cried:


  “I get no sympathy—no sympathy. You only do it because you have to. Don’t contradict me. I can see you grudge doing it.”


  [153] Trying to soothe her only made matters worse. There had been an awful scene ending with her sitting up and saying solemnly with her hand raised: “Never mind, it will not be for long now.” But the sound of these words frightened her so terribly that she flung back on the pillow and sobbed, “Robert! Robert!” Robert was the name of the young man to whom she had been engaged years ago, before she met Potts. And Potts was very glad to hear him invoked. He had come to know that meant the crisis was over and she’d begin to quieten down …


  By this time Potts had wheeled round; he had walked across the pavement to the paling fence that ran beside. A piece of light grass pushed through the fence and some slender silky daisies. Suddenly he saw a bee alight on one of the daisies and the flower leaned over, swayed, shook, while the little bee clung and rocked. And as it flew away the petals fluttered as if joyfully … Just for an instant Potts dropped into the world where this happened. He brought from it the timid smile with which he walked back to the car. But now everybody had disappeared except one young girl who stood beside the empty car reading.


  At the tail of the procession came Potts in a cassock so much too large for him that it looked like a night-shirt and you felt that he [154] ought to be carrying not a hymn and a prayer book but a candle. His voice was a very light plaintive tenor. It surprised everybody. It seemed to surprise him, too. But it was so plaintive that when he cried ‘for the wings, for the wings of a dove’ the ladies in the congregation wanted to club together and buy him a pair.


  Lino’s nose quivered so pitifully, there was such a wistful, timid look in his eyes, that Potts’ heart was wrung. But of course he would not show it. “Well,” he said sternly, “I suppose you’d better come home.” And he got up off the bench. Lino got up, too, but stood still, holding up a paw.


  “But there’s one thing,” said Potts, turning and facing him squarely, “that we’d better be clear about before you do come. And it’s this.” He pointed his finger at Lino who started as though he expected to be shot. But he kept his bewildered wistful eyes upon his master. “Stop this pretence of being a fighting dog,” said Potts more sternly than ever. “You’re not a fighting dog. You’re a watch dog. That’s what you are. Very well. Stick to it. But it’s this infernal boasting I can’t stand. It’s that that gets me.”


  In the moment’s pause that followed while Lino and his master looked at each other it was curious how strong a resemblance was between [155] them. Then Potts turned again and made for home.


  And timidly, as though falling over his own paws, Lino followed after the humble little figure of his master …


  []


  Such a Sweet Old Lady


  [156] Why did old Mrs. Travers wake so early nowadays? She would like to have slept for another three hours at least. But no, every morning at almost precisely the same time, at half-past four, she was wide awake. For—nowadays, again—she woke always in the same way, with a slight start, a small shock, lifting her head from the pillow with a quick glance as if she fancied someone had called her, or as if she were trying to remember for certain whether this was the same wallpaper, the same window she had seen last night before Warner switched off the light … Then the small, silvery head pressed the white pillow again and just for a moment, before the agony of lying awake began, old Mrs. Travers was happy. Her heart quietened down, she breathed deeply, she even smiled. Yet once more the tide of darkness had risen, had floated her, had carried her away; and once more it had ebbed, it had withdrawn, casting her up where it had found her, shut in by the same wallpaper, stared at by the same window—still safe—still there!


  [157] Now the church clock sounded from outside, slow, languid, faint, as if it chimed the half hour in its sleep. She felt under the pillow for her watch; yes, it said the same. Half-past four. Three and a half hours before Warner came in with her tea. Oh dear, would she be able to stand it? She moved her legs restlessly. And, staring at the prim, severe face of the watch, it seemed to her that the hand—the minute hand especially—knew that she was watching them and held back—just a very little—on purpose … Very strange, she had never got over the feeling that watch hated her. It had been Henry’s. Twenty years ago, when standing by poor Henry’s bed, she had taken it into her hands for the first time and wound it, it had felt cold and heavy. And two days later, when she undid a hook of her crape bodice and thrust it inside, it had lain in her bosom like a stone … It had never felt at home there. It’s place was—ticking, keeping perfect time, against Henry’s firm ribs. It had never trusted her, just as he had never trusted her in those ways. And on the rare occasions when she had forgotten to wind it, she had felt a pang of almost terror, and she had murmured as she fitted the little key: “Forgive me, Henry!”


  Old Mrs. Travers sighed, and pushed the watch under the pillow again. It seemed to her that lately this feeling that it hated her [158] had become more definite … Perhaps that was because she looked at it so often, especially now that she was away from home. Foreign clocks never go. They are always stopped at twenty minutes to two. Twenty minutes to two! Such an unpleasant time, neither one thing nor the other. If one arrived anywhere lunch was over and it was too early to expect a cup of tea … But she mustn’t begin thinking about tea. Old Mrs. Travers pulled herself up in the bed, and like a tired baby, she lifted her arms and let them fall on the eiderdown.


  The room was gay with morning light. The big french window on to the balcony was open and the palm outside flung its quivering spider-like shadow over the bedroom walls. Although their hotel did not face the front, at this early hour you could smell the sea, you could hear it breathing, and flying high on golden wings sea-gulls skimmed past. How peaceful the sky looked, as though it was tenderly smiling! Far away—far away from this satin-stripe wallpaper, the glass-covered table, the yellow brocade sofa and chairs, and the mirrors that showed you your side view, your back view, your three-quarters view as well.


  Ernestine had been enthusiastic about this room.


  “It’s just the very room for you, Mother! So bright and attractive and non-depressing! With a balcony, too, so that on wet days you [159] can still have your chair outside and look at those lovely palms. And Gladys can have the little room adjoining, which makes it so beautifully easy for Warner to keep her eye on you both … You couldn’t have a nicer room, could you, Mother? I can’t get over that sweet balcony! So nice for Gladys! Cecil and I haven’t got one at all…”


  But all the same, in spite of Ernestine, she never sat on that balcony. For some strange reason that she couldn’t explain she hated looking at palms. Nasty foreign things, she called them in her mind. When they were still they drooped, they looked draggled like immense untidy birds, and when they moved, they reminded her always of spiders. Why did they never look just natural and peaceful and shady like English trees? Why were they forever writhing and twisting or standing sullen? It tired her even to think of them, or in fact of anything foreign …


  []


  Honesty


  [160] There was an expression Rupert Henderson was very fond of using. “If you want my honest opinion …” He had an honest opinion on every subject under the sun, and nothing short of a passion for delivering it. But Archie Cullen’s pet phrase was “I cannot honestly say …” Which meant that he had not really made up his mind. He had not really made up his mind on any subject whatsoever. Why? Because he could not. He was unlike other men. He was minus something—or was it plus? No matter. He was not in the least proud of the fact. It depressed him—one might go so far as to say—terribly at times.


  Rupert and Archie lived together. That is to say, Archie lived in Rupert’s rooms. Oh, he paid his share, his half in everything; the arrangement was a purely, strictly business arrangement. But perhaps it was because Rupert had invited Archie that Archie remained always—his guest. They each had a [161] bedroom, there was a common sitting-room, and a largeish bathroom which Rupert used as a dressing-room as well. The first morning after his arrival Archie had left his sponge in the bath-room, and a moment after there was a knock at his door and Rupert said, kindly but firmly, “Your sponge, I fancy.” The first evening Archie had brought his tobacco jar into the sitting room and placed it on a corner of the mantelpiece. Rupert was reading the newspaper. It was a round china jar, the surface painted and roughened to represent a sea-urchin. On the lid was a spray of china seaweed with two berries for a knob. Archie was excessively fond of it. But after dinner, when Rupert took out his pipe and pouch, he suddenly fixed his eyes on this object, blew through his moustaches, gasped, and said in a wondering, astonished voice, “I say! Is that yours or Mrs. Head’s?” Mrs. Head was their landlady.


  “It’s mine,” said Archie, and he blushed and smiled just a trifle timidly.


  “I say!” said Rupert again—this time very meaningly.


  “Would you rather I …” said Archie, and he moved in his chair to get up.


  “No, no! Certainly not! On no account!” answered Rupert, and he actually raised his hand. “But perhaps”—and here he smiled at Archie and gazed about him—[162]“perhaps we might find some spot for it that was a trifle less conspicuous.”


  The spot was not decided on, however, and Archie nipped his sole personal possession into his bedroom as soon as Rupert was out of the way.


  But it was chiefly at meals that the attitude of host and guest was most marked. For instance, on each separate occasion, even before they sat down Rupert said, “Would you mind cutting the bread, Archie?” Had he not made such a point of it, it is possible that Archie in a moment of abstractedness might have grasped the bread knife … An unpleasant thought! Again, Archie was never allowed to serve. Even at breakfast, the hot dishes and the tea, both were dispensed by Rupert. True, he had half apologised about the tea; he seemed to feel the necessity of some slight explanation, there.


  “I’m rather a fad about my tea,” said he. “Some people, females especially, pour in the milk first. Fatal habit, for more reasons than one. In my opinion, the cup should be filled just so and the tea then coloured. Sugar, Archie?”


  “Oh, please,” said Archie, almost bowing over the table. Rupert was so very impressive.


  “But I suppose,” said his friend, “you don’t notice any of these little things.”


  [163] And Archie answered vaguely, stirring, “No, I don’t suppose I do.”


  Rupert sat down and unfolded his napkin.


  “It would be very inconsistent with your character and disposition,” said he genially, “if you did! Kidneys and bacon? Scrambled eggs? Either? Both? Which?”


  Poor Archie hated scrambled eggs, but, alas! he was practically certain that scrambled eggs were expected of him too. This ‘psychological awareness,’ as Rupert called it, which existed between them, might after a time make things a trifle difficult. He felt a little abject as he murmured, “Eggs, please.” And he saw by Rupert’s expression that he had chosen right. Rupert helped him to eggs largely.


  §


  Psychological awareness … perhaps it was that which explained their intimacy. One might have been tempted to say it was a case of mutual fascination. But whereas Archie’s reply to the suggestion would have been a slow “Poss-ibly!” Rupert would have flouted it at once.


  “Fascination! The word’s preposterous in this connection. What on earth would there be in Cullen to fascinate me even if I was in the habit of being fascinated by my fellow-creatures; which I certainly am not. No, [164] I’ll own I am deeply interested. I confess my belief is, I understand him better than anybody else. And if you want my honest opinion, I am certain that my—my—h’m—influence over—sympathy for—him—call it what you like, is all to the good. There is a psychological awareness … Moreover, as a companion, instinctively I find him extremely agreeable. He stimulates some part of my mind which is less active without him. But fascination—wide of the mark, my dear—wide!”


  But supposing one remained unconvinced? Supposing one still played with the idea. Wasn’t it possible to see Rupert and Archie as the python and the rabbit keeping house together? Rupert that handsome, well-fed python with his moustaches, his glare, his habit of uncoiling before the fire and swaying against the mantelpiece, pipe and pouch in hand. And Archie, soft, hunched, timid, sitting in the lesser armchair, there and not there, flicking back into the darkness at a word but emerging again at a look—with sudden wholly unexpected starts of playfulness (instantly suppressed by the python). Of course, there was no question of anything so crude and dreadful as the rabbit being eaten by his housemate. Nevertheless, it was a strange fact,—after a typical evening the one looked immensely swelled, benign and refreshed and the other, pale, small and exhausted … And more often [165] than not, Rupert’s final comment was—ominous this—as he doused his whisky with soda:


  “This has been very absorbing, Archie.” And Archie gasped out, “Oh, very!”


  §


  Archie Cullen was a journalist and the son of a journalist. He had no private money, no influential connections, scarcely any friends. His father had been one of those weak, disappointed, unsuccessful men who see in their sons a weapon for themselves. He would get his own back on life through Archie. Archie would show them the stuff he—his father was made of. Just you wait till my son comes along! This, though highly consoling to Mr. Cullen père, was terribly poor fun for Archie. At two and a half his infant nose was put to the grindstone and even on Sundays it was not taken off. Then his father took him out walking and improved the occasion by making him spell the shop signs, count the yachts racing in the harbour, divide them by four and multiply the result by three.


  But the experiment was an amazing success. Archie turned away from the distractions of life, shut his ears, folded his feet, sat over the table with his book and when the holidays came he didn’t like them; they made him uneasy; so he went on reading for himself. He was a model boy. On prize-giving days his father [166] accompanied him to school, carried the great wad of stiff books home for him and, flinging them on the dining-room table, he surveyed them with an exultant smile. My prizes! The little sacrifice stared at them, too, through his spectacles, as other little boys stared at puddings. He ought, of course, at this juncture to have been rescued by a doting mother who, though cowed herself, rose on the …


  []


  Susannah


  [167] Of course there would have been no question of their going to the exhibition if Father had not had the tickets given to him. Little girls cannot expect to be given treats that cost extra money when only to feed them, buy them clothes, pay for their lessons and the house they live in takes their kind generous Father all day and every day working hard from morning till night—“except Saturday afternoons and Sundays,” said Susannah.


  “Susannah!” Mother was very shocked. “But do you know what would happen to your poor Father if he didn’t have a holiday on Saturday afternoons and Sundays?”


  “No,” said Susannah. She looked interested. “What?”


  “He would die,” said their mother impressively.


  “Would he?” said Susannah, opening her eyes. She seemed astounded, and Sylvia and Phyllis, who were four and five years older than she, chimed in with, “Of course,” in a very [168] superior tone. What a little silly-billy she was not to know that! They sounded so convinced and cheerful that their mother felt a little shaken and hastened to change the subject …


  “So that is why,” she said a little vaguely, “you must each thank Father separately before you go.”


  “And then will he give us the money?” asked Phyllis.


  “And then I shall ask him for whatever is necessary,” said their mother firmly. She sighed suddenly and got up. “Run along, children and ask Miss Wade to dress you and get ready herself and then to come down to the dining-room. And now, Susannah, you are not to let go Miss Wade’s hand from the moment you are through the gates until you are out again.


  “Well—what if I go on a horse?” inquired Susannah.


  “Go on a horse—nonsense, child! You’re much too young for horses! Only big girls and boys can ride.”


  “There’re roosters for small children,” said Susannah undaunted. “I know, because Irene Heywood went on one and when she got off she fell over.”


  “All the more reason why you shouldn’t go on,” said her mother.


  But Susannah looked as though falling over had no terrors for her. On the contrary.


  [169] About the exhibition, however, Sylvia and Phyllis knew as little as Susannah. It was the first that had ever come to their town. One morning, as Miss Wade, their lady help, rushed them along to the Heywoods’, whose governess they shared, they had seen carts piled with great long planks of wood, sacks, what looked like whole doors, and white flagstaffs, passing through the wide gate of the Recreation Ground. And by the time they were bowled home to their dinners, there were the beginnings of a high thin fence, dotted with flagstaffs, built all round the railings. From inside came a tremendous noise of hammering, shouting, clanging; a little engine, hidden away, went Chuff-chuff-chuff. Chuff! And round, woolly balls of smoke were tossed over the palings.


  First it was the day after the day after to-morrow, then plain day after to-morrow, then to-morrow, and at last, the day itself. When Susannah woke up in the morning, there was a little gold spot of sunlight watching her from the wall; it looked as though it had been there for a long time, waiting to remind her: “It’s to-day—you’re going to-day—this afternoon. Here she is!”


  (Second Version)


  That afternoon they were allowed to cut jugs and basins out of a draper’s catalogue, and [170] at tea-time they had real tea in the doll’s tea set on the table. This was a very nice treat, indeed, except that the doll’s tea-pot wouldn’t pour out even after you’d poked a pin down the spout and blown into it.


  But the next afternoon, which was Saturday, Father came home in high feather. The front door banged so hard that the whole house shook, and he shouted to Mother from the hall.


  “Oh, how more than good of you, darling!” cried Mother, “but how unnecessary too. Of course, they’ll simply love it. But to have spent all that money! You shouldn’t have done it, Daddy dear! They’ve totally forgotten all about it. And what is this! Half-a-crown?” cried Mother. “No! Two shillings, I see,” she corrected quickly, “to spend as well. Children! Children! Come down, downstairs!”


  Down they came, Phyllis and Sylvia leading, Susannah holding on. “Do you know what Father’s done?” And Mother held up her hand. What was she holding? Three cherry tickets and a green one. “He’s bought you tickets. You’re to go to the circus, this very afternoon, all of you, with Miss Wade. What do you say to that?”


  “Oh, Mummy! Lovely! Lovely!” cried Phyllis and Sylvia.


  “Isn’t it?” said Mother. “Run upstairs. [171] Run and ask Miss Wade to get you ready. Don’t dawdle. Up you go! All of you.”


  Away flew Phyllis and Sylvia, but still Susannah stayed where she was at the bottom of the stairs, hanging her head.


  “Go along,” said Mother. And Father said sharply, “What the devil’s the matter with the child?”


  Susannah’s face quivered. “I don’t want to go,” she whispered.


  “What! Don’t want to go to the Exhibition! After Father’s—You naughty, ungrateful child! Either you go to the Exhibition, Susannah, or you will be packed off to bed at once.”


  Susannah’s head bent low, lower still. All her little body bent forward. She looked as though she was going to bow down, to bow down to the ground, before her kind generous Father and beg for his forgiveness …


  []


  Second Violin


  [172] A February morning, windy, cold, with chill-looking clouds hurrying over a pale sky and chill snowdrops for sale in the grey streets. People look small and shrunken as they flit by; they look scared as if they were trying to hide inside their coats from something big and brutal. The shop doors are closed, the awnings are furled, and the policemen at the crossings are lead policemen. Huge empty vans shake past with a hollow sound; and there is a smell of soot and wet stone staircases, a raw, grimy smell …


  Flinging her small scarf over her shoulder again, clasping her violin, Miss Bray darts along to orchestra practice. She is conscious of her cold hands, her cold nose and her colder feet. She can’t feel her toes at all. Her feet are just little slabs of cold, all of a piece, like the feet of china dolls. Winter is a terrible time for thin people—terrible! Why should it hound them down, fasten on them, worry them so? Why not, for a change, take a nip, [173] take a snap at the fat ones who wouldn’t notice? But no! It is sleek, warm, cat-like summer that makes the fat one’s life a misery. Winter is all for bones …


  Threading her way, like a needle, in and out and along, went Miss Bray, and she thought of nothing but the cold. She had just come out of her kitchen, which was pleasantly snug in the morning, with her gas-fire going for her breakfast and the window closed. She had just drunk three large cups of really boiling tea. Surely, they ought to have warmed her. One always read in books of people going on their way warmed and invigorated by even one cup. And she had had three! How she loved her tea! She was getting fonder and fonder of it. Stirring the cup, Miss Bray looked down. A little fond smile parted her lips, and she breathed tenderly, “I love my tea.”


  But all the same, in spite of the books, it didn’t keep her warm. Cold! Cold! And now as she turned the corner she took such a gulp of damp, cold air that her eyes filled. Ti-yi-yi, a little dog yelped; he looked as though he’d been hurt. She hadn’t time to look round, but that high, sharp yelping soothed her, was a comfort even. She could have made just that sound herself.


  And here was the Academy. Miss Bray pressed with all her might against the stiff, sulky door, squeezed through into the vestibule [174] hung with pallid notices and concert programmes, and stumbled up the dusty stairs and along the passage to the dressing-room. Through the open door there came such shrill loud laughter, such high, indifferent voices that it sounded like a play going on in there. It was hard to believe people were not laughing and talking like that … on purpose. “Excuse me—pardon—sorry,” said Miss Bray, nudging her way in and looking quickly round the dingy little room. Her two friends had not yet come.


  The First Violins were there; a dreamy, broad-faced girl leaned against her ’cello; two Violas sat on a bench, bent over a music book, and the Harp, a small grey little person, who only came occasionally, leaned against a bench and looked for her pocket in her underskirt …


  “I’ve a run of three twice, ducky,” said Ma, “a pair of queens make eight, and one for his nob makes nine.”


  With an awful hollow groan Alexander, curling his little finger high, pegged nine for Ma. And “Wait now, wait now,” said she, and her quick short little hands snatched at the other cards. “My crib, young man!” She spread them out, leaned back, twitched her shawl, put her head on one side. “H’m, not so bad! A flush of four and a pair!”


  “Betrayed! Betrayed!” moaned Alexander, bowing his dark head over the cribbage [175] board, “and by a woo-man.” He sighed deeply, shuffled the cards and said to Ma, “Cut for me, my love!”


  Although of course he was only having his joke like all professional young gentlemen, something in the tone in which he said “my love!” gave Ma quite a turn. Her lips trembled as she cut the cards, she felt a sudden pang as she watched those long slim fingers dealing.


  Ma and Alexander were playing cribbage in the basement kitchen of number 9 Bolton Street. It was late, it was on eleven, and Sunday night, too—shocking! They sat at the kitchen table that was covered with a worn art serge cloth spotted with candle grease. On one corner of it stood three glasses, three spoons, a saucer of sugar lumps and a bottle of gin. The stove was still alight, and the lid of the kettle had just begun to lift, cautiously, stealthily, as though there was someone inside who wanted to have a peep and pop back again. On the horse-hair sofa against the wall by the door, the owner of the third glass lay asleep, gently snoring. Perhaps because he had his back to them, perhaps because his feet poked out from the short overcoat covering him, he looked forlorn, pathetic, and the long fair hair covering his collar looked forlorn and pathetic, too.


  “Well, well,” said Ma, sighing as she put [176] out two cards and arranged the others in a fan, “such is life. I little thought when I saw the last of you this morning that we’d be playing a game together to-night.”


  “The caprice of destiny,” murmured Alexander. But, as a matter of fact, it was no joking matter. By some infernal mischance that morning he and Rinaldo had missed the train that all the company travelled by. That was bad enough. But being Sunday, there was no other train until midnight, and as they had a full rehearsal at 10 o’clock on Monday it meant going by that, or getting what the company called the beetroot. But God! what a day it had been. They had left the luggage at the station and come back to Ma’s, back to Alexander’s frowsy bedroom with the bed unmade and water standing about. Rinaldo had spent the whole day sitting on the side of the bed swinging his leg, dropping ash on the floor and saying, “I wonder what made us lose that train. Strange we should have lost it. I bet the others are wondering what made us lose it, too.” And Alexander had stayed by the window gazing into the small garden that was so black with grime even the old lean cat who came and scraped seemed revolted by it, too. It was only after Ma had seen the last of her Sunday visitors …


  []


  Mr. and Mrs. Williams


  [177] That winter Mr. and Mrs. Williams of The Rowans, Wickenham, Surrey, astonished their friends by announcing that they were going for a three weeks’ holiday to Switzerland. Switzerland! How very enterprising and exciting! There was quite a flutter in Wickenham households at the news. Husbands coming home from the city in the evening were greeted immediately with:


  “My dear, have you heard the news about the Williams?”


  “No! What’s up now?”


  “They’re off to Switzerland.”


  “Switzerland! What the dickens are they going there for?”


  That, of course, was only the extravagance of the moment. One knew perfectly well why people went. But nobody in Wickenham ever plunged so far away from home at that time of year. It was not considered ‘necessary’—as golf, bridge, a summer holiday at the sea, an account at Harrods’ and a small car as soon [178] as one could afford it, were considered necessary …


  “Won’t you find the initial expenditure very heavy?” asked stout old Mrs. Prean, meeting Mrs. Williams quite by chance at their nice obliging grocer’s. And she brushed the crumbs of a sample cheese biscuit off her broad bosom.


  “Oh, we shall get our kit over there,” said Mrs. Williams.


  “Kit” was a word in high favour among the Wickenham ladies. It was left over from the war, of course, with ‘cheery,’ ‘washout,’ ‘Hun,’ ‘Boche,’ and ‘Bolshy.’ As a matter of fact, Bolshy was post-war. But it belonged to the same mood. (“My dear, my housemaid is an absolute little Hun, and I’m afraid the cook is turning Bolshy …”) There was a fascination in those words. To use them was like opening one’s Red Cross cupboard again, and gazing at the remains of the bandages, body-belts, tins of anti-insectide and so on. One was stirred, one got a far-away thrill, like the thrill of hearing a distant band. It reminded you of those exciting, busy, of course anxious, but tremendous days when the whole of Wickenham was one united family. And, although one’s husband was away, one had for a substitute three large photographs of him in uniform. One in a silver frame on the table by the bed, one in the regimental colours on [179] the piano, and one in leather to match the dining-room chairs.


  “Cook strongly advised us to buy nothing here,” went on Mrs. Williams.


  “Cook!” cried Mrs. Prean, greatly astounded. “What can——”


  “Oh—Thomas Cook, of course I mean,” said Mrs. Williams, smiling brightly. Mrs. Prean subsided.


  “But you will surely not depend upon the resources of a little Swiss village for clothes?” she persisted, deeply interested, as usual, in other people’s affairs.


  “Oh, no, certainly not.” Mrs. Williams was quite shocked. “We shall get all we need in the way of clothes from Harrods’.”


  That was what Mrs. Prean had wished to hear. That was as it should be.


  “The great secret my dear” (she always knew the great secret), “the great secret,”—and she put her hand on Mrs. Williams’ arm and spoke very distinctly—“is plenty of long-sleeved woven combies!”


  “Thank you, m’m.”


  Both ladies started. There at their side was Mr. Wick, the nice grocer, holding Mrs. Prean’s parcel by a loop of pink string. Dear me—how very awkward! He must have … he couldn’t possibly not have … In the emotion of the moment Mrs. Prean, thinking to gloss it over tactfully, nodded significantly at [180] Mrs. Williams and said, accepting the parcel, “And that is what I always tell my dear son!” But this was too swift for Mrs. Williams to follow.


  Her embarrassment continued, and ordering the sardines, she just stopped herself from saying “Three large pairs, Mr. Wick, please,” instead of “Three large tins.”


  2


  As a matter of fact it was Mrs. Williams’ Aunt Aggie’s happy release which had made their scheme possible. Happy release it was! After fifteen years in a wheel-chair passing in and out of the little house at Ealing she had, to use the nurse’s expression, “just glided away at the last.” Glided away … it sounded as though Aunt Aggie had taken the wheel chair with her. One saw her, in her absurd purple velvet, steering carefully among the stars and whimpering faintly, as was her terrestrial wont, when the wheel jolted over a particularly large one.


  Aunt Aggie had left her dear niece Gwendolen two hundred and fifty pounds. Not a vast sum by any means, but quite a nice little windfall. Gwendolen, in that dashing mood that only women know, decided immediately to spend it—part of it on the house and the rest on a treat for Gerald. And the lawyer’s letter happening to come at tea-time [181] together with a copy of the Sphere full of the most fascinating, thrilling photographs of holiday-makers at Miirren and St. Moritz and Montana, the question of the treat was settled.


  “You would like to go to Switzerland, wouldn’t you, Gerald?”


  “Very much.”


  “You’re—awfully good at skating and all that kind of thing—aren’t you?”


  “Fairly.”


  “You do feel it’s a thing to be done—don’t you?”


  “How do you mean?”


  But Gwendolen only laughed. That was so like Gerald. She knew, in his heart of hearts he was every bit as keen as she was. But he had this horror of showing his feelings—like all men. Gwendolen understood it perfectly and wouldn’t have had him different for the world …


  “I’ll write to Cook’s at once and tell them we don’t want to go to a very fashionable place, and we don’t want one of those big jazzy hotels! I’d much prefer a really small out-of-the-way place where we could really go in for the sports seriously.” This was quite untrue, but, like so many of Gwendolen’s statements, it was made to please Gerald. “Don’t you agree?”


  Gerald lit his pipe for reply.


  As you have gathered, the Christian names of Mr. and Mrs. Williams were Gwendolen and [182] Gerald. How well they went together! They sounded married. Gwendolen-Gerald. Gwendolen wrote them, bracketed, on bits of blotting paper, on the backs of old envelopes, on the Stores’ catalogue. They looked married. Gerald, when they were on their honeymoon, had made an awfully good joke about them. He had said one morning, “I say, has it ever struck you that both our names begin with G? Gwendolen-Gerald. You’re a G,” and he had pointed his razor at her—he was shaving—“and I’m a G. Two Gs. Gee-Gee. See?”


  Oh, Gwendolen saw immediately. It was really most witty. Quite brilliant! And so—sweet and unexpected of him to have thought of it. Gee-Gee. Oh, very good! She wished she could have told it to people. She had an idea that some people thought Gerald had not a very strong sense of humour. But it was a little too intimate. All the more precious for that reason, however.


  “My dear, did you think of it at this moment? I mean—did you just make it up on the spot?”


  Gerald, rubbing the lather with a finger, nodded. “Flashed into my mind while I was soaping my face,” said he seriously. “It’s a queer thing,”—and he dipped the razor into the pot of hot water—“I’ve noticed it before. Shaving gives me ideas.” It did, indeed, thought Gwendolen …


  []


  Weak Heart


  [183] Although it sounded all the year round, although it rang out sometimes as early as half-past six in the morning, sometimes as late as half-past ten at night, it was in the spring, when Bengel’s violet patch just inside the gate was blue with flowers that that piano … made the passers-by not only stop talking, but slow down, pause, look suddenly—if they were men—grave, even stern, and if they were women—dreamy, even sorrowful.


  Tarana Street was beautiful in the spring; there was not a single house without its garden and trees and a plot of grass big enough to be called ‘the lawn.’ Over the low painted fences, you could see, as you ran by, whose daffys were out, whose wild snowdrop border was over and who had the biggest hyacinths, so pink and white, the colour of cocoanut ice. But nobody had violets that grew, that smelled in the spring sun like Bengel’s. Did they really smell like that? Or did you shut your eyes and lean over the fence because of Edie Bengel’s piano?


  [184] A little wind ruffles among the leaves like a joyful hand looking for the finest flowers; and the piano sounds gay, tender, laughing. Now a cloud, like a swan, flies across the sun, the violets shine cold, like water, and a sudden questioning cry rings from Edie Bengel’s piano.


  … Ah, if life must pass so quickly, why is the breath of these flowers so sweet? What is the meaning of this feeling of longing, of sweet trouble—of flying joy? Goodbye! Farewell! The young bees lie half awake on the slender dandelions, silver are the pink tipped arrowy petals of the daisies; the new grass shakes in the light. Everything is beginning again, marvellous as ever, heavenly fair. “Let me stay! Let me stay!” pleads Edie Bengel’s piano.


  It is the afternoon, sunny and still. The blinds are down in the front to save the carpets, but upstairs the slats are open and in the golden light little Mrs. Bengel is feeling under her bed for the square bonnet box. She is flushed. She feels timid, excited, like a girl. And now the tissue paper is parted, her best bonnet, the one trimmed with a jet butterfly, which reposes on top, is lifted out and solemnly blown upon.


  Dipping down to the glass she tries it with fingers that tremble. She twitches her dolman round her slender shoulders, clasps her purse and before leaving the bedroom kneels down [185] a moment to ask God’s blessing on her ‘goings out.’ And as she kneels there quivering, she is rather like a butterfly herself, fanning her wings before her Lord. When the door is open the sound of the piano coming up through the silent house is almost frightening, so bold, so defiant, so reckless it rolls under Edie’s fingers. And just for a moment the thought comes to Mrs. Bengel and is gone again, that there is a stranger with Edie in the drawing-room, but a fantastic person, out of a book, a—a—villain. It’s very absurd. She flits across the hall, turns the door handle and confronts her flushed daughter. Edie’s hands drop from the keys. She squeezes them between her knees, her head is bent, her curls are fallen forward. She gazes at her mother with brilliant eyes. There is something painful in that glance, something very strange. It is dusky in the drawing-room, the top of the piano is open. Edie has been playing from memory; it’s as though the air still tingles.


  “I’m going, dear,” said Mrs. Bengel softly, so softly it is like a sigh.


  “Yes, Mother,” came from Edie.


  “I don’t expect I shall be long.”


  Mrs. Bengel lingers. She would very much like just a word, of sympathy, of understanding, even from Edie, to cheer her on her way.


  But Edie murmurs, “I’ll put the kettle on in half an hour.”


  [186] “Do, dear!” Mrs. Bengel grasped at that even. A nervous little smile touched her lips. “I expect I shall want my tea.”


  But to that Edie makes no reply; she frowns, she stretches out a hand, quickly unscrews one of the piano candle-sticks, lifts off a pink china ring and screws all tight again. The ring has been rattling. As the front door bangs softly after her mother Edie and the piano seem to plunge together into deep dark water, into waves that flow over both, relentless. She plays on desperately until her nose is white and her heart beats. It is her way of getting over her nervousness and her way too of praying. Would they accept her? Would she be allowed to go? Was it possible that in a week’s time she would be one of Miss Farmer’s girls, wearing a red and blue hat band, running up the broad steps leading to the big grey painted house that buzzed, that hummed as you went by? Their pew in Church faced Miss Farmer’s boarders. Would she at last know the names of the girls she had looked at so often? The pretty pale one with red hair, the dark one with a fringe, the fair one who held Miss Farmer’s hand during the sermon? … But after all …


  It was Edie’s fourteenth birthday. Her father gave her a silver brooch with a bar of music, two crotchets, two quavers and a minim [187] headed by a very twisted treble clef. Her mother gave her blue satin gloves and two boxes for gloves and handkerchiefs, hand-painted the glove box with a sprig of gold roses tying up the capital G. and the handkerchief box with a marvellously lifelike butterfly quivering on the capital H. From the aunts in …


  There was a tree at the corner of Tarana Street and May Street. It grew so close to the pavement that the heavy boughs stretched over, and on that part of the pavement there was always a fine sifting of minute twigs.


  But in the dusk, lovers parading came into its shade as into a tent. There, however long they had been together, they greeted each other again with long kisses, with embraces that were sweet torture, agony to bear, agony to end.


  Edie never knew that Roddie ‘loved’ it, Roddie never knew that it meant anything to Edie.


  Roddie, spruce, sleek with water, bumped his new bike down the wooden steps, through the gate. He was off for a spin, and looking at that tree, dark in the glow of evening, he felt the tree was watching him. He wanted to do marvels, to astonish, to shock, to amaze it.


  [188] Roddie had a complete new outfit for the occasion. A black serge suit, a black tie, a straw hat so white it was almost silver, a dazzling white straw hat with a broad black band. Attached to the hat there was a thick guard that somehow reminded one of a fishing line and the little clasp on the brim was like a fly … He stood at the graveside, his legs apart, his hands loosely clasped, and watched Edie being lowered into the grave—as a half-grown boy watches anything, a man at work, or a bicycle accident, or a chap cleaning a spring-carriage wheel—but suddenly as the men drew back he gave a violent start, turned, muttered something to his father and dashed away, so fast that people looked positively frightened, through the cemetery, down the avenue of dripping clay banks into Tarana Road, and started pelting for home. His suit was very tight and hot. It was like a dream. He kept his head down and his fists clenched, he couldn’t look up, nothing could have made him look higher than the tops of the fences—What was he thinking of as he pressed along? On, on until the gate was reached, up the steps, in at the front door, through the hall, up to the drawing-room.


  “Edie!” called Roddie. “Edie, old girl!”


  And he gave a low strange squawk and cried “Edie!” and stared across at Edie’s piano.


  But cold, solemn, as if frozen, heavily the [189] piano stared back at Roddie. Then it answered, but on its own behalf, on behalf of the house and the violet patch, the garden, the velvet tree at the corner of May Street, and all that was delightful: “There is nobody here of that name, young man!”


  []


  Widowed


  [190] They came down to breakfast next morning absolutely their own selves. Rosy, fresh, and just chilled enough by the cold air blowing through the bedroom windows to be very ready for hot coffee.


  “Nippy.” That was Geraldine’s word as she buttoned on her orange coat with pink-washed fingers. “Don’t you find it decidedly nippy?” And her voice, so matter-of-fact, so natural, sounded as though they had been married for years.


  Parting his hair with two brushes (marvellous feat for a woman to watch) in the little round mirror, he had replied, lightly clapping the brushes together, “My dear, have you got enough on?” and he, too, sounded as though well he knew from the experience of years her habit of clothing herself underneath in wisps of chiffon and two satin bows … Then they ran down to breakfast, laughing together and terribly startling the shy parlour-maid who, after talking it over with Cook, had decided to be invisible until she was rung for.


  [191] “Good-morning, Nellie, I think we shall want more toast than that” said the smiling Geraldine as she hung over the breakfast table. She deliberated—“Ask Cook to make us four more pieces, please.”


  Marvellous, the parlour-maid thought it was. And as she closed the door she heard the voice say, “I do so hate to be short of toast, don’t you?”


  He was standing in the sunny window. Geraldine went up to him. She put her hand on his arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. How pleasant it was to feel that rough man’s tweed again. Ah, how pleasant! She rubbed her hand against it, touched it with her cheek, sniffed the smell.


  The window looked out on to flower beds, a tangle of michaelmas daisies, late dahlias, hanging heavy, and shaggy little asters. Then there came a lawn strewn with yellow leaves with a broad path beyond and a row of gold-fluttering trees. An old gardener, in woollen mitts, was sweeping the path, brushing the leaves into a neat little heap. Now, the broom tucked in his arm, he fumbled in his coat pocket, brought out some matches, and scooping a hole in the leaves he set fire to them.


  Such lovely blue smoke came breathing into the air through those dry leaves; there was something so calm and orderly in the way the pile burned that it was a pleasure to watch.


  [192] The old gardener stumped away and came back with a handful of withered twigs. He flung them on and stood by, and little light flames began to flicker.


  “I do think,” said Geraldine, “I do think there is nothing nicer than a real satisfactory fire.”


  “Jolly, isn’t it,” he murmured back, and they went to their first breakfast.


  Just over a year ago, thirteen months, to be exact, she had been standing before the dining-room window of the little house in Sloane Street. It looked over the railed gardens. Breakfast was over, cleared away and done with … she had a fat bunch of letters in her hand that she meant to answer, snugly, over the fire. But before settling down, the autumn sun, the freshness had drawn her to the window. Such a perfect morning for the Row. Jimmie had gone riding.


  “Goodbye, dear thing.”


  “Goodbye, Gerry mine.” And then the morning kiss, quick and firm. He looked so handsome in his riding kit. She imagined him as she stood there … riding. Geraldine was not very good at imagining things. But there was mist, a thud of hooves and Jimmie’s moustache was damp. From the garden there sounded the creak of a gardener’s barrow. An old man came into sight with a load of leaves and a broom lying across. He stopped; he [193] began to sweep. ‘What enormous tufts of irises grew in London gardens,’ mused Geraldine. ‘Why?’ And now the smoke of a real fire ascended.


  ‘There is nothing nicer,’ she thought, ‘than a really satisfactory fire.’


  Just at that moment the telephone bell rang. Geraldine sat down at Jimmie’s desk to answer it. It was Major Hunter.


  “Good morning, Major. You’re a very early bird!”


  “Good morning, Mrs. Howard. Yes. I am.” (Geraldine made a little surprised face at herself. How odd he sounded!) “Mrs. Howard, I’m coming round to see you … now I’m taking a taxi … Please don’t go out. And—and—” the voice stammered, “p-please don’t let the servants go out.”


  “Par-don?” This last was so very peculiar, though the whole thing had been peculiar enough, that Geraldine couldn’t believe what she heard. But he was gone. He had rung off. What on earth—and putting down the receiver, she took up a pencil and drew what she always drew when she sat down before a piece of blotting paper—the behind of a little cat with whiskers and tail complete. Geraldine must have drawn that little cat hundreds of times, all over the world, in hotels, in clubs, at steamer desks, waiting at the Bank. The little cat was her sign, her mark. She had copied it [194] from a little girl at school when she thought it most wonderful. And she never tried anything else. She was … not very good at drawing. This particular cat was drawn with an extra firm pen and even its whiskers looked surprised.


  “Not to let the servants go out!” But she had never heard anything so peculiar in her life. She must have made a mistake. Geraldine couldn’t help a little giggle of amusement. And why should he tell her he was taking a taxi? And why—above all—should he be coming to see her at that hour of the morning?


  Then—it came over her—like a flash she remembered Major Hunter’s mania for old furniture. They had been discussing it at the Carlton the last time they lunched together. And he had said something to Jimmie about some—Jacobean or Queen Anne—Geraldine knew nothing about these things—something or other. Could he possibly be bringing it round? But of course. He must be. And that explained the remark about the servants. He wanted them to help getting it into the house. What a bore! Geraldine did hope it would tone in. And really, she must say she thought Major Hunter was taking a good deal for granted to produce a thing that size at that hour of the day without a word of warning. They hardly knew him well enough [195] for that. Why make such a mystery of it too? Geraldine hated mysteries. But she had heard his head was rather troublesome at times ever since the Somme affair. Perhaps this was one of his bad days. In that case, a pity Jimmie was not back. She rang. Mullins answered.


  “Oh, Mullins, I’m expecting Major Hunter in a few moments. He’s bringing something rather heavy. He may want you to help with it. And Cook had better be ready, too.”


  Geraldine’s manner was slightly lofty with her servants. She enjoyed carrying things off with a high hand. All the same Mullins did look surprised. She seemed to hover for a moment before she went out. It annoyed Geraldine greatly. What was there to be surprised at? What could have been simpler? she thought, sitting down to her batch of letters, and the fire, and the clock and her pen began to whisper together.


  There was the taxi—making an enormous noise at the door. She thought she heard the driver’s voice, too, arguing. It took her a long moment to clasp her writing case and to get up out of the low chair. The bell rang. She went straight to the dining-room door——


  And there was Major Hunter in his riding kit, coming quickly towards her, and behind him, through the open door at the bottom of the steps she saw something big, something grey. It was an ambulance.


  [196] “There’s been an accident,” cried Geraldine sharply.


  “Mrs. Howard.” Major Hunter ran forward. He put out his icy cold hand and wrung hers. “You’ll be brave, won’t you?” he said, he pleaded.


  But of course she would be brave.


  “Is it serious?”


  Major Hunter nodded gravely. He said the one word “Yes.”


  “Very serious?”


  Now he raised his head. He looked her full in the eyes. She’d never realised until that moment that he was extraordinarily handsome though in a melodrama kind of way. “It’s as bad as it can be, Mrs. Howard,” said Major Hunter simply. “But—go in there,” he said hastily and he almost pushed her into her own dining-room. “We must bring him in—where can we——”


  “Can he be taken upstairs?” asked Geraldine.


  “Yes, yes of course.” Major Hunter looked at her so strangely—so painfully.


  “There’s his dressing-room,” said Geraldine. “It’s on the first floor. I’ll lead the way, and she put her hand on the Major’s arm. “It’s quite all right, Major,” she said, “I’m not going to break down—” and she actually smiled, a confident brilliant smile.


  To her amazement as Major Hunter turned [197] away he burst out with, “Ah, my God! I’m so sorry.”


  Poor man. He was quite overcome. ‘Brandy afterwards,’ thought Geraldine. ‘Not now, of course.’


  It was a painful moment when she heard those measured deliberate steps in the hall. But Geraldine, realising this was not the moment, and there was nothing to be gained by it, refrained from looking.


  “This way, Major.” She skimmed on in front, up the stairs, along the passage; she flung open the door of Jimmie’s gay living breathing, dressing-room and stood to one side—for Major Hunter, for the two stretcher-bearers. Only then she realised that it must be a scalp wound—some injury to the head. For there was nothing to be seen of Jimmie; the sheet was pulled right over …
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  Introductory Note.


  [vi] In her Journal, on January 22, 1916, Katherine Mansfield told her plans as a writer to her dead brother. She wanted to pay “a sacred debt” to her country, New Zealand, because “my brother and I were born there.” “Then,” she continued, “I want to write poetry.”


  “I feel always trembling on the brink of poetry,” she whispers to her brother. “The almond tree, the birds, the little wood where you are, the flowers you do not see, the open window out of which I lean and dream that you are against my shoulder, and the times that your photograph ‘looks sad.’ But especially I want to write a kind of long elegy to you … perhaps not in poetry. No, perhaps in prose. Almost certainly in a kind of special prose.”


  This “special prose” was the peculiar achievement of her genius. It seems to me that nothing like Prelude or At the Bay or The Voyage or The Doves’ Nest had ever been written in English before. English prose was turned to a new and magical use, made [xii] crystal-clear, and filled with rainbow-beauties that are utterly indefinable. What might, in another writer of genius, have become poetry, Katherine Mansfield put into her stories.


  Nevertheless, she had written and, at long intervals, continued to write poetry. Perhaps her poetry is not quite poetry, just as her prose is not quite prose. Certainly, whatever they are, they belong to the same order; they have the same simple and mysterious beauty, and they are, above all, the expression of the same exquisite spirit. To my sense they are unique.


  Comparatively few of these poems have been published; and of these few hardly one, except those which have appeared after her death in The Adelphi, over her own name. All those which were published in her lifetime, with two exceptions, appeared in papers which we edited together-in Rhythm, when we were young; in The Athenaeum, when we were older. The reason of this restriction was that she had tried in vain to get them published in other places. I remember her telling me when first we met that the beautiful pieces now gathered together as “Poems, [xiii] 1911–1913” had been refused, because they were unrhymed, by the only editor who used to accept her work. He wanted her to write nothing but satirical prose. This treatment made her very reserved about her verses. Those she published in Rhythm appeared as translations from an imaginary Russian called Boris Petrovsky; those she published in The Athenaeum appeared over the pseudonym of Elizabeth Stanley. Her cousin, to whom this book is dedicated, was the only person to penetrate this latter disguise.


  The poems have been roughly grouped in periods. Katherine Mansfield’s practice was suddenly to spend several days in writing poetry, and then to abandon poetry wholly for months and years together. “Poems at the Villa Pauline,” with the exception of the sonnet to L.H.B., were written in curious circumstances. Villa Pauline was a four-roomed cottage on the shore of the Mediterranean where we lived in 1916. For the whole of one week we made a practice of sitting together after supper at a very small table in the kitchen and writing verses on a single theme which we had chosen. It seems to me now almost miraculous that so exquisite [xiv] a poem as, for instance, “Voices of the Air,” should have been thus composed.


  The Child Verses at the end of the volume were written when Katherine Mansfield was still at Queen’s College. They were saved from destruction by one of her friends.


  []


  Poems: 1909–10


  In the Rangitaki Valley


  
    [3] o valley of waving broom,


    O lovely, lovely light,


    O heart of the world, red-gold!


    Breast high in the blossom I stand;


    It beats about me like waves


    Of a magical, golden sea.

  


  
    The barren heart of the world


    Alive at the kiss of the sun,


    The yellow mantle of Summer


    Flung over a laughing land,


    Warm with the warmth of her body,


    Sweet with the kiss of her breath.

  


  
    O valley of waving broom,


    O lovely, lovely light,


    O mystical marriage of Earth


    With the passionate Summer sun!


    To her lover she holds a cup


    And the yellow wine o’erflows.


    He has lighted a little torch


    And the whole of the world is ablaze.


    Prodigal wealth of love!


    Breast high in the blossom I stand.

  


  1909.


  []


  Spring Wind in London


  
    [4] I blow across the stagnant world,


    I blow across the sea,


    For me, the sailor’s flag unfurled,


    For me, the uprooted tree.


    My challenge to the world is hurled;


    The world must bow to me.

  


  
    I drive the clouds across the sky,


    I huddle them like sheep;


    Merciless shepherd-dog am I


    And shepherd-watch I keep.


    If in the quiet vales they lie


    I blow them up the steep.

  


  
    Lo! In the tree-tops do I hide,


    In every living thing;


    On the moon’s yellow wings I glide,


    On the wild rose I swing;


    On the sea-horse’s back I ride,


    And what then do I bring?

  


  
    And when a little child is ill


    I pause, and with my hand


    I wave the window curtain’s frill


    That he may understand


    Outside the wind is blowing still.


    … It is a pleasant land.

  


  
    [5] O stranger in a foreign place,


    See what I bring to you.


    This rain—is tears upon your face;


    I tell you—tell you true


    I came from that forgotten place


    Where once the wattle grew.

  


  
    All the wild sweetness of the flower


    Tangled against the wall.


    It was that magic, silent hour….


    The branches grew so tall


    They twined themselves into a bower.


    The sun shone … and the fall

  


  
    Of yellow blossom on the grass!


    You feel that golden rain?


    Both of you could not hold, alas,


    (Both of you tried—in vain)


    A memory, stranger. So I pass….


    It will not come again.

  


  1909.


  []


  Butterfly Laughter


  
    [6] In the middle of our porridge plates


    There was a blue butterfly painted


    And each morning we tried who should reach the butterfly first.


    Then the Grandmother said: “Do not eat the poor butterfly.”


    That made us laugh.


    Always she said it and always it started us laughing.


    It seemed such a sweet little joke.


    I was certain that one fine morning


    The butterfly would fly out of the plates,


    Laughing the teeniest laugh in the world,


    And perch on the Grandmother’s lap.

  


  []


  The Candle


  
    [7] By my bed, on a little round table


    The Grandmother placed a candle.


    She gave me three kisses telling me they were three dreams


    And tucked me in just where I loved being tucked.


    Then she went out of the room and the door was shut.


    I lay still, waiting for my three dreams to talk;


    But they were silent.


    Suddenly I remembered giving her three kisses back.


    Perhaps, by mistake, I had given my three little dreams.


    I sat up in bed.


    The room grew big, oh, bigger far than a church.


    The wardrobe, quite by itself, as big as a house.


    And the jug on the washstand smiled at me:


    It was not a friendly smile.


    I looked at the basket-chair where my clothes lay folded:


    The chair gave a creak as though it were listening for something.


    [8] Perhaps it was coming alive and going to dress in my clothes.


    But the awful thing was the window:


    I could not think what was outside.


    No tree to be seen, I was sure,


    No nice little plant or friendly pebbly path.


    Why did she pull the blind down every night?


    It was better to know.


    I crunched my teeth and crept out of bed,


    I peeped through a slit of the blind.


    There was nothing at all to be seen.


    But hundreds of friendly candles all over the sky


    In remembrance of frightened children.


    I went back to bed …


    The three dreams started singing a little song.

  


  []


  Little Brother’s Secret


  
    [9] When my birthday was coming


    Little Brother had a secret:


    He kept it for days and days


    And just hummed a little tune when I asked him.


    But one night it rained


    And I woke up and heard him crying:


    Then he told me.


    “I planted two lumps of sugar in your garden


    Because you love it so frightfully


    I thought there would be a whole sugar tree for your birthday,


    And now it will all be melted.”


    O the darling!

  


  []


  Little Brother’s Story


  
    [10] We sat in front of the fire;


    Grandmother was in the rocking chair doing her knitting


    And Little Brother and I were lying down flat.


    “Please tell us a story, Grandmother,” we said.


    But she put her head on one side and began counting the stitches,


    “Suppose you tell me one instead.”


    I made up one about a spotted tiger


    That had a knot in his tail;


    But though I liked this about the knot,


    I did not know why it was put there.


    So I said: “Little Brother’s turn.”


    “I know a perfect story,” he cried, waving his hands.


    Grandmother laid down her knitting.


    “Do tell us, dear.”


    “Once upon a time there was a bad little girl


    And her Mummy gave her the slipper, and that’s all.”


    It was not a very special story.


    But we pretended to be very pleased


    And Grandmother gave him jumps on her lap.

  


  []


  The Man with the Wooden Leg


  
    [11] There was a man lived quite near us;


    He had a wooden leg and a goldfinch in a green cage.


    His name was Farkey Anderson,


    And he’d been in a war to get his leg.


    We were very sad about him,


    Because he had such a beautiful smile


    And was such a big man to live in a very small house.


    When he walked on the road his leg did not matter so much;


    But when he walked in his little house


    It made an ugly noise.


    Little Brother said his goldfinch sang the loudest of all birds,


    So that he should not hear his poor leg


    And feel too sorry about it.

  


  []


  When I was a Bird


  
    [12] I climbed up the karaka tree


    Into a nest all made of leaves


    But soft as feathers.


    I made up a song that went on singing all by itself


    And hadn’t any words, but got sad at the end.


    There were daisies in the grass under the tree.


    I said just to try them:


    “I’ll bite off your heads and give them to my little children to eat.”


    But they didn’t believe I was a bird;


    They stayed quite open.


    The sky was like a blue nest with white feathers


    And the sun was the mother bird keeping it warm.


    That’s what my song said: though it hadn’t any words.


    Little Brother came up the path, wheeling his barrow.


    I made my dress into wings and kept very quiet.


    Then when he was quite near I said: “Sweet, sweet!”


    [13] For a moment he looked quite startled;


    Then he said: “Pooh, you’re not a bird; I can see your legs.”


    But the daisies didn’t really matter,


    And Little Brother didn’t really matter;


    I felt just like a bird.

  


  []


  The Arabian Shawl


  
    [14] “It is cold outside, you will need a coat—


    What! this old Arabian shawl!


    Bind it about your head and throat,


    These steps … it is dark … my hand … you might fall.”

  


  
    What has happened? What strange, sweet charm


    Lingers about the Arabian shawl …


    Do not tremble so! There can be no harm


    In just remembering—that is all.

  


  
    “I love you so—I will be your wife,”


    Here, in the dark of the Terrace wall,


    Say it again. Let that other life


    Fold us like the Arabian shawl.

  


  
    “Do you remember?” … “I quite forget,


    Some childish foolishness, that is all,


    To-night is the first time we have met …


    Let me take off my Arabian shawl!”

  


  []


  Sleeping Together


  
    [15] Sleeping together … how tired you were! …


    How warm our room … how the firelight spread


    On walls and ceiling and great white bed!


    We spoke in whispers as children do,


    And now it was I—and then it was you


    Slept a moment, to wake—“My dear,


    I’m not at all sleepy,” one of us said….

  


  
    Was it a thousand years ago?


    I woke in your arms—you were sound asleep—


    And heard the pattering sound of sheep.


    Softly I slipped to the floor and crept


    To the curtained window, then, while you slept,


    I watched the sheep pass by in the snow.

  


  
    O flock of thoughts with their shepherd Fear


    Shivering, desolate, out in the cold,


    That entered into my heart to fold!


    A thousand years … was it yesterday


    When we, two children of far away,


    Clinging close in the darkness, lay


    Sleeping together? … How tired you were! …

  


  []


  The Quarrel


  
    [16] Our quarrel seemed a giant thing,


    It made the room feel mean and small,


    The books, the lamp, the furniture,


    The very pictures on the wall—

  


  
    Crowded upon us as we sat


    Pale and terrified, face to face.


    “Why do you stay?” she said, “my room


    Can never be your resting place.”

  


  
    “Katinka, ere we part for life,


    I pray you walk once more with me.”


    So down the dark, familiar road


    We paced together, silently.

  


  
    The sky—it seemed on fire with stars!


    I said:—“Katinka dear, look up!”


    Like thirsty children, both of us


    Drank from that giant loving cup.

  


  
    “Who were those dolls?” Katinka said.


    “What were their stupid, vague alarms?”


    And suddenly we turned and laughed


    And rushed into each other’s arms.

  


  []


  Poems: 1911–13


  Loneliness


  
    [19] Now it is Loneliness who comes at night


    Instead of Sleep, to sit beside my bed.


    Like a tired child I lie and wait her tread,


    I watch her softly blowing out the light.


    Motionless sitting, neither left nor right


    She turns, and weary, weary droops her head.


    She, too, is old; she, too, has fought the fight.


    So, with the laurel she is garlanded.

  


  
    Through the sad dark the slowly ebbing tide


    Breaks on a barren shore, unsatisfied.


    A strange wind flows … then silence. I am fain


    To turn to Loneliness, to take her hand,


    Cling to her, waiting, till the barren land


    Fills with the dreadful monotone of rain.

  


  1911.


  []


  The Meeting


  
    [20] We started speaking,


    Looked at each other, then turned away.


    The tears kept rising to my eyes


    But I could not weep.


    I wanted to take your hand


    But my hand trembled.


    You kept counting the days


    Before we should meet again.


    But both of us felt in our hearts


    That we parted for ever and ever.


    The ticking of the little clock filled the quiet room.


    “Listen,” I said. “It is so loud,


    Like a horse galloping on a lonely road,


    As loud as that—a horse galloping past in the night.”


    You shut me up in your arms.


    But the sound of the clock stifled our hearts’ beating.


    You said, “I cannot go: all that is living of me


    Is here for ever and ever.”


    Then you went.


    The world changed. The sound of the clock grew fainter,


    Dwindled away, became a minute thing.


    I whispered in the darkness, “If it stops, I shall die.”

  


  1911.


  []


  The Gulf


  
    [21] A gulf of silence separates us from each other.


    I stand at one side of the gulf, you at the other.


    I cannot see you or hear you, yet know that you are there.


    Often I call you by your childish name


    And pretend that the echo to my crying is your voice.


    How can we bridge the gulf? Never by speech or touch.


    Once I thought we might fill it quite up with tears.


    Now I want to shatter it with our laughter.

  


  1911.


  []


  The Storm


  
    [22] I ran to the forest for shelter,


    Breathless, half sobbing;


    I put my arms round a tree,


    Pillowed my head against the rough bark.


    “Protect me,” I said. “I am a lost child.”


    But the tree showered silver drops on my face and hair.


    A wind sprang up from the ends of the earth;


    It lashed the forest together.


    A huge green wave thundered and burst over my head.


    I prayed, implored, “Please take care of me!”


    But the wind pulled at my cloak and the rain beat upon me.


    Little rivers tore up the ground and swamped the bushes.


    A frenzy possessed the earth: I felt that the earth was drowning


    In a bubbling cavern of space. I alone—


    Smaller than the smallest fly—was alive and terrified.


    Then, for what reason I know not, I became triumphant.


    “Well, kill me!” I cried and ran out into the open.


    [23] But the storm ceased: the sun spread his wings


    And floated serene in the silver pool of the sky.


    I put my hands over my face: I was blushing.


    And the trees swung together and delicately laughed.

  


  1911.


  []


  Across the Red Sky


  
    [24] Across the red sky two birds flying,


    Flying with drooping wings.


    Silent and solitary their ominous flight.


    All day the triumphant sun with yellow banners


    Warred and warred with the earth, and when she yielded


    Stabbed her heart, gathered her blood in a chalice,


    Spilling it over the evening sky.


    When the dark plumaged birds go flying, flying,


    Quiet lies the earth wrapt in her mournful shadow,


    Her sightless eyes turned to the red sky


    And the restlessly seeking birds.

  


  1911.


  []


  Very Early Spring


  
    [25] The fields are snowbound no longer;


    There are little blue lakes and flags of tenderest green.


    The snow has been caught up into the sky—


    So many white clouds-and the blue of the sky is cold.


    Now the sun walks in the forest,


    He touches the boughs and stems with his golden fingers;


    They shiver, and wake from slumber.


    Over the barren branches he shakes his yellow curls.


    … Yet is the forest full of the sound of tears….


    A wind dances over the fields.


    Shrill and clear the sound of her waking laughter,


    Yet the little blue lakes tremble


    And the flags of tenderest green bend and quiver.

  


  1911.


  []


  The Awakening River


  
    [26] The gulls are mad-in-love with the river,


    And the river unveils her face and smiles.


    In her sleep-brooding eyes they mirror their shining wings.


    She lies on silver pillows: the sun leans over her.


    He warms and warms her, he kisses and kisses her.


    There are sparks in her hair and she stirs in laughter.


    Be careful, my beautiful waking one! you will catch on fire.


    Wheeling and flying with the foam of the sea on their breasts,


    The ineffable mists of the sea clinging to their wild wings,


    Crying the rapture of the boundless ocean,


    The gulls are mad-in-love with the river.


    Wake! we are the dream thoughts flying from your heart.


    Wake! we are the songs of desire flowing from your bosom.


    O, I think the sun will lend her his great wings


    And the river will fly away to the sea with the mad-in-love birds.

  


  1911.


  []


  The Sea Child


  
    [27] Into the world you sent her, mother,


    Fashioned her body of coral and foam,


    Combed a wave in her hair’s warm smother,


    And drove her away from home.

  


  
    In the dark of the night she crept to the town


    And under a doorway she laid her down,


    The little blue child in the foam-fringed gown.

  


  
    And never a sister and never a brother


    To hear her call, to answer her cry.


    Her face shone out from her hair’s warm smother


    Like a moonkin up in the sky.

  


  
    She sold her corals; she sold her foam;


    Her rainbow heart like a singing shell


    Broke in her body: she crept back home.

  


  
    Peace, go back to the world, my daughter,


    Daughter, go back to the darkling land;


    There is nothing here but sad sea water,


    And a handful of sifting sand.

  


  1911.


  []


  The Earth-Child in the Grass


  
    [28] In the very early morning


    Long before Dawn time


    I lay down in the paddock


    And listened to the cold song of the grass.


    Between my fingers the green blades,


    And the green blades pressed against my body.


    “Who is she leaning so heavily upon me?”


    Sang the grass.


    “Why does she weep on my bosom,


    Mingling her tears with the tears of my mystic lover?


    Foolish little earth child!


    It is not yet time.


    One day I shall open my bosom


    And you shall slip in—but not weeping.


    Then in the early morning


    Long before Dawn time


    Your lover will lie in the paddock.


    Between his fingers the green blades


    And the green blades pressed against his body …


    My song shall not sound cold to him


    In my deep wave he will find the wave of your hair


    [29] In my strong sweet perfume, the perfume of your kisses.


    Long and long he will lie there …


    Laughing—not weeping.”

  


  1911.


  []


  To God the Father


  
    [30] To the little, pitiful God I make my prayer,


    The God with the long grey beard


    And flowing robe fastened with a hempen girdle


    Who sits nodding and muttering on the all-too-big throne of Heaven.


    What a long, long time, dear God, since you set the stars in their places,


    Girded the earth with the sea, and invented the day and night.


    And longer the time since you looked through the blue window of Heaven


    To see your children at play in a garden….


    Now we are all stronger than you and wiser and more arrogant,


    In swift procession we pass you by.


    “Who is that marionette nodding and muttering


    On the all-too-big throne of Heaven?


    Come down from your place, Grey Beard,


    We have had enough of your play-acting!”


    It is centuries since I believed in you,


    But to-day my need of you has come back.


    I want no rose-coloured future,


    No books of learning, no protestations and denials—


    [31] I am sick of this ugly scramble,


    I am tired of being pulled about-


    O God, I want to sit on your knees


    On the all-too-big throne of Heaven,


    And fall asleep with my hands tangled in your grey beard.

  


  1911.


  []


  The Opal Dream Cave


  
    [32] In an opal dream cave I found a fairy:


    Her wings were frailer than flower petals,


    Frailer far than snowflakes.


    She was not frightened, but poised on my finger,


    Then delicately walked into my hand.


    I shut the two palms of my hands together


    And held her prisoner.


    I carried her out of the opal cave,


    Then opened my hands.


    First she became thistledown,


    Then a mote in a sunbeam,


    Then—nothing at all.


    Empty now is my opal dream cave.

  


  1911.


  []


  Sea


  
    [33] The sea called—I lay on the rocks and said:


    “I am come.”


    She mocked and showed her teeth,


    Stretching out her long green arms.


    “Go away!” she thundered.


    “Then tell me what I am to do,” I begged.


    “If I leave you, you will not be silent,


    But cry my name in the cities


    And wistfully entreat me in the plains and forests;


    All else I forsake to come to you—what must I do?”


    “Never have I uttered your name,” snarled the Sea.


    “There is no more of me in your body


    Than the little salt tears you are frightened of shedding.


    What can you know of my love on your brown rock pillow? …


    Come closer.”

  


  1911.


  []


  Jangling Memory


  
    [34] Heavens above! here’s an old tie of yours—


    Sea-green dragons stamped on a golden ground.


    Ha! Ha! Ha! What children we were in those days!

  


  
    Do you love me enough to wear it now?


    Have you the courage of your pristine glories?


    Ha! Ha! Ha! You laugh and shrug your shoulders.

  


  
    Those were the days when a new tie spelt a fortune:


    We wore it in turn—I flaunted it as a waist-belt.


    Ha! Ha! Ha! What easily satisfied babies!

  


  
    “I think I’ll turn it into a piano duster.”


    “Give it to me, I’ll polish my slippers on it!”


    Ha! Ha! Ha! The rag’s not worth the dustbin.

  


  
    “Throw the shabby old thing right out of the window;


    Fling it into the faces of other children!”


    Ha! Ha! Ha! We laughed and laughed till the tears came!

  


  1911.


  []


  There was a Child Once


  
    [35] There was a child once.


    He came to play in my garden;


    He was quite pale and silent.


    Only when he smiled I knew everything about him,


    I knew what he had in his pockets,


    And I knew the feel of his hands in my hands


    And the most intimate tones of his voice.


    I led him down each secret path,


    Showing him the hiding-place of all my treasures.


    I let him play with them, every one,


    I put my singing thoughts in a little silver cage


    And gave them to him to keep …


    It was very dark in the garden


    But never dark enough for us. On tiptoe we walked among the deepest shades;


    We bathed in the shadow pools beneath the trees,


    Pretending we were under the sea.


    Once—near the boundary of the garden—


    We heard steps passing along the World-road;


    Oh, how frightened we were!


    [36] I whispered: “Have you ever walked along that road?”


    He nodded, and we shook the tears from our eyes….


    There was a child once.


    He came—quite alone—to play in my garden;


    He was pale and silent.


    When we met we kissed each other,


    But when he went away, we did not even wave.

  


  1912.


  []


  The Secret


  
    [37] In the profoundest ocean


    There is a rainbow shell,


    It is always there, shining most stilly


    Under the greatest storm waves


    And under the happy little waves


    That the old Greek called “ripples of laughter.”


    And you listen, the rainbow shell


    Sings—in the profoundest ocean.


    It is always there, singing most silently!

  


  1912.


  []


  Sea Song


  
    [38] I will think no more of the sea!


    Of the big green waves


    And the hollowed shore,


    Of the brown rock caves


    No more, no more


    Of the swell and the weed


    And the bubbling foam.

  


  
    Memory dwells in my far away home,


    She has nothing to do with me.

  


  
    She is old and bent


    With a pack


    On her back.


    Her tears all spent,


    Her voice, just a crack.


    With an old thorn stick


    She hobbles along,


    And a crazy song


    Now slow, now quick


    Wheeks in her throat.

  


  
    And every day


    While there’s light on the shore


    She searches for something,


    Her withered claw


    Tumbles the seaweed;


    [39] She pokes in each shell


    Groping and mumbling


    Until the night


    Deepens and darkens,


    And covers her quite,


    And bids her be silent,


    And bids her be still.

  


  
    The ghostly feet


    Of the whispery waves


    Tiptoe beside her.


    They follow, follow


    To the rocky caves


    In the white beach hollow …


    She hugs her hands,


    She sobs, she shrills,


    And the echoes shriek


    In the rocky hills.


    She moans: “It is lost!


    Let it be! Let it be!


    I am old. I’m too cold.


    I am frightened … the sea


    Is too loud … it is lost,


    It is gone …” Memory


    Wails in my far away home.

  


  1913.


  []


  Countrywomen


  
    [40] These be two


    Country women.


    What a size!


    Grand big arms


    And round red faces;


    Big substantial


    Sit down places;


    Great big bosoms firm as cheese


    Bursting through their country jackets;


    Wide big laps


    And sturdy knees;


    Hands outspread,


    Round and rosy,


    Hands to hold


    A country posy


    Or a baby or a lamb—


    And such eyes!


    Stupid, shifty, small and sly


    Peeping through a slit of sty,


    Squinting through their neighbours’ plackets.

  


  1914.


  []


  Stars


  
    [41] Most merciful God


    Look kindly upon


    An impudent child


    Who wants sitting on.


    This evening late


    I went to the door


    And then to the gate


    There were more stars—more


    Than I could have expected,


    Even I!


    I was simply amazed


    Almighty, August!


    I was utterly dazed,


    Omnipotent, Just!


    In a word I was floored,


    Good God of Hosts—Lord!


    That at this time of day


    They should still blaze away,


    That Thou hadst not rejected


    Or at least circumspected


    Their white silver beauty—


    Was it spite..? Was it duty..?

  


  1914.


  []


  Deaf House Agent


  
    [42] That deaf old man


    With his hand to his ear—


    His hand to his head stood out like a shell,


    Horny and hollow. He said, “I can’t hear.”


    He muttered, “Don’t shout,


    I can hear very well!”


    He mumbled, “I can’t catch a word;


    I can’t follow.”


    Then Jack with a voice like a Protestant bell


    Roared—“Particulars! Farmhouse! At ten quid a year!”


    “I dunno wot place you are talking about,”


    Said the deaf old man.


    Said Jack, “What the Hell!”


    
      But the deaf old man took a pin from his desk, picked a piece of wool the size of a hen’s egg from his ear, had a good look at it, decided in its favour and replaced it in the aforementioned organ.

    

  


  1914.


  []


  Poems at the Villa Pauline: 1916


  Villa Pauline


  
    [45] But, ah! before he came


    You were only a name:


    Four little rooms and a cupboard


    Without a bone,


    And I was alone!


    Now with your windows wide


    Everything from outside


    Of sun and flower and loveliness


    Comes in to hide,


    To play, to laugh on the stairs,


    To catch unawares


    Our childish happiness,


    And to glide


    Through the four little rooms on tip-toe


    With lifted finger,


    Pretending we shall not know


    When the shutters are shut


    That they still linger


    Long, long after.


    Lying close in the dark


    He says to me: “Hark,


    Isn’t that laughter?”

  


  1916.


  []


  Camomile Tea


  
    [46] Outside the sky is light with stars;


    There’s a hollow roaring from the sea.


    And, alas! for the little almond flowers,


    The wind is shaking the almond tree.

  


  
    How little I thought, a year ago,


    In that horrible cottage upon the Lee


    That he and I should be sitting so


    And sipping a cup of camomile tea!

  


  
    Light as feathers the witches fly,


    The horn of the moon is plain to see;


    By a firefly under a jonquil flower


    A goblin toasts a bumble-bee.

  


  
    We might be fifty, we might be five,


    So snug, so compact, so wise are we!


    Under the kitchen-table leg


    My knee is pressing against his knee.

  


  
    Our shutters are shut, the fire is low,


    The tap is dripping peacefully;


    The saucepan shadows on the wall


    Are black and round and plain to see.

  


  1916.


  []


  Waves


  
    [47] I saw a tiny God


    Sitting


    Under a bright blue Umbrella


    That had white tassels


    And forked ribs of gold.


    Below him His little world


    Lay open to the sun.


    The shadow of His hat


    Lay upon a city.


    When he stretched forth His hand


    A lake became a dark tremble.


    When he kicked up His foot


    It became night in the mountain passes.

  


  
    But thou art small!


    There are gods far greater than thou;


    They rise and fall,


    The tumbling gods of the sea.


    Can thy heart heave such sighs,


    Such hollow savage cries,


    Such windy breath,


    Such groaning death?


    And can thy arm enfold


    The old,


    The cold,


    The changeless dreadful places

  


  
    [48] Where the herds


    Of horned sea-monsters


    And the screaming birds


    Gather together.


    From those silent men


    That lie in the pen


    Of our pearly prisons,


    Canst thou hunt thy prey?


    Like us canst thou stay


    Awaiting thine hour,


    And then rise like a tower


    And crash and shatter?

  


  
    There are neither trees nor bushes


    In my country,


    Said the tiny God.


    But there are streams


    And waterfalls


    And mountain-peaks


    Covered with lovely weed.


    There are little shores and safe harbours,


    Caves for cool and plains for sun and wind.


    Lovely is the sound of the rivers,


    Lovely the flashing brightness


    Of the lovely peaks.


    I am content.

  


  
    [49] But Thy kingdom is small,


    Said the God of the Sea.


    Thy kingdom shall fall;


    I shall not let thee be.


    Thou art proud!


    With a loud


    Pealing of laughter,


    He rose and covered


    The tiny God’s land


    With the tip of his hand,


    With the curl of his fingers:


    And after—

  


  
    The tiny God


    Began to cry.

  


  1916.


  []


  The Town Between the Hills


  
    [50] The farther the little girl leaped and ran,


    The farther she longed to be;


    The white, white fields of jonquil flowers


    Danced up as high as her knee


    And flashed and sparkled before her eyes


    Until she could hardly see.


    So into the wood went she.

  


  
    It was quiet in the wood,


    It was solemn and grave;


    A sound like a wave


    Sighed in the tree-tops


    And then sighed no more.


    But she was brave,


    And the sky showed through


    A bird’s-egg blue,


    And she saw


    A tiny path that was running away


    Over the hills to—who can say?


    She ran, too.


    But then the path broke,


    Then the path ended


    And wouldn’t be mended.

  


  
    A little old man


    Sat on the edge,


    Hugging the hedge.


    [51] He had a fire


    And two eggs in a pan


    And a paper poke


    Of pepper and salt;


    So she came to a halt


    To watch and admire:


    Cunning and nimble was he!


    “May I help, if I can, little old man?”


    “Bravo!” he said,


    “You may dine with me.


    I’ve two old eggs


    From two white hens


    And a loaf from a kind ladie:


    Some fresh nutmegs,


    Some cutlet ends


    In pink and white paper frills:


    And-I’ve-got


    A little hot-pot


    From the town between the hills.”

  


  
    He nodded his head


    And made her a sign


    To sit under the spray


    Of a trailing vine.

  


  
    But when the little girl joined her hands


    And said the grace she had learned to say,


    [52] The little old man gave two dreadful squeals


    And she just saw the flash of his smoking heels


    As he tumbled, tumbled


    With his two old eggs


    From two white hens,


    His loaf from a kind ladie,


    The fresh nutmegs,


    The cutlet-ends


    In the pink and white paper frills.


    And away rumbled


    The little hot-pot,


    So much too hot,


    From the town between the hills.

  


  1916.


  []


  Voices of the Air


  
    [53] But then there comes that moment rare


    When, for no cause that I can find,


    The little voices of the air


    Sound above all the sea and wind.

  


  
    The sea and wind do then obey


    And sighing, sighing double notes


    Of double basses, content to play


    A droning chord for the little throats—

  


  
    The little throats that sing and rise


    Up into the light with lovely ease


    And a kind of magical, sweet surprise


    To hear and know themselves for these—

  


  
    For these little voices: the bee, the fly,


    The leaf that taps, the pod that breaks,


    The breeze on the grass-tops bending by,


    The shrill quick sound that the insect makes.

  


  1916.


  []


  Sanary


  
    [54] Her little hot room looked over the bay


    Through a stiff palisade of glinting palms,


    And there she would lie in the heat of the day,


    Her dark head resting upon her arms,


    So quiet, so still, she did not seem


    To think, to feel, or even to dream.

  


  
    The shimmering, blinding web of sea


    Hung from the sky, and the spider sun


    With busy frightening cruelty


    Crawled over the sky and spun and spun.


    She could see it still when she shut her eyes,


    And the little boats caught in the web like flies.

  


  
    Down below at this idle hour


    Nobody walked in the dusty street


    A scent of dying mimosa flower


    Lay on the air, but sweet—too sweet.

  


  1916.


  []


  To L.H.B. (1894–1915)


  
    [55] Last night for the first time since you were dead


    I walked with you, my brother, in a dream.


    We were at home again beside the stream


    Fringed with tall berry bushes, white and red.


    “Don’t touch them: they are poisonous,” I said.


    But your hand hovered, and I saw a beam


    Of strange, bright laughter flying round your head


    And as you stooped I saw the berries gleam.


    “Don’t you remember? We called them Dead Man’s Bread!”


    I woke and heard the wind moan and the roar


    Of the dark water tumbling on the shore.


    Where—where is the path of my dream for my eager feet?


    By the remembered stream my brother stands


    Waiting for me with berries in his hands …


    “These are my body. Sister, take and eat.”

  


  1916.


  []


  Poems: 1917–1919


  Night-Scented Stock


  
    [59] White, white in the milky night


    The moon danced over a tree.


    “Wouldn’t it be lovely to swim in the lake!”


    Someone whispered to me.

  


  
    “Oh, do—do—do!” cooed someone else,


    And clasped her hands to her chin.


    “I should so love to see the white bodies—


    All the white bodies jump in!”

  


  
    The big dark house hid secretly


    Behind the magnolia and the spreading pear-tree,


    But there was a sound of music—music rippled and ran


    Like a lady laughing behind her fan,


    Laughing and mocking and running away …


    “Come into the garden—it’s as light as day!”

  


  
    “I can’t dance to that Hungarian stuff,


    The rhythm in it is not passionate enough,”


    Said somebody. “I absolutely refuse …”


    But he took off his socks and his shoes


    And round he spun. “It’s like Hungarian fruit dishes


    Hard and bright—a mechanical blue!”

  


  
    [60]


    His white feet flicked in the grass like fishes …


    Someone cried: “I want to dance, too!”

  


  
    But one with a queer Russian ballet head


    Curled up on a blue wooden bench instead.


    And another, shadowy—shadowy and tall—


    Walked in the shadow of the dark house wall,


    Someone beside her. It shone in the gloom,


    His round grey hat, like a wet mushroom.

  


  
    “Don’t you think, perhaps …?” piped someone’s flute …


    “How sweet the flowers smell!” I heard the other say—


    Somebody picked a wet, wet pink


    Smelled it and threw it away.

  


  
    “Is the moon a virgin or is she a harlot?”


    Asked somebody. Nobody would tell.


    The faces and the hands moved in a pattern


    As the music rose and fell,


    In a dancing, mysterious, moon-bright pattern


    Like flowers nodding under the sea …

  


  
    The music stopped and there was nothing left of them


    But the moon dancing over the tree.

  


  1917.


  []


  Now I am a Plant, a Weed …


  
    [61] Now I am a plant, a weed,


    Bending and swinging


    On a rocky ledge;


    And now I am a long brown grass


    Fluttering like flame;


    I am a reed;


    An old shell singing


    For ever the same;


    A drift of sedge;


    A white, white stone;


    A bone;


    Until I pass


    Into sand again,


    And spin and blow


    To and fro, to and fro,


    On the edge of the sea


    In the fading light—


    For the light fades.

  


  
    But if you were to come you would not say:


    “She is not waiting here for me;


    She has forgotten.” Have we not in play


    Disguised ourselves as weed and stones and grass


    While the strange ships did pass


    Gently, gravely, leaving a curl of foam


    [62] That uncurled softly about our island home …


    Bubbles of foam that glittered on the stone


    Like rainbows? Look, darling! No, they are gone.


    And the white sails have melted into the sailing sky….

  


  1917.


  []


  There is a Solemn Wind To-Night


  
    [63] There is a solemn wind to-night


    That sings of solemn rain;


    The trees that have been quiet so long


    Flutter and start again.

  


  
    The slender trees, the heavy trees,


    The fruit trees laden and proud,


    Lift up their branches to the wind


    That cries to them so loud.

  


  
    The little bushes and the plants


    Bow to the solemn sound,


    And every tiniest blade of grass


    Shakes on the quiet ground.

  


  1917.


  []


  Out in the Garden


  
    [64] Out in the garden,


    Out in the windy, swinging dark,


    Under the trees and over the flower-beds,


    Over the grass and under the hedge border,


    Someone is sweeping, sweeping,


    Some old gardener.


    Out in the windy, swinging dark,


    Someone is secretly putting in order,


    Someone is creeping, creeping.

  


  1917.


  []


  Fairy Tale


  
    [65] Now folds the Tree of Day its perfect flowers,


    And every bloom becomes a bud again,


    Shut and sealed up against the golden showers


    Of bees that hover in the velvet hours….


    Now a strain


    Wild and mournful blown from shadow towers,


    Echoed from shadow ships upon the foam,


    Proclaims the Queen of Night.


    From their bowers


    The dark Princesses fluttering, wing their flight


    To their old Mother, in her huge old home.

  


  1919.


  []


  Covering Wings


  
    [66] Love! Love! Your tenderness,


    Your beautiful, watchful ways


    Grasp me, fold me, cover me;


    I lie in a kind of daze,


    Neither asleep nor yet awake,


    Neither a bud nor flower.


    Brings to-morrow


    Joy or sorrow,


    The black or the golden hour?

  


  
    Love! Love! You pity me so!


    Chide me, scold me—cry,


    “Submit—submit! You must not fight!”


    What may I do, then? Die?


    But, oh, my horror of quiet beds!


    How can I longer stay!


    One to be ready,


    Two to be steady,


    Three to be off and away!

  


  
    Darling heart—your gravity!


    Your sorrowful, mournful gaze—


    “Two bleached roads lie under the moon,


    At the parting of the ways.”


    But the tiny, tree-thatched, narrow lane,


    Isn’t it yours and mine?


    [67] The blue-bells ring


    Hey, ding-a-ding, ding!


    And buds are thick on the vine.

  


  
    Love! Love! grief of my heart!


    As a tree droops over a stream


    You hush me, lull me, darken me,


    The shadow hiding the gleam.


    Your drooping and tragical boughs of grace


    Are heavy as though with rain.


    Run! Run!


    Into the sun!


    Let us be children again.

  


  1919.


  []


  Firelight


  
    [68] Playing in the fire and twilight together,


    My little son and I,


    Suddenly—woefully—I stoop to catch him.


    “Try, mother, try!”

  


  
    Old Nurse Silence lifts a silent finger:


    “Hush! cease your play!”


    What happened? What in that tiny moment


    Flew away?

  


  1919.


  []


  Sorrowing Love


  
    [69] And again the flowers are come


    And the light shakes,


    And no tiny voice is dumb,


    And a bud breaks


    On the humble bush and the proud restless tree.


    Come with me!

  


  
    Look, this little flower is pink,


    And this one white.


    Here’s a pearl cup for your drink,


    Here’s for your delight


    A yellow one, sweet with honey,


    Here’s fairy money


    Silver bright


    Scattered over the grass


    As we pass.

  


  
    Here’s moss. How the smell of it lingers


    On my cold fingers!


    You shall have no moss. Here’s a frail


    Hyacinth, deathly pale.


    Not for you, not for you!


    And the place where they grew


    You must promise me not to discover,


    My sorrowful lover!


    [70] Shall we never be happy again?


    Never again play?


    In vain—in vain!


    Come away!

  


  1919.


  []


  A Little Girl’s Prayer


  
    [71] Grant me the moment, the lovely moment


    That I may lean forth to see


    The other buds, the other blooms,


    The other leaves on the tree:

  


  
    That I may take into my bosom


    The breeze that is like his brother,


    But stiller, lighter, whose faint laughter


    Echoes the joy of the other.

  


  
    Above on the blue and white cloud-spaces


    There are small clouds at play.


    I watch their remote, mysterious play-time


    In the other far-away.

  


  
    Grant I may hear the small birds singing


    The song that the silence knows …


    (The Light and the Shadow whisper together,


    The lovely moment grows,

  


  
    Ripples into the air like water


    Away and away without sound,


    And the little girl gets up from her praying


    On the cold ground.)

  


  1919.


  []


  The Wounded Bird


  
    [72] In the wide bed


    Under the green embroidered quilt


    With flowers and leaves always in soft motion


    She is like a wounded bird resting on a pool.

  


  
    The hunter threw his dart


    And hit her breast,—


    Hit her but did not kill.


    “O my wings, lift me—lift me!


    I am not dreadfully hurt!”


    Down she dropped and was still.

  


  
    Kind people come to the edge of the pool with baskets.


    “Of course what the poor bird wants is plenty of food!”


    Their bags and pockets are crammed almost to bursting


    With dinner scrapings and scraps from the servants’ lunch.


    Oh! how pleased they are to be really giving!


    “In the past, you know you know, you were always so fly-away.


    So seldom came to the window-sill, so rarely


    Shared the delicious crumbs thrown into the yard.

  


  
    [73] Here is a delicate fragment and here a tit-bit


    As good as new. And here’s a morsel of relish


    And cake and bread and bread and bread and bread.”

  


  
    At night, in the wide bed


    With the leaves and flowers


    Gently weaving in the darkness,


    She is like a wounded bird at rest on a pool.


    Timidly, timidly she lifts her head from her wing.


    In the sky there are two stars


    Floating, shining …


    O waters—do not cover me!


    I would look long and long at those beautiful stars!


    O my wings—lift me—lift me!


    I am not so dreadfully hurt …

  


  1919.


  []


  A Sunset


  
    [74] A beam of light was shaken out of the sky


    On to the brimming tide, and there it lay,


    Palely tossing like a creature condemned to die


    Who has loved the bright day.

  


  
    Ah, who are these that wing through the shadowy air?


    She cries, in agony. Are they coming for me?


    The big waves croon to her: Hush now! There, now, there!


    There is nothing to see.

  


  
    But her white arms lift to cover her shining head,


    And she presses close to the waves to make herself small.


    On their listless knees the beam of light lies dead,


    And the birds of shadow fall.

  


  1919.


  []


  Old-Fashioned Widow’s Song


  
    [75] She handed me a gay bouquet


    Of roses pulled in the rain,


    Delicate beauties, frail and cold—


    Could roses heal my pain?

  


  
    She smiled: “Ah, c’est un triste temps!”


    I laughed and answered “Yes,”


    Pressing the roses in my palms.


    How could the roses guess?

  


  
    She sang: “Madame est seule?” Her eye


    Snapped like a rain-washed berry.


    How could the solemn roses tell


    Which of us was more merry?

  


  
    She turned to go: she stopped to chat;


    “Adieu!” at last she cried.


    “Mille mercis pour ces jolies fleurs!” …


    At that the roses died.

  


  
    The petals drooped, the petals fell,


    The leaves hung crisped and curled.


    And I stood holding my dead bouquet


    In a dead world.

  


  1919.


  []


  Child Verses: 1907


  A Fairy Tale


  
    [79] Now this is the story of Olaf


    Who ages and ages ago


    Lived right on the top of a mountain,


    A mountain all covered with snow.

  


  
    And he was quite pretty and tiny


    With beautiful curling fair hair


    And small hands like delicate flowers—


    Cheeks kissed by the cold mountain air.

  


  
    He lived in a hut made of pinewood,


    Just one little room and a door,


    A table, a chair, and a bedstead


    And animal skins on the floor.

  


  
    Now Olaf was partly a fairy


    And so never wanted to eat,


    He thought dewdrops and raindrops were plenty


    And snowflakes and all perfumes sweet.

  


  
    In the daytime when sweeping and dusting


    And cleaning were quite at an end,


    He would sit very still on the doorstep


    And dream—Oh, that he had a friend!

  


  
    [80] Somebody to come when he called them,


    Somebody to catch by the hand,


    Somebody to sleep with at night time,


    Somebody who’d quite understand.

  


  
    One night in the middle of Winter


    He lay wide awake on his bed,


    Outside there was fury of tempest


    And calling of wolves to be fed—

  


  
    Thin wolves, grey and silent as shadows;


    And Olaf was frightened to death.


    He had peeped through a crack in the doorpost,


    He had seen the white smoke of their breath.

  


  
    But suddenly over the storm wind


    He heard a small voice pleadingly


    Cry, “I am a snow fairy, Olaf,


    Unfasten the window for me.”

  


  
    So he did, and there flew through the opening


    The daintiest, prettiest sprite;


    Her face and her dress and her stockings,


    Her hands and her curls were all white.

  


  
    [81] And she said, “O you poor little stranger


    Before I am melted, you know,


    I have brought you a valuable present,


    A little brown fiddle and bow.

  


  
    So now you can never be lonely,


    With a fiddle, you see, for a friend,


    But all through the Summer and Winter


    Play beautiful songs without end.”

  


  
    And then,—O she melted like water,


    But Olaf was happy at last;


    The fiddle he tucked in his shoulder,


    He held his small bow very fast.

  


  
    So perhaps on the quietest of evenings


    If you listen, you may hear him soon,


    The child who is playing the fiddle


    Away up in the cold, lonely moon.

  


  []


  Opposites


  
    [82] The Half-Soled-Boots-With-Toecaps-Child


    Walked out into the street


    And splashed in all the puddles till


    She had such shocking feet.

  


  
    The Patent-Leather-Slipper-Child


    Stayed quietly in the house


    And sat upon the fender stool


    As still as any mouse.

  


  
    The Half-Soled-Boots-With-Toecaps-Child,


    Her hands were black as ink;


    She would come running through the house


    And begging for a drink.

  


  
    The Patent-Leather-Slipper-Child,


    Her hands were white as snow;


    She did not like to play around,


    She only liked to sew.

  


  
    The Half-Soled-Boots-With-Toecaps-Child


    Lost hair ribbons galore;


    She dropped them on the garden walks,


    She dropped them on the floor.

  


  
    The Patent-Leather-Slipper-Child,


    O thoughtful little girl!


    [83] She liked to walk quite soberly,


    It kept her hair in curl.

  


  
    The Half-Soled-Boots-With-Toecaps-Child


    When she was glad or proud


    Just flung her arms round Mother’s neck


    And kissed her very loud.

  


  
    The Patent-Leather-Slipper-Child


    Was shocked at such a sight,


    She only offered you her cheek


    At morning and at night.

  


  
    O Half-Soled-Boots-With-Toecaps-Child,


    Your happy laughing face


    Does like a scented Summer rose


    Make sweet the dullest place.

  


  
    O Patent-Leather-Slipper-Child,


    My dear, I’m well content,


    To have my daughter in my arms,


    And not an ornament.

  


  []


  Song of Karen, the Dancing Child


  
    [84] (O little white feet of mine)


    Out in the storm and the rain you fly;


    (Red, red shoes the colour of wine)


    Can the children hear my cry?

  


  
    (O little white feet of mine)


    Never a child in the whole great town;


    (Red, red shoes the colour of wine)


    Lights out and the blinds pulled down.

  


  
    (O little white feet of mine)


    Never a light on a window pane,


    (Red, red shoes the colour of wine)


    And the wild wet cry of the rain.

  


  
    (O little white feet of mine)


    Shall I never again be still?


    (Red, red shoes the colour of wine)


    And away over valley and hill.

  


  
    (O little white feet of mine)


    Children, children, open the door!


    (Red, red shoes the colour of wine)


    And the wind shrieks Nevermore.

  


  []


  A Joyful Song of Five


  
    [85] Come, let us all sing very high


    And all sing very loud


    And keep on singing in the street


    Until there’s quite a crowd;

  


  
    And keep on singing in the house


    And up and down the stairs;


    Then underneath the furniture


    Let’s all play Polar bears;

  


  
    And crawl about with doormats on,


    And growl and howl and squeak,


    Then in the garden let us fly


    And play at hide and seek;

  


  
    And “Here we gather Nuts and May,”


    “I wrote a Letter” too,


    “Here we go round the Mulberry Bush,”


    “The Child who lost its shoe”;

  


  
    And every game we ever played.


    And then—to stay alive—


    Let’s end with lots of Birthday Cake


    Because to-day you’re five.

  


  []


  The Candle Fairy


  
    [86] The Candle is a fairy house


    That’s smooth and round and white,


    And Mother carries it about


    Whenever it is night.

  


  
    Right at the top a fairy lives,


    A lovely yellow one,


    And if you blow a little bit


    It has all sorts of fun.

  


  
    It bows and dances by itself


    In such a clever way,


    And then it stretches very tall;


    “Well, it grows fast,” you say.

  


  
    The little chimney of the house


    Is black and really sweet,


    And there the candle fairy stands


    Though you can’t see its feet.

  


  
    And when the dark is very big


    And you’ve been having dreams,


    Then Mother brings the candle in;


    How friendly like it seems!

  


  
    It’s only just for Mothers that


    The candle Fairy comes;


    [87] And if you play with it, it bites


    Your fingers and your thumbs.

  


  
    But still you love it very much


    This candle Fairy, dear,


    Because, at night, it always means


    That Mother’s very near.

  


  []


  Song by the Window Before Bed


  
    [88] Little Star, little Star,


    Come down quick!


    The Moon is a bogey-man;


    He’ll eat you certain if he can.


    Little Star, little Star,


    Come down quick!

  


  
    Little Star, little Star,


    Whisper “Yes.”


    The trees are just niggers all,


    They look so black, they are so tall.


    Little Star, little Star,


    Whisper “Yes.”

  


  
    Little Star, little Star,


    Gone—all gone.


    The bogey-man swallowed you,


    The nigger trees are laughing too,


    Little Star, little Star,


    Gone—all gone.

  


  []


  A Little Boy’s Dream


  
    [89] To and fro, to and fro


    In my little boat I go


    Sailing far across the sea


    All alone, just little me.


    And the sea is big and strong


    And the journey very long.


    To and fro, to and fro


    In my little boat I go.

  


  
    Sea and sky, sea and sky,


    Quietly on the deck I lie,


    Having just a little rest.


    I have really done my best


    In an awful pirate fight,


    But we captured them all right.


    Sea and sky, sea and sky,


    Quietly on the deck I lie

  


  
    Far away, far away


    From my home and from my play,


    On a journey without end


    Only with the sea for friend


    And the fishes in the sea.


    But they swim away from me


    Far away, far away


    From my home and from my play.

  


  
    [90] Then he cried “O Mother dear.”


    And he woke and sat upright,


    They were in the rocking chair,


    Mother’s arms around him—tight.

  


  []


  Winter Song


  
    [91] Rain and wind, and wind and rain.


    Will the Summer come again?


    Rain on houses, on the street,


    Wetting all the people’s feet.


    Though they run with might and main.


    Rain and wind, and wind and rain.

  


  
    Snow and sleet, and sleet and snow.


    Will the Winter never go?


    What do beggar children do


    With no fire to cuddle to,


    P’r’aps with nowhere warm to go?


    Snow and sleet, and sleet and snow.

  


  
    Hail and ice, and ice and hail,


    Water frozen in the pail.


    See the robins, brown and red,


    They are waiting to be fed.


    Poor dears; battling in the gale!


    Hail and ice, and ice and hail.

  


  []


  On a Young Lady’s Sixth Anniversary


  
    [92] Baby babbles—only one,


    Now to sit up has begun.

  


  
    Little Babbles quite turned two


    Walks as well as I and you.

  


  
    And Miss Babbles one, two, three


    Has a teaspoon at her tea.

  


  
    But her Highness at four


    Learns to open the front door.

  


  
    And her Majesty—now six,


    Can her shoestring neatly fix.

  


  
    Babbles, Babbles, have a care,


    You will soon put up your hair!

  


  []


  Song of the Little White Girl


  
    [93] Cabbage tree, cabbage tree, what is the matter?


    Why are you shaking so? Why do you chatter?


    Because it is just a white baby you see,


    And it’s the black ones you like, cabbage tree.

  


  
    Cabbage tree, cabbage tree, you’re a strange fellow


    With your green hair and your legs browny-yellow.


    Wouldn’t you like to have curls, dear, like me?


    What! No one to make them? O poor cabbage tree!

  


  
    Never mind, cabbage tree, when I am taller,


    And if you grow, please, a little bit smaller,


    I shall be able by that time, may be,


    To make you the loveliest curls, cabbage tree.

  


  []


  A Few Rules for Beginners


  
    [94] Babies must not eat the coal


    And they must not make grimaces,


    Nor in party dresses roll


    And must never black their faces.

  


  
    They must learn that pointing’s rude,


    They must sit quite still at table,


    And must always eat the food


    Put before them—if they’re able.

  


  
    If they fall, they must not cry,


    Though it’s known how painful this is;


    No—there’s always Mother by


    Who will comfort them with kisses.

  


  []


  A Day in Bed


  
    [95] I wish I had not got a cold,


    The wind is big and wild,


    I wish that I was very old,


    Not just a little child.

  


  
    Somehow the day is very long


    Just keeping here, alone;


    I do not like the big wind’s song,


    He’s growling for a bone.

  


  
    He’s like an awful dog we had


    Who used to creep around


    And snatch at things—he was so bad,


    With just that horrid sound.

  


  
    I’m sitting up and nurse has made


    Me wear a woolly shawl;


    I wish I was not so afraid;


    It’s horrid to be small.

  


  
    It really feels quite like a day


    Since I have had my tea;


    P’r’aps everybody’s gone away


    And just forgotten me.

  


  
    And oh! I cannot go to sleep


    Although I am in bed.


    The wind keeps going creepy-creep


    And waiting to be fed.

  


  []


  The Lonesome Child


  
    [96] The baby in the looking-glass


    Is smiling through at me;


    She has her teaspoon in her hand,


    Her feeder on for tea.

  


  
    And if I look behind her I


    Can see the table spread;


    I wonder if she has to eat


    The nasty crusts of bread.

  


  
    Her doll, like mine, is sitting close


    Beside her special chair,


    She has a pussy on her lap;


    It must be my cup there.

  


  
    Her picture-book is on the floor,


    The cover’s just the same;


    And tidily upon the shelf


    I see my Ninepin game.

  


  
    O baby in the looking-glass,


    Come through and play with me,


    And if you will, I promise, dear,


    To eat your crusts at tea.

  


  []


  A Fine Day


  
    [97] After all the rain, the sun


    Shines on hill and grassy mead;


    Fly into the garden, child,


    You are very glad indeed.

  


  
    For the days have been so dull,


    Oh, so special dark and drear,


    That you told me, “Mr. Sun


    Has forgotten we live here.”

  


  
    Dew upon the lily lawn,


    Dew upon the garden beds;


    Daintily from all the leaves


    Pop the little primrose heads.

  


  
    And the violets in the copse


    With their parasols of green


    Take a little peek at you;


    They’re the bluest you have seen.

  


  
    On the lilac tree a bird


    Singing first a little note,


    Then a burst of happy song


    Bubbles in his lifted throat.

  


  
    O the sun, the comfy sun!


    This the song that you must sing,


    “Thank you for the birds, the flowers,


    Thank you, sun, for everything.”

  


  []


  Evening Song of the Thoughtful Child


  
    [98] Shadow children, thin and small,


    Now the day is left behind,


    You are dancing on the wall,


    On the curtains, on the blind.

  


  
    On the ceiling, children, too,


    Peeping round the nursery door,


    Let me come and play with you,


    As we always played before.

  


  
    Let’s pretend that we have wings


    And can really truly fly


    Over every sort of things


    Up and up into the sky,

  


  
    Where the sweet star children play—


    It does seem a dreadful rule,


    They must stay inside all day.


    I suppose they go to school.

  


  
    And to-night, dears, do you see?


    They are having such a race


    With their father moon—the tree


    Almost hides his funny face.

  


  
    [99] Shadow children, once at night,


    I was all tucked up in bed,


    Father moon came—such a fright—


    Through the window poked his head;

  


  
    I could see his staring eyes,


    O my dears, I was afraid,


    That was not a nice surprise,


    And the dreadful noise I made!

  


  
    Let us make a fairy ring,


    Shadow children, hand in hand,


    And our songs quite softly sing


    That we learned in fairyland.

  


  
    Shadow children, thin and small,


    See, the day is far behind;


    And I kiss you—on the wall—


    On the curtains—on the blind.

  


  []


  A New Hymn


  
    [100] Sing a song of men’s pyjamas,


    Half-past six has got a pair,


    And he’s wearing them this evening,


    And he’s looking such a dear.

  


  
    Sing a song of frocks with pockets


    I have got one, it is so’s


    I can use my ’nitial hankies


    Every time I blow my nose.

  


  []


  Autumn Song


  
    [101] Now’s The time when children’s noses


    All become as red as roses


    And the colour of their faces


    Makes me think of orchard places


    Where the juicy apples grow


    And tomatoes in a row.

  


  
    And to-day the hardened sinner


    Never could be late for dinner,


    But will jump up to the table


    Just as soon as he is able,


    Ask for three times hot roast mutton—


    Oh! the shocking little glutton.

  


  
    Come then, find your ball and racket,


    Pop into your winter jacket,


    With the lovely bear-skin lining.


    While the sun is brightly shining,


    Let us run and play together


    And just love the autumn weather.

  


  []


  The Blacky Monkey


  
    [102] My babbles has a nasty knack


    Of keeping monkeys on her back.


    A great big black one comes and swings


    Right on her sash or pinny strings.


    It is a horrid thing and wild


    And makes her such a naughty child.

  


  
    She comes and stands beside my chair


    With almost an offended air


    And says:—“Oh, Father, why can’t I?”


    And stamps her foot and starts to cry—


    I look at Mother in dismay …


    What little girl is this, to-day?

  


  
    She throws about her nicest toys


    And makes a truly dreadful noise


    Till Mother rises from her place


    With quite a Sunday churchy face


    And Babbles silently is led


    Into the dark and her own bed.

  


  
    Never a kiss or one Goodnight,


    Never a glimpse of candle light.


    Oh, how the monkey simply flies!


    Oh, how poor Babbles calls and cries,


    Runs from the room with might and main


    “Father dear, I am good again.”

  


  
    [103] When she is sitting on my knee


    Snuggled quite close and kissing me,


    Babbles and I, we think the same—


    Why, that the monkey never came


    Only a terrible dream maybe …


    What did she have for evening tea?

  


  []


  The Pillar Box


  
    [104] The pillar box is fat and red,


    The pillar box is high;


    It has the flattest sort of head


    And not a nose or eye,


    But just one open nigger mouth


    That grins when I go by.

  


  
    The pillar box is very round


    But hungry all the day;


    Although it doesn’t make a sound,


    Folks know it wants to say,


    “Give me some letter sandwiches


    To pass the time away.”

  


  
    “A postage stamp I like to eat


    Or gummy letterette.”


    I see the people on the street,


    If it is fine or wet,


    Give something to the greedy thing;


    They never quite forget.

  


  
    The pillar box is quite a friend


    When Father goes away,


    My Mother has such lots to send,


    Fat letters every day,


    And so I drop them in its mouth


    When I go out to play.

  


  []


  The Quarrel


  
    [105] We stood in the vegetable garden


    As angry and cross as could be


    ’Cause you said you wouldn’t beg pardon


    For eating my radish at tea.

  


  
    I said, “I shall go an’ tell Mummy.


    I hope it is makin’ you ill.


    I hope you’ve a pain in your tummy,


    And then she will give you a pill.”

  


  
    But you cried out, “Good-bye then—for ever.


    Go and play with your silly old toys!


    If you think you’re so grown up and clever,


    I’ll run off and play with the Boys.”

  


  []


  Grown-up Talk


  
    [106] Half-past-six and I were talking


    In a very grown-up way;


    We had got so tired with running


    That we did not want to play.

  


  
    “How do babies come, I wonder,”


    He said, looking at the sky,


    “Does God mix the things together


    An’ just make it—like a pie?”

  


  
    I was really not quite certain,


    But it sounded very nice;


    It was all that we could think of,


    Besides a book said “sugar and spice.”

  


  
    Half-Past-Six said—he’s so clever—


    Cleverer than me, I mean …


    “I suppose God makes the black ones


    When the saucepan isn’t clean.”

  


  []


  The Family


  
    [107] Hinemoa, Tui, Maina,


    All of them were born together;


    They are quite an extra special


    Set of babies—wax and leather.

  


  
    Every day they took an airing;


    Mummy made them each a bonnet;


    Two were cherry, one was yellow


    With a bow of ribbon on it.

  


  
    Really, sometimes we would slap them,


    For if ever we were talking,


    They would giggle and be silly,


    Saying, “Mamma, take us walking.”

  


  
    But we never really loved them


    Till one day we left them lying


    In the garden—through a hail-storm,


    And we heard the poor dears crying.

  


  
    Half-Past-Six said—“You’re a mother!


    What if Mummy did forget you?”


    So I said, “Well, you’re their Father.


    Get them!” but I wouldn’t let you.
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  To

  H. M. TOMLINSON


  Introductory Note.


  Most of the stories and sketches in this collection were written in the years between the publication of Katherine Mansfield’s first book, “In a German Pension,” in 1911 and the publication of her second, “Bliss and other Stories,” in 1920. There are a few exceptions. The first story, The Tiredness of Rosabel, was written in 1908 when Katherine Mansfield was nineteen years old, and the three stories following also were written before “In a German Pension” was published: while Sixpence and Poison were written after Bliss had appeared. Sixpence was excluded from “The Garden-Party and Other Stories” by Katherine Mansfield because she thought it “sentimental”; Poison was excluded because I thought it was not wholly successful. I have since changed my mind: it now seems to me a little masterpiece.


  I have no doubt that Katherine Mansfield, were she still alive, would not have suffered some of these stories to appear. When she was urged to allow “In a German Pension” to be republished, she would always reply: “Not now; not yet—not until I have a body of work done and it can be seen in perspective. It is not true of me now: I am not like that any more. When the time for a collected edition comes—” she would end, laughing. The time has come.


  The stories are arranged in chronological order.


  []


  The Tiredness of Rosabel


  [1] At the corner of Oxford Circus Rosabel bought a bunch of violets, and that was practically the reason why she had so little tea—for a scone and a boiled egg and a cup of cocoa at Lyons are not ample sufficiency after a hard day’s work in a millinery establishment. As she swung on to the step of the Atlas ’bus, grabbed her skirt with one hand and clung to the railing with the other, Rosabel thought she would have sacrificed her soul for a good dinner—roast duck and green peas, chestnut stuffing, pudding with brandy sauce—something hot and strong and filling. She sat down next to a girl very much her own age who was reading Anna Lombard in a cheap, paper-covered edition, and the rain had tear-spattered the pages. Rosabel looked out of the windows; the street was blurred and misty, but light striking on the panes turned their dullness to opal and silver, and the jewellers’ shops seen through this, were fairy palaces. Her feet were horribly wet, and she knew the bottom of her skirt and [2] petticoat would be coated with black, greasy mud. There was a sickening smell of warm humanity—it seemed to be oozing out of everybody in the ’bus—and everybody had the same expression, sitting so still, staring in front of them. How many times had she read these advertisements—“Sapolio Saves Time, Saves Labour”—“Heinz’s Tomato Sauce”—and the inane, annoying dialogue between doctor and judge concerning the superlative merits of “Lamplough’s Pyretic Saline.” She glanced at the book which the girl read so earnestly, mouthing the words in a way that Rosabel detested, licking her first finger and thumb each time that she turned the page. She could not see very clearly; it was something about a hot, voluptuous night, a band playing, and a girl with lovely, white shoulders. Oh, Heavens! Rosabel stirred suddenly and unfastened the two top buttons of her coat … she felt almost stifled. Through her half-closed eyes the whole row of people on the opposite seat seemed to resolve into one fatuous, staring face….


  And this was her corner. She stumbled a little on her way out and lurched against the girl next her. “I beg your pardon,” said Rosabel, but the girl did not even look up. Rosabel saw that she was smiling as she read.


  Westbourne Grove looked as she had always imagined Venice to look at night, mysterious, dark, even the hansoms were like gondolas [3] dodging up and down, and the lights trailing luridly—tongues of flame licking the wet street—magic fish swimming in the Grand Canal. She was more than glad to reach Richmond Road, but from the corner of the street until she came to No. 26 she thought of those four flights of stairs. Oh, why four flights! It was really criminal to expect people to live so high up. Every house ought to have a lift, something simple and inexpensive, or else an electric staircase like the one at Earl’s Court—but four flights! When she stood in the hall and saw the first flight ahead of her and the stuffed albatross head on the landing, glimmering ghost-like in the light of the little gas jet, she almost cried. Well, they had to be faced; it was very like bicycling up a steep hill, but there was not the satisfaction of flying down the other side….


  Her own room at last! She closed the door, lit the gas, took off her hat and coat, skirt, blouse, unhooked her old flannel dressing-gown from behind the door, pulled it on, then unlaced her boots—on consideration her stockings were not wet enough to change. She went over to the wash-stand. The jug had not been filled again to-day. There was just enough water to soak the sponge, and the enamel was coming off the basin—that was the second time she had scratched her chin.


  It was just seven o’clock. If she pulled the [4] blind up and put out the gas it was much more restful—Rosabel did not want to read. So she knelt down on the floor, pillowing her arms on the window-sill … just one little sheet of glass between her and the great wet world outside!


  She began to think of all that had happened during the day. Would she ever forget that awful woman in the grey mackintosh who had wanted a trimmed motor-cap—“something purple with something rosy each side”—or the girl who had tried on every hat in the shop and then said she would “call in to-morrow and decide definitely.” Rosabel could not help smiling; the excuse was worn so thin….


  But there had been one other—a girl with beautiful red hair and a white skin and eyes the colour of that green ribbon shot with gold they had got from Paris last week. Rosabel had seen her electric brougham at the door; a man had come in with her, quite a young man, and so well dressed.


  “What is it exactly that I want, Harry?” she had said, as Rosabel took the pins out of her hat, untied her veil, and gave her a hand-mirror.


  “You must have a black hat,” he had answered, “a black hat with a feather that goes right round it and then round your neck and ties in a bow under your chin, and the ends tuck into your belt—a decent-sized feather.”


  [5] The girl glanced at Rosabel laughingly. “Have you any hats like that?”


  They had been very hard to please; Harry would demand the impossible, and Rosabel was almost in despair. Then she remembered the big, untouched box upstairs.


  “Oh, one moment, Madam,” she had said. “I think perhaps I can show you something that will please you better.” She had run up, breathlessly, cut the cords, scattered the tissue paper, and yes, there was the very hat—rather large, soft, with a great, curled feather, and a black velvet rose, nothing else. They had been charmed. The girl had put it on and then handed it to Rosabel.


  “Let me see how it looks on you,” she said, frowning a little, very serious indeed.


  Rosabel turned to the mirror and placed it on her brown hair, then faced them.


  “Oh, Harry, isn’t it adorable,” the girl cried, “I must have that!” She smiled again at Rosabel. “It suits you, beautifully.”


  A sudden, ridiculous feeling of anger had seized Rosabel. She longed to throw the lovely, perishable thing in the girl’s face, and bent over the hat, flushing.


  “It’s exquisitely finished off inside, Madam,” she said. The girl swept out to her brougham, and left Harry to pay and bring the box with him.


  “I shall go straight home and put it on [6] before I come out to lunch with you,” Rosabel heard her say.


  The man leant over her as she made out the bill, then, as he counted the money into her hand—“Ever been painted?” he said.


  “No,” said Rosabel, shortly, realising the swift change in his voice, the slight tinge of insolence, of familiarity.


  “Oh, well you ought to be,” said Harry. “You’ve got such a damned pretty little figure.”


  Rosabel did not pay the slightest attention. How handsome he had been! She had thought of no one else all day; his face fascinated her; she could see clearly his fine, straight eyebrows, and his hair grew back from his forehead with just the slightest suspicion of crisp curl, his laughing, disdainful mouth. She saw again his slim hands counting the money into hers … Rosabel suddenly pushed the hair back from her face, her forehead was hot … if those slim hands could rest one moment … the luck of that girl!


  Suppose they changed places. Rosabel would drive home with him, of course they were in love with each other, but not engaged, very nearly, and she would say—“I won’t be one moment.” He would wait in the brougham while her maid took the hat-box up the stairs, following Rosabel. Then the great, white and pink bedroom with roses everywhere in dull [7] silver vases. She would sit down before the mirror and the little French maid would fasten her hat and find her a thin, fine veil and another pair of white suède gloves—a button had come off the gloves she had worn that morning. She had scented her furs and gloves and handkerchief, taken a big muff and run down stairs. The butler opened the door, Harry was waiting, they drove away together…. That was life, thought Rosabel! On the way to the Carlton they stopped at Gerard’s, Harry bought her great sprays of Parma violets, filled her hands with them.


  “Oh, they are sweet!” she said, holding them against her face.


  “It is as you always should be,” said Harry, “with your hands full of violets.”


  (Rosabel realised that her knees were getting stiff; she sat down on the floor and leant her head against the wall.) Oh, that lunch! The table covered with flowers, a band hidden behind a grove of palms playing music that fired her blood like wine—the soup, and oysters, and pigeons, and creamed potatoes, and champagne, of course, and afterwards coffee and cigarettes. She would lean over the table fingering her glass with one hand, talking with that charming gaiety which Harry so appreciated. Afterwards a matinee, something that gripped them both, and then tea at the “Cottage.”


  [8] “Sugar? Milk? Cream?” The little homely questions seemed to suggest a joyous intimacy. And then home again in the dusk, and the scent of the Parma violets seemed to drench the air with their sweetness.


  “I’ll call for you at nine,” he said as he left her.


  The fire had been lighted in her boudoir, the curtains drawn, there were a great pile of letters waiting her—invitations for the Opera, dinners, balls, a week-end on the river, a motor tour—she glanced through them listlessly as she went upstairs to dress. A fire in her bedroom, too, and her beautiful, shining dress spread on the bed—white tulle over silver, silver shoes, silver scarf, a little silver fan. Rosabel knew that she was the most famous woman at the ball that night; men paid her homage, a foreign Prince desired to be presented to this English wonder. Yes, it was a voluptuous night, a band playing, and her lovely white shoulders….


  But she became very tired. Harry took her home, and came in with her for just one moment. The fire was out in the drawing-room, but the sleepy maid waited for her in her boudoir. She took off her cloak, dismissed the servant, and went over to the fireplace, and stood peeling off her gloves; the firelight shone on her hair, Harry came across the room and caught her in his arms—“Rosabel, Rosabel, [9] Rosabel” … Oh, the haven of those arms, and she was very tired.


  (The real Rosabel, the girl crouched on the floor in the dark, laughed aloud, and put her hand up to her hot mouth.)


  Of course they rode in the park next morning, the engagement had been announced in the Court Circular, all the world knew, all the world was shaking hands with her….


  They were married shortly afterwards at St. George’s, Hanover Square, and motored down to Harry’s old ancestral home for the honeymoon; the peasants in the village curtseyed to them as they passed; under the folds of the rug he pressed her hands convulsively. And that night she wore again her white and silver frock. She was tired after the journey and went upstairs to bed … quite early….


  The real Rosabel got up from the floor and undressed slowly, folding her clothes over the back of a chair. She slipped over her head her coarse, calico nightdress, and took the pins out of her hair—the soft, brown flood of it fell round her, warmly. Then she blew out the candle and groped her way into bed, pulling the blankets and grimy “honeycomb” quilt closely round her neck, cuddling down in the darkness….


  So she slept and dreamed, and smiled in her sleep, and once threw out her arm to feel for something which was not there, dreaming still.


  [10] And the night passed. Presently the cold fingers of dawn closed over her uncovered hand; grey light flooded the dull room. Rosabel shivered, drew a little gasping breath, sat up. And because her heritage was that tragic optimism, which is all too often the only inheritance of youth, still half asleep, she smiled, with a little nervous tremor round her mouth.


  [Collier’s, February 9, 1924; written 1908]


  []


  How Pearl Button was Kidnapped


  [11] Pearl Button swung on the little gate in front of the House of Boxes. It was the early afternoon of a sunshiny day with little winds playing hide-and-seek in it. They blew Pearl Button’s pinafore frill into her mouth, and they blew the street dust all over the House of Boxes. Pearl watched it—like a cloud—like when mother peppered her fish and the top of the pepper-pot came off. She swung on the little gate, all alone, and she sang a small song. Two big women came walking down the street. One was dressed in red and the other was dressed in yellow and green. They had pink handkerchiefs over their heads, and both of them carried a big flax basket of ferns. They had no shoes and stockings on, and they came walking along, slowly, because they were so fat, and talking to each other and always smiling. Pearl stopped swinging, and when they saw her they stopped walking. They looked and looked at her and then they talked to each other, waving their arms and [12] clapping their hands together. Pearl began to laugh.


  The two women came up to her, keeping close to the hedge and looking in a frightened way towards the House of Boxes.


  “Hallo, little girl!” said one.


  Pearl said, “Hallo!”


  “You all alone by yourself?”


  Pearl nodded.


  “Where’s your mother?”


  “In the kitching, ironing-because-its-Tues-day.”


  The women smiled at her and Pearl smiled back. “Oh,” she said, “haven’t you got very white teeth indeed! Do it again.”


  The dark women laughed, and again they talked to each other with funny words and wavings of the hands. “What’s your name?” they asked her.


  “Pearl Button.”


  “You coming with us, Pearl Button? We got beautiful things to show you,” whispered one of the women. So Pearl got down from the gate and she slipped out into the road. And she walked between the two dark women down the windy road, taking little running steps to keep up, and wondering what they had in their House of Boxes.


  They walked a long way. “You tired?” asked one of the women, bending down to Pearl. Pearl shook her head. They walked [13] much further. “You not tired?” asked the other woman. And Pearl shook her head again, but tears shook from her eyes at the same time and her lips trembled. One of the women gave over her flax basket of ferns and caught Pearl Button up in her arms, and walked with Pearl Button’s head against her shoulder and her dusty little legs dangling. She was softer than a bed and she had a nice smell—a smell that made you bury your head and breathe and breathe it….


  They set Pearl Button down in a log room full of other people the same colour as they were—and all these people came close to her and looked at her, nodding and laughing and throwing up their eyes. The woman who had carried Pearl took off her hair ribbon and shook her curls loose. There was a cry from the other women, and they crowded close and some of them ran a finger through Pearl’s yellow curls, very gently, and one of them, a young one, lifted all Pearl’s hair and kissed the back of her little white neck. Pearl felt shy but happy at the same time. There were some men on the floor, smoking, with rugs and feather mats round their shoulders. One of them made a funny face at her and he pulled a great big peach out of his pocket and set it on the floor, and flicked it with his finger as though it were a marble. It rolled right over to her. Pearl picked it up. “Please can I eat it?” she [14] asked. At that they all laughed and clapped their hands, and the man with the funny face made another at her and pulled a pear out of his pocket and sent it bobbling over the floor. Pearl laughed. The women sat on the floor and Pearl sat down too. The floor was very dusty. She carefully pulled up her pinafore and dress and sat on her petticoat as she had been taught to sit in dusty places, and she ate the fruit, the juice running all down her front.


  “Oh!” she said in a very frightened voice to one of the women, “I’ve spilt all the juice!”


  “That doesn’t matter at all,” said the woman, patting her cheek. A man came into the room with a long whip in his hand. He shouted something. They all got up, shouting, laughing, wrapping themselves up in rugs and blankets and feather mats. Pearl was carried again, this time into a great cart, and she sat on the lap of one of her women with the driver beside her. It was a green cart with a red pony and a black pony. It went very fast out of the town. The driver stood up and waved the whip round his head. Pearl peered over the shoulder of her woman. Other carts were behind like a procession. She waved at them. Then the country came. First fields of short grass with sheep on them and little bushes of white flowers and pink briar rose baskets—then big trees on both sides of the road—and nothing to be seen except big trees. Pearl tried [15] to look through them but it was quite dark. Birds were singing. She nestled closer in the big lap. The woman was warm as a cat, and she moved up and down when she breathed, just like purring. Pearl played with a green ornament round her neck, and the woman took the little hand and kissed each of her fingers and then turned it over and kissed the dimples. Pearl had never been happy like this before. On the top of a big hill they stopped. The driving man turned to Pearl and said, “Look, look!” and pointed with his whip.


  And down at the bottom of the hill was something perfectly different—a great big piece of blue water was creeping over the land. She screamed and clutched at the big woman, “What is it, what is it?”


  “Why,” said the woman, “it’s the sea.”


  “Will it hurt us—is it coming?”


  “Ai-e, no, it doesn’t come to us. It’s very beautiful. You look again.”


  Pearl looked. “You’re sure it can’t come,” she said.


  “Ai-e, no. It stays in its place,” said the big woman. Waves with white tops came leaping over the blue. Pearl watched them break on a long piece of land covered with garden-path shells. They drove round a corner.


  There were some little houses down close to the sea, with wood fences round them and gardens inside. They comforted her. Pink and [16] red and blue washing hung over the fences, and as they came near more people came out, and five yellow dogs with long thin tails. All the people were fat and laughing, with little naked babies holding on to them or rolling about in the gardens like puppies. Pearl was lifted down and taken into a tiny house with only one room and a verandah. There was a girl there with two pieces of black hair down to her feet. She was setting the dinner on the floor. “It is a funny place,” said Pearl, watching the pretty girl while the woman unbuttoned her little drawers for her. She was very hungry. She ate meat and vegetables and fruit and the woman gave her milk out of a green cup. And it was quite silent except for the sea outside and the laughs of the two women watching her.


  “Haven’t you got any Houses of Boxes?” she said. “Don’t you all live in a row? Don’t the men go to offices? Aren’t there any nasty things?”


  They took off her shoes and stockings, her pinafore and dress. She walked about in her petticoat and then she walked outside with the grass pushing between her toes. The two women came out with different sorts of baskets. They took her hands. Over a little paddock, through a fence, and then on warm sand with brown grass in it they went down to the sea. Pearl held back when the sand grew wet, but the women coaxed, “Nothing to hurt, very [17] beautiful. You come.” They dug in the sand and found some shells which they threw into the baskets. The sand was wet as mud pies. Pearl forgot her fright and began digging too. She got hot and wet, and suddenly over her feet broke a little line of foam. “Oo, oo!” she shrieked, dabbling with her feet, “Lovely, lovely!” She paddled in the shallow water. It was warm. She made a cup of her hands and caught some of it. But it stopped being blue in her hands. She was so excited that she rushed over to her woman and flung her little thin arms round the woman’s neck, hugging her, kissing….


  Suddenly the girl gave a frightful scream. The woman raised herself and Pearl slipped down on the sand and looked towards the land. Little men in blue coats—little blue men came running, running towards her with shouts and whistlings—a crowd of little blue men to carry her back to the House of Boxes.


  [Rhythm, September 1912; written 1910]


  []


  The Journey to Bruges


  [18] “You got three-quarters of an hour,” said the porter. “You got an hour mostly. Put it in the cloak-room, lady.”


  A German family, their luggage neatly buttoned into what appeared to be odd canvas trouser legs, filled the entire space before the counter, and a homoeopathic young clergyman, his black dicky flapping over his shirt, stood at my elbow. We waited and waited, for the cloak-room porter could not get rid of the German family, who appeared by their enthusiasm and gestures to be explaining to him the virtue of so many buttons. At last the wife of the party seized her particular packet and started to undo it. Shrugging his shoulders, the porter turned to me. “Where for?” he asked.


  “Ostend.”


  “Wot are you putting it in here for?”


  I said, “Because I’ve a long time to wait.”


  He shouted, “Train’s in 2.20. No good bringing it here. Hi, you there, lump it off!”


  [19] My porter lumped it. The young clergyman, who had listened and remarked, smiled at me radiantly. “The train is in,” he said, “really in. You’ve only a few moments, you know.” My sensitiveness glimpsed a symbol in his eye. I ran to the book-stall. When I returned I had lost my porter. In the teasing heat I ran up and down the platform. The whole travelling world seemed to possess a porter and glory in him except me. Savage and wretched I saw them watch me with that delighted relish of the hot in the very much hotter. “One could have a fit running in weather like this,” said a stout lady, eating a farewell present of grapes. Then I was informed that the train was not yet in. I had been running up and down the Folkstone express. On a higher platform I found my porter sitting on the suit case.


  “I knew you’d be doin’ that,” he said, airily.


  “I nearly come and stop you. I seen you from ’ere.”


  I dropped into a smoking compartment with four young men, two of whom were saying good-bye to a pale youth with a cane. “Well, good-bye, old chap. It’s frightfully good of you to have come down. I knew you. I knew the same old slouch. Now, look here, when we come back we’ll have a night of it. What? Ripping of you to have come, old man.” This from an enthusiast, who lit a cigar as the train [20] swung out, turned to his companion and said, “Frightfully nice chap, but—lord—what a bore!” His companion, who was dressed entirely in mole, even unto his socks and hair, smiled gently. I think his brain must have been the same colour: he proved so gentle and sympathetic a listener. In the opposite corner to me sat a beautiful young Frenchman with curly hair and a watch-chain from which dangled a silver fish, a ring, a silver shoe, and a medal. He stared out of the window the whole time, faintly twitching his nose. Of the remaining member there was nothing to be seen from behind his luggage but a pair of tan shoes and a copy of The Snark’s Summer Annual.


  “Look here, old man,” said the Enthusiast, “I want to change all our places. You know those arrangements you’ve made—I want to cut them out altogether. Do you mind?”


  “No,” said the Mole, faintly. “But why?”


  “Well, I was thinking it over in bed last night, and I’m hanged if I can see the good of us paying fifteen bob if we don’t want to. You see what I mean?” The Mole took off his pince-nez and breathed on them. “Now I don’t want to unsettle you,” went on the Enthusiast, “because, after all, it’s your party—you asked me. I wouldn’t upset it for anything, but—there you are—you see—what?”


  Suggested the Mole: “I’m afraid people will be down on me for taking you abroad.”


  [21] Straightway the other told him how sought after he had been. From far and near, people who were full up for the entire month of August had written and begged for him. He wrung the Mole’s heart by enumerating those longing homes and vacant chairs dotted all over England, until the Mole deliberated between crying and going to sleep. He chose the latter.


  They all went to sleep except the young Frenchman, who took a little pocket edition out of his coat and nursed it on his knee while he gazed at the warm, dusty country. At Shorncliffe the train stopped. Dead silence. There was nothing to be seen but a large white cemetery. Fantastic it looked in the late afternoon sun, its full-length marble angels appearing to preside over a cheerless picnic of the Shorncliffe departed on the brown field. One white butterfly flew over the railway lines. As we crept out of the station I saw a poster advertising the Athenaeum. The Enthusiast grunted and yawned, shook himself into existence by rattling the money in his trouser pockets. He jabbed the Mole in the ribs. “I say, we’re nearly there! Can you get down those beastly golf-clubs of mine from the rack?” My heart yearned over the Mole’s immediate future, but he was cheerful and offered to find me a porter at Dover, and strapped my parasol in with my rugs. We saw the sea. “It’s going to be beastly rough,” said the Enthusiast, [22] “Gives you a head, doesn’t it? Look here, I know a tip for sea-sickness, and it’s this: You lie on your back—flat—you know, cover your face, and eat nothing but biscuits.”


  “Dover!” shouted a guard.


  In the act of crossing the gangway we renounced England. The most blatant British female produced her mite of French: we “S’il vous plaît’d” one another on the deck, “Merci’d” one another on the stairs, and “Pardon’d” to our heart’s content in the saloon. The stewardess stood at the foot of the stairs, a stout, forbidding female, pockmarked, her hands hidden under a businesslike-looking apron. She replied to our salutations with studied indifference, mentally ticking off her prey. I descended to the cabin to remove my hat. One old lady was already established there.


  She lay on a rose and white couch, a black shawl tucked round her, fanning herself with a black feather fan. Her grey hair was half covered with a lace cap and her face gleamed from the black drapings and rose pillows with charming old-world dignity. There was about her a faint rustling and the scents of camphor and lavender. As I watched her, thinking of Rembrandt and, for some reason, Anatole France, the stewardess bustled up, placed a canvas stool at her elbow, spread a newspaper upon it, and banged down a receptacle rather like a baking tin….


  [23] I went up on deck. The sea was bright green, with rolling waves. All the beauty and artificial flower of France had removed their hats and bound their heads in veils. A number of young German men, displaying their national bulk in light-coloured suits cut in the pattern of pyjamas, promenaded. French family parties—the female element in chairs, the male in graceful attitudes against the ship’s side—talked already with that brilliance which denotes friction! I found a chair in a corner against a white partition, but unfortunately this partition had a window set in it for the purpose of providing endless amusement for the curious, who peered through it, watching those bold and brave spirits who walked “for’ard” and were drenched and beaten by the waves. In the first half-hour the excitement of getting wet and being pleaded with, and rushing into dangerous places to return and be rubbed down, was all-absorbing. Then it palled—the parties drifted into silence. You would catch them staring intently at the ocean—and yawning. They grew cold and snappy. Suddenly a young lady in a white woollen hood with cherry bows got up from her chair and swayed over to the railings. We watched her, vaguely sympathetic. The young man with whom she had been sitting called to her.


  “Are you better?” Negative expressed.


  [24] He sat up in his chair. “Would you like me to hold your head?”


  “No,” said her shoulders


  “Would you care for a coat round you? … Is it over? … Are you going to remain there?” … He looked at her with infinite tenderness. I decided never again to call men unsympathetic, and to believe in the all-conquering power of love until I died—but never put it to the test. I went down to sleep.


  I lay down opposite the old lady, and watched the shadows spinning over the ceilings and the wave-drops shining on the portholes.


  In the shortest sea voyage there is no sense of time. You have been down in the cabin for hours or days or years. Nobody knows or cares. You know all the people to the point of indifference. You do not believe in dry land any more—you are caught in the pendulum itself, and left there, idly swinging. The light faded.


  I fell asleep, to wake to find the stewardess shaking me. “We are there in two minutes,” said she. Forlorn ladies, freed from the embrace of Neptune, knelt upon the floor and searched for their shoes and hairpins—only the old and dignified one lay passive, fanning herself. She looked at me and smiled.


  “Grâce de Dieu, c’est fini,” she quavered in a voice so fine it seemed to quaver on a thread of lace.


  I lifted up my eyes. “Oui, c’est fini!”


  [25] “Vous allez à Strasbourg, Madame?”


  “No,” I said. “Bruges.”


  “That is a great pity,” said she, closing her fan and the conversation. I could not think why, but I had visions of myself perhaps travelling in the same railway carriage with her, wrapping her in the black shawl, of her falling in love with me and leaving me unlimited quantities of money and old lace…. These sleepy thoughts pursued me until I arrived on deck.


  The sky was indigo blue, and a great many stars were shining: our little ship stood black and sharp in the clear air. “Have you the tickets? … Yes, they want the tickets…. Produce your tickets!” … We were squeezed over the gangway, shepherded into the custom house, where porters heaved our luggage on to long wooden slabs, and an old man wearing horn spectacles checked it without a word. “Follow me!” shouted the villainous-looking creature whom I had endowed with my worldly goods. He leapt on to a railway line, and I leapt after him. He raced along a platform, dodging the passengers and fruit wagons, with the security of a cinematograph figure. I reserved a seat and went to buy fruit at a little stall displaying grapes and greengages. The old lady was there, leaning on the arm of a large blond man, in white, with a flowing tie. We nodded.


  [26] “Buy me,” she said in her delicate voice, “three ham sandwiches, mon cher!”


  “And some cakes,” said he.


  “Yes, and perhaps a bottle of lemonade.”


  “Romance is an imp!” thought I, climbing up into the carriage. The train swung out of the station; the air, blowing through the open windows, smelled of fresh leaves. There were sudden pools of light in the darkness; when I arrived at Bruges the bells were ringing, and white and mysterious shone the moon over the Grand’ Place.


  [New Age, August 24, 1911; written 1910]


  []


  A Truthful Adventure


  [27] The little town lies spread before the gaze of the eager traveller like a faded tapestry threaded with the silver of its canals, made musical by the great chiming belfry. Life is long since asleep in Bruges; fantastic dreams alone breathe over tower and mediaeval house front, enchanting the eye, inspiring the soul and filling the mind with the great beauty of contemplation.”


  I read this sentence from a guide-book while waiting for Madame in the hotel sitting-room. It sounded extremely comforting, and my tired heart, tucked away under a thousand and one grey city wrappings, woke and exulted within me … I wondered if I had enough clothes with me to last for at least a month. “I shall dream away whole days,” I thought, “take a boat and float up and down the canals, or tether it to a green bush tangling the water side, and absorb mediaeval house fronts. At evensong I shall lie in the long grass of the Béguinage meadow and look up at the elm trees[28]—their leaves touched with gold light and quivering in the blue air—listening the while to the voices of nuns at prayer in the little chapel, and growing full enough of grace to last me the whole winter.”


  While I soared magnificently upon these very new feathers Madame came in and told me that there was no room at all for me in the hotel—not a bed, not a corner. She was extremely friendly and seemed to find a fund of secret amusement in the fact; she looked at me as though expecting me to break into delighted laughter. “To-morrow,” she said, “there may be. I am expecting a young gentleman who is suddenly taken ill to move from number eleven. He is at present at the chemist’s—perhaps you would care to see the room?”


  “Not at all,” said I. “Neither shall I wish to-morrow to sleep in the bedroom of an indisposed young gentleman.”


  “But he will be gone,” cried Madame, opening her blue eyes wide and laughing with that French cordiality so enchanting to English hearing. I was too tired and hungry to feel either appreciative or argumentative. “Perhaps you can recommend me another hotel?”


  “Impossible!” She shook her head and turned up her eyes, mentally counting over the blue bows painted on the ceiling. “You see, it is the season in Bruges, and people do not [29] care to let their rooms for a very short time”—not a glance at my little suit case lying between us, but I looked at it gloomily, and it seemed to dwindle before my desperate gaze—become small enough to hold nothing but a collapsible folding tooth-brush.


  “My large box is at the station,” I said coldly, buttoning my gloves.


  Madame started. “You have more luggage…. Then you intend to make a long stay in Bruges, perhaps?”


  “At least a fortnight—perhaps a month.” I shrugged my shoulders.


  “One moment,” said Madame. “I shall see what I can do.” She disappeared, I am sure not further than the other side of the door, for she reappeared immediately and told me I might have a room at her private house—“just round the corner and kept by an old servant who, although she has a wall eye, has been in our family for fifteen years. The porter will take you there, and you can have supper before you go.”


  I was the only guest in the dining-room. A tired waiter provided me with an omelette and a pot of coffee, then leaned against a sideboard and watched me while I ate, the limp table napkin over his arm seeming to symbolise the very man. The room was hung with mirrors reflecting unlimited empty tables and watchful waiters and solitary ladies finding sad comfort in [30] omelettes, and sipping coffee to the rhythm of Mendelssohn’s Spring Song played over three times by the great chiming belfry.


  “Are you ready, Madame?” asked the waiter. “It is I who carry your luggage.”


  “Quite ready.”


  He heaved the suit case on to his shoulder and strode before me—past the little pavement cafés where men and women, scenting our approach, laid down their beer and their post-cards to stare after us, down a narrow street of shuttered houses, through the Place van Eyck, to a red-brick house. The door was opened by the wall-eyed family treasure, who held a candle like a minature frying-pan in her hand. She refused to admit us until we had both told the whole story.


  “C’est ça, c’est ça,” said she. “Jean, number five!”


  She shuffled up the stairs, unlocked a door and lit another minature frying-pan upon the bed-table. The room was papered in pink, having a pink bed, a pink door and a pink chair. On pink mats on the mantelpiece obese young cherubs burst out of pink eggshells with trumpets in their mouths. I was brought a can of hot water; I shut and locked the door. “Bruges at last,” I thought as I climbed into a bed so slippery with fine linen that one felt like a fish endeavouring to swim over an ice pond, and this quiet house with the old [31] “typical” servant,—the Place van Eyck, with the white statue surrounded by those dark and heavy trees,—there was almost a touch of Verlaine in that….


  Bang! went a door. I started up in terror and felt for the frying-pan, but it was the room next to mine suddenly invaded. “Ah! home at last,” cried a female voice. “Mon Dieu, my feet! Would you go down to Marie, mon cher, and ask her for the tin bath and some hot water?”


  “No, that is too much,” boomed the answer. “You have washed them three times to-day already.”


  “But you do not know the pain I suffer; they are quite inflamed. Look only!”


  “I have looked three times already; I am tired. I beg of you come to bed.”


  “It would be useless; I could not sleep. Mon Dieu, mon Dieu, how a woman suffers!” A masculine snort accompanied by the sounds of undressing.


  “Then, if I wait until the morning will you promise not to drag me to a picture gallery?”


  “Yes, yes, I promise.”


  “But truly?”


  “I have said so.”


  “Now can I believe you?”


  A long groan.


  “It is absurd to make that noise, for you [32] know yourself the same thing happened last evening and this morning.”


  … There was only one thing to be done. I coughed and cleared my throat in that unpleasant and obtrusive way of strange people in next door bedrooms. It acted like a charm, their conversation sifted into a whisper for female voice only! I fell asleep.


  “Barquettes for hire. Visit the Venice of the North by boat. Explore the little known and fascinating by-ways.” With the memory of the guide book clinging about me I went into the shop and demanded a boat. “Have you a small canoe?”


  “No, Mademoiselle, but a little boat—very suitable.”


  “I wish to go alone and return when I like.”


  “Then you have been here before?”


  “No.”


  The boatman looked puzzled. “It is not safe for Mademoiselle to go without a guide for the first time.”


  “Then I will take one on the condition that he is silent and points out no beauties to me.”


  “But the names of the bridges?” cried the boatman—“the famous house fronts?”


  I ran down to the landing stage. “Pierre, Pierre!” called the waterman. A burly young Belgian, his arms full of carpet strips and red velvet pillows, appeared and tossed his spoil into an immense craft. On the bridge above [33] the landing stage a crowd collected, watching the proceedings, and just as I took my seat a fat couple who had been hanging over the parapet rushed down the steps and declared they must come too. “Certainly, certainly,” said Pierre, handing in the lady with charming grace. “Mademoiselle will not mind at all.” They sat in the stern, the gentleman held the lady’s hand, and we twisted among these “silver ribbons” while Pierre threw out his chest and chanted the beauties of Bruges with the exultant abandon of a Latin lover. “Turn your head this way—to the left—to the right—now, wait one moment—look up at the bridge—observe this house front. Mademoiselle do you wish to see the Lac d’Amour?”


  I looked vague; the fat couple answered for me.


  “Then we shall disembark.”


  We rowed close into a little parapet. We caught hold of a bush and I jumped out. “Now, Monsieur,” who successfully followed, and, kneeling on the bank, gave Madame the crook of his walking-stick for support. She stood up, smiling and vigorous, clutched the walking-stick, strained against the boat side, and the next moment had fallen flat into the water. “Ah! what has happened—what has happened!” screamed Monsieur, clutching her arm, for the water was not deep, reaching only to her waist mark. Somehow or other we fished [34] her up on to the bank where she sat and gasped, wringing her black alpaca skirt.


  “It is all over—a little accident!” said she, amazingly cheerful.


  But Pierre was furious. “It is the fault of Mademoiselle for wishing to see the Lac d’Amour,” said he. “Madame had better walk through the meadow and drink something hot at the little café opposite.”


  “No, no,” said she, but Monsieur seconded Pierre.


  “You will await our return,” said Pierre, loathing me. I nodded and turned my back, for the sight of Madame flopping about on the meadow grass like a large, ungainly duck, was too much. One cannot expect to travel in upholstered boats with people who are enlightened enough to understand laughter that has its wellspring in sympathy. When they were out of sight I ran as fast as I could over the meadow, crawled through a fence, and never went near the Lac d’Amour again. “They may think me as drowned as they please,” thought I, “I have had quite enough of canals to last me a lifetime.”


  In the Béguinage meadow at evensong little groups of painters are dotted about in the grass with spindle-legged easles which seem to possess a separate individuality, and stand rudely defying their efforts and returning their long, [35] long gaze with an unfinished stare. English girls wearing flower-wreathed hats and the promise of young American manhood, give expression to their souls with a gaiety and “camaraderie,” a sort of “the world is our shining playground” spirit—theoretically delightful. They call to one another, and throw cigarettes and fruit and chocolates with youthful naïveté, while parties of tourists who have escaped the clutches of an old woman lying in wait for them in the shadow of the chapel door, pause thoughtfully in front of the easels to “see and remark, and say whose?”


  I was lying under a tree with the guilty consciousness of no sketch book—watching the swifts wheel and dip in the bright air, and wondering if all the brown dogs resting in the grass belonged to the young painters, when two people passed me, a man and a girl, their heads bent over a book. There was something vaguely familiar in their walk. Suddenly they looked down at me—we stared—opened our mouths. She swooped down upon me, and he took off his immaculate straw hat and placed it under his left arm.


  “Katherine! How extraordinary! How incredible after all these years!” cried she. Turning to the man: “Guy, can you believe it?—It’s Katherine, in Bruges of all places in the world!”


  [36] “Why not?” said I, looking very bright and trying to remember her name.


  “But, my dear, the last time we met was in New Zealand—only think of the miles!”


  Of course, she was Betty Sinclair; I’d been to school with her.


  “Where are you staying; have you been here long? Oh, you haven’t changed a day—not a day. I’d have known you anywhere.”


  She beckoned to the young man, and said, blushing as though she were ashamed of the fact, but it had to be faced, “This is my husband.” We shook hands. He sat down and chewed a grass twig. Silence fell while Betty recovered breath and squeezed my hand.


  “I didn’t know you were married,” I said stupidly.


  “Oh, my dear—got a baby!” said Betty. “We live in England now. We’re frightfully keen on the Suffrage, you know.”


  Guy removed the straw. “Are you with us?” he asked, intensely.


  I shook my head. He put the straw back again and narrowed his eyes.


  “Then here’s the opportunity,” said Betty. “My dear, how long are you going to stay? We must go about together and have long talks. Guy and I aren’t a honeymoon couple, you know. We love to have other people with us sometimes.”


  [37] The belfry clashed into See the Conquering Hero Comes!


  “Unfortunately I have to go home quite soon. I’ve had an urgent letter.”


  “How disappointing! You know Bruges is simply packed with treasures and churches and pictures. There’s an out-door concert to-night in the Grand’ Place, and a competition of bell ringers to-morrow to go on for a whole week.”


  “Go I must,” I said so firmly that my soul felt imperative marching orders, stimulated by the belfry.


  “But the quaint streets and the Continental smells, and the lace makers—if we could just wander about—we three—and absorb it all.” I sighed and bit my underlip.


  “What’s your objection to the vote?” asked Guy, watching the nuns wending their way in sweet procession among the trees.


  “I always had the idea you were so frightfully keen on the future of women,” said Betty. “Come to dinner with us to-night. Let’s thrash the whole subject out. You know, after the strenuous life in London, one does seem to see things in such a different light in this old world city.”


  “Oh, a very different light indeed,” I answered, shaking my head at the familiar guide book emerging from Guy’s pocket.


  [New Age, September 7, 1911; written 1910]


  []


  New Dresses


  [38] Mrs. Carsfield and her mother sat at the dining-room table putting the finishing touches to some green cashmere dresses. They were to be worn by the two Misses Carsfield at church on the following day, with apple-green sashes, and straw hats with ribbon tails. Mrs. Carsfield had set her heart on it, and this being a late night for Henry, who was attending a meeting of the Political League, she and the old mother had the dining-room to themselves, and could make “a peaceful litter” as she expressed it. The red cloth was taken off the table—where stood the wedding-present sewing machine, a brown work-basket, the “material,” and some torn fashion journals. Mrs. Carsfield worked the machine, slowly, for she feared the green thread would give out, and had a sort of tired hope that it might last longer if she was careful to use a little at a time; the old woman sat in a rocking chair, her skirt turned back, and her felt-slippered feet on a hassock, tying the machine threads [39] and stitching some narrow lace on the necks and cuffs. The gas jet flickered. Now and again the old woman glanced up at the jet and said, “There’s water in the pipe, Anne, that’s what’s the matter,” then was silent, to say again a moment later, “There must be water in that pipe, Anne,” and again, with quite a burst of energy, “Now there is—I’m certain of it.”


  Anne frowned at the sewing machine. “The way mother harps on things—it gets frightfully on my nerves,” she thought. “And always when there’s no earthly opportunity to better a thing…. I suppose it’s old age—but most aggravating.” Aloud she said: “Mother, I’m having a really substantial hem in this dress of Rose’s—the child has got so leggy, lately. And don’t put any lace on Helen’s cuffs; it will make a distinction, and besides she’s so careless about rubbing her hands on anything grubby.”


  “Oh there’s plenty,” said the old woman. “I’ll put it a little higher up.” And she wondered why Anne had such a down on Helen—Henry was just the same. They seemed to want to hurt Helen’s feelings—the distinction was merely an excuse.


  “Well,” said Mrs. Carsfield, “you didn’t see Helen’s clothes when I took them off to-night, Black from head to foot after a week. And when I compared them before her eyes with Rose’s she merely shrugged, you know that [40] habit she’s got, and began stuttering. I really shall have to see Dr. Malcolm about her stuttering, if only to give her a good fright. I believe it’s merely an affectation she’s picked up at school—that she can help it.”


  “Anne, you know she’s always stuttered. You did just the same when you were her age, she’s highly strung.” The old woman took off her spectacles, breathed on them, and rubbed them with a corner of her sewing apron.


  “Well, the last thing in the world to do her any good is to let her imagine that,” answered Anne, shaking out one of the green frocks, and pricking at the pleats with her needle. “She is treated exactly like Rose, and the Boy hasn’t a nerve. Did you see him when I put him on the rocking-horse to-day, for the first time? He simply gurgled with joy. He’s more the image of his father every day.”


  “Yes, he certainly is a thorough Carsfield,” assented the old woman, nodding her head.


  “Now that’s another thing about Helen,” said Anne. “The peculiar way she treats Boy, staring at him and frightening him as she does. You remember when he was a baby how she used to take away his bottle to see what he would do? Rose is perfect with the child—but Helen …”


  The old woman put down her work on the table. A little silence fell, and through the silence the loud ticking of the dining-room clock. She wanted to speak her mind to Anne [41] once and for all about the way she and Henry were treating Helen, ruining the child, but the ticking noise distracted her. She could not think of the words and sat there stupidly, her brain going tick, tick, to the dining-room clock.


  “How loudly that clock ticks,” was all she said.


  “Oh there’s mother—off the subject again—giving me no help or encouragement,” thought Anne. She glanced at the clock.


  “Mother, if you’ve finished that frock, would you go into the kitchen and heat up some coffee, and perhaps cut a plate of ham. Henry will be in directly. I’m practically through with this second frock by myself.” She held it up for inspection. “Aren’t they charming? They ought to last the children a good two years, and then I expect they’ll do for school—lengthened, and perhaps dyed.”


  “I’m glad we decided on the more expensive material,” said the old woman.


  Left alone in the dining-room Anne’s frown deepened, and her mouth drooped—a sharp line showed from nose to chin. She breathed deeply, and pushed back her hair. There seemed to be no air in the room, she felt stuffed up, and it seemed so useless to be tiring herself out with fine sewing for Helen. One never got through with children, and never had any gratitude from them—except Rose—[42]who was exceptional. Another sign of old age in mother was her absurd point of view about Helen, and her “touchiness” on the subject. There was one thing, Mrs. Carsfield said to herself. She was determined to keep Helen apart from Boy. He had all his father’s sensitiveness to unsympathetic influences. A blessing that the girls were at school all day!


  At last the dresses were finished and folded over the back of the chair. She carried the sewing machine over to the book-shelves, spread the table-cloth, and went over to the window. The blind was up, she could see the garden quite plainly: there must be a moon about. And then she caught sight of something shining on the garden seat. A book, yes, it must be a book, left there to get soaked through by the dew. She went out into the hall, put on her goloshes, gathered up her skirt, and ran into the garden. Yes, it was a book. She picked it up carefully. Damp already—and the cover bulging. She shrugged her shoulders in the way that her little daughter had caught from her. In the shadowy garden that smelled of grass and rose leaves, Anne’s heart hardened. Then the gate clicked and she saw Henry striding up the front path.


  “Henry!” she called.


  “Hullo,” he cried, “what on earth are you doing down there…. Moon-gazing, Anne?” She ran forward and kissed him.


  [43] “Oh, look at this book,” she said. “Helen’s been leaving it about, again. My dear, how you smell of cigars!”


  Said Henry: “You’ve got to smoke a decent cigar when you’re with these other chaps. Looks so bad if you don’t. But come inside, Anne; you haven’t got anything on. Let the book go hang! You’re cold, my dear, you’re shivering.” He put his arm round her shoulder. “See the moon over there, by the chimney? Fine night. By jove! I had the fellows roaring to-night—I made a colossal joke. One of them said: ‘Life is a game of cards,’ and I, without thinking, just straight out….” Henry paused by the door and held up a finger. “I said … well I’ve forgotten the exact words, but they shouted, my dear, simply shouted. No, I’ll remember what I said in bed to-night; you know I always do.”


  “I’ll take this book into the kitchen to dry on the stove-rack,” said Anne, and she thought, as she banged the pages, “Henry has been drinking beer again, that means indigestion to-morrow. No use mentioning Helen to-night.”


  When Henry had finished the supper, he lay back in the chair, picking his teeth, and patted his knee for Anne to come and sit there.


  “Hullo,” he said, jumping her up and down, “what’s the green fandangles on the chair back? What have you and mother been up to, eh?” [44] Said Anne, airily, casting a most careless glance at the green dresses, “Only some frocks for the children. Remnants for Sunday.”


  The old woman put the plate and cup and saucer together, then lighted a candle.


  “I think I’ll go to bed,” she said, cheerfully.


  “Oh, dear me, how unwise of Mother,” thought Anne. “She makes Henry suspect by going away like that, as she always does if there’s any unpleasantness brewing.”


  “No, don’t go to bed yet, mother,” cried Henry, jovially. “Let’s have a look at the things.” She passed him over the dresses, faintly smiling. Henry rubbed them through his fingers.


  “So these are the remnants, are they, Anne? Don’t feel much like the Sunday trousers my mother used to make me out of an ironing blanket. How much did you pay for this a yard, Anne?”


  Anne took the dresses from him, and played with a button of his waistcoat.


  “Forget the exact price, darling. Mother and I rather skimped them, even though they were so cheap. What can great big men bother about clothes …? Was Lumley there, to-night?”


  “Yes, he says their kid was a bit bandylegged at just the same age as Boy. He told me of a new kind of chair for children that the draper has just got in—makes them sit with [45] their legs straight. By the way, have you got this month’s draper’s bill?”


  She had been waiting for that—had known it was coming. She slipped off his knee and yawned.


  “Oh, dear me,” she said, “I think I’ll follow mother. Bed’s the place for me.” She stared at Henry, vacantly. “Bill—bill did you say, dear? Oh, I’ll look it out in the morning.”


  “No, Anne, hold on.” Henry got up and went over to the cupboard where the bill file was kept. “To-morrow’s no good—because it’s Sunday. I want to get that account off my chest before I turn in. Sit down there—in the rocking-chair—you needn’t stand!”


  She dropped into the chair, and began humming, all the while her thoughts coldly busy, and her eyes fixed on her husband’s broad back as he bent over the cupboard door. He dawdled over finding the file.


  “He’s keeping me in suspense on purpose,” she thought. “We can afford it—otherwise why should I do it? I know our income and our expenditure. I’m not a fool. They’re a hell upon earth every month, these bills.” And she thought of her bed upstairs, yearned for it, imagining she had never felt so tired in her life.


  “Here we are!” said Henry. He slammed the file on to the table.


  “Draw up your chair….”


  [46] “Clayton: Seven yards green cashmere at five shillings a yard—thirty-five shillings.” He read the item twice—then folded the sheet over, and bent towards Anne. He was flushed and his breath smelt of beer. She knew exactly how he took things in that mood, and she raised her eyebrows and nodded.


  “Do you mean to tell me,” stormed Henry, “that lot over there cost thirty-five shillings—that stuff you’ve been mucking up for the children. Good God! Anybody would think you’d married a millionaire. You could buy your mother a trousseau with that money. You’re making yourself a laughing-stock for the whole town. How do you think I can buy Boy a chair or anything else—if you chuck away my earnings like that? Time and again you impress upon me the impossibility of keeping Helen decent; and then you go decking her out the next moment in thirty-five shillings worth of green cashmere….”


  On and on stormed the voice.


  “He’ll have calmed down in the morning, when the beer’s worked off,” thought Anne, and later, as she toiled up to bed, “When he sees how they’ll last, he’ll understand….”


  A brilliant Sunday morning. Henry and Anne quite reconciled, sitting in the dining-room waiting for church time to the tune of Carsfield junior, who steadily thumped the [47] shelf of his high-chair with a gravy spoon given him from the breakfast table by his father.


  “That beggar’s got muscle,” said Henry, proudly. “I’ve timed him by my watch. He’s kept that up for five minutes without stopping.”


  “Extraordinary,” said Anne, buttoning her gloves. “I think he’s had that spoon almost long enough now, dear, don’t you? I’m so afraid of him putting it into his mouth.”


  “Oh, I’ve got an eye on him.” Henry stood over his small son. “Go it, old man. Tell Mother boys like to kick up a row.”


  Anne kept silence. At any rate it would keep his eye off the children when they came down in those cashmeres. She was still wondering if she had drummed into their minds often enough the supreme importance of being careful and of taking them off immediately after church before dinner, and why Helen was fidgety when she was pulled about at all, when the door opened and the old woman ushered them in, complete to the straw hats with ribbon tails.


  She could not help thrilling, they looked so very superior—Rose carrying her prayer-book in a white case embroidered with a pink woollen cross. But she feigned indifference immediately, and the lateness of the hour. Not a word more on the subject from Henry, even with the thirty-five shillings worth walking hand in hand before him all the way to church. Anne decided that was really generous and [48] noble of him. She looked up at him, walking with the shoulders thrown back. How fine he looked in that long black coat, with the white silk tie just showing! And the children looked worthy of him. She squeezed his hand in church, conveying by that silent pressure, “It was for your sake I made the dresses; of course you can’t understand that, but really, Henry.” And she fully believed it.


  On their way home the Carsfield family met Doctor Malcolm, out walking with a black dog carrying his stick in its mouth. Doctor Malcolm stopped and asked after Boy so intelligently that Henry invited him to dinner.


  “Come and pick a bone with us and see Boy for yourself,” he said. And Doctor Malcolm accepted. He walked beside Henry and shouted over his shoulder, “Helen, keep an eye on my boy baby, will you, and see he doesn’t swallow that walking-stick. Because if he does, a tree will grow right out of his mouth or it will go to his tail and make it so stiff that a wag will knock you into kingdom come!”


  “Oh, Doctor Malcolm!” laughed Helen, stooping over the dog, “Come along, doggie, give it up, there’s a good boy!”


  “Helen, your dress!” warned Anne.


  “Yes, indeed,” said Doctor Malcolm. “They are looking top-notchers to-day—the two young ladies.”


  “Well, it really is Rose’s colour,” said Anne.


  [49] “Her complexion is so much more vivid than Helen’s.”


  Rose blushed. Doctor Malcolm’s eyes twinkled, and he kept a tight rein on himself from saying she looked like a tomato in a lettuce salad.


  “That child wants taking down a peg,” he decided. “Give me Helen every time. She’ll come to her own yet, and lead them just the dance they need.”


  Boy was having his mid-day sleep when they arrived home, and Doctor Malcolm begged that Helen might show him round the garden. Henry, repenting already of his generosity, gladly assented, and Anne went into the kitchen to interview the servant girl.


  “Mumma, let me come too and taste the gravy,” begged Rose.


  “Huh!” muttered Doctor Malcolm. “Good riddance.”


  He established himself on the garden bench—put up his feet and took off his hat, to give the sun “a chance of growing a second crop,” he told Helen.


  She asked, soberly: “Doctor Malcolm, do you really like my dress.”


  “Of course I do, my lady. Don’t you?”


  “Oh yes, I’d like to be born and die in it, But it was such a fuss—tryings on, you know, and pullings, and ‘don’ts.’ I believe mother would kill me if it got hurt. I even knelt on [50] my petticoat all through church because of dust on the hassock.”


  “Bad as that!” asked Doctor Malcolm, rolling his eyes at Helen.


  “Oh, far worse,” said the child, then burst into laughter and shouted, “Hellish!” dancing over the lawn.


  “Take care, they’ll hear you, Helen.”


  “Oh, booh! It’s just dirty old cashmere—serve them right. They can’t see me if they’re not here to see and so it doesn’t matter. It’s only with them I feel funny.”


  “Haven’t you got to remove your finery before dinner.”


  “No, because you’re here.”


  “O my prophetic soul!” groaned Doctor Malcolm.


  Coffee was served in the garden. The servant girl brought out some cane chairs and a rug for Boy. The children were told to go away and play.


  “Leave off worrying Doctor Malcolm, Helen,” said Henry. “You mustn’t be a plague to people who are not members of your own family.” Helen pouted, and dragged over to the swing for comfort. She swung high, and thought Doctor Malcolm was a most beautiful man—and wondered if his dog had finished the plate of bones in the back yard. Decided to go and see. Slower she swung, then took a flying leap; her tight skirt caught on a nail—[51]there was a sharp, tearing sound—quickly she glanced at the others—they had not noticed—and then at the frock—at a hole big enough to stick her hand through. She felt neither frightened nor sorry. “I’ll go and change it,” she thought.


  “Helen, where are you going to?” called Anne.


  “Into the house for a book.”


  The old woman noticed that the child held her skirt in a peculiar way. Her petticoat string must have come untied. But she made no remark. Once in the bedroom Helen unbuttoned the frock, slipped out of it, and wondered what to do next. Hide it somewhere—she glanced all round the room—there was nowhere safe from them. Except the top of the cupboard—but even standing on a chair she could not throw so high—it fell back on top of her every time—the horrid, hateful thing. Then her eyes lighted on her school satchel hanging on the end of the bed post. Wrap it in her school pinafore—put it in the bottom of the bag with the pencil case on top. They’d never look there. She returned to the garden in the every-day dress—but forgot about the book.


  “A-ah,” said Anne, smilingironically. “What a new leaf for Doctor Malcolm’s benefit! Look, Mother, Helen has changed without being told to.”


  [52] “Come here, dear, and be done up properly.” She whispered to Helen: “Where did you leave your dress?”


  “Left it on the side of the bed. Where I took it off,” sang Helen.


  Doctor Malcolm was talking to Henry of the advantages derived from public school education for the sons of commercial men, but he had his eye on the scene, and watching Helen, he smelt a rat—smelt a Hamelin tribe of them.


  Confusion and consternation reigned. One of the green cashmeres had disappeared—spirited off the face of the earth—during the time that Helen took it off and the children’s tea.


  “Show me the exact spot,” scolded Mrs. Carsfield for the twentieth time. “Helen, tell the truth.”


  “Mumma, I swear I left it on the floor.”


  “Well, it’s no good swearing if it’s not there. It can’t have been stolen!”


  “I did see a very funny-looking man in a white cap walking up and down the road and staring in the windows as I came up to change.” Sharply Anne eyed her daughter.


  “Now,” she said. “I know you are telling lies.”


  She turned to the old woman, in her voice something of pride and joyous satisfaction. “You hear, Mother—this cock-and-bull story?”


  [53] When they were near the end of the bed Helen blushed and turned away from them. And now and again she wanted to shout “I tore it, I tore it,” and she fancied she had said it and seen their faces, just as sometimes in bed she dreamed she had got up and dressed. But as the evening wore on she grew quite careless—glad only of one thing—people had to go to sleep at night. Viciously she stared at the sun shining through the window space and making a pattern of the curtain on the bare nursery floor. And then she looked at Rose, painting a text at the nursery table with a whole egg cup full of water to herself….


  Henry visited their bedroom the last thing. She heard him come creaking into their room and hid under the bedclothes. But Rose betrayed her.


  “Helen’s not asleep,” piped Rose.


  Henry sat by the bedside pulling his moustache.


  “If it were not Sunday, Helen, I would whip you. As it is, and I must be at the office early to-morrow, I shall give you a sound smacking after tea in the evening…. Do you hear me?”


  She grunted.


  “You love your father and mother, don’t you?”


  No answer.


  Rose gave Helen a dig with her foot.


  [54] “Well,” said Henry, sighing deeply, “I suppose you love Jesus?”


  “Rose has scratched my leg with her toe nail,” answered Helen.


  Henry strode out of the room and flung himself on to his own bed, with his outdoor boots on the starched bolster, Anne noticed, but he was too overcome for her to venture a protest. The old woman was in the bedroom too, idly combing the hairs from Anne’s brush. Henry told them the story, and was gratified to observe Anne’s tears.


  “It is Rose’s turn for her toe-nails after the bath next Saturday,” commented the old woman.


  In the middle of the night Henry dug his elbow into Mrs. Carsfield.


  “I’ve got an idea,” he said. “Malcolm’s at the bottom of this.”


  “No … how … why … where … bottom of what?”


  “Those damned green dresses.”


  “Wouldn’t be surprised,” she managed to articulate, thinking, “imagine his rage if I woke him up to tell him an idiotic thing like that!”


  “Is Mrs. Carsfield at home,” asked Doctor Malcolm.


  “No, sir, she’s out visiting,” answered the servant girl.


  [55] “Is Mr. Carsfield anywhere about?”


  “Oh, no, sir, he’s never home midday.”


  “Show me into the drawing-room.”


  The servant girl opened the drawing-room door, cocked her eye at the doctor’s bag. She wished he would leave it in the hall—even if she could only feel the outside without opening it…. But the doctor kept it in his hand.


  The old woman sat in the drawing-room, a roll of knitting on her lap. Her head had fallen back—her mouth was open—she was asleep and quietly snoring. She started up at the sound of the doctor’s footsteps and straightened her cap.


  “Oh, Doctor—you did take me by surprise.


  I was dreaming that Henry had bought Anne five little canaries. Please sit down!”


  “No, thanks. I just popped in on the chance of catching you alone…. You see this bag?”


  The old woman nodded.


  “Now, are you any good at opening bags?”


  “Well, my husband was a great traveller and once I spent a whole night in a railway train.”


  “Well, have a go at opening this one.”


  The old woman knelt on the floor—her fingers trembled.


  “There’s nothing startling inside?” she asked.


  “Well, it won’t bite exactly,” said Doctor Malcolm.


  [56] The catch sprang open—the bag yawned like a toothless mouth, and she saw, folded in its depths—green cashmere—with narrow lace on the neck and sleeves.


  “Fancy that!” said the old woman mildly. “May I take it out, Doctor?” She professed neither astonishment nor pleasure—and Malcolm felt disappointed.


  “Helen’s dress,” he said, and bending towards her, raised his voice. “That young spark’s Sunday rig-out.”


  “I’m not deaf, Doctor,” answered the old woman. “Yes, I thought it looked like it. I told Anne only this morning it was bound to turn up somewhere.” She shook the crumpled frock, and looked it over. “Things always do if you give them time; I’ve noticed that so often—it’s such a blessing.”


  “You know Lindsay—the postman? Gastric ulcers—called there this morning…. Saw this brought in by Lena, who’d got it from Helen on her way to school. Said the kid fished it out of her satchel rolled in a pinafore, and said her mother had told her to give it away because it did not fit her. When I saw the tear I understood yesterday’s ‘new leaf,’ as Mrs. Carsfield put it. Was up to the dodge in a jiffy. Got the dress—bought some stuff at Clayton’s and made my sister Bertha sew it while I had dinner. I knew what would be happening this end of the line—and I knew [57] you’d see Helen through for the sake of getting one in at Henry.”


  “How thoughtful of you, Doctor!” said the old woman. “I’ll tell Anne I found it under my dolman.”


  “Yes, that’s your ticket,” said Doctor Malcolm.


  “But of course Helen would have forgotten the whipping by to-morrow morning, and I’d promised her a new doll….” The old woman spoke regretfully.


  Doctor Malcolm snapped his bag together. “It’s no good talking to the old bird,” he thought, “she doesn’t take in half I say. Don’t seem to have got any forrader than doing Helen out of a doll.”


  [Rhythm, October 1912]


  []


  The Woman at the Store


  [58] All that day the heat was terrible. The wind blew close to the ground; it rooted among the tussock grass, slithered along the road, so that the white pumice dust swirled in our faces, settled and sifted over us and was like a dry-skin itching for growth on our bodies. The horses stumbled along, coughing and chuffing. The pack horse was sick—with a big, open sore rubbed under the belly. Now and again she stopped short, threw back her head, looked at us as though she were going to cry, and whinnied. Hundreds of larks shrilled; the sky was slate colour, and the sound of the larks reminded me of slate pencils scraping over its surface. There was nothing to be seen but wave after wave of tussock grass, patched with purple orchids and manuka bushes covered with thick spider webs.


  Jo rode ahead. He wore a blue galatea shirt, corduroy trousers and riding boots. A white handkerchief, spotted with red—it looked as though his nose had been bleeding on it—was [59] knotted round his throat. Wisps of white hair straggled from under his wideawake—his moustache and eyebrows were called white—he slouched in the saddle, grunting. Not once that day had he sung


  
    “I don’t care, for don’t you see,


    My wife’s mother was in front of me!”

  


  It was the first day we had been without it for a month, and now there seemed something uncanny in his silence. Jim rode beside me, white as a clown; his black eyes glittered, and he kept shooting out his tongue and moistening his lips. He was dressed in a Jaeger vest, and a pair of blue duck trousers, fastened round the waist with a plaited leather belt. We had hardly spoken since dawn. At noon we had lunched off fly biscuits and apricots by the side of a swampy creek.


  “My stomach feels like the crop of a hen,” said Jo. “Now then, Jim, you’re the bright boy of the party—where’s this ’ere store you kep’ on talking about. ‘Oh, yes,’ you says, ‘I know a fine store, with a paddock for the horses and a creek runnin’ through, owned by a friend of mine who’ll give yer a bottle of whisky before ’e shakes hands with yer.’ I’d like ter see that place—merely as a matter of curiosity—not that I’d ever doubt yer word—as yer know very well—but …”


  Jim laughed. “Don’t forget there’s a woman [60] too, Jo, with blue eyes and yellow hair, who’ll promise you something else before she shakes hands with you. Put that in your pipe and smoke it.”


  “The heat’s making you balmy,” said Jo. But he dug his knees into the horse. We shambled on. I half fell asleep, and had a sort of uneasy dream that the horses were not moving forward at all—then that I was on a rocking-horse, and my old mother was scolding me for raising such a fearful dust from the drawing-room carpet. “You’ve entirely worn off the pattern of the carpet,” I heard her saying, and she gave the reins a tug. I snivelled and woke to find Jim leaning over me, maliciously smiling.


  “That was a case of all but,” said he. “I just caught you. What’s up? Been bye-bye?”


  “No!” I raised my head. “Thank the Lord we’re arriving somewhere.”


  We were on the brow of the hill, and below us there was a whare roofed with corrugated iron. It stood in a garden, rather far back from the road—a big paddock opposite, and a creek and a clump of young willow trees. A thin line of blue smoke stood up straight from the chimney of the whare; and as I looked a woman came out, followed by a child and a sheep dog—the woman carrying what appeared to me a black stick. She made gestures at us.


  The horses put on a final spurt, Jo took off his [61] wideawake, shouted, threw out his chest, and began singing, “I don’t care, for don’t you see….” The sun pushed through the pale clouds and shed a vivid light over the scene. It gleamed on the woman’s yellow hair, over her flapping pinafore and the rifle she was carrying. The child hid behind her, and the yellow dog, a mangy beast, scuttled back into the whare, his tail between his legs. We drew rein and dismounted.


  “Hallo,” screamed the woman. “I thought you was three ’awks. My kid comes runnin’ in ter me. ‘Mumma,’ says she, ‘there’s three brown things comin’ over the ‘ill,’ says she. An’ I comes out smart, I can tell yer. ‘They’ll be ’awks,’ I says to her. Oh, the ’awks about ’ere, yer wouldn’t believe.”


  The “kid” gave us the benefit of one eye from behind the woman’s pinafore—then retired again.


  “Where’s your old man?” asked Jim.


  The woman blinked rapidly, screwing up her face.


  “Away shearin’. Bin away a month. I suppose yer not goin’ to stop, are yer? There’s a storm comin’ up.”


  “You bet we are,” said Jo. “So you’re on your lonely, missus?”


  She stood, pleating the frills of her pinafore, and glancing from one to the other of us, like a hungry bird. I smiled at the thought of [62] how Jim had pulled Jo’s leg about her. Certainly her eyes were blue, and what hair she had was yellow, but ugly. She was a figure of fun. Looking at her, you felt there was nothing but sticks and wires under that pinafore—her front teeth were knocked out, she had red pulpy hands, and she wore on her feet a pair of dirty Bluchers.


  “I’ll go and turn out the horses,” said Jim. “Got any embrocation? Poi’s rubbed herself to hell!”


  “’Arf a mo!” The woman stood silent a moment, her nostrils expanding as she breathed. Then she shouted violently. “I’d rather you didn’t stop…. You can’t, and there’s the end of it. I don’t let out that paddock any more. You’ll have to go on; I ain’t got nothing!”


  “Well, I’m blest!” said Jo, heavily. He pulled me aside. “Gone a bit off ’er dot,” he whispered. “Too much alone, you know,” very significantly. “Turn the sympathetic tap on ’er, she’ll come round all right.”


  But there was no need—she had come round by herself.


  “Stop if yer like!” she muttered, shrugging her shoulders. To me—“I’ll give yer the embrocation if yer come along.”


  “Right-o, I’ll take it down to them.” We walked together up the garden path. It was planted on both sides with cabbages. They smelled like stale dish-water. Of flowers there [63] were double poppies and sweet-williams. One little patch was divided off by pawa shells—presumably it belonged to the child—for she ran from her mother and began to grub in it with a broken clothes-peg. The yellow dog lay across the doorstep, biting fleas; the woman kicked him away.


  “Gar-r, get away, you beast … the place ain’t tidy. I ’aven’t ’ad time ter fix things to-day—been ironing. Come right in.”


  It was a large room, the walls plastered with old pages of English periodicals. Queen Victoria’s Jubilee appeared to be the most recent number. A table with an ironing board and wash tub on it, some wooden forms, a black horsehair sofa, and some broken cane chairs pushed against the walls. The mantelpiece above the stove was draped in pink paper, further ornamented with dried grasses and ferns and a coloured print of Richard Seddon. There were four doors—one, judging from the smell, let into the “Store,” one on to the “backyard,” through a third I saw the bedroom. Flies buzzed in circles round the ceiling, and treacle papers and bundles of dried clover were pinned to the window curtains.


  I was alone in the room; she had gone into the store for the embrocation. I heard her stamping about and muttering to herself: “I got some, now where did I put that bottle? … It’s behind the pickles … no, it ain’t.” I [64] cleared a place on the table and sat there, swinging my legs. Down in the paddock I could hear Jo singing and the sound of hammer strokes as Jim drove in the tent pegs. It was sunset. There is no twilight in our New Zealand days, but a curious half-hour when everything appears grotesque—it frightens—as though the savage spirit of the country walked abroad and sneered at what it saw. Sitting alone in the hideous room I grew afraid. The woman next door was a long time finding that stuff. What was she doing in there? Once I thought I heard her bang her hands down on the counter, and once she half moaned, turning it into a cough and clearing her throat. I wanted to shout “Buck up!” but I kept silent.


  “Good Lord, what a life!” I thought. “Imagine being here day in, day out, with that rat of a child and a mangy dog. Imagine bothering about ironing. Mad, of course she’s mad! Wonder how long she’s been here—wonder if I could get her to talk.”


  At that moment she poked her head round the door.


  “Wot was it yer wanted?” she asked.


  “Embrocation.”


  “Oh, I forgot. I got it, it was in front of the pickle jars.”


  She handed me the bottle.


  “My, you do look tired, you do! Shall I knock yer up a few scones for supper! There’s [65] some tongue in the store, too, and I’ll cook yer a cabbage if you fancy it.”


  “Right-o.” I smiled at her. “Come down to the paddock and bring the kid for tea.”


  She shook her head, pursing up her mouth.


  “Oh no. I don’t fancy it. I’ll send the kid down with the things and a billy of milk. Shall I knock up a few extry scones to take with yer ter-morrow?”


  “Thanks.”


  She came and stood by the door.


  “How old is the kid?”


  “Six—come next Christmas. I ’ad a bit of trouble with ’er one way an’ another. I ’adn’t any milk till a month after she was born and she sickened like a cow.”


  “She’s not like you—takes after her father?” Just as the woman had shouted her refusal at us before, she shouted at me then.


  “No, she don’t! She’s the dead spit of me. Any fool could see that. Come on in now, Else, you stop messing in the dirt.”


  I met Jo climbing over the paddock fence.


  “What’s the old bitch got in the store?” he asked.


  “Don’t know—didn’t look.”


  “Well, of all the fools. Jim’s slanging you. What have you been doing all the time?”


  “She couldn’t find this stuff. Oh, my shakes, you are smart!”


  Jo had washed, combed his wet hair in a line [66] across his forehead, and buttoned a coat over his shirt. He grinned.


  Jim snatched the embrocation from me. I went to the end of the paddock where the willows grew and bathed in the creek. The water was clear and soft as oil. Along the edges held by the grass and rushes, white foam tumbled and bubbled. I lay in the water and looked up at the trees that were still a moment, then quivered lightly, and again were still. The air smelt of rain. I forgot about the woman and the kid until I came back to the tent. Jim lay by the fire, watching the billy boil.


  I asked where Jo was, and if the kid had brought our supper.


  “Pooh,” said Jim, rolling over and looking up at the sky. “Didn’t you see how Jo had been titivating? He said to me before he went up to the whare, ‘Dang it! she’ll look better by night light—at any rate, my buck, she’s female flesh!’”


  “You had Jo about her looks—you had me, too.”


  “No—look here. I can’t make it out. It’s four years since I came past this way, and I stopped here two days. The husband was a pal of mine once, down the West Coast—a fine, big chap, with a voice on him like a trombone. She’d been barmaid down the Coast—as pretty as a wax doll. The coach used to come this [67] way then once a fortnight, that was before they opened the railway up Napier way, and she had no end of a time! Told me once in a confidential moment that she knew one hundred and twenty-five different ways of kissing!”


  “Oh, go on, Jim! She isn’t the same woman!”


  “Course she is…. I can’t make it out. What I think is the old man’s cleared out and left her: that’s all my eye about shearing. Sweet life! The only people who come through now are Maoris and sundowners!”


  Through the dark we saw the gleam of the kid’s pinafore. She trailed over to us with a basket in her hand, the milk billy in the other. I unpacked the basket, the child standing by.


  “Come over here,” said Jim, snapping his fingers at her.


  She went, the lamp from the inside of the tent cast a bright light over her. A mean, undersized brat, with whitish hair, and weak eyes. She stood, legs wide apart and her stomach protruding.


  “What do you do all day?” asked Jim.


  She scraped out one tear with her little finger, looked at the result and said, “Draw.”


  “Huh! What do you draw? Leave your ears alone!”


  “Pictures.”


  “What on?”


  [68] “Bits of butter paper an’ a pencil of my Mumma’s.”


  “Boh! What a lot of words at one time!” Jim rolled his eyes at her. “Baa-lambs and moo-cows?”


  “No, everything. I’ll draw all of you when you’re gone, and your horses and the tent, and that one”—she pointed to me—“with no clothes on in the creek. I looked at her where she couldn’t see me from.”


  “Thanks very much. How ripping of you,” said Jim. “Where’s Dad?”


  The kid pouted. “I won’t tell you because I don’t like yer face!” She started operations on the other ear.


  “Here,” I said. “Take the basket, get along home and tell the other man supper’s ready.”


  “I don’t want to.”


  “I’ll give you a box on the ear if you don’t,” said Jim, savagely.


  “Hie! I’ll tell Mumma. I’ll tell Mumma.” The kid fled.


  We ate until we were full, and had arrived at the smoke stage before Jo came back, very flushed and jaunty, a whisky bottle in his hand.


  “’Ave a drink—you two!” he shouted, carrying off matters with a high hand. “’Ere, shove along the cups.”


  “One hundred and twenty-five different ways,” I murmured to Jim.


  [69] “What’s that? Oh! stow it!” said Jo. “Why ’ave you always got your knife into me. You gas like a kid at a Sunday School beano. She wants us to go up there to-night, and have a comfortable chat. I”—he waved his hand airily—“I got ’er round.”


  “Trust you for that,” laughed Jim. “But did she tell you where the old man’s got to?”


  Jo looked up. “Shearing! You ’eard ’er, you fool!”


  The woman had fixed up the room, even to a light bouquet of sweet-williams on the table. She and I sat one side of the table, Jo and Jim the other. An oil lamp was set between us, the whisky bottle and glasses, and a jug of water. The kid knelt against one of the forms, drawing on butter paper; I wondered, grimly, if she was attempting the creek episode. But Jo had been right about night time. The woman’s hair was tumbled—two red spots burned in her cheeks—her eyes shone—and we knew that they were kissing feet under the table. She had changed the blue pinafore for a white calico dressing jacket and a black skirt—the kid was decorated to the extent of a blue sateen hair ribbon. In the stifling room, with the flies buzzing against the ceiling and dropping on to the table, we got slowly drunk.


  “Now listen to me,” shouted the woman, [70] banging her fist on the table. “It’s six years since I was married, and four miscarriages. I says to ’im, I says, what do you think I’m doin’ up ’ere? If you was back at the coast, I’d ’ave you lynched for child murder. Over and over I tells ’im—you’ve broken my spirit and spoiled my looks, and wot for—that’s wot I’m driving at.” She clutched her head with her hands and stared round at us. Speaking rapidly, “Oh, some days—an’ months of them—I ’ear them two words knockin’ inside me all the time—‘Wot for!’ but sometimes I’ll be cooking the spuds an’ I lifts the lid off to give ’em a prong and I ’ears, quite suddin again, ‘Wot for!’ Oh! I don’t mean only the spuds and the kid—I mean—I mean,” she hiccoughed—“you know what I mean, Mr. Jo.”


  “I know,” said Jo, scratching his head.


  “Trouble with me is,” she leaned across the table, “he left me too much alone. When the coach stopped coming, sometimes he’d go away days, sometimes he’d go away weeks, and leave me ter look after the store. Back ’e’d come—pleased as Punch. ‘Oh, ’allo, ’e’d say. ’Ow are you gettin’ on. Come and give us a kiss.’ Sometimes I’d turn a bit nasty, and then ’e’d go off again, and if I took it all right, ’e’d wait till ’e could twist me round ’is finger, then ’e’d say, ‘Well, so long, I’m off,’ and do you think I could keep ’im?—not me!”


  “Mumma,” bleated the kid, “I made a [71] picture of them on the ’ill, an’ you an’ me, an’ the dog down below.”


  “Shut your mouth!” said the woman.


  A vivid flash of lightning played over the room—we heard the mutter of thunder.


  “Good thing that’s broke loose,” said Jo. “I’ve ’ad it in me ’ead for three days.”


  “Where’s your old man now?” asked Jim, slowly.


  The woman blubbered and dropped her head on to the table. “Jim, ’e’s gone shearin’ and left me alone again,” she wailed.


  “’Ere, look out for the glasses,” said Jo. “Cheer-o, ’ave another drop. No good cryin’ over spilt ’usbands! You Jim, you blasted cuckoo!”


  “Mr. Jo,” said the woman, drying her eyes on her jacket frill, “you’re a gent, an’ if I was a secret woman, I’d place any confidence in your ’ands. I don’t mind if I do ’ave a glass on that.”


  Every moment the lightning grew more vivid and the thunder sounded nearer. Jim and I were silent—the kid never moved from her bench. She poked her tongue out and blew on her paper as she drew.


  “It’s the loneliness,” said the woman, addressing Jo—he made sheep’s eyes at her—“and bein’ shut up ’ere like a broody ’en.” He reached his hand across the table and held hers, and though the position looked most uncomfortable [72] when they wanted to pass the water and whisky, their hands stuck together as though glued. I pushed back my chair and went over to the kid, who immediately sat flat down on her artistic achievements and made a face at me.


  “You’re not to look,” said she.


  “Oh, come on, don’t be nasty!” Jim came over to us, and we were just drunk enough to wheedle the kid into showing us. And those drawings of hers were extraordinary and repulsively vulgar. The creations of a lunatic with a lunatic’s cleverness. There was no doubt about it, the kid’s mind was diseased. While she showed them to us, she worked herself up into a mad excitement, laughing and trembling, and shooting out her arms.


  “Mumma,” she yelled. “Now I’m going to draw them what you told me I never was to—now I am.”


  The woman rushed from the table and beat the child’s head with the flat of her hand.


  “I’ll smack you with yer clothes turned up if yer dare say that again,” she bawled.


  Jo was too drunk to notice, but Jim caught her by the arm. The kid did not utter a cry. She drifted over to the window and began picking flies from the treacle paper.


  We returned to the table—Jim and I sitting one side, the woman and Jo, touching shoulders, the other. We listened to the thunder, saying [73] stupidly, “That was a near one,” “There it goes again,” and Jo, at a heavy hit, “Now we’re off,” “Steady on the brake,” until rain began to fall, sharp as cannon shot on the iron roof.


  “You’d better doss here for the night,” said the woman.


  “That’s right,” assented Jo, evidently in the know about this move.


  “Bring up yer things from the tent. You two can doss in the store along with the kid—she’s used to sleep in there and won’t mind you.”


  “Oh Mumma, I never did,” interrupted the kid.


  “Shut yer lies! An’ Mr. Jo can ’ave this room.”


  It sounded a ridiculous arrangement, but it was useless to attempt to cross them, they were too far gone. While the woman sketched the plan of action, Jo sat, abnormally solemn and red, his eyes bulging, and pulling at his moustache.


  “Give us a lantern,” said Jim, “I’ll go down to the paddock.” We two went together. Rain whipped in our faces, the land was light as though a bush fire was raging. We behaved like two children let loose in the thick of an adventure, laughed and shouted to each other, and came back to the whare to find the kid already bedded in the counter of the store.


  [74] The woman brought us a lamp. Jo took his bundle from Jim, the door was shut.


  “Good-night all,” shouted Jo.


  Jim and I sat on two sacks of potatoes. For the life of us we could not stop laughing. Strings of onions and half-hams dangled from the ceiling—wherever we looked there were advertisements for “Camp Coffee” and tinned meats. We pointed at them, tried to read them aloud—overcome with laughter and hiccoughs. The kid in the counter stared at us. She threw off her blanket and scrambled to the floor, where she stood in her grey flannel night-gown, rubbing one leg against the other. We paid no attention to her.


  “Wot are you laughing at?” she said, uneasily.


  “You!” shouted Jim. “The red tribe of you, my child.”


  She flew into a rage and beat herself with her hands. “I won’t be laughed at, you curs—you.” He swooped down upon the child and swung her on to the counter.


  “Go to sleep, Miss Smarty—or make a drawing—here’s a pencil—you can use Mumma’s account book.”


  Through the rain we heard Jo creak over the boarding of the next room—the sound of a door being opened—then shut to.


  “It’s the loneliness,” whispered Jim.


  “One hundred and twenty-five different ways—alas! my poor brother!”


  [75] The kid tore out a page and flung it at me.


  “There you are,” she said. “Now I done it ter spite Mumma for shutting me up ’ere with you two. I done the one she told me I never ought to. I done the one she told me she’d shoot me if I did. Don’t care! Don’t care!”


  The kid had drawn the picture of the woman shooting at a man with a rook rifle and then digging a hole to bury him in.


  She jumped off the counter and squirmed about on the floor biting her nails.


  Jim and I sat till dawn with the drawing beside us. The rain ceased, the little kid fell asleep, breathing loudly. We got up, stole out of the whare, down into the paddock. White clouds floated over a pink sky—a chill wind blew; the air smelled of wet grass. Just as we swung into the saddle Jo came out of the whare—he motioned to us to ride on.


  “I’ll pick you up later,” he shouted.


  A bend in the road, and the whole place disappeared.


  [Rhythm, Spring 1912; written 1911]


  []


  Ole Underwood


  [76] To Anne Estelle Rice


  Down the windy hill stalked Ole Underwood. He carried a black umbrella in one hand, in the other a red and white spotted handkerchief knotted into a lump. He wore a black peaked cap like a pilot; gold rings gleamed in his ears and his little eyes snapped like two sparks. Like two sparks they glowed in the smoulder of his bearded face. On one side of the hill grew a forest of pines from the road right down to the sea. On the other side short tufted grass and little bushes of white manuka flower. The pine-trees roared like waves in their topmost branches, their stems creaked like the timber of ships; in the windy air flew the white manuka flower. “Ah-k!” shouted Ole Underwood, shaking his umbrella at the wind bearing down upon him, beating him, half strangling him with his black cape. “Ah-k!” shouted the wind a hundred times as loud, and filled his mouth and nostrils with dust. Something inside Ole Underwood’s breast beat like [77] a hammer. One, two—one, two—never stopping, never changing. He couldn’t do anything. It wasn’t loud. No, it didn’t make a noise—only a thud. One, two—one, two—like some one beating on an iron in a prison, some one in a secret place—bang—bang—bang—trying to get free. Do what he would, fumble at his coat, throw his arms about, spit, swear, he couldn’t stop the noise. Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop! Ole Underwood began to shuffle and run.


  Away below, the sea heaving against the stone walls, and the little town just out of its reach close packed together, the better to face the grey water. And up on the other side of the hill the prison with high red walls. Over all bulged the grey sky with black web-like clouds streaming.


  Ole Underwood slackened his pace as he neared the town, and when he came to the first house he flourished his umbrella like a herald’s staff and threw out his chest, his head glancing quickly from right to left. They were ugly little houses leading into the town, built of wood—two windows and a door, a stumpy verandah and a green mat of grass before. Under one verandah yellow hens huddled out of the wind. “Shoo!” shouted Ole Underwood, and laughed to see them fly, and laughed again at the woman who came to the door and shook a red, soapy fist at him. A little girl stood [78] in another yard untwisting some rags from a clothes-line. When she saw Ole Underwood she let the clothes-prop fall and rushed screaming to the door, beating it, screaming “Mumma—Mumma!” That started the hammer in Ole Underwood’s heart. Mum-ma—Mum-ma! He saw an old face with a trembling chin and grey hair nodding out of the window as they dragged him past. Mumma—Mum-ma! He looked up at the big red prison perched on the hill and he pulled a face as if he wanted to cry.


  At the corner in front of the pub some carts were pulled up, and some men sat in the porch of the pub drinking and talking. Ole Underwood wanted a drink. He slouched into the bar. It was half full of old and young men in big coats and top boots with stock whips in their hands. Behind the counter a big girl with red hair pulled the beer handles and cheeked the men. Ole Underwood sneaked to one side, like a cat. Nobody looked at him, only the men looked at each other, one or two of them nudged. The girl nodded and winked at the fellow she was serving. He took some money out of his knotted handkerchief and slipped it on to the counter. His hand shook. He didn’t speak. The girl took no notice; she served everybody, went on with her talk, and then as if by accident shoved a mug towards him. A great big jar of red pinks stood on the bar counter. Ole Underwood stared at them as he [79] drank and frowned at them. Red—red—red—red! beat the hammer. It was very warm in the bar and quiet as a pond, except for the talk and the girl. She kept on laughing. Ha! Ha! That was what the men liked to see, for she threw back her head and her great breasts lifted and shook to her laughter.


  In one corner sat a stranger. He pointed at Ole Underwood. “Cracked!” said one of the men. “When he was a young fellow, thirty years ago, a man ’ere done in ’is woman, and ’e foun’ out an’ killed ’er. Got twenty years in quod up on the ’ill. Came out cracked.”


  “Oo done ’er in?” asked the man.


  “Dunno. ’E dunno, nor nobody. ’E was a sailor till ’e marrid ’er. Cracked!” The man spat and smeared the spittle on the floor, shrugging his shoulders. “’E’s ’armless enough.”


  Ole Underwood heard; he did not turn, but he shot out an old claw and crushed up the red pinks. “Uh-Uh! You ole beast! Uh! You ole swine!” screamed the girl, leaning across the counter and banging him with a tin jug. “Get art! Get art! Don’ you never come ’ere no more!” Somebody kicked him: he scuttled like a rat.


  He walked past the Chinamen’s shops. The fruit and vegetables were all piled up against the windows. Bits of wooden cases, straw, and old newspapers were strewn over the pavement. A woman flounced out of a shop and [80] slushed a pail of slops over his feet. He peered in at the windows, at the Chinamen sitting in little groups on old barrels playing cards. They made him smile. He looked and looked, pressing his face against the glass and sniggering. They sat still with their long pigtails bound round their heads and their faces yellow as lemons. Some of them had knives in their belts, and one old man sat by himself on the floor plaiting his long crooked toes together. The Chinamen didn’t mind Ole Underwood. When they saw him they nodded. He went to the door of a shop and cautiously opened it. In rushed the wind with him, scattering the cards. “Ya-Ya! Ya-Ya!” screamed the Chinamen, and Ole Underwood rushed off, the hammer beating quick and hard. Ya-Ya! He turned a corner out of sight. He thought he heard one of the Chinks after him, and he slipped into a timber-yard. There he lay panting….


  Close by him, under another stack there was a heap of yellow shavings. As he watched them they moved and a little grey cat unfolded herself and came out waving her tail. She trod delicately over to Ole Underwood and rubbed against his sleeve. The hammer in Ole Underwood’s heart beat madly. It pounded up into his throat, and then it seemed to half stop and beat very, very faintly. “Kit! Kit! Kit!” That was what she used to call [81] the little cat he brought her off the ship—“Kit! Kit! Kit!”—and stoop down with the saucer in her hands. “Ah! my God! my Lord!” Ole Underwood sat up and took the kitten in his arms and rocked to and fro, crushing it against his face. It was warm and soft, and it mewed faintly. He buried his eyes in its fur. My God! My Lord! He tucked the little cat in his coat and stole out of the woodyard, and slouched down towards the wharves. As he came near the sea, Ole Underwood’s nostrils expanded. The mad wind smelled of tar and ropes and slime and salt. He crossed the railway line, he crept behind the wharf-sheds and along a little cinder path that threaded through a patch of rank fennel to some stone drain pipes carrying the sewage into the sea. And he stared up at the wharves and at the ships with flags flying, and suddenly the old, old lust swept over Ole Underwood. “I will! I will! I will!” he muttered.


  He tore the little cat out of his coat and swung it by its tail and flung it out to the sewer opening. The hammer beat loud and strong. He tossed his head, he was young again. He walked on to the wharves, past the wool-bales, past the loungers and the loafers to the extreme end of the wharves. The sea sucked against the wharf-poles as though it drank something from the land. One ship was loading wool. He heard a crane rattle and the shriek of a [82] whistle. So he came to the little ship lying by herself with a bit of a plank for a gangway, and no sign of anybody—anybody at all. Ole Underwood looked once back at the town, at the prison perched like a red bird, at the black webby clouds trailing. Then he went up the gangway and on to the slippery deck. He grinned, and rolled in his walk, carrying high in his hand the red and white handkerchief. His ship! Mine! Mine! Mine! beat the hammer. There was a door latched open on the lee-side, labelled “State-room.” He peered in. A man lay sleeping on a bunk—his bunk—a great big man in a seaman’s coat with a long fair beard and hair on the red pillow. And looking down upon him from the wall there shone her picture—his woman’s picture—smiling and smiling at the big sleeping man.


  [Rhythm, January 1913; written 1912]


  []


  The Little Girl


  [83] To the little girl he was a figure to be feared and avoided. Every morning before going to business he came into the nursery and gave her a perfunctory kiss, to which she responded with “Good-bye, father.” And oh, the glad sense of relief when she heard the noise of the buggy growing fainter and fainter down the long road!


  In the evening, leaning over the banisters at his home-coming, she heard his loud voice in the hall. “Bring my tea into the smoking-room…. Hasn’t the paper come yet? Have they taken it into the kitchen again? Mother, go and see if my paper’s out there—and bring me my slippers.”


  “Kezia,” mother would call to her, “if you’re a good girl you can come down and take off father’s boots.” Slowly the girl would slip down the stairs, holding tightly to the banisters with one hand—more slowly still, across the hall, and push open the smoking-room door.


  By that time he had his spectacles on and [84] looked at her over them in a way that was terrifying to the little girl.


  “Well, Kezia, get a move on and pull off these boots and take them outside. Been a good girl to-day?”


  “I d-d-don’t know, father.”


  “You d-d-don’t know? If you stutter like that mother will have to take you to the doctor.”


  She never stuttered with other people—had quite given it up—but only with father, because then she was trying so hard to say the words properly.


  “What’s the matter? What are you looking so wretched about? Mother, I wish you would teach this child not to appear on the brink of suicide…. Here, Kezia, carry my teacup back to the table—carefully; your hands jog like an old lady’s. And try to keep your handkerchief in your pocket, not up your sleeve.”


  “Y-y-yes, father.”


  On Sundays she sat in the same pew with him in church, listening while he sang in a loud, clear voice, watching while he made little notes during the sermon with the stump of a blue pencil on the back of an envelope—his eyes narrowed to a slit—one hand beating a silent tattoo on the pew ledge. He said his prayers so loudly she was certain God heard him above the clergyman.


  He was so big—his hands and his neck, [85] especially his mouth when he yawned. Thinking about him alone in the nursery was like thinking about a giant.


  On Sunday afternoons grandmother sent her down to the drawing-room, dressed in her brown velvet, to have a “nice talk with father and mother.” But the little girl always found mother reading The Sketch and father stretched out on the couch, his handkerchief on his face, his feet propped on one of the best sofa pillows, and so soundly sleeping that he snored.


  She, perched on the piano-stool, gravely watched him until he woke and stretched, and asked the time—then looked at her.


  “Don’t stare so, Kezia. You look like a little brown owl.”


  One day, when she was kept indoors with a cold, the grandmother told her that father’s birthday was next week, and suggested she should make him a pincushion for a present out of a beautiful piece of yellow silk.


  Laboriously, with a double cotton, the little girl stitched three sides. But what to fill it with? That was the question. The grandmother was out in the garden, and she wandered into mother’s bedroom to look for “scraps.” On the bed table she discovered a great many sheets of fine paper, gathered them up, shredded them into tiny pieces, and stuffed her case, then sewed up the fourth side.


  That night there was a hue and cry over the [86] house. Father’s great speech for the Port Authority had been lost. Rooms were ransacked—servants questioned. Finally mother came into the nursery.


  “Kezia, I suppose you didn’t see some papers on a table in our room?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said. “I tore them up for my s’prise.”


  “What!” screamed mother. “Come straight down to the dining-room this instant.”


  And she was dragged down to where father was pacing to and fro, hands behind his back.


  “Well?” he said sharply.


  Mother explained.


  He stopped and stared in a stupefied manner at the child.


  “Did you do that?”


  “N-n-no,” she whispered.


  “Mother, go up to the nursery and fetch down the damned thing—see that the child’s put to bed this instant.”


  Crying too much to explain, she lay in the shadowed room watching the evening light sift through the Venetian blinds and trace a sad little pattern on the floor.


  Then father came into the room with a ruler in his hands.


  “I am going to whip you for this,” he said.


  “Oh, no, no!” she screamed, cowering down under the bedclothes.


  He pulled them aside.


  [87] “Sit up,” he commanded, “and hold out your hands. You must be taught once and for all not to touch what does not belong to you.”


  “But it was for your b-b-birthday.”


  Down came the ruler on her little, pink palms.


  Hours later, when the grandmother had wrapped her in a shawl and rocked her in the rocking-chair the child cuddled close to her soft body.


  “What did Jesus make fathers for?” she sobbed.


  “Here’s a clean hanky, darling, with some of my lavender water on it. Go to sleep, pet; you’ll forget all about it in the morning. I tried to explain to father, but he was too upset to listen to-night.”


  But the child never forgot. Next time she saw him she whipped both hands behind her back, and a red colour flew into her cheeks.


  The Macdonalds lived in the next-door house. Five children there were. Looking through a hole in the vegetable garden fence the little girl saw them playing “tag” in the evening. The father with the baby Mac on his shoulders, two little girls hanging on to his coat tails, ran round and round the flower beds, shaking with laughter. Once she saw the boys turn the hose on him—turn the hose on him—and he made a great grab at them, tickling them until they got hiccoughs.


  [88] Then it was she decided there were different sorts of fathers.


  Suddenly, one day, mother became ill, and she and grandmother drove into town in a closed carriage.


  The little girl was left alone in the house with Alice, the “general.” That was all right in the daytime, but while Alice was putting her to bed she grew suddenly afraid.


  “What’ll I do if I have nightmare?” she asked. “I often have nightmare, and then grannie takes me into her bed—I can’t stay in the dark—it all gets ‘whispery.’… What’ll I do if I do?”


  “You just go to sleep, child,” said Alice, pulling off her socks and whacking them against the bedrail, “and don’t you holler out and wake your poor pa.”


  But the same old nightmare came—the butcher with a knife and a rope who grew nearer and nearer, smiling that dreadful smile, while she could not move, could only stand still, crying out, “Grandma, Grandma!” She woke shivering, to see father beside her bed, a candle in his hand.


  “What’s the matter?” he said.


  “Oh, a butcher—a knife—I want grannie.” He blew out the candle, bent down and caught up the child in his arms, carrying her along the passage to the big bedroom. A newspaper was on the bed—a half-smoked cigar balanced [89] against his reading-lamp. He pitched the paper on the floor, threw the cigar into the fireplace, then carefully tucked up the child. He lay down beside her. Half asleep still, still with the butcher’s smile all about her, it seemed, she crept close to him, snuggled her head under his arm, held tightly to his pyjama jacket.


  Then the dark did not matter; she lay still.


  “Here, rub your feet against my legs and get them warm,” said father.


  Tired out, he slept before the little girl. A funny feeling came over her. Poor father! Not so big, after all—and with no one to look after him…. He was harder than the grandmother, but it was a nice hardness…. And every day he had to work and was too tired to be a Mr. Macdonald…. She had torn up all his beautiful writing…. She stirred suddenly, and sighed.


  “What’s the matter?” asked father. “Another dream?”


  “Oh,” said the little girl, “my head’s on your heart; I can hear it going. What a big heart you’ve got, father dear.”


  [Rhythm, October 1912; written 1912]


  []


  Millie


  [90] Millie stood leaning against the verandah until the men were out of sight. When they were far down the road Willie Cox turned round on his horse and waved. But she didn’t wave back. She nodded her head a little and made a grimace. Not a bad young fellow, Willie Cox, but a bit too free and easy for her taste. Oh, my word! it was hot. Enough to fry your hair!


  Millie put her handkerchief over her head and shaded her eyes with her hand. In the distance along the dusty road she could see the horses, like brown spots dancing up and down, and when she looked away from them and over the burnt paddocks she could see them still—just before her eyes, jumping like mosquitoes. It was half-past two in the afternoon. The sun hung in the faded blue sky like a burning mirror, and away beyond the paddocks the blue mountains quivered and leapt like sea.


  Sid wouldn’t be back until half-past ten. He had ridden over to the township with four [91] of the boys to help hunt down the young fellow who’d murdered Mr. Williamson. Such a dreadful thing! And Mrs. Williamson left all alone with all those kids. Funny! she couldn’t think of Mr. Williamson being dead! He was such a one for a joke. Always having a lark. Willie Cox said they found him in the barn, shot bang through the head, and the young English “johnny” who’d been on the station learning farming—disappeared. Funny! she couldn’t think of anyone shooting Mr. Williamson, and him so popular and all. My word! when they caught that young man! Well, you couldn’t be sorry for a young fellow like that. As Sid said, if he wasn’t strung up where would they all be? A man like that doesn’t stop at one go. There was blood all over the barn. And Willie Cox said he was that knocked out he picked a cigarette up out of the blood and smoked it. My word! he must have been half dotty.


  Millie went back into the kitchen. She put some ashes on the stove and sprinkled them with water. Languidly, the sweat pouring down her face, and dropping off her nose and chin, she cleared away the dinner, and going into the bedroom, stared at herself in the fly-specked mirror, and wiped her face and neck with a towel. She didn’t know what was the matter with herself that afternoon. She could have a good cry—just for nothing—and then [92] change her blouse and have a good cup of tea. Yes, she felt like that!


  She flopped down on the side of the bed and stared at the coloured print on the wall opposite, Garden Party at Windsor Castle. In the foreground emerald lawns planted with immense oak trees, and in their grateful shade, a muddle of ladies and gentlemen and parasols and little tables. The background was filled with the towers of Windsor Castle, flying three Union Jacks, and in the middle of the picture the old Queen, like a tea cosy with a head on top of it. “I wonder if it really looked like that.” Millie stared at the flowery ladies, who simpered back at her. “I wouldn’t care for that sort of thing. Too much side. What with the Queen an’ one thing an’ another.”


  Over the packing-case dressing-table there was a large photograph of her and Sid, taken on their wedding day. Nice picture that—if you do like. She was sitting down in a basket chair, in her cream cashmere and satin ribbons, and Sid, standing with one hand on her shoulder, looking at her bouquet. And behind them there were some fern trees, and a waterfall, and Mount Cook in the distance, covered with snow. She had almost forgotten her wedding day; time did pass so, and if you hadn’t any one to talk things over with, they soon dropped out of your mind. “I wunner why we never had no kids …” She shrugged her shoulders—gave [93] it up. “Well, I’ve never missed them. I wouldn’t be surprised if Sid had, though. He’s softer than me.”


  And then she sat quiet, thinking of nothing at all, her red swollen hands rolled in her apron, her feet stuck out in front of her, her little head with the thick screw of dark hair drooped on her chest. Tick-tick went the kitchen clock, the ashes clinked in the grate, and the venetian blind knocked against the kitchen window. Quite suddenly Millie felt frightened. A queer trembling started inside her—in her stomach—and then spread all over to her knees and hands. “There’s somebody about.” She tiptoed to the door and peered into the kitchen. Nobody there; the verandah doors were closed, the blinds were down, and in the dusky light the white face of the clock shone, and the furniture seemed to bulge and breathe … and listen, too. The clock—the ashes—and the venetian—and then again—something else, like steps in the back yard. “Go an’ see what it is, Millie Evans.”


  She darted to the back door, opened it, and at the same moment some one ducked behind the wood pile. “Who’s that?” she cried, in a loud, bold voice. “Come out o’ that! I seen yer. I know where y’are. I got my gun. Come out from behind of that wood stack!” She was not frightened any more. She was furiously angry. Her heart banged like a drum. [94] “I’ll teach you to play tricks with a woman,” she yelled, and she took a gun from the kitchen corner, and dashed down the verandah steps, across the glaring yard to the other side of the wood stack. A young man lay there, on his stomach, one arm across his face. “Get up! You’re shamming!” Still holding the gun she kicked him in the shoulders. He gave no sign. “Oh, my God, I believe he’s dead.” She knelt down, seized hold of him, and turned him over on his back. He rolled like a sack. She crouched back on her haunches, staring; her lips and nostrils fluttered with horror.


  He was not much more than a boy, with fair hair, and a growth of fair down on his lips and chin. His eyes were open, rolled up, showing the whites, and his face was patched with dust caked with sweat. He wore a cotton shirt and trousers, with sandshoes on his feet. One of the trousers was stuck to his leg with a patch of dark blood. “I can’t,” said Millie, and then, “You’ve got to.” She bent over and felt his heart. “Wait a minute,” she stammered, “wait a minute,” and she ran into the house for brandy and a pail of water. “What are you going to do, Millie Evans? Oh, I don’t know. I never seen anyone in a dead faint before.” She knelt down, put her arm under the boy’s head and poured some brandy between his lips. It spilled down both sides of his mouth. She dipped a corner of her apron [95] in the water and wiped his face and his hair and his throat, with fingers that trembled. Under the dust and sweat his face gleamed, white as her apron, and thin, and puckered in little lines. A strange dreadful feeling gripped Millie Evans’ bosom—some seed that had never flourished there, unfolded and struck deep roots and burst into painful leaf. “Are yer coming round? Feeling all right again?” The boy breathed sharply, half choked, his eyelids quivered, and he moved his head from side to side. “You’re better,” said Millie, smoothing his hair. “Feeling fine now again, ain’t you?” The pain in her bosom half suffocated her. “It’s no good you crying, Millie Evans. You got to keep your head.” Quite suddenly he sat up and leaned against the wood pile, away from her, staring on the ground. “There now!” cried Millie Evans, in a strange, shaking voice.


  The boy turned and looked at her, still not speaking, but his eyes were so full of pain and terror that she had to shut her teeth and clench her hands to stop from crying. After a long pause he said in the little voice of a child talking in his sleep, “I’m hungry.” His lips quivered. She scrambled to her feet and stood over him. “You come right into the house and have a sit down meal,” she said. “Can you walk?” “Yes,” he whispered, and swaying he followed her across the glaring yard to the verandah. [96] At the bottom step he paused, looking at her again. “I’m not coming in,” he said. He sat on the verandah step in the little pool of shade that lay round the house. Millie watched him. “When did yer last ’ave anythink to eat?” He shook his head. She cut a chunk off the greasy corned beef and a round of bread plastered with butter; but when she brought it he was standing up, glancing round him, and paid no attention to the plate of food. “When are they coming back?” he stammered.


  At that moment she knew. She stood, holding the plate, staring. He was Harrison. He was the English johnny who’d killed Mr. Williamson. “I know who you are,” she said, very slowly, “yer can’t fox me. That’s who you are. I must have been blind in me two eyes not to ’ave known from the first.” He made a movement with his hands as though that was all nothing. “When are they coming back?” And she meant to say, “Any minute. They’re on their way now.” Instead she said to the dreadful, frightened face, “Not till ’arf past ten.” He sat down, leaning against one of the verandah poles. His face broke up into little quivers. He shut his eyes and tears streamed down his cheeks. “Nothing but a kid. An’ all them fellows after ’im. ’E don’t stand any more of a chance than a kid would.” “Try a bit of beef,” said Millie. “It’s the food you want. Somethink to steady your [97] stomach.” She moved across the verandah and sat down beside him, the plate on her knees. “’Ere—try a bit.” She broke the bread and butter into little pieces, and she thought, “They won’t ketch him. Not if I can ’elp it. Men is all beasts. I don’ care wot ’e’s done, or wot ’e ’asn’t done. See ’im through, Millie Evans. ’E’s nothink but a sick kid.”


  • • • • • •


  Millie lay on her back, her eyes wide open, listening. Sid turned over, hunched the quilt round his shoulders, muttered “Good-night, ole girl.” She heard Willie Cox and the other chap drop their clothes on to the kitchen floor, and then their voices, and Willie Cox saying, “Lie down, Gumboil. Lie down, yer little devil,” to his dog. The house dropped quiet. She lay and listened. Little pulses tapped in her body, listening, too. It was hot. She was frightened to move because of Sid. “’E must get off. ’E must. I don’ care anythink about justice an’ all the rot they’ve bin spoutin’ to-night,” she thought, savagely. “’Ow are yer to know what anythink’s like till yer do know. It’s all rot.” She strained to the silence. He ought to be moving…. Before there was a sound from outside, Willie Cox’s Gumboil got up and padded sharply across the kitchen floor and sniffed at the back door. Terror started up in Millie. “What’s that dog doing? Uh! What a fool that young fellow is with a dog [98] ’anging about. Why don’t ’e lie down an’sleep.” The dog stopped, but she knew it was listening.


  Suddenly, with a sound that made her cry out in horror the dog started barking and rushing to and fro. “What’s that? What’s up?” Sid flung out of bed. “It ain’t nothink. It’s only Gumboil. Sid, Sid!” She clutched his arm, but he shook her off. “My Christ, there’s somethink up. My God!” Sid flung into his trousers. Willie Cox opened the back door. Gumboil in a fury darted out into the yard, round the corner of the house. “Sid, there’s some one in the paddock,” roared the other chap. “What is it—what’s that?” Sid dashed out on to the front verandah. “’Ere, Millie, take the lantin. Willie, some skunk’s got ’old of one of the ’orses.” The three men bolted out of the house, and at the same moment Millie saw Harrison dash across the paddock on Sid’s horse and down the road. “Millie, bring that blasted lantin.” She ran in her bare feet, her nightdress flicking her legs. They were after him in a flash. And at the sight of Harrison in the distance, and the three men hot after, a strange mad joy smothered everything else. She rushed into the road—she laughed and shrieked and danced in the dust, jigging the lantern. “A—ah! Arter ’im, Sid! A—a—a—h! Ketch him, Willie. Go it! Go it! A—ah, Sid! Shoot ’im down. Shoot ’im!”


  [Blue Review, June 1913]


  []


  Pension Séguin


  [99] The servant who opened the door was twin sister to that efficient and hideous creature bearing a soup tureen into the First French Picture. Her round red face shone like freshly washed china. She had a pair of immense bare arms to match, and a quantity of mottled hair arranged in a sort of bow. I stammered in a ridiculous, breathless fashion, as though a pack of Russian wolves were behind me, rather than five flights of beautifully polished French stairs.


  “Have you a room?” The servant girl did not know. She would ask Madame. Madame was at dinner.


  “Will you come in, please?”


  Through the dark hall, guarded by a large black stove that had the appearance of a headless cat with one red all-seeing eye in the middle of its stomach, I followed her into the salon.


  “Please to sit down,” said the servant girl, closing the door behind her. I heard her list slippers shuffle along the corridor, the sound [100] of another door opening—a little clamour—instantly suppressed. Silence followed.


  The salon was long and narrow, with a yellow floor dotted with white mats. White muslin curtains hid the windows: the walls were white, decorated with pictures of pale ladies drifting down cypress avenues to forsaken temples, and moons rising over boundless oceans. You would have thought that all the long years of Madame’s virginity had been devoted to the making of white mats—that her childish voice had lisped its numbers in crochet-work stitches. I did not dare to begin counting them. They rained upon me from every possible place, like impossible snowflakes. Even the piano stool was buttoned into one embroidered with P.F.


  I had been looking for a resting place all the morning. At the start I flew up innumerable stairs as though they were major scales—the most cheerful things in the world—but after repeated failures the scales had resolved into the minor, and my heart, which was quite cast down by this time, leapt up again at these signs and tokens of virtue and sobriety. “A woman with such sober passions,” thought I, “is bound to be quiet and clean, with few babies and a much absent husband. Mats are not the sort of things that lend themselves in their making to cheerful singing. Mats are essentially the fruits of pious solitude. I shall certainly take a room here.” And I began to dream of unpacking [101] my clothes in a little white room, and getting into a kimono and lying on a white bed, watching the curtains float out from the windows in the delicious autumn air that smelled of apples and honey … until the door opened and a tall thin woman in a lilac pinafore came in, smiling in a vague fashion.


  “Madame Séguin?”


  “Yes, Madame.”


  I repeated the familiar story. A quiet room, removed from any church bells, or crowing cocks, or little boys’ schools, or railway stations.


  “There are none of such things anywhere near here,” said Madame, looking very surprised. “I have a very beautiful room to let, and quite unexpectedly. It has been occupied by a young gentleman from Buenos Ayres whose father died, unfortunately, and implored him to return home immediately. Quite natural, indeed.”


  “Oh, very!” said I, hoping that the Hamlet-like apparition was at rest again and would not invade my solitude to make certain of his son’s obedience.


  “If Madame will follow me.”


  Down a dark corridor, round a corner I felt my way. I wanted to ask Madame if this was where Buenos Ayres père appeared unto his son, but I did not dare to.


  “Here—you see. Quite away from everything,” said Madame.


  [102] I have always viewed with a proper amount of respect and abhorrence those penetrating spirits who are not susceptible to appearances. What is there to believe in except appearances? I have nearly always found that they are the only things worth enjoying at all, and if ever an innocent child lays its head upon my knee and begs for the truth of the matter, I shall tell it the story of my one and only nurse, who, knowing my horror of gooseberry jam, spread a coat of apricot over the top of the jam jar. As long as I believed it apricot I was happy, and learning wisdom, I contrived to eat the apricot and leave the gooseberry behind. “So, you see, my little innocent creature,” I shall end, “the great thing to learn in this life is to be content with appearances, and shun the vulgarities of the grocer and philosopher.”


  Bright sunlight streamed through the windows of the delightful room. There was an alcove for the bed, a writing table was placed against the window, a couch against the wall. And outside the window I looked down upon an avenue of gold and red trees and up at a range of mountains white with fresh fallen snow.


  “One hundred and eighty francs a month,” murmured Madame, smiling at nothing, but seeming to imply by her manner, “Of course this has nothing to do with the matter.” I said, “That is too much. I cannot afford more than one hundred and fifty francs.”


  [103] “But,” explained Madame, “the size! the alcove! And the extreme rarity of being overlooked by so many mountains.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “And then the food. There are four meals a day, and breakfast in your room if you wish it.”


  “Yes,” I said, more feebly.


  “And my husband a Professor at the Conservatoire—that again is so rare.”


  Courage is like a disobedient dog, once it starts running away it flies all the faster for your attempts to recall it.


  “One hundred and sixty,” I said.


  “If you agree to take it for two months I will accept,” said Madame, very quickly. I agreed.


  Marie helped to unstrap my boxes. She knelt on the floor, grinning and scratching her big red arms.


  “Ah, how glad I am Madame has come, “she said. “Now we shall have some life again. Monsieur Arthur, who lived in this room—he was a gay one. Singing all day and sometimes dancing. Many a time Mademoiselle Ambatielos would be playing and he’d dance for an hour without stopping.”


  “Who is Mademoiselle Ambatielos?” I asked.


  “A young lady studying at the Conservatoire,” said Marie, sniffing in a very friendly fashion. “But she gives lessons too. Ah, mon [104] Dieu, sometimes when I am dusting in her room I think her fingers will drop off. She plays all day long. But I like that—that’s life, noise is. That’s what I say. You’ll hear her soon. Up and down she goes!” said Marie, with extreme heartiness.


  “But,” I cried, loathing Marie, “how many other people are staying here?”


  Marie shrugged. “Nobody to speak of. There’s the Russian gentleman, a priest he is, and Madame’s three children—and that’s all. The children are lively enough,” she said, filling the wash-stand pitcher, “but then there’s the baby—the boy! Ah, you’ll know about him, poor little one, soon enough!” She was so detestable I would not ask her anything further.


  I waited until she was gone, and leaned against the window sill, watching the sun deepen in the trees until they seemed full and trembling with gold, and wondering what was the matter with the mysterious baby.


  All through the afternoon Mademoiselle Ambatielos and the piano warred with the Appassionata Sonata. They shattered it to bits and re-made it to their heart’s desire—they unpicked it—and tried it in various styles. They added a little touch—caught up something. Finally they decided that the only thing of importance was the loud pedal. The mysterious baby, hidden behind [105] Heaven knows how many doors, cried with such curious persistence that I had to strain my ears, wondering if it was a baby or an engine or a far-off whistle. At dusk Marie, accompanied by the two little girls, brought me a lamp. My appearance disturbed these charming children to such an extent that they rushed up and down the corridor in a frenzied state for half-an-hour afterwards, bumping themselves against the walls, and shrieking with derisive laughter.


  At eight the gong sounded for supper. I was hungry. The corridor was filled with the warm, strong smell of cooked meat. “Well,” I thought, “at any rate, judging by the smell, the food must be good.” And feeling very frightened I entered the dining-room.


  Two rows of faces turned to watch me. M. Séguin introduced me, rapped on the table with the soup spoon, and the two little girls, impudent and scornful, cried: “Bon soir, Madame,” while the baby, half washed away by his afternoon’s performance, emptied his cup of milk over his head while Madame Séguin showed me my seat. In the confusion caused by this last episode, and by his being carried away by Marie, screaming and spitting with rage, I sat down next to the Russian priest and opposite Mademoiselle Ambatielos. M. Séguin took a loaf of bread from a three-legged basket at his elbow and carved it against his chest. [106] Soup was served—with vermicelli letters of the alphabet floating in it. These were last straws to the little Séguin’s table manners.


  “Maman, Yvonne’s got more letters than me.”


  “Maman, Hélène keeps taking my letters out with her spoon.”


  “Children! Children! Quiet, quiet!” said Madame Séguin gently. “No, don’t do it.”


  Hélène seized Yvonne’s plate and pulled it towards her.


  “Stop,” said M. Séguin, who was like a rat, with spectacles all misted over with soup steam. “Hélène, leave the table. Go to Marie.” Exit Hélène, with her apron over her head.


  Soup was followed by chestnuts and Brussels sprouts. All the time the Russian priest, who wore a pale blue tie with a buttoned frock coat and a moustache fierce as a Gogol novel, kept up a flow of conversation with Mademoiselle Ambatielos. She looked very young. She was stout, with a high firm bust decorated with a spray of artificial roses. She never ceased touching the roses or her blouse or hair, or looking at her hands—with a smile trembling on her mouth and her blue eyes wide and staring. She seemed half intoxicated with her fresh young body.


  “I saw you this morning when you didn’t see me,” said the priest.


  “You didn’t.”


  “I did.”


  [107] “He didn’t, did he, Madame?”


  Madame Séguin smiled, and carried away the chestnuts, bringing back a dish of pears.


  “I hope you will come into the salon after dinner,” she said to me. “We always chat a little—we are such a family party.” I smiled, wondering why pears should follow chestnuts.


  “I must apologise for baby,” she went on. “He is so nervous. But he spends his day in a room at the other end of the apartment to you. You will not be troubled. Only think of it! He passes whole days banging his little head against the floor and walls. The doctors cannot understand it at all.”


  M. Séguin pushed back his chair, said grace. I followed desperately into the salon. “I expect you have been admiring my mats,” said Madame Séguin, with more animation than she had hitherto shown. “People always imagine they are the product of my industry. But, alas, no! They are all made by my friend, Madame Kummer, who has the pension on the first floor.”


  [Blue Review, May 1913, as “Epilogue I: Pension Seguin”; written 1913]


  []


  Violet


  
    [108] “I met a young virgin


    Who sadly did moan …”

  


  There is a very unctuous and irritating English proverb to the effect that “Every cloud has a silver lining.” What comfort can it be to one steeped to the eyebrows in clouds to ponder over their linings, and what an unpleasant picture-postcard seal it sets upon one’s tragedy—turning it into a little ha’penny monstrosity with a moon in the left-hand corner like a vainglorious threepenny bit! Nevertheless, like most unctuous and irritating things, it is true. The lining woke me after my first night at the Pension Séguin and showed me over the feather bolster a room bright with sunlight as if every golden-haired baby in Heaven were pelting the earth with buttercup posies. “What a charming fancy!” I thought. “How much prettier than the proverb! It sounds like a day in the country with Katharine Tynan.”


  And I saw a little picture of myself and [109] Katharine Tynan being handed glasses of milk by a red-faced woman with an immensely fat apron, while we discussed the direct truth of proverbs as opposed to the fallacy of playful babies. But in such a case imaginary I was ranged on the side of the proverbs. “There’s a lot of sound sense in ’em,” said that coarse being. “I admire the way they put their collective foot down upon the female attempt to embroider everything. ‘The pitcher that goes too often to the well gets broken.’ Also gut. Not even a loophole for a set of verses to a broken pitcher. No possible chance of the well being one of those symbolic founts to which all hearts in the form of pitchers are carried. The only proverb I disapprove of,” went on this impossible creature, pulling a spring onion from the garden bed and chewing on it, “is the one about a bird in the hand. I naturally prefer birds in bushes.” “But,” said Katharine Tynan, tender and brooding, as she lifted a little green fly from her milk glass, “but if you were Saint Francis, the bird would not mind being in your hand. It would prefer the white nest of your fingers to any bush.”


  I jumped out of bed and ran over to the window and opened it wide and leaned out. Down below in the avenue a wind shook and swung the trees; the scent of leaves was on the lifting air. The houses lining the avenue [110] were small and white. Charming, chaste-looking little houses, showing glimpses of lace and knots of ribbon, for all the world like country children in a row, about to play ‘Nuts and May.” I began to imagine an adorable little creature named Yvette who lived in one and all of these houses…. She spends her morning in a white lace boudoir cap, worked with daisies, sipping chocolate from a Sèvres cup with one hand, while a faithful attendant polishes the little pink nails of the other. She spends the afternoon in her tiny white and gold boudoir, curled up, a Persian kitten on her lap, while her ardent, beautiful lover leans over the back of the sofa, kissing and kissing again that thrice fascinating dimple on her left shoulder…. When one of the balcony windows opened, and a stout servant swaggered out with her arms full of rugs and carpet strips. With a gesture expressing fury and disgust she flung them over the railing, disappeared, re-appeared again with a long-handled cane broom and fell upon the wretched rugs and carpets. Bang! Whack! Whack! Bang! Their feeble, pitiful jigging inflamed her to ever greater effort. Clouds of dust flew up round her, and when one little rug escaped and flopped down to the avenue below, like a fish, she leaned over the balcony, shaking her fist and the broom at it.


  [111] Lured by the noise, an old gentleman came to a window opposite and cast an eye of approval upon the industrious girl and yawned in the face of the lovely day. There was an air of detachment and deliberation about the way he carefully felt over the muscles of his arms and legs, pressed his throat, coughed, and shot a jet of spittle out of the window. Nobody seemed more surprised at this last feat than he. He seemed to regard it as a small triumph in its way, buttoning his immense stomach into a white piqué waistcoat with every appearance of satisfaction. Away flew my charming Yvette in a black and white check dress, an alpaca apron, and a market basket over her arm.


  I dressed, ate a roll and drank some tepid coffee, feeling very sobered. I thought how true it was that the world was a delightful place if it were not for the people, and how more than true it was that people were not worth troubling about, and that wise men should set their affections upon nothing smaller than cities, heavenly or otherwise, and countrysides, which are always heavenly.


  With these reflections, both pious and smug, I put on my hat, groped my way along the dark passage, and ran down the five flights of stairs into the Rue St. Léger. There was a garden on the opposite side of the street, through which one walked to the University and the more pretentious avenues fronting the [112] Place du Théâtre. Although autumn was well advanced, not a leaf had fallen from the trees, the little shrubs and bushes were touched with pink and crimson, and against the blue sky the trees stood sheathed in gold. On stone benches nursemaids in white cloaks and stiff white caps chattered and wagged their heads like a company of cockatoos, and, up and down, in the sun, some genteel babies bowled hoops with a delicate air. What peculiar pleasure it is to wander through a strange city and amuse oneself as a child does, playing a solitary game!


  “Pardon, Madame, mais voulez-vous …” and then the voice faltered and cried my name as though I had been given up for lost times without number; as though I had been drowned in foreign seas, and burnt in American hotel fires, and buried in a hundred lonely graves. “What on earth are you doing here?” Before me, not a day changed, not a hairpin altered, stood Violet Burton. I was flattered beyond measure at this enthusiasm, and pressed her cold, strong hand, and said, “Extraordinary!”


  “But what are you here for?”


  “… Nerves.”


  “Oh, impossible, I really can’t believe that.”


  “It is perfectly true,” I said, my enthusiasm waning. There is nothing more annoying to a woman than to be suspected of nerves of iron.


  [113] “Well, you certainly don’t look it,” said she, scrutinising me, with that direct English frankness that makes one feel as though sitting in the glare of a window at breakfast-time.


  “What are you here for?” I said, smiling graciously to soften the glare. At that she turned and looked across the lawns, and fidgetted with her umbrella like a provincial actress about to make a confession.


  “I”—in a quiet affected voice—“I came here to forget…. But,” facing me again, and smiling energetically, “don’t let’s talk about that. Not yet. I can’t explain. Not until I know you all over again.” Very solemnly—“Not until I am sure you are to be trusted.”


  “Oh, don’t trust me, Violet!” I cried. “I’m not to be trusted. I wouldn’t if I were you.” She frowned and stared.


  “What a terrible thing to say. You can’t be in earnest.”


  “Yes, I am. There’s nothing I adore talking about so much as another person’s secret.” To my surprise, she came to my side and put her arm through mine.


  “Thank you,” she said, gratefully. “I think it’s awfully good of you to take me into your confidence like that. Awfully. And even if it were true … but no, it can’t be true, otherwise you wouldn’t have told me. I mean it can’t be psychologically true of the same [114] nature to be frank and dishonourable at the same time. Can it? But then … I don’t know. I suppose it is possible. Don’t you find that the Russian novelists have made an upheaval of all your conclusions?” We walked, bras dessus bras dessous, down the sunny path.


  “Let’s sit down,” said Violet. “There’s a fountain quite near this bench. I often come here. You can hear it all the time.” The faint noise of the water sounded like a half-forgotten tune, half sly, half laughing.


  “Isn’t it wonderful!” breathed Violet. “Like weeping in the night.”


  “Oh, Violet,” said I, terrified at this turn. “Wonderful things don’t weep in the night. They sleep like tops and know nothing more till again it is day.”


  She put her arm over the back of the bench and crossed her legs.


  “Why do you persist in denying your emotions? Why are you ashamed of them?” she demanded.


  “I’m not. But I keep them tucked away, and only produce them very occasionally, like special little pots of jam, when the people whom I love come to tea.”


  “There you are again! Emotions and jam! Now, I’m absolutely different. I live on mine. Sometimes I wish I didn’t—but then again I would rather suffer through them—suffer intensely, [115] I mean; go down into the depths with them, for the sake of that wonderful upward swing on to the pinnacles of happiness.” She edged nearer to me.


  “I wish I could think where I get my nature from,” she went on. “Father and mother are absolutely different. I mean—they’re quite normal—quite commonplace.” I shook my head and raised my eyebrows. “But it is no use fighting it. It has beaten me. Absolutely—once and for all.” A pause, inadequately filled by the sly, laughing water. “Now,” said Violet, impressively, “you know what I meant when I said I came here to forget.”


  “But I assure you I don’t, Violet. How can you expect me to be so subtle? I quite understand that you don’t wish to tell me until you know me better. Quite!”


  She opened her eyes and her mouth.


  “I have told you! I mean—not straight out. Not in so many words. But then—how could I? But when I told you of my emotional nature, and that I had been in the depths and swept up to the pinnacles … surely, surely you realised that I was telling you, symbolically. What else can you have thought?”


  No young girl ever performs such gymnastic feats by herself. Yet in my experience I had always imagined that the depths followed the pinnacles. I ventured to suggest so.


  [116] “They do,” said Violet, gloomily. “You see them, if you look, before and after.”


  “Like the people in Shelley’s Skylark,” said I.


  Violet looked vague, and I repented. But I did not know how to sympathise, and I had no idea of the relative sizes.


  “It was in the summer,” said Violet. “I had been most frightfully depressed. I don’t know what it was. For one thing I felt as though I could not make up my mind to anything. I felt so terribly useless—that I had no place in the scheme of things—and worst of all, nobody who understood me…. It may have been what I was reading at the time … but I don’t think … not entirely. Still one never knows. Does one? And then I met … Mr. Farr, at a dance—”


  “Oh, call him by his Christian name, Violet. You can’t go on telling me about Mr. Farr and you … on the heights.”


  “Why on earth not? Very well—I met—Arthur. I think I must have been mad that evening. For one thing there had been a bother about going. Mother didn’t want me to, because she said there wouldn’t be anybody to see me home. And I was frightfully keen. I must have had a presentiment, I think. Do you believe in presentiments? … I don’t know, we can’t be certain, can we? Anyhow, I went. And he was there.” She turned a deep scarlet [117] and bit her lip. Oh, I really began to like Violet Burton—to like her very much indeed.


  “Go on,” I said.


  “We danced together seven times and we talked the whole time. The music was very slow,—we talked of everything. You know … about books and theatres and all that sort of thing at first, and then—about our souls.”


  “… What?”


  “I said—our souls. He understood me absolutely. And after the seventh dance … No, I must tell you the first thing he ever said to me. He said, ‘Do you believe in Pan?’ Quite quietly. Just like that. And then he said, ‘I knew you did.’ Wasn’t that extra-or-din-ary! After the seventh dance we sat out on the landing. And … shall I go on?”


  “Yes, go on.”


  “He said, ‘I think I must be mad. I want to kiss you,’—and—I let him.”


  “Do go on.”


  “I simply can’t tell you what I felt like. Fancy! I’d never kissed out of the family before. I mean—of course—never a man. And then he said: ‘I must tell you—I am engaged.’”


  “Well?”


  “What else is there? Of course I simply rushed upstairs and tumbled everything over in the dressing-room and found my coat and went home. And next morning I made Mother [118] let me come here. I thought,” said Violet, “I thought I would have died of shame.”


  “Is that all?” I cried. “You can’t mean to say that’s all?”


  “What else could there be? What on earth did you expect. How extraordinary you are—staring at me like that!”


  And in the long pause I heard again the little fountain, half sly, half laughing—at me, I thought, not at Violet.


  [Blue Review, June 1913, as “Epilogue II”; written 1913]


  []


  Bains Turcs


  [119] “Third storey—to the left, Madame,” said the cashier, handing me a pink ticket. “One moment—I will ring for the elevator.” Her black satin skirt swished across the scarlet and gold hall, and she stood among the artificial palms, her white neck and powdered face topped with masses of gleaming orange hair—like an over-ripe fungus bursting from a thick, black stem. She rang and rang. “A thousand pardons, Madame. It is disgraceful. A new attendant. He leaves this week.” With her fingers on the bell she peered into the cage as though she expected to see him, lying on the floor, like a dead bird. “It is disgraceful.” There appeared from nowhere a tiny figure disguised in a peaked cap and dirty white cotton gloves. “Here you are?” she scolded. “Where have you been? What have you been doing?” For answer the figure hid its face behind one of the white cotton gloves and sneezed twice. “Ugh! Disgusting! Take Madame to the third storey!” The midget stepped aside, bowed, entered after me and [120] clashed the gates to. We ascended, very slowly, to an accompaniment of sneezes and prolonged, half whistling sniffs. I asked the top of the patent-leather cap: “Have you a cold?” “It is the air, Madame,” replied the creature, speaking through its nose with a restrained air of great relish, “one is never dry here. Third floor—if you please,” sneezing over my ten-centime tip.


  I walked along a tiled corridor decorated with advertisements for lingerie and bust improvers—was allotted a tiny cabin and a blue print chemise and told to undress and find the Warm Room as soon as possible. Through the matchboard walls and from the corridor sounded cries and laughter and snatches of conversation.


  “Are you ready?”


  “Are you coming out now?”


  “Wait till you see me!”


  “Berthe—Berthe!”


  “One moment! One moment! Immediately!”


  I undressed quickly and carelessly, feeling like one of a troupe of little schoolgirls let loose in a swimming-bath.


  The Warm Room was not large. It had terra cotta painted walls with a fringe of peacocks, and a glass roof, through which one could see the sky, pale and unreal as a photographer’s background screen. Some round tables strewn with shabby fashion journals, a [121] marble basin in the centre of the room, filled with yellow lilies, and on the long, towel enveloped chairs, a number of ladies, apparently languid as the flowers … I lay back with a cloth over my head, and the air, smelling of jungles and circuses and damp washing made me begin to dream … Yes, it might have been very fascinating to have married an explorer … and lived in a jungle, as long as he didn’t shoot anything or take anything captive. I detest performing beasts. Oh … those circuses at home … the tent in the paddock and the children swarming over the fence to stare at the waggons and at the clown making up, with his glass stuck on the waggon wheel—and the steam organ playing the Honeysuckle and the Bee much too fast … over and over. I know what this air reminds me of—a game of follow my leader among the clothes hung out to dry….


  The door opened. Two tall blonde women in red and white check gowns came in and took the chairs opposite mine. One of them carried a box of mandarins wrapped in silver paper and the other a manicure set. They were very stout, with gay, bold faces, and quantities of exquisite whipped fair hair.


  Before sitting down they glanced round the room, looked the other women up and down, turned to each other, grimaced, whispered something, and one of them said, offering the [122] box, “Have a mandarin?” At that they started laughing—they lay back and shook, and each time they caught sight of each other broke out afresh.


  “Ah, that was too good,” cried one, wiping her eyes very carefully, just at the corners. “You and I, coming in here, quite serious, you know, very correct—and looking round the room—and—and as a result of our careful inspection—I offer you a mandarin. No, it’s too funny. I must remember that. It’s good enough for a music hall. Have a mandarin?”


  “But I cannot imagine,” said the other, “why women look so hideous in Turkish baths—like beef-steaks in chemises. Is it the women—or is it the air? Look at that one, for instance—the skinny one, reading a book and sweating at the moustache—and those two over in the corner, discussing whether or not they ought to tell their non-existent babies how babies come—and … Heavens! Look at this one coming in. Take the box, dear. Have all the mandarins.”


  The newcomer was a short stout little woman with flat, white feet, and a black mackintosh cap over her hair. She walked up and down the room, swinging her arms, in affected unconcern, glancing contemptuously at the laughing women, and rang the bell for the attendant. It was answered immediately by Berthe, half [123] naked and sprinkled with soapsuds. “Well, what is it, Madame? I’ve no time …”


  “Please bring me a hand towel,” said the Mackintosh Cap, in German.


  “Pardon? I do not understand. Do you speak French?”


  “Non,” said the Mackintosh Cap.


  “Ber-the!” shrieked one of the blonde women, “have a mandarin. Oh, mon Dieu, I shall die of laughing.”


  The Mackintosh Cap went through a pantomime of finding herself wet and rubbing herself dry. “Verstehen Sie?”


  “Mais non, Madame,” said Berthe, watching with round eyes that snapped with laughter, and she left the Mackintosh Cap, winked at the blonde women, came over, felt them as though they had been a pair of prize poultry, said “You are doing very well,” and disappeared again.


  The Mackintosh Cap sat down on the edge of a chair, snatched a fashion journal, smacked over the crackling pages and pretended to read, while the blonde women leaned back eating the mandarins and throwing the peelings into the lily basin. A scent of fruit, fresh and penetrating, hung on the air. I looked round at the other women. Yes, they were hideous, lying back, red and moist, with dull eyes and lank hair, the only little energy they had vented in shocked prudery at the behaviour of the two [124] blondes. Suddenly I discovered Mackintosh Cap staring at me over the top of her fashion journal, so intently that I took flight and went into the hot room. But in vain! Mackintosh Cap followed after and planted herself in front of me.


  “I know,” she said, confident and confiding, “that you can speak German. I saw it in your face just now. Wasn’t that a scandal about the attendant refusing me a towel? I shall speak to the management about that, and I shall get my husband to write them a letter this evening. Things always come better from a man, don’t they? No,” she said, rubbing her yellowish arms, “I’ve never been in such a scandalous place—and four francs fifty to pay! Naturally, I shall not give a tip. You wouldn’t, would you? Not after that scandal about a hand towel…. I’ve a great mind to complain about those women as well. Those two that keep on laughing and eating. Do you know who they are?” She shook her head. “They’re not respectable women—you can tell at a glance. At least I can, any married woman can. They’re nothing but a couple of street women. I’ve never been so insulted in my life. Laughing at me, mind you! The great big fat pigs like that! And I haven’t sweated at all properly, just because of them. I got so angry that the sweat turned in instead of out; it does in excitement, you know, sometimes, [125] and now instead of losing my cold I wouldn’t be surprised if I brought on a fever.”


  I walked round the hot room in misery pursued by the Mackintosh Cap until the two blonde women came in, and seeing her, burst into another fit of laughter. To my rage and disgust Mackintosh Cap sidled up to me, smiled meaningly, and drew down her mouth. “I don’t care,” she said, in her hideous German voice. “I shouldn’t lower myself by paying any attention to a couple of street women. If my husband knew he’d never get over it. Dreadfully particular he is. We’ve been married six years. We come from Pfalzburg. It’s a nice town. Four children I have living, and it was really to get over the shock of the fifth that we came here. The fifth,” she whispered, padding after me, “was born, a fine healthy child, and it never breathed! Well, after nine months, a woman can’t help being disappointed, can she?”


  I moved towards the vapour room. “Are you going in there?” she said. “I wouldn’t if I were you. Those two have gone in. They may think you want to strike up an acquaintance with them. You never know women like that.” At that moment they came out, wrapping themselves in the rough gowns, and passing Mackintosh Cap like disdainful queens. “Are you going to take your chemise off in the vapour room?” asked she. “Don’t mind [126] me, you know. Woman is woman, and besides, if you’d rather, I won’t look at you. I know—I used to be like that. I wouldn’t mind betting,” she went on savagely, “those filthy women had a good look at each other. Pooh! women like that. You can’t shock them. And don’t they look dreadful? Bold, and all that false hair. That manicure box one of them had was fitted up with gold. Well, I don’t suppose it was real, but I think it was disgusting to bring it. One might at least cut one’s nails in private, don’t you think? I cannot see,” she said, “what men see in such women. No, a husband and children and a home to look after, that’s what a woman needs. That’s what my husband says. Fancy one of these hussies peeling potatoes or choosing the meat! Are you going already?”


  I flew to find Berthe, and all the time I was soaped and smacked and sprayed and thrown in a cold water tank I could not get out of my mind the ugly, wretched figure of the little German with a good husband and four children, railing against the two fresh beauties who had never peeled potatoes nor chosen the right meat. In the ante-room I saw them once again. They were dressed in blue. One was pinning on a bunch of violets, the other buttoning a pair of ivory suède gloves. In their charming feathered hats and furs they stood talking. “Yes, there they are,” said a voice at my elbow.


  [127] And there was Mackintosh Cap, transformed, in a blue and white check blouse and crochet collar, with the little waist and large hips of the German woman and a terrible bird nest, which Pfalzburg doubtless called Reisehut, on her head. “How do you suppose they can afford clothes like that? The horrible, low creatures. No, they’re enough to make a young girl think twice.” And as the two walked out of the ante-room, Mackintosh Cap stared after them, her sallow face all mouth and eyes, like the face of a hungry child before a forbidden table.


  [Blue Review, July 1913; written 1913]


  []


  []


  Something Childish but very Natural


  Whether he had forgotten what it felt like, or his head had really grown bigger since the summer before, Henry could not decide. But his straw hat hurt him: it pinched his forehead and started a dull ache in the two bones just over the temples. So he chose a corner seat in a third-class “smoker,” took off his hat and put it in the rack with his large black cardboard portfolio and his Aunt B’s Christmas-present gloves. The carriage smelt horribly of wet india-rubber and soot. There were ten minutes to spare before the train went, so Henry decided to go and have a look at the book-stall. Sunlight darted through the glass roof of the station in long beams of blue and gold; a little boy ran up and down carrying a tray of primroses; there was something about the people—about the women especially—something idle and yet eager. The most thrilling day of the year, the first real day of Spring had unclosed its warm delicious beauty even to London eyes. It had put a spangle in every colour and a new tone in every voice, and city folks walked as though they carried real [129] live bodies under their clothes with real live hearts pumping the stiff blood through.


  Henry was a great fellow for books. He did not read many nor did he possess above half-a-dozen. He looked at all in the Charing Cross Road during lunch-time and at any odd time in London; the quantity with which he was on nodding terms was amazing. By his clean neat handling of them and by his nice choice of phrase when discussing them with one or another bookseller you would have thought that he had taken his pap with a tome propped before his nurse’s bosom. But you would have been quite wrong. That was only Henry’s way with everything he touched or said. That afternoon it was an anthology of English poetry, and he turned over the pages until a title struck his eye—Something Childish but very Natural!


  
    Had I but two little wings,


    And were a little feathery bird,


    To you I’d fly, my dear,


    But thoughts like these are idle things,


    And I stay here.

  


  
    But in my sleep to you I fly,


    I’m always with you in my sleep,


    The world is all one’s own,


    But then one wakes and where am I?


    All, all alone.

  


  
    Sleep stays not though a monarch bids,


    So I love to wake at break of day,


    For though my sleep be gone,


    Yet while ’tis dark one shuts one’s lids,


    And so, dreams on.

  


  [130] He could not have done with the little poem. It was not the words so much as the whole air of it that charmed him! He might have written it lying in bed, very early in the morning, and watching the sun dance on the ceiling. “It is still, like that,” thought Henry. “I am sure he wrote it when he was half-awake some time, for it’s got a smile of a dream on it.” He stared at the poem and then looked away and repeated it by heart, missed a word in the third verse and looked again, and again until he became conscious of shouting and shuffling, and he looked up to see the train moving slowly.


  “God’s thunder!” Henry dashed forward. A man with a flag and a whistle had his hand on a door. He clutched Henry somehow … Henry was inside with the door slammed, in a carriage that wasn’t a “smoker,” that had not a trace of his straw hat or the black portfolio or his Aunt B’s Christmas-present gloves. Instead, in the opposite corner, close against the wall, there sat a girl. Henry did not dare to look at her, but he felt certain she was staring at him. “She must think I’m mad,” he thought, “dashing into a train without even a hat, and in the evening, too.” He felt so funny. He didn’t know how to sit or sprawl. He put his hands in his pockets and tried to appear quite indifferent and frown at a large photograph of Bolton Abbey. But feeling her eyes on him he gave her just the tiniest glance.


  [131] Quick she looked away out of the window, and then Henry, careful of her slightest movement, went on looking. She sat pressed against the window, her cheek and shoulder half hidden by a long wave of marigold-coloured hair. One little hand in a grey cotton glove held a leather case on her lap with the initials E.M. on it. The other hand she had slipped through the window-strap, and Henry noticed a silver bangle on the wrist with a Swiss cow-bell and a silver shoe and a fish. She wore a green coat and a hat with a wreath round it. All this Henry saw while the title of the new poem persisted in his brain—Something Childish but very Natural. “I suppose she goes to some school in London,” thought Henry. “She might be in an office. Oh, no, she is too young. Besides she’d have her hair up if she was. It isn’t even down her back.” He could not keep his eyes off that beautiful waving hair. “‘My eyes are like two drunken bees….’ Now, I wonder if I read that or made it up?”


  That moment the girl turned round and, catching his glance, she blushed. She bent her head to hide the red colour that flew in her cheeks, and Henry, terribly embarrassed, blushed too. “I shall have to speak—have to—have to!” He started putting up his hand to raise the hat that wasn’t there. He thought that funny; it gave him confidence.


  [132] “I’m—I’m most awfully sorry,” he said, smiling at the girl’s hat. “But I can’t go on sitting in the same carriage with you and not explaining why I dashed in like that, without my hat even. I’m sure I gave you a fright, and just now I was staring at you—but that’s only an awful fault of mine; I’m a terrible starer! If you’d like me to explain—how I got in here—not about the staring, of course,”—he gave a little laugh—“I will.”


  For a minute she said nothing, then in a low, shy voice—“It doesn’t matter.”


  The train had flung behind the roofs and chimneys. They were swinging into the country, past little black woods and fading fields and pools of water shining under an apricot evening sky. Henry’s heart began to thump and beat to the beat of the train. He couldn’t leave it like that. She sat so quiet, hidden in her fallen hair. He felt that it was absolutely necessary that she should look up and understand him—understand him at least. He leant forward and clasped his hands round his knees.


  “You see I’d just put all my things—a portfolio—into a third-class ‘smoker’ and was having a look at the book-stall,” he explained.


  As he told the story she raised her head. He saw her grey eyes under the shadow of her hat and her eyebrows like two gold feathers. Her lips were faintly parted. Almost unconsciously he seemed to absorb the fact that she was [133] wearing a bunch of primroses and that her throat was white—the shape of her face wonderfully delicate against all that burning hair. “How beautiful she is! How simply beautiful she is!” sang Henry’s heart, and swelled with the words, bigger and bigger and trembling like a marvellous bubble—so that he was afraid to breathe for fear of breaking it.


  “I hope there was nothing valuable in the portfolio,” said she, very grave.


  “Oh, only some silly drawings that I was taking back from the office,” answered Henry, airily. “And—I was rather glad to lose my hat. It had been hurting me all day.”


  “Yes,” she said, “it’s left a mark,” and she nearly smiled.


  Why on earth should those words have made Henry feel so free suddenly and so happy and so madly excited? What was happening between them? They said nothing, but to Henry their silence was alive and warm. It covered him from his head to his feet in a trembling wave. Her marvellous words, “It’s made a mark,” had in some mysterious fashion established a bond between them. They could not be utter strangers to each other if she spoke so simply and so naturally. And now she was really smiling. The smile danced in her eyes, crept over her cheeks to her lips and stayed there. He leant back. The words flew from him.—“Isn’t life wonderful!”


  [134] At that moment the train dashed into a tunnel. He heard her voice raised against the noise. She leant forward.


  “I don’t think so. But then I’ve been a fatalist for a long time now”—a pause—“months.”


  They were shattering through the dark. “Why?” called Henry.


  “Oh….”


  Then she shrugged, and smiled and shook her head, meaning she could not speak against the noise. He nodded and leant back. They came out of the tunnel into a sprinkle of lights and houses. He waited for her to explain. But she got up and buttoned her coat and put her hands to her hat, swaying a little. “I get out here,” she said. That seemed quite impossible to Henry.


  The train slowed down and the lights outside grew brighter. She moved towards his end of the carriage.


  “Look here!” he stammered. “Shan’t I see you again?” He got up, too, and leant against the rack with one hand. “I must see you again.” The train was stopping.


  She said breathlessly, “I come down from London every evening.”


  “You—you—you do—really?” His eagerness frightened her. He was quick to curb it. Shall we or shall we not shake hands? raced through his brain. One hand was on the door-handle, [135] the other held the little bag. The train stopped. Without another word or glance she was gone.


  §


  Then came Saturday—a half day at the office—and Sunday between. By Monday evening Henry was quite exhausted. He was at the station far too early, with a pack of silly thoughts at his heels as it were driving him up and down. “She didn’t say she came by this train!” “And supposing I go up and she cuts me.” “There may be somebody with her.” “Why do you suppose she’s ever thought of you again?” “What are you going to say if you do see her?” He even prayed, “Lord if it be Thy will, let us meet.”


  But nothing helped. White smoke floated against the roof of the station—dissolved and came again in swaying wreaths. Of a sudden, as he watched it, so delicate and so silent, moving with such mysterious grace above the crowd and the scuffle, he grew calm. He felt very tired—he only wanted to sit down and shut his eyes—she was not coming—a forlorn relief breathed in the words. And then he saw her quite near to him walking towards the train with the same little leather case in her hand. Henry waited. He knew, somehow, that she had seen him, but he did not move until she [136] came close to him and said in her low, shy voice—“Did you get them again?”


  “Oh, yes, thank you, I got them again,” and with a funny half gesture he showed her the portfolio and the gloves. They walked side by side to the train and into an empty carriage. They sat down opposite to each other, smiling timidly but not speaking, while the train moved slowly, and slowly gathered speed and smoothness. Henry spoke first.


  “It’s so silly,” he said, “not knowing your name.” She put back a big piece of hair that had fallen on her shoulder, and he saw how her hand in the grey glove was shaking. Then he noticed that she was sitting very stiffly with her knees pressed together—and he was, too—both of them trying not to tremble so. She said “My name is Edna.”


  “And mine is Henry.”


  In the pause they took possession of each other’s names and turned them over and put them away, a shade less frightened after that.


  “I want to ask you something else now,” said Henry. He looked at Edna, his head a little on one side. “How old are you?”


  “Over sixteen,” she said, “and you?”


  “I’m nearly eighteen….”


  “Isn’t it hot?” she said suddenly, and pulled off her grey gloves and put her hands to her cheeks and kept them there. Their eyes were not frightened—they looked at each other [137] with a sort of desperate calmness. If only their bodies would not tremble so stupidly! Still half hidden by her hair, Edna said:


  “Have you ever been in love before?”


  “No, never! Have you?”


  “Oh, never in all my life.” She shook her head. “I never even thought it possible.”


  His next words came in a rush. “Whatever have you been doing since last Friday evening? Whatever did you do all Saturday and all Sunday and to-day?”


  But she did not answer—only shook her head and smiled and said, “No, you tell me.”


  “I?” cried Henry—and then he found he couldn’t tell her either. He couldn’t climb back to those mountains of days, and he had to shake his head, too.


  “But it’s been agony,” he said, smiling brilliantly—“agony.” At that she took away her hands and started laughing, and Henry joined her. They laughed until they were tired.


  “It’s so—so extraordinary,” she said. “So suddenly, you know, and I feel as if I’d known you for years.”


  “So do I …” said Henry. “I believe it must be the Spring. I believe I’ve swallowed a butterfly—and it’s fanning its wings just here.” He put his hand on his heart.


  “And the really extraordinary thing is,” said Edna, “that I had made up my mind that [138] I didn’t care for—men at all. I mean all the girls at College——”


  “Were you at College?”


  She nodded. “A training college, learning to be a secretary.” She sounded scornful.


  “I’m in an office,” said Henry. “An architect’s office—such a funny little place up one hundred and thirty stairs. We ought to be building nests instead of houses, I always think.


  “Do you like it?”


  “No, of course I don’t. I don’t want to do anything, do you?”


  “No, I hate it…. And,” she said, “my mother is a Hungarian—I believe that makes me hate it even more.”


  That seemed to Henry quite natural. “It would,” he said.


  “Mother and I are exactly alike. I haven’t a thing in common with my father; he’s just … a little man in the City—but mother has got wild blood in her and she’s given it to me. She hates our life just as much as I do.” She paused and frowned. “All the same, we don’t get on a bit together—that’s funny—isn’t it? But I’m absolutely alone at home.”


  Henry was listening—in a way he was listening, but there was something else he wanted to ask her. He said, very shyly, “Would you—would you take off your hat?”


  [139] She looked startled. “Take off my hat?”


  “Yes—it’s your hair. I’d give anything to see your hair properly.”


  She protested. “It isn’t really …”


  “Oh, it is,” cried Henry, and then, as she took off the hat and gave her head a little toss, “Oh, Edna! it’s the loveliest thing in the world.”


  “Do you like it?” she said, smiling and very pleased. She pulled it round her shoulders like a cape of gold. “People generally laugh at it. It’s such an absurd colour.” But Henry would not believe that. She leaned her elbows on her knees and cupped her chin in her hands. “That’s how I often sit when I’m angry and then I feel it burning me up…. Silly?”


  “No, no, not a bit,” said Henry. “I knew you did. It’s your sort of weapon against all the dull horrid things.”


  “However did you know that? Yes, that’s just it. But however did you know?”


  “Just knew,” smiled Henry. “My God!” he cried, “what fools people are! All the little pollies that you know and that I know. Just look at you and me. Here we are—that’s all there is to be said. I know about you and you know about me—we’ve just found each other—quite simply—just by being natural. That’s all life is—something childish and very natural. Isn’t it?”


  “Yes—yes,” she said eagerly. “That’s what I’ve always thought.”


  [140] “It’s people that make things so—silly. As long as you can keep away from them you’re safe and you’re happy.”


  “Oh, I’ve thought that for a long time.”


  “Then you’re just like me,” said Henry. The wonder of that was so great that he almost wanted to cry. Instead he said very solemnly: “I believe we’re the only two people alive who think as we do. In fact, I’m sure of it. Nobody understands me. I feel as though I were living in a world of strange beings—do you?”


  “Always.”


  “We’ll be in that loathsome tunnel again in a minute,” said Henry. “Edna! can I—just touch your hair?”


  She drew back quickly. “Oh, no, please don’t,” and as they were going into the dark she moved a little away from him.


  §


  “Edna! I’ve bought the tickets. The man at the concert hall didn’t seem at all surprised that I had the money. Meet me outside the gallery doors at three, and wear that cream blouse and the corals—will you? I love you. I don’t like sending these letters to the shop. I always feel those people with ‘Letters received’ in their window keep a kettle in their back parlour that would steam open an elephant’s ear of an envelope. But it really [141] doesn’t matter, does it, darling? Can you get away on Sunday? Pretend you are going to spend the day with one of the girls from the office, and let’s meet at some little place and walk or find a field where we can watch the daisies uncurling. I do love you, Edna. But Sundays without you are simply impossible. Don’t get run over before Saturday, and don’t eat anything out of a tin or drink anything from a public fountain. That’s all, darling.”


  “My dearest, yes, I’ll be there on Saturday—and I’ve arranged about Sunday, too. That is one great blessing. I’m quite free at home. I have just come in from the garden. It’s such a lovely evening. Oh, Henry, I could sit and cry, I love you so to-night. Silly—isn’t it? I either feel so happy I can hardly stop laughing or else so sad I can hardly stop crying and both for the same reason. But we are so young to have found each other, aren’t we? I am sending you a violet. It is quite warm. I wish you were here now, just for a minute even. Good-night, darling. I am Edna.”


  §


  “Safe,” said Edna, “safe! And excellent places, aren’t they, Henry?”


  She stood up to take off her coat and Henry made a movement to help her. “No—no—it’s [142] off.” She tucked it under the seat. She sat down beside him. “Oh, Henry, what have you got there? Flowers?”


  “Only two tiny little roses.” He laid them in her lap.


  “Did you get my letter all right?” asked Edna, unpinning the paper.


  “Yes,” he said, “and the violet is growing beautifully. You should see my room. I planted a little piece of it in every corner and one on my pillow and one in the pocket of my pyjama jacket.”


  She shook her hair at him. “Henry, give me the programme.”


  “Here it is—you can read it with me. I’ll hold it for you.”


  “No, let me have it.”


  “Well, then, I’ll read it for you.”


  “No, you can have it after.”


  “Edna,” he whispered.


  ‘Oh, please don’t,” she pleaded. “Not here—the people.”


  Why did he want to touch her so much and why did she mind? Whenever he was with her he wanted to hold her hand or take her arm when they walked together, or lean against her—not hard—just lean lightly so that his shoulder should touch her shoulder—and she wouldn’t even have that. All the time that he was away from her he was hungry, he craved the nearness of her. There seemed to be comfort [143] and warmth breathing from Edna that he needed to keep him calm. Yes, that was it. He couldn’t get calm with her because she wouldn’t let him touch her. But she loved him. He knew that. Why did she feel so curiously about it? Every time he tried to or even asked for her hand she shrank back and looked at him with pleading frightened eyes as though he wanted to hurt her. They could say anything to each other. And there wasn’t any question of their belonging to each other. And yet he couldn’t touch her. Why, he couldn’t even help her off with her coat. Her voice dropped into his thoughts.


  “Henry!” He leaned to listen, setting his lips. “I want to explain something to you. I will—I will—I promise—after the concert.”


  “All right.” He was still hurt.


  “You’re not sad, are you?” she said.


  He shook his head.


  “Yes, you are, Henry.”


  “No, really not.” He looked at the roses lying in her hands.


  “Well, are you happy?”


  “Yes. Here comes the orchestra.”


  It was twilight when they came out of the hall. A blue net of light hung over the streets and houses, and pink clouds floated in a pale sky. As they walked away from the hall Henry felt they were very little and alone. For the [144] first time since he had known Edna his heart was heavy.


  “Henry!” She stopped suddenly and stared at him. “Henry, I’m not coming to the station with you. Don’t—don’t wait for me. Please, please leave me.”


  “My God!” cried Henry, and started, “what’s the matter—Edna—darling—Edna, what have I done?”


  “Oh, nothing—go away,” and she turned and ran across the street into a square and leaned up against the square railings—and hid her face in her hands.


  “Edna—Edna—my little love—you’re crying. Edna, my baby girl!”


  She leaned her arms along the railings and sobbed distractedly.


  “Edna—stop—it’s all my fault. I’m a fool—I’m a thundering idiot. I’ve spoiled your afternoon. I’ve tortured you with my idiotic mad bloody clumsiness. That’s it. Isn’t it, Edna? For God’s sake.”


  “Oh,” she sobbed, “I do hate hurting you so. Every time you ask me to let—let you hold my hand or—or kiss me I could kill myself for not doing it—for not letting you. I don’t know why I don’t even.” She said wildly. “It’s not that I’m frightened of you—it’s not that—it’s only a feeling, Henry, that I can’t understand myself even. Give me your handkerchief, darling.” He pulled it from his [145] pocket. “All through the concert I’ve been haunted by this, and every time we meet I know it’s bound to come up. Somehow I feel if once we did that—you know—held each other’s hands and kissed it would be all changed—and I feel we wouldn’t be free like we are—we’d be doing something secret. We wouldn’t be children any more … silly, isn’t it? I’d feel awkward with you, Henry, and I’d feel shy, and I do so feel that just because you and I are you and I, we don’t need that sort of thing.” She turned and looked at him, pressing her hands to her cheeks in the way he knew so well, and behind her as in a dream he saw the sky and half a white moon and the trees of the square with their unbroken buds. He kept twisting, twisting up in his hands the concert programme. “Henry! You do understand me—don’t you?”


  “Yes, I think I do. But you’re not going to be frightened any more, are you?” He tried to smile. “We’ll forget, Edna. I’ll never mention it again. We’ll bury the bogy in this square—now—you and I—won’t we?”


  “But,” she said, searching his face—“will it make you love me less?”


  “Oh, no,” he said. “Nothing could—nothing on earth could do that.”


  [146] §


  London became their play-ground. On Saturday afternoons they explored. They found their own shops where they bought cigarettes and sweets for Edna—and their own tea-shop with their own table—their own streets—and one night when Edna was supposed to be at a lecture at the Polytechnic they found their own village. It was the name that made them go there. “There’s white geese in that name,” said Henry, telling it to Edna. “And a river and little low houses with old men sitting outside them—old sea captains with wooden legs winding up their watches, and there are little shops with lamps in the windows.”


  It was too late for them to see the geese or the old men, but the river was there and the houses and even the shops with lamps. In one a woman sat working a sewing-machine on the counter. They heard the whirring hum and they saw her big shadow filling the shop. “Too full for a single customer,” said Henry. “It is a perfect place.”


  The houses were small and covered with creepers and ivy. Some of them had worn wooden steps leading up to the doors. You had to go down a little flight of steps to enter some of the others; and just across the road—to be seen from every window—was the river, with a walk beside it and some high poplar trees.


  [147] “This is the place for us to live in,” said Henry. “There’s a house to let, too. I wonder if it would wait if we asked it. I’m sure it would.”


  “Yes, I would like to live there,” said Edna. They crossed the road and she leaned against the trunk of a tree and looked up at the empty house, with a dreamy smile.


  “There is a little garden at the back, dear,” said Henry, “a lawn with one tree on it and some daisy bushes round the wall. At night the stars shine in the tree like tiny candles. And inside there are two rooms downstairs and a big room with folding doors upstairs and above that an attic. And there are eight stairs to the kitchen—very dark, Edna. You are rather frightened of them, you know. ‘Henry, dear, would you mind bringing the lamp? I just want to make sure that Euphemia has raked out the fire before we go to bed.’”


  “Yes,” said Edna. “Our bedroom is at the very top—that room with the two square windows. When it is quiet we can hear the river flowing and the sound of the poplar trees far, far away, rustling and flowing in our dreams, darling.”


  “You’re not cold—are you?” he said, suddenly.


  “No—no, only happy.”


  “The room with the folding doors is yours.” Henry laughed. “It’s a mixture—it isn’t a [148] room at all. It’s full of your toys and there’s a big blue chair in it where you sit curled up in front of the fire with the flames in your curls—because though we’re married you refuse to put your hair up and only tuck it inside your coat for the church service. And there’s a rug on the floor for me to lie on, because I’m so lazy. Euphemia—that’s our servant—only comes in the day. After she’s gone we go down to the kitchen and sit on the table and eat an apple, or perhaps we make some tea, just for the sake of hearing the kettle sing. That’s not joking. If you listen to a kettle right through it’s like an early morning in Spring.”


  “Yes, I know,” she said. “All the different kinds of birds.”


  A little cat came through the railings of the empty house and into the road. Edna called it and bent down and held out her hands—“Kitty! Kitty!” The little cat ran to her and rubbed against her knees.


  “If we’re going for a walk just take the cat and put it inside the front door,” said Henry, still pretending. “I’ve got the key.”


  They walked across the road and Edna stood stroking the cat in her arms while Henry went up the steps and pretended to open the door.


  He came down again quickly. “Let’s go away at once. It’s going to turn into a dream.”


  [149] The night was dark and warm. They did not want to go home. “What I feel so certain of is,” said Henry, “that we ought to be living there, now. We oughtn’t to wait for things. What’s age? You’re as old as you’ll ever be and so am I. You know,” he said, “I have a feeling often and often that it’s dangerous to wait for things—that if you wait for things they only go further and further away.”


  “But, Henry,—money! You see we haven’t any money.”


  “Oh, well,—perhaps if I disguised myself as an old man we could get a job as caretakers in some large house—that would be rather fun. I’d make up a terrific history of the house if anyone came to look over it and you could dress up and be the ghost moaning and wringing your hands in the deserted picture gallery, to frighten them off. Don’t you ever feel that money is more or less accidental—that if one really wants things it’s either there or it doesn’t matter?”


  She did not answer that—she looked up at the sky and said, “Oh dear, I don’t want to go home.”


  “Exactly—that’s the whole trouble—and we oughtn’t to go home. We ought to be going back to the house and find an odd saucer to give the cat the dregs of the milk-jug in. I’m not really laughing—I’m not even happy. I’m lonely for you, Edna—I would give anything [150] to lie down and cry” … and he added limply, “with my head in your lap and your darling cheek in my hair.”


  “But, Henry,” she said, coming closer, “you have faith, haven’t you? I mean you are absolutely certain that we shall have a house like that and everything we want—aren’t you?”


  “Not enough—that’s not enough. I want to be sitting on those very stairs and taking off these very boots this very minute. Don’t you? Is faith enough for you?”


  “If only we weren’t so young …” she said miserably. “And yet,” she sighed, “I’m sure I don’t feel very young—I feel twenty at least.”


  §


  Henry lay on his back in the little wood. When he moved the dead leaves rustled beneath him, and above his head the new leaves quivered like fountains of green water steeped in sunlight. Somewhere out of sight Edna was gathering primroses. He had been so full of dreams that morning that he could not keep pace with her delight in the flowers. “Yes, love, you go and come back for me. I’m too lazy.” She had thrown off her hat and knelt down beside him, and by and by her voice and her footsteps had grown fainter.


  [151] Now the wood was silent except for the leaves, but he knew that she was not far away and he moved so that the tips of his fingers touched her pink jacket. Ever since waking he had felt so strangely that he was not really awake at all, but just dreaming. The time before, Edna was a dream and now he and she were dreaming together and somewhere in some dark place another dream waited for him. “No, that can’t be true because I can’t ever imagine the world without us. I feel that we two together mean something that’s got to be there just as naturally as trees or birds or clouds.” He tried to remember what it had felt like without Edna, but he could not get back to those days. They were hidden by her; Edna, with the marigold hair and strange, dreamy smile filled him up to the brim. He breathed her; he ate and drank her. He walked about with a shining ring of Edna keeping the world away or touching whatever it lighted on with its own beauty. “Long after you have stopped laughing,” he told her, “I can hear your laugh running up and down my veins—and yet—are we a dream?” And suddenly he saw himself and Edna as two very small children walking through the streets, looking through windows, buying things and playing with them, talking to each other, smiling—he saw even their gestures and the way they stood, so often, quite still, face to [152] face—and then he rolled over and pressed his face in the leaves—faint with longing. He wanted to kiss Edna, and to put his arms round her and press her to him and feel her cheek hot against his kiss and kiss her until he’d no breath left and so stifle the dream.


  “No, I can’t go on being hungry like this,” said Henry, and jumped up and began to run in the direction she had gone. She had wandered a long way. Down in a green hollow he saw her kneeling, and when she saw him she waved and said—“Oh, Henry—such beauties! I’ve never seen such beauties. Come and look.” By the time he had reached her he would have cut off his hand rather than spoil her happiness. How strange Edna was that day! All the time she talked to Henry her eyes laughed; they were sweet and mocking. Two little spots of colour like strawberries glowed on her cheeks and “I wish I could feel tired,” she kept saying. “I want to walk over the whole world until I die. Henry—come along. Walk faster—Henry! If I start flying suddenly, you’ll promise to catch hold of my feet, won’t you? Otherwise I’ll never come down.” And “Oh,” she cried, “I am so happy. I’m so frightfully happy!” They came to a weird place, covered with heather. It was early afternoon and the sun streamed down upon the purple.


  “Let’s rest here a little,” said Edna, and [153] she waded into the heather and lay down. “Oh, Henry, it’s so lovely. I can’t see anything except the little bells and the sky.”


  Henry knelt down by her and took some primroses out of her basket and made a long chain to go round her throat. “I could almost fall asleep,” said Edna. She crept over to his knees and lay hidden in her hair just beside him. “It’s like being under the sea, isn’t it, dearest, so sweet and so still?”


  “Yes,” said Henry, in a strange husky voice. “Now I’ll make you one of violets.” But Edna sat up. “Let’s go in,” she said.


  They came back to the road and walked a long way. Edna said, “No, I couldn’t walk over the world—I’m tired now.” She trailed on the grass edge of the road. “You and I are tired, Henry! How much further is it?”


  “I don’t know—not very far,” said Henry, peering into the distance. Then they walked in silence.


  “Oh,” she said at last, “it really is too far, Henry, I’m tired and I’m hungry. Carry my silly basket of primroses.” He took them without looking at her.


  At last they came to a village and a cottage with a notice “Teas Provided.”


  “This is the place,” said Henry. “I’ve often been here. You sit on the little bench and I’ll go and order the tea.” She sat down on the bench, in the pretty garden [154] all white and yellow with spring flowers. A woman came to the door and leaned against it watching them eat. Henry was very nice to her, but Edna did not say a word. “You haven’t been here for a long spell,” said the woman.


  “No—the garden’s looking wonderful.”


  “Fair,” said she. “Is the young lady your sister?” Henry nodded Yes, and took some jam.


  “There’s a likeness,” said the woman. She came down into the garden and picked a head of white jonquils and handed it to Edna. “I suppose you don’t happen to know anyone who wants a cottage,” said she. “My sister’s taken ill and she left me hers. I want to let it.”


  “For a long time?” asked Henry, politely.


  “Oh,” said the woman vaguely, “that depends.”


  Said Henry, “Well—I might know of somebody—could we go and look at it?”


  “Yes, it’s just a step down the road, the little one with the apple trees in front—I’ll fetch you the key.”


  While she was away Henry turned to Edna and said, “Will you come?” She nodded.


  They walked down the road and in through the gate and up the grassy path between the pink and white trees. It was a tiny place—two rooms downstairs and two rooms upstairs. Edna leaned out of the top window, and Henry [155] stood at the doorway. “Do you like it?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she called, and then made a place for him at the window. “Come and look. It’s so sweet.”


  He came and leant out of the window. Below them were the apple trees tossing in a faint wind that blew a long piece of Edna’s hair across his eyes. They did not move. It was evening—the pale green sky was sprinkled with stars. “Look!” she said—“stars, Henry.”


  “There will be a moon in two T’s,” said Henry.


  She did not seem to move and yet she was leaning against Henry’s shoulder; he put his arm round her—“Are all those trees down there—apple?” she asked in a shaky voice.


  ‘No, darling,” said Henry. “Some of them are full of angels and some of them are full of sugar almonds—but evening light is awfully deceptive.” She sighed. “Henry—we mustn’t stay here any longer.”


  He let her go and she stood up in the dusky room and touched her hair. “What has been the matter with you all day?” she said—and then did not wait for an answer but ran to him and put her arms round his neck, and pressed his head into the hollow of her shoulder. “Oh, she breathed, “I do love you. Hold me, Henry.” He put his arms round her, and she leaned against him and looked into his eyes.


  [156] “Hasn’t it been terrible, all to-day?” said Edna. “I knew what was the matter and I’ve tried every way I could to tell you that I wanted you to kiss me—that I’d quite got over the feeling.”


  “You’re perfect, perfect, perfect,” said Henry.


  §


  “The thing is,” said Henry, “how am I going to wait until evening?” He took his watch out of his pocket, went into the cottage and popped it into a china jar on the mantelpiece. He’d looked at it seven times in one hour, and now he couldn’t remember what time it was. Well, he’d look once again. Half-past four. Her train arrived at seven. He’d have to start for the station at half-past six. Two hours more to wait. He went through the cottage again—downstairs and upstairs. “It looks lovely,” he said. He went into the garden and picked a round bunch of white pinks and put them in a vase on the little table by Edna’s bed. “I don’t believe this,” thought Henry. “I don’t believe this for a minute. It’s too much. She’ll be here in two hours and we’ll walk home, and then I’ll take that white jug off the kitchen table and go across to Mrs. Biddie’s and get the milk, and then come back, and when I come back [157] she’ll have lighted the lamp in the kitchen and I’ll look through the window and see her moving about in the pool of lamplight. And then we shall have supper, and after supper (Bags I washing up!) I shall put some wood on the fire and we’ll sit on the hearth-rug and watch it burning. There won’t be a sound except the wood and perhaps the wind will creep round the house once…. And then we shall change our candles and she will go up first with her shadow on the wall beside her, and she will call out, Good-night, Henry—and I shall answer—Good-night, Edna. And then I shall dash upstairs and jump into bed and watch the tiny bar of light from her room brush my door, and the moment it disappears will shut my eyes and sleep until morning. Then we’ll have all to-morrow and to-morrow and to-morrow night. Is she thinking all this, too? Edna, come quickly!


  
    Had I two little wings,


    And were a little feathery bird,


    To you I’d fly, my dear—

  


  No, no, dearest…. Because the waiting is a sort of Heaven, too, darling. If you can understand that. Did you ever know a cottage could stand on tip-toe. This one is doing it now.”


  He was downstairs and sat on the doorstep with his hands clasped round his knees. That [158] night when they found the village—and Edna said, “Haven’t you faith, Henry?” “I hadn’t then. Now I have,” he said, “I feel just like God.”


  He leaned his head against the lintel. He could hardly keep his eyes open, not that he was sleepy, but … for some reason … and a long time passed.


  Henry thought he saw a big white moth flying down the road. It perched on the gate. No, it wasn’t a moth. It was a little girl in a pinafore. What a nice little girl, and he smiled in his sleep, and she smiled, too, and turned in her toes as she walked. “But she can’t be living here,” thought Henry. “Because this is ours. Here she comes.”


  When she was quite close to him she took her hand from under her pinafore and gave him a telegram and smiled and went away. There’s a funny present! thought Henry, staring at it. “Perhaps it’s only a make-believe one, and it’s got one of those snakes inside it that fly up at you.” He laughed gently in the dream and opened it very carefully. “It’s just a folded paper.” He took it out and spread it open.


  The garden became full of shadows—they span a web of darkness over the cottage and the trees and Henry and the telegram. But Henry did not move.


  [Collier’s, January 5, 1924; written 1914]


  []


  An Indiscreet Journey


  [159] She is like St. Anne. Yes, the concierge is the image of St. Anne, with that black cloth over her head, the wisps of grey hair hanging, and the tiny smoking lamp in her hand. Really very beautiful, I thought, smiling at St. Anne, who said severely: “Six o’clock. You have only just got time. There is a bowl of milk on the writing table.” I jumped out of my pyjamas and into a basin of cold water like any English lady in any French novel. The concierge, persuaded that I was on my way to prison cells and death by bayonets, opened the shutters and the cold clear light came through. A little steamer hooted on the river; a cart with two horses at a gallop flung past. The rapid swirling water; the tall black trees on the far side, grouped together like negroes conversing. Sinister, very, I thought, as I buttoned on my age-old Burberry. (That Burberry was very significant. It did not belong to me. I had borrowed it from a friend. My eye lighted upon it hanging in her little dark hall. The [160] very thing! The perfect and adequate disguise—an old Burberry. Lions have been faced in a Burberry. Ladies have been rescued from open boats in mountainous seas wrapped in nothing else. An old Burberry seems to me the sign and the token of the undisputed venerable traveller, I decided, leaving my purple peg-top with the real seal collar and cuffs in exchange.)


  “You will never get there,” said the concierge, watching me turn up the collar. “Never! Never!” I ran down the echoing stairs—strange they sounded, like a piano flicked by a sleepy housemaid—and on to the Quai. “Why so fast, ma mignonne?” said a lovely little boy in coloured socks, dancing in front of the electric lotus buds that curve over the entrance to the Métro. Alas! there was not even time to blow him a kiss. When I arrived at the big station I had only four minutes to spare, and the platform entrance was crowded and packed with soldiers, their yellow papers in one hand and big untidy bundles. The Commissaire of Police stood on one side, a Nameless Official on the other. Will he let me pass? Will he? He was an old man with a fat swollen face covered with big warts. Horn-rimmed spectacles squatted on his nose. Trembling, I made an effort. I conjured up my sweetest early-morning smile and handed it with the papers. But the delicate thing fluttered against [161] the horn spectacles and fell. Nevertheless, he let me pass, and I ran, ran in and out among the soldiers and up the high steps into the yellow-painted carriage.


  “Does one go direct to X?” I asked the collector who dug at my ticket with a pair of forceps and handed it back again. “No, Mademoiselle, you must change at X.Y.Z.”


  “At——?”


  “X.Y.Z.”


  Again I had not heard. “At what time do we arrive there if you please?”


  “One o’clock.” But that was no good to me. I hadn’t a watch. Oh, well—later.


  Ah! the train had begun to move. The train was on my side. It swung out of the station, and soon we were passing the vegetable gardens, passing the tall blind houses to let, passing the servants beating carpets. Up already and walking in the fields, rosy from the rivers and the red-fringed pools, the sun lighted upon the swinging train and stroked my muff and told me to take off that Burberry. I was not alone in the carriage. An old woman sat opposite, her skirt turned back over her knees, a bonnet of black lace on her head. In her fat hands, adorned with a wedding and two mourning rings, she held a letter. Slowly, slowly she sipped a sentence, and then looked up and out of the window, her lips trembling a little, and then another sentence, and again [162] the old face turned to the light, tasting it … Two soldiers leaned out of the window, their heads nearly touching—one of them was whistling, the other had his coat fastened with some rusty safety-pins. And now there were soldiers everywhere working on the railway line, leaning against trucks or standing hands on hips, eyes fixed on the train as though they expected at least one camera at every window. And now we were passing big wooden sheds like rigged-up dancing halls or seaside pavilions, each flying a flag. In and out of them walked the Red Cross men; the wounded sat against the walls sunning themselves. At all the bridges, the crossings, the stations, a petit soldat, all boots and bayonet. Forlorn and desolate he looked,—like a little comic picture waiting for the joke to be written underneath. Is there really such a thing as war? Are all these laughing voices really going to the war? These dark woods lighted so mysteriously by the white stems of the birch and the ash—these watery fields with the big birds flying over—these rivers green and blue in the light—have battles been fought in places like these?


  What beautiful cemeteries we are passing! They flash gay in the sun. They seem to be full of cornflowers and poppies and daisies. How can there be so many flowers at this time of the year? But they are not flowers at all.


  [163] They are bunches of ribbons tied on to the soldiers’ graves.


  I glanced up and caught the old woman’s eye. She smiled and folded the letter. “It is from my son—the first we have had since October. I am taking it to my daughter-in-law.”


  “…..?”


  “Yes, very good,” said the old woman, shaking down her skirt and putting her arm through the handle of her basket. “He wants me to send him some handkerchieves and a piece of stout string.”


  What is the name of the station where I have to change? Perhaps I shall never know. I got up and leaned my arms across the window rail, my feet crossed. One cheek burned as in infancy on the way to the sea-side. When the war is over I shall have a barge and drift along these rivers with a white cat and a pot of mignonette to bear me company.


  Down the side of the hill filed the troops, winking red and blue in the light. Far away, but plainly to be seen, some more flew by on bicycles. But really, ma France adorée, this uniform is ridiculous. Your soldiers are stamped upon your bosom like bright irreverent transfers.


  The train slowed down, stopped … Everybody was getting out except me. A big boy, his sabots tied to his back with a piece of string, the inside of his tin wine cup stained a lovely [164] impossible pink, looked very friendly. Does one change here perhaps for X? Another whose képi had come out of a wet paper cracker swung my suit-case to earth. What darlings soldiers are! “Merci bien, Monsieur, vous êtes tout à fait aimable …” “Not this way,” said a bayonet. “Nor this,” said another. So I followed the crowd. “Your passport, Mademoiselle …” “We, Sir Edward Grey …” I ran through the muddy square and into the buffet.


  A green room with a stove jutting out and tables on each side. On the counter, beautiful with coloured bottles, a woman leans, her breasts in her folded arms. Through an open door I can see a kitchen, and the cook in a white coat breaking eggs into a bowl and tossing the shells into a corner. The blue and red coats of the men who are eating hang upon the walls. Their short swords and belts are piled upon chairs. Heavens! what a noise. The sunny air seemed all broken up and trembling with it. A little boy, very pale, swung from table to table, taking the orders, and poured me out a glass of purple coffee. Ssssb, came from the eggs. They were in a pan. The woman rushed from behind the counter and began to help the boy. Toute de suite, tout’ suite! she chirruped to the loud impatient voices. There came a clatter of plates and the pop-pop of corks being drawn.


  [165] Suddenly in the doorway I saw someone with a pail of fish—brown speckled fish, like the fish one sees in a glass case, swimming through forests of beautiful pressed sea-weed. He was an old man in a tattered jacket, standing humbly, waiting for someone to attend to him. A thin beard fell over his chest, his eyes under the tufted eyebrows were bent on the pail he carried. He looked as though he had escaped from some holy picture, and was entreating the soldiers’ pardon for being there at all …


  But what could I have done? I could not arrive at X with two fishes hanging on a straw; and I am sure it is a penal offence in France to throw fish out of railway-carriage windows, I thought, miserably climbing into a smaller, shabbier train. Perhaps I might have taken them to—ah, mon Dieu—I had forgotten the name of my uncle and aunt again! Buffard, Buffon—what was it? Again I read the unfamiliar letter in the familiar handwriting.


  “My dear niece,


  “Now that the weather is more settled, your uncle and I would be charmed if you would pay us a little visit. Telegraph me when you are coming. I shall meet you outside the station if I am free. Otherwise our good friend, Madame Grinçon, who lives in the little toll-house by the bridge, juste en face de la gare, will conduct you to our home. Je vous embrasse bien tendrement, Julie Boiffard.”


  [166] A visiting card was enclosed: M. Paul Boiffard.


  Boiffard—of course that was the name. Ma tante Julie et mon oncle Paul—suddenly they were there with me, more real, more solid than any relations I had ever known. I saw tante Julie bridling, with the soup-tureen in her hands, and oncle Paul sitting at the table, with a red and white napkin tied round his neck. Boiffard—Boiffard—I must remember the name. Supposing the Commissaire Militaire should ask me who the relations were I was going to and I muddled the name—Oh, how fatal! Buffard—no, Boiffard. And then for the first time, folding Aunt Julie’s letter, I saw scrawled in a corner of the empty back page: Venez vite, vite. Strange impulsive woman! My heart began to beat …


  “Ah, we are not far off now,” said the lady opposite. “You are going to X, Mademoiselle?”


  “Oui, Madame.”


  “I also … You have been there before?”


  “No, Madame. This is the first time.”


  “Really, it is a strange time for a visit.”


  I smiled faintly, and tried to keep my eyes off her hat. She was quite an ordinary little woman, but she wore a black velvet toque, with an incredibly surprised looking sea-gull camped on the very top of it. Its round eyes, fixed on me so inquiringly, were almost too much to [167] bear. I had a dreadful impulse to shoo it away, or to lean forward and inform her of its presence …


  “Excusez-moi, madame, but perhaps you have not remarked there is an espèce de sea-gull couché sur votre chapeau.”


  Could the bird be there on purpose? I must not laugh … I must not laugh. Had she ever looked at herself in a glass with that bird on her head?


  “It is very difficult to get into X at present, to pass the station,” she said, and she shook her head with the sea-gull at me. “Ah, such an affair. One must sign one’s name and state one’s business.”


  “Really, is it as bad as all that?”


  “But naturally. You see the whole place is in the hands of the military, and”—she shrugged—“they have to be strict. Many people do not get beyond the station at all. They arrive. They are put in the waiting-room, and there they remain.”


  Did I or did I not detect in her voice a strange, insulting relish?


  “I suppose such strictness is absolutely necessary,” I said coldly, stroking my muff.


  “Necessary,” she cried. “I should think so. Why, mademoiselle, you cannot imagine what it would be like otherwise! You know what women are like about soldiers”—she raised a final hand—“mad, completely mad.


  [168] But—” and she gave a little laugh of triumph—“they could not get into X. Mon Dieu, no! There is no question about that.”


  “I don’t suppose they even try,” said I.


  “Don’t you?” said the sea-gull.


  Madame said nothing for a moment. “Of course the authorities are very hard on the men. It means instant imprisonment, and then—off to the firing-line without a word.”


  “What are you going to X for?” said the sea-gull. “What on earth are you doing here?”


  “Are you making a long stay in X, mademoiselle?”


  She had won, she had won. I was terrified. A lamp-post swam past the train with the fatal name upon it. I could hardly breathe—the train had stopped. I smiled gaily at Madame and danced down the steps to the platform …


  It was a hot little room completely furnished with two colonels seated at two tables. They were large grey-whiskered men with a touch of burnt red on their cheeks. Sumptuous and omnipotent they looked. One smoked what ladies love to call a heavy Egyptian cigarette, with a long creamy ash, the other toyed with a gilded pen. Their heads rolled on their tight collars, like big over-ripe fruits. I had a terrible feeling, as I handed my passport and ticket, that a soldier [169] would step forward and tell me to kneel. I would have knelt without question.


  “What’s this?” said God I., querulously. He did not like my passport at all. The very sight of it seemed to annoy him. He waved a dissenting hand at it, with a “Non, je ne peux pas manger ça” air.


  “But it won’t do. It won’t do at all, you know. Look,—read for yourself,” and he glanced with extreme distaste at my photograph, and then with even greater distaste his pebble eyes looked at me.


  “Of course the photograph is deplorable,” I said, scarcely breathing with terror, “but it has been viséd and viséd.”


  He raised his big bulk and went over to God II.


  “Courage!” I said to my muff and held it firmly, “Courage!”


  God II. held up a finger to me, and I produced Aunt Julie’s letter and her card. But he did not seem to feel the slightest interest in her. He stamped my passport idly, scribbled a word on my ticket, and I was on the platform again.


  “That way—you pass out that way.”


  Terribly pale, with a faint smile on his lips, his hand at salute, stood the little corporal. I gave no sign, I am sure I gave no sign. He stepped behind me.


  [170] “And then follow me as though you do not see me,” I heard him half whisper, half sing.


  How fast he went, through the slippery mud towards a bridge. He had a postman’s bag on his back, a paper parcel and the Matin in his hand. We seemed to dodge through a maze of policemen, and I could not keep up at all with the little corporal who began to whistle. From the toll-house “our good friend, Madame Grinçon,” her hands wrapped in a shawl, watched our coming, and against the toll-house there leaned a tiny faded cab. Montez vite, vite! said the little corporal, hurling my suit-case, the postman’s bag, the paper parcel and the Matin on to the floor.


  “A-ie! A-ie! Do not be so mad. Do not ride yourself. You will be seen,” wailed “our good friend, Madame Grinçon.”


  “Ah, je m’en f …” said the little corporal.


  The driver jerked into activity. He lashed the bony horse and away we flew, both doors, which were the complete sides of the cab, flapping and banging


  “Bon jour, mon amie.”


  “Bon jour, mon ami.”


  And then we swooped down and clutched at the banging doors. They would not keep shut. They were fools of doors.


  “Lean back, let me do it!” I cried. “Policemen are as thick as violets everywhere.”


  [171] At the barracks the horse reared up and stopped. A crowd of laughing faces blotted the window.


  “Prends ça, mon vieux,” said the little corporal, handing the paper parcel.


  “It’s all right,” called someone.


  We waved, we were off again. By a river, down a strange white street, with little houses on either side, gay in the late sunlight.


  “Jump out as soon as he stops again. The door will be open. Run straight inside. I will follow. The man is already paid. I know you will like the house. It is quite white, And the room is white, too, and the people are—”


  “White as snow.”


  We looked at each other. We began to laugh. “Now,” said the little corporal.


  Out I flew and in at the door. There stood, presumably, my aunt Julie. There in the background hovered, I supposed, my uncle Paul.


  “Bon jour, madame!” “Bon jour, monsieur!”


  “It is all right, you are safe,” said my aunt Julie. Heavens, how I loved her! And she opened the door of the white room and shut it upon us. Down went the suit-case, the postman’s bag, the Matin. I threw my passport up into the air, and the little corporal caught it.


  [172] §


  What an extraordinary thing. We had been there to lunch and to dinner each day; but now in the dusk and alone I could not find it. I clop-clopped in my borrowed sabots through the greasy mud, right to the end of the village, and there was not a sign of it. I could not even remember what it looked like, or if there was a name painted on the outside, or any bottles or tables showing at the window. Already the village houses were sealed for the night behind big wooden shutters. Strange and mysterious they looked in the ragged drifting light and thin rain, like a company of beggars perched on the hill-side, their bosoms full of rich unlawful gold. There was nobody about but the soldiers. A group of wounded stood under a lamp-post, petting a mangy, shivering dog. Up the street came four big boys singing:


  
    Dodo, mon homme, fais vit’ dodo …

  


  and swung off down the hill to their sheds behind the railway station. They seemed to take the last breath of the day with them. I began to walk slowly back.


  “It must have been one of these houses. I remember it stood far back from the road—and there were no steps, not even a porch—one seemed to walk right through the window.”


  [173] And then quite suddenly the waiting-boy came out of just such a place. He saw me and grinned cheerfully, and began to whistle through his teeth.


  “Bon soir, mon petit.”


  “Bon soir, madame.” And he followed me up the café to our special table, right at the far end by the window, and marked by a bunch of violets that I had left in a glass there yesterday.


  “You are two?” asked the waiting-boy, flicking the table with a red and white cloth. His long swinging steps echoed over the bare floor. He disappeared into the kitchen and came back to light the lamp that hung from the ceiling under a spreading shade, like a haymaker’s hat. Warm light shone on the empty place that was really a barn, set out with dilapidated tables and chairs. Into the middle of the room a black stove jutted. At one side of it there was a table with a row of bottles on it, behind which Madame sat and took the money and made entries in a red book. Opposite her desk a door led into the kitchen. The walls were covered with a creamy paper patterned all over with green and swollen trees—hundreds and hundreds of trees reared their mushroom heads to the ceiling. I began to wonder who had chosen the paper and why. Did Madame think it was beautiful, or that it was a gay and lovely [174] thing to eat one’s dinner at all seasons in the middle of a forest … On either side of the clock there hung a picture: one, a young gentleman in black tights wooing a pear-shaped lady in yellow over the back of a garden seat, Premier Rencontre; two, the black and yellow in amorous confusion, Triomphe d’Amour.


  The clock ticked to a soothing lilt, C’est ça, c’est ça. In the kitchen the waiting-boy was washing up. I heard the ghostly chatter of the dishes.


  And years passed. Perhaps the war is long since over—there is no village outside at all—the streets are quiet under the grass. I have an idea this is the sort of thing one will do on the very last day of all—sit in an empty café and listen to a clock ticking until——.


  Madame came through the kitchen door, nodded to me and took her seat behind the table, her plump hands folded on the red book. Ping went the door. A handful of soldiers came in, took off their coats and began to play cards, chaffing and poking fun at the pretty waiting-boy, who threw up his little round head, rubbed his thick fringe out of his eyes and cheeked them back in his broken voice. Sometimes his voice boomed up from his throat, deep and harsh, and then in the middle of a sentence it broke and scattered in a funny squeaking. He seemed to enjoy it himself. You would not have been surprised if he had [175] walked into the kitchen on his hands and brought back your dinner turning a catherine-wheel.


  Ping went the door again. Two more men came in. They sat at the table nearest Madame, and she leaned to them with a birdlike movement, her head on one side. Oh, they had a grievance! The Lieutenant was a fool—nosing about—springing out at them—and they’d only been sewing on buttons. Yes, that was all—sewing on buttons, and up comes this young spark. “Now then, what are you up to?” They mimicked the idiotic voice. Madame drew down her mouth, nodding sympathy. The waiting-boy served them with glasses. He took a bottle of some orange-coloured stuff and put it on the table-edge. A shout from the card-players made him turn sharply, and crash! over went the bottle, spilling on the table, the floor—smash! to tinkling atoms. An amazed silence. Through it the drip-drip of the wine from the table on to the floor. It looked very strange dropping so slowly, as though the table were crying. Then there came a roar from the card-players. “You’ll catch it, my lad! That’s the style! Now you’ve done it! … Sept, huit, neuf.” They started playing again. The waiting-boy never said a word. He stood, his head bent, his hands spread out, and then he knelt and gathered up the glass, piece by piece, and [176] soaked the wine up with a cloth. Only when Madame cried cheerfully, “You wait until he finds out,” did he raise his head.


  “He can’t say anything, if I pay for it,” he muttered, his face jerking, and he marched off into the kitchen with the soaking cloth.


  “Il pleure de colère,” said Madame delightedly, patting her hair with her plump hands.


  The café slowly filled. It grew very warm. Blue smoke mounted from the tables and hung about the haymaker’s hat in misty wreaths. There was a suffocating smell of onion soup and boots and damp cloth. In the din the door sounded again. It opened to let in a weed of a fellow, who stood with his back against it, one hand shading his eyes.


  “Hullo! you’ve got the bandage off?”


  “How does it feel, mon vieux?”


  “Let’s have a look at them.”


  But he made no reply. He shrugged and walked unsteadily to a table, sat down and leant against the wall. Slowly his hand fell. In his white face his eyes showed, pink as a rabbit’s. They brimmed and spilled, brimmed and spilled. He dragged a white cloth out of his pocket and wiped them.


  “It’s the smoke,” said someone. “It’s the smoke tickles them up for you.”


  His comrades watched him a bit, watched his eyes fill again, again brim over. The water [177] ran down his face, off his chin on to the table. He rubbed the place with his coat-sleeve, and then, as though forgetful, went on rubbing, rubbing with his hand across the table, staring in front of him. And then he started shaking his head to the movement of his hand. He gave a loud strange groan and dragged out the cloth again.


  “Huit, neuf, dix,” said the card-players.


  “P’tit, some more bread.”


  “Two coffees.”


  “Un Picon!”


  The waiting-boy, quite recovered, but with scarlet cheeks, ran to and fro. A tremendous quarrel flared up among the card-players, raged for two minutes, and died in flickering laughter. “Ooof!” groaned the man with the eyes, rocking and mopping. But nobody paid any attention to him except Madame. She made a little grimace at her two soldiers.


  “Mais vous savez, c’est un peu dégoûtant, ça,” she said severely.


  “Ah, oui, Madame,” answered the soldiers, watching her bent head and pretty hands, as she arranged for the hundredth time a frill of lace on her lifted bosom.


  “V’là monsieur!” cawed the waiting-boy over his shoulder to me. For some silly reason I pretended not to hear, and I leaned over the table smelling the violets, until the little corporal’s hand closed over mine.


  [178] “Shall we have un peu de charcuterie to begin with?” he asked tenderly.


  §


  “In England,” said the blue-eyed soldier, “you drink whiskey with your meals. N’est-ce pas, mademoiselle? A little glass of whiskey neat before eating. Whiskey and soda with your bifteks, and after, more whiskey with hot water and lemon.”


  “Is it true, that?” asked his great friend who sat opposite, a big red-faced chap with a black beard and large moist eyes and hair that looked as though it had been cut with a sewing-machine.


  “Well, not quite true,” said I.


  “Si, si,” cried the blue-eyed soldier. “I ought to know. I’m in business. English travellers come to my place, and it’s always the same thing.”


  “Bah, I can’t stand whiskey,” said the little corporal. “It’s too disgusting the morning after. Do you remember, ma fille, the whiskey in that little bar at Montmartre?”


  “Souvenir tendre,” sighed Blackbeard, putting two fingers in the breast of his coat and letting his head fall. He was very drunk.


  “But I know something that you’ve never tasted,” said the blue-eyed soldier pointing a finger at me; “something really good.” [179] Cluck he went with his tongue. “É-patant! And the curious thing is that you’d hardly know it from whiskey except that it’s”—he felt with his hand for the word—“finer, sweeter perhaps, not so sharp, and it leaves you feeling gay as a rabbit next morning.”


  “What is it called?”


  “Mirabelle!” He rolled the word round his mouth, under his tongue. “Ah-ha, that’s the stuff.”


  “I could eat another mushroom,” said Blackbeard. “I would like another mushroom very much. I am sure I could eat another mushroom if Mademoiselle gave it to me out of her hand.”


  “You ought to try it,” said the blue-eyed soldier, leaning both hands on the table and speaking so seriously that I began to wonder how much more sober he was than Blackbeard. “You ought to try it, and to-night. I would like you to tell me if you don’t think it’s like whiskey.”


  “Perhaps they’ve got it here,” said the little corporal, and he called the waiting-boy. “P’tit!”


  “Non, monsieur,” said the boy, who never stopped smiling. He served us with dessert plates painted with blue parrots and horned beetles.


  “What is the name for this in English?” said Blackbeard, pointing. I told him “Parrot.”


  [180] “Ah, mon Dieu! … Pair-rot…” He put his arms round his plate. “I love you, ma petite pair-rot. You are sweet, you are blonde, you are English. You do not know the difference between whiskey and mirabelle.”


  The little corporal and I looked at each other, laughing. He squeezed up his eyes when he laughed, so that you saw nothing but the long curly lashes.


  “Well, I know a place where they do keep it,” said the blue-eyed soldier. “Café des Amis. We’ll go there—I’ll pay—I’ll pay for the whole lot of us.” His gesture embraced thousands of pounds.


  But with a loud whirring noise the clock on the wall struck half-past eight; and no soldier is allowed in a café after eight o’clock at night.


  “It is fast,” said the blue-eyed soldier. The little corporal’s watch said the same. So did the immense turnip that Blackbeard produced, and carefully deposited on the head of one of the horned beetles.


  “Ah, well, we’ll take the risk,” said the blue-eyed soldier, and he thrust his arms into his immense cardboard coat. “It’s worth it,” he said. “It’s worth it. You just wait.”


  Outside, stars shone between wispy clouds, and the moon fluttered like a candle flame over a pointed spire. The shadows of the dark plume-like trees waved on the white [181] houses. Not a soul to be seen. No sound to be heard but the Hsh! Hsh! of a far-away train, like a big beast shuffling in its sleep.


  “You are cold,” whispered the little corporal. “You are cold, ma fille.”


  “No, really not.”


  “But you are trembling.”


  “Yes, but I’m not cold.”


  “What are the women like in England?” asked Blackbeard. “After the war is over I shall go to England. I shall find a little English woman and marry her—and her pair-rot.” He gave a loud choking laugh.


  “Fool!” said the blue-eyed soldier, shaking him; and he leant over to me. “It is only after the second glass that you really taste it,” he whispered. “The second little glass and then—ah!—then you know.”


  Café des Amis gleamed in the moonlight. We glanced quickly up and down the road. We ran up the four wooden steps, and opened the ringing glass door into a low room lighted with a hanging lamp, where about ten people were dining. They were seated on two benches at a narrow table.


  “Soldiers!” screamed a woman, leaping up from behind a white soup-tureen—a scrag of a woman in a black shawl. “Soldiers! At this hour! Look at that clock, look at it.” And she pointed to the clock with the dripping ladle.


  [182] “It’s fast,” said the blue-eyed soldier. It’s fast, madame. And don’t make so much noise, I beg of you. We will drink and we will go.”


  “Will you?” she cried, running round the table and planting herself in front of us. “That’s just what you won’t do. Coming into an honest woman’s house this hour of the night—making a scene—getting the police after you. Ah, no! Ah, no! It’s a disgrace, that’s what it is.”


  “Sh!” said the little corporal, holding up his hand. Dead silence. In the silence we heard steps passing.


  “The police,” whispered Blackbeard, winking at a pretty girl with rings in her ears, who smiled back at him, saucy. “Sh!”


  The faces lifted, listening. “How beautiful they are!” I thought. “They are like a family party having supper in the New Testament….” The steps died away.


  “Serve you very well right if you had been caught,” scolded the angry woman. “I’m sorry on your account that the police didn’t come. You deserve it—you deserve it.”


  “A little glass of mirabelle and we will go,” persisted the blue-eyed soldier.


  Still scolding and muttering she took four glasses from the cupboard and a big bottle. “But you’re not going to drink in here. Don’t you believe it.” The little corporal ran into the kitchen. “Not there! Not there! [183] Idiot!” she cried. “Can’t you see there’s a window there, and a wall opposite where the police come every evening to….”


  “Sh!” Another scare.


  “You are mad and you will end in prison,—all four of you,” said the woman. She flounced out of the room. We tiptoed after her into a dark smelling scullery, full of pans of greasy water, of salad leaves and meat-bones.


  “There now,” she said, putting down the glasses. “Drink and go!”


  “Ah, at last!” The blue-eyed soldier’s happy voice trickled through the dark. “What do you think? Isn’t it just as I said? Hasn’t it got a taste of excellent—ex-cellent whiskey?”


  (1915)


  []


  Spring Pictures


  I


  [184] It is raining. Big soft drops splash on the people’s hands and cheeks; immense warm drops like melted stars. “Here are roses! Here are lilies! Here are violets!” caws the old hag in the gutter. But the lilies, bunched together in a frill of green, look more like faded cauliflowers. Up and down she drags the creaking barrow. A bad, sickly smell comes from it. Nobody wants to buy. You must walk in the middle of the road, for there is no room on the pavement. Every single shop brims over; every shop shows a tattered frill of soiled lace and dirty ribbon to charm and entice you. There are tables set out with toy cannons and soldiers and Zeppelins and photograph frames complete with ogling beauties. There are immense baskets of yellow straw hats piled up like pyramids of pastry, and strings of coloured boots and shoes so small that nobody could wear them. One shop is full of little squares of mackintosh, [185] blue ones for girls and pink ones for boys with Bébé printed in the middle of each …


  “Here are lilies! Here are roses! Here are pretty violets!” warbles the old hag, bumping into another barrow. But this barrow is still. It is heaped with lettuces. Its owner, a fat old woman, sprawls across, fast asleep, her nose in the lettuce roots … Who is ever going to buy anything here …? The sellers are women. They sit on little canvas stools, dreamy and vacant looking. Now and again one of them gets up and takes a feather duster, like a smoky torch, and flicks it over a thing or two and then sits down again. Even the old man in tangerine spectacles with a balloon of a belly, who turns the revolving stand of ‘comic’ postcards round and round cannot decide …


  Suddenly, from the empty shop at the corner a piano strikes up, and a violin and flute join in. The windows of the shop are scrawled over—New Songs. First Floor. Entrance Free. But the windows of the first floor being open, nobody bothers to go up. They hang about grinning as the harsh voices float out into the warm rainy air. At the doorway there stands a lean man in a pair of burst carpet slippers. He has stuck a feather through the broken rim of his hat; with what an air he wears it! The feather is magnificent. It is gold epaulettes, frogged coat, [186] white kid gloves, gilded cane. He swaggers under it and the voice rolls off his chest, rich and ample.


  “Come up! Come up! Here are the new songs! Each singer is an artiste of European reputation. The orchestra is famous and second to none. You can stay as long as you like. It is the chance of a lifetime, and once missed never to return!” But nobody moves. Why should they? They know all about those girls—those famous artistes. One is dressed in cream cashmere and one in blue. Both have dark crimped hair and a pink rose pinned over the ear … They know all about the pianist’s button boots—the left foot—the pedal foot—burst over the bunion on his big toe. The violinist’s bitten nails, the long, far too long cuffs of the flute player—all these things are as old as the new songs.


  For a long time the music goes on and the proud voice thunders. Then somebody calls down the stairs and the showman, still with his grand air, disappears. The voices cease. The piano, the violin and the flute dribble into quiet. Only the lace curtain gives a wavy sign of life from the first floor.


  It is raining still; it is getting dusky … Here are roses! Here are lilies! Who will buy my violets? …


  II.


  [187] Hope! You misery—you sentimental, faded female! Break your last string and have done with it. I shall go mad with your endless thrumming; my heart throbs to it and every little pulse beats in time. It is morning. I lie in the empty bed—the huge bed big as a field and as cold and unsheltered. Through the shutters the sunlight comes up from the river and flows over the ceiling in trembling waves. I hear from outside a hammer tapping, and far below in the house a door swings open and shuts. Is this my room? Are those my clothes folded over an armchair? Under the pillow, sign and symbol of a lonely woman, ticks my watch. The bell jangles. Ah! At last! I leap out of bed and run to the door. Play faster—faster—Hope!


  “Your milk, Mademoiselle,” says the concierge, gazing at me severely.


  “Ah, thank you,” I cry, gaily swinging the milk bottle. “No letters for me?”


  “Nothing, mademoiselle.”


  “But the postman—he has called already?”


  “A long half-hour ago, mademoiselle.”


  Shut the door. Stand in the little passage a moment. Listen—listen for her hated twanging. Coax her—court her—implore her to play just once that charming little thing for one string only. In vain.


  III.


  [188] Across the river, on the narrow stone path that fringes the bank, a woman is walking. She came down the steps from the Quay, walking slowly, one hand on her hip. It is a beautiful evening; the sky is the colour of lilac and the river of violet leaves. There are big bright trees along the path full of trembling light, and the boats, dancing up and down, send heavy curls of foam rippling almost to her feet. Now she has stopped. Now she has turned suddenly. She is leaning up against a tree, her hands over her face; she is crying. And now she is walking up and down wringing her hands. Again she leans against the tree, her back against it, her head raised and her hands clasped as though she leaned against someone dear. Round her shoulders she wears a little grey shawl; she covers her face with the ends of it and rocks to and fro.


  But one cannot cry for ever, so at last she becomes serious and quiet, patting her hair into place, smoothing her apron. She walks a step or two. No, too soon, too soon! Again her arms fly up—she runs back—again she is blotted against the tall tree. Squares of gold light show in the houses; the street lamps gleam through the new leaves; yellow fans of light follow the dancing boats. For a moment she is a blur against the tree, white, grey and black, melting into the stones and the shadows. And then she is gone.


  (1915)


  []


  Late at Night


  [189] (Virginia is seated by the fire. Her outdoor things are thrown on a chair; her boots are faintly steaming in the fender.)


  Virginia (laying the letter down): I don’t like this letter at all—not at all. I wonder if he means it to be so snubbing—or if it’s just his way. (Reads). “Many thanks for the socks. As I have had five pairs sent me lately, I am sure you will be pleased to hear I gave yours to a friend in my company.” No; it can’t be my fancy. He must have meant it; it is a dreadful snub.


  Oh, I wish I hadn’t sent him that letter telling him to take care of himself. I’d give anything to have that letter back. I wrote it on a Sunday evening, too—that was so fatal. I never ought to write letters on Sunday evenings—I always let myself go so. I can’t think why Sunday evenings always have such a funny effect on me. I simply yearn to have someone to write to—or to love. Yes, that’s it; they make me feel sad and full of love. Funny, isn’t it!


  [190] I must start going to church again; it’s fatal sitting in front of the fire and thinking. There are the hymns, too; one can let oneself go so safely in the hymns. (She croons) “And then for those our Dearest and our Best”—(but her eye lights on the next sentence in the letter). “It was most kind of you to have knitted them yourself.” Really! Really, that is too much! Men are abominably arrogant! He actually imagines that I knitted them myself. Why, I hardly know him; I’ve only spoken to him a few times. Why on earth should I knit him socks? He must think I am far gone to throw myself at his head like that. For it certainly is throwing oneself at a man’s head to knit him socks—if he’s almost a stranger. Buying him an odd pair is a different matter altogether. No; I shan’t write to him again—that’s definite. And, besides, what would be the use? I might get really keen on him and he’d never care a straw for me. Men don’t.


  I wonder why it is that after a certain point I always seem to repel people. Funny, isn’t it! They like me at first; they think me uncommon, or original; but then immediately I want to show them—even give them a hint—that I like them, they seem to get frightened and begin to disappear. I suppose I shall get embittered about it later on. Perhaps they know somehow that I’ve got so much to give. Perhaps it’s that that frightens them. Oh, I [191] feel I’ve got such boundless, boundless love to give to somebody—I would care for somebody so utterly and so completely—watch over them—keep everything horrible away—and make them feel that if ever they wanted anything done I lived to do it. If only I felt that somebody wanted me, that I was of use to somebody, I should become a different person. Yes; that is the secret of life for me—to feel loved, to feel wanted, to know that somebody leaned on me for everything absolutely—for ever. And I am strong, and far, far richer than most women. I am sure that most women don’t have this tremendous yearning to—express themselves. I suppose that’s it—to come into flower, almost. I’m all folded and shut away in the dark, and nobody cares. I suppose that is why I feel this tremendous tenderness for plants and sick animals and birds—it’s one way of getting rid of this wealth, this burden of love. And then, of course, they are so helpless—that’s another thing. But I have a feeling that if a man were really in love with you he’d be just as helpless, too. Yes, I am sure that men are very helpless …


  I don’t know why, I feel inclined to cry to-night. Certainly not because of this letter; it isn’t half important enough. But I keep wondering if things will ever change or if I shall go on like this until I am old—just wanting and wanting. I’m not as young as I was even [192] now. I’ve got lines, and my skin isn’t a bit what it used to be. I never was really pretty, not in the ordinary way, but I did have lovely skin and lovely hair—and I walked well. I only caught sight of myself in a glass to-day—stooping and shuffling along…. I looked dowdy and elderly. Well, no; perhaps not quite as bad as that; I always exaggerate about myself. But I’m faddy about things now—that’s a sign of age, I’m sure. The wind—I can’t bear being blown about in the wind now; and I hate having wet feet. I never used to care about those things—I used almost to revel in them—they made me feel so one with Nature in a way. But now I get cross and I want to cry and I yearn for something to make me forget. I suppose that’s why women take to drink. Funny, isn’t it!


  The fire is going out. I’ll burn this letter. What’s it to me? Pooh! I don’t care. What is it to me? The five other women can send him socks! And I don’t suppose he was a bit what I imagined. I can just hear him saying, “It was most kind of you, to have knitted them yourself.” He has a fascinating voice. I think it was his voice that attracted me to him—and his hands; they looked so strong—they were such man’s hands. Oh, well, don’t sentimentalise over it; burn it! … No, I can’t now—the fire’s gone out. I’ll go to bed. I wonder if he really [193] meant to be snubbing. Oh, I am tired. Often when I go to bed now I want to pull the clothes over my head—and just cry. Funny, isn’t it!


  [New Age, May 10, 1917; written 1917]


  []


  Two Tuppenny Ones, Please


  [194] Lady: Yes, there is, dear; there’s plenty of room. If the lady next to me would move her seat and sit opposite…. Would you mind? So that my friend may sit next to me…. Thank you so much! Yes, dear, both the cars on war work; I’m getting quite used to ’buses. Of course, if we go to the theatre, I ’phone Cynthia. She’s still got one car. Her chauffeur’s been called up…. Ages ago…. Killed by now, I think. I can’t quite remember. I don’t like her new man at all. I don’t mind taking any reasonable risk, but he’s so obstinate—he charges everything he sees. Heaven alone knows what would happen if he rushed into something that wouldn’t swerve aside. But the poor creature’s got a withered arm, and something the matter with one of his feet, I believe she told me. I suppose that’s what makes him so careless. I mean—well! … Don’t you know! …


  Friend. ….?


  [195] Lady. Yes, she’s sold it. My dear, it was far too small. There were only ten bedrooms, you know. There were only ten bedrooms in that house. Extraordinary! One wouldn’t believe it from the outside—would one? And with the governesses and the nurses—and so on. All the menservants had to sleep out…. You know what that means.


  Friend. ….!!


  Conductor. Fares, please. Pass your fares along.


  Lady. How much is it? Tuppence, isn’t it? Two tuppenny ones, please. Don’t bother—I’ve got some coppers, somewhere or other.


  Friend. ….!


  Lady. No, it’s all right. I’ve got some—if only I can find them.


  Conductor. Parse your fares, please.


  Friend. ….!


  Lady. Really? So I did. I remember now. Yes, I paid coming. Very well, I’ll let you, just this once. War time, my dear.


  Conductor. ’Ow far do you want ter go?


  Lady. To the Boltons.


  Conductor. Another ’a’penny each.


  Lady. No—oh, no! I only paid tuppence coming. Are you quite sure?


  Conductor (savagely). Read it on the board for yourself.


  Lady. Oh, very well. Here’s another penny. (To friend): Isn’t it extraordinary [196] how disobliging these men are? After all, he’s paid to do his job. But they are nearly all alike. I’ve heard these motor ’buses affect the spine after a time. I suppose that’s it … You’ve heard about Teddie—haven’t you?”


  Friend. ….


  Lady. He’s got his … He’s got his … Now what is it? Whatever can it be? How ridiculous of me!


  Friend. ….?


  Lady. Oh, no! He’s been a Major for ages.


  Friend. ….?


  Lady. Colonel? Oh, no, my dear, it’s something much higher than that. Not his company—he’s had his company a long time. Not his battalion …


  Friend. ….?


  Lady. Regiment! Yes, I believe it is his regiment. But what I was going to say is he’s been made a … Oh, how silly I am! What’s higher than a Brigadier-General? Yes, I believe that’s it. Chief of Staff. Of course, Mrs. T.’s frightfully gratified.


  Friend. ….


  Lady. Oh, my dear, everybody goes over the top nowadays. Whatever his position may be. And Teddy is such a sport, I really don’t see how … Too dreadful—isn’t it!


  Friend. ….?


  Lady. Didn’t you know? She’s at the War Office, and doing very well. I believe [197] she got a rise the other day. She’s something to do with notifying the deaths, or finding the missing. I don’t know exactly what it is. At any rate, she says it is too depressing for words, and she has to read the most heartrending letters from parents, and so on. Happily, they’re a very cheery little group in her room—all officers’ wives, and they make their own tea, and get cakes in turn from Stewart’s. She has one afternoon a week off, when she shops or has her hair waved. Last time she and I went to see Yvette’s Spring Show.


  Friend. ….?


  Lady. No, not really. I’m getting frightfully sick of these coat-frocks, aren’t you? I mean, as I was saying to her, what is the use of paying an enormous price for having one made by Yvette, when you can’t really tell the difference, in the long run, between it and one of those cheap ready-made ones. Of course, one has the satisfaction for oneself of knowing that the material is good, and so on—but it looks nothing. No; I advised her to get a good coat and skirt. For, after all, a good coat and skirt always tells. Doesn’t it?


  Friend. ….!


  Lady. Yes, I didn’t tell her that—but that’s what I had in mind. She’s much too fat for those coat-frocks. She goes out far too much at the hips. I half ordered a rather lovely [198] indefinite blue one for myself, trimmed with the new lobster red … I’ve lost my good Kate, you know.


  Friend. ….!


  Lady. Yes, isn’t it annoying! Just when I got her more or less trained. But she went off her head, like they all do nowadays, and decided that she wanted to go into munitions. I told her when she gave notice that she would go on the strict understanding that if she got a job (which I think is highly improbable), she was not to come back and disturb the other servants.


  Conductor (savagely). Another penny each, if you’re going on.


  Lady. Oh, we’re there. How extraordinary! I never should have noticed …


  Friend. ….?


  Lady. Tuesday? Bridge on Tuesday? No, dear, I’m afraid I can’t manage Tuesday. I trot out the wounded every Tuesday you know. I let cook take them to the Zoo, or some place like that—don’t you know. Wednesday—I’m perfectly free on Wednesday.


  Conductor. It’ll be Wednesday before you get off the ’bus if you don’t ’urry up.


  Lady. That’s quite enough, my man.


  Friend. ….!!


  [New Age, May 3, 1917; written 1917]


  []


  The Black Cap


  [199] (A lady and her husband are seated at breakfast. He is quite calm, reading the newspaper and eating; but she is strangely excited, dressed for travelling, and only pretending to eat.)


  She. Oh, if you should want your flannel shirts, they are on the right-hand bottom shelf of the linen press.


  He (at a board meeting of the Meat Export Company). No.


  She. You didn’t hear what I said. I said if you should want your flannel shirts, they are on the right-hand bottom shelf of the linen press.


  He (positively). I quite agree!


  She. It does seem rather extraordinary that on the very morning that I am going away you cannot leave the newspaper alone for five minutes.


  He (mildly). My dear woman, I don’t want you to go. In fact, I have asked you not to go. I can’t for the life of me see …


  She. You know perfectly well that I am [200] only going because I absolutely must. I’ve been putting it off and putting it off, and the dentist said last time …


  He. Good! Good! Don’t let’s go over the ground again. We’ve thrashed it out pretty thoroughly, haven’t we?


  Servant. Cab’s here, m’m.


  She. Please put my luggage in.


  Servant. Very good, m’m.


  (She gives a tremendous sigh.)


  He. You haven’t got too much time if you want to catch that train.


  She. I know. I’m going. (In a changed tone.) Darling, don’t let us part like this. It makes me feel so wretched. Why is it that you always seem to take a positive delight in spoiling my enjoyment?


  He. I don’t think going to the dentist is so positively enjoyable.


  She. Oh, you know that’s not what I mean. You’re only saying that to hurt me. You know you are begging the question.


  He (laughing). And you are losing your train. You’ll be back on Thursday evening, won’t you?


  She (in a low, desperate voice). Yes, on Thursday evening. Good-bye, then. (Comes over to him, and takes his head in her hands.) Is there anything really the matter? Do at least look at me. Don’t you—care—at—all?


  [201] He. My darling girl! This is like an exit on the cinema.


  She (letting her hands fall). Very well. Good-bye. (Gives a quick tragic glance round the dining-room and goes.)


  (On the way to the station.)


  She. How strange life is! I didn’t think I should feel like this at all. All the glamour seems to have gone, somehow. Oh, I’d give anything for the cab to turn round and go back. The most curious thing is that I feel if he really had made me believe he loved me it would have been much easier to have left him. But that’s absurd. How strong the hay smells. It’s going to be a very hot day. I shall never see these fields again. Never! never! But in another way I am glad that it happened like this; it puts me so finally, absolutely in the right for ever! He doesn’t want a woman at all. A woman has no meaning for him. He’s not the type of man to care deeply for anybody except himself. I’ve become the person who remembers to take the links out of his shirts before they go to the wash—that is all! And that’s not enough for me. I’m young—I’m too proud. I’m not the type of woman to vegetate in the country and rave over “our” own lettuces …


  What you have been trying to do, ever since you married me is to make me submit, [202] to turn me into your shadow, to rely on me so utterly that you’d only to glance up to find the right time printed on me somehow, as if I were a clock. You have never been curious about me; you never wanted to explore my soul. No; you wanted me to settle down to your peaceful existence. Oh! how your blindness has outraged me—how I hate you for it! I am glad—thankful—thankful to have left you! I’m not a green girl; I am not conceited, but I do know my powers. It’s not for nothing that I’ve always longed for riches and passion and freedom, and felt that they were mine by right. (She leans against the buttoned back of the cab and murmurs.) “You are a Queen. Let mine be the joy of giving you your kingdom.” (She smiles at her little royal hands.) I wish my heart didn’t beat so hard. It really hurts me. It tires me so and excites me so. It’s like someone in a dreadful hurry beating against a door … This cab is only crawling along; we shall never be at the station at this rate. Hurry! Hurry! My love, I am coming as quickly as ever I can. Yes, I am suffering just like you. It’s dreadful, isn’t it unbearable—this last half-hour without each other … Oh, God! the horse has begun to walk again. Why doesn’t he beat the great strong brute of a thing … Our wonderful life! We shall travel all over the world together. The whole world shall be [203] ours because of our love. Oh, be patient! I am coming as fast as I possibly can … Ah, now it’s downhill; now we really are going faster. (An old man attempts to cross the road.) Get out of my way, you old fool! He deserves to be run over … Dearest—dearest; I am nearly there. Only be patient!


  (At the station.)


  Put it in a first-class smoker … There’s plenty of time after all. A full ten minutes before the train goes. No wonder he’s not here. I mustn’t appear to be looking for him. But I must say I’m disappointed. I never dreamed of being the first to arrive. I thought he would have been here and engaged a carriage and bought papers and flowers … How curious! I absolutely saw in my mind a paper of pink carnations … He knows how fond I am of carnations. But pink ones are not my favourites. I prefer dark red or pale yellow. He really will be late if he doesn’t come now. The guard has begun to shut the doors. Whatever can have happened? Something dreadful. Perhaps at the last moment he has shot himself … I could not bear the thought of ruining your life … But you are not ruining my life. Ah, where are you? I shall have to get into the carriage … Who is this? That’s not him! It can’t be—yes, it is. What on earth has he [204] got on his head? A black cap. But how awful! He’s utterly changed. What can he be wearing a black cap for? I wouldn’t have known him. How absurd he looks coming towards me, smiling, in that appalling cap!


  He. My darling, I shall never forgive myself. But the most absurd, tragic-comic thing happened. (They get into the carriage.) I lost my hat. It simply disappeared. I had half the hotel looking for it. Not a sign! So finally, in despair, I had to borrow this from another man who was staying there. (The train moves off.) You’re not angry. (Tries to take her in his arms.)


  She. Don’t! We’re not even out of the station yet.


  He (ardently). Great God! What do I care if the whole world were to see us? (Tries to take her in his arms.) My wonder! My joy!


  She. Please don’t! I hate being kissed in trains.


  He (profoundly hurt). Oh, very well. You are angry. It’s serious. You can’t get over the fact that I was late. But if you only knew the agony I suffered …


  She. How can you think I could be so small-minded? I am not angry at all.


  He. Then why won’t you let me kiss you?


  She (laughing hysterically). You look so different somehow—almost a stranger.


  [205] He (jumps up and looks at himself in the glass anxiously, and fatuously, she decides). But it’s all right, isn’t it?


  She. Oh, quite all right; perfectly all right. Oh, oh, oh! (She begins to laugh and cry with rage.)


  (They arrive).


  She (while he gets a cab). I must get over this. It’s an obsession. It’s incredible that anything should change a man so. I must tell him. Surely it’s quite simple to say: Don’t you think now that you are in the city you had better buy yourself a hat? But that will make him realise how frightful the cap has been. And the extraordinary thing is that he doesn’t realise it himself. I mean if he has looked at himself in the glass, and doesn’t think that cap too ridiculous, how different our points of view must be … How deeply different! I mean, if I had seen him in the street I would have said I could not possibly love a man who wore a cap like that. I couldn’t even have got to know him. He isn’t my style at all. (She looks round.) Everybody is smiling at it. Well, I don’t wonder! The way it makes his ears stick out, and the way it makes him have no back to his head at all.


  He. The cab is ready, my darling. (They get in.)


  [206] He (tries to take her hand). The miracle that we two should be driving together, so simply, like this.


  (She arranges her veil.)


  He (tries to take her hand, very ardent). I’ll engage one room, my love.


  She. Oh, no! Of course you must take two.


  He. But don’t you think it would be wiser not to create suspicion?


  She. I must have my own room. (To herself.) You can hang your cap behind your own door! (She begins to laugh hysterically.)


  He. Ah! thank God! My queen is her happy self again!


  (At the hotel.)


  Manager. Yes, Sir, I quite understand. I think I’ve got the very thing for you, Sir. Kindly step this way. (He takes them into a small sitting-room, with a bedroom leading out of it.) This would suit you nicely, wouldn’t it? And if you liked, we could make you up a bed on the sofa.


  He. Oh, admirable! Admirable!


  (The Manager goes).


  She (furious). But I told you I wanted a room to myself. What a trick to play upon me! I told you I did not want to share a [207] room. How dare you treat me like this? (She mimics.) Admirable! Admirable! I shall never forgive you for that!


  He (overcome). Oh, God, what is happening! I don’t understand—I’m in the dark. Why have you suddenly, on this day of days, ceased to love me? What have I done? Tell me!


  She (sinks on the sofa). I’m very tired. If you do love me, please leave me alone. I—I only want to be alone for a little.


  He (tenderly). Very well. I shall try to understand. I do begin to understand. I’ll go out for half-an-hour, and then, my love, you may feel calmer. (He looks round, distracted.)


  She. What is it?


  He. My heart—you are sitting on my cap. (She gives a positive scream and moves into the bedroom. He goes. She waits a moment, and then puts down her veil, and takes up her suitcase.)


  (In the taxi.)


  She. Yes, Waterloo. (She leans back.) Ah, I’ve escaped—I’ve escaped! I shall just be in time to catch the afternoon train home. Oh, it’s like a dream—I’ll be home before supper. I’ll tell him that the city was too hot or the dentist away. What does it matter? I’ve a right to my own home … It will be wonderful driving up from the station; the [208] fields will smell so delicious. There is cold fowl for supper left over from yesterday, and orange jelly … I have been mad, but now I am sane again. Oh, my husband!


  [New Age, May 17, 1917; written 1917]


  []


  A Suburban Fairy Tale


  [209] Mr. and Mrs. B. sat at breakfast in the cosy red dining-room of their “snug little crib just under half-an-hour’s run from the City.”


  There was a good fire in the grate—for the dining-room was the living-room as well—the two windows overlooking the cold empty garden patch were closed, and the air smelled agreeably of bacon and eggs, toast and coffee. Now that this rationing business was really over Mr. B. made a point of a thoroughly good tuck-in before facing the very real perils of the day. He didn’t mind who knew it—he was a true Englishman about his breakfast—he had to have it; he’d cave in without it, and if you told him that these Continental chaps could get through half the morning’s work he did on a roll and a cup of coffee—you simply didn’t know what you were talking about.


  Mr. B. was a stout youngish man who hadn’t been able—worse luck—to chuck his [210] job and join the Army; he’d tried for four years to get another chap to take his place but it was no go. He sat at the head of the table reading the Daily Mail. Mrs. B. was a youngish plump little body, rather like a pigeon. She sat opposite, preening herself behind the coffee set and keeping an eye of warning love on little B. who perched between them, swathed in a napkin and tapping the top of a soft-boiled egg.


  Alas! Little B. was not at all the child that such parents had every right to expect. He was no fat little trot, no dumpling, no firm little pudding. He was under-sized for his age, with legs like macaroni, tiny claws, soft, soft hair that felt like mouse fur, and big wide-open eyes. For some strange reason everything in life seemed the wrong size for Little B.—too big and too violent. Everything knocked him over, took the wind out of his feeble sails and left him gasping and frightened. Mr. and Mrs. B. were quite powerless to prevent this; they could only pick him up after the mischief was done—and try to set him going again. And Mrs. B. loved him as only weak children are loved—and when Mr. B. thought what a marvellous little chap he was too—thought of the spunk of the little man, he—well he—by George—he …


  “Why aren’t there two kinds of eggs?” said Little B. “Why aren’t there little eggs [211] for children and big eggs like what this one is for grown-ups?”


  “Scotch hares,” said Mr. B. “Fine Scotch hares for 5s. 3d. How about getting one, old girl?”


  “It would be a nice change, wouldn’t it?” said Mrs. B. “Jugged.”


  And they looked across at each other and there floated between them the Scotch hare in its rich gravy with stuffing balls and a white pot of red-currant jelly accompanying it.


  “We might have had it for the week-end,” said Mrs. B. “But the butcher has promised me a nice little sirloin and it seems a pity” … Yes, it did and yet … Dear me, it was very difficult to decide. The hare would have been such a change—on the other hand, could you beat a really nice little sirloin?


  “There’s hare soup, too,” said Mr. B. drumming his fingers on the table. “Best soup in the world!”


  “O-Oh!” cried Little B. so suddenly and sharply that it gave them quite a start—“Look at the whole lot of sparrows flown on to our lawn”—he waved his spoon. “Look at them,” he cried. “Look!” And while he spoke, even though the windows were closed, they heard a loud shrill cheeping and chirping from the garden.


  “Get on with your breakfast like a good boy, do,” said his mother, and his father said, [212] “You stick to the egg, old man, and look sharp about it.”


  “But look at them—look at them all hopping,” he cried. “They don’t keep still not for a minute. Do you think they’re hungry, father?”


  Cheek-a-cheep-cheep-cheek! cried the sparrows.


  “Best postpone it perhaps till next week,” said Mr. B., “and trust to luck they’re still to be had then.”


  “Yes, perhaps that would be wiser,” said Mrs. B.


  Mr. B. picked another plum out of his paper.


  “Have you bought any of those controlled dates yet?”


  “I managed to get two pounds yesterday,” said Mrs. B.


  “Well a date pudding’s a good thing,” said Mr. B. And they looked across at each other and there floated between them a dark round pudding covered with creamy sauce. “It would be a nice change, wouldn’t it?” said Mrs. B.


  Outside on the grey frozen grass the funny eager sparrows hopped and fluttered. They were never for a moment still. They cried, flapped their ungainly wings. Little B., his egg finished, got down, took his bread and marmalade to eat at the window.


  “Do let us give them some crumbs,” he said. “Do open the window, father, and throw them something. Father, please!”


  [213] “Oh, don’t nag, child,” said Mrs. B., and his father said—“Can’t go opening windows, old man. You’d get your head bitten off.”


  “But they’re hungry,” cried Little B., and the sparrows’ little voices were like ringing of little knives being sharpened. Cheek-a-cheep-cheep-cheek! they cried.


  Little B. dropped his bread and marmalade inside the china flower pot in front of the window. He slipped behind the thick curtains to see better, and Mr. and Mrs. B. went on reading about what you could get now without coupons—no more ration books after May—a glut of cheese—a glut of it—whole cheeses revolved in the air between them like celestial bodies.


  Suddenly as Little B. watched the sparrows on the grey frozen grass, they grew, they changed, still flapping and squeaking. They turned into tiny little boys, in brown coats, dancing, jigging outside, up and down outside the window squeaking, “Want something to eat, want something to eat!” Little B. held with both hands to the curtain. “Father,” he whispered, “Father! They’re not sparrows. They’re little boys. Listen, Father!” But Mr. and Mrs. B. would not hear. He tried again. “Mother,” he whispered. “Look at the little boys. They’re not sparrows, Mother!” But nobody noticed his nonsense.


  [214] “All this talk about famine,” cried Mr. B., “all a Fake, all a Blind.”


  With white shining faces, their arms flapping in the big coats, the little boys danced. “Want something to eat—want something to eat.”


  “Father,” muttered Little B. “Listen, Father! Mother, listen, please!”


  “Really!” said Mrs. B. “The noise those birds are making! I’ve never heard such a thing.”


  “Fetch me my shoes, old man,” said Mr. B.


  Cheek-a-cheep-cheep-cheek! said the sparrows.


  Now where had that child got to? “Come and finish your nice cocoa, my pet,” said Mrs. B.


  Mr. B. lifted the heavy cloth and whispered, “Come on, Rover,” but no little dog was there.


  “He’s behind the curtain,” said Mrs. B.


  “He never went out of the room,” said Mr. B.


  Mrs. B. went over to the window, and Mr. B. followed. And they looked out. There on the grey frozen grass, with a white white face, the little boy’s thin arms flapping like wings, in front of them all, the smallest, tiniest was Little B. Mr. and Mrs. B. heard his voice above all the voices, “Want something to eat, want something to eat.”


  [215] Somehow, somehow, they opened the window. “You shall! All of you. Come in at once. Old man! Little man!”


  But it was too late. The little boys were changed into sparrows again, and away they flew—out of sight—out of call.


  [Adelphi, December 1923; written 1917]


  []


  Carnation


  [216] On those hot days Eve—curious Eve—always carried a flower. She snuffed it and snuffed it, twirled it in her fingers, laid it against her cheek, held it to her lips, tickled Katie’s neck with it, and ended, finally, by pulling it to pieces and eating it, petal by petal.


  “Roses are delicious, my dear Katie,” she would say, standing in the dim cloak room, with a strange decoration of flowery hats on the hat pegs behind her—“but carnations are simply divine! They taste like—like—ah well!” And away her little thin laugh flew, fluttering among those huge, strange flower heads on the wall behind her. (But how cruel her little thin laugh was! It had a long sharp beak and claws and two bead eyes, thought fanciful Katie.)


  To-day it was a carnation. She brought a carnation to the French class, a deep, deep red one, that looked as though it had been dipped in wine and left in the dark to dry. [217] She held it on the desk before her, half shut her eyes and smiled.


  “Isn’t it a darling?” said she. But—


  “Un peu de silence, s’il vous plaît,” came from M. Hugo. Oh, bother! It was too hot! Frightfully hot! Grilling simply!


  The two square windows of the French Room were open at the bottom and the dark blinds drawn half way down. Although no air came in, the blind cord swung out and back and the blind lifted. But really there was not a breath from the dazzle outside.


  Even the girls, in the dusky room, in their pale blouses, with stiff butterfly-bow hair ribbons perched on their hair, seemed to give off a warm, weak light, and M. Hugo’s white waistcoat gleamed like the belly of a shark.


  Some of the girls were very red in the face and some were white. Vera Holland had pinned up her black curls à la japonaise with a penholder and a pink pencil; she looked charming. Francie Owen pushed her sleeves nearly up to the shoulders, and then she inked the little blue vein in her elbow, shut her arm together, and then looked to see the mark it made; she had a passion for inking herself; she always had a face drawn on her thumb nail, with black, forked hair. Sylvia Mann took off her collar and tie, took them off simply, and laid them on the desk beside her, as calm as if she were going to wash her hair in her [218] bedroom at home. She had a nerve! Jennie Edwards tore a leaf out of her notebook and wrote “Shall we ask old Hugo-Wugo to give us a thrippenny vanilla on the way home!!!” and passed it across to Connie Baker, who turned absolutely purple and nearly burst out crying. All of them lolled and gaped, staring at the round clock, which seemed to have grown paler, too; the hands scarcely crawled.


  “Un peu de silence, s’il vous plaît,” came from M. Hugo. He held up a puffy hand. “Ladies, as it is so ’ot we will take no more notes to-day, but I will read you,” and he paused and smiled a broad, gentle smile, “a little French poetry.”


  “Go—od God!” moaned Francie Owen.


  M. Hugo’s smile deepened. “Well, Mees Owen, you need not attend. You can paint yourself. You can ’ave my red ink as well as your black one.”


  How well they knew the little blue book with red edges that he tugged out of his coat tail pocket! It had a green silk marker embroidered in forget-me-nots. They often giggled at it when he handed the book round. Poor old Hugo-Wugo! He adored reading poetry. He would begin, softly and calmly, and then gradually his voice would swell and vibrate and gather itself together, then it would be pleading and imploring and entreating, and then rising, rising triumphant, until [219] it burst into light, as it were, and then—gradually again, it ebbed, it grew soft and warm and calm and died down into nothingness.


  The great difficulty was, of course, if you felt at all feeble, not to get the most awful fit of the giggles. Not because it was funny, really, but because it made you feel uncomfortable, queer, silly, and somehow ashamed for old Hugo-Wugo. But—oh dear—if he was going to inflict it on them in this heat …!


  “Courage, my pet,” said Eve, kissing the languid carnation.


  He began, and most of the girls fell forward, over the desks, their heads on their arms, dead at the first shot. Only Eve and Katie sat upright and still. Katie did not know enough French to understand, but Eve sat listening, her eyebrows raised, her eyes half veiled, and a smile that was like the shadow of her cruel little laugh, like the wing shadows of that cruel little laugh fluttering over her lips. She made a warm, white cup of her fingers—the carnation inside. Oh, the scent! It floated across to Katie. It was too much. Katie turned away to the dazzling light outside the window.


  Down below, she knew, there was a cobbled courtyard with stable buildings round it. That was why the French Room always smelled faintly of ammonia. It wasn’t unpleasant; it was even part of the French language for [220] Katie—something sharp and vivid and—and—biting!


  Now she could hear a man clatter over the cobbles and the jing-jang of the pails he carried. And now Hoo-hor-her! Hoo-hor-her! as he worked the pump, and a great gush of water followed. Now he was flinging the water over something, over the wheels of a carriage, perhaps. And she saw the wheel, propped up, clear of the ground, spinning round, flashing scarlet and black, with great drops glancing off it. And all the while he worked the man kept up a high bold whistling, that skimmed over the noise of the water as a bird skims over the sea. He went away—he came back again leading a cluttering horse.


  Hoo-hor-her! Hoo-hor-her! came from the pump. Now he dashed the water over the horse’s legs and then swooped down and began brushing.


  She saw him simply—in a faded shirt, his sleeves rolled up, his chest bare, all splashed with water—and as he whistled, loud and free, and as he moved, swooping and bending, Hugo-Wugo’s voice began to warm, to deepen, to gather together, to swing, to rise—somehow or other to keep time with the man outside (Oh, the scent of Eve’s carnation!) until they became one great rushing, rising, triumphant thing, bursting into light, and then—


  The whole room broke into pieces.


  [221] “Thank you, ladies,” cried M. Hugo, bobbing at his high desk, over the wreckage.


  And “Keep it, dearest,” said Eve. “Souvenir tendre,” and she popped the carnation down the front of Katie’s blouse.


  [Nation, September 7, 1918; written 1917]


  []


  See-Saw


  [222] Spring. As the people leave the road for the grass their eyes become fixed and dreamy like the eyes of people wading in the warm sea. There are no daisies yet, but the sweet smell of the grass rises, rises in tiny waves the deeper they go. The trees are in full leaf. As far as one can see there are fans, hoops, tall rich plumes of various green. A light wind shakes them, blowing them together, blowing them free again; in the blue sky floats a cluster of tiny white clouds like a brood of ducklings. The people wander over the grass—the old ones inclined to puff and waddle after their long winter snooze; the young ones suddenly linking hands and making for that screen of trees in the hollow or the shelter of that clump of dark gorse tipped with yellow—walking very fast, almost running, as though they had heard some lovely little creature caught in the thicket crying to them to be saved.


  On the top of a small green mound there is [223] a very favourite bench. It has a young chestnut growing beside it, shaped like a mushroom. Below the earth has crumbled, fallen away, leaving three or four clayey hollows—caves—caverns—and in one of them two little people had set up house with a minute pickaxe, an empty match box, a blunted nail and a shovel for furniture. He had red hair cut in a deep fringe, light blue eyes, a faded pink smock and brown button shoes. Her flowery curls were caught up with a yellow ribbon and she wore two dresses—her this week’s underneath and her last week’s on top. This gave her rather a bulky air.


  “If you don’t get me no sticks for my fire,” said she, “there won’t be no dinner.” She wrinkled her nose and looked at him severely. “You seem to forget I’ve got a fire to make.” He took it very easy, balancing on his toes—“Well—where’s I to find any sticks?”


  “Oh,” said she—flinging up her hands—“anywhere of course—” And then she whispered just loud enough for him to hear, “they needn’t be real ones—you know.”


  “Ooh,” he breathed. And then he shouted in a loud distinct tone: “Well I’ll just go an’ get a few sticks.”


  He came back in a moment with an armful.


  “Is that a whole pennorth?” said she, holding out her skirts for them.


  “Well,” said he, “I don’t know, because [224] I had them give to me by a man that was moving.”


  “Perhaps they’re bits of what was broke,” said she. “When we moved, two of the pictures was broken and my Daddy lit the fire with them, and my Mummy said—she said—” a tiny pause—“soldier’s manners!”


  “What’s that?” said he.


  “Good gracious!” She made great eyes at him. “Don’t you know?”


  “No,” said he. “What does it mean?”


  She screwed up a bit of her skirt, scrunched it, then looked away—“Oh, don’t bother me, child,” said she.


  He didn’t care. He took the pickaxe and hacked a little piece out of the kitchen floor.


  “Got a newspaper?”


  He plucked one out of the air and handed it to her. Ziz, ziz, ziz! She tore it into three pieces—knelt down and laid the sticks over. “Matches, please.” The real box was a triumph, and the blunted nails. But funny—Zip, zip, zip, it wouldn’t light. They looked at each other in consternation.


  “Try the other side,” said she. Zip. “Ah! that’s better.” There was a great glow—and they sat down on the floor and began to make the pie.


  To the bench beside the chestnut came two fat old babies and plumped themselves down. [225] She wore a bonnet trimmed with lilac and tied with lilac velvet strings; a black satin coat and a lace tie—and each of her hands, squeezed into black kid gloves, showed a morsel of purplish flesh. The skin of his swollen old face was tight and glazed—and he sat down clasping his huge soft belly as though careful not to jolt or alarm it.


  “Very hot,” said he, and he gave a low, strange trumpeting cry with which she was evidently familiar, for she gave no sign. She looked into the lovely distance and quivered:


  “Nellie cut her finger last night.”


  “Oh, did she?” said the old snorter. Then—“How did she do that?”


  “At dinner,” was the reply, “with a knife.”


  They both looked ahead of them—panting—then, “Badly?”


  The weak worn old voice, the old voice that reminded one somehow of a piece of faintly smelling dark lace, said, “Not very badly.”


  Again he gave that low strange cry. He took off his hat, wiped the rim and put it on again.


  The voice beside him said with a spiteful touch: “I think it was carelessness”—and he replied, blowing out his cheeks: “Bound to be!”


  But then a little bird flew on to a branch of the young chestnut above them—and shook over the old heads a great jet of song.


  [226] He took off his hat, heaved himself up, and beat in its direction in the tree. Away it flew.


  “Don’t want bird muck falling on us,” said he, lowering his belly carefully—carefully again.


  The fire was made.


  “Put your hand in the oven,” said she, “an’ see if it’s hot.”


  He put his hand in, but drew it out again with a squeak, and danced up and down. “It’s ever so hot,” said he.


  This seemed to please her very much. She too got up and went over to him, and touched him with a finger.


  “Do you like playing with me?” And he said, in his small solid way, “Yes, I do.” At that she flung away from him and cried, “I’ll never be done if you keep on bothering me with these questions.”


  As she poked the fire he said: “Our dog’s had kittens.”


  “Kittens!” She sat back on her heels—“Can a dog have kittens?”


  “Of course they can,” said he. “Little ones, you know.”


  “But cats have kittens,” cried she. “Dogs don’t, dogs have—” she stopped, stared—looked for the word—couldn’t find it—it was gone. “They have—”


  “Kittens,” cried he. “Our dog’s been an’ had two.”


  [227] She stamped her foot at him. She was pink with exasperation. “It’s not kittens,” she wailed, “it’s—”


  “It is—it is—it is—” he shouted, waving the shovel.


  She threw her top dress over her head, and began to cry. “It’s not—it’s—it’s …”


  Suddenly, without a moment’s warning, he lifted his pinafore and made water.


  At the sound she emerged.


  “Look what you’ve been an’ done,” said she, too appalled to cry any more. “You’ve put out my fire.”


  “Ah, never mind. Let’s move. You can take the pickaxe and the match box.”


  They moved to the next cave. “It’s much nicer here,” said he.


  “Off you go,” said she, “and get me some sticks for my fire.”


  The two old babies above began to rumble, and obedient to the sign they got up without a word and waddled away.


  [Adelphi, July 1924; written 1917]


  []


  This Flower


  
    [228] “But I tell you, my lord fool, out of this nettle danger, we pluck this flower, safety.”

  


  As she lay there, looking up at the ceiling, she had her moment—yes, she had her moment! And it was not connected with anything she had thought or felt before, not even with those words the doctor had scarcely ceased speaking. It was single, glowing, perfect; it was like—a pearl, too flawless to match with another … Could she describe what happened? Impossible. It was as though, even if she had not been conscious (and she certainly had not been conscious all the time) that she was fighting against the stream of life—the stream of life indeed!—she had suddenly ceased to struggle. Oh, more than that! She had yielded, yielded absolutely, down to every minutest pulse and nerve, and she had fallen into the bright bosom of the stream and it had borne her … She was part of her room—part of the great bouquet of southern anemones, of the white [229] net curtains that blew in stiff against the light breeze, of the mirrors, the white silky rugs; she was part of the high, shaking, quivering clamour, broken with little bells and crying voices that went streaming by outside,—part of the leaves and the light.


  Over. She sat up. The doctor had reappeared. This strange little figure with his stethoscope still strung round his neck—for she had asked him to examine her heart—squeezing and kneading his freshly washed hands, had told her …


  It was the first time she had ever seen him. Roy, unable, of course, to miss the smallest dramatic opportunity, had obtained his rather shady Bloomsbury address from the man in whom he always confided everything, who, although he’d never met her, knew “all about them.”


  “My darling,” Roy had said, “we’d better have an absolutely unknown man just in case it’s—well, what we don’t either of us want it to be. One can’t be too careful in affairs of this sort. Doctors do talk. It’s all damned rot to say they don’t.” Then, “Not that I care a straw who on earth knows. Not that I wouldn’t—if you’d have me—blazon it on the skies, or take the front page of the Daily Mirror and have our two names on it, in a heart, you know—pierced by an arrow.”


  [230] Nevertheless, of course, his love of mystery and intrigue, his passion for “keeping our secret beautifully” (his phrase!) had won the day, and off he’d gone in a taxi to fetch this rather sodden-looking little man.


  She heard her untroubled voice saying, “Do you mind not mentioning anything of this to Mr. King? If you’d tell him that I’m a little run down and that my heart wants a rest. For I’ve been complaining about my heart.”


  Roy had been really too right about the kind of man the doctor was. He gave her a strange, quick, leering look, and taking off the stethoscope with shaking fingers he folded it into his bag that looked somehow like a broken old canvas shoe.


  “Don’t you worry, my dear,” he said huskily. “I’ll see you through.”


  Odious little toad to have asked a favour of! She sprang to her feet, and picking up her purple cloth jacket, went over to the mirror. There was a soft knock at the door, and Roy—he really did look pale, smiling his half-smile—came in and asked the doctor what he had to say.


  “Well,” said the doctor, taking up his hat, holding it against his chest and beating a tattoo on it, “all I’ve got to say is that Mrs.—h’m—Madam wants a bit of a rest. She’s a bit run down. Her heart’s a bit strained. Nothing else wrong.


  [231] In the street a barrel-organ struck up something gay, laughing, mocking, gushing, with little trills, shakes, jumbles of notes.


  
    That’s all I got to say, to say,


    That’s all I got to say,

  


  it mocked. It sounded so near she wouldn’t have been surprised if the doctor were turning the handle.


  She saw Roy’s smile deepen; his eyes took fire. He gave a little “Ah!” of relief and happiness. And just for one moment he allowed himself to gaze at her without caring a jot whether the doctor saw or not, drinking her up with that gaze she knew so well, as she stood tying the pale ribbons of her camisole and drawing on the little purple cloth jacket. He jerked back to the doctor, “She shall go away. She shall go away to the sea at once,” said he, and then, terribly anxious, “What about her food?” At that, buttoning her jacket in the long mirror, she couldn’t help laughing at him.


  “That’s all very well,” he protested, laughing back delightedly at her and at the doctor. “But if I didn’t manage her food, doctor, she’d never eat anything but caviare sandwiches and—and white grapes. About wine—oughtn’t she to have wine?”


  Wine would do her no harm.


  “Champagne,” pleaded Roy. How he was enjoying himself!


  [232] “Oh, as much champagne as she likes,” said the doctor, “and a brandy and soda with her lunch if she fancies it.”


  Roy loved that; it tickled him immensely.


  “Do you hear that?” he asked solemnly, blinking and sucking in his cheeks to keep from laughing. “Do you fancy a brandy and soda?”


  And, in the distance, faint and exhausted, the barrel-organ:


  
    A brandy and so-da,


    A brandy and soda, please!


    A brandy and soda, please!

  


  The doctor seemed to hear that, too. He shook hands with her and Roy went with him into the passage to settle his fee.


  She heard the front door close and then—rapid, rapid steps along the passage. This time he simply burst into her room, and she was in his arms, crushed up small while he kissed her with warm quick kisses, murmuring between them, “My darling, my beauty, my delight. You’re mine, you’re safe.” And then three soft groans. “Oh! Oh! Oh! the relief!” Still keeping his arms round her he leant his head against her shoulder as though exhausted. “If you knew how frightened I’ve been,” he murmured. “I thought we were in for it this time. I really did. And it would have been so—fatal—so fatal!”


  []


  The Wrong House


  [233] “Two purl—two plain—woolinfrontoftheneedle—and knit two together.” Like an old song, like a song that she had sung so often that only to breathe was to sing it, she murmured the knitting pattern. Another vest was nearly finished for the mission parcel.


  “It’s your vests, Mrs. Bean, that are so acceptable. Look at these poor little mites without a shred!” And the churchwoman showed her a photograph of repulsive little black objects with bellies shaped like lemons …


  “Two purl—two plain.” Down dropped the knitting on to her lap; she gave a great long sigh, stared in front of her for a moment and then picked the knitting up and began again. What did she think about when she sighed like that? Nothing. It was a habit. She was always sighing. On the stairs, particularly, as she went up and down, she stopped, holding her dress up with one hand, the other hand on the bannister, staring at the steps—sighing.


  [234] “Woolinfrontoftheneedle …” She sat at the dining-room window facing the street. It was a bitter autumn day; the wind ran in the street like a thin dog; the houses opposite looked as though they had been cut out with a pair of ugly steel scissors and pasted on to the grey paper sky. There was not a soul to be seen.


  “Knit two together!” The clock struck three. Only three? It seemed dusk already; dusk came floating into the room, heavy, powdery dusk settling on the furniture, filming over the mirror. Now the kitchen clock struck three—two minutes late—for this was the clock to go by and not the kitchen clock. She was alone in the house. Dollicas was out shopping; she had been gone since a quarter to two. Really, she got slower and slower! What did she do with the time? One cannot spend more than a certain time buying a chicken … And oh, that habit of hers of dropping the stove-rings when she made up the fire! And she set her lips, as she had set her lips for the past thirty-five years, at that habit of Dollicas’.


  There came a faint noise from the street, a noise of horses’ hooves. She leaned further out to see. Good gracious! It was a funeral. First the glass coach, rolling along briskly with the gleaming, varnished coffin inside (but no wreaths), with three men in front and two [235] standing at the back, then some carriages, some with black horses, some with brown. The dust came bowling up the road, half hiding the procession. She scanned the houses opposite to see which had the blinds down. What horrible looking men, too! laughing and joking. One leaned over to one side and blew his nose with his black glove—horrible! She gathered up the knitting, hiding her hands in it. Dollicas surely would have known … There, they were passing … It was the other end …


  What was this? What was happening? What could it mean? Help, God! Her old heart leaped like a fish and then fell as the glass coach drew up outside her door, as the outside men scrambled down from the front, swung off the back, and the tallest of them, with a glance of surprise at the windows, came quickly, stealthily, up the garden path.


  “No!” she groaned. But yes, the blow fell, and for the moment it struck her down. She gasped, a great cold shiver went through her, and stayed in her hands and knees. She saw the man withdraw a step and again—that puzzled glance at the blinds—then—


  “No!” she groaned, and stumbling, catching hold of things, she managed to get to the door before the blow fell again. She opened it, her chin trembled, her teeth clacked; somehow or other she brought out, “The wrong house!”


  [236] Oh! he was shocked. As she stepped back she saw behind him the black hats clustered at the gate. “The wrong ’ouse!” he muttered. She could only nod. She was shutting the door again when he fished out of the tail of his coat a black, brass-bound notebook and swiftly opened it. “No. 20 Shuttleworth Crescent?”


  “S—street! Crescent round the corner.” Her hand lifted to point, but shook and fell.


  He was taking off his hat as she shut the door and leaned against it, whimpering in the dusky hall, “Go away! Go away!”


  Clockety-clock-clock. Cluk! Cluk! Clockety-clock-cluk! sounded from outside, and then a faint Cluk! Cluk! and then silence. They were gone. They were out of sight. But still she stayed leaning against the door, staring into the hall, staring at the hall-stand that was like a great lobster with hat-pegs for feelers. But she thought of nothing; she did not even think of what had happened. It was as if she had fallen into a cave whose walls were darkness …


  She came to herself with a deep inward shock, hearing the gate bang and quick, short steps crunching the gravel; it was Dollicas hurrying round to the back door. Dollicas must not find her there; and wavering, wavering like a candle-flame, back she went into the dining-room to her seat by the window.


  [237] Dollicas was in the kitchen. Klang! went one of the iron rings into the fender. Then her voice, “I’m just putting on the tea-kettle’m.” Since they had been alone she had got into the way of shouting from one room to another. The old woman coughed to steady herself. “Please bring in the lamp,” she cried.


  “The lamp!” Dollicas came across the passage and stood in the doorway. “Why, it’s only just on four ’m.”


  “Never mind,” said Mrs. Bean dully. “Bring it in!” And a moment later the elderly maid appeared, carrying the gentle lamp in both hands. Her broad soft face had the look it always had when she carried anything, as though she walked in her sleep. She set it down on the table, lowered the wick, raised it, and then lowered it again. Then she straightened up and looked across at her mistress.


  “Why, ’m, whatever’s that you’re treading on?”


  It was the mission vest.


  “T’t! T’t!” As Dollicas picked it up she thought, “The old lady has been asleep. She’s not awake yet.” Indeed the old lady looked glazed and dazed, and when she took up the knitting she drew out a needle of stitches and began to unwind what she had done.


  “Don’t forget the mace,” she said. Her [238] voice sounded thin and dry. She was thinking of the chicken for that night’s supper. And Dollicas understood and answered, “It’s a lovely young bird!” as she pulled down the blind before going back to her kitchen …


  (1919)


  []


  Sixpence


  [239] Children are unaccountable little creatures. Why should a small boy like Dicky, good as gold as a rule, sensitive, affectionate, obedient, and marvellously sensible for his age, have moods when, without the slightest warning, he suddenly went “mad dog,” as his sisters called it, and there was no doing anything with him?


  “Dicky, come here! Come here, sir, at once! Do you hear your mother calling you? Dicky!”


  But Dicky wouldn’t come. Oh, he heard right enough. A clear, ringing little laugh was his only reply. And away he flew; hiding, running through the uncut hay on the lawn, dashing past the woodshed, making a rush for the kitchen garden, and there dodging, peering at his mother from behind the mossy apple trunks, and leaping up and down like a wild Indian.


  It had begun at tea-time. While Dicky’s mother and Mrs. Spears, who was spending the afternoon with her, were quietly sitting [240] over their sewing in the drawing-room, this, according to the servant girl, was what had happened at the children’s tea. They were eating their first bread and butter as nicely and quietly as you please, and the servant girl had just poured out the milk and water, when Dicky had suddenly seized the bread plate, put it upside down on his head, and clutched the bread knife.


  “Look at me!” he shouted.


  His startled sisters looked, and before the servant girl could get there, the bread plate wobbled, slid, flew to the floor, and broke into shivers. At this awful point the little girls lifted up their voices and shrieked their loudest.


  “Mother, come and look what he’s done!”


  “Dicky’s broke a great big plate!”


  “Come and stop him, mother!”


  You can imagine how mother came flying. But she was too late. Dicky had leapt out of his chair, run through the French windows on to the verandah, and, well—there she stood—popping her thimble on and off, helpless. What could she do? She couldn’t chase after the child. She couldn’t stalk Dicky among the apples and damsons. That would be too undignified. It was more than annoying, it was exasperating. Especially as Mrs. Spears, Mrs. Spears of all people, whose two boys were so exemplary, was waiting for her in the drawing-room.


  [241] “Very well, Dicky,” she cried, “I shall have to think of some way of punishing you.”


  “I don’t care,” sounded the high little voice, and again there came that ringing laugh. The child was quite beside himself …


  “Oh, Mrs. Spears, I don’t know how to apologise for leaving you by yourself like this.”


  “It’s quite all right, Mrs. Bendall,” said Mrs. Spears, in her soft, sugary voice, and raising her eyebrows in the way she had. She seemed to smile to herself as she stroked the gathers. “These little things will happen from time to time. I only hope it was nothing serious.”


  “It was Dicky,” said Mrs. Bendall, looking rather helplessly for her only fine needle. And she explained the whole affair to Mrs. Spears. “And the worst of it is, I don’t know how to cure him. Nothing when he’s in that mood seems to have the slightest effect on him.”


  Mrs. Spears opened her pale eyes. “Not even a whipping?” said she.


  But Mrs. Bendall, threading her needle, pursed up her lips. “We never have whipped the children,” she said. “The girls never seem to have needed it. And Dicky is such a baby, and the only boy. Somehow …”


  “Oh, my dear,” said Mrs. Spears, and she laid her sewing down. “I don’t wonder Dicky has these little outbreaks. You don’t [242] mind my saying so? But I’m sure you make a great mistake in trying to bring up children without whipping them. Nothing really takes its place. And I speak from experience, my dear. I used to try gentler measures”—Mrs. Spears drew in her breath with a little hissing sound—“soaping the boys’ tongues, for instance, with yellow soap, or making them stand on the table for the whole of Saturday afternoon. But no, believe me,” said Mrs. Spears, “there is nothing, there is nothing like handing them over to their father.”


  Mrs. Bendall in her heart of hearts was dreadfully shocked to hear of that yellow soap. But Mrs. Spears seemed to take it so much for granted, that she did too.


  “Their father,” she said. “Then you don’t whip them yourself?”


  “Never.” Mrs. Spears seemed quite shocked at the idea. “I don’t think it’s the mother’s place to whip the children. It’s the duty of the father. And, besides, he impresses them so much more.”


  “Yes, I can imagine that,” said Mrs. Bendall, faintly.


  “Now my two boys,” Mrs. Spears smiled kindly, encouragingly, at Mrs. Bendall, “would behave just like Dicky if they were not afraid to. As it is …”


  “Oh, your boys are perfect little models,” cried Mrs. Bendall.


  [243] They were. Quieter, better-behaved little boys, in the presence of grown-ups, could not be found. In fact, Mrs. Spears’ callers often made the remark that you never would have known that there was a child in the house. There wasn’t—very often.


  In the front hall, under a large picture of fat, cheery old monks fishing by the riverside, there was a thick, dark horsewhip that had belonged to Mr. Spears’ father. And for some reason the boys preferred to play out of sight of this, behind the dog-kennel or in the tool-house, or round about the dustbin.


  “It’s such a mistake,” sighed Mrs. Spears; breathing softly, as she folded her work, “to be weak with children when they are little. It’s such a sad mistake, and one so easy to make. It’s so unfair to the child. That is what one has to remember. Now Dicky’s little escapade this afternoon seemed to me as though he’d done it on purpose. It was the child’s way of showing you that he needed a whipping.”


  “Do you really think so?” Mrs. Bendall was a weak little thing, and this impressed her very much.


  “I do; I feel sure of it. And a sharp reminder now and then,” cried Mrs. Spears in quite a professional manner, “administered by the father, will save you so much trouble in the future. Believe me, my dear.” She put her dry, cold hand over Mrs. Bendall’s.


  [244] “I shall speak to Edward the moment he comes in,” said Dicky’s mother firmly.


  The children had gone to bed before the garden gate banged, and Dicky’s father staggered up the steep concrete steps carrying his bicycle. It had been a bad day at the office. He was hot, dusty, tired out.


  But by this time Mrs. Bendall had become quite excited over the new plan, and she opened the door to him herself.


  “Oh, Edward, I’m so thankful you have come home,” she cried.


  “Why, what’s happened?” Edward lowered the bicycle and took off his hat. A red angry pucker showed where the brim had pressed. “What’s up?”


  “Come—come into the drawing-room,” said Mrs. Bendall, speaking very fast. “I simply can’t tell you how naughty Dicky has been. You have no idea—you can’t have at the office all day—how a child of that age can behave. He’s been simply dreadful. I have no control over him—none. I’ve tried everything, Edward, but it’s all no use. The only thing to do,” she finished breathlessly, “is to whip him—is for you to whip him, Edward.”


  In the corner of the drawing-room there was a what-not, and on the top shelf stood a brown china bear with a painted tongue. It seemed in the shadow to be grinning at Dicky’s [245] father, to be saying, “Hooray, this is what you’ve come home to!”


  “But why on earth should I start whipping him?” said Edward, staring at the bear. “We’ve never done it before.”


  “Because,” said his wife, “don’t you see, it’s the only thing to do. I can’t control the child …” Her words flew from her lips. They beat round him, beat round his tired head. “We can’t possibly afford a nurse. The servant girl has more than enough to do. And his naughtiness is beyond words. You don’t understand, Edward; you can’t, you’re at the office all day.”


  The bear poked out his tongue. The scolding voice went on. Edward sank into a chair.


  “What am I to beat him with?” he said weakly.


  “Your slipper, of course,” said his wife. And she knelt down to untie his dusty shoes.


  “Oh, Edward,” she wailed, “you’ve still got your cycling clips on in the drawing-room. No, really——”


  “Here, that’s enough,” Edward nearly pushed her away. “Give me that slipper.” He went up the stairs. He felt like a man in a dark net. And now he wanted to beat Dicky. Yes, damn it, he wanted to beat something. My God, what a life! The dust was still in his hot eyes, his arms felt heavy.


  He pushed open the door of Dicky’s slip of [246] a room. Dicky was standing in the middle of the floor in his night-shirt. At the sight of him Edward’s heart gave a warm throb of rage.


  “Well, Dicky, you know what I’ve come for,” said Edward.


  Dicky made no reply.


  “I’ve come to give you a whipping.”


  No answer.


  “Lift up your nightshirt.”


  At that Dicky looked up. He flushed a deep pink. “Must I?” he whispered.


  “Come on, now. Be quick about it,” said Edward, and, grasping the slipper, he gave Dicky three hard slaps.


  “There, that’ll teach you to behave properly to your mother.”


  Dicky stood there, hanging his head.


  “Look sharp and get into bed,” said his father.


  Still he did not move. But a shaking voice said, “I’ve not done my teeth yet, Daddy.”


  “Eh, what’s that?”


  Dicky looked up. His lips were quivering, but his eyes were dry. He hadn’t made a sound or shed a tear. Only he swallowed and said, huskily, “I haven’t done my teeth, Daddy.”


  But at the sight of that little face Edward turned, and, not knowing what he was doing, he bolted from the room, down the stairs, and [247] out into the garden. Good God! What had he done? He strode along and hid in the shadow of the pear tree by the hedge. Whipped Dicky—whipped his little man with a slipper—and what the devil for? He didn’t even know. Suddenly he barged into his room—and there was the little chap in his nightshirt. Dicky’s father groaned and held on to the hedge. And he didn’t cry. Never a tear. If only he’d cried or got angry. But that “Daddy”! And again he heard the quivering whisper. Forgiving like that without a word. But he’d never forgive himself—never. Coward! Fool! Brute! And suddenly he remembered the time when Dicky had fallen off his knee and sprained his wrist while they were playing together. He hadn’t cried then, either. And that was the little hero he had just whipped.


  Something’s got to be done about this, thought Edward. He strode back to the house, up the stairs, into Dicky’s room. The little boy was lying in bed. In the half light his dark head, with the square fringe, showed plain against the pale pillow. He was lying quite still, and even now he wasn’t crying. Edward shut the door and leaned against it. What he wanted to do was to kneel down by Dicky’s bed and cry himself and beg to be forgiven. But, of course, one can’t do that sort of thing. He felt awkward, and his heart was wrung.


  [248] “Not asleep yet, Dicky?” he said lightly.


  “No, Daddy.”


  Edward came over and sat on his boy’s bed, and Dicky looked at him through his long lashes.


  “Nothing the matter, little chap, is there?” said Edward, half whispering.


  “No-o, Daddy,” came from Dicky.


  Edward put out his hand, and carefully he took Dicky’s hot little paw.


  “You—you mustn’t think any more of what happened just now, little man,” he said huskily. “See? That’s all over now. That’s forgotten. That’s never going to happen again. See?”


  “Yes, Daddy.”


  “So the thing to do now is to buck up, little chap,” said Edward, “and to smile.” And he tried himself an extraordinary trembling apology for a smile. “To forget all about it—to—eh? Little man … Old boy …”


  Dicky lay as before. This was terrible. Dicky’s father sprang up and went over to the window. It was nearly dark in the garden. The servant girl had run out, and she was snatching, twitching some white clothes off the bushes and piling them over her arm. But in the boundless sky the evening star shone, and a big gum tree, black against the pale glow, moved its long leaves softly. All this he saw, while he felt in his trouser pocket for his money.


  [249] Bringing it out, he chose a new sixpence and went back to Dicky.


  “Here you are, little chap. Buy yourself something,” said Edward softly, laying the sixpence on Dicky’s pillow.


  But could even that—could even a whole sixpence—blot out what had been?


  [Sphere, August 6, 1921; written 1921]


  []


  Poison


  [250] The post was very late. When we came back from our walk after lunch it still had not arrived.


  “Pas encore, Madame,” sang Annette, scurrying back to her cooking.


  We carried our parcels into the dining-room. The table was laid. As always, the sight of the table laid for two—for two people only—and yet so finished, so perfect, there was no possible room for a third, gave me a queer, quick thrill as though I’d been struck by that silver lightning that quivered over the white cloth, the brilliant glasses, the shallow bowl of freezias.


  “Blow the old postman! Whatever can have happened to him?” said Beatrice. “Put those things down, dearest.”


  “Where would you like them …?”


  She raised her head; she smiled her sweet, teasing smile.


  “Anywhere—Silly.”


  But I knew only too well that there was no such place for her, and I would have stood [251] holding the squat liqueur bottle and the sweets for months, for years, rather than risk giving another tiny shock to her exquisite sense of order.


  “Here—I’ll take them.” She plumped them down on the table with her long gloves and a basket of figs. “The Luncheon Table. Short story by—by—” She took my arm. “Let’s go on to the terrace—” and I felt her shiver. “Ça sent,” she said faintly, “de la cuisine …”


  I had noticed lately—we had been living in the south for two months—that when she wished to speak of food, or the climate, or, playfully, of her love for me, she always dropped into French.


  We perched on the balustrade under the awning. Beatrice leaned over gazing down—down to the white road with its guard of cactus spears. The beauty of her ear, just her ear, the marvel of it was so great that I could have turned from regarding it to all that sweep of glittering sea below and stammered: “You know—her ear! She has ears that are simply the most …”


  She was dressed in white, with pearls round her throat and lilies-of-the-valley tucked into her belt. On the third finger of her left hand she wore one pearl ring—no wedding ring.


  “Why should I, mon ami? Why should we pretend? Who could possibly care?”


  [252] And of course I agreed, though privately, in the depths of my heart, I would have given my soul to have stood beside her in a large, yes, a large, fashionable church, crammed with people, with old reverend clergymen, with The Voice that breathed o’er Eden, with palms and the smell of scent, knowing there was a red carpet and confetti outside, and somewhere, a wedding-cake and champagne and a satin shoe to throw after the carriage—if I could have slipped our wedding-ring on to her finger.


  Not because I cared for such horrible shows, but because I felt it might possibly perhaps lessen this ghastly feeling of absolute freedom, her absolute freedom, of course.


  Oh, God! What torture happiness was—what anguish! I looked up at the villa, at the windows of our room hidden so mysteriously behind the green straw blinds. Was it possible that she ever came moving through the green light and smiling that secret smile, that languid, brilliant smile that was just for me? She put her arm round my neck; the other hand softly, terribly, brushed back my hair.


  “Who are you?” Who was she? She was—Woman.


  … On the first warm evening in Spring, when lights shone like pearls through the lilac air and voices murmured in the fresh-flowering gardens, it was she who sang in the tall house [253] with the tulle curtains. As one drove in the moonlight through the foreign city hers was the shadow that fell across the quivering gold of the shutters. When the lamp was lighted, in the new-born stillness her steps passed your door. And she looked out into the autumn twilight, pale in her furs, as the automobile swept by …


  In fact, to put it shortly, I was twenty-four at the time. And when she lay on her back, with the pearls slipped under her chin, and sighed “I’m thirsty, dearest. Donne-moi un orange,” I would gladly, willingly, have dived for an orange into the jaws of a crocodile—if crocodiles ate oranges.


  
    “Had I two little feathery wings


    And were a little feathery bird …”

  


  sang Beatrice.


  I seized her hand. “You wouldn’t fly away?”


  “Not far. Not further than the bottom of the road.”


  “Why on earth there?”


  She quoted: “He cometh not, she said …”


  “Who? The silly old postman? But you’re not expecting a letter.”


  “No, but it’s maddening all the same. Ah!” Suddenly she laughed and leaned against me. “There he is—look—like a blue beetle.”


  [254] And we pressed our cheeks together and watched the blue beetle beginning to climb.


  “Dearest,” breathed Beatrice. And the word seemed to linger in the air, to throb in the air like the note of a violin.


  “What is it?”


  “I don’t know,” she laughed softly. “A wave of—a wave of affection, I suppose.”


  I put my arm round her. “Then you wouldn’t fly away?”


  And she said rapidly and softly: “No! No! Not for worlds. Not really. I love this place. I’ve loved being here. I could stay here for years, I believe. I’ve never been so happy as I have these last two months, and you’ve been so perfect to me, dearest, in every way.”


  This was such bliss—it was so extraordinary, so unprecedented, to hear her talk like this that I had to try to laugh it off.


  “Don’t! You sound as if you were saying good-bye.”


  “Oh, nonsense, nonsense. You mustn’t say such things even in fun!” She slid her little hand under my white jacket and clutched my shoulder. “You’ve been happy, haven’t you?”


  “Happy? Happy? Oh, God—if you knew what I feel at this moment … Happy! My Wonder! My Joy!”


  I dropped off the balustrade and embraced [255] her, lifting her in my arms. And while I held her lifted I pressed my face in her breast and muttered: “You are mine?” And for the first time in all the desperate months I’d known her, even counting the last month of—surely—Heaven—I believed her absolutely when she answered:


  “Yes, I am yours.”


  The creak of the gate and the postman’s steps on the gravel drew us apart. I was dizzy for the moment. I simply stood there, smiling, I felt, rather stupidly. Beatrice walked over to the cane chairs.


  “You go—go for the letters,” said she.


  I—well—I almost reeled away. But I was too late. Annette came running. “Pas de lettres,” said she.


  My reckless smile in reply as she handed me the paper must have surprised her. I was wild with joy. I threw the paper up into the air and sang out:


  “No letters, darling!” as I came over to where the beloved woman was lying in the long chair.


  For a moment she did not reply. Then she said slowly as she tore off the newspaper wrapper: “The world forgetting, by the world forgot.”


  There are times when a cigarette is just the very one thing that will carry you over the moment. It is more than a confederate, even; [256] it is a secret, perfect little friend who knows all about it and understands absolutely. While you smoke you look down at it—smile or frown, as the occasion demands; you inhale deeply and expel the smoke in a slow fan. This was one of those moments. I walked over to the magnolia and breathed my fill of it. Then I came back and leaned over her shoulder. But quickly she tossed the paper away on to the stone.


  “There’s nothing in it,” said she. “Nothing. There’s only some poison trial. Either some man did or didn’t murder his wife, and twenty thousand people have sat in court every day and two million words have been wired all over the world after each proceeding.”


  “Silly world!” said I, flinging into another chair. I wanted to forget the paper, to return, but cautiously, of course, to that moment before the postman came. But when she answered I knew from her voice the moment was over for now. Never mind. I was content to wait—five hundred years, if need be—now that I knew.


  “Not so very silly,” said Beatrice. “After all it isn’t only morbid curiosity on the part of the twenty thousand.”


  “What is it, darling?” Heavens knows I didn’t care.


  “Guilt!” she cried. “Guilt! Didn’t you realise that? They’re fascinated like sick [257] people are fascinated by anything—any scrap of news about their own case. The man in the dock may be innocent enough, but the people in court are nearly all of them poisoners. Haven’t you ever thought”—she was pale with excitement—“of the amount of poisoning that goes on? It’s the exception to find married people who don’t poison each other—married people and lovers. Oh,” she cried, “the number of cups of tea, glasses of wine, cups of coffee that are just tainted. The number I’ve had myself, and drunk, either knowing or not knowing—and risked it. The only reason why so many couples”—she laughed—“survive, is because the one is frightened of giving the other the fatal dose. That dose takes nerve! But it’s bound to come sooner or later. There’s no going back once the first little dose has been given. It’s the beginning of the end, really—don’t you agree? Don’t you see what I mean?”


  She didn’t wait for me to answer. She unpinned the lilies-of-the-valley and lay back, drawing them across her eyes.


  “Both my husbands poisoned me,” said Beatrice. “My first husband gave me a huge dose almost immediately, but my second was really an artist in his way. Just a tiny pinch, now and again, cleverly disguised—Oh, so cleverly!—until one morning I woke up and in every single particle of me, to the ends of [258] my fingers and toes, there was a tiny grain. I was just in time …”


  I hated to hear her mention her husbands so calmly, especially to-day. It hurt. I was going to speak, but suddenly she cried mournfully:


  “Why! Why should it have happened to me? What have I done? Why have I been all my life singled out by … It’s a conspiracy.”


  I tried to tell her it was because she was too perfect for this horrible world—too exquisite, too fine. It frightened people. I made a little joke.


  “But I—I haven’t tried to poison you.”


  Beatrice gave a queer small laugh and bit the end of a lily stem.


  “You!” said she. “You wouldn’t hurt a fly!”


  Strange. That hurt, though. Most horribly.


  Just then Annette ran out with our apéritifs. Beatrice leaned forward and took a glass from the tray and handed it to me. I noticed the gleam of the pearl on what I called her pearl finger. How could I be hurt at what she said?


  “And you,” I said, taking the glass, “you’ve never poisoned anybody.”


  That gave me an idea; I tried to explain.


  “You—you do just the opposite. What is [259] the name for one like you who, instead of poisoning people, fills them—everybody, the postman, the man who drives us, our boatman, the flower-seller, me—with new life, with something of her own radiance, her beauty, her—”


  Dreamily she smiled; dreamily she looked at me.


  “What are you thinking of—my lovely darling?”


  “I was wondering,” she said, “whether, after lunch, you’d go down to the post-office and ask for the afternoon letters. Would you mind, dearest? Not that I’m expecting one—but—I just thought, perhaps—it’s silly not to have the letters if they’re there. Isn’t it? Silly to wait till to-morrow.” She twirled the stem of the glass in her fingers. Her beautiful head was bent. But I lifted my glass and drank, sipped rather—sipped slowly, deliberately, looking at that dark head and thinking of—postmen and blue beetles and farewells that were not farewells and …


  Good God! Was it fancy? No, it wasn’t fancy. The drink tasted chill, bitter, queer.


  [Collier’s, November 24, 1923]
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  INTRODUCTORY NOTE


  In arranging the letters of Katherine Mansfield for publication I have had two distinct aims in view: to present as fully as possible all those of her letters which seemed to me to possess an intrinsic interest, and secondly to retain such portions of other letters as would explain the various situations of her life. My hope is that, taken together with her Journal, the letters as now arranged will form an intimate and complete autobiography for the last ten years of her life.


  It was our destiny that our life together should be broken by frequent and prolonged and most painful separations. During these times of separation she wrote to me every day, and these sequences of her letters have always seemed to me to convey her more truly as she was, with her alternations of joy and sorrow, than any of her writings save her finest stories. It is, naturally, impossible for me to have an unbiassed judgment upon this matter; and it is possible that these letters may not be so remarkable and so beautiful as I believe them to be. But I have read them many times, and always with the feeling that she lived again in them.


  Her letters of certain periods, notably in the three weeks (March 22-April 11, 1918) during which she was detained, seriously ill, in Paris during the bombardment, and again while she was isolated in Ospedaletti in January 1920, are too painful for publication.


  A certain amount of criticism was directed against the publication of her Journal on the ground that the revelations were too intimate; and no doubt the same criticism can be made with equal justice of these volumes. But Katherine Mansfield’s one concern was to leave behind her some small legacy of truth, and because I believe that not a little of her ‘truth’ is contained in these letters, I have tried to make the record as complete as I could.


  [1] The first five letters were written from Cholesbury in Buckinghamshire where Katherine Mansfield and I rented a red-brick cottage during the summer of 1913. The Blue Review, mentioned in some of the letters, was a magazine which lasted for three months (May-July 1913). I believe it is now very rare. Wilfrid Wilson Gibson, the poet, assisted in editing it. K.M. contributed to it three sketches called Epilogues and a story, Millie. These have been re-published in Something Childish, and other Stories, pp. 90–127.


  To J.M. Murry


  Cholesbury


  Summer 1913


  Yes, Friday will be fun. I am beginning to ‘pretend’ that you are a sailor—trading with all sorts of savages from Monday until Friday and that The Blue Review is your schooner and Secker the Fish Eyed Pilot. Could you not write a long—complicated—extremely—insulting—symbolical—serial round that idea with minute, obscene descriptions of the savage tribes …? Thank you for Pa’s letter. He was cheerful and poetic, but very loving. I feel towards my Pa-man like a little girl. I want to jump and stamp on his chest and cry “You’ve got to love me.” When he says he does, I feel quite confident that God is on my side.


  It is raining again to-day, and last night the wind howled and I gloomed and shivered, and heard locks being filed and ladders balanced against windows and footsteps padding upstairs … all the old properties jigged in the old way. I’m a lion all day, darling, but with the last point of daylight I begin to turn into a lamb and by [2] midnight—mon Dieu! by midnight the whole world has turned into a butcher!


  Summer 1913


  … The postman knocked into my dream with your letter and the back door key. I had locked myself in three times three with Mrs. G.’s key, but I am glad you sent me ours.


  I have begun the story and meant to finish it this evening: it feels pretty good to me.


  Oh, dear! I am afraid W. is having his birthday cake far too soon—like all our young men (except you and me). What a surprise for them when we sit down at the heads of their tables—all among their cake crumbs and groaning tummies—you, with a laurel wreath on your darling head, and me trailing a perfectly becoming cloud of glory.


  … Pride is a charming, sheltering tree: but don’t think I’m resting in it. I’m only standing underneath with my eyes turned up for a moment’s grace.


  Last night Mrs. G. and I had a glass of dandelion wine, and over it I heard how Mrs. Brown’s petticoat had dropped off in the hurdle race “King Edward’s Coronation time.” Such goings on!


  Good-bye for to-day. “Not to-morrow, not the next day, but the next.” Tell me what train you are coming by. I cannot quite believe that you are coming back here. I feel … quite alone and as if I were writing to someone in the air—so strange.


  Summer 1913


  I’ve nursed the Epilogue to no purpose. Every time I pick it up and hear “You’ll keep it to six,” I can’t cut it. To my knowledge there aren’t any superfluous words: I mean every line of it. I don’t “just ramble on” you know, but this thing happened to just fit six and a half pages. You can’t cut it without making an ugly mess somewhere. I’m a powerful stickler for form in this style of work. I hate the sort of licence that English people [3] give themselves … to spread over and flop and roll about. I feel as fastidious as though I wrote with acid. All of which will seem, I suppose unconvincing and exaggeration. I can only express my sincerest distress (which I do truly feel) and send you the Epilogue back. If you and Wilfrid feel more qualified for the job…. Oh, do by all means—But I’d rather it wasn’t there at all than sitting in The Blue Review with a broken nose and one ear as though it had jumped into an editorial dog-fight. It’s a queer day, with flickers of sun. The Epilogue has worried me no end: and I can still hear, tossing about, the aftermath of that thunder. “It’s not fair. Swinnerton can do it … you’ve got to cut it” … etc., etc. Can’t you cut a slice off the D. Brown? I really am more interesting than he is—modest though I be….


  P.S.—Don’t think of this letter. I’m frightfully depressed to-day … sad beyond words.


  Summer 1913


  No letter from you to-day. I am sending you the Banks drawings this evening. Enough string came with my parcel from Ida to make it possible. If you want any meat (and if—oh, well no—not necessarily) bring some down with you, please dear. Meat and tea. That is all we want. It is a very grey day again, here, half raining—and a loud roaring noise in the trees. This morning a robin flew into my room. I caught it. It did not seem at all frightened but lay still and very warm. I carried it to the window and I cannot tell you what a strange joyful feeling—when the little bird flew out of my hands. I am sorry you did not write to me. I count on your letters in the morning and always wake up early and listen for the postman. Without them the day is very silent.


  Summer 1913


  Thank you for the money: I’m going to start again keeping a strict account of every penny I spend and then [4] we can see where the screw is loose or the shoe pinches—or whatever it is.


  Last night as I got into bed the bed refused to have me and down I flew with my feet up in the air. I was terrified but I couldn’t help laughing—and once started I kept on. It seemed no end of a joke to be all alone in what R.C. would call the “profound stillness of the June night” and to be served that age-old trick!


  “Mrs. Walter” is here to-day and we’re having clean pinnies from head to foot. Such relief that I’ve written my reviews again and started my Epilogue. I went in to see Baby G. this morning. He was sucking. Such a pretty sight as a rule. But Mrs. G.’s sharp wan face above him somehow filled me with horror.


  Things have straightened out in my mind and I’m rather ashamed that I told you—what I did yesterday. It sings in my ears rather like the wail of the little girl left behind on the fence—more anger than anything else.


  In November 1913, we went to live in Paris, in a flat at 31 rue de Tournon, not 32, as printed by mistake in the Journal.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Paris: 31 rue de Tournon


  February 1914


  Lesley writes me, the weather is beastly—and here it is so warm and sunny that I have sat with my window open yesterday and to-day. (Yes, dear, mentioned ‘with intent.’) I wish you would buy a pair of shoes as well as the pepper and salt trousers. Try to. You want them so badly and I’ve no faith in those cheap Boulevard beauties.


  Everything, here, too ‘is just the same.’ The femme de ménage is singing in the kitchen—a most improbable song. It runs along, very blithe and nice—for about five notes and then it drops—any distance you like, but a little deeper each time. If the ‘aspects’ were not good that song would frighten me no end … pro-vi-ded that I was [5] in a little house on the edge of the steppes with a mushroom shaped cloud over it and no smoke coming out of the chimney, etc., etc. But things being what they are, my romantic mind imagines it a kind of fifteenth century French Provincial Ride-a-Cock-Horse—you know the business … dashing off on someone’s knee to get a pound of butter and being suddenly “tumbled into the gutter.” Which, after all, is a very pleasant place to fall. I wonder if Queens played this Disturbing Game with their youngest pages.


  My door has been mended. I am told that a workman came at nine, wrenched out the remains of the old panel, tapped the wood with an iron hammer, clapped in a new panel, clattered over the hall—but I did not hear a sound. I slept until a quarter to ten.


  February 1914


  You are good to me! Two letters this morning and a telegram yesterday afternoon. I wished that I might have sent you one in return but I thought you would not expect it so I … guarded the money. It would be a great relief to talk over everything, but by the time you get this letter it will be Friday morning and unless your plans have changed you will have no time to reply to me except ‘in person.’ I talked over ‘the business’ with you yesterday as much as I could by letter and without you. Depend upon us—we’re quite strong enough now to find a way out of our difficulties and we will and be happy, too, and do our work. (By being happy I mean happy together in the ‘odd times,’ you know.) And if I can get a room in London that hasn’t another opening out of it and isn’t the logical end of a passage I can work there as well as anywhere—supposing we arrange to leave here at once.


  After a miserable winter (1914–15) in a damp and draughty cottage near Great Missenden (Journal, pp. 15–23) during part of which K.M. was crippled by arthritis, [6] and was unable to write, she went to Paris in February, returning to Missenden at the end of the month, but only to escape again to Paris in March and again in May.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  Rose Tree Cottage, The Lee, Great Missenden


  Monday, March 1, 1915


  I hope you are not waiting for me to-day—for I am unable to come to London. My rheumatism still makes walking an impossibility—and I suffer very much. However I am in hopes it will leave me suddenly and then I shall come. We are going to shut up this house and live in London until the Summer. Jack has seen some rooms (rather, they were my idea) in Fitzroy Street and as soon as I am able to move I am going to see them. So we shall be in London quite soon and more or less permanently. This cottage is too cold and too depressing.


  When we are settled in London we must have some good times together. Make up a little basket of dreams—will you—and I will, too, and we shall be ready, then. I feel about 800, Koteliansky, for I can hardly walk at all—nor turn in my bed without crying out against my bones.


  Monday, March 8, 1915


  I have wanted to write to you; you have been in my mind several days. I am in bed. I am not at all well. Some mysterious pains seem to like me so well that they will not leave me…. All the same I am grateful to your Ancestral Grandfathers—for, for some reason I can work. I am writing quite quickly—and it’s good. Send me a little letter when you have the time. It is very cold here. It is winter and the sky from my window looks like ashes. I hear my little maid go thumping about in the kitchen and when she is quiet I listen to the wind. My God, what poverty! So I write about hot weather and happy love [7] and broad bands of sunlight and cafés—all the things that make life to me. Yes, you are quite right. I am wicked. Would it be very rude if I asked you to send me a few cigarettes? If it would—do not send them.


  To-day I had a most lovely postcard sent me from my concierge in Paris—hand painted roses as big as cabbages—and so many of them they simply fall out of the vase!


  Wednesday, late afternoon, March 11, 1915


  Your parcel came at midday. You cannot think in what dramatic circumstances. I was ‘up’ for the first time and downstairs and because of my hideous wickedness I had begun to cry dreadfully—that is quite true—when in walked the cigarettes—the chocolates and the thrice blessed little bottle of whiskey. So I drank some whiskey and smoked a cigarette and dried my eyes and sent you a very superior form of blessing—which I hope you caught safely.


  I am glad that you liked The Little Governess[1]—but wait. I’ve written such different things lately—much, much better—and I am going on writing them. Yes, I have a special disease. Pray your Ancestors for my heart.


  March 17, 1915


  I did not tell you all the truth last night. When you asked me if I was writing and I said ‘Yes’ it was not quite true. I cannot write my book living in these two rooms. It is impossible—and if I do not write this book I shall die. So I am going away to-morrow to finish it. Then I promise to come back shorn of all my wickedness. It is agony to go, but I must go. Write to me, will you? I will write to you often—write to me often often, for I shall be very lonely, I know. Goodbye, just for now. I press your hands tightly—Goodbye.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [8] Paris: 13 Quai aux Fleurs


  March 19, 1915


  I have just had déjeuner—a large bowl of hot milk and a small rather inferior orange, but still not dressed or washed or at all a nice girl, I want to write to you. The sun is very warm to-day and lazy—the kind of sun that loves to make patterns out of shadows and puts freckles on sleeping babies—a pleasant creature.


  I had a vile and loathsome journey. We trailed out of London in a fog that thickened all the way. A hideous little frenchwoman in a mackintosh with a little girl in a dirty face and a sailor suit filled and overflowed my carriage. The child combed its hair with a lump of brown bread, spat apple in our faces, made the ultimate impossible noises. Ugh! how vile. Only one thing rather struck me. It pointed out of the window and piped its eternal “Qu’est-ce?” “C’est de la terre, ma petite,” said the mother, indifferent as a cabbage.


  Folkestone looked like a picture painted on a coffin-lid and Boulogne looked like one painted on a sardine tin. Between them rocked an oily sea. I stayed on deck and felt nothing when the destroyer signalled our ship. We were two hours late arriving and then the train to Paris did not even trot once—sauntered, meandered. Happily an old scotchman, one time captain of The California, that big ship that went down in the fog off Tory Island, sat opposite to me and we ‘got chatting.’ He was a scotchman with a pretty, soft accent; when he laughed he put his hand over his eyes and his face never changed—only his belly shook. But he was ‘extremely nice’—quite as good as 1/- worth of Conrad. At Amiens he found a tea-wagon and bought ham and fresh rolls and oranges and wine and would not be paid: so I ate hearty.


  Paris looked exactly like anywhere else; it smelled faintly of lavatories. The trees appeared to have shed their buds. So I took a room (the same room) and piled up coats and shawls on my bed to ‘sleep and forget.’ It [9] was all merely dull beyond words and stupid and meaningless.


  But to-day the sun is out. I must dress and follow him….


  This is a silly old letter—like eating ashes with a fish fork. But it is not meant to be. I rather wanted to tell you the truth….


  March 19, 1915


  I went to Chartier to lunch and had a maquereau grillé and épinards à la crême. It was very strange to be there alone. I felt that I was a tiny little girl and standing on a chair looking into an aquarium. It was not a sad feeling, only strange and a bit ‘femmeseuleish.’ As I came out it began to snow. A wind like a carving knife cut through the streets, and everybody began to run. So did I—into a café, and there I sat and drank a cup of hot black coffee. Then for the first time I felt in Paris.


  It was a little café and hideous, with a black marble top to the counter, garni with lozenges of white and orange. Chauffeurs and their wives and fat men with immense photographic apparatus sat in it. And a white fox-terrier bitch, thin and eager, ran among the tables. Against the window beat a dirty French flag, fraying out on the wind and then flapping on the glass. Does black coffee make you drunk, do you think? I felt quite enivrée [The word is circled with a line and the following remark written in: “Oh, I won’t do this: it’s like George Moore. Don’t be cross.”] and could have sat three years, smoking and sipping and thinking and watching the flakes of snow. And then you know the strange silence that falls upon your heart—the same silence that comes one minute before the curtain rises. I felt that and knew that I should write here. I wish that you would write a poem about that silence some time. It is so peculiar. It is a kind of dying before the new breath is blown into you. As I write, I can almost see the poem you will make—I see the Lord [10] alighting upon the breast of the man and He is very fierce. (Are you laughing at me?)


  So after this intense emotion I dashed out of the café, bought some oranges and a packet of rusks and went back to the hotel. Me voici! The garçon has just polished the handles of the door; they are winking and smelling somethink horrible. The sky is still full of snow, but everything is clear to see—the trees against the tall houses, so rich and so fine, and on the grey streets the shiny black hats of the cabmen are like blobs of Lawrence’s paint. It’s very quiet. A bird chirrups, a man in wooden shoes goes by. Now I shall start working.


  Sunday, early afternoon, March 21, 1915


  Still no letter—perhaps I can be certain of one to-morrow. I walked to the post this morning and then, finding neither light nor murmur there, I went to the Luxembourg gardens. About 3 of the biggest chestnut trees are really in leaf to-day—you never saw anything lovelier, with pigeons and babies adoring. I walked and walked until at last I came to a green plot with the back view of the head and shoulders of a pa-man rising out of an enormous stone urn—d’une forme de carotte. Laughing with my muff as my solitary habit is, I sped to see his face and found that it was a statue of Verlaine. What extraordinary irony! The head seemed to me to be very lovely in its way, bashed in but dignified, as I always imagine Verlaine. I stayed a long time looking at that, then sunned myself off on a prowl. Every soul carried a newspaper. L’Information came out on orange sails. La Patrie lifted up its voice at the métro stations. Nothing was talked of but the raid last night. (I’m dying to tell you about this raid, but I’m sure I shan’t be able to.)


  Oh, Jack, it was really rather fine. I came home late. I had been dining with B. at the Lilas. It was a lovely night. I came in, made some tea, put out the lamp, and [11] opened the shutters for a while to watch the river. Then I worked till about one. I had just got into bed and was reading Kipling’s Simples Contes des Collines, when there was a sharp quick sound of running, then the trumpets from all sides blaring Garde à vous! This went on, accompanied by the heavy groaning noise of the shutters opening and then a chirrup of voices. I jumped up and did likewise. In a minute every light went out except one point at the bridges. The night was bright with stars. If you had seen the house stretching up and the people leaning out! And then there came a loud noise like doo-da-doo-da repeated hundreds of times. I never thought of Zeppelins until I saw the rush of heads and bodies turning upwards as the Ultimate Fish (see The Critic in Judgment) passed by, flying high with fins of silky grey. It is absurd to say that romance is dead when things like this happen. And the noise it made, almost soothing, you know,—steady and clear, doo-da-doo-da, like a horn. I longed to go out and follow it, but instead I waited, and still the trumpets blared—and finally when it was over I made some more tea and felt that a great danger was past and longed to throw my arms round some one. It gave one a feeling of boundless physical relief, like the aftermath of an earthquake.


  B.’s flat is really very jolly. She only takes it by the quarter at 900 francs a year—four rooms and a kitchen, a big hall, a cabinet and a conservatory. Two rooms open on to the garden. A big china stove in the salle à manger heats the place. All her furniture is second-hand and rather nice. The faithful J. conducts her shopping. Her own rooms, with a grey self-colour carpet, lamps in bowls with chinese shades, a piano, 2 divans 2 armchairs, books, flowers, a bright fire, was very unlike Paris, really very charming. But the house I think detestable; one creeps up and down stairs. She has dismissed D. and transferred her virgin heart to P. Strange and really beautiful though she is still, with the fairy air about her and her pretty little head still so fine—she is ruined. There is no doubt [12] of it. I love her, but I take an intense, cold interest in noting the signs. She says, “It’s no good my having a crowd of people. If there are more than you I go to the cupboard and nip cognacs until it’s all over for me, my dear …” or, “Last Sunday I had a fearful crise. I got drunk on rhum by myself at the Rotonde and ran up and down this street crying and ringing the bells and saying, ‘Save me from this man!’ There wasn’t anybody there at all.” And then she says with a faint show of importance, “Of course the people here simply love me for it. There hasn’t been a real woman of feeling here since the war. But now I am going to be careful.”


  Myself, I am dead off drink—I mean, the idea of being drunk revolts me horribly. Last time I was drunk was with B. here, and the memory stays and shames me even now. We were drunk with the wrong people. Not that I committed any sottise, but I hate to think of their faces and—ugh! no, I shall not drink again like that—never, never.


  As I write to you the concierge is doing the flat, and she will persist in talking. Do I like flowers? Cold or heat? Birds or beasts? She is one of those women who can’t lift or replace a thing without giving it its ticket. But she’s a good soul and looks after me and fills the lamp without being told. Of course everybody she ever knew has died a grisly death in this war. The fact that C. is going to Turkey seems to delight her beyond measure. “Il ne reviendra jamais!”


  To-day everywhere they are crying “Voici les jolies violettes de parme,” and the day is like that. Under the bridges floats a purple shadow.


  I must start working. I believe now she is dusting simply to spite me and to keep me off my work. What a bore these women are!


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  March 22, 1915


  Write me a letter when you feel inclined to—will you? I am staying here for a while instead of at the rooms in [13] London. I understood you that week-end at the Lawrences’ for I have been like that myself. It is a kind of paralysis that comes of living alone and to oneself and it is really painful…. I was silly and unsympathetic, for Lawrence could not understand it because he has never felt it and I should have been wiser. But come quite alive again this Spring—will you? I do not know how it is in London just now but here the very fact of walking about in the air makes one feel that flowers and leaves are dropping from your hair and from your fingers. I could write you a long letter but I am afraid you cannot read my handwriting. Tell me if you can and then I will. Yes, write to me here.


  The nights are full of stars and little moons and big Zeppelins—very exciting. But England feels far far away—just a little island with a cloud resting on it. Is it still there?


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Monday night, March 22, 1915


  I am sitting writing to you by the light of a candil, with the whole house so quiet and closed and all the people in the cellars. The trumpets sounded about an hour ago. All the lights are out, except one on the bridge, very far, and one by the police station at the corner. I have been standing at the open window. Searchlights sweep the sky; they are very lovely, lighting up one by one the white clouds. Now and then some one passes, or a cart all dark gallops by. When the alarm sounded, the sirens and fire-whistles and motors all answered. I was in the street and in a moment or two it was almost pitch dark—just here and there a flicker as someone lighted a cigarette. When I arrived at the Quai aux Fleurs and saw all the people grouped in the doorways, and when people called out, “N’allez pas comme ça dans la rue!” I was really rather thrilled. The concierge, all the house, and an obscure little old man who is always on the scene on [14] every occasion, asked me if I would ‘descendre’ but I hated the idea and I came up—of course all the gas was turned off—and hung out of the window. It was extremely terrifying suddenly; in fact (prosaic!) I was nearly sick! But after that the wonderful things happening, and especially a conversation between a man at a fifth floor window and a thin man on the Quai got me over my mal d’estomac. Those two men talking—their voices in the dark and the things they said—are unforgettable. Also a fool who came along the Quai whistling, his hands in his pockets, and as big drops of rain fell shouted with a laugh “Mais ils seront mouillés—ces canailles d’oiseaux!” The rain—the dark—the silence—the voices of the two men—the beauty of the river and the houses that seemed to be floating on the water … Ah, Jack!


  As I wrote that more bugles sounded. Again I ran into the bedroom with the lamp and again opened the window. A big motor passed, a man in front blowing a trumpet. You heard from far and near the voices raised. “C’est fini?” “Fini, alors?” The few people in the street ran blindly after the motor and then stopped.


  I went on the landing with my big rusty key to put on the gas again, because it’s cold and I wanted a fire. The little man came up the stairs, and of course, I couldn’t find the letter or the number, and of course he knew all about it. “Attendez, attendez! Voulez-vous aller voir si le gaz prend?” He was a far greater fool than I. But I mercied him bien and managed it myself.


  These raids after all are not funny. They are extremely terrifying, and one feels such a horror of the whole idea of the thing. It seems so cruel and senseless. And then to glide out into the sky like that and hurl a bomb n’importe où is diabolic and doesn’t bear thinking about. (There go the trumpets again and the sirens and the whistles. Another scare! All over, again.) At B.’s this afternoon there arrived “du monde” including a very lovely young woman, married, and curious, blonde …(Oh God, it’s all off again! I opened the shutters; the motors flew by [15] sounding the alarm.) I can’t talk about the tea-party to-night. At any rate, it isn’t worth it really. It ended in a great row. I enjoyed it in a way, but B. was very impossible; she must have drunk nearly a bottle of brandy, and when at 9 o’clock I left and refused either to stay any longer or to spend the night here, she flared up in a fury and we parted for life again. It seems such utter rubbish in the face of all this—now. A very decent and pleasant man saw me home, happily. Otherwise I think I might have been sitting in a Y.M.C.A. until this moment; it was so very dark—but a lovely evening, very soft, with rain falling. B. makes me sad to-night. I didn’t touch anything but soda-water, and so I really realised how the other people played on her drunkenness, and she was so … half-charming, and such an utter fool.


  It is raining fast now, on the shutters, a sound I love to hear. England feels so far away at this moment—oh, very far….


  March 1915


  I don’t know what you think of yourself, but I think you’re a little pig of a sneak. Not a letter—not a sign—not a copy of The Saturday Westminster—plainly nothing. Why are you so horrid? Or is it the post? I’ll put it down to the post and forgive you. A baby in arms could play with me to-day. The weather is so warm I’m sitting with the windows wide open and nothing but a thin blouse on (in a way of speaking). All the trees are popping and the air smells of mignonette. Big open barges full of stones are being towed by black and red beetles up the river; the steering men lean idly, legs crossed—you know their way—and the water froths against the bows. The carts passing make a merry jingle and the concierge has put a pink hyacinth in her window. I’m a fool when I’m alone. I turn into a little child again.


  There is a woman on the opposite side of the river. She sits with her back against a tree, her legs stretched out [16] in front of her, combing her long brown hair. To this side and to that she bends, and then with that charming, weary gesture she throws her head back and draws the comb all the length of it. If I were near enough, I am sure I would hear her singing. The idle time of the year is coming, Jack, when you can sit outside with a piece of bread and butter on your knee and watch it frisle. (How do you spell that?)


  I felt very flat when I bought La Patrie at midday and found that no Zeppelins had arrived after all. Unfortunately I had already posted your letter, so you can laugh at me. This afternoon I am going to write about last night. I’ll send it to you. Do what you will with it. Send it somewhere, will you please? …


  I dreamed last night about G. I was at an opera with you, sitting on a converted railway carriage seat, and I heard G. talking of his wife to an American lady. Then he saw me and I went up and spoke to him. Just as I was saying I never had and never would love him, etc., Mrs. S. appeared and seeing us together she came up to me and said, “Oh Katherine, I always felt such love for you, and now I know why,” and she pressed me to her and said “Frank is at home digging in the garden.” This so touched me that I nearly sacrifiged myself on the spot, but I knew you were waiting for me in a little house in South Kensington. The opera had disappeared, and I was sitting on the stump of a nut tree, and G. leant against it, toying with a top-hat. So I pressed his hand awfully kindly, picked up a very large rabbit that was watching us, with twitching ears, and walked away, saying over my shoulder to G., “There is always a beginning and an ending, G.” But he burst into tears and called, “Ah, my dear, don’t—don’t be so wonderful.” “If that is the case,” thought I, “I’m wasting myself. I shall take some inexpensive but good dancing lessons.” Then I woke up.


  Next day. After all, I never wrote a thing. Yesterday I began reading and read on till past midnight. There are so many books of “the young men” here, and I glanced [17] through a number to get an impression. Heavens! What a set of lollipops! Really, I did not come across one that counted. Upon the same stage with the same scenery, the same properties, to the same feeble little tune, one after another pipes his piece, and the audience, being composed of a number of young men and females exactly like himself, with precisely the same burning desire to feel the limelight on their faces, applaud and flatter and cherish. You can’t believe they were not all littered at a breath. Funny, if it weren’t so damned ugly; and the trouble is that nobody will ever kick their little derrières for them because they haven’t got ’em to kick—seulement “deux globes d’ivoire”! Afterwards I began to read Stendhal’s “Le Rouge et le Noir.” You can imagine how severe and noble it seemed and does still by morning seem to me. But what I feel most deeply is—how tragic a great work of art appears. All these young ‘nez-au-venticistes’ have their place and their meaning in this world; but I seemed to see Stendhal, with his ugly face and pot belly and his little pig’s legs, confined within a solitary tower, writing his book and gazing through the window chink at a few lonely stars. (Don’t whistle!)


  I must go off to the post. I could write to you all day. It is raining fast and my lung hates the weather.


  Thursday morning, March 25, 1915


  Yesterday I had your letters at last…. You seem to have done perfect wonders with the rooms.[2] The carpentering job I saw and heard as plain as if I’d been there, to the very sand-papering. All the things are floating in my brain on a sea of blue Ripolin. I feel those rooms will be lovely.


  I had a great day yesterday. The Muses descended in a ring like the angels on the Botticelli Nativity roof, or so it seemed to “humble” little Tig, and I fell into the open [18] arms of my first novel. I have finished a huge chunk, but I shall have to copy it on thin paper for you. I expect you will think I am a dotty when you read it; but, tell me what you think, won’t you? It’s queer stuff. It’s the spring makes me write like this. Yesterday I had a fair wallow in it, and then I shut up shop and went for a long walk along the Quai—very far. It was dusk when I started, but dark when I got home. The lights came out as I walked, and the boats danced by. Leaning over the bridge I suddenly discovered that one of those boats was exactly what I want my novel to be. Not big, almost grotesque in shape—I mean perhaps heavy—with people rather dark and seen strangely as they move in the sharp light and shadow; and I want bright shivering lights in it, and the sound of water. (This, my lad, by way of uplift.) But I think the novel will be all right. Of course, it’s not what you could call serious—but then I can’t be, just at this time of year, and I’ve always felt that a spring novel would be lovely to write.


  To-day I went to Cook’s with my last golden sovereign in my hand to be changed. I am getting on all right as regards money and being very careful. Cooked vegetables for supper at 20 c. the demi-livre are a great find and I drink trois sous de lait a day. This place is perfect for working.


  I read your letter yesterday in the Luxembourg Gardens. An old gentleman, seeing my tender smiles, offered me half his umbrella, and I found that it was raining; but as he had on a pair of tangerine coloured eyeglasses, I declined. I thought he was a Conrad spy.


  I have adopted Stendhal. Every night I read him now, and first thing in the morning.


  Saturday afternoon, March 27, 1915


  I shall write you my letter to-day in this café Biard, whither I’ve come for shelter out of a terrific storm—rain and thunder. I’m soaked and my bones are in dismay [19] already. It is the most absurd rot to have to think like an old pusson every time the rain falls. This is rheumatiz for a dead spit for me. But I am not sad, I am only surprised at God.


  I am writing my book. Ça marche, ça va, ça se dessine. It’s good.


  Last night I woke to hear torrential rain. I got up with a candle and made the shutters firm, and that awful line of Geo. Meredith’s sang in my head: “And Welcome Waterspouts that Bring Fresh Rain.” Then I dreamed that I went to stay with the sisters Brontë who kept a boarding house called the Brontë Institut—painfully far from the station, and all the way there through heather. It was a sober place with linoleum on the stairs. Charlotte met me at the door and said, “Emily is lying down.” K. I found was also there, taking supper. He broke an orange into a bowl of bread and milk. “Russian fashion,” said he. “Try it. It’s very good.” But I refrained.


  Then the bell tinkled and the concierge gave me your letter…. How can all these people afford cabs? Even girls in pinafores without hats are jumping into fiacres. I cannot afford even the principle.


  I found a photograph of Willy to-day. He looked like Edward VII. in spirits of wine—an awful fathead. Of course, he has got something, but he’s terribly small beer, I’m afraid. And a snob and heartless. So I feel. Frank Harris is writing pro-Germanics in The Continental Times. He is roaring down England and roaring up Germany. I feel very disgusted. “And you?” (as they are always singing in Wagner’s operas for a kick-off).


  There goes Eve Balfour. Yes, it is. No, it isn’t. Yes, it is. No, it isn’t. Alas, another case of mistaken identity, like the darkey who was asked why he stole the old lady’s parrot and said, “A-aw Boss, Ah took it for a lark.”


  “Tig, what a fool you are to-day.”


  “But it won’t stop raining, and I’m stuck, and wondering if the waiter will flick me away next time he comes.”


  [20] Saturday afternoon: Café Biard, March 27, 1915


  A lovely woman sits in here with me. She’s got a fool of a man with her that she hates beyond words. So would I. She wears a big rose under her chin—her eyes are lovely, but very shadowed with a purple ring. She is not only bored; she is trying not to cry. Three fat jossers at a table near by are vastly amused. Two dirty little froggies, smoking pipes ‘à l’anglaise’ and ragging each other, are next to me. They occasionally sing at me, or snap their fingers. They are the most hideous little touts.


  Now—I ought to have known it—my lovely woman is playing a game of cards with her cavalier. Mon dieu! she does look lovely with the fan of cards in her hand, the other hand hovering over, and her lip just pouting. I must go. This is a fool of a letter….


  Pretty business this German-chasing! And a pity they have to photograph such decent honest-looking wretches as the belles proies. It’s a filthy trick; there’s no difference between England and Germany when the mob gets a hand in things. No difference between any nations on earth; they are all equally loathsome.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  March 29, 1915


  I am extremely fond of you this afternoon. I wish you would walk into this café now and sit opposite me and say—“Do not look at these people; they are extremely foolish.” But no, you will not; you are dancing on the downs with the fair Barbara and Kisienka is forgotten. No, I won’t come to any of your weddings. You will marry some woman who will show me the door—because I come and sing in the street you live in in my beautiful Russian dress (given me by my anonymous friend) and you dare to look out of the window. I have just finished Two Frightful Hours trying to buy a corset—not really a corset [21] but a kind of belt—I have spent every penny that I haven’t got upon an affair of violet silk which is so exquisite that I lament my lonely life…. Now Frieda would say that I was being very wicked, but you understand—don’t you? All the while I write I am looking at you and laughing a little and you are saying to me, “Really, you are a deplorable creature!”


  Your letter was given to me and I read it while I was half awake—when in bed—and after I had read it I lay smoking and watching the sun dance on the ceiling—and I wondered why on earth I had fled away and could not find any answer. At any rate I can tell you frankly that the illness that I had in England and longed to be cured of—is quite gone for ever—I believe it was my ‘heart’ after all, you know, but not the kind of heart that Dr. Eder punches. Shut your eyes a minute—do you feel frightfully happy—just now—just at this minute? I do—I should like to lie on the grass beside a big river and look up at the sun until the sun went down—and then go slowly home to a little house hidden in a ring of poplar trees—carrying a large bunch of daisies. Do you see this house? It is a new one—just built at this moment—it is in some place very far away and there are woods near, and this river. A tiny little balcony has a table on it with a red and white cloth and a jar of clovers—and we sit there in the evenings, smoke and drink tea. Now you can build a little of it.


  To tell you the absolute truth, a friend of mine is coming to London at the end of this week. (Do not tell anybody.) Her name is Katherine Mansfield, and if she should ring up the Bureau on Friday—answer her. Will you.


  Yes, Koteliansky, you are really one of my people—we can afford to be quite free with each other—I know.


  … My dear, it is so hot in this café that if Mrs. E. were here she would have taken half a dozen sun baths!


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [22] Jeudi, May 13, 1915


  I cannot tell you how beautiful this place is by daylight. The trees on the island are in full leaf … I had quite forgotten the life that goes on within a tree—how it flutters and almost plumes itself, and how the topmost branches tremble and the lowest branches of all swing lazy.


  It is very warm to-day. All the windows are wide open. From early morning people have passed along the Quai carrying lilac … little stout men, the bunch upside down, looped to a finger by a knotted string—young girls carrying it along the arm—little children with their faces quite buried—and old fat women clasping the branches, just a frill of flower showing above their bosoms.


  I ran out at seven to buy some oranges. Already the shops were open. Already the sausages were looped round a lilac jar—the tailoress bent over the machine had a piece in her bodice. (I shan’t tell you any more because you won’t believe me. It’s everywhere.) I’ll tell you where I saw it first yesterday.


  “Oh, Tig, don’t harp so.”


  Just this, and then I won’t. But we drew up alongside a hospital train. From my window I could see into the saloon. There were pallet beds round the walls. The men, covered to the chin, never moved an inch. They were just white faces with a streak of hair on top. A doctor, stout and ruddy, with a fine blond beard, stood at the window drying his hands and whistling. All round the walls of the car kind female hands had placed big bunches of purple and white lilac. “What lovely lilac!” said the people in the train with me. “Look! how fine it is.” The wounded men did not matter a rap.


  (Then came a cry from the étage above. “Fermez vos persiennes s’il vous plaît!” But I wasn’t in time. Whether the lady sheared a sheep outside her window or merely shook her bedroom mat, I do not know. A little of both. Damn her!)


  [23] And now there comes a little handcart with three babies in it and a quantity of newspapers. It is dragged by two other infants—men of about eight or nine. They stopped outside here, let down a kind of false leg which steadied the cart and strolled over to the lavatory, talking, unbuttoning their breeches and shouting to the babies to keep tranquille. But alas! no sooner had they disappeared than the infants with screams of rage began throwing the papers into the wet gutter. Back rushed their lords, and now they are picking up the muddy papers and the culprits hang their heads over the side of the wagon like people about to be guillotined … terribly chastened.


  Friday, May 14, 1915


  Next morning. I went out to lunch yesterday at a very good little brasserie, overlooking Place du Châtelet, and cheap, quite as cheap as Chartier, and frequented only by old men and a priest or two. Afterwards, like a fool, I took the métro to the Palais Royal and went to look for Smith’s to see if they had The Golden Bowl. Oh, that walk—it stretched for miles, and each moment I thought it was going to end. My leg finally trailed after me like a tired child. And they had not got The Golden Bowl. So I came home and worked and did not go out again. We had the thunder last night. To-day it is silvery, and now and then some rain falls….


  I don’t want to complain, but I do think my leg is a bit off, don’t you? It hurts like billy-o to-day.


  Saturday evening, May 15, 1915


  The lamplighter is just going his rounds, but I am sitting in the dusk still. I have just come in from a small walk. I returned to the garden of Notre Dame. It was dusky already and the smell of the flowery trees a wonder to enjoy. Hardly anybody was there; an old man on the [24] other end of my bench kept up a buzzing in his beard, and a few extremely wicked babies without any hope of bed played ball, just their heads and knees and flying hands to be seen. How black the tree stems were and how fine the leaves! They were like a tune given out in the bass with a wonderful running treble,—and above the trees uprose Notre Dame in all her venerable beauty. Little birds flew among the towers—you know the little birds that always fly about ruins. Looking at them I wanted to write a sonnet, using as an image of old age and the thoughts of old age flying out and returning, the tower and the birds. I shall write it one day.


  I have been writing my book all the afternoon. How good the fatigue is that follows after!


  Lovers are idling along the Quai. They lean over the parapet and look at the dancing water and then they turn and kiss each other, and walk a few steps further arm in arm and then stop again and again kiss. It is rather the night for it, I must say.


  The rain stopped after I had posted your letter to-day, but it is still un temps très lourd. I bought a litre of white wine to-day for 45 c. (very good) and it is lying in a basin of water in the kitchen zinc. The butter and the milk sit on a brick outside the kitchen window. “Some summer,” as a fool at the music hall would say.


  Write to me as often as you can. Of course, no human being could compete with my effugions and well I knows it, but alone in furrin parts is not the same as being even as alone as you are in England.


  Sunday morning. I have just had your summer letter. London does sound good, and the idea of drinking cider and then sitting in my special little garden was very alluring. I know that garden[3] better than any other in the world. I see it now as I write. But for some strange reason, I have always gone there to cry. I well remember one dreadful New Year’s Eve when I went there and sat on one of the benches crying into a little black velvet [25] muff with blue ribbons (L. had it after) and an awful old woman with a jet bonnet watched a long time, and then she sighed and said, “Well, that’s ’ow it is, my dear.”


  If you lean over the Pont St. Louis you look down on to a little court which is called Port de l’Hôtel de Ville. It is a pleasant cobbled square with poplars and lime trees growing against the wall; where it slopes down to the river there are two upturned boats. An old man in a straw hat sat by one of them to-day tapping it with a hammer, and over the other two little boys wriggled, dabbling their hands in the water. There were some mattresses propped against the wall in the sun and a wooden frame set up, covered with a square of red linen. An old woman in a lilac print dress with a white band over her head and under her chin was tossing grey flock and feathers on the red linen square. An immense heap of them beside her was lifted and shaken and gathered up for her by a younger woman in black, wearing a cotton bonnet. It was very warm in the sun, and the flock and feathers were so dusty that the two women coughed and sneezed as they worked, but they seemed very happy. I watched until the mattress was filled and folded over like a piecrust. Then the young woman took a little camp-stool and sat down with a needle and thread, stitching, and the old one replaced the ‘buttons’ in the cover with a long, long needle like a skewer. Now and again the two little boys ran up to have their noses blown, or the old man sang out something and they sang back….


  Whose fault is it that we are so isolated—that we have no real life—that everything apart from writing and reading is ‘felt’ to be a waste of time?


  I walked on to-day and came to a garden behind Notre Dame. The pink and white flowering trees were so lovely that I sat down on a bench. In the middle of the garden there was a grass plot and a marble basin. Sparrows taking their baths turned the basin into a fountain and pigeons walked through the velvety grass, pluming their feathers. Every bench and every chair was occupied [26] by a mother or a nurse or a grandfather and little staggering babies with spades and buckets made mud pies or filled their buckets with fallen chestnut flowers or threw their grandfathers’ caps on to the forbidden grass plot. And then there came a chinese nurse trailing two babies. Oh, she was a funny little thing in her green trousers and black tunic, a small turban clamped to her head. She sat down with her darning and kept up a long bird-like chatter all the time, blinking at the children and running the darning needle through her turban.


  But after I had watched a long time I realised I was in the middle of a dream. Why haven’t I got a real ‘home’—a real life—why haven’t I got a chinese nurse with green trousers and two babies who rush at me and clasp my knees? I’m not a girl—I’m a woman. I want things. Shall I ever have them? To write all the morning and then to get lunch over quickly and to write again in the afternoon and have supper and one cigarette together and then to be alone again till bedtime—and all this love and joy that fights for outlet, and all this life drying up, like milk, in an old breast. Oh, I want life! I want friends and people and a house. I want to give and to spend.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  Monday night, May 17, 1915


  … It is a rainy evening—not at all cold, rather warm, but rainy, rainy. Everything is wet; the river is sopping, and if you stand still a moment you hear the myriad little voices of the rain. As you walk, the air lifts just enough to blow on your cheeks. Ah! how delicious that is! It is not only leaves you smell when you stand under the trees to-day; you smell the black wet boughs and stems, the ‘forest’ smell. This evening I went walking in a park. Big drops splashed from the leaves and on the paths there lay a drift of pink and white chestnut flowers. In the fountain basin there was a great deal of mixed bathing going on among some sparrows—A little boy stood just [27] outside the park. He thrust one hand through the railing among the ivy leaves and pulled out some tiny snails, arranging them in a neat row on the stone wall. “V’là mes escargots!” But I was rather frightened, that, being French, he’d take a pin out of his jacket and begin eating them! And then they locked the park up. An old caretaker in a black cape with a hood to it locked it up with a whole bunch of keys.


  There is a wharf not far from here where the sand barges unload. Do you know the smell of wet sand? Does it make you think of going down to the beach in the evening light after a rainy day and gathering the damp drift wood (it will dry on top of the stove) and picking up for a moment the long branches of sea weed that the waves have tossed and listening to the gulls who stand reflected in the gleaming sand, and just fly a little way off as you come and then—settle again.


  This evening a mist rose up from the river and everything looks far away. Down below, two nuns went by, their ample skirts gathered in one hand, the other holding an umbrella over their white hoods. And just below—there is a court where the barrow men take their barrows for the night—their palms and their rose trees and china blue hydrangea bushes. You see the barrows with waving shining leaves float by like miraculous islands. Very few people are out. Two lovers came and hid behind a tree and put up an umbrella—then they walked away, pressed against each other. It made me think of a poem that our German professor used to read us in class.


  
    Ja, das war zum letzenmal


    Das wir beide, Arm in Arme,


    Unter einem Schirm gebogen …


    …. Alles war zum letzenmal….

  


  And I heard again his ‘sad’ voice (so beautiful it seemed, you know!) and I saw again his white hand with a ring on it, press open the page!


  But now I know the perfect thing to do on a night like [28] this. It is to ride in a little closed cab. You may have the windows open but you cannot keep out the smell of leather and the smell of upholstered buttons. The horse makes an idle klippety-kloppeting. When we arrive at the house there is a big bush of lilac in flower growing over the gate and it is so dark that you do not stoop low enough and drops and petals fall on you. The light from the hall streams down the steps.


  Scene II.


  K.: “Tell me frankly. Does it, does it not feel damp to you?”


  Visionary Caretaker: “I’ve had fires in all the rooms, m’m. Beautiful fires they were, too. It seemed a pity to let them out; they burned that lovely.”


  ‘M. or N.’: “It feels as dry as a bone to me, I must say.”


  The Visionary Caretaker beams at ‘M. or N.’ Her little girl puts her head round the door. In her pinafore she has rather a wet kitten.


  Visionary C.: “And if you should like a chicken at any time, m’m, or a few greens, I’m sure my husband and I would be only too pleased, etc., etc., etc., etc….”


  I’m laughing. Are you? The queer thing is that, dreaming like that I can’t help living it all, down to the smallest details—down to the very dampness of the salt at supper that night and the way it came out on your plate the exact shape of the salt spoon….


  Do you, too, feel an infinite delight and value in detail—not for the sake of detail but for the life in the life of it. I never can express myself (and you can laugh as much as you please.) But do you ever feel as though the Lord threw you into Eternity—into the very exact centre of eternity, and even as you plunge you felt every ripple floating out from your plunging—every single ripple floating away and touching and drawing into its circle every slightest thing that it touched.


  No, I shan’t write any more. I see you, my wise one, [29] putting down this letter and saying—“No. I must go to Barbara to explain this …”


  I feel a little bit drunk. It’s the air, and the noise the real waves make as the boats, with long fans of light, go dancing by.


  We shall see each other again soon. But I can’t deny that I feel a little neglected. I had counted on a reply to my letter, after all. Don’t forget me—don’t go far away. As I write I hear your voice and I see you swing out into the hall of the bureau as though you were going to beat to death the person who had dared to come in.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Saturday, May 22, 1915


  I don’t know how money goes. I keep a strict account (one of those amazing fourfold affairs in which we are so expert) and every penny is reckoned, and yet, it seems to fly. A franc in Paris is really 8d. in England just now. But don’t think I am complaining, because I am not—merely stating my case—and I know my money will come next week. I have asked them to send it through Cook’s. It is the simplest way, and really the post-offices are merely a collection of stools and stamp-paper. Yesterday, after I had nearly cried through a grating about my lost letter, the man suggested brightly, cleaning his nails on an old nib, “Perhaps the postman threw it away! …”


  I wanted to tell you about a nice time I had on Thursday night. At about seven I left the house, buttoned up in my black and white coat and went for a walk behind the Hotel de Ville. I found most curious places, and I found at last a little market place where every third body was either frying or eating Polish pancakes. The air smelled of them and of ‘petits gris,’ tiny snails which you bought by the shovelful. It began to rain. Under an old stone arch three hags wrapped in black shawls were standing, their hands crossed over their bellies. At their feet there lay three little baskets of herbs, dry twigs, withered [30] bundles and tiny packets. Their heads were raised, watching the drizzle, and the green light from a lantern fell on their faces. All of them were talking, whether to each other or to themselves you could not tell, for their voices did not pause. It sounded like a song. It was one of the most ancient things I have ever seen or heard.


  I had to go into one of those little 10 c. places. In the passage stood an immense fat and rosy old market woman, her skirts breast high, tucking her chemise into her flannel drawers, and talking to an equally fat old ouvrier, who began to help her to arrange her affairs, saying as he tugged and buttoned, “Mais tu sais, ma petite, tu ne peux pas sortir comme ça.”


  I went on much further—then down an alley on to a quai. There was a bird shop there. The window was flying with canaries and java sparrows and green love-birds and white doves and parrots. Outside the shop two little girls were standing, their arms round each other’s necks. One had rings in her ears and the other wore a bangle. They were watching the birds and eating an orange between them, quarter by quarter. The bird-seller was a dark young man with long black moustaches and narrow eyes…. I don’t know why, but I had a curious sensation that I was in a dream and that I had seen all this years and ages ago.


  Finally, it poured so with rain that I hunted and I hollered and found a café—very poor—the people eating, chauffeurs and rag bags of people. But a woman came in, skinny, enceinte, but very alive, and a curious rough boy followed her. They were so wet that the woman said “faut danser.” And they danced. As far as I could make out this is what they sang as they turned round and round. The people who ate banged with their bread on the table and the plates clattered.


  
    S’il en reste un bout, ce sera pour la servante.


    S’il en reste pas du tout, elle se tapera sur l’ventre.


    Et zon zon zon Lisette, ma Lisette.


    Et zon zon zon Lisette, ma Lison.

  


  [31] All the while my hat dripped over the table. I kept taking it off and shaking it on the floor. But when the boy was greeted by a very smart young friend who came to my table and said “Je veux manger une belle fricassée avec vous, ma fleur,” I paid and ran away.


  Sunday evening, May 23, 1915


  Instead of having dinner to-day I ate some bread and drank some wine at home and went to a cinema. It was almost too good. A detective drama, so well acted and so sharp and cruel, with a horrible décor—the environs of Calais. Wickedness triumphed to everyone’s great relief, for the hero, an apache called ‘l’Fantôme,’ was an admirable actor. And there was a girl there, mistress of ‘Bébé’ and ‘le faux curé,’ two other apaches. I wish you could have seen that girl act. She was very still, and then her gestures sprang from her. Pale, you know. A little round head and a black dress. All the while the orchestra played a tango that we have heard before, a very ‘troubling’ tune.


  Before going in I walked up to the Luxembourg Gardens. But the Sunday crowd … the women mincing in their high boots like fowls in the wet, and the shopwalker men, and the “Ah, c’est beau!” “Dis—c’est joli,” “C’est très, très joli,” “Tout à fait beau.” I felt exactly as if I were dead.


  It is very beautiful outside the window this afternoon. The wind shakes the trees so.


  There was a great excitement a few minutes ago. I saw the policeman before the station below suddenly stiffen, and then at the bottom of the steps that lead on to the quai—you know where I mean, below here?—there came a grey little frog squirming in the grip of two gendarmes. They were evidently hurting him, but my policeman flew to their aid. He got behind the man and suddenly thrust his hand between the man’s legs. You [32] should have heard the yell he gave and you should have seen the jerk that sent him forward. Life is a funny business.


  Now there are birds wheeling and flying in the air and the sky is pink. It is evening. I have not spoken to anyone since Wednesday except to say “Combien ça fait?” or to say “Oui, c’est bien terrible,” to the concierge. It is curious for one who has been much alone—this sinking back into silence.


  Café Baird, Rue de Rivoli. Midi


  May 24, 1915


  Here is the history of my lunch. I decided I could never go to the Brasserie again because there was a black cat that frightened me there, so to-day I sought pastures new. All were impudently full, so I fell back on Chartier. I wanted something cheap, so I ordered pied de veau. My strike! … I had that removed, but still hungry I ordered risotto milanais and got a lump of rice originally covered in tomato sauce, but the sauce had run on to some one else’s crême d’Isigny in transit. Then I ordered compôte de rhubarbe. “C’est fini.” And looking down at that moment I saw on my thumb an immense BUG in all possible comfort and half full already. That was the limit. I fled here—and this coffee is just like squeezed wet flannel.


  I wonder if it is the war that has made the people here so hideous, or if I am out of joint. They appear to me a nation of concierges. And the women look such drabs in their ugly mourning. I wish I had some new shoes and a straw hat. My head and my feet are always hot—but these are minor things. It is a brilliant day fine. Everything shines.


  How terrible it is that waiters must have flat feet! These are shuffling about—sweaty—ugly. If they were turned out of their cafés what would they do? Plainly nothing.


  [33] My book marche bien. I feel I could write it anywhere, it goes so easily, and I know it so well. It will be a funny book.


  Now I’ve finished my coffee. I am going.


  Tuesday morning, May 25, 1915


  Yesterday was simply hellish for me. My work went very well, but all the same, I suffered abominably. I felt so alien and so far away, and everybody cheated me, everybody was ugly and beyond words cruel. I finally got to such a state that I could go nowhere to eat because of the people and I could hardly speak. At half past ten I shut up shop and went to bed, but not to sleep. The three apaches of the cinema, l’Fantôme, Bébé and le faux curé, tried the key of the door all night and tip-toed on the landing. Finally through the shutters there came two chinks of day. Do I sound foolish and cowardly? Oh, but yesterday was simply hell. In the evening (I’d gone out to get a lamp glass. The concierge, with relish, had smashed mine) I sat in a little garden by a laburnum tree, I felt the dark dropping over me and the shadows enfolding me, and I died and came to life “time and time again” as Mrs. C. used to say. I went to buy bread at a funny shop. The woman hadn’t got a nose and her mouth had been sewn up and then opened again at the side of her face. She had a wall eye. When she came into the lamp-light with the bread I nearly screamed; but she clapped her poor hand to her head and smiled at me. I cannot forget it.


  This morning things are better. It is such a fine day. But I could not stand a month of yesterdays. I’d come home in a coffin.


  K.M. returned to London from Paris at the end of May. In November we left together for the South of France. I came back to England in December, leaving [34] K.M. in Bandol. At the end of the year I returned to Bandol, and we lived for three months at the Villa Pauline.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  Grand Bar de la Samaritaine, Marseille


  le 19 Novembre, 1915


  I am glad that I came. Many times I have realised that Acacia Road and all that it implied is over, for ever.


  This is a confused and extraordinary place. It is full of troops,—French, African, Indian, English. In fact there are types from all over the world and all walking together down narrow streets choked with tiny carriages painted yellow, white mules with red fringes over their eyes—all those kinds of things you know. The port is extremely beautiful. But I’ve really nothing to say about the place unless I write to you for weeks—for all my observation is so detailed as it always is when I get to France. On the mantelpiece in my room stands my brother’s photograph. I never see anything that I like, or hear anything, without the longing that he should see and hear, too—I had a letter from his friend again. He told me that after it happened he said over and over “God forgive me for all I have done” and just before he died he said, “Lift my head, Katy, I can’t breathe”—


  To tell you the truth these things that I have heard about him blind me to all that is happening here—All this is like a long uneasy ripple—nothing else—and below—in the still pool there is my little brother.


  So I shall not write any more just now. But I think of you often and always with love—


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  Hotel Beau Rivage, Bandol (Var)


  December 8, 1915


  I’ve been wanting to write to you for days, but this morning is really my first free time and the first time that I have been anything like settled since leaving England. [35] M. went back to London yesterday. Perhaps that will tell you a little what kind of a time we have had. I could write books about it until I died and then not finish the telling. It has been so funny and so tragic and so utterly unlike what we expected or imagined.


  Marseilles became colder and colder. I got really very ill there with fever,[4] and spent my time drinking hot milk with sugar and orange flower water in the cafés and then keeping up my strength (!) with little glasses of brandy. Both of us got poisoned, I think from eating mussels and pistachio ices at the same time. The red stone floors started my rheumatism again. And everybody cheated Murry at sight. Even before he bought anything they put up the price.


  So we decided to go to Cassis-sur-mer for at least a couple of months. We found there a very comfortable-looking hotel kept by a fat woman called ‘Tante’ and two nieces. We had a huge room with four windows to get the lovely sun and read with great satisfaction in every single guide-book that Cassis was the first “station d’hiver sur la côte d’azur.”


  The day we arrived the mistral was blowing. I put my head out of the train window and it blew the trimming off my hat….


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Wednesday morning, December 8, 1915


  Yesterday after you had gone I bought some biscuits and oranges and after putting them in my room and entering the fact of them in my Account Book (!) I went for a walk. It was hot and sunny with big reine claude[5] waves breaking on the rocks. When I came back I picked my geraniums—toujours in a state of lively terror. I wanted to tell (1) the proprietor (2) the gardener (3) the girls hanging out washing (4) anyone in and out of sight that I had permission. I even suspected that the white dog had been [36] taught to hurle when one of the pensionnaires touches the flowers. But there they are in the lovely little jug you gave me—un joli petit bouquet.


  The crepuscule descended just as it did the day before. At six I took Jules Laforgue’s rather cynical arm and descended to the salon and read until dinner time. A New Lady appeared in tight purple velvet, low neck and short sleeves, tiny waist, big fat shoulders, marabout scarf, little round head with curls like escargots on the forehead. I was quite overwhelmed. After a chaste repast (your serviette was still there—I got awfully sentimental over it) the man that we said was English, made me a leg and offered me two copies of the Times. I took about two hours reading them—picked them absolutely clean and decided that the English newspapers were the finest, etc., and that no other nation, etc., could possibly, etc. But they were packed with meat…. An attack on L.’s father as a pro-German—attempted suicide of Miss Annesley Kenealy—Sir John Simon’s attack on the Times—the King’s first excursion in a Bath chair (Note the capital B. Heavens! What a dignity it gave!). After I had returned them the Englishman’s lady opened a rapid fire. But I kept under cover and she changed her tactics and told me a lot of interesting things. For instance: November is the very bad month of the year for the South of France. ‘Parisians’ never come then. December is early spring. The flowers begin—the jonquils and the oranges. The villas open and the Parisians arrive. The mistral never blows here—never. This place abounds in charming walks and one can buy a map of the forest paths for 50 centimes. (But shall I ‘enter those enchanted woods,’ do you think, Boge, even with a map of the paths? Courage! I must!) They are expecting 25 people at this hotel for Christmas. This was told to encourage me, I think—and so on until bed-time.


  I woke early and for a long time forgot you were not with me but felt you beside me and only when I wanted to tell you my Extraordinary Dream, I remembered.


  [37] It is a lovely day again—very bright and warm. They are still digging up the garden and prising up little rock borders with disused railway lines and telegraph poles. The boats with red sails are sailing on the sea and your ship is quite close in. Yesterday they lowered a boat and the exhausted crew ‘tumbled’ (see The Lancet) into it and were rowed to shore.


  Thursday morning: A little before ten, December 9, 1915


  I expect you are in London. I have just washed and dressed and put on my white broderie anglaise jacket (I really do look rather a pretty girl) and now I’m sitting in the sun by the open window smoking the first cigarette. The air is like silk to-day and there is a sheen upon the world like the sheen on a bird’s wing. It’s very quiet except for the gardener and his spade and warm as fine wool. Yesterday I walked to Sanary—which is the next bay to this, on the road that follows past the palm avenue. Really it was very hot. You walked along with your eyes and nose screwed up and breathed Hail Maries that you wouldn’t freckle or be accosted by a black soldier. But I wish you could have been there and seen that bay. There is a long beach there too and on the other side of the road fields of jonquils in flower. Two women one in grey and one in yellow with black straw hats were picking them. As I passed they stood up and held the big nodding bunches before their eyes to see who was passing. There is a tiny villa there, too—with a glass verandah and a small garden. It could not have more than two rooms. It looks right over the bay to the open sea. Behind it rears up an old rock covered with that pink heath and rosemary. A board on the gate said ‘à louer.’ I confess to hanging over the fence for a long time and dreaming…. Coming home in the evening with driftwood to burn—the lamp on the round table—the jar of wild flowers on the mantelpiece… Sitting on the verandah in canvas chairs after supper and smoking and listening to the idle sea. But don’t be [38] frightened, you were not there. It was my Brother who sat on the verandah step stroking a kitten that curled on his knee.


  I think the Oxford Book of English Verse is very poor. I read it for hours this morning in bed—I turned over pages and pages and pages. But except for Shakespeare and Marvell and just a handful of others it seems to me to be a mass of falsity. Musically speaking, hardly anyone seems to even understand what the middle of the note is—what that sound is like. It’s not perhaps that they are even ‘sharp’ or ‘flat’—it’s something much more subtle—they are not playing on the very note itself. But when, in despair I took up the French Book I nearly sautéd from the fenêtre with rage. It’s like an endless gallery of French salon furniture sicklied o’er with bed canopies, candelabra and porcelain cupids all bow and bottom. Of course there are exceptions. Victor Hugo, by the way, reminded me very much of our white bull taking a railway ticket—to Parnassus. And I wasn’t a bit ‘surprised.’


  December 10, 1915


  Yesterday I went for a long walk round by the sea towards St. Cyr (which is very beautiful and wild and like my N.Z.) and then I struck inland and came home by little lanes and crooked ways bordered with olive trees—past the flower farms. I thought I should never get home again. I got quite lost and thought I kept hearing voices. The walls were always in the way and when I peered through the gates there was never a soul to be seen except jonquils and daffodils and big blue violets and white roses. The sun went down—I passed a little villa called “Allons-y” and coo-ed but a Fearful White Dog, happily attached to a pump, answered me so effectually that I decided to strike into a wood and have done with it But at that moment a far too agile malignant-looking goat appeared—vaulted over a wall just ahead of me. I rushed in the opposite direction and got found at last.


  [39] My work is shaping for the first time to-day—I feel nearer it—I can see the people walking on the shore and the flowery clusters hanging on the tree…. if you know what I mean. It has only been a dim coast and a glint of foam before.[6] The days go by quickly.


  December 11, 1915


  The weather has changed. Last night a wind sprang up—one of the lesser winds—a forlorn, piping creature that I don’t remember having heard on land before—a wind I always connect with the open sea and night in the cabin—and a hollow dread that the land has gone for ever. I dreamed that I had a baby (Virtue always rewards me with this elfin child) and Grandmother was alive. I had gone to sleep after it was born and when I woke it was night and I saw all the people in the house lying on their backs asleep too. And I was sure my baby was dead. For a long time I was too frightened to call anyone—but finally called to Grandmother and she came in and said, “Nonsense, child, he’s getting on beautifully (as though ‘he’ were a cake in the oven).” She brought him in to reassure me—a charming little creature in a flannel gown with a tuft of hair. So I got up and kissed Grandmother who handed me the baby and I went downstairs and met you in the street. The moon was shining—you looked lovely; it shone particularly on your grey felt hat which you wore à l’espagnole. But we were very poor; we lived in a tenement and you had put a banana box across two chairs for the baby. “The only brick is,” you said—“how the hell can we go to a music hall?” Then I woke up, switched on the light and began to read Venus and Adonis. It’s pretty stuff—rather like the Death of Procris.


  Yesterday I had de la veine and wrote in the afternoon and then went for a short walk along that bar that encloses the harbour. It was sunset. It’s a good place to walk—[40]the sea on either side rushes up and the town—just showing a glimmer of light here and there—looked marvellous. I sat on a stone and began thinking “I believe it is perfectly necessary to one’s spiritual balance to be somewhere where you can see the sun both rise and set, etc., etc.” and such like nonsense—très sérieux—when I remarked a gazelle-like military form approaching—in blue with a braided cap. This ensemble, thought I, is exactly like the cover of a 95 centimes novel. Myself on a rock—a red sunset behind—this graceful form approaching…. It came near—and than a blithe, cheerful dead sure voice positively hailed me. “Vous vous promenez seule, Madame?” I had a good look at the upstart. Olive skin, silky eyebrows and silky moustache. Vain—there is no word for it. I said, “Oui, Monsieur, seule.” “Vous demeurez à l’hôtel Beau Rivage, n’est-ce pas?” Silence. “Je vous ai déja remarqué plusieurs fois.” (His French was right. Mine isn’t.) Then I looked up at him like Frank Harris would look at Dan Rider quoting Shakespeare—and he drew himself up, saluted, said “Ah, pardon je suis très indiscret.” I said exactly like Harris—“Très indiscret, Monsieur,” and walked home.[7] Scarcely had I gained the road when a gentleman in a cape approached and ‘Vous vous promenez seule, Madame?’ But that was a bit too steep. I said, “Non, Monsieur, avec une canne—” What a race! They’re like German commercial travellers! Send me a bulldog in your next letter, sweetheart.


  The sea is very choppy to-day. Far as you can see the waves break—like a school of fishes.


  A windy Sunday, December 12, 1915


  For some unaccountable reason I’ve got our Marseilles fever again with all its symptoms, loss of appetite, shivering fits, dysentry. What on earth can it be? I really think it is a noisome fever from some black man in a café near [41] to the Vieux Port. At any rate its horrid and I am a ragged creature to-day. If I hadn’t got William Shakespeare I should be in the ultimate cart, but he reads well to a touch of fever. However, I expect I shall be a better girl by the time you get this, so don’t go and worry. I bought a most superior exercise book yesterday for 4 sous but at about five o’clock the eternal silence was broken by a rap at my door and a pretty creature with gold rings in her ears, spanish boots like yours, and flashing eyes and teeth brought in a basket—My laundry. I only sent a morsel—the veriest fragment, and Lord! there was a bill for 3.15. How the rings, the teeth, eyes and boots vanished—counting the precious money into her hand. I paid for them, every one. I shall have to cut myself a little pair of football shorts out of Le Radical, I can see that.


  How are you? Where are you? What are you doing now? …


  The salon has become impossible ground while the wife of that Englishman remains in this hotel. Did you remark her? She is a Belgian—I never met her like. She out-Belgians anything imaginable. However, I’ll be even with her and put her to paper and be done with her. I shall creep to the post and back but that’s my limit to-day. Otherwise I’ll keep my room and try to write and read. Send me a book, when you can.


  Sunday night before dinner, December 12, 1915


  I have just put on my spencer, an extra pair of stockings and another shawlet and I’m still frozen. I rang for Mary Anne to make me a fire but she is evidently gone a junketing for I can’t find her. The only minion I did find said they could not mont any bois until demain. Which seemed to me absurd. Suppose I were in convulsions and had to be wrapped in blankets and laid on an hearth (would that I were!)? Also I am as empty as the little French boy’s tirelire and there’s nothing to eat here. [42] And the salon is full of travellers a-sitting round the fire a-toasting of their unworthy toes—Oh, what a wretched little swinging-on-a-bare-twig of a goblin you have got to-night—and her maladies have been such that she has been forcée to garder her chambre all day except for to post my letter. At about five I nearly swallowed the teaspoon and had done with it. For I have added a sore throat to my fever and I am trying to gargle every 2 hours with three sous worth of borax and it’s tasted awful. Just when I wrote in my diary “Adieu chère terre”—a nice little boy who belongs to the hotel brought me a letter from you—it was a gift from heaven. Never was a letter more welcome—It was indeed one of my great-aunt Charlotte’s ‘direct answers’ to prayers. I read it once and then twice and then I absorbed it, you know—If you are not careful and less sweet to me I shall say TOUJOURS, too, and then you’ll be finally caught out. I do hope they give you a bed among the pottery.[8] Can you choose your jug and basin from the stock? I saw that shop the day Munro flouted me and nearly entered in (Forgive me; I am all sticky with eating so much and such continuous Shakespeare). You told me very little of Kot. Didn’t he fall down dead when he saw I wasn’t there? And where did you sleep that first night, sirrah?


  After lunch to-day a kind gentleman lent me an Historical Roman. (Je vous remercie, maman. Bon soir, chèr Père.) But I also saw the last two numbers of La Vie Parisienne left in the salon by a bald-headed old party who brought his own oysters to luncheon.


  Monday morning. Then the bell for dinner and I went down and afterwards sat in the salon and talked with the lender of the Roman. What a night I spent, Bogey! My left leg rushed up to reinforce my other ills and it has won the battle—In fact I’m a complete prisoner to it to-day and shall have to give this letter to foreign hands to post for I can’t walk at all—However, it’s just my old [43] rheumatism—you know what it’s like. Dressing took me nearly two hours and I nearly gave it up, wore only one stocking, one leg of my ‘pantalons’ etc. to-day, but the old trick of looking at myself in the glass and saying ‘Courage, Katherine’ won after all—and here I am complete even to Flowering Gorse.[9]


  I got two papers from Kot to-day. They will be a great feast and as always happens I am now so tied and bound, so caged that I know I’ll sing. I’m just on the point of writing something awfully good, if you know that feeling. So there is compensation.


  The sun shines to-day but the wind is still high and ‘foam flies white over rocks of black,’ opposite.


  I feel cut off from all human kind—but I am not sad to-day.


  Monday, December 13, 1915


  After giving your letter to my ‘bonne’ yesterday I gave up the fight and retired in good order to bed, where I am still. The day seemed very long yesterday, but I must say my ‘bonne’ was very good to me. She gave me an extra pillow, kept me supplied with boiling bottles, brought me Vichy, and my meals on a little round table, actually produced a bottle of alcool camphré and frictioned me and gave me some lime flower tea before I went to sleep. Not counting the number of times she put her fat face round the door and said nodding and smiling as only a Frenchwoman can—with an air of delighted gaiety (!) “Vous souffrez toujours?” You see little Wig giving her smile for smile and nod for nod and saying “Ah, oui, un peu!” She’s the only creature I’ve seen. I am rather surprised that neither of the kind ladies who were so ready to welcome us to their haven should not at least have inquired. But no—And I must confess that notice that the repasts served in the rooms se paient en supplément rather rings in my ear. But my money has come and as I am spending [44] nothing else it will be perfectly all right. It is such a heavenly day to-day. Oh, so lovely—There seems to be a ring of light round everything. It is still and sunny, so still you could hear a spider spin. I dreamed last night that I sat by a fire with Grandmother and my brother and when I woke up I still held my brother’s hand. That is true. For my hands were not together—they were holding another hand. I felt the weight and the warmth of it—for quite a long time.


  December 14, 1915


  Don’t you worry about me. My femme de chambre, when she goes off duty leaves me in her ‘friend’s’ charge and her ‘friend’ is a little spry creature with a pale blue nose who is very gentille indeed to me. “Il ne faut pas vous gêner.” She keeps saying to me—“Je veux faire tout ce que je peux pour vous.” In fact, the servants here seem to think I’m a dear little thing! And after midday that Englishman, terribly shy, knocked at my door. It appears he has a most marvellous cure for just my kind of rheumatism—Would I try it? All this was explained in the most preposterous rigmarole, in an attempt to appear off hand and at his poor unfortunate ease. I never saw a man so shy! Finally he says that if the pharmacien can’t make it up here he will take the first train to Toulon this afternoon and get it for me. It is a rubbing mixture which he got off a German doctor one year when he was in Switzerland for winter sports and had an attack of sciatic rheumatism. It sounds to me very hopeful,—but I’d catch any straw!


  So I thanked him and bowing and humming and hawing he went off. I can’t think what frightened him so, I shall have to put on a hat and a pair of gloves when he brings me back the unguent. Oh, that postman is a tortoise, a detestable tortoise—half a tortoise—for I am hot and he is slow. (Bogey, I am an awful little cod, my bed is going to my brain. Now I’ll wait for your letter before I go on.)


  [45] Later. I did wait with a vengeance. At half past three I rang the bell. “Le courier, a-t-il déja passé?” “Ah, oui, Madame—une bonne demi-heure!” “Merci bien.” But when she had gone I confess I turned to the wall and cried bitterly…. I think mostly from rage. Then I began to think how my Father always had time to write every single day to my Mother, etc., etc., etc. Then in despair I climbed out of bed, found a piece of ribbon and sat up and made myself a hat. Once before, I remember when I was ill at Rottingdean and alone and waiting for a letter that didn’t come I made myself a hat out of pins and fury and it was the hat of my life. So is this. But I think it is awfully cruel. Once I get better I’ll forgive you if you don’t write, but Oh—to lie in this silent room and know the postman has been. You wouldn’t like it, Bogey.


  Now I’ve had dinner, an omelette, some cauliflower and a stewed apple. I am getting thin. There are two hollows in my cheeks but no little love kisses there. My Englishman has arrived with his pot of ointment and refuses to take even a pin or a bead in payment. How kind he is—It’s easy to see he hasn’t lived with me three years.


  I should like to be at a large circus to-night: in a box—very luxurious, you know, very warm, very gay with a smell of sawdust and elephants. A superb clown called Pistachio—white poneys, little blue monkeys drinking out of chinese cups. I should like to be dressed beautifully, beautifully down to the last fragment of my chemise—and I should like Colette Willy to be dressed just exactly like me and to be in the same box. And during the entr’actes while the orchestra blared Pot Pourri from The Toreador we would eat tiny little jujubes out of a much too big bag and tell each other all about our childhood.


  December 16, 1915


  I am better but still in bed, for there is a bitter east wind blowing to-day and I feel it is not safe for me to start my normal life in it. I think my Englishman’s stuff is going [46] to do me a great deal of good and he has made me so perfectly hopeful—and has been in so many ways such a comfort to me. Should this stuff not quite cure me he has given me the address of a place in Normandy where one goes for a cure once a year. The cure only takes three weeks; it is a small inexpensive place and he says it’s simply miraculous. Well, I am sure I can get my Father to give me a little extra a year for this purpose. “You’ll be skipping like a two year old after a week there” says my nice, funny man. I am being rubbed twice a day and dieting carefully and only drinking Vichy. This man isn’t really a doctor. He’s the Head of Guy’s Dental Hospital—but he is a queer, delightful, good-natured person and he has certainly been a comfort to me.


  I feel very sober to-day. I am afraid you will think my last letters very silly. They won’t happen again. I understand you far better now, somehow—and I’ll not ask for the moon either.


  A knock at my door. A letter in pencil from you and funnily enough almost the second sentence is about crying for the moon. Thank you darling for your letter; it’s an awfully sweet one. I do hope you get your studio at Haverstock Hill, it sounds really delightful—et pas trop cher. Your present room must be horrid. I am sorry too—you do not know how sorry, that we have not talked more about the things we have read and seen and felt. Still, it was fate and can’t be altered.


  Tell you all that I am doing? Why, Bogey, I’m lying down or sitting up in bed. All I’m feeling? Ah, I can’t—I’ve lost the key just for the minute—you know how things do get lost in bed.


  Since I have been alone here the loss of my little brother has become quite real to me. I have entered into my loss if you know what I mean … always before that I shrank from the final moment—but now it is past.


  As I write it is raining fast with a loud noise on the windows. I have the bed covered with copies of the Times, marked at certain places with large blue crosses [47] and a copy of Le Temps with arrows in the margin and “this will interest you” written underneath. All from the same kind and only donor.


  Vendredi, December 17, 1915


  I am afraid the courier is past and my letters are drowned for it is as wild a day as ever I have seen—a sky like lead, a boiling sea, the coast hidden by thick mist, a low noise of wind and such rain dashing on the windows. It is very cold, too, and (3.30) dark already. My maid, however, lit me a splendid fire this morning and after lunch when the room was warm I got up and am sitting by it now in the armchair. I don’t feel very grand and though the fire isn’t like that wretched affair at Cassis and burns merrily and warm, it seems to light the shadows and to prick an ear to the quiet—How quiet it is! except for the storm outside! Much quieter than Day’s Bay!


  No, the courier has just come and there is a letter after all.


  I am sorry I made you sad about that little villa. I heard of another last night from my Englishman—four rooms—good stoves—electric light, heating, a verandah, a garden all furnished, and so sheltered that you can dine out every day—80 francs a month. The man who has just taken it says he buys fish at 1d. a dozen, so I should live off fish and rosebuds.—But no, I’ll not speak of these things, for it’s useless and foolish.


  December 18, 1915


  I must write a little more for ‘le temps’ is so exciting. I had a very vivid dream last night that I and my brother were in Berlin without passports. We were having lunch in the waiting room of a railway station at a long table, with several German soldiers just back from the front with their equipment, etc. I see now the proud wives carrying the men’s coats for them, etc. Suddenly in a dreadful pause [48] I began to speak in English. I said the woman reminded me of a Miss Lindsay, bootmaker’s assistant on Lambton Quay. In a flash I knew we were done for. Brother said, “Make for the telephone box,” but as we got in a soldier smashed his helmet through the glass door—Crash! I woke to a violent clap of thunder. It was raining, hailing, the shutters flashed pale yellow with the lightning. I heard the bells ringing in the hotel—the servants in felt slippers running along the corridors. Bang! went the thunder, rolling and tossing among the hills. The air was so electric that one’s hands and feet sang. Finally I got up, put on my mackintosh and opened the shutters. I felt sure that I’d be struck, especially as my room, being at the corner for the full force of the storm. It was a wonderful sight. I shall never forget the dignity of the sea. It drew back from the land a long way. There were no waves, only a fold or two where it touched the shore—and it looked as cold as a stone. Above the coast the sky was bright silver and above that a bright fantastic green. As I opened the window I smelled the sharp smell of the wet blue-gum trees. Oh, it was exciting—it was lovely and all the while the hail springing against the window pane and the low thunder and the fluttering light. I rang for my breakfast and that became a kind of thrilling feast, too. I put the milk jug under the édredon when I had poured out my first cup of coffee and it stayed there warm as a pigeon and I had a second boiling cup. That seemed a miracle of ingenuity and forethought! Then the spry maid tripped in and lit the fire—I heard the little twigs cracking: she sat back on her heels and told me which rooms the water had flooded—when such a thing had happened before, etc. I felt that I was going to jump out of bed, wash and dress as quickly as possible, pack a small bundle and catch the ark at about half past ten. But it is half past ten now and the wind has dropped, two roosters are crowing somewhere and the sky is silver.


  I am very much better—in fact to all intents and purposes [49] cured I believe by that unguent. Here is a geranium—I quite forgot they were there. Here is your Xmas box….


  Sunday morning, December 19, 1915


  From sheer laziness I am sitting up in bed. The ‘l’eau chaude’ is warming its enamel bosom before a freshlighted fire, and I ought to be up—but it’s so pleasant here and the smell of burning wood is so delicious and the sky and the sea outside are so pearly. After I had written to you yesterday down came the rain again, and this time the courier really was drowned, so I got a letter of yours about the landlady, etc., just this moment.


  My rheumatism this morning—n’existe pas. I’ve not been so free for a year. I can positively jump. I’m to go on using the unguent and my Englishman is going to give me the prescription to-day for he leaves here on Monday. He is also going to conduct me to the post and see I’m not cheated with my mandat—so that is all to the good. I dined down stairs last night. A good many people have arrived—and the hotel is rather changed. More flowers, more fires and an ‘atmosphere.’ I met the ‘Madame’ on the stairs. Elle me demandait si je souffre toujours. I said no—said she “Heureusement le climat est très sec!” What a fool, with rain teeming on everything! I paid a bill here too which was a relief off my mind.


  Dear, do send me summat to read when you can. I am still confined to Shakespeare and the Times. I don’t know what to ask for. I’d like a 1/- Dickens that I haven’t read—or one I don’t remember—but which is it? Oh, I’d like to read Oliver Twist again, for one. And I’ll send you something for The Signature but don’t flatter me—I’m only the jam in the golden pill—and I know my place, Betsy.


  I have a presentiment that I shall never see Albion’s shores again (but then I always feel like that when I’m away). Still, Bogey, in case I should be taken [50] sudden preserve these words and show them to the landlady.


  It is such a Sunday morning—so quiet and so tending towards la messe. The lovely air must be the result of the storm, I suppose, for breathing is a delight. It’s what you might call very choice, this morning, too.


  I should like to embrace my Father this morning. He would smell of fine cloth with a suspicion of cigar added, eau de cologne, just an atom of camphorated chalk, something of fresh linen and his own particular smell—his ‘blood smell’ as p’raps Lorenzo would say.


  Lundi matin, December 20, 1915


  A lovely ‘gold dust’ day. From early morning the fishermen have been passing and the little boats with red sails put out at dawn. I am dressed to go to the post-office with my two mandats.


  When I woke this morning and opened the shutters and saw the dimpling sea I knew I was beginning to love this place—this South of France. Yesterday I went for a walk—the palm trees after the rain were magnificent, so firm and so green and standing up like stiff bouquets before the Lord. The shop people, too, are very kind. You are a regular customer, after a day or two, and my Englishman says they are very honest.


  Last night in the salon I had a long talk with a woman who is here for her health. A woman about fifty. She has been nursing since the beginning of the war somewhere near Arles. She is of the Midi and has a very pronounced accent, which is extremely fascinating—and she knows and adores ‘mon pays.’ She told me all about the coast, about all sorts of little places “de toute beauté”—and as she talked I began to see this place—not romantically but truly. I like it and more than like it. This woman was reading the letters of Taine…. She told me such good stories of the black soldiers—I must not forget them. I hope I shall speak a great deal with her because she is very [51] good for my French too. She has a good vocabulary and a way of spacing her words giving them a very nice, just quantity. Oh, Bogey, it is the most Heavenly day. Every little tree feels it and waves faintly from delight. The femme de chambre called to the gardener just now as she beat the next door mattress out of the window—“Fait bon?” and he said, “Ah, délicieux!” which seemed to me very funny for a gardener, especially this little chap. Now I must button my boots with a tiger’s tail and go out.


  Mercredi, December 22, 1915


  I wish you could see the winds playing on the dark blue sea to-day, and two big sailing vessels have come in and are rocking like our white boat rocked when you were here. The sea is what I call very high this morning and the clouds are like swans. It is a lovely morning; the air tastes like fruit!


  Yesterday I went for a long scrambling walk in the woods, on the other side of the railway. There are no roads there—just little tracks and old mule paths. Parts are quite wild and overgrown, then in all sorts of unexpected faery places you find a little clearing—the ground cultivated in tiny red terraces and sheltered by olive trees (full of tiny black fruit). There grow the jonquils, daffodils, new green peas and big abundant rose bushes. A tiny (this word is yours really: it’s haunting me to-day) villa is close by with a painted front and a well or a petite source at the bottom of the garden. They are dream places. Every now and then I would hear a rustle in the bushes and an old, old woman, her head tied up in a black kerchief would come creeping through the thick tangle with a bunch of that pink heath across her shoulders. “B’jour ma petite dame” she would munch and nod—and with a skinny finger point me my way. Once I found myself right at the very top of a hill and below there lay an immense valley—surrounded by mountains—very high [52] ones and it was so clear you could see every pointed pine, every little zig-zag track. The black stems of the olives showing sooty and soft among the silvery green. One could see for miles and miles. There was, far in the distance a tiny town planted on a little knoll, just like a far away city in a Dürer etching, and now and again you would see two cypresses and then if you looked carefully you found a little house, for two cypresses planted side by side portent bonheur. On the other side of me there was the sea and Bandol and the next bay, Sanary. Why weren’t you with me? Why didn’t you lean over the fence and ask the old, old man what that plant was and hear him say it was the immortelle, and it flowers for eight years and then dies and its yellow flowers come out in June?


  The sun went down as I found the Saint-Cyr road back to Bandol. The people were coming home, and the children were running from school. As I came into Bandol I heard a loud chanting and down the Avenue des Palmiers there came four little boys in white, carrying a cross and incense braziers—an old priest with white hair, chanting—four men following each carrying a corner of a black and silver cloth—then a coffin carried on a table by six men and the whole village following—the last man of all being an old chap with a wooden leg. It was extremely fantastic and beautiful in the bright strange light.


  December 23, 1915


  The sailors in the sailing ships have been washing. They are all pegged out along the masts and spars. It’s a very still primrose and cowslip day—I am going to drive in a kerridge to that little Dürer town I told you of. The Englishman did not go away on Monday. He stayed till the end of the week to show me the different walks he has discovered here and it is he who is taking me there this afternoon. How we get there Heaven only knows but he says there is a road. This man has certainly been awfully kind to me…. I can’t persuade him that I am more [53] than six years old and quite able to take my own ticket and manage my own affairs.


  You know I really am a little tempted to take a minute villa later on here. Would it be more expensive than living here, do you think? It’s not that I don’t like this hotel—I do, and (this is like my brother) I am awfully popular with all the people here—You would laugh. I know all their separate histories and married lives, etc. I sit and listen—they talk. I feel sometimes very much like Fergusson. But a little villa with a handkerchief of garden is a very attractive idea—Talk to me about it.


  Your two letters to-day for some reason have made me rather stiff—rather dumb. I feel it as I write—I don’t know why. I feel I am talking over a fence, and my voice is tiny like a grasshopper’s. Write to me again at length and know that this little stuffiness n’est rien, and that really and truly there isn’t a fence and we are sitting hand in hand under a rhubarb leaf and I am showing you what I have got in my pocket and you are showing me what you have got in yours.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  Nearly the end of the year, December 24, 1915


  My extremely wicked and neglectful and utterly faithless friend!


  At last you have sent me a letter and although it only arrived a few moments ago and you certainly do not deserve an answer I will just write two words to prove once and for all my complete superiority of nature over you. You need not bother to write me letters if it is a trouble to you; it’s enough if, occasionally you send me a little card and tell me that you have not forgotten. For I shall not forget you. I often think of you. I wish you would come into my room now and smoke a cigarette with me. It is very quiet here and outside the window the sea is trembling under the moon. My room smells faintly of wood from the fire—you would like it.


  [54] I am very happy here. The place is so beautiful and the sun shines—or it doesn’t—There is the sea and a wild beautiful coast—and behind the village there are woods and mountains. Already I have so many ‘secret’ places—The people are awfully nice too. They are honest; one can be oneself with them. You know, you can lean over the fence and talk to the old man who is cutting flowers or you can sit on a rock and talk to the old, old woman who is cutting heather—and you are “at home.” There are many fishermen, too; fishermen are always very true.


  Oh, my God! I am very happy. When I shut my eyes I cannot help smiling—You know what joy it is to give your heart—freely—freely. Everything that happens is an adventure. When the wind blows I go to the windiest possible place and I feel the cold come flying under my arms—When the sea is high I go down among the rocks where the spray reaches and I have games with the sea like I used to years ago. And to see the sun rise and set seems miracle enough.


  When I first came here I was really very ill and unhappy but that is over now—and London, you know seems remote—remote—as though it did not exist. Those last hateful and wasted months are blotted out. Next time we see each other really we will be happy. Don’t always remember the ‘wicked’ me. But one day we shall see each other again and be frightfully happy—Let us promise each other. I want to tell you all about the people here (but that would fill books) and all about the place (and that would not interest you). So pretend I have told you. At any rate it is too dark to see anything or anybody now. My brother is here often, laughing, and calling “Do you remember, Katy?”


  It is a beautiful night—so beautiful that you are half afraid to take it into your breast when you breathe.


  This is not a letter at all—only a message—Take care of yourself. I do not know why but just this moment I see awfully clearly the elephant on your big inkstand. [55] And I want a reply immediately but you won’t send me one. You will be wise and severe with me as you always are—Goodnight.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  The Morning of Christmas Eve, December 24, 1915


  Yesterday after I had posted your letter I went to the Market. You know where it is—in front of that square, curious little Church. Yesterday the Market was full of branches of roses—branches of mandarines and flowers of all kinds. There was also a little old man selling blue spectacles and rings “contre la rhumatisme” and a funny, fat old woman waddling about and pointing to everything she wanted with a fat fowl that she held by the legs. The fowl was furious.


  Then I went up to that funny untidy villa with the oranges growing against the walls close to the cemetery—you know the one I mean? It has a long ‘sticky’ garden in front and a large blue board advertising apartments. White roosters peck among the gravel and all the paths are spanned over with brown sprigs of vine. The villa is stone and carved with doves, cauliflowers, lions, monkey trees and setting suns. Very gay.


  In the garden, mounted on a very nervous chair, a huge, old man in a blue apron and horn specs, was snipping twigs, and below him a tiny little boy in pink and white socks was receiving them in his pinny. I asked if Mademoiselle Marthe lived there. Certainly, said the man, while the chair wobbled fearfully and then he stood up, raised his snippers, and hailed, “Marthe, Marthe.” Open flew a window, out popped a little round head. “On demande,” said the old man. Then a glass door opened and a little creature in a white cotton jacket with red wool shoes on stood smiling by me. I asked her if she would lift the shoulders of my brown jacket for me—and she said she would—but after the days of fête—n’est-ce pas? And then, her head a little on one side, with a charming timid [56] smile and one hand with a silver ring on it keeping the sun from her eyes she came to open the gate for me, because she said it was a very difficult gate. I went away longing to write a little play with this setting—I could even hear the music to it. I especially saw the garden by moonlight and the shadows of the oranges and Marthe with a shawl over her head—and her telling him it was a difficult gate.


  Two of the big sailing ships have come right into the port this morning and are anchored close to the quai. I think they are unloading something; I must go and ask the paper woman all about it. She is a fund of cheerful gossip and she’s a nice soul. When the air is ‘frais’ she produces a tiny charcoal bucket with a pierced lid—and says—“Warm your hands one good little moment.”


  My dear! Ten children with their parents and two nurses arrived here last night; they are all ‘une belle famille’ as my maid says. I have not seen them yet, but my brain reels at the idea of their weekly bills.


  It is Xmas morning, December 25, 1915


  When I went out to put your letter in the Palais d’Azur yesterday I found out why the boats had come in—for there was a procession of dark young sailors, bare legged, their bright blue trousers rolled to the thigh, in big full blouses and with their hair cropped “en pudding” carrying on their shoulders little red kegs and filling them at the fountain. A great dispute went on because it was midday and the women had come to draw water too—and the sailors would not take the kegs away and only laughed. They had a tiny boat rocking at the steps of the quai. On deck three sailors hung over the rail plucking three ducks. The feathers floated on the water. The boat is called the Felicina and she comes from Verraggia. The other boat hasn’t got a name. To-day they are dressed and flying five or six snippets of flags.


  Yesterday afternoon I went off by myself into the woods [57] and spent all the afternoon exploring little tracks and ‘chemins de chamois’! I picked such lovely daisies too, with pink tips. It got very faery after the sun went down—and when I got to the road to come home, still deep in the woods, there came a tinkle and round the corner came an old man with a herd of brindled goats. As I came into the town all the babies were flocking in the streets looking at Xmas toys. Heaven knows they are a sorry little show, but you should have heard the screams of joy—“Ah ah, le beau chemin de fer—Dis, dis! Qu’il est mignon le p’tit chien! Ah, la grande—la belle!” I began to look too and I nearly bought an elephant or a dog with one ear standing up—or a lovely tea-set with roses painted on it and a sugar basin with a tiny strawberry for the handle on the lid.


  Then the Captain of the Felicina landed and came marching up the street—very grand—all gold braid—little clipped beard, stiff linen. He was followed by two sailors and he disappeared behind the bead curtain of the butcher’s shop. Then another ship came sailing in—which makes five. Can you feel how thrilling they are in this tiny place? And how one longs to go on board and walk up and down little ladders?


  There is a crêche in the Church. It has been all made by the children. It is simply beautiful. A landscape with painted cardboard houses—even shutters to the windows. A windmill—little bridges of twigs, fountains made of falling silver paper cut in strips—and the roads all of fresh sand, the hills and the valleys all of moss that they gathered in the woods. Trees are planted in the moss and hung with silver stars (far too big for them). There are sheep under the trees, shepherds, holy men, the three Kings, one with a black face and awful whites to his eyes. Fat little angels perch in all sorts of places and in a neat cardboard grotto is Mary, St. Joseph (a very old dotty) and a naked ‘p’tit Chesau’ as they say, who can open and shut his eyes. The priest was showing this Marvel to a baby when I was there but she could say nothing except in a [58] very hushed voice—“Il est tout nu.” The dove is also perched on a tree—a drunken fowl bigger than the ox and the ass—and out of one house there is the head of the innkeeper in a night cap with a tassel on it telling Mary he hasn’t got a room….


  Plus tard. I have opened my letter (I am always doing that—it’s like popping just one’s head in again) to say that when I ran to the Post it was shut for all to-day and I am afraid this letter will not go until to-morrow.


  I have just had a Xmas dinner—very dreadful and indecent to be partaken of alone. The ‘belle famille’ had an enormous feed. I left the little tiny ones leaning back in their chairs with their legs stretched out utterly helpless—and slightly the worse for wine. For even the baby who is not yet three drank until her glass rested on her nose, where she left it and blew into it and stared at me through the top. Now I am going for a walk with the Englishman who leaves definitely the day after to-morrow.


  Later. It was a long walk through the woods and then we left the paths and he taught me how to climb as taught by the guides in Norway. It was boring beyond words but absolutely successful—we scaled dreadful precipices and got wonderful views. Then I had to learn how to descend, and how to balance if the stones roll when you put your foot on them—What a pa-man! All this, of course, he takes really seriously—and I find myself doing so too and I don’t get one bit tired. I wish you could see my room. Even the blue glass vases we put away have had to come out for the big bouquets of yellow and pink roses. To-night I have promised to dine with this pa-man. I don’t doubt I shall get a lecture on touring in Spain. I already know more about how to travel in Italy than any living being, I should think.


  I am going to try to send you a nut shell in this letter for a little hat. It’s dark now and the waves are breaking right up the road among the palms.


  [59] Monday morning, December 26, 1915


  Even if you never came I cannot but love you more for the evening and the night and the morning I have spent thinking that you are coming. It was Sunday, so I could not send you a telegram until to-day. I somehow—Oh, how did I?—got through last evening by sitting in the salon among unreal fantastic people and sewing and talking. For I knew I would not sleep. I knew I would not sleep. What drowsy bliss slept in my breast! I hardly dared to breathe.


  A woman here told me how to buy our stores and what to pay and how to make soup with 2 sous worth of bones, and what day the woman with good apples was at the market and how to manage une femme de menage. I heard. I dared not look at her. I felt my smiles chasing in my eyes. I saw the villa—perhaps a cactus near the gate—you writing at a little table, me arranging some flowers and then sitting down to write too. Both of us gathering pine cones and driftwood and bruyère for our fire. I thought of what I would have ready for you, soup and perhaps fish, coffee, toast, because charbon de bois, which is much cheaper than coal, makes lovely toast, I hear,—a pot of confitures, a vase of roses…. And then I saw us waking in the morning and putting on the big kettle and letting in the femme de menage. She hangs her shawl behind the kitchen door. “Vous savez, il fait beau.”


  December 27, 1915


  Finally I could bear it no longer. I came up to my room and took a hot bath and then curled up in bed and smoked and tried to read a new Dickens. No use. The sea was very loud. I looked at the watch and saw it said 25 to 12 and then I went to sleep. When I looked again it was nearly four. So I turned on the light and waited, waited for day. How the light changed, I never shall [60] forget. I put on my big purple coat and opened the shutters and sat on the window sill. It was all primrosy with black mountains. A sailing ship put out to sea. I saw all the little men on board, and how the sail was put up and how when it caught the breath of wind the ship went fast. Two more of our big ships, with a rattle of chains, hoisted anchor and put out to sea. I saw the bending, straining bodies of the men. And then came the fishers bringing in their pots. Then the first bird—At seven I heard my little maid lighting the stove so I ran out and asked for my déjeuner—washed in cold water—kissed my roses—put on my goblin hat and flew into the garden. The market was there—with two funny Spaniards beating drums. Such flowers! Such violets! But I kept my pennies for you and me. I thought I should have to have a small fête so when I went to the post office I put new relief nibs in all the awful old crusty pens. The sea, and sky this morning are literally a dark navy (see Aunt Li). I sent your telegram, ran home to find the maids beating the carpets and the white dog overslept and pretending he had been awake for hours on the terrace. Now I am going with a gent in corduroys to look at a furnished villa of his.


  December 29, 1915


  If you should come I have found a tiny villa for us—which seems to me almost perfect in its way. It stands alone in a small garden with terraces. It faces the ‘midi’ and gets the sun all day long. It has a stone verandah and a little round table where we can sit and eat or work. A charming tiny kitchen with pots and pans and big coffee pot, you know. Electric light, water downstairs and upstairs too in the cabinet de toilette. A most refined ‘water closet’ with water in the house…. The salle à manger is small and square with the light low over the table. It leads on to the verandah and overlooks the sea. So does the chambre à coucher. It is very private and stands high on the top of a hill. It is called the Villa [61] Pauline. The woman (wife of the mobilier) who showed it me would also find me a servant for three hours every day. Yesterday I ran ran all day long to find something and saw such funny places. Every little street I came to there seemed to be an old woman in woollen slippers with keys in her hands waiting to show me “votre affaire.” Oh, such funny experiences! But I have been very careful to go to each woman I left in a state of uncertainty and to say I regret that I cannot take their particular treasure so that I shall not have to spend the rest of my days in dodging streets, houses and people as I usually do on these occasions. And they are neither heart-broken nor do they call me a ‘sausage’—to my great surprise. It is a sunny windy morning with a high sea and dancing light on all the trees. The vent de l’est is blowing as a matter of fact, but it has no terrors for me now that I have my legs again.


  Mdlle. Marthe has just been although I am still in my peignoire. She is not a girl; she is a sparrow. It is so awfully nice to have your jacket mended by a charming little sparrow instead of a monster with icy hands and pins in her mouth and all over her non-existent bosom. But Marthe hops about, smiling, with her head a little on one side. She is a sweet little thing; I wish to goodness I could somehow adopt her for us.


  My roses—my roses are too lovely. They melt in the air (I thought that in French where it sounds sense but in English it’s nonsense). I have 23. I just counted them for you and if you turn these blue glass vases back to front so that you don’t see the handpainted horrors on them they are very lovely, the dark red stems and a leaf or two showing through the water.


  … Make me wash and dress. I’ve lighted another cigarette now and in spite of my absolutely cold, calculating mind, my heart keeps on perpetually like this. One large vase of white and yellow jonquils in the middle of the table. Roses in the bedroom, some little red anemones on the mantelpiece. “This is the place, Bogey.” A ring [62] at the door. The man with your boxes from the station—Now we are sitting down, hardly daring to look at each other, but smiling. Now you have unpacked and put on your corduroys and your boots. I am downstairs and you are upstairs. I hear you walking. I call out “Bogey, do you want coffee or tea?” We arrange to work every morning—have lunch—go out until it is dark, come home have tea and talk and read and get our supper—and then work. On our walks we will take that satchel you bought—for pine cones and wood and oranges—Oh God, this place is as fair as New Zealand to me—as apart, as secret, as much a place where you and I are alone and untroubled—But so I dream.


  Now I am going to get up. I’ve got some awful toothpaste. It is called Isis and it has funny woodeny birds on the tube. It has all come out the wrong end, too. And it’s much too pink.


  Wednesday night, December 29, 1915


  I am like that disciple who said: “Lord I believe. Help thou my unbelief.” As I was dressing and your letter was already sealed the heavy steps really came along the corridor. The knock at the door—the old man with the blue folded paper that I scarcely dared to take and having taken—could not open. Oh, I sat by the side of my bed—and opened it little by little. I read all those directions for the sending of urgent telegrams in the night—At last I said: “He is not coming” and opened it and read your message…. Since then I have never ceased for one moment to tremble…. I felt “Now he is coming that villa is taken” and I ran, ran along the quai. One day I shall tell you all this at length, but it was not taken until I saw the woman and took it. I went through it again. It is quite perfect in its way. It is always what I felt there was somewhere in the world for us, in Spain or Italy. And the people to whom it belongs who live next door are such good, decent, honest people, [63] eager to have us, eager to make us comfortable and happy. “Je suis toujours là. Vous avez seulement de frapper si vous auriez besoin de quelque chose.” The sun shone in every room and on the little stone verandah danced the shadow of a tree. Is this true? Is it coming true? I have to sign the agreement and pay a month in advance to-morrow. Then to order the coal and wood and see my femme de menage who has already been found “pour 3 heures le matin et pour faire mes petites courses, n’est-ce pas?” All the rest of the day … I do not know how I have spent it—such a lovely wild day brimming over with colour and light. I have found the shortest way to our home by a road you do not know, through fields of jonquils and past the olive trees that blow so silver and black to-day. There are high walls on the road and nobody goes.


  Yes, I have found a lovely way—And I have made out a list of our modest provisions that I shall buy on Friday. In fact I have made out more than one list. For I can’t even write or read….


  This morning I went to the little Church and prayed. It is very nice there. I prayed for us three—for you and me and Chummie. It was so gay and yet solemn there.


  December 30, 1915


  Money doesn’t frighten me a bit. We’ll be two little silkworms and live on mulberry leaves. If you come here we shall both write poetry—a mutual book which we will publish together. Also we shall both write a kind of ‘paysages’ and we shall both write—well, I shouldn’t be surprised if we both wrote anything.


  The little house is there, waiting for us. Its eyes are shut until I open them. The sun touches the verandah and warms the place where your hand will rest. Tout bas, tout bas mon coeur chante: “Cinquante kilos de charbon de pierre—cinquante kilos de charbon de coke et des poids pour allumer pour cinq sous—c’est presqu’un sac.” I [64] have such a lot to do to-day. I must go out soon. Again I am not dressed but idling here with your letter beside me. I hardly slept at all.


  December 30, 1915


  Midi. This morning I went to the woman who introduced me to the Villa. She is a Spaniard, from Barcelona, and we are really sincerely friends. She is a dear creature and at first I knew she didn’t like me but now really we have jokes together and she laughs, showing her pretty teeth. She tried to find me a femme de menage but could not so her daughter Marie, a dark-eyed Spanish beauty—a really fascinating creature with a fringe, big eyes and bright colour, is coming instead. But do we mind cuisine espagnole? “Pas du tout.” Then I went to the Church for a minute—I feel I must keep in close touch with God. They were dressing the altar with white and yellow jonquils—a sweet savour must have mounted. I prayed that my prayer was heard at the same moment and that God was pleased. Then I went to the station to ask what trains arrived and then to our villa by the path that you are coming. The door was open. The woman was inside hanging up saucepans. So we went through the inventory together and she said she would give me teacups and a teapot … because we were English. Also she offered to take me to any shops where I wanted to buy anything. I then went over the villa again. There is the loveliest green water pot like you admired. We must find something to fill it with. Then I went back to her house and together with her husband made out a lease, signed, paid, and put the key in my pocket. A friend came in and we sat talking a little. They told me not to buy flowers for your arrival. They had enough in their garden—and she said she would come in when Marie arrived on Saturday and show her how to make the fire. I walked home with the key in my hands.


  Friday. Noon. Now I am just waiting. I have ordered the little stores and the wine and the wood. All [65] the windows are open—all the doors—the linen is airing. I went to the flower market and stood among the buyers and bought, wholesale you know, at the auction in a state of lively terrified joy three dozen rose buds and six bunches of violets.


  We lived, very happily, at the Villa Pauline for the next three months. The next two letters were written on a journey to Marseilles where K.M. had gone to meet her sister (Mrs. Cecil Pickthall) who was returning from India.


  Hotel Oasis, Marseilles


  March 1916


  I got through to the 2nd and had a very comfortable journey. I nearly fell out of the train at the last moment looking for and then at you. But no, you walked away. It was rather awful—wasn’t it? The country on the way here is so lovely. Where there used to be pink heather there is gorse now and white and red trees everywhere. Cook’s weren’t much consolation, but they referred me to the P. and O. people, rue Colbert (opposite the Post Office) and I found out from them that the Sardinia is definitely expected at 8.30 a.m. on Thursday morning. Also I explained my situation and obtained from them a card permitting me to go on board. So I must stay. It’s a good thing I came. She ‘moors,’ says my card further at MOLE C—Bassin National. I shall find it. Cook’s will tell me the way. The P. and O. people were not inclined to over amiability. Then (very hungry as usual when en voyage) I went and bought my bag for 13 francs. It was expensive, but it is just what you would have bought (Oh, how she flatters him!) Darling, it’s a lovely bag, though, mouse blue, well finished and strong, and with or without a handle, and the shape you said, AND deep enough to hold my passport. But my things somehow don’t belong, don’t quite belong to me until you have seen them—and they’ve spiritually passed through the customs. Until you’ve more or less put a little white chalk squiggle [66] on this bag it isn’t quite mine, though I’m very pleased with it. Then I came here and was remembered—but it was “Eh, comment va Monsieur?” from Monsieur, Madame and especially that nice rather slatternly maid, who was very friendly and shook hands. I have the same room (I’m in it now) the same flowers on the wall paper (that came out and bowed when I had fever). Only the couch has been ‘re-covered’ in large yellow and black three-eyed beetles. The same little chap has gone for my bag, because it is pouring with rain and has been ever since I set foot. A nuisance—for I don’t feel I can buy a 3.75 umbrella. However, the rain is warm, and smells of Spring. I don’t really mind it, but my boots do—and they wouldn’t be protected with an umbrella anyway—I had two mingy eggs cooked in margarine, a pot of tea, and one lumpish little roll for lunch, 1.70. Two eggs are I franc: tea 60 c.—bread 10 c. It was at the place we always went to. I protested, but was told a long story. Everything has augmented. I was very angry—especially as I couldn’t eat the eggs for all my hunger. Our cooking spoils one for anything else. I bought 2 penny packets of note-paper, a pen, a bottle of ink, a Daily Mail and Radical and tabac. So here I am waiting for the baggage—as usual.


  Madame Ferrand was at Cassis station; in the corridor of the train we met, and she did not acknowledge my bow. Why are people so horrid?


  March 1916


  Even though I hope to be home soon after this letter I will send you a ‘Bon jour’—I’m smoking my after-breakfast cigarette. This morning I am going to find my way to the Bassin National in preparation for to-morrow. Cook’s could not explain exactly; they advised me, however, to take a cab (!); it is about half an hour’s drive. Très, très bien. But the man here says I can go by train from the Vieux Port all the way. This I’ll find out by [67] trying to do it this morning. Bogey—I had a funny night. All my fever came back. I shivered and my blood buzzed as though bees swarmed in my heart—and the lilies came out and bowed. Also it was rather late before I went to bed after locking the door, fastening the bolt, etc., and to my Horror just as I began to fall asleep I heard SOMEONE turning the handle. Then the door was gently rattled. Then came a KNOCK. This is all true. I called out ‘Qui est là?’ No reply. So I leapt out of bed, threw my kimono on and, arming myself with a pair of scissors, I opened the door. There stood a horrid creature in his night-shirt who, began mumbling something about the wrong door—but he leered. Oh, I slammed the door in his face, and walked up and down my room—furious—I was not at all frightened.


  To-day it is very warm (so far) and sunny. The trams roll up and down, and clatters and squeaks fly up. Now I have had a scrumptious, cat-like bath and washed my ears beyond words. I feel we are about 15 to-day—just children: you and I don’t live like grown up people, you know. I keep seeing in my mind’s eye, your back view as you go down to the cave for wood—and then your front view as you come up with your arms full….


  In April we left Bandol for Zennor, near St. Ives, in Cornwall.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  Zennor, Cornwall


  Thursday, May 11, 1916


  I am quite alone for all the day so I shall write to you. I have not written before because everything has been so ‘unsettled’; now it is much more definite. I wish I could come and see you instead of writing; next month I shall come to London probably for a little time and then we shall be able to meet and to talk….


  I am very much alone here. It is not a really nice place.


  [68] It is so full of huge stones, but now that I am writing I do not care, for the time. It is so very temporary. It may all be over next month; in fact, it will be. I don’t belong to anybody here. In fact, I have no being, but I am making preparations for changing everything. Write to me when you can and scold me.


  Goodbye for now. Don’t forget me.


  []


  To Beatrice Campbell


  Thursday, May 1916


  I have been wanting to write to you but felt that Ireland wouldn’t permit. I can imagine what you and G. must have felt. This morning there is news that three leaders are shot and it’s horrible reading. It’s difficult to get any coherent account of anything down here but Garvin in The Observer last Sunday very nearly brought one off. There is no accounting for Ireland—The fact that while one street was under hot fire and people falling in all directions the milkmen with their rattling little cans went on delivering milk seemed, as Lawrence would say, “pretty nearly an absolute symbol.”


  If I had a box I’d send you flowers; but I’ve nothing but a Vinolia Soap box and the violets would arrive in a lather. As soon as I have a box you shall have some. This country is very lovely just now with every kind of little growing thing—and the gorse among the grey rocks is, as Mrs. P.H. would agree, ‘very satisfactory.’ There are a great many adders here too. How does one cure oneself of their bite? You either bathe the afflicted part with a saucer of milk or you give the saucer of milk to the adder.


  There is a creek close by our house that rushes down a narrow valley and then falls down a steep cliff into the sea. The banks are covered with primroses and violets and bluebells. I paddle in it and feel like a faint, far-off reflection of the George Meredith Penny Whistle Overture, but awfully faint. Murry spends all his time [69] hunting for his horn-rimmed spectacles for whenever he leaps over a stile or upon a mossy stone they fly from him, incredible distances, and undergo a strange and secret change into caterpillars, dragon flies or bracken uncurling.


  To-day I can’t see a yard, thick mist and rain and a tearing wind with it. Everything is faintly damp. The floor of the tower is studded with Cornish pitchers catching the drops. Except for my little maid (whose ankles I can hear stumping about the kitchen) I am alone, for Murry and Lawrence have plunged off to St. Ives with rucksacks on their backs and Frieda is in her cottage. It’s very quiet in the house except for the wind and the rain and the fire that roars very hoarse and fierce. I feel as though I and the Cornish Pasty[10] had drifted out to sea—and would never be seen again. But I love such days—rare lonely days. I love above all things, my dear, to be alone. Then I lie down and smoke and look at the fire and begin to think out an EXTRAORDINARILY good story about Marseilles. I’ve re-read my novel to-day, too and now I can’t believe I wrote it…


  Sunday night, May 1916


  It is still awfully difficult to credit what has happened and what is happening in Ireland. One can’t get round it. This shooting, Beatrice, this incredible shooting of people! I keep wondering if Ireland really minds. I mean really won’t be pacified and cajoled and content with a few fresh martyrs and heroes. I can understand how it must fill your thoughts, for if Ireland were New Zealand and such a thing had happened there … it would mean the same for me. It would really (as unfortunately George-out-of-Wells would say) Matter Tremendously…. Dear woman, I am a little afraid of jarring you by writing about the whole affair, for I know so little (except what you’ve told me) and I’ve heard no discussion or talk.


  [70] It is Sunday evening. Sometimes I feel I’d like to write a whole book of short stories and call each one Sunday. Women are far more ‘sensitive’ to Sundays than to the moon. Does Sunday mean to you something vivid and strange and remembered with longing? … Sunday is what these talking people call a rare state of consciousness, and what I would call—the feeling that sweeps me away when I hear an unseen piano. Yes, that’s just it, and now I come to think of it, isn’t it extraordinary how many pianos seem to come into being only on Sunday. Lord! someone, heaven knows where—starts playing something like Mendelssohn’s Mélodie in F.—or, miles away, some other one plays a funny little gavotte by Beethoven that you—simply can’t bear. I feel about an unknown piano, my dear, what certain men feel about unknown women—no question of love—but simply “an uncontrollable desire to stalk them” (as the Crown Prince on Big Game Shooting says). Not that there is even the ghost of a pianner here. Nothing but the clock and the fire and sometimes a gust of wind breaking over the house. This house is very like a house left high and dry. It has the same ‘hollow’ feeling. The same big beams and narrow doors and passages that only a fish could swim through without touching. And the little round windows at the back are just like portholes. Which reminds me—there has been a calf lying under the dining room window all day. Has anyone taken it in? It has been another misty Highland-Cattle-Crossing-the-Stream-by-Leader day and the little calf has lain shivering and wondering what to do with its far too big head all the day long. What time its Mother has guzzled and chewed away and looked into the distance and wondered if she were too fat to wear a tussore coat like any Christian woman. Oh, Lord, why didst Thou not provide a tucking away place for the heads of Thy Beasts as Thou didst for Thy Birds? If the calf were only something smaller I could send my soul out wrapped in a non-existent shawl and carrying a non-existent basket lined with non-existent flannel and [71] bring it in to the dead out kitchen fire to get warm and dry….


  I must stop this letter. Write to me again very soon…


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  A Tuesday night. No, it’s Wednesday, May 1916


  … We are going to leave here as soon as we can. We are at present, looking for a little cottage where we can put our pieces of furniture, for we must have a tiny home and a garden and we must be alive again…. When we have found our cottage we both shall love to come to you for a little while. We read your last letter sitting with our feet in a little stream, all among primroses and wild flowers—and dreadfully like the Overture to the Penny Whistle chapter in Richard Feverel. But your letter saved us from piping … and at any rate, I’m never Lucy and M. is never Dick.


  []


  To Beatrice Campbell


  Saturday, May 1916


  … I am going to Cornwall on Monday to


  
    Sunnyside Cottage,


    Mylor, near Penryn,

  


  and I will write you from there. Do write to me, too, darling, and tell me the news.


  I arrived at Paddington to find the station crowded with Sinn Feiners who had just arrived from Wormwood Scrubbs and were being taken, on the points of innumerable bayonets to some other prison.


  Heavens! What a sight it was—but they all looked very happy and they all wore bunches of green ribbon or green badges. I very nearly joined them, and I rather wish I had.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  [72] Sunnyside Cottage, Mylor, near Penryn


  Thursday, June 1916


  I loved hearing from you this morning, and I had intended to write to you to-day and tell you that Lawrence has gone home again. We walked with him as far as the ferry and away he sailed in a little open boat pulled by an old, old man. Lawrence wore a broad white linen hat and he carried a rucksack on his back. He looked rather as though the people of Falmouth had cried to him as the Macedonians did to Paul and he was on his way over to help them.


  That journey with F. I built myself a bower of newspapers and sat in it until the train reached Paddington but F. talked over and round it and kept pointing to little financial paragraphs … leaping upon them, you know, with a shout of excitement, with the ardour of a young man discovering mountains and torrents. Fancy thrilling to the fact that Pig Iron is nominal and Zinc Sheets are unchanged….


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Very late Friday night, September 1916


  I shall not be able to post this letter until I have heard from you where you are going to sleep after to-night. Nevertheless I must write and tell you….


  That it only dawned on me this evening that perhaps you will not be here again for a long time … that you won’t see the dahlias of this year again reflected in your mirror … and that the lemon verbena in a jar on my table will be all withered and dry. As I thought that, sitting, smoking in the dusky room, Peter Wilkins [a black kitten] came in with a fallen-all-too-fallen leaf in his mouth, and I remembered that the Michaelmas daisies were out and, lo! it was autumn.


  Is it just my fancy—the beauty of this house to-night? This round lamp on the round table, the rich flowers, the [73] tick of the clock dropping into the quiet—and the dark outside and the apples swelling and a swimming sense of deep water. May brought me this evening some of this year’s apples… “Good to eat.” They are small and coloured like pale strawberries. I wish that you were with me. It is not because you are absent that I feel so free of distraction, so poised and so still. I feel that I am free even of sun and wind, like a tree whose every leaf has ‘turned.’


  Saturday night, September 1916


  Your girl has been so ‘down’ to-day, so appallingly ‘low.’ I knew I could not expect a letter—and cannot until Monday. Monday is 11,500 miles away…. How I loathed being here alone! It gives me nothing really. This place is only tolerable because of you, and even then it never inspires….


  Mrs. H. called and asked me to come to a Sale of Work on behalf of the Seamen’s Mission. Her thread glove squeezed my hand…. Her father was vicar here forty years … she is a Widow…. A girl called and asked if I felt inclined to subscribe to the Red Cross…. Little Keverns and parties from Kevern … “Please, Mrs. Murry, can I go through?” … And then a Mr. Watson with a boat for sale … £9 with a centre keel, etc., etc…. And that grocer and the oil boy … and Mary has broken the Primus…. And Mr. Mustard says we use more than our fair share of water from the pump. That from him!


  Then came your telegram which meant evidently that we’ll be in a state of suspense until Thursday at earliest and dear only knows when I shall be in London. Do you want me? Would you love to have me? I want to reach out my hand and take yours and say, “Oh I should have come. What is £2 10s. to us?”


  Oh, I could cry, I could cry, to-night. I’ll write no more.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  [74] September 1916


  M. is away in London. He left last Tuesday morning and since then I have had no news from him. I am very anxious. He went because of a letter from the Military Intelligence Department who asked him to call with reference to interpreterships. I hope very much that he is successful.


  Being here alone in rather an ugly little house with no news of what has happened is damnable. I sit up at night with all the doors and windows locked and wait for daylight with a hammer on the table by my side to bear me companie. What the hammer would do in an hour of need I really don’t know, but I feel that to come upon a woman armed with a hammer might be damping to the spirits of the most Hardened Fiend…. The frightening thing about this little house is its smugness—an eternal, a kind of Jesus-Christ-yesterday-to-day-and-for-ever quality of smugness which is most sinister. It is a perfect setting for a De Quincey murder.


  I do not know in the least when M. will be home but if I am not done to death before I’ll gladly write something for the Garsington Chronicle.


  In the autumn of 1916 I received an appointment in the War Office. We went to London and at the beginning of 1917 K.M. took a studio at 141a Church Street, Chelsea, where she lived until the end of the year. I had rooms at 47 Redcliffe Road, to which K.M. came on her return from France in April 1918.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  141a Church St., Chelsea


  Wednesday, August 1, 1917


  … If this weather goes on, my girl, I’m afraid you’ll have to make a canvas boat of your picture and I will have to turn my writing table upside down and float out of the window. But perhaps God in His goodness will allow us [75] to bob near each other for a moment. I have been informed by my great-aunt Charlotte (of Bangalore, Worple Avenue) that all those who are saved have expected a recurrence of the flood ever since the Kaiser was recognized to be Anti-Christ. And are Fully Prepared for it. Can’t you see them “done up in impervious cases, like preserved meats”—like the Micawber family starting off for Australia? …


  I spent a mournful half morning yesterday being thumped and banged and held up by the heels by my doctor, who gave me no comfort at all, but half hinted, in fact, that given another hearty English winter or two the chances were that I’d bend and bow under my rheumatism until I become a sort of permanent croquet hoop….


  So, if in a year or two (I don’t think the rain will stop before then) you should come through my gate and find me in the garden as a sort of decorative arch with a scarlet runner growing over me you will know then that the worst has happened.


  Goodbye for now, mia bella. Salute my friends, frown on my enemies.


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  August 1917


  … I should love to come to Asheham on the 17th. Do have me. My story[11] I have sent to the typist who lets me have it back on Thursday. I couldn’t cope with the copying: I’ve been so ‘ill.’ Rheumatics plus ghastly depression plus fury. I simply long to see you. I want to talk too about your Mark on the Wall. Now shall I write about it or talk about it? Tell me, may I come and see you on Sunday at the tea time or after supper time or whenever it suits you? Or when may I come? I thought you had finally despatched me to cruel callous Coventry, without a wave of your lily-white hand.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  [76] Friday, August 1917


  … I am thankful to know that you are better and that we shall soon be able to see each other again. What a dreadful time you have had, I had no idea that the measles were so formidable and overwhelming. I envy you going to the sea—even for a few days. Oh, I have such a longing for the sea as I write, at this moment. To stand on the shore long enough to feel the land behind one withdrawn into silence and the loud tumbling of the waves rise and break over one’s whole being….


  But the English summer sea is not what I mean. I mean that wild untamed water that beats about my own forlorn island. Why on earth do I call it ‘forlorn.’ My bank Manager assures me that it’s a perfect little gold mine and whenever I go down to the Bank of New Zealand I turn over a heap of illustrated papers full of pictures of electric trains and American buildings and fashionable ladies and gentlemen who might have walked out of the Piccadilly Grill…. But all that sham and vulgarity is hard to believe in: I don’t believe in it all. There is another side that you would believe in too. Ah, my dear, I know the most heavenly places that cannot be spoiled—and that I shall go back to as surely as if they were ‘Dixie.’ And I shall think of you, and wish to God I expect that I were sitting opposite you at the Maison Lyons! Life is a queer, a damn queer business!


  It’s a golden day. The blinds are down. I have some big yellow lilies in the studio. The garden door is open and the fig tree throws a wavy pattern on the floor and walls among big soft spots of sunlight. Four o’clock in the afternoon. I’ve been sitting at this table since morning, writing and smoking. And somewhere quite near someone is playing very old-fashioned dance tunes on a cheap piano, things like the Lancers, you know. Some minute part of me not only dances to them but goes faithfully through, Ladies in the Centre, Visiting, Set to [77] Corners, and I can even feel the sensation of clasping young warm hands in white silk gloves, and shrinking from Maggie Owen’s hand in Ladies Chain because she wore no gloves at all—


  Talking about dancing reminds me of last Saturday night, when I really ‘saw’ —— for the first time. It was at a show at Margaret Morris’s theatre. He was there with two very worn and chipped looking ladies—the saddest looking remnants of ladies—in fact they reminded me of those cups without saucers that you sometimes see outside a china shop—all-on-this-tray-one-penny. But —— was really impressive looking. I seemed to see his mind, his haggard mind, like a strange forbidding country, full of lean sharp peaks and pools lit with a gloomy glow, and trees bent with the wind and vagrant muffled creatures tramping their vagrant way. Everything exhausted and finished—great black rings where the fires had been, and not a single fire even left to smoulder. And then he reminded me of that man in Crime and Punishment who finds a little girl in his bed in that awful hotel the night before he shoots himself, in that appalling hotel. But I expect this is all rubbish, and he’s really a happy man and fond of his bottle and a goo-goo eye. But I don’t think so.


  Saturday night, August 11, 1917


  There are three unfinished letters to you in my writing case—one is even five pages long. I could not re-read them but I know why they were not sent. They seemed to me (and they were) as I wrote them hopelessly superficial and fatiguing—fatiguing like a conversation by telephone can be. I heard my own little mocking, mechanical voice, loathed it, and chose silence. Quite suddenly, just after you had been so near,—for no reason that I can explain away—it was as if the light changed, and you vanished from me. I wandered about in the wood among the wild smelling bushes and sometimes I thought I saw the dark plume of [78] your hat, or your lips or your hands but when I went towards you—you were not. The strange part was that my memory of the days we had just spent together was as perfect as ever—as bright, as untroubled. I still saw the blue spears of lavender—the trays of fading, scented leaves, you in your room, and your bed with the big white pillow and you coming down in the garden swinging the gay lantern. But between these lovely memories and me there opened a deep dark chasm—it trembled open as if by an earthquake—and now it is shut again and no trace of it remains.


  There—now I have told you ‘all.’


  Ever since I came back except for two hellish days, I have been ‘at home’ and working. It is the only life I care about—to write, to go out occasionally and ‘lose myself’ looking and hearing and then to come back and write again. At any rate that’s the life I’ve chosen. But as soon as this bloody war is over I shall flee the country.


  To-day has been so strange, very sunny, with a loud wind blowing and the sky a bright dazzle. One simply wanted to run about and be blown about and, if I dare quote Meredith, to cry like Diana: ‘I am like a leaf.’


  I am dying for something to read, but there is nothing. Every time my longing eye searches my shelves it sees Horace for English Readers or Petit Larousse…. Where are the books?


  Wednesday, August 15, 1917


  Your glimpse of the garden, all flying green and gold, made me wonder again who is going to write about that flower garden. It might be so wonderful, do you know how I mean? There would be people walking in the garden—several pairs of people—their conversation—their slow pacing—their glances as they pass one another—the pauses as the flowers ‘come in’ as it were—as a bright dazzle, an exquisite haunting scent, a shape so formal and [79] fine, so much a ‘flower of the mind’ that he who looks at it really is tempted for one bewildering moment to stoop and touch and make sure. The ‘pairs’ of people must be very different and there must be a slight touch of enchantment—some of them seeming so extraordinarily ‘odd’ and separate from the flowers, but others quite related and at ease. A kind of, musically speaking, conversation set to flowers. Do you like the idea? I see the Pig of the Party—rooting in her little dark mind. And I see B——, who hasn’t the remotest idea of getting them into harmony. Perhaps that’s not fair. But it’s full of possibilities. I must have a fling at it as soon as I have time.[12]


  I am sitting writing to you in the kitchen. I cannot bear at present my studio with its great Thou-God-seest-Me window. It is far more tolerable to sit up here with the saucepans and the nutmeg grater and the big swinging tree so close against the pane. Confound my poverty! How I long to buy an exquisite room, absolute privacy, a devoted black woman, and some ravishing perfume. And I’ve been groaning for half an hour at having to pay the window cleaner four and sixpence! And all the ugly makeshift furniture in the studio seems to be scrawled over with 1/11¾.


  At that moment, appropriately enough, the window cleaner caught at my feet which weren’t by any means flying and asked if it would be convenient to have ’em done again now. And since then a whole day has gone by—and I have read a long letter from Lawrence—He has begun to write to me again and quite in the old way—all about the leaves of the melon plant ‘speckled like a newt,’ and all about ‘the social egg which must collapse into nothingness, into non-being.’ I am so fond of him for many things. I cannot shut my heart against him and I never shall.


  Don’t you think one really must run away as soon as possible and as far as possible—


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  [80] August 1917


  I had a last glimpse of you just before it all disappeared and I waved; I hope you saw.


  Thank you for letting me see Asheham. It is very wonderful and I feel that it will flash upon one corner of my inward eye for ever.


  It was good to have time to talk to you; we have got the same job, Virginia, and it is really very curious and thrilling that we should both, quite apart from each other, be after so very nearly the same thing. We are, you know; there’s no denying it.


  Don’t let THEM ever persuade you that I spend any of my precious time swopping hats or committing adultery. I’m far too arrogant and proud. However, let them think what they like…. There’s a most wonderful greengage light on the tree outside and little white clouds bobbing over the sky like rabbits. And I wish you could see some superb gladioli standing up in my studio very proud and defiant like Indian braves.


  Yes, your Flower Bed is very good.[13] There’s a still, quivering, changing light over it all and a sense of those couples dissolving in the bright air which fascinates me—


  Old Mother Gooseberry, my char from Ludgate Hill, has hung up her beetle bonnet: “Please m’m, if you would let me have the place to myself.” So I am chased off, to sit among those marble pillars of brawn at the Library and read, not Henry James.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Sunday night, September 1917


  I feel as though I have returned from the seaside with one hot cheek and a feeling of sand between my toes, as I sit down to write to you. Your wonderful letter which seemed with its spray of verbena to come flying through the gold and green September air dropped in my lap and [81] I read it and sniffed and sniffed the sweet spray and put it at the bottom of a blue jar.


  M. has had a holiday this last week and we’ve been so immensely occupied that I have had no time “to myself” at all. I haven’t been able to shut a gate or a window or a door—and now at the end of these exquisite days I feel that it is High Time to lie down and be covered with these fresh fallen yellow leaves. But—to discover that it still is possible to laugh so much, to linger, to gaze in at shop windows and long so ardently for that lovely mirror, to walk under these bright trembling trees and high tumbling clouds, to watch children, and to lean over bridges.


  Ottoline: “But dear Katherine. This is like Walt Whitman too dreadfully in the home!”


  Yes, I feel it is. But what am I to do? I am hung about with memories like these and cannot move for them—Next week I must be abominably sober but this week is still here, and no, I cannot be calm.


  (A dreadful, cold thought: can this be all hypo-phosphites?) Ah well! I must think that over carefully, “profoundly question it” (as B.R. might say) and if I feel it is true do not be surprised upon opening The Daily Mirror to find a picture of me with my hair parted down the middle and a black velvet band round my neck: Portrait of Katherine Mansfield, 141a Church Street…. You may make what use you like of this letter….


  But I had rather think that it was something quite, quite different—


  None of those people ought to be “considered”; it is only consideration which makes them swell so huge and loom so large. They cannot spoil September—Ah, Ottoline, will there really be winter again after all this rich beauty? Cold and rain again, dark little days, dingy little days gripping one with frigid fingers like those hateful little dressmakers of my childhood. Must one really stand passive to them and be draped and pleated and folded into a kind of awful mackintosh parcel again? …


  [82] London has a lap so full of pears and plums that every mean child hath a bellyful—


  But B. and H. says in the Evening News: Now is the time to think of those cosy bloomers…. What Can One Do?


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  Thursday, October 11, 1917


  It is a cold, sharp day. I can see the sun flying in the sky like a faint far-away flag. My Japanese doll has gone into boots for the winter and the studio smells of quinces. I have to write all day with my feet in the fringe of the fire—and oh alas! it is sad to think that I shall be warm in front and cold behind from now until next June.


  It seems to me so extraordinarily right that you should be painting Still Lives just now. What can one do, faced with this wonderful tumble of round bright fruits; but gather them and play with them—and become them, as it were. When I pass an apple stall I cannot help stopping and staring until I feel that I, myself, am changing into an apple, too, and that at any moment I can produce an apple, miraculously, out of my own being, like the conjuror produces the egg…. When you paint apples do you feel that your breasts and your knees become apples, too? Or do you think this the greatest nonsense. I don’t. I am sure it is not. When I write about ducks I swear that I am a white duck with a round eye, floating on a pond fringed with yellow-blobs and taking an occasional dart at the other duck with the round eye, which floats upside down beneath me….[14] In fact the whole process of becoming the duck (what Lawrence would perhaps call this consummation with the duck or the apple!) is so thrilling that I can hardly breathe, only to think about it. For although that is as far as most people can get, it is really only the ‘prelude.’ There follows the moment when you are more duck, more apple, or more Natasha than [83] any of these objects could ever possibly be, and so you create them anew.


  Brett (switching off the instrument): “Katherine I beg of you to stop. You must tell us all about it at the Brotherhood Church one Sunday evening.”


  K.: “Forgive me, but that is why I believe in technique, too. (You asked me if I did.) I do just because I don’t see how art is going to make that divine spring into the bounding outline of things if it hasn’t passed through the process of trying to become these things before recreating them.”


  I have left your letter unanswered for more days than I could have wished. But don’t think it was just because I am so careless and faithless. No, really not. I enjoyed keeping silent with the letter just as one enjoys walking about in silence with another until the moment comes when one turns and puts out a hand and speaks.


  I threw my darling to the Wolves[15] and they ate it and served me up so much praise in such a golden bowl that I couldn’t help feeling gratified. I did not think they would like it at all and I am still astounded that they do.


  “What form is it?” you ask. Ah, Brett, it’s so difficult to say. As far as I know, it’s more or less my own invention. And “How have I shaped it?” This is about as much as I can say about it. You know, if the truth were known I have a perfect passion for the island where I was born. Well, in the early morning there I always remember feeling that this little island has dipped back into the dark blue sea during the night only to rise again at gleam of day, all hung with bright spangles and glittering drops.[16] (When you ran over the dewy grass you positively felt that your feet tasted salt.) I tried to catch that moment—with something of its sparkle and its flavour. And just as on those mornings white milky mists rise and uncover some beauty, then smother it again and then [84] again disclose it, I tried to lift that mist from my people and let them be seen and then to hide them again…. It’s so difficult to describe all this and it sounds perhaps over-ambitious and vain. But I don’t feel anything but intensely a longing to serve my subject as well as I can.


  But the unpardonable unspeakable thrill of this art business. What is there to compare! And what more can we desire? It’s not a case of keeping the home fire burning for me. It’s a case of keeping the home fire down to a respectable blaze, and little enough. If you don’t come and see me soon there’ll be nothing but a little heap of ashes and two crossed pens upon it.


  Are you coming to London soon? Let me know—let us meet. I shall see you float across my window upon a chariot of bright umbrellas? … Venus laughing from the Skies….


  Isn’t it a beautiful title, when all is said and done….


  Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye.


  It’s all too wonderful.


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  November 1917


  I have not been able to get to a telephone even. For I am alone here, and nobody has visited me. Murry is at Garsington and my rheumatism has ramped and raged. When it really descends on me I become a crawling thing without the power of doing anything except cursing my fate. The attack ought to be over in a day or two when I will come and make my apologies in person if I may—but Lord! what a curse the flesh can be—or the bones rather. I am so down in the depths that I cannot imagine anything ever fishing me up again.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Sunday, November 5, 1917


  … By the way, isn’t Furnished Rooms a good title for a story which plays in the Redcliffe Road? I can’t resist it. [85] Come and look over my shoulder. The meeting on the dark stairs, you know,—someone is coming down and someone is coming up. Is someone there? The fright, the pause—the unknown in each other glaring through the dark and then passing (which is almost too terrifying to be borne). Then the whole street. And for backcloth—the whole line of the street—and the dressmakers calling to the cat, the Chinamen, the dark gentlemen, the babies playing, the coal cart, the line of the sky above the houses, the little stone figure in one of the gardens who carries a stone tray on his head, which in summer is filled with flowers and in winter is heaped with snow, the lamenting piano, and all those faces hiding behind the windows, and the one who is always on the watch. I see the heroine very small, like a child, with high-heeled boots and a tiny muff of false astrachan, and then the restless despairing hero for whom all is over. She cannot understand what is the matter with him. Does she ever know? And what happens?


  It is the extreme coldness of my room and the brown paper wagging over the sooty fireplace which gives me such a veine. Nothing will go up the chimney while this tempest lasts. And I begin to feel ‘The blighted Mongol’ stir and clamour in me.


  On a journey to Garsington K.M. caught a severe chill, which ultimately developed into tuberculosis.


  Friday, December 14, 1917


  … It’s not so cold to-day, and I feel a great deal better. I will tell you what the medicine man says to-morrow. I am sure he will be surprised. I feel quite different—rather quiet still—rather like a doll that has been mended but put on a high shelf to dry before it can be played with again….


  It’s a nice day here—very quiet and warm. Even the milkman crying milk sounds to me like a bird trying its [86] note—a funny sort of bird, you know—a bird penguinian. The clock ticks on tip-toe and the yellow curtains wave gently. I love such a day. It’s such a rest—not having been outside for three days. I love to be out of the streets and buses, out of the nudging crowds. Oh, I must work. The very shadows are my friends. Don’t forget to weigh yourself again when the week is up, and if you are not heavier you must melt a horse-shoe in your next glass of milk so as not to disappoint me….


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  Saturday, December 22, 1917


  The reason why I have not replied before to your letter and book has been that I have been strictly in bed for days, nearly weeks, with my left water-wing (alias my lung) entirely out of action for the time and strapped up in plaster which gives off waves of smell like new varnish on an inside cabin wall. Dry Pleurisy, ma chère, an old complaint of mine! It has been most hellishly annoying, as you know my views on the subject of ill health. Picture me, lying very close to the wall, with my darling Japanese doll for an innocent bed companion, dressed in a pair of pyjamas which look as though they ought to take off and on with a spoon, they are so like a glace napolitaine, with one immense faux nichon, i.e., the one that the strapping goes over and that is therefore mounted in cotton wool, and upon which the eyes of my visitors are immediately rivetted.


  However, the worst is over and I am up to-day, feeling as light and airy as what dear Bates used to call a gash balloon, and still quite unable to grasp the fact that life really has given me such a cuff and a kiss as this old attack. For the doctor says I must never stay in England for another winter but must leave in September and not come back until April, and at present as soon as I am well enough he has given me a medical certificate for the South of France, and I hope to be able to leave in January.


  [87] This must sound like an absolute plant to you. It did to me. When I heard the medicine man say: “You ought to go to some place like Teneriffe or Madeira, but as you can’t go there, Spain or the South of France will do,” I would not have swopped my lung with any man alive. If I stay in England he says I may become consumptive. Alors, je m’en vais! But I can’t really believe that this will happen and I won’t, until I see a pink house with two cedars in front of it. It is too good luck. But talk about the knock-out blow—I’ve had it! Why can’t you come too? I mean to find a little house somewhere down there with a good garden and really make it a pied à terre so that my rare darling friends can camp in it too and always feel that it is there if they want to come. I shall beat along the coast slowly this spring if if if I ever do get there….


  London has been just lately like a big brimming bowl of the very best pea soup. One looks up at the studio window at a kind of green, thick mixture with the tree outside swimming in it like a bunch of dry herbs. There has not been a breath of wind, but if you put your head out of bed a cold whistling draught from nowhere blows it back again. Through it the rag and bone man has cried up and down the road with quite peculiar relish, and just when the fog was at its brightest and best some carol singers started:


  “Christians! Awake! Salute the Happy Morn…”


  Quel pays! when you are living “as you might say three hundred and sixty-four days under an umberellar like any dratted mushroom.” Since the raid the gas supply is almost cut off, and the gasman informed me yesterday that if these raids go on there will be no knowing whether London will have any gas at all. So nice, plus the coal shortage.


  Looe sounds a real find. I am thankful you are there and out of this.


  A thousand thanks for Nounette. My God, after a visit from well-meaning relatives and friends who assailed me with:


  [88] “Don’t you think Lloyd George is too splendid?”


  “I do think the King has behaved splendidly during the war. Don’t you? It must be too splendid to be a man at a time like this, don’t you think?”—


  I have simply lain in bed gasping and fanned myself with ce livre charmant. It breathes of France. I shall be here until about the second week in January. I’d simply love a poulet and it’s very sweet of you to think of sending me one. I wanted to send you some candies but they are not to be had so I shall send dates instead. Quelquechose de bien sucré.


  Forgive a dull dog of a letter. My mind feels so bald and my faithful L.M. who has all the intentions of an angel has almost made me an imbecile with this sort of thing:


  She: Which would you rather have, hot milk or Oxo?


  Me: Oxo, please.


  She: Oh, don’t you think you’d rather have hot milk?


  Me: No, thanks, Oxo please.


  She: But don’t you think hot milk is more nourishing?


  Me: Oxo, please.


  She: I wish you would have hot milk, just to please me.


  Me: Oxo, please.


  She: Very well, dear. But what about having Oxo in the hot milk? Isn’t that a good idea?


  Me: Plain Oxo, please.


  She (from the kitchen): Oh Katya, dear, I find there isn’t any Oxo left. Will you have milk?


  Me:!!!!!!!!!


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  December 24, 1917


  … Here is the certificate which the doctor has just given me. Is it all right? He says that left lung of mine that had the loud deafening creak in it is “no end better,” but there is a SPOT in my right lung which “confirms him in his opinion that it is absolutely imperative that I go out of this country and keep out of it all through the [89] future winters.” It is evidemment rather a bad ’un of its kind. At any rate it would become so if I did not fly…. The programme seems to be (if I don’t want to do this mysterious crocking up) to sit tight, pack and make for the sun. See? What do you think?


  Although I am still snapping up fishes like a sea-lion, steaks like a land-lion, milk like a snake (or is that only ‘tale’?) and eggs, honey, creamb, butter and nourishing trimmings galore, they seem to go to a sort of Dead Letter Office. However, he has given me a tonic to-day which will put that right. Of course, I feel now that I’ve only to get into the sun and I’ll simply burst into leaf and flower again. It is this old place that does it to me.


  I know quite well, I appreciate absolutely that you must be faithful to England. Hell it would be to know you were away and felt its call, but all the same you will have to have two houses and we shall have to have all our babies in pairs so that we possess a complete set in either place.


  December 1917


  … Mrs. N. brought me her son for tea yesterday. She left him with me. I think it is the first time I have spent an hour alone with a thoroughly modern enlightened child. I found out that the method practised on him had been to treat him exactly like a grown-up on a small scale. You can imagine the result. I sat and gaped at him. He had brought with him a dairy-farm from Heal’s—exactly like a real dairy-farm on a small scale. And of course he did not play with it, because he can’t play. He ran it as a little going concern, and I bet he made it pay. God forbid that any child of mine should fall into modern ways….


  December 1917


  … I am spending an idle day in bed. Ribni[17] sits by me, and I have made myself a sort of a Pirate cap which I [90] think, hope, nay, am sure, will startle the doctor’s young eye. It’s all sunny outside and I am bored. After he is gone I’ve a mind to throw away my wings and go off for a frisk. But I won’t. I am almost terrifically well again.


  Mrs. N. came in last night and wanted to whisk me off to her house for a few days. Oh, what a dread prospeck! The amount of whisking that people want to do with me and a-wrapping of me up in bundils is quite terrifying. I said I was being superbly looked after by old Mrs. Harris, who was a very good cook. Oh! What fun! Do you know who I meant? Sairey Gamp’s friend. I laughed so much inside that I thought she would hear the laughs running up and down in me. Even to write it makes me laugh again, and Ribni stuffed the ends of his necktie in his mouth, stood on his head and waved his feet when I told him.


  Later. Really, I’m very nearly in love with this old doctor. He is such a find. No, that’s not my feeling. What I do feel is that he’s the sort of man we might all be talking to in a café in the good Paris days. I don’t have to alter my vocabulary or pretend a bit and ah, you know how rare that is. He is coming again on Monday. So you can see how careful he is. He says I am much better and look much better and I’ve no temperature at all—but I must still go a bit slow and not go out. I think he thought I was a pirate. Yoho! Yoho! So don’t you worry a bit. I am almost 2 lively and gay.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Friday, January 4, 1918


  I was so more than glad to hear from you yesterday…. Yes, indeed I appreciate what Xmas cares are yours and I didn’t really expect a letter (though I longed for one).


  M. and the Mountain have just gone off to the Foreign Office, armed with medical certificates enough to ensure one a State Burial. The Mountain has to come, too, and knock down the English and French policemen on the [91] way.[18] She has a month’s leave from her factory for the purpose—and by the end of that time I really shall be well enough to run about the farmyard and pick up grain for myself again. It’s an absurd situation—


  I shall miss you. I shall be awfully lonely at times—wanting a talk with you and wanting to have you there in the sunlight away from this hideous, evil England.


  If it would not be too much trouble may I come down to Garsington on Tuesday for a few days? The doctor wants me to go away before I ‘make the journey’ and my flat has to be dismantled and done with next week. I should hate to go anywhere except to you—if you will have me—and then I thought my passport will be ready in a few days time and I could come up to London just for one night with M. before I go away. I am not an invalid really—I am up and ‘bobbish.’ Would I worry you too much?


  It is extraordinary how changed life feels to me now that I know that this life in England will not be mine, even as little as it has been. I simply don’t feel that I shall ever come back if only they let me go. But perhaps that is partly because it is winter and because I have sat so long in this studio listening to the rag-and-bone man and the man crying coals….


  This is not a letter—I am still gasping rather after trying to move the Mountain in time.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Paris: 5.30 p.m., January 9, 1918


  … I shall not be able to write you a proper letter until I arrive in Bandol. It is so difficult to get calm and I have spent an immense day rushing after my luggage and to Cook’s (who wouldn’t ‘arrange’ my affair for me) and to the P.L.M. However, it is all done now and I am in a café near the station with my grande malle enregistrée and [92] my little ’uns at the consigne, writing to you before I go to that Duval where we went, to get some dinner before the train goes.


  Everything on the whole has gone wonderfully. It’s not a nice journey nowadays, and it was immensely complicated this time by the blizzard. We left Southampton at about 9 o’clock and did not arrive at Havre until after 10 next morning. We anchored for hours outside Havre in a snow-storm and lay tossing and pitching and rolling…. You won’t believe me when I say that I enjoyed it. I did. For one thing I had a splendid supper when I got on board—a whack of cold, lean beef and pighells, bread, butter ad lib., tea, and plenty of good bread. Then I took a nip of brandy and went right to bed, in a little cabin, very clean and warm, with an excellent stewardess in attendance. The upper berth was a general’s widow (more of her later) and except for her imitations of a cat with a fish-bone in its throat I was divinely comfortable and slept and woke, slept and woke, but did not move until we reached Havre. Then I tumbled up on deck to find everything white with snow. I shall tell you nothing in detail now, for I mean to write it all. It was too wonderful to miss.


  We had to spend the day in Havre. So I took a bedroom at a hotel, had breakfast and washed and went to sleep until late lunch. The food in France is simply wonderful. Bread that makes one hungry to look at it, butter, sugar, meat, 7 kinds of cheese for lunch and 7 hors d’oeuvres. Then we started for Paris at 5 to arrive at 9.20. The carriage was packed, unheated, with a broken window and the snow drifting in. This was very vile. But a Red Cross old party took me in charge and rubbed me and cosseted me and finally made me eat a dinner which cost 6 francs! but saved me, as we did not arrive until 2 a.m. Then a plunge into the pitch dark and snow, as all the entrances to the Terminus were shut, except the one in the street. God! how thankful I was that I had reserved a room. Crowds were turned away. [93] But I staggered up a palatial staircase, through ballrooms, reception-rooms, hollows glittering with chandeliers, to a yellow and blue brocade bedroom which seemed to be worth £50 to me. I slept like a top and got up early and—L’Heure! Liberté! La Presse!—saw about all my affairs. It is snowing hard. The streets are all ice and water and so slippery qu’on marche comme un poulet malade.


  All the same, I am unreasonably deeply happy. I thought I would be disenchanted with France this time. But for the first time I seem to recognise my love for it and to understand why. It is because, whatever happens, I never feel indifferent. I feel that indifference is really foreign to my nature and that to live in a state of it is to live in the only Hell I really appreciate. There is, too, dispassionately speaking, a wonderful spirit here—so much humour, life, gaiety, sorrow. One cannot see it all and not think with amazement of the strange cement-like state of England. Yes, they do feel the war, but with a difference. But this, too, I must write about seriously….


  Hôtel Beau Rivage, Bandol (Var)


  Friday, January 11, 1918


  … My enthusiastic letter from Paris has been in my mind ever since. And mocked me. I took it to post; it was dark by then, piercing cold and so wet underfoot that one’s feet felt like two walking toads. After a great deal of bother I got established in the train (No pillows to be had nowadays) and then the fun began. I liked my fellow-passengers, but God! how stiff one got, and my feet hurt and the flat-iron[19] became hot enough to burn the buttoned back against which I leaned. There was no refreshment car on the train—no chance of getting anything hot—a blinding snowstorm until we reached Valence.


  [94] I must confess the country was exquisite at sunrise—exquisite—but we did not arrive at Marseilles till one o’clock. Good! As I got out a pimp getting in to hold a seat for some super-pimp gave me such a blow in the chest that it is blue to-day. I thought: “This is Marseilles, sans doute.” Feeling very tired and hungry I carried my baggage three miles to the consigne, and finding that the train left for Bandol at 3.30 decided to have a snack at the buffet just outside—that place under a glass verandah. It was rather full, so I sat down opposite an elderly lady who eyed me so strangely that I asked if “cette place est prise?” “Non, Madame,” said she, insolent beyond everything, “mais il y a d’autre tables, n’est-ce pas? Je préfère beaucoup que vous ne venez pas ici. D’abord, j’ai déjà fini mon déjeuner, et c’est très dégoûtant de vous voir commencer car j’ai l’estomac délicat, et puis …” And then she raised her eyebrows and left it at that. You can judge what I ate after that and what I thought.


  At 1.30 I went to get my baggage registered, waited for one hour in a queue for my ticket and then was told I could not have one until my passport was viséd. I had that done, waited again, carried my luggage to the platform finally at 3 o’clock juste, and waited there in a crowd until four. Then a train came in at another platform, and the people swarmed in just like apes climbing into bushes, and I had just thrown my rugs into it when it was stated that it was only for permissionaires and did not stop before Toulon. Good again! I staggered out and got into another train on another platform, asked three people if it was the right one, who did not know, sat down in the corner, completely dished.


  There were 8 Serbian officers in the compartment with me and their 2 dogs. Never shall I say another word against Serbians. They looked like Maiden’s Dreams, excessively handsome and well cared for, graceful, young, dashing, with fine teeth and eyes. But that did not matter. What did was that after shunting for 2 hours, five yards forward and five back, there was a free fight at [95] the station between a mob of soldiers and the civilians. The soldiers demanded the train and that les civils should exacuate it. Not with good temper, but furious—very ugly—and vile. They banged on the windows, wrenched open the doors and threw out the people and their luggage after them. They came to our carriage, swarmed in, told the officers they too must go, and one caught hold of me as though I were a sort of packet of rugs. I never said a word, for I was far too tired and vague to care about anything, except I was determined not to cry. But one of the officers then let out, threw out the soldiers, said I was his wife and had been travelling with him five days, and when the chef militaire de la gare came, said the same, threw him out, banged the door, took off their dogs’ leads and held the door shut. The others then pressed against the connecting door between the carriages, and there we remained in a state of siege until seven o’clock when the train started. You should have heard the squalling and banging. They pinned the curtains together and I hid behind them until we were under way.


  By this time it was pitch dark, and I knew I should never find the station, as a terrific mistral was blowing and you could not hear the stations cried. But as we came to each stop, they pulled the window down and shouted in their curious clipped French to know which it was. Ah, but they were very nice chaps, splendid chaps—I’ll not forget them. We reached Bandol at 9. I felt that my grande malle was gone for ever, but I seized the other 2 and dashed across the line. I could not have walked here, but happily the boy from the Hôtel des Bains was at the station and though he said qu’il n’était pas bon avec le patron he brought me.


  When I arrived the hall was rather cold and smoky. A strange woman came out, wiping her mouth with a serviette. I realised in a flash that the hotel had changed hands. She said she had received no letter, but there were plenty of rooms, and proceeded to lead me to them. My own was taken. I chose finally the one next door which [96] had 2 beds on condition she removed one. Also it was the cheapest, 12 francs a day. The others have had de l’eau courante put into them and cost 13. The big stoves were not lighted in the passages…. I asked for hot water and a hot water bottle, had some soup, wrapped up to the eyes, and simply fell into bed after finishing the brandy in my flask. For I felt that the whole affair wanted thoroughly sleeping over and not thinking about….


  In the morning when I opened the persiennes it was so lovely outside, I stayed in bed till lunch. Ma grande malle really did turn up. Then I got up, and after lunch went into the town. The Meynets are gone for the present. The tabac woman did not know me and had no tobacco. Nobody remembered me at all. I bought writing things and a few bull’s-eyes—about a penny for two, they were—and suddenly I met Ma’am Gamel. She, too, did not recognise me until I had explained who I was. Then she was very kind. “Ah! Ah! Ah! Vous êtes beaucoup changé. Vous avez été ben malade, n’est-ce pas? Vous n’avez plus votre air de p’tite gosse, vous sa-avez!” I went with her to the shop which is just the same and saw the old mother who was most tender about you. I bought a tiny pot of cherry jam and came home—to find my room not yet done. You can see, I am depressed. I feel faible still after ce voyage, but I shall get better and I shall arrange things here as soon as I have la force nécessaire. The place is, even to my blind eyes, as lovely as ever, glittering with light, with the deep hyacinth blue sea, the wonderful flashing palms and the mountains, violet in the shadow and jade-green in the sun. The mimosa outside my window is in bud. Don’t worry about me. Having got over that journey and that Paris thaw, I shall never fall by the way; and when my room is ready, I shall work. That I do feel, and that is what matters. I am not even very sad. It has been a bit of a bang, though, hasn’t it? I feel like a fly who has been dropped into the milk-jug and fished out again, but is still too milky and drowned to start cleaning up yet.


  [97] Letters will take a long while—perhaps 6 or 8 days—so do not worry if you do not hear.


  Saturday, January 12, 1918


  You are to write as often as you can at first—see? Because letters take so long, so long, et je suis malade. I have just got up and am sitting wrapped up in all my clothes and my woolly coat and your geranium jacket and the Kashmir shawl over that and Ottoline’s pink one round my legs and the rug folded on the floor. The fire is alight, but it won’t burn unless I keep the iron shade right down!! The old, old story. It is bitterly cold, and a deep strange fiery light over the sea and sky. I have got up because I must work and I can’t in bed. If I am going to languish in Foreign Parts alone, I must have a great deal of work done, or it will be no use. Please write me warm letters—tellement il fait froid….


  Sunday, January 13, 1918


  I got so cold yesterday that I decided, willy-nilly, to take a small walk and try to ‘warm up’ before the evening. So I made myself into a bundle, and started off. First I went to the Mairie to be registered. The old secretary was there at one desk in his braided cap; the drum stood in a corner. He was very solemnly engaged in cutting a Spanish beauty’s picture off a card and gumming the same on to the back of a pocket-book, breathing like a grampus. The Mayor did not (as usual) want to have anything to do with my passport. However, I persuaded him that it really was necessary, and when he did make up his mind, he went very thoroughly into the affair. Result. I am written in the book as Kadreen, fille d’Arnold Beaucamp et Anne Dysa de Nouvelle Zélande, etc. I could not make him get anything more accurate, so I just let him go on.


  Then I saw that the Meynets’ blind was up and went [98] in. M. only was there. He sat on a stool stitching a long red leather boot, more X-eyed than ever. Didn’t remember me. Madame is away but he expects her back. “Marie est allée à Marseille il y a deux ans, et puis—elle n’est pas revenue! Voilà!” Did I want a villa? And he began to press villas de quatre pièces on me, but I felt a bit sick and went off. I then decided to go and see Ma’am Allègre. The afternoon was very cold and grey and just growing dusky. The sea was high and made a loud noise. When I passed the vineyard where the two little boys used to work I realised suddenly that I was suffering—terribly, terribly, and was quite faint with this emotion. Then came at last the road with Gravier 2k written on the post. And then came our little home in sight. I went on, though I don’t know how, pushed open the Allègres’ singing gate, walked over those crunching round stones…. The outer door of our villa was open. When I reached the stone verandah and looked again upon the almond tree, the little garden, the round stone table, the seat scooped out of stone, the steps leading down to the cave, and then looked up at our pink house, with the swags of shells painted over the windows and the strange blue-grey shutters, I thought I had never, in my happiest memories, realised all its beauty. I could not get any answer from the Allègres, but I felt certain I heard someone moving in our villa, so finally I knocked on our door. You remember how hard it was to open. It tugged open and there stood Ma’am Allègre, in the same little black shawl, lean and grey as ever.


  “Vous désirez, Madame?” said she. I just managed to say, “Bon jour, Madame. Vous m’avez oubliée?” And then she cried, “Ah! Ah! I know your voice. Come in, come in! I am just airing the villa. Come into the little salon. Comment ça va? Et votre mari? etc., etc.”


  I crossed the hall; she opened one half of the persiennes and we sat on either side of the table, she in your place, I with my back to the fire in mine, and had a long talk. She [99] remembers us well. Many times her husband and she have talked of us and wished to have us back again. Her husband always wondered what had happened to us. We were like “deux enfants,” said she, and it was a happiness to them to know that we were there. Her son is wounded and is now on the Swiss frontier in a post office. They went all the way to Paris to see him. I asked her what had happened to the flowers; for there is not a single flower—not a jonquil, not a geranium, not a rose, not an orange—and she promised they would all be here “plus tar’, plus tar’. C’est la faute du mauvais temps, vous sa-avez!”


  But oh, as we sat there talking and I felt myself answer and smile and stroke my muff and discuss the meat shortage and the horrid bread and the high prices and cette guerre, I felt that somewhere, upstairs, you and I lay like the little Babes in the Tower, smothered under pillows, and she and I were keeping watch like any two old gnomes. I could hardly look at the room. When I saw my photograph, that you had left on the wall, I nearly broke down, and finally I came away and leaned a long time on the wall at the bottom of our little road, looking at the violet sea that beat up high and loud against those strange dark clots of sea-weed. As I came down your beautiful narrow steps, it began to rain. Big soft reluctant drops fell on my hands and face. The light was flashing through the dusk from the lighthouse, and a swarm of black soldiers was kicking something about on the sand among the palm-trees—a dead dog perhaps, or a little tied-up kitten.


  It is so quiet to-day. I remember Sundays like this here. Not a hint of sun. A leaden sky. A sea like oil…. I had a very bad night, coughing and sweating so that I had to keep sponging my face and kept thinking, “It must be five o’clock,” and finding it was only a quarter past one. Oh, these long, long, lonely nights when one is ill! They are unforgettable! But after breakfast this morning I slept till eleven o’clock. I heard all the noises in the corridor, but still I was fast asleep …


  [100] Monday, January 14, 1918


  The Lord took Pity on me to-day and sent me a letter from you. As it was only written on Wednesday I thought that very good. I had been told that letters took 8 days at least! I read it from beginning to end and then from end to beginning—upside down and then diagonally. I ate it, breathed it, and finally fell out of bed, opened the shutters and saw that the day was blue and the sun shining. So Wig put on her clothes and went for a walk round by the Golf Hotel. It was very exquisite, cold in the shadows, but warm in the light. I still have an appalling cold, cough and flat-iron, but your letter was the best medicine, poultice, plaster, elixir, draught I could have had….


  A word more about this place. There is a destroyer anchored here close to the Quai, and sheds, etc., erected for the sailors, who spend their time ½ in the urinals, ½ flirting with the girls. Quantities of black soldiers everywhere. I saw that woman whose husband was in Salonique yesterday. She is quite changed, very made up, but pale, and impudent and horrid. I realised yesterday she is a type for negroes. You remember the lovely geraniums in this garden. They are little scrubby bushes now, with broken bottles and bits of lead piping chucked among them. These hotel people are no good. A widowed mother and two Bragian daughters. And now there are only 2 people here beside me. However, I can’t leave. Je n’ai ni la force ni l’assurance. It may improve. Certainly the weather has. I shall be back now, when you get this, in 14 weeks….


  Wednesday, January 16, 1918


  It is a very grey misty day. After that one fine one it has relapsed into winter again. A plaintive wind howls in the corridors. I shall light my fire this afternoon and [101] sit tight. Oh dear! a panier of wood only lasts me two days, try as I may to economise.


  I still feel far from as well as I did when we went to Harvey Nichols’ together. I lie in bed all the morning until 12 and go to bed again as soon as dinner is over. The interval I spend in going for a very small walk and in working: I have begun, thank God, to work a bit. But my back hurts horribly and I cough an awful lot. However, I did not compose a single farewell telegram last night in bed, so that is one up.


  Our butcheress isn’t there any more. The pig-faced woman is, and an old man. The pâtisserie where the girl was always eating is closed, sadly, with big official notices plastered on the windows. The shop with the funny smell where we bought our charbon de bois is now the Municipal Food Depot. I went round by the Golf Hotel yesterday, and just as I got to the place where it says you are responsible for your own dégâts and frais, the sheep with their little lambs passed by. God! what a woeful company. The sheep with just a saddle of dirty wool on their backs, their bellies shaven, many of them with swollen feet, limping pitifully, the lambs tottering past—but they were pretty, there was one ginger one that managed to give a hop or two. Between them went a shepherd who was half a dog, I think. But he whistled to them in a way I had forgotten.


  There are 2 submarines in the bay and a black steamer with a big white cross on her bows. The officers take their meals here. Their talk and grouping, etc., is pure Maupassant—not Tchehov at all, not deep enough or good enough. No, Maupassant is for France.


  I read Wordsworth’s sonnet beginning:


  
    “Great Men have been among us: hands that penned….”

  


  Look it up and read it. I agree with every word. There is a change of front, if you like! Whenever I am here, I seem to turn to William Wordsworth….


  [102] This old sort of pen-woman with a croak and a sad eye is not really me. Still not a cigarette to be had in all the land. It is sad. Please try and send me a book, a Dickens would do. I have read Barnaby Rudge twice. What about Our Mutual Friend? Is that good? I’ve never read it.


  This letter goes like one of those sheep I saw….


  []


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  January 18, 1918


  My note from Paris has mocked me ever since I threw it so gaily into the letter box by the Gare de Lyon. That action was indeed the end of the movement, the end of the allegro, the end of anything inclining ever so faintly towards the major.


  No, no, never come to France while this bloody war is on. It is tolerable as far as Paris but after that it is the most infernal weariness and discomfort and exasperation. Unendurable! The trains are not heated, they are hours upon hours late, one can obtain nothing to eat or what is much more, nothing hot to drink—they are packed to overflowing; the very lavatories refuse to work.


  In such a case I crawled to Marseilles, and caught the most plaguey chill, stiff neck, sore throat, streaming cold that I ever had. Staggering out of the train, carrying my luggage, a pimp in white canvas shoes, eager to reserve a place for a super pimp, swung up the steps and dealt me such a blow on the chest that I am still blue with it. This, thought I, is joliment Marseilles. And it was indeed very typical, in a mild way, of the hours I spent there. Finally, when I had thrown myself into the 2 hours late Bandol train there was a fight between the soldiers and the civilians. The soldiers rushed the train, commandeered it and threw the civilians out, bag and baggage on to the platform—not in any high-tiddly-i-ty take me back to Blighty spirit but in a very nasty temper indeed—in fact, as ugly a crowd as I ever wish to see. They crawled into and over the carriages like apes, banged on the windows, [103] wrenched open the doors—This seemed to me the comble. But I had happily got into a carriage with 8 Serbian officers and their two dogs and they put up a fight against the soldiers. They took off their dog’s leather leads and tied up the doors, barricaded the entrance to the next carriage and generally behaved as though their eight mothers had born and bred them in the most expensive, rare and exclusive cinema de luxe. Finally after complications innumerable, in the midst of which I became for the railway officials a Serbian, too, and the wife of one of them, they gained the day. It only needed that I should arrive here to find I was not expected, that the hotel had changed hands, was far more expensive and was not heated.


  No, I lay down my weapons after that.


  Since then I have been getting into bed and out of bed and doing very little else, in no gay fashion. As soon as I have recovered from this cursed chill I’ll write again. But at present my jaundiced eye would as lief gaze on the Fulham Road as on this lilac sea and budding mimosa. As the night wears on I grow more and more despondent and my thoughts walk by with long black plumes on their heads while I sit up in bed with your pink quilt round my shoulders and think it must be at least 4 o’clock and find it is just a quarter to 2!


  My lovely gay shawl lies upon a chair and I gaze at it feeling rather like David Copperfield’s Dora, and wondering when I shall wear it again.


  But I suppose all this will pass. It’s just another little hell that must be gone through….


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Monday, January 21, 1918


  I am only going to write you a note to-day just to say that I still feel better. The weather is 1000 times rougher. Never, not even on shipboard, or in my own little country, or anywhere, have I heard such wind. And in the night [104] when one lay quiet in bed and listened, God knows how many Ancient Mariners cried in it or how many lost souls whirled past. I thought then what agony it must be to be wife to a fisherman. How could a poor soul comfort herself and to whom could she pray when such a wind and such a sea fought against her? … I thought, too, it must have been just such a storm when Shelley died. This morning at red dawn a destroyer and a submarine tried to put out to sea, but they were obliged to return. I despised them for that and thought no English sailors would not have mastered it. But you know, for all my big talk, I never believe the Frenchies can sail a boat, or throw a ball, or do anything at all which is a patch upon the English…. If you could see this sea to-day rearing and smoking like a herd of monsters run mad!


  Last night my little maid brought me a present, of rosebuds. Two green jars full of them and some yellow soleils d’or besides. She had been for a walk in the country, she said, and a friend had made her a present. She came to the door with them—so pretty—wearing a black woollen cap, and her cheeks were red. Shortly after, the Madame came to ask if I would like some hot wine at night for my cough. “Je ne savais pas que vous avez été si fatiguée.” Well, though it’s a bit tard for remedy as I’m such a much better girl, I said Yes to the wine—and it was a rare fine posset. 3rd, the submarine captain, having heard me try to get tobacco, presented me with a whole packet of Maryland—not cigarettes but tobacco—so I feel people have been unusually kind….


  As I write the sun pushes his head through a positive monk’s hood of a cloud and blesses you and me upon this page. I thought this morning: In February I shall be able to say I come back the month after next. And February is a very tiny little month, too, so that after it is gone and March has blown in, there will only be a few weeks before April. Does this comfort you as it does me?


  [105] Friday, January 22, 1918


  I will just tell you, so that you may know how I am taking care of myself. I stay in bed every day until lunch. Then I dress by a fire. If it is fine I go for a small walk in the afternoon, then I come back to my fire. After dinner, at about 8.30 I go to bed. The food here has got much better since the submarines have taken to lunching and dining here. It is now very good and they have begun giving me portions so big that I think they suspect me of at least twins sous le cœur. I set sail across tureens of nourishing soup, stagger over soft mountains of pommes purées and melt in marmelades. So you see how well I am looking after myself….


  The wind still blows a hurricane here. In the night the rain joined in, but now the sun beats in the air like a kite. It is like living on a ship. The hotel is all bolted and barred up, the big doors closed and a strange twilight in the hall. People go about in shawls and coats. If a window is opened the seas of the air rush in and fill it. The great palm trees have snapped like corks, and many a glittering plume trails in the dust. They say it never has been known before. I have begun to like it….


  Wednesday, January 23, 1918


  Last night, when I had finished capturing all I could of this wind and rain and cold, it ceased, and this morning the sun came out. There is still a stiff breeze, but it’s warm in the sun and indescribably lovely. Every mortal thing looks sheathed in a glittering beauty.


  I got up at about eleven and went out to buy myself une canne avec une frique. The disagreeable shop has become amiable. I bought a small stout one for 1.25 and then walked up the road behind the front, past Ma’am Gamel’s, to the top of the hill and a little way further. The sky over the sea was like an immense Canterbury [106] bell, darkly, transparently blue. Towards me came walking an old woman in a pleated black dress with a broad straw hat tied under her chin with a linen band, and she carried a pack of jonquils. Then there came a butterfly, my little sister, weak in the wing and staggering a little, but basking. The cats lay on the window sills. In a field against the sea a man and a woman were digging; the olive trees blew silver, and the sea, very wild still, embraced the shore as though it loved it. As I came back I saw an old man sitting in the corner of a field, some wine and bread in a basket by him. He had a pair of breeches over his knees that he was carefully darning. They looked awfully forlorn, as though he had just given them a beating.


  But how can all this have happened in a night? Yesterday—midwinter—. I walked to the post wearing your wadded coat, my woollen one, my great blue one over all, and was perished. I staggered home, and decided that I must ask you to send me an anchor, a small one, shaped like a crab perhaps, with whiskers, that I would draw behind me on a string, to keep me from blowing (a) into the sea or (b) over le grand cerveau—and here’s to-day come to mock me. On a vraiment chaud….


  Oh, the washer-girl came to-day while I was in bed. You remember her? How fine she was, always so gauffrée, with frills over her hands and gold rings in her ears, and very expensive sparkling eyes. Now, poor wench, she’s so changed. There can’t have been a soul in Bandol with pyjame de laine at 2.50 the washing since you left. She has shed all her brightness, jusqu’à ses pieds, which were covered in lovely red kid slippers. I hope it will monte again. She charged me 3.30, but it was not a swin really.


  I must tell you, my little maid is becoming more and more friendly. She looks like the girl you read of who spreads the linen to dry in the orchard while the young boy up the ladder fills her apron with pears. She was saying yesterday she did not like the hotel to be so empty.


  [107] We sit together, said she, there’s nothing to do. “Alors, nous nous regardons—nous causons—mais, c’est triste, vous savez, ce n’est pas si gai que la service!” What do they talk about and where do they sit? I began to wonder.


  I am doing all I can to live without spending, to wear my old clothes and shoes. We shall feast and array ourselves when we are together, “and fleet the time carelessly as they did in the golden world.”


  Now that you know I am so much better, you will tell me all about yourself, and you will take care of yourself.


  
    And this is not a boon.


    ’Tis as I should entreat you wear your gloves


    Or feed on nourishing dishes, or keep you warm,


    Or sue to you to do a peculiar profit


    To your own person….

  


  Thursday, January 24, 1918


  Yesterday I took your letter with me and we walked our old familiar way—along by the coast and then inland…. Well, I suppose we looked as though we were walking, but, good God, my spirit never kept worse time with my toes …. A sea like quilted silk, the lavender bushes growing among the rocks all in new leaf. Such air as you and I have drunk together, and a whole flock of little winds to shake every perfumed bud and flower. The almond trees, if one stands close and looks up, are thick with white and red buds; the lanes have a thick border of white and yellow—wild candytuft and small marigolds. The mimosa is coming out over the gate of our house, which is still sealed up—still as remote, more beautiful, more desirable than ever. This place is so full of ourselves that every little walk I take is a passionate pilgrimage. There is the villa—allons-y. Here is the field where we saw all the anemones, here the wall where the lizard lay basking. One could hear everywhere the voices of people in the [108] fields, one could see, through the blue, fresh-painted gates, women bending to the earth and rising up again, with the old leisurely grace. They passed me, the dark people we know so well, with their loads of little olive branches or a squeaking barrow of manure—and as I came home I went by the Villa Pauline and saw over the wall the geraniums in leaf and bud. (Ah, I did of course go in, and while you put the kettle on, I took out the flowery cups, put our honey-biscuits in a dish, and we sat down, faint and warm and smiling we knew not why.) … These incredible people who avant-hier were wrapped in every inch of fur or wool they could find were yesterday dabbling their legs in the water down on the shore….


  I had a lie-down when I came home, and then I worked. When it grew dusky I opened the window to close the shutters. The moon was up; the sky over the sea faint rose, and there was a strange bright glitter on the palm trees. After dinner in the hotel library I found a copy of Martin Eden (which O. always thought a famous good book) and a large shabby tome—Tissot: Littérature Française. But I couldn’t stomach the former. No, a little Shakespeare makes one’s nose too fine for such a rank smeller as Jack London. The other is rare meat. It is examples of French literature from the 9th century to the end of the 18th, and it is followed by a Revue of the state of the whole world at that time, each country taken separately—very excellent amusement. And, too, there are hundreds of the little engravings and fantastical letters that we love. I shall guard this in my room and bury Jack London again.


  I heard from Madame G. yesterday and she included une poème. I send you both. By my passport I shall not be permitted to stay at Carpentras, you know. But I’ll tell her that later. It would kill me. After the war, with you to fly to, I will: but alone to sustain that parfaitement, Madame—justement—mais bien sur—for more than half an hour would turn me into a parrot for life.


  When we have a house here I think I’ll try to get this [109] maid to come. She’s just our style, but I wish she wouldn’t give me a fresh bouquet more than once a day. The last is feathery mimosa. I write to you thus and tell you all because you must share it. For the present you are the King in the Counting-House counting out his money, and I am the Queen in the parlour eating bread and honey…. Oh, I could weep like a child because there are so many flowers and my lap is so small and all must be carried home….


  Thursday, January 24, 1918


  I must add this to to-day’s letter. I have chuckled over it for hours. As I went out this afternoon I met the widow hurrying up from the town, très pandaresque, and all a-flower with smiles. Justement she had come to look for me. One demanded me at the Mairie, and the Mayor waited. I said that I had better get my passport first, and she agreed. I told her that I was already registered, but she said they were very strict now. She had no idea (mark that!) what I was wanted for, but enfin—voilà! Off I went. In that office of theirs the Mayor, his deputy, and old Drum waited for me. The Mayor wore white shoes with blue-strings and his cap back to front and a bout of cigarette in his mouth, mais il était très sérieux.


  “You are, Madame, the lady to whom these papers refer?” (The papers I had filled for the hotel.)


  “Yes, Monsieur.”


  “Bien! Will you follow me, Madame, to the Salon du Conseil?”


  “Très volontiers, Monsieur.”


  My spirits mounted with every step of the stairs. He is lame and had to get up them like a pigeon—you know, both feet on one step before he could reach to the next. Came a black door, heavily gilded, hugely labelled SALON DU CONSEIL. This was unlocked, and I had a glimpse of a chambre sich as my irreverent British eye has never twinkled on before. A black paper with gold stamping—[110]a huge table covered with a heavy black cloth fringed with gold. A few trunks of dead men, coloured, on brackets round the wall, and one of those portraits with a striped glass over, so that if you looked at it from your side, it was La Liberté, but if you looked at it from his, it was—je ne sais pas. There were also an immense number of bundles covered in black cloth—dead Mayors, I think. We sat down on a couple of velvet chairs with gold fleurs de lys so heavily stamped on their seats that if you had any chance vous pouvez montrer à votre ami une derrière—mais vraiment chic—and he produced a perfect mass of papers.


  “Connaissez-vous, Madame, un certain M. Parquerre?”


  “Non, Monsieur.”


  “You are not expecting a gentleman to follow you to France?”


  “Non, Monsieur.”


  Then, of course, “I saw it all.” It was Baker. He had heard from the British Consulate at Marseilles that a lady had tombéd gravement malade at Bandol. Was there such a lady? Her friend M. Parquerre prayed for permission, etc. This was, I think, the first official document he had ever received from the B.C. He could not get over it—its importance—the whole affair. So I explained. We had a lot of chat. Then said he, “But do you want the lady? I can arrange it. C’est vite fait.” That is so like the Midi. And I said No without hesitating—just like that. Are you surprised? I did right, didn’t I? I hope she will understand…. I left the Mayor, his deputy, and old Drum preparing the answer to this document—trying pens, stamping the rubber stamp on the backs of their hands to see if it would work, etc.


  BUT: There was one unpleasant fly. He says le crise des chemins de fer will last—will grow worse with the spring, and at times the railway will be, as now, absolutely closed to civilian traffic. So he warned me, if I want to get home, to choose a moment well in advance. How awful it would be if I got stuck here, wouldn’t it?


  No, it is much better that I remain alone now. I am [111] really (except for one local funny ‘spot’ of pain about which I wrote Dr. A. yesterday) such a well girl. I hardly cough. They go on giving me wine at night and with my café au lait a jug of milk that must be a whole goat, and two fishes in place of anybody else’s one—and the weather is if possible lovelier than ever. I sat on a warm stone this morning until my neck got burnt. The two windows of my room are wide open. It is much warmer, incomparably more exquisite than I have ever known it here. The sea is so clear (and every shade, blue and green and violet) that you can see, like a map outspread beneath you, a whole new uncharted country with little lakes and forests and bays. The coast is pink like the flesh of a peach, and everybody is out fishing—you know, hanging over the end of the boat and spearing the fish…. They are mending and tarring the boats outside my window—you can hear the little hammers, and a whiff or two of tar breaks across the mimosa. La Ciotat—Marie Réjane: the boats we know.


  Another month has nearly gone. Six more days and it is gone. Then comes little February (can’t you see little February, waiting and pleased: ‘I can’t stay very long’?) and then March—but I shall be making my preparations in March—and then….


  Saturday, January 26, 1918


  Of course I did see and read what was inside the envelope. Do you imagine I don’t always turn the envelope upside down and breathe into them and shut one eye and stare up at them, always thinking one of your eyelashes or perhaps a tiny twinkle out of your eye may still be there? Oh, I like the Wordsworth story: it makes my heart warm to him.[20]


  [112] It is a different kind of day to-day, il y a un peu de vent. But with the bright sun it makes the sea an incredible, almost violet colour. I went for a walk yesterday and got lost—you know how one can. I couldn’t find either the path to the shore, or the main road inland. And it kept getting on for sunset and the shadows great appeared before I was found. You should see the swerves I take past the dogs. They really are Bragian upstarts and their bold eyes and lifted lips terrify me. I thought: What if I had a bull-dog of my own? Would that help? But then I should always be frightened it would wait until we got to a lonely bit and then turn on me. No, the only thing would be a very awful imitation dog—one that I could make smoke come out of its eyes and fire out of its mouth when it passed one of these mongrels. Look out for one for me….


  Sunday, January 27, 1918


  I am just up. It’s ten past eleven. It has been a dead quiet golden morning and I lay in bed feeling as quiet as the day, thinking. I decided to tell you as far as I could—how and of what…. Something like this.


  Why don’t I get up now and sit at the table and write before lunch? No, I can’t. I am too tired. I have overdone it these last perfect days and walked too far and been out too long. For when I come back at 4 o’clock in the afternoon with three absolutely undisturbed hours [113] before me, I get into my room—lie on the bed—‘collapse’—and then get up, light my fire, sit down at the table, leaning on anything I can find, leaning on my pen most of all, and though I do write—it is only a matter of ‘will’ to break through—it’s all a sham and a pretence so far. I am so tired I can only just brush my fringe and get down to dinner and up here again to bed. Ah, how devilish it is! I am so tired I can’t think of anything, and really can barely read. Still, my lass, this won’t last. Don’t walk so far or so fast. It’s months since you really have walked, and your legs are bound to turn backwards. But if only I had the stickle-back[21] to lie on! These little chairs are for mean French behinds and they make me ache. However, none of this is serious. ’Twill pass. I’ll go on grinding until suddenly I throw away the stone and begin to create something. It’s no use being peevish. Are you sure this is not hypochondria? You are not getting ill here? Supposing you had a string kit and 10 little children? Oh, I’d sit in public houses and on steps. No, it’s a feeling of confounded physical weakness—preparatory to great physical strength, I’m sure. It’s the change: and then I get so fearfully excited, and that exhausts me. Keep your head. You’ll be all right in a week….


  After this consoling homily, I put my legs out of bed and dropped after them and got into the basin for a bath. But it is true. I have written two Patrias (they are the pink cahiers) full here, and whenever I re-read the stuff, I can’t believe it’s mine. Tame, diffuse, “missed it.” Don’t blame me. I shall perk up. And I shall go slower till my legs get more wiry! I know what I want to do as soon as I can do it. I have no doubts or false alarms at all….


  You know what I feel just at this moment? Rather dashed because I have been such an enfant gâté and now the old post has nothing for me. It’s these trains again. Even if I had the money, I would not travel about here, you know. Yesterday I saw a train come in here all boarded up, all the carriages locked, full of soldiers, and [114] those who wished to get out to go “to the base,” as Marie calls it, had to fling themselves through the windows and back again. A few poor civilians who were at the station were well jeered at by these braves.


  I left off there and went down to lunch. I stood on the terrace a moment in the sun, wondering why French dogs and cats are so very unsympathetic, and suddenly there at the end of the palm avenue sparkled the brightest jewel—the postman. Yes, a letter from you and a paper….


  This country, quâ country, is really ideally beautiful. It is the most exquisite entrancing place. Yet I am very sincere when I say I hate the French. They have no heart—no heart at all.


  Sunday night, January 27, 1918


  I have been indoors all day (except for posting your letter) and I feel greatly rested. Juliette has come back from a new excursion into the country, with blue irises—do you remember how beautifully they grew in that little house with the trellis tower round by the rocks?—and all sorts and kinds of sweet-smelling jonquils…. The room is very warm. I have a handful of fire, and the few little flames dance on the log and can’t make up their minds to attack it…. There goes a train. Now it is quiet again except for my watch.


  Monday: Have you read Our Mutual Friend? Some of it is really damned good. The satire in it is first chop—all the Veneering business par exemple could not be better. I’d never read it before and I’m enjoying it immensely. Ma Wilfer is after my own heart. I have a huge capacity for seeing ‘funny’ people, you know, and Dickens does fill it at all times quite amazingly.


  As I write to you I am always wanting to fly off down little side paths and to stop suddenly and to lean down and peer at all kinds of odd things. My Grown-Up Self sees us like two little children who have been turned out into the garden. There we are hand in hand, while my G.U.S. [115] looks on through the window. And she sees us stop and touch the gummy bark of the trees, or lean over a flower and try to blow it open by breathing very close, or pick up a pebble and give it a rub and then hold it up to the sun to see if there is any gold in it.


  As I write I feel so much nearer my writing self—my ‘Pauline’ writing self—than I have since I came. I suppose because what I said about the children had a ‘little atom bit’ of Kezia in it.


  Tuesday, January 29, 1918


  I feel greatly upset this morning because I realise for at least the millionth time that my letters to you are not arriving. I have taken great pains to write the address plainly on the envelopes. Are they safe when they arrive at the house? Do they lie in the hall long?


  This has been brought home to me by your letter of last Friday in which you enclose Geoffroi’s. You say you never heard from me that she had been here. Well, of course I wrote. And then I really cannot imagine that a great many other letters have not been lost. Did you get one with a telegram and a flower in it? You see I have no notion which letters of mine have arrived, so I am quite in the dark as to whether you know it is warm here now. Your letters appear to turn up here quite safely, but mine obviously don’t. However, I shall go on throwing them into the French dust-heap—but with I assure you, beaucoup de chagrin…. It is, I suppose, another of those innumerable mean dodges of which Life seems more or less composed.


  Well, well … I wish I wasn’t such a baby. The sun shines. It is almost hot. But if the sun were a reliable post-office I should much prefer it and would dispense with all its other devoirs.


  I went for a walk yesterday, a little one. I can’t take big ones yet. I got very much thinner those first days I [116] was here and I haven’t recovered my lost weight yet. Of course, I shall. I could not be more comfortable than I am here now, and absolutely private and remote. My room feels miles away from the rest of the hotel and I sometimes feel that Juliette and I are on an island, and I row to the mainland for my meals and row back again. I keep on with my fires.


  I have a cold place, a little iceberg suddenly knocking about in my heart where all was so warm and sunny. I will get it out before to-morrow. But, looking out on to the blue sea, the blue mountains and the boats with yellow sails, I feel full of hate—hate for this awkward, hideous world, these terrifying grimacing people who can keep one’s letters back. I can’t help it.


  Thursday, January 31, 1918


  Late Afternoon: I decided when I went out this afternoon to buy the little coffee-pot and the coffee. But first I walked in the direction of the Hotel des Bains. Yes, it was beautiful, very—silver and gold light—old men painting boats, old women winding wool or mending nets, young girls making those gay wreaths of yellow flowers—and a strange sweet smell came off the sea. But I was homesick.


  I went to the paper shop to exchange a smile with someone, and bought for three sous The Paris Daily Mail and a smile. A commercial traveller with a wooden leg was in the shop taking orders.


  “Toujours pas de chocolat?” said Madame.


  “Mon Dieu, Madame, if my poor leg était seulement de vrai Menier, je serais millionaire!”


  Ha, ha! Very good. Very Typical. Very French. But I am faint with homesickness. Although it is so goldy warm, the tips of my fingers and my feet and lips and inside my mouth—all are dead cold. And so I walk along until I come to the public wash-place, and there are the [117] women slipping about in the water in their clattering sabots, holding up those bright-coloured things, laughing, shouting, and not far away from them a travelling tinker with his fat woman sits on the ground beside his mule and cart. He has a little fire to heat his solder pan and a ring of old pots round him. It makes a good ‘ensemble.’ The washerwomen bawl after me “T’as remarqué les bas!” but I do not care at all. I would not care if I had no stockings at all.


  And here are those villas built up the hillside. Here is the one whose garden was always full of oranges and babies’ clothes on a line. Still is. Also there is a dark woman in a wide hat holding a very tiny baby to her cheek and rocking it. The road is all glare and my shoes make a noise on it as though it were iron. I feel sick, sick, as though I were bleeding to death. I sit down on a milestone and take out The Daily Mail. I turn my back to the shimmering sea and the fishers all out in their little boats spearing the fish.


  “Air Raid in London. Still in Progress.”


  A cart comes up full of chunks of hay. An old man in a blue blouse with great bushy eyebrows holds up his hand and cries “Il fait beau au soleil,” and I smile. When he passes I shut my eyes. This must be borne. This must be lived through….


  Friday, February 1, 1918


  This morning I got your Sunday night, Sunday morning and Monday night letter, all together, and they all seemed to be knocked off by such a steam engine that I wonder they didn’t arrive sooner….


  I am rather diffident about telling you, because so many sham wolves have gone over the bridge, that I am working and have been for two days. It looks to me the real thing. But one never knows. I’ll keep quiet about it until it is finished.


  [118] What extraordinary weather you have been having! As for to-day, here, at a quarter to nine it was hot in the sun, for I got up to pull the curtain over my dresses, thinking they would fade. The sea is like a silver lake, and the exquisite haze hangs over the coast. You can hear the fishermen from far, far away, the plash of oars and their talk to one another. Where there were 20 flowers, there seem to be 20 hundred everywhere: everything is in such abundant bloom. We never knew this place so warm. One could walk about in a cotton dress. Old men survey their villa gardens in cream alpaca jackets and swathed sun helmets!


  My wing hurts me horribly this morning: I don’t know why. And I don’t care—really. As long as I can work—as long as I can work!


  Good God! There’s some reckless bird trying over a note or two! He’ll be en cocotte within the hour. I simply loathe and abominate the French bourgeoisie. Let me put it on record again. There are a round dozen of them descended on this hotel and all, after a day or two, in each other’s pockets, arms round each other, sniggering, confiding internal complaints, and “elle m’a dit” and “mon mari m’a dit,” and the gentlemen with their “passez—mes dames”—God! how I detest them. I must show it in some way. For they avoid me like pison, only breaking into the most amused laughter after I have passed (you know the style), and staring till their very eyes congeal while I take my food. It is the ugliness and the cruelty which hurts me so much, beneath all one’s cool contemptuous manner. But I suppose a great part of the earth is peopled with these fry: only as a rule we don’t see them. I do feel though that the Frenchies must be the lowest.


  Would you send me Nicholas Nickleby? (I am not reading Dickens idly).


  The quiet day! The air quivers and three tiny flies have just performed a very successful and highly intricate dance in my window space.


  [119] I bought such a nice little coffee pot. It will do for hot milk at home. It has a lid and is white with blue daisies on it. In fact, it’s charming and only cost 65 centimes.


  Sunday morning, February 3, 1918


  It is early for me to be up, but I had such a longing for a cigarette, and as I sit here in my pyjamas smoking a good one I’ll begin your letter….


  I really feel I ought to send you some boughs and songs, for never was time nor place more suited, but to tell you the truth I am pretty well absorbed in what I am writing[22] and walk the blooming countryside with a 2d. notebook, shutting out les amandiers. But I don’t want to discuss it in case it don’t come off….


  I’ve two ‘kick offs’ in the writing game. One is joy—real joy—the thing that made me write when we lived at Pauline, and that sort of writing I could only do in just that state of being, in some perfectly blissful way at peace. Then something delicate and lovely seems to open before my eyes, like a flower without thought of a frost or a cold breath, knowing that all about it is warm and tender and ‘ready.’ And that I try, ever so humbly, to express.


  The other ‘kick off’ is my old original one, and, had I not known love, it would have been my all. Not hate or destruction (both are beneath contempt as real motives) but an extremely deep sense of hopelessness, of everything doomed to disaster, almost wilfully, stupidly, like the almond tree and ‘pas de nougat pour le noel.’[23] There! as I took out a cigarette paper I got it exactly—a cry against corruption—that is absolutely the nail on the head. Not a protest—a cry. And I mean corruption in the widest sense of the word, of course.


  [120] I am at present fully launched, right out in the deep sea, with this second state. I may not be able to ‘make my passage,’ I may have to put back and have another try: that’s why I don’t want to talk about it, and have breath for so little more than a hail. But I must say the boat seems to be driving along the deep water as though it smelt port (no, better say harbour, or you’ll think I am rushing into a public house).


  After lunch.


  Yes, I agree with you. Blow the old war. It’s a toss up whether it don’t get every one of us before it’s done. Except for the first warm days here, when I really did seem to forget it, it’s never been out of my mind—and everything is poisoned by it. It’s here in me the whole time, eating me away, and I am simply terrified by it. It’s at the root of my homesickness and anxiety and panic. I think it took being alone here and unable to work to make me fully, fully accept it. But now I don’t think that even you would beat me. I have got the pull of you in a way because I am working, but I solemnly assure you that every moment away from my work is misery. And the human contact—just the pass the time away chat—distracts you, and that of course, I don’t have at all. I miss it very much. Birds and flowers and dreaming seas don’t do it. Being a biped, I must have a two-legged person to talk to. You can’t imagine how I feel that I walk about in a black glittering case like a beetle….


  Queer business….


  I wonder what you will say to my ‘important’ letter, and if you agree, will they let me thorough? Can they keep me out of my own country? These are a couple of refrains which are pretty persistent. They say here that after March this railway will probably be closed till June.


  Sunday night, February 3, 1918


  I don’t dare to work any more to-night. I suffer so frightfully from insomnia here and from night terrors.


  [121] That is why I asked for another Dickens; if I read him in bed he diverts my mind. My work excites me so tremendously that I almost feel insane at night, and I have been at it with hardly a break all day. A great deal is copied and carefully addressed to you, in case any misfortune should happen to me. Cheerful! But there is a great black bird flying over me, and I am so frightened it will settle—so terrified. I don’t know exactly what kind he is.


  If I were not working here, with war and anxiety I should go mad, I think. My night terrors here are rather complicated by packs and packs of growling, roaring, ravening, prowl-and-prowl-around dogs.


  God! How tired I am!


  Monday, February 4, 1918


  No letter from you to-day. I had one from L.M. written on Friday—so the posts have got a real grudge against you and me….


  I am posting you the first chapter of my new work to-day. I have been hard put to it to get it copied in time to send it off, but I am so exceedingly anxious for your opinion.


  It needs perhaps some explanation. The subject, I mean lui qui parle, is taken from F. and M., and God knows who. It has been more or less in my mind ever since first I felt strongly about the French. But I hope you’ll see (of course, you will) that I’m not writing with a sting. I’m not indeed.


  I read the fair copy just now and couldn’t think where the devil I had got the bloody thing from—I can’t even now. It’s a mystery. There’s so much less taken from life than anybody would credit. The African laundress I had a bone of—but only a bone—Dick Harmon, of course, is partly, is—


  Oh God! Is it good? I am frightened. For I stand or fall by it. It’s as far as I can get at present; and I [122] have gone for it—bitten—deeper and deeper than ever I have before. You’ll laugh a bit about the song. I could see Goodyear grin as he read that…. But what is it like? Tell me—don’t spare me. Is it the long breath, as I feel to my soul it is, or is it a false alarm? You’ll give me your dead honest opinion, won’t you?


  If this gets lost I break my pen.


  I am only, at the moment, a person who works, comes up to read newspapers, and to wait for postmen, goes down again, drinks tea. Outside the window is the scenic railway, all complete, and behind that pretty piece is the war.


  Forgive an empty head. It rattled all night. I can’t manage this sleeping business.


  Monday night, February 4, 1918


  I decided, after I posted your letter and MS. to-day and had my walk to try to forget work for an hour or two. So I have re-packed and re-sorted my box, gone through all my possessions, and generally behaved as though this were my last night on earth. Even to the extent of writing my address “c/o you to be communicated with in case of need,” in French and English in my passport case.


  And now all is fair…. What a fool I am!


  The worst of REAL insomnia is one spends a great part of the day wondering if one is going to bring it off the coming night. Can I stand another last night? Of course, I suppose I can. But must I? Not to sleep and to be alone is a very neat example of HELL. But what isn’t? Ah, there you have me.


  Tuesday.


  I never had such a direct answer to prayer. Two letters, real letters, from you about our cottage and all that. This, of course, has given me the salto mortale, and I am a changed child. Also, I did manage by eating myself to death at dinner and only reading early poetry afterwards and taking 10 grains of aspirin to get to sleep.


  God! What it is to count on letters so!


  [123] Wednesday, February 6, 1918.


  I passed ‘our house’[24] again yesterday, and it looked so heavenly fair with the white and red almond trees and the mimosa attending that I went into a field hard by where they were gathering the flowers and asked for information. A big dark girl, with a great sheaf of flowers on one arm, and the other arm raised, keeping her face from the sun, said: “Ah, Madame, c’est une mauvaise maison. Non, elle pas louée. Le propriétaire habite Marseille. Mais, vous savez, la maison est ben mauvaise; elle se casse toujours. On a fait de grandes réparations, il y a un an, mais personne n’est venu pour la prendre. Et, main-tenant, elle est à moitié cassée encore. On dit de cette maison, qu’elle n’ aime pas les gens.” And then she bent over the flowery fields again.


  On my way home from my walk yesterday I met le père de Marthe. We shook hands. He was very nice—you remember, in a patent leather cap, rather like a drawing by Gus Bofa. Marthe is married and lives in Toulon. “Son mari est à Gibralte.” Yes, he was the young man who used to walk with her in the garden on Sunday. I said, “When you write, please remember me to her.” Said he, “J’écris tous les soirs. Vous savez, elle était ma seule fille.” This, of course, warmed my heart to an extraordinary degree, and I wished C. hadn’t given me my furs so that I could have sent them to Marthe, etc., etc.


  I worked a good deal yesterday, but I slept too. It’s fatal for me to work late at night, when I am alone. I never realise unless I stop how screwed up I am. Last night, petit enfant très sage, I made myself another little ‘front’ out of material I bought here—you know the kind [drawing]—and it sent me into a fast sleep.


  The widow here actually gave me two bunches of white hyacinths yesterday. What can it mean? They smell [124] simply divine. And then Juliette still makes a garden of my room. I have to put the flowers on the window sill at night: elles sentent si fort. In the early morning when I wake and see the row of little pots so gentiment disposés I feel rather like the heroine of a German lyric poem. We must grow all varieties of jonquils.


  Have you got your meat card? Of course, I think the meat cards will stop the war. Nothing will be done but spot-counting. And people will go mad, and butchers and pork butchers will walk about with bones in their hair, distracted. Talking of hair. Do you know those first days I was here I went a bit grey over both temples. Real grey hair—I know, I felt the very moment it came: but it is a blow to see it.


  Another thing I hate the French bourgeoisie for is their absorbed interest in evacuation. What is constipating and what not? That is a real criterion…. Also the people of the village have a habit of responding to their serious needs (I suppose by night) down on the shore round the palm trees. Perhaps it’s the sailors. But my English gorge rises and my English lips curl in contempt. The other day one palm-tree had a placard nailed on it “Chiens seulement.” Was that funny? It provided a haw-haw for the day here. But on my life, I’d almost rather, like that English lady, not know whether my husband went to the lavatory or not, than be so unbuttoned. No, this world, you know, this grown-up world everywhere, don’t fit me.


  Thursday, February 7, 1918


  I am still at it. Oh! can I hear about that MS. and what are you going to say? Now I’m up, now I’m down—but I’m awfully frightened. The rest of the world can take a 99 year lease of all the houses in Putney—but—what do you think?


  I have such a passion, such a passion for life in the country—for peace, for you lying on your back in the sun [125] looking up through wavy boughs, for you planting things that climb sticks—for me cutting things that have a sweet smell. Once the war is over, this is ours on the spot. For we shall live so remote that the rent won’t cost much—and then you will become so dreadfully idle, with long curly hair like a pony that has been turned out to graze in a speckled field….


  Friday, February 8, 1918


  Juliette is like a double stock—tufty, strong, very sweet, very gay. Yesterday she helped me wash my hair. Every service she makes a kind of ‘party.’ It was fun to heat and stagger in with two huge pots of water—to warm towels and keep them hot in folded newspapers—and the success of the operation was hers, too. She rejoiced over one’s dry hair and ran away singing down the corridor. She sings nearly always as she works, and she has a friend, Madeleine, who pegs the linen on the line between the mimosa trees. When J. is doing the rooms M. calls from the garden, “Juli-et-te!” And Juliette flies to the window. “Ah-hé! C’est toi, ma belle!”


  What an enormous difference it makes to have her about rather than some poor foggy creature—or some bad-tempered one. But she could never be transplanted. She rises and sets with the sun, I am sure.


  Saturday, February 9, 1918


  I was just brushing my fringe when I heard a clumpety-clump in the passage that my heart seemed to recognise long before I did. It began to dance and beat. Yes, it was the Aged with your ADORABLE telegram:


  “Sthry recewid mafnifiient Murly,” I read, and of course this bowled me over so much that the pins won’t keep in my hair and my buttons pop like fuchsia buds and my strings all squeak when they are pulled. Well, the [126] only response I can make is to send you the next chapter which I’ll post, as before, on Monday. But oh dear, oh dear! you have lighted such a candle! Great beams will come out of my eyes at lunch and play like searchlights over the pommes de terre and terrify these insect children.


  Now, of course, my only faint fear is: “Will he like the next chapter so much?” Well, I must ‘wait and see.’ I must say when I wrote about the tea[25] last night—that’s a funny little typical bit—I came all over and nearly cried a sort of sweet tears…. I say, haven’t I got a bit of you? Funny thing is I think you’ll always come walking into my stories…. No, I must wait until I’ve had lunch before I go on with this letter. I am too much of a ‘gash balloon’ altogether.


  1.15. Well, I wish you had eaten my tournedos; it was such a good ’un. The great thing here is the meat, which is superb. Oh, but now I am turned towards home everything is good…. Shall we really next month talk with Rib sitting in the fender playing on a minute comb and paper?


  How damned depressing and hideously inadequate that Versailles conference has been! But what I do feel is—that handful can’t stop the dyke from breaking now (is that true?). I mean, there is—isn’t there?—perfectly immense pressure upon it, and L.G. and Co. may put their hands in the hole (like the little boy in Great Deeds Done by Little People that Grandma used to read me on Sundays) but it’s no use. Oh, I don’t know. When I think that I am not coming home and that ‘all is over’—when that mood gets me, of course I don’t believe it ever will end until we are all killed as surely as if we were in the trenches….


  Sunday still and Monday after, February 10–11, 1918


  I have just done up in an envelope the rest of our story…. I don’t want to exaggerate the importance of this [127] story or to harp upon it…. But what I felt so seriously as I wrote it was—ah! I am in a way grown up as a writer—a sort of authority. Pray God you like it, now you’ve got it all.


  I dreamed a short story last night, even down to its name, which was “Sun and Moon.” It was very light. I dreamed it all—about children. I got up at 6.30 and wrote a note or two because I knew it would fade. I’ll send it some time this week. It’s so nice. I didn’t dream that I read it. No, I was in it, part of it, and it played round invisible me. But the hero is not more than five. In my dream I saw a supper table with the eyes of five. It was awfully queer—especially a plate of half-melted icecream…. But I’ll send it you….


  Monday. I wrote and finished the dream story yesterday, and dedicated it to Rib. I knew I would not write it at all if I didn’t on the spot, and it kept me ‘quiet.’ …


  Monday, February 11, 1918


  About your letter about the first chapter [of Je ne parle pas français]. I read it and wept for joy. How can you so marvellously understand … I did feel (I do) that this story is the real thing and that I did not once (as far as I know) shirk it. Please God I’ll do much better—but I felt: “There, I can lay down my pen now I’ve made that, and give it to him.” But, Christ! a devil about the size of a flea nips in my ear, “Suppose he’s disappointed with the second half?” …


  I’ll send you Sun and Moon to-day, registré, but, of course, don’t wire about it.


  Thursday, February 14, 1918


  If you think I ought to stay till April, I stay and risk the offensive and the sous-marins without murmur. Voilà! [128] My health won’t improve by being here: it’s as good as it ever will be—to ——’s rage, disgust and chagrin, of course. Oh, you should have seen her face drop when she said, “I thought you were very ill.” My blood turned ice with horror.


  I went a great old walk yesterday, came in, screwed my head tight, and thought myself nearly black in the face, but got very little down. Trouble is I feel I have found an approach to a story now which I must apply to everything. Is that nonsense? I read what I wrote before that last and I feel: No, this is all once removed: it won’t do. And it won’t. I’ve got to reconstruct everything.


  If I do come in March I will come with her. Frankly, that is a relief—to feel I have some one to help me. I am not much good at this travelling alone….


  Friday, February 15, 1918


  I haven’t a puff in my sails to-day. You never saw such a head as mine must be within. Nothing less than a letter from you will do…. It’s also because I didn’t sleep, see? and couldn’t find my place in the bed and looked for it all night—lashed about in a hundred beds, I should think, but no, didn’t find my place to curl in.


  Yesterday behind the hills at the back, I struck 3 divine empty houses. They have been empty for a long time, and will be (till we take one). I cannot tell you how lovely they all are, or how exquisitely placed, with gardens, terraces. Ours had also a stone verandah and two particularly heavenly trees embracing in front of it. In the cracks of the stone verandah little white hyacinths were all in flower. A sunny bank at the side was blue with violets. There was a baby tree that waited to be hung with a poem. And the approach! The approach! The colour of the house was a warm pink-yellow with a red roof, the shape [here a drawing of the house]. Oh, I can’t make it, but it was, I think, flying with little loves. It faces the city beyond the hills, which yesterday was [129] bathed in light. But—I look, I see, I feel, and then I say THE WAR, and it seems to disappear—to be taken off like a film, and I am sitting in the dark….


  Saturday night, February 17, 1918


  My serious stories won’t ever bring me anything, but my ‘child’ stories ought to and my light ones, once I find a place….


  I am up early copying MSS for you. When I get back I’ll work as regular as you (tho’ with what a difference) but I do seem to have broken through once and for all somehow, and I think there may be, if you hold me up by my heels and rattle, some pennies in me. Don’t you? At last? On my table are wild daffodils—Shakespeare daffodils. They are so lovely that each time I look up I give them to you again. We shall go expeditions in the spring and write down all the signs and take a bastick and a small trowel and bring back treasures. Isn’t that lovely where Shelley speaks of the ‘moonlight-coloured may’?


  It’s still (I think) very cold and I am in my wadded jacket with the pink ’un round my legs. But the sun is out and I’ll go for a big walk this afternoon and warm up. I saw old Ma’am Gamel yesterday. She is a nice old dear. The way she speaks of you always makes me want to hug her. Yesterday she said I must pass by her before I go back as she would send you a little souvenir—and then she looked up at me and said, her blue eyes twinkling, “II a toujours ses beaux yeux, le jeune mari?” “Allez! Allez! On n’a pas honte?” called Thérèse, who was measuring biscuits for L.M. I also saw (looking for a bit of pumice stone: bought a bit for 1 sou) the old woman from the droguerie. She’s got a new cat called Minne, “un grand, un sauvage, un fou avec des moustaches which would make a man pleurer d’envie.” In fact, she says, he is “presqu’un homme—il crache absolument comme un homme—et le soir il est toujours dans les rues.”


  [130] I’ve just made myself a glass of boiling tea, very weak, with saxin. It’s good. I drink it on and off all day. Do you remember that funny sort of scum that used to come on the water here? It still does. I have to take it off with the point of my paper-knife….


  [“February 19. I woke up early this morning and when I opened the shutters the full round sun was just risen. I began to repeat that verse of Shakespeare’s: ‘Lo, here the gentle lark weary of rest,’ and bounded back into bed. The bound made me cough—I spat—it tasted strange—it was bright red blood. Since then I’ve gone on spitting each time I cough a little more…. L.M. has gone for the doctor.” Journal, p. 75.]


  Wednesday, February 20, 1918


  I feel much better to-day and the hæmorrhage is—hardly at all. Can’t work much, or think very sensibly, but I am ever so much better than I was….


  Since this little attack I’ve had, a queer thing has happened. I feel that my love and longing for the external world—I mean the world of nature—has suddenly increased a million times. When I think of the little flowers that grow in grass, and little streams and places where we can lie and look up at the clouds—Oh, I simply ache for them—for them with you. Take you away and the answer to the sum is O. I feel so awfully like a tiny girl whom someone has locked up in the dark cupboard, even though it’s daytime. I don’t want to bang at the door or make a noise, but I want you to come with a key you’ve made yourself and let me out, and then we should tiptoe away together into a kinder place where everybody was more of our heart and size.


  You mustn’t think, as I write this, that I’m dreadfully sad. Yes, I am, but you know, at the back of it is absolute faith and hope and love. I’ve only to be frank, had a bit of [131] a fright. See? And I’m still ‘trembling.’ That just describes it.


  To-morrow I shall write a gayer letter. Oh, just to forget me for a minute,—do you remember how the Fool in King Lear said: “’Twas her brother who, in pure kindness, buttered his horse’s hay.” I thought that was a good phrase for nowadays. ‘It is hardly the moment to butter the horse’s hay!’ Isn’t it? Pin it in the Nation.


  Can I have another Dickens some time? Bleak House or Edwin Drood? Mrs. Gaskell positively fascinated me. I think she’s an extremely good writer. The 2nd story in the Cranford book, Moorland Cottage, is really a little masterpiece….


  Wednesday night


  That doctor is coming to-morrow, so I’ll tell you what he says. He is a most awful fool, I am sure, but still I suppose he is a doctor, and that’s a comfort. One thing he says, this south coast is no use for me—too relaxing—and I ought to have sat on a mountain. Fatal to stay here later than March. Well, that’s perhaps true. I think it is, for every time the wind blows I shut up all my petals—even if it’s only a breeze….


  I feel chirpy to-night. I don’t care what happens, what pain I have, what I suffer, so long as my handkerchiefs don’t look as though I were in the pork-butcher trade. That does knock your Wig flat, flat, flat. I feel as though the affair were out of my control then and that it’s a nightmare. Last night was like that for me. Then this afternoon, when I sat reading Keats in the sun, I coughed and it wasn’t red and I felt inclined to wave the fact to the whole world….


  No, to be in England, to see you, to see a good lung specialist—that’s my affair and no other. But to be on alien shores with a very shady medicine man and a crimson lake hanky is about as near Hell as I want to be.


  [132] Thursday


  “Pas de lettre encore. Rien que le journal.”


  “Merci, Juliette.”


  Well, that often happens on this day. Perhaps I’ll get 2 to-morrow. It may be those bloody raids which I see have been on again. I feel ever so much better again to-day and hungry. I should like to have a chicken en casserole and a salad and good coffee. It’s a bit windy to-day, so I’ll take the air behind a screen of my daffodils and not rush forth. Do you remember, or have I mentioned lately, that poem of Shelley’s, The Question? It begins:


  
    I dreamed that as I wandered by the way


    Bare Winter suddenly was changed to Spring….

  


  I have learned it by heart since I am here; it is very exquisite, I think. Shelley and Keats I get more and more attached to. Nay, to all ‘poetry.’ I have such a passion for it, and I feel such an understanding of it. It’s a great part of my life….


  April! April!


  Friday, February 22, 1918


  A Horn of Plenty! Your Sunday letter and postcard and your Monday letter. Oh, how I have devoured them. The Monday one which was written with swirling twirley letters, made me a bit sad; it was in answer to mine saying March was definite, and now, alas! our plans are altered and I can’t come before the swallow dares….


  I feel marvellously better to-day. No temperature—vegetarian[26]—and on the mend again. But I have had more than my share of alarums and tuckets, don’t you think? Great big black things lie in wait for me under the trees and stretch their shadows across the road to trip me. You’ll have to keep shouting, “Look out, [133] Wig!” when we walk together again. The doctor has been and says: If I use all his remedies, I’ll be a well girl. (I think he is such a fool. Oh, I could write you reams about him, but I’ll tell you). However, his remedies are sound, I think—injections of some stuff called Goneol and another called Kaikakilokicaiettus as far as I can make out—and a tonic and fish to eat—whole fishes—fish ad lib. If I am torpedoed on the way home I expect I shall burst into fins and a mermaid tail as I enter the water and swim to shore….


  There’s a bit of wind to-day: it’s a ¼ to 12. I’m just up. L.M., I believe, ranges the mountains all the mornings. She comes back and I meet her at lunch, with bright eyes and an Appetite which makes the hotel tremble, and after having devoured the table-cloth, glasses and spoons, she says, “What I miss is the puddings. Don’t you ever care for currant duff, my dearie, or—?” and then follows about 100 puddings as fast as they can tear. She keeps them all flying in the air like a conjuror, and still like a conjurer, eats ’em. What a strange type she is! But good to travel back with—


  Saturday, February 23, 1918


  Yesterday the woman at the paper-shop gave me a bouquet of violets. Here are some. And Juliette has filled my vases with yellow goldy wallflowers. God! how I love flowers.


  After all my coming back is only delayed by a little more than three weeks. That’s what I cling to for consolation. Then I shall come back, for I can’t stop here any longer. Even the doctor says not to stay here after March. So I must come. Hooray! Will my Rib be at the window? What a throwing about he will get! Does he ever walk up you? Never? Do you ever read who made him on his tummy? Never? Attend un tout p’tit p’tit p’tit beau moment, as they say here, and he’ll know these joys again….


  [134] On Monday, P.G. I’ll post more manuscript to you. Would The Nation publish Sun and Moon? If they publish that rubbish by S. I think they might. Have you read any reviews of Yeats’s book? And did you see his remarks on Keats? There was a good story agin him (though he didn’t know it) in a quote I saw. He dreamed once ‘in meditations’ (!?) that his head was circled with a flaming sun. Went to sleep and dreamed of a woman whose hair was afire, woke up, lighted a candle, and by and bye discovered ‘by the odour’ that he’s set his own hair ablaze. This he calls sort of prophetic. I think it’s wondrous apt. It’s just as far as he and his crew can get to set their hair afire—to set their lank forlorn locks a-frizzle. God knows there’s nothing else about them that a cartload of sparks could put a light to. So he can jolly well shut up about Keats. If you should ever have the chance pull his nose for me….


  But oh! how ignorant these reviewers are, how far away and barred out from all they write. There was a review of Coleridge in The Times—so bad, so ill-informed. But then, of course, I feel I have rather a corner in Coleridge and his circle….


  The sea is breaking restless and high on the coast opposite….


  Monday, February 25, 1918


  Isn’t this nice paper? A biggish block of it costs 65 c. I shall bring you one. There’s fresh nougat here, too. I must put a great lump of it in my box for you. You see where all my thoughts turn to. Yesterday, par exemple, it was as warm as summer. I sat on a bank under an olive tree and fell a-dreaming. Now I came back as a surprise and just sent you a wire to the office: “Look here she’s back Rib,” and then I lighted the lamp and arranged the flowers and your presents were on the table. And at last your steps—your key in the door…. Or I came again as a surprise and phoned you from the station. “Is that [135] you, Jack? I’ve just arrived,” I sat there thinking like this until I nearly wept for joy. It seemed too good to be true. Will it really happen … really and truly?


  I’m so subdued to-day. I expected N.Z. letters and got none, and it’s very windy and cold, and my work is thick, absolutely thick, for the moment. Under it all is: Will the offensive prevent me coming back? Will the Channel be closed? You know this mood. Your letter to-morrow will start the wheels going round again, and I’ll be a gay girl and write more. But I don’t seem to have seen anything to tell you of. I feel in a sort of quiet daze of anxiety. I tell you so you will understand the tone of this letter. All is well really. But I’d like to call out your name very loudly until you answer and I begin to run….


  Tuesday, February 26, 1918


  When I read about B.R. being carried shoulder high, I felt quite sick—for such a silly, an incredibly stupid thing. How humiliated he ought to feel! It would be for me like if I was a burglar and was caught after having burgled the potato knife. I expect if he goes to prison he’ll get immensely fat in there: in fact, he’s so blown already that I shudder….


  Last night after a full moon and a sea like velvet a huge thunderstorm burst over the town. Rain, bright lightning, loud wind. I was sitting up in bed writing, for thank God! I’ve managed to stave off the werewolf a bit, and the storm was wonderful. I had forgotten what it sounded like….


  Trust L.M. for knocking then—a low ominous knock. I think she hoped I had been struck by lightning. (I always feel her dream is to bury me here and bring back a few bulbs from Katie’s grave to plant in a window-box for you.) She asked if she might lie on the floor (you know these tile floors) till it was over, as it was so very agitating.


  [136] We must have plenty of gillyflowers in our garden. They smell so sweet.


  
    How shall we spend the day?


    With what delights


    Sweeten the nights?


    When from this tumult we are got secure,


    Where mirth with all her freedom goes


    Yet shall no finger lose,


    Where every word is thought and every thought is pure;


    There from the tree


    We’ll cherries pluck, and pick the strawberry….

  


  Don’t you like that?


  I shan’t go out to-day because it rains. I’ll read Le P’tit this afternoon and Nausicaa and write you about them, and I’ll make no END of an effort to finish this story called Bliss. I hope you’ll like it. It’s different again.


  I was thinking last night that I must not let L.M. obsess me. After all, she is a trial, but I must get over her. Dosty would have. She adds to the struggle, yes, but the struggle is always there—I mean if one don’t feel very strong and so on. But they have nearly all had to fight against just this. So must I and so will I. I hope I’ve not been a coward in my last letter or two. At any rate, my loins are girded up no end to-day, and I spent the morning in bed full steam ahead.


  Queer the effect people have on one. Juliette is a positive help to writing. She is so independent and so full in herself—I want to say fulfilled, but it’s a dangerous word. I love to feel she is near and to meet her. She rests me positively. She’ll make some man tremendously happy one day. Yes, she’s really important to me. As to all the other swine with which the hotel is full—well, they are swine.


  
    Unhappy! Shall we never more


    That sweet militia restore


    [137]


    When gardens only had their towers


    And all the garrisons were flowers;


    When roses only arms might bear


    And men did rosy garlands wear?

  


  I keep (as you see) wanting to quote poetry to-day. When I get back I shall be like a sort of little private automatic machine in the home: you wind me up and a poem will come, I’ve learned so many here while I lie awake….


  I shall make Rib a wedding-dress of blue jersey, sailor-knot, full blue trousers and p’raps a very tiny whistle on a cord—if I can find one….


  Wednesday, February 27, 1918


  Your Saturday letter has come—the one about the Eye and about my wings. Now I am being an absolute old coddler for your sake and doing everything and feeling ever such a great deal better, SO do you do the same. We are the most awful pair I’ve ever heard of. We’ll have to pin notices in our hats and on our chests saying what we’ve got and then get a couple of walking sticks and tin mugs if this goes on…—Oh dear, you oughtn’t to look at anything smaller than a cow.


  I have read Le P’tit. It’s very good—very well done. I think it’s got one fault, or perhaps I am too ready to be offended by this. I think the physical part of Le P’tit’s feeling for Lama, is unnecessarily accentuated. I think if I’d written it I wouldn’t have put it in at all—not on his side. On hers, yes. But never once on his. Am I wrong, do you think? Yes, of course, I agree it’s well done, that part, but I would have left it more mysterious. Lama must do all she does, and Le P’tit must say: “Si tu savais comme je t’aime!” But “lorsqu’un spontané baiser dans l’affolement furieuse de l’instinct chez le jeune homme …” that I don’t like.


  But the ‘way’ it is done, the ‘method,’ I do very much. Nausicaa has got something very charming too. If he [138] wasn’t a Frenchman he’d be a most interesting chap. But I do find the French language, style, attack, point of view, hard to stomach at present. It’s all tainted. It all seems to me to lead to dishonesty—Dishonesty Made Easy—made superbly easy. All these half-words, these words which have never really been born and seen the light, like “me trouble,” “vague,” “tiède,” “blottant,” “inexprimable” (these are bad examples, but you know the kinds I mean) and the phrases and whole paragraphs that go with them—they won’t, at the last moment, do at all. Some of them are charming and one is loth to do without them, but they are like certain plants—once they are in your garden they spread and spread and spread, and make a show perhaps, but they are weeds. No, I get up hungry from the French language. I have too great an appetite for the real thing to be put off with pretty little kickshaws, and I am offended intellectually that ‘ces gens’ think they can so take me in.


  It’s the result of Shakespeare, I think. The English language is damned difficult, but it’s also damned rich, and so clear and bright that you can search out the darkest places with it. Also it’s heavenly simple and true. Do you remember where Paulina says:


  
    I, an old turtle,


    Will wing me to some withered bough


    And there my mate that’s never to be found again


    Lament till I am lost.

  


  You can’t beat that. I adore the English language, and that’s a fact.


  Thursday, February 28, 1918


  It’s three o’clock. I’ve just finished this new story, Bliss, and am sending it to you. But though, my God! I have enjoyed writing it, I am an absolute rag for the rest of the day and you must forgive no letter at all. I will write at length to-morrow. Oh, tell me what you think [139] of our new story (that’s quite sincere). Please try and like it, and I am now free to start another. One extraordinary thing has happened to me since I came out here! Once I start them they haunt me, pursue me and plague me until they are finished and as good as I can do….


  I walked to a little valley yesterday that I longed to show you. I sat on a warm stone there. All the almond flowers are gone, but the trees are in new leaf and they were full of loving, mating birds—quarrelling, you know, about whether to turn the stair-carpet under or to cut it off straight. And the trees were playing ball with a little breeze, tossing it to each other.


  I sat a long time on my stone, then scratched your initials with a pin and came away….


  You can feel how I’m wheeling this old letter along in a creaking barrow. My head is gone. I’ll send a long one (letter, not head) to-morrow.


  Saturday, March 2, 1918


  I sent that wire yesterday, but when the Mayor asked to translate “Hay for Heron”[27] I was rather up a tree! So I said, “tout va très très bien.” That was true, wasn’t it? But if the wire is stopped, what a roundabout I and the censor would sit in before I explained!


  It is so Bitterly Cold to-day that no amount of clothes, food or fire can stop spider-webs of ice flying all over one’s skin. Juliette says I am like a little cat, and I feel like one, because I am always by my own fire or, as I go along the corridor, purring round any stove that is lighted there. And there was “pas de poste aujourd’hui.” I didn’t really expect any letters. Look here! Did you know you sent me 2 copies of Master Humphrey’s Clock? It was in the back of Edwin Drood as well as in the separate volume. I thought I’d just tell you.


  [140] What an old wind-bag G.K.C. is! His preface to the Everyman book is simply disgraceful.


  I must talk a bit about the Heron. We must find a place where it is warm and at the same time bracing, i.e., abrité and yet rather high. But, to be absolutely frank, I am beginning to change my mind about this place for the winter. I won’t come here again. If it is calm, it is perfect, but there is nearly always “un pue de vent” and that “vent” is like an iced knife. One would be much snugger in a thoroughly snug cottage with doors and windows that fit, a good fire, etc. And I don’t want to have two homes. No one can. If we have the money and the desire we shall always be able to cut off together for a bit irgendwohin. But one home, with all the books, all the flowers, is enough and can’t be beat.


  If I talk about my own physical health—well, I know I ought to be in the air a lot. Well, if we have a garden, that’s what I call being decently in the air, to plant things and dig up things, not to hang pegged on a clothes line and be blown about like a forlorn pantalon. Also, I want to range about with you, BUT ALWAYS with our own cottage to come back to and its thread of smoke to see from far away.[28] That’s life, that’s the warm south, wherever it is.


  My God! how we shall talk when I get back, planning all this and saying, “Yes, I think so, too.”


  I don’t think I can wait much longer for a garden—for fruit trees and vegetables. The thought of knocking lumps of earth off a freshly pulled carrot fills me with emotion; “je suis tout émue,” as these crawly froggies say, at the idea. Another—plums with the bloom on them, in a basket—and you and I making jam—and your Mother coming to stay with us—and—and—everything.


  L.M. has made me perfectly sick to-day. She’s skittish. “Dearie, I’m very proud. I remember the word for candle—bougie. That’s right, isn’t it? I’m not really very stupid, you know. It’s only when I am [141] with you, because you are so many millions miles ahead of all the rest of mankind—” and so on. I squirm, try to hold my tongue, and then—bang! and again I shoot her dead, and up she comes again.


  I’ve begun my new story. It’s nice.


  Monday, March 4, 1918


  I am writing to you, as yesterday, after my early breakfast, and still tucked up. Immensely tucked to-day, just a fringe and two fingers showing because outside it is all white with SNOW. And icy cold within. These houses are not made for such rude times. There seem to be a thousand knife-like airs that draw upon each other and do battle even unto th’ extremities o’ the floor.


  J.: You are very silly.


  W.: My breakfast crumbs have gone to my brain.


  But it is very silly of the Lion to come in like this. I expected him to be a rough rude tumbling monster, but not with a mane of icicles!


  Bang at the door. “Une dépêche, Madame.” Cinq sous for the Aged. I open it….


  Good God! How I love telegrams!


  And now I see you handing it across the counter and counting out the pennies. But the telegraph form, feeling awfully gay, flies off while the girl hands you the change, and begins to buzz and flap round the gas-jet and against the window-pane—UNTIL, finally, you have to make a butterfly net out of a postman’s bag and climb on to the counter and on to that iron rail (a Lovely Fair holding your grey ankles the while) and do the most awful terrifying balancing feats before you snare it. Then you go out, quite exhausted, saying, ‘I shan’t have time for any lunch now!’ But at that moment Wig appears riding on a cloud with a little heavenly hot-pot tied up in a celestial handkerchief. No, I must put this letter away to cool until the postman has been….


  [142] Later, but no calmer. A Wednesday and a Thursday letter came. Quick March is the best joke of the year, I think.


  Monday night, March 4, 1918


  It is very late. The winds are howling, the rain is pouring down, I have just read Wordsworth’s poem, To Duty, and a description in a N.Z. letter of how to grow that neglected vegetable, the Kohl-rabi. I never heard a wilder, fiercer night: but it can’t quench my desire—my burning desire to grow this angenehme vegetable, with its fringe of outside leathery leaves, and its heart which is shaped and formed and of the same size as the heart of a turnip. It is of a reddish purple colour, will grow where there have been carrots or peas. Of course, I can see our Kohl-rabi—the most extraordinary looking thing—and W. and J. staring at it.


  Do you think it ought to look like that?


  No. Do you?


  No. I think it’s done it on purpose.


  Shall I show it to somebody and ask?


  No, they’ll laugh.


  And as they turn away the Kohl-rabi wags and flaps its outside leathery leaves at them….


  Tuesday. Thunderstorms all night and to-day torrents of rain and wind and iciness. It is impossible to keep warm—with fires, woollies, food or anything, and one is a succession of shivers. The DRAUGHTS are really infernal. How I despise them for not being able to fit a window! Or a door! And how my passion for solidity and honesty in all things grows! Our house must be honest and solid like our work. Everything we buy must be the same. Everything we wear, even. I can’t stand anything false. Everything must ring like Elizabethan English and like those gentlemen I always seem to be mentioning “The Poets.” There is a light upon them, especially upon the Elizabethans and our ‘special’ set—[143]Keats, W.W., Coleridge, Shelley, De Quincey and Co., which I feel is like the bright shining star which must hang in the sky above the Heron as we drive home. Those are the people with whom I want to live, those are the men I feel are our brothers, and the queer thing is that I feel there is a great golden loop linking them to Shakespeare’s time…. If you knew what a queer feeling I have about all this as I write. Is it just because I am so steeped in Shakespeare? I can’t think of jam-making even, without


  
    And if you come hether


    When Damsines I gether


    I will part them all you among.

  


  And you know, if ever I read anything about our men, you should see how arrogant I feel, and how inclined to say, ‘Child, child!’ And dreadfully inclined to say to the poor creature who makes a mild observation about my S.T.C. “You really must not expect to understand!” Yes, I am a funny woman—and a year or two at the Heron will make me a great deal funnier, I expect.


  I do long to see you again and talk BOOKS. For your Worm is the greatest bookworm unturned. It grows on me. I always was a bit that way, but now—and with the Heron before us—well—Do you feel the same? My Shakespeare is full of notes for my children to light on. Likewise the Oxford Book. I feel they will like to find these remarks, just as I would have….


  Wednesday, March 6, 1918


  Oh! Madame G. is here with her husband, and she is nearly doing for me, I can’t think or write or escape. She is a dear and generous and all that, but a most APPALLING bore, and I haven’t the physical strength for her. I feel as though all my blood goes dead pale, and with a slight grin. When she goes on Friday I shall spend Saturday in bed with the door locked. I hate people, I loathe G.—[144]unlimited, tearing, worrying G.—saying the same things, staring at me. If only I were bien portante, I suppose I should not feel like this at all, but as it is, wave after wave of real sickness seems to ebb through me and I dissolve with misery … I can’t say her nay. “Nous sommes venus exprès pour vous voir.” And she brought me books and berlingots pour Monsieur, etc.


  It’s not the slightest use pretending I can stand people: I can’t…. This “grande femme, forte et belle, me parlant du midi, des poèmes ravissantes d’Albert Samain … et de Keats!” and Monsieur who dogs me, saying that I ought to pick up “pour me donner les belles joues roses”! I said faintly, clinging hold of a rosemary bush finally, and aching to cry, “La santé est une question de l’esprit tranquille chez moi, Monsieur, et pas de bouillon gras,” and the darling rosemary bush squeezed my hand and left its fragrance there and said, “I know, my dear!”


  Aid me, ye powers. Oh, my poets, make a ring round little me and hide me. Oh, I must find a daisy for an umbrella and sit under it, but then, down would come L.M.’s shoe just for the pleasure of raising up “cette plante, si frêle, si délicate” … Everybody is too big—too crude—too ugly.


  Thursday, March 7, 1918


  This is my little moment of quiet before I am thrown to the Three Bears again. (Fancy Southey being the author of the Three Bears!) I am in bed. It’s ten o’clock. The post hasn’t come, but at break of day the Aged brought me your telegram, a particularly nice one, and so with that smiling on my knee I feel almost as though I’d had a letter…. It’s a blue and white day, very fair and warm and calm. The sort of day that fowls enjoy, keeping up a soft faraway cackle—you know the kind? Were I alone I should dive into my new story. It’s so plain before me. [145] But I don’t dare to. They’d see me, they’d look over the fence and call. No, darling new story, you’ll have to wait till Friday night.


  Poor old Carpentrassienne! If she knew how she offends me—how the sight of her binding up her balloon-like bosom preparatory to “la fête de la soupe” makes me frissonne! If she mentions another book that she’s going to make me eat when I go and stay with her, I think I may—fly into bits! And this French language! Well, of course, she always did caricature it, but in my clean, pink Elizabethan ears it sounds the most absolute drivel! And poor old L.M.’s contributions! “En anglais mange les poudings c’est très bien.”


  Hours and hours and hours of it! Are you wondering where Wig has left her sense of humour? Oh, my sense of humour won’t take his head from between his paws for it—won’t wag his tail or twirk an ear.


  It’s a comfort that the cold has gone again pour le moment. I hope it has in London, too. Here to-day it feels very quick March indeed. We shall have to send our telegrams all the same, you know. The man at Havre said: “Of course, if you have urgent family affairs which recall you to England before the time is up, it can doubtless be arranged.” I think he meant that I should do wisely to have evidence—like a telegram. So, unless you think the How is Mother telegram with its answer, ‘Mother is worse operation necessary come soon possible,’ too extreme, that will be the one we shall send. I’ll be most awfully frightened till I am on English shore. And even then it will be no good for you to attempt to meet me because the trains are hours late—or perhaps nearly a day late, and we’d both suffer too cruelly. You know what I’d feel like thinking you were waiting and I couldn’t get out and push the engine. No, I’ll have to (a) phone you at the office, (b) go home by taxi if it’s not office hours. Voilà!


  My poetry book opened this morning upon “The Wish” by old Father Abraham Cowley.


  
    [146] Ah, yet, ere I descend into the grave,


    May I a small house and large garden have,


    And a few friends and many books, both true,


    Both wise and both delightful, too!

  


  
    Pride and ambition here


    Only in far-fetched metaphors appear;


    Here nought but winds can hurtful murmurs scatter


    And nought but Echo flatter.


    The gods, when they descended, hither


    From heaven did always choose their way:


    And therefore we may boldly say


    That ’tis the way, too, thither.

  


  This gaiety is the result of absolute desperation. I’ve such a headache that everything pounds, even the flowers I look at, everything beats and drums. I feel absolutely bled white and it still goes on till to-morrow evening 8 p.m. Insufferable monsters! They have just snapped up a whole half-pound of biscuits (2 francs) bought by L.M. for me (I said a quarter!) In consequence, I never touched one, and watched them dip the half-pound in their tea—“les sucreries de la guerre épouvantable.” My knees tremble, and where my little belly was there is only a cave. If they were not going to-morrow, I’d leave, myself, with a hand-bag. Or die and have L.M. plus the G.’s at my pompes funèbres. “C’était une femme tellement douce!!!” No, madness lies this way. I’ll stop and try to get calm. Oh God! these monsters!!


  On Saturday D.V. after a whole day alone I will be again at least a gasping Wig—not a Wig in utter despair.


  DAMN PEOPLE!


  Friday, March 8, 1918


  My last day of Three in Hell and Hell in Three.


  In bed. Breakfast over. The window open, the airs waving through and a great beam of sun shining on a [147] double stock…. But I’m blind till to-morrow. The G.’s go by a train at 8 o’clock to-night and to-morrow I’ll be myself again.


  I feel horribly weak and frail and exhausted, I must confess, and if they stayed a day longer, should take to my bed. But once the great pressure is gone, I will perk up, as you know, ever so quick again. But don’t ever worry about not replying to the G. and don’t feel under the least obligation to her. She’s so blown that not even the ox could brake her belly—and she’s a damned underbred female. All that she has done or was to have done for me is the purest conceit on her part, because I am English and you write pour le Times and we have been innocent enough to flatter her vanity. She said yesterday: “Mais, qu’est-ce que c’est, mon amie! Même quand vous n’êtes pas très bien portante, c’est seulement avec vous que j’ai le sens de la vie!” And I thought of L.M.’s “Even if you are nervy, Katie, it is only when I am with you that I feel full of life.” And H.L.’s “So strange—the divine sense of inflation that I have when I come near you.” Oh, if you are a little warrior in times of peace, do keep me from harpies and ghouls!!!


  I write those three remarks out of horror, you understand, because they do terrify me….


  The lines of the poem I quoted were, alas! not mine. They were writ by Thomas Randolph (1605-1635) and were part of an ode to Master Anthony Stafford to hasten him into the country.


  
    Come, spur away.


    I have no patience for a longer stay,


    But must go down


    And leave the changeable noise of this great town:


    I will the country see….

  


  And the verse ends with this line:


  
    Tis time that we grow wise, when all the world grows mad.

  


  [148] It’s altogether a most delightful poem. I wish I knew what else he had written. There’s another line charms me:


  
    If I a poem leave, that poem is my son.

  


  I feel he is a man we both should have known—that he is, most decidedly, one of the Heron Men.


  And did Sir Thomas Wyatt write a great many poems? He seems to me extraordinarily good! Do you know a poem of his: Vixi puellis nuper idoneus? My strike! It’s a rare good’un.


  Saturday, March 9, 1918


  A cold wild day, almost dark, with loud complaining winds, and no post. That’s the devil! None yesterday, none to-day! I should at least have had your Monday. I am very disappointed….


  However, the Monsters have gone. A darling brown horse dragged them away at 8 o’clock last night. For the last time I, shuddering, wrung M.’s little half-pound of swollen sausages, and Madame’s voice rang out, “J’ai eu entre mes mains cinq mille lettres de Mistral,” and then they were gone, and I crept up to my room, ordered a boiling coffee, locked the door and simply sat and smoked till midnight. I’ll shut up about them now. I feel better physically already. Isn’t it awful to mind things so?


  Oh, why haven’t I got a letter? I want one now, now—this minute—not to-morrow!! And I believe it’s there and the Post Office just won’t deliver it, to spite me. I believe that quite seriously.


  ‘By the way’ re President Wilson. Monsieur G. says he is not at all liked in France. And why? … It’s all very well for him to stand on a mountain and “dire de belles choses.” He’s never suffered. He only came into the war because he saw that the Allies were going to be beaten and realised that if they were, Germany would [149] attack America with fleets and fleets of “sous-marins puissants.” America’s entry and “retard” were both on purely commercial grounds. Wilson held out to collect as much war-profits as he could—came in to avoid having those war-profits taken from him by Germany. So the men are L.G. and Clemenceau. They do understand that you can never “traiter avec ces gens-là,” that we must go on until—“bien sûr”—England and France bleed again, but equally “bien sûr” Germany is in the hands of whoever is left “en Angleterre ou la France” to do whatever they please with. Their pleasure, of course, being to make strings of sausages out of the whole country.


  “Gôutez-vous! C’est du Boche. Pas mauvais!”


  God! if you knew how sick to death I am of all this and how I long for home and peace. I’ll not stick this much longer, and I shall very soon ask for news of Mother…. They will kill me between them all.


  Sunday morning, March 10, 1918


  Another jour glacé—so cold indeed that the country might be under deep, deep snow. It’s very quiet, and through the white curtains the sea shows white as milk. I am still in my bye, for I have just had mon petit déjeuner. It was good. I made it boiling in my tommy cooker. I really think that Maman must have gone to see a fire-eater or been frightened by one before I was born. Why else should I always demand of my boissons that they be in a ‘perfeck bladge” before I drink ’em? And now I am waiting for the courier.


  Alas! the same light quick steps won’t carry it to me any more—for Juliette is gone. She came into my room last evening in an ugly stiff black dress without an apron. I noticed she had her boots on and that she was very thickly powdered.


  She leaned against a chair, looking at the floor, and then suddenly she said, with a fling of her arm, “Alors je pars—[150]pour toujours…. J’ai reçu des mauvaises nouvelles … une dépêche …mère gravement malade viens de suite … alors! eh ben, voilà … y a rien à faire.” And then suddenly she took a deep sobbing breath. “J’ai bien de la peine!” I was so sorry that I wanted to put my arms round her. I could only hold her warm soft hand and say, “Ah, ma fille, je le regrette, je le regrette de tout cœur.”


  She lives on the coast of Corsica. The idea of the journey, of course, terrifies her. And then she was so happy—“si bien bien bien ici!” and the beau temps is just coming and she did not know how she could pack her things, for she came here “avec toutes mes affaires enveloppées d’un grand mouchoir de maman.” But she’d never saved and always spent. “Il me faut acheter un grand panier sérieux pour les emballer.”


  Of course she thinks she’ll never come back here again; she’s in the desperate state of mind that one would expect of her, and she wept when we said Goodbye. “Qui vous donnerait les fleurs main-ten-ant, Madame, vous qui les aimez tant? C’était mon grand plaisir—mon grand plaisir!” I saw her in the hall before she left wearing a hideous hat and clasping her umbrella and panier sérieux as though they had cried “To the Boats!” already.


  I must not write any more about her, for after all, she can’t mean much to you. She has meant an enormous lot to me. I have really loved her—and her songs, her ways, her kneeling in front of the fire and gronding the bois vert—her rushes into the room with the big bouquets and her way of greeting me in the morning as though she loved the day, and also the fact that she distinguished your letters from others. “Ce n’est pas la lettre—malheur!” Goodbye Juliette, my charming double stock in flower. I’ll never forget you. You were a real being. You had roots.


  This morning it was Madeleine, the laundrymaid, Juliette’s friend, promoted, who brought me mon déjeuner. Très fière, in consequence. With her fringe combed down [151] into her big eyes, a dark red blouse and a scalloped apron—I could write about these two girls for ever, I feel to-day. Yes, I’ll write just a bit of a story about them, and spare you any more.


  You remember writing to me in your criticism of “Je ne parle pas français” that Dick Harmon seemed to have roots? It struck me then and the sound of it has gone echoing in me. That’s really the one thing I ask of people and the one thing I can’t do without. I feel so immensely conscious of my own roots. You could pull and pull and pull at me—I’ll not come out. You could cut off my flowers—others will grow … And I could divide up the people with or without them in a jiffy. And although one may be sometimes deceived—sometimes they are so clever, the bad ones: they plant themselves and look so fair that those two little children we know so well stand hand in hand admiring them and giving them drops of water out of the tin watering-can—they fade at the going down of the sun and the two little children are perfectly disgusted with them for being such cheats, and they hurl them over the garden wall before going back to their house for the night.


  Well, well! The heap of dead ones that we have thrown over. But ah, the ones that remain! All the English poets. I see Wordsworth, par exemple, so honest and living and pure.


  Here’s the courier.


  Good God! Your Tuesday letter, and I read “Wordsworth—so honest and so pure.” And remember my letter yesterday, and here is yours in answer—just the same!


  Monday, March 11, 1918


  
    Bytwene Mershe and Averil


    When spray beginneth to spring


    The litel foul hath hire wyl


    On hire lud to synge.

  


  [152] I can see her out of my window on a branch so fine that every time she sings it bends in delight. Oh, it is such a sweet sound. It is an early morning Heron bird….


  And now you must wake up and leap and fly out of bed. There is a smell of coffee from downstairs and I run on to the landing and call “Mrs. Buttercup! Will you please put the breakfast in the garden.” And I come back to find you dressed already and a staggering beauty in corduroy trousers and a flannel shirt with a cramoisie necktie! And then Richard comes up from the field with a big bright celandine in his buttonhole. And you say as we go down, “My God, there’s a terrific lot to be done to-day”—but not as if you minded. While I pour out the coffee you cut up the bread, and Richard says, “I say, Jack, couldn’t you make a fine thing of the house from here with the sun on it like that.” And just at that moment Mrs. Buttercup hangs a strip of carpet out of an upper window which gives it the finishing touch. We are going to drive over to a sale to-day in our funny little painted cart to see if we can buy some ducks and we have to call at the station on the way back for a parcel of paper….


  Knock: “C’est la blanchisseuse, Madame. Je suis très matinale. Il fait beau, n’est-ce pas?”


  Well, it’s a good thing she did come. I might have gone on for ever….


  Funny you should have mentioned a cow. I was worrying madly over a nice name for a cow in bed last night. I wanted first to call it “Chaucer”: then I thought “Edmund Spenser”—and only after I had ranged up and down for a long time did I remember that a cow was feminine!! and would kick over the pail and give you a swish in the face and then stalk off if she were so insulted.


  There is a certain little white pink, striped with dark red, called “sops-in-wine.” We must grow it.


  I have also a feeling too deep for sound or foam for all kinds of salads.


  [153] Tuesday, March 12, 1918


  L.M. has heard from Gwynne’s that she is to come back as soon as possible. That being so, and I wishing to travel with her, I wired you as arranged to-day. I shall not be able to tell when we start, until I hear from Cook’s as to what sort of chance we have of getting places in the Paris train. But, of course, I’ll wire you as soon as anything definite occurs.


  I feel (as you may imagine) on the wing already—oh, ever so on the wing!! And now just having sent your telegram and been to the mairie with it and so on, I feel very empty in the head, and it’s hard to write. I’ll calm down and be more fluent to-morrow. But to really have despatched my pigeon! Pretty thrilling! Don’t let Rib answer. He’d say “She’s all right,” and do us in the eye. I hope Rib does post me a card. I rather see him tagging along the Redcliffe Road with a ladder to prop against the pillar-box made of dead matches….


  By the way, I am afraid the English colour ‘maroon’ was a corruption of the French marron. I’ve just thought of it. However, that is no reason why it should not be orange-tawny. But the English maroon—I had once a maroon sash I remember, and it was not gay.


  It’s such a vile day here—cold, dark, the sea almost red, very sinister, with bursts of thunder. And dogs are barking in the wrong way, and doors bang in the hotel, and all that is pale looks too white—blanched. I must get the idiot to give me a handful of wet leaves or so to light my fire with. And then I must try not to pack and repack my trunk for the rest of the evening (in my head, I mean). But you know the feeling. Think of it! No, I just can’t. I wish the Channel wasn’t between us. I am very frightened of being torpedoed. I’d be sure to sink, and oh, until I have been potted out and grown in a garden, I don’t want to be either drowned or otherwise finitoed. So wear something crossed over your heart for a good omen. No, I can’t write to-day. My heart is [154] wrapped up in that telegram. I feel almost serious, too—anxious, you know.


  Wednesday, March 13, 1918


  There’s such a sad widower here with four little boys, all in black—all the family in black—as though they were flies that had dropped into milk. There was a tiny girl, too, but she was not fished out again soon enough, and she died. They are silly, so stupid: that’s what makes me sad to see them. Like a Dostoevsky 6th floor family to whom this has happened. The man can’t quite make up his mind whether his little boys can walk or if they must be carried, so he does half and half, and sometimes during meals he feels one of them and dashes up, his eyes rolling,—dashes out of the salle à manger to get a coat or a black shawl….


  I read in my Daily Mail to-day that the double daffodils are out in English gardens and red wall-flowers. I have been to Gamel’s also to-day and asked her to put in reserve for me 1 lb. of butter. That makes me feel presque là. The tulips are coming out here, but I shan’t dare to bring them because of the journey.


  Oh God! this pathetic widower! One of the little boys has just begun to make a sort of weak sick bird-piping and to jump up and down—and he is radiant. He is sure they are well already.


  To-morrow I shall hear from Cook’s, I hope, and then I’ll feel more settled. You know, I am already ‘on the wing’ and have been making up my marvellous accounts—you know, pages and pages where everything is reduced and then turned back again—and the simplest sum seems to be thousands.


  Thursday, March 14, 1918


  I received your telegram this afternoon. I had also a letter from Cook’s to-day saying that one must engage a [155] place a week in advance for the rapide. So I am sending L.M. to Marseilles to-morrow to spy out the land, and she will get the seats for as soon as possible. In the meantime I will wire you my delay. I must try at all costs to get across before Easter. That means, however, that I can’t possibly leave here before the 20th at earliest, and it may be a day or two later. It will be as soon as I can. I shall have much more to go upon once L.M. has been to Cook’s and if possible to the Consul’s. Your telegram, of course, made me feel I must rush even to-night.


  I was amused because it had been opened, read and translated by these people (for it was still wet) and they gathered in force to see me receive it, with their hands and eyes all ready to be lifted proper. You see your little Briton casting a moonlight beam upon it and saying, as she read, “Voulez-vous me monter un thé simple à quatre heures, s’il vous plaît?” They were very cool upon that. So was the tea. From a sort of ‘ice to ice’ principle, I suppose.


  Saturday—no Friday, March 16, 1918.


  Charles [Lamb’s letters] came and a perfectly heavenly letter which simply bore him on rosy wings to my bedside—also the papers that bound him. I am going to make him a very thick coat with a velvet collar and ten buttons a side for the journey. For I cannot resist such a companion across France.


  Your letter has made my coming real again. It keeps flashing in and out, now light, now dark, like a revolving lighthouse (not your letter—my coming). Sometimes I do see—but sometimes there’s nought but wavy dark.


  L.M. is gone. A great mistral is roaring. It’s a brutal day, and my room is only just done, 4 p.m., and I spent the night hunting and hallooing after a flea. I saw it once—a pox on it!—sitting on the edge of my navel and looking into that organ through a telescope of its front [156] legs as though it were an explorer on the crater of an extinct volcano. But when I hopped, it hopped and beat me. Now it is still roaring in this room somewhere. It was a very wild savage specimen of a monster—the size of a large China tea-leaf—and tore mouthfuls out of me while I slept. I shall hang out a little sign to-night: “No butter, no margarine, no meat.” But I’m not hopeful.


  The Sunday Evening Telegram, which was Lamb’s undervest as it were, gave me a Great Shock. In this little time, and even with The Paris Daily Mail occasionally, I had almost forgotten that appalling abyss of vulgarity which does exist. I had to ring for a fork and have it took away. Did you read Lamb on Rousseau?


  So you have got Thomas Wyatt. Well—I suppose that is quite natural. The poem I meant begins


  
    They flee from me who sometimes did me seek


    With naked foot stalking within my chamber….

  


  and what especially caught me was the second verse which I can’t now read calmly. It’s marvellous, I think.[29] I could say why, but I must take this to the post before the wind blows too loud and too cold.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  [157] March 1918


  I have taken this tiny piece of paper in the slender hope that I may still be able to hide behind it and try (ah! try) to explain my inexplicable silence without falling into too dread a panick at sight of your stern looks of anger and dismay….


  Would to God I were not this fickle, faithless, intolerable, devilishly uncomfortable creature whom you must, a thousand times, have whistled down the wind!


  But Lady! Pity her—Alas—poor soul! Katherine is curst!


  All goes well. She makes merry. She delights in sweet talk and laughter. She runs in the field with her darling companions filling their wicker arks and hers with a thousand pretties. She hugs the ‘black but beautiful’ fire with her dearest and is not last in gossip of those who are not there. And then, quite suddenly, without a wing-shadow of warning, without even the little moment in which to tie up the door knocker with a white kid glove or a chaste crape bow, she is shut up in her dark house, and the blinds are pulled down and even the postman who hangs upon the door bell might hang there like fruit, my soul, till the door rot—she could not answer him.


  The real, tragic part of the affair is that what happens to her while she is so wickedly out yet dreadfully in she cannot tell or explain. And though her enemies may see her at those times dressed in a little snake weskit and supping off toads’ livers with fiends wild and slee, she dares sometimes to dream that her friends (can she hope for friends—accursed one?) will perhaps be kinder, and even beckon her to her stool by the chimney corner—and even hand her the custard cup of Hot Purl or Dogs Nose that was her share aforetime—


  A curse on my pen! It twing-twangs away but my heart is heavy. Why aren’t I true as steel—firm as rock? I am—I am—but in my way, Ottoline—in my way. And yes I agree. It is no end of a rum way—


  [158] I wish you were here. Dark England is so far and this room smells spicy and sweet from the carnations—pink and red and wonderful yellow. The hyacinths, in a big jar are put on the window sill for the night for my little maid says they give you not only sore throats but dreams as well! It is very quiet. I can just hear the sea breathe—a fine warm night after a hot day.


  Spring, this year, is so beautiful, that watching it unfold one is filled with a sort of anguish. Why—O Lord, why? I have spent days just walking about or sitting on a stone in the sun and listening to the bees in the almond trees and the wild pear bushes and coming home in the evening with rosemary on my fingers and wild thyme on my toes—tired out with the loveliness of the world.


  It has made the War so awfully real, and not only the war—Ah, Ottoline—it has made me realise so deeply and finally the corruption of the world. I have such a horror of the present day men and women that I mean never to go among them again. They are thieves, spies, janglours all—and the only possible life is remote—remote—with books—with all the poets and a large garden full of flowers and fruits—And a cow (kept for butter only!).


  What have you been reading lately? Shelley? Have you read The Question lately?


  
    I dreamed that as I wandered by the way


    Bare winter suddenly was changed to spring.

  


  Oh, do read it—this moment—it’s so marvellous—


  Why aren’t I talking to you instead of writing. I shall come back to dark England soon. It’s a trouble you know to have two Souths of France, as I have. But a sweet trouble—and I’d not be without it.


  No, there’s nobody to talk to. I have written a great deal. I think the Woolves must have eaten The Aloe root and branch or made jam of it.[30]


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [159] At the Café Noailles, Marseilles,


  Thursday, March 21, 1918.


  The train goes to-night at 7.5.


  Tea, orange-flower water, fever, a pain in my stomach, tablettes hypnotiques (“ne pas dépasser huit tablettes dans les 24 heures”), sun, dust, a great coloured—a dreaming swaying balloon of balloons out side—yellow, red orange, purple. (A little boy has just had it bought for him and he’s terrified of it. He thinks it means to carry him away. What’s the good of being cross with him? But she is cross. She shakes him and drags him along.)


  L.M. has lost all her luggage, but all, and has had to buy it all over again with a rucksack to put it in. She can’t think how it disappeared. “Will you see about it at Cook’s for me and write to the hotel and explain?” I’ve done that. But she is good otherwise, quieter now that she is en voyage, and she has bought, oh, such good figs.


  I feel so ill—such a belly ache and a back ache and a head ache. The tablettes hypnotiques cost 7.50. What do you think of that? But they are the same things that good old Doctor Martin gave Mother to give me. That being the case, I bought them, just as Mother would have, and felt a mysterious well-being all through me as I swallowed one. I couldn’t have gone off to-night if I had not bought them. I should have had to go to an hotel and lie there.


  Cook’s seemed to take a perfect joy in giving me the £5, and long beams of light came from my fingers as I took it and tucked it away.


  It is so hot, so very, very hot. One feels as though some fiend had seized one by the hair and then peppered one all over with dust and sand. (Rotten sentence!)


  I had an omelette for lunch—2 francs—and then thought some cauliflower, because it was only 20 c. and very harmless. So I had that and then some stewed fruit. God! The cauliflower was 2 francs instead! And you can buy whole ones at Bandol for 35 centimes! Can you see my [160] face? And L.M. comforting me: “It’s not as if it is for every day but only for one day.”


  Paris to-morrow, and then the offensive at the Consul’s. Shall I arrive before this letter? And will Rib make fringe papers of it under my very eyes—what he will call “les petits frissons”? Or does it mean I am going to be torpedoed and that’s why I keep on writing? Oh, I hope not. I am very frightened of the journey on the sea, because my wings are so sinkable.


  (Deux citronades—deux! That gives you the day.)


  This place seems to me infected. I mean in the fire and brimstone way. It ought to be destroyed and all the people in it. It is a filthy place. And the actor next to me, who is holding out the promise of a part to a poor little woman while he eats her sweets and drinks her chocolate—on him I would let fall the biggest brimstone of all.


  God help us!


  [On the same day that Katherine Mansfield arrived in Paris, very dangerously ill, the long-range bombardment of the city began, and all civilian traffic was suspended. She did not reach London until April 11th, three weeks later. Her letters during this period of illness and anxiety are too painful and intimate to be published.]


  Select Hotel, Place de la Sorbonne, Paris


  Friday night, March 22, 1918


  You know, somehow I couldn’t altogether believe that I would be home on Sunday…. It is not the worst that has happened. That would have been to be tied up in Bandol till May. I think, from the manner of the man at the Military Permit Office to-day, that there is no doubt the 19 Bedford Square people will give me a permit. The only trouble is the time it takes and the horrible worry it entails here with the police. For Paris is guarded against strangers with hoops of steel. However, all can be arranged. And having written and sent my doctor’s [161] chit to No. 19 and gone to the Commissaire for permission to remain here and permission to depart as early as possible, I must just see it through.


  This has been a bad day—looking for a hotel all day—with “Do let us take a taxi, Katie!” and strange desires on M.L.’s part to go to hotels at about £1,000 a bed and £500 petit déjeuner. Finally, late this afternoon I was passing along the Boulevard St. Michel and saw this, at the end, next door to the Sorbonne. It is very quiet—trees outside, you know, and an extremely pleasant chiming clock on the Sorbonne même. Also next door there is the best looking bookshop I have ever seen—the best set out, with exquisite printing on all the window cards and so on. The hotel seems just what is wanted. Six francs for my room with déjeuner—a big square room with 2 windows, a writing table, waste-paper basket, two arm chairs, de l’eau courante, a low wooden bed with a head piece of two lions facing each other, but separated for ever, kept apart for eternity by a vase of tender flowers. There is also a white clock with three towers. It stands at six. But this is a fine room to work in. Immediately I came in I felt it and took it.


  The people are quiet and simple, too, and the maid is pretty. The two armchairs, I have just observed, are very like pug-dogs, but that can’t be helped.


  Very well, until they let me come home I shall stay here and write. All the back of my mind is numbed. The fact that this can happen seems to me so dreadful….


  Saturday, March 23, 1918


  It is simply horrible, but it can’t be helped and I must just go on, trusting that they will finally let me through…. I have written to Bedford Square, applied at the Police for permission to return and now there is nothing to do but wait.


  This place is in a queer frame of mind. I came out of [162] the restaurant last night into plein noir—all the cafés shut, all the houses. Couldn’t understand it. Looked up and saw a very lovely aeroplane with blue lights (“couleur d’espoir,” said an old man, pointing to it) and at the door of the hotel was met by the manager and made to descend to the caves. There had been an alerte. About 50 people came, and there we stayed more than long enough. It was a cold place and I was tired. At eight this morning as I lay in bed—bang! whizz!—off they went again. I washed and dressed and just had time to get downstairs before the cannons started. Well, that alerte n’est pas encore finie. It’s now 3.45! Most of the shops are shut—all the post offices—the shops that are not quite have a hole in the shutters, and you put your arms over your head and dive through. The curse is the post office, as I have to register my letter to Bedford Square, and now I’ve lost a whole day. I have gone out, between the showers, to the police and fixed all that up, thank goodness—and now, as soon as I can post this letter, there will be rien à faire qu’attendre. C’est joliment assez!


  I look out at the lovely day and think: I might have been at Havre by now…. This waste of life here. Why should the Lord treat us so. It’s not fair.


  [K.M. did not arrive in London until April 11th.]


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  47 Redcliffe Road, S.W.


  Tuesday, Early May, 1918


  I have been ‘kept in’ ever since the sunset I spent with you last week. And I thought you were leaving for Asheham sooner. That was why, missing one day, I did not send the drawings the next.[31] I gave Murry the notices to have printed for me and I thought as they were going to adorn picture galleries it would be a good idea to [163] have the pictures on ’em. They ought to be ready by to-morrow. He will send you some, together with the blocks. Your notice looks awfully nice.


  I hope to go away to-morrow. Curse! I feel damned ill in body these last few days. “My wings are cut and I can-not fly I can-not fly I can-not fly.”


  But Virginia dear—how I enjoyed my day with you; it’s such a lovely memory. I shall think of you a great deal while I am away—and then I must look out for your Tchehov article.


  Well, I was going to end off at the end of this page—but before I do I want to tell you that I re-read The Mark on the Wall yesterday and liked it tre- mendously. So there!


  I hope Asheham is lovely.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Sunday, May 12, 1918


  I am so sorry, we cannot come to Garsington. I am leaving London again on Friday for—I don’t know in the least how long—and Murry is tied by every leg to his office stool. The country must be divine. I am going to Looe which is full of pigs and bluebells, cabbages and butterflies and fishermen’s orange shirts flung out to dry on pink apricot trees. It sounds un printemps bien solide!


  Life feels to me so full at present—simply charged with marvellous exciting things. Is it the spring that won’t be denied even at my age?


  Yes, I know that God is a monster and there are moments when one realises the war, but there are other moments when one rebels in spite of oneself and then—the floodgates are open and one is swept away on this heavenly tide. Do you feel that—or do you think I’m too heartless? But what is to be done? How can one remain calm when even the barrel organ seems to put forth new leaves and buds and laburnum is in full flower on the Redcliffe Road. It is all—as M. would say—too difficult.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [164] Sunday, May 12, 1918


  If you are passing through on your way to Scotland don’t forget to let me know. I am not going to Looe until the end of this week….


  Hurrah! it’s begun to hail. Vive le joli Printemps! Murry is lying down upon the shell shaped 1840 sofa reading a book. He is wearing a mauve shirt and pinkish socks, and above his head on the black marble mantelpiece there is a bowl of dying lilacs.


  I saw Virginia on Thursday. She was very nice. She’s the only one of them I shall ever see, but she does take the writing business seriously and she is honest about it and thrilled by it. One can’t ask more. My poor dear Prelude is still piping away in their little cage and not out yet. I read some pages of it and scarcely knew it again, it all seems so once upon a time. But I am having some notices printed and they say it will be ready by June. And won’t the “Intellectuals” just hate it. They’ll think it’s a New Primer for Infant Readers. Let ’em.


  Curse this letter writing. If only we were together. I’ve such a deal to say and this fool of a pen won’t say it. Will it keep.


  Each time I dip it into the honey pot a very exquisite little bee with a message under its wing flies out and off in the direction of Garsington. Don’t frighten it away. It is a guaranteed non-stingless or anti-stinging bee.


  Now God in His Infinite Wisdom hath made the sky blue again.


  Oh dear, oh dear—people are vile but Life is thrilling—There is a man who plays the flute in this street on these faint evenings…. Well—Well—


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Looe, Cornwall


  Friday, May 17, 1918


  I have been sitting in a big armchair by the three open windows of my room wondering how I shall group or [165] arrange events so that I may present them to you more or less coherently. But I can’t. They won’t group or arrange themselves. I am like a photographer in front of ever such a funny crowd whom I’ve orders to photograph but who won’t be still to be photographed—but get up, change their position, slink away at the back, pop up in front, take their hats off and on…. Who is the most Important One? Who is Front Middle Seated?


  I had a very comfortable journey. The country in the bright morning light was simply bowed down with beauty—heavy, weighed down with treasure. Shelley’s moonlight may glittered everywhere; the wild flowers are in such a profusion that it’s almost an agony to see them and know that they are there. I have never seen anything more solemn and splendid than England in May—and I have never seen a spring with less of the jeune fille in it. God! why are you caged up there? Why is our youth passing while the world renews itself in its glory?


  I must confess, of course, that, standing in the middle of the goldy fields, hanging from every tree, floating in every little river and perched on top of every hill, there was a Thermos flask filled with boiling coffee. I have so often seen people in trains armed with these affairs, appearing to uncork them and pretending that real steam and real heat flows, but—but I’ve never believed them until today. At Plymouth I got out and bought two wheat-meal bigglechiks from the scrupulously clean refreshment room (fresh hot meat and potato pasties still for sale!) and made an excellent tea. But indeed I had such constant recourse to the bottle that some soldiers in the carriage could not quite believe my exquisite signs of satisfaction were tout à fait sober. But ’twas nectar. And, of course, we shall never be without one again. Only think for a moment. One need never want again for a cup of tea at one of those ‘odd’ moments which always come on journeys to us.


  A. and D. were at Liskeard. A. just as I had imagined, bronze-coloured with light periwinkle eyes carrying a huge [166] white bag bulging with her Thermos flask and a vest of D.’s (I didn’t find where it came from or how) and a box of paints and a handful of hedge flowers and “the most beautiful lemon.” D. was awfully kind: he did everything. We featherstitched off to Looe. It was very hot—all glowing and quiet with loud birds singing and the blue-bells smelled like honey. The approach to Looe is amazing, it’s not English, certainly not French or German. I must wait to describe it. The hotel buggy met us driven by a white-haired very independent boy who drove the horse as though it were a terribly fierce ramping white dragon—just to impress us, you know. We drove through lanes like great flowery loops with the sea below and huge gulls sailing over or preening themselves upon the roof tiles, until we came to this hotel which stands in its garden facing the open sea. It could not be a more enchanting position. The hotel is large, “utterly first-class,” dreadfully expensive. It has a glassed-in winter garden for bad weather with long chairs, a verandah—the garden hung between the sun and the sea. A. had taken for me a really vast room with three windows all south; the sun comes in first thing in the morning until 3 in the afternoon. It is clean as a pin, gay, with a deep armchair, a bed with two mattresses…. For everything (except the cream) for four meals a day served in my room, breakfast in bed, the extra meat and so on, it is 4½ guineas. There! I know it’s dreadful. I can’t possibly live here under £5 a week alors, and I’ve only just four. But I think I ought to stay here at least till I’m strong enough to look for another, because for a cure it could not be better.


  The old servant unpacked for me, gave me hot water, took away my hot water bottle just now on her own and filled it. Don’t you think I ought to stay here, just at first, and get a strong girl? I know it’s hugely dear, but I feel it is right—that I will get well quicker here than elsewhere. All is so clean and attended to. A. had arranged everything of course and filled the room with [167] flowers. She has just walked across to say Goodnight. She really is wonderful down here—like part of the spring, radiant with life. It’s ten o’clock. I am going to bed. My room has all the sea spread before it. Now with the blinds down there floats in the old, old sound, which really makes me very sad. It makes me feel what a blind dreadful losing and finding affair life has been just lately, with how few golden moments, how little little rest … I find it so hard to be ill.


  10.30 Saturday morning. In bed, May 18, 1918


  Having ‘slept in it’ I am convinced that this place is what the South of France should have been—so still and warm and bright. The early sun woke me pouring into the room and I looked out and there were the little fishing boats with red sails, and row boats in which the rower stood—in the familiar way. Rib was wide awake. He looks such a grub down here—poor darling—after his long dip in filthy London.


  The old woman who looks after me is about 106, nimble and small, with the loveliest skin—pink rubbed over cream—and she has blue eyes and white hair and one tooth, a sort of family monument to all the 31 departed ones. Her soft Cornish cream voice is a delight, and when she told me “There do be a handsome hot bath for eë,” I felt that I had given a little bit of myself to Cornwall, after all, and that little bit was a traveller returned. I had the hot bath and slipped back into bed for breakfast. (I should have brought Charles[32] rather than Dorothy.[33])


  Breakfast was—porridge, a grilled mackerel—most excellent—four bits of toast, butter, home-made winter-crack jam, cream ad lib and coffee with ½ pint hot milk—all on a winking bright tray. So there!


  I shan’t get up till 12 any day, and then I shall just sit [168] in the sun and read. The Three Windows are wide open now: one is almost on the sea.


  This is only a note. Do you know what guelder roses are? Big sumptuous white clusters with a green light upon them. We must grow them….


  Sunday morning, May 19, 1918


  When I got up yesterday I sat in my long chair in a kind of pleasant daze—never moved—slept and really did not wake until tea when I opened Dorothy Wordsworth and read on steadily for a long time. The air is heavenly, but don’t imagine I walk or lift anything or even move more than I need. I can’t even if I would—for the least effort makes me cough, and coughing is such fiendish, devilish pain that I’d lie like a mummy to avoid it. However—the divine sea is here, the haze and brightness mingled. I stare at that and wonder about the gulls, and wonder why I must be ill. All the people who pass are so well, so ruddy. They walk or run if they have a mind, or row past in little boats. Perhaps the curse will lift one day.


  This place is very good for just now. You see I am going to stay in bed all day, not going to move, and all is done for me so pleasantly by the old ’un. She came in early and threw open my windows at the bottom, and said the air was better than medicine—which it is—and yesterday she patted my cushion and said I must try and gather up a little harnful of strength. I am always astonished, amazed that people should be kind. It makes me want to weep. You know. It’s dreadfully upsetting. What! Can it be that they have a heart! They are not playing a trick on me, not ‘having me on’ not ready to burst their sides at my innocence?


  A. and D. came in last evening with an armful of those yellow irises that grew in the Marsh near Hocking’s Farm. They had been picnicking in the woods all day among the blue-bells and were very burnt and happy. A. must be [169] doing some kind of good work, for I can feel her state of mind—a sort of still radiant joy which sits in her bosom.


  There pipes a blackbird, and the waves chime. Would that you were here! Yet—perhaps—better not.


  Monday, May 20, 1918


  Monday: a gorgeous day. I really might be on the sea.


  Certainly yesterday had a Big Black Cap on it, but here is dawning another blue day and I feel better—really better. Yesterday this pain was very dreadful and then I had the most trying fits of weeping. I was simply swept away by them. I think it was the fever made me so feeble and wretched. Just as I had written you another farewell letter A. came in with a picture for me. And she, thereupon, took charge, and soon the whole hotel seemed to be off. My bed was made, boiling bottles appeared, hot milk, a shade out of an orange bag she put on the gas, and sent for the doctor—all in the most ideal cheerful manner.


  The doctor came at 11 p.m. The whole place shut up of course. He is—or appeared to be—about 19, but I am sure 19 times as intelligent as L. A wild Irish boy with curly hair and eyes which still remember what the world looked like at 9. He spent about an hour walking over the worn old battlefield with his stethoscope and saying, like Gordon, “Wait now.” Finally decided my left lung is pleuritic again for the present and that is what gives it the pain. I must stay in bed, but I could not be in a better place. A man came down here in precisely my condition and in a month he had gained a stone and was a changed creature in every way.


  A., poor darling, was waiting downstairs to hear the verdict. It was midnight before she left, and the manageress left me the Thermos flask full of boiling milk for the night. In fact, they are one and all amazingly kind. So here I am, in bed again, but breathing the sea and the sun and A. The baby doctor is coming again to-day. He made me feel like an old writing woman—a [170] sort of old George Sand tossed up by the tide last night. Once I can get over this attack of pleurisy I know I shall get really well. I feel it, and I keep hearing all about the wonders in the woods and fields.


  This is an appallingly dull little note. But you know what one feels like. My skull and crossbones effusion of yesterday I have destroyed…. As soon as I am well enough I am going out sailing with those fishermen that I see from the window. So different from France. Here one longs to be on the sea.


  I have still got the feeling that this place is absolutely marvellous even though I haven’t seen it.


  P.S.—You know the last three days I was in London I had pleurisy. This doctor says I have got over the worst of the attack and have only to lie still to-day and to-morrow, and I shall feel much better again. I believe that.


  Monday, May 20, 1918


  What—of all other things—seems so hard is how we swore not to let each other go again … and then how soon … we were gone. Yesterday, thinking of all this in the afternoon, I wept so. I could not bear it: I thought I must come back and die there rather than always this living apart. But now that I am stronger to-day I feel that all may yet be well, and the Heron, now that I am away from London, is so clear and perfect.


  I opened this letter to say A. and D. have both been here, and the doctor, too. He says I am getting on all right. I must stay in bed for the present, and I must take cod liver oil and iron mixed!! He is just like a student in a Tchehov book. But he promises me that as soon as my left lung calms down I can go out and drive and sit on the beach. Oh, such glorious prospecks! A. is being perfect. I am eating all I see and milk 4 times a day and butter and cream. Bacon for breakfast: new laid egg-wegs. The food is excellent….


  But you know, I shall always be homesick.


  [171] Tuesday morning, May 21, 1918


  I am to get up to-day, and I feel there is going to be a letter from you. (How dangerous these glad feelings are!)


  I am incredibly better really, for all this complete rest and food and sleep. I must have slept more than I’ve been awake by a long chalk. To-morrow, the little young larned gentleman, as the old ’un calls the doctor, says I may go for a drive with A. and see all the butterflies and the hedges. Oh, she brings me bright bouquets that take the breath! We must have our Heron soon. You have no idea of all the treasure that still lies in England’s bosom….


  Queer—I can’t write letters any more. No, I can’t. I have written too many, you know. I think it is infernal that we should be apart. But we must not be together. What an impasse! Sometimes I am so bewildered, utterly bewildered, as though I were caught in a cloud of rushing birds.


  But I understand Wordsworth, and his sister and Coleridge. They’re fixed, they’re true, they’re calm.


  And there you live, wearing yourself out in that bloody office, wearing yourself out in your rooms. No, it’s unbearable.


  Tuesday afternoon. May 21, 1918, (See that ‘t.’ It means it is dancing.)


  This afternoon came your two letters. My pen—it’s as though the ink flows through its veins again—just that. I will stay here then for the present. It is truly ideal—perfect room, bed, food, and all arranged for me and served so decently and punctually, perfect attendance. Also I think my young doctor is about the best I could possibly get anywhere. He’s absolutely our generation, you see, tremendously keen on this business, and takes my case so intensely that A. now feels he’s the only man who could have such a grasp of it. She won’t let me move [172] or open a window without just running round to the surgery and asking….


  I confess I feel better to-day than I have for MONTHS and I can breathe more easily. I have been up and out in the sun for half an hour. As soon as I am well enough the doctor is going to take me driving, on his rounds. But he won’t let me drive at all yet or do anything but sit in the sun. “Wait now!” he says. “I can see the kind of woman you are. There’s nothing but a pain like a knife that will put a stop to you.”


  This place out in the sun to-day was a miracle of beauty. The sea and the coast line remind me curiously of New Zealand, and my old servant is like an old woman down the Pelorus Sounds. (My dream N.Z. and dream old woman, of course.)


  A. has just brought me oranges and caramels and smiles and such a lovely flower picture.


  “My dear,” she said. “The idea just came to me—sharp, like a bit in a plate, you see—This is the place for Mansfield!” Can’t you hear her?


  Don’t send Lamb. But if I could have any anthology of English poetry, p. ex. A Pageant of English Poetry, or any other. At your leisure. No hurry.


  I burn to review books. I shall do them well and promptly here and post the books back to you.


  I’ll write every day, of course, and tell you when I see more. I have only really opened my eyes wide after reading those two letters of yours.


  I won’t climb a hill without a permit.


  Rib sends a kiss, and if you can find him some orange and white striped bathing drawers he’ll be obliged.


  I suppose Harrison won’t take my story.[34] Wish he would.


  As to the Armenian cushion—I shall be known by it. I feel I’ll never go out without it. It’s so dark and bright and perfect. I can see people at the Heron taking [173] cushions into the garden and our children saying, “No, you can’t take that one. It’s hers. He gave it to her.”


  There is a haze on the sea to-day from the heat, and a slow rocking swell. The fishing boats have hung out the fine tarred nets between their two masts. They look very exquisite.


  You see I am just like a plant revived by your letters. I have just had tea,—thin bread and butter, gooseberry jam, cream, and two fresh buns with SUGAR on top. I must ask these people where they got the tea-pot. It’s very beautiful.


  Wednesday, May 22, 1918


  Another tropical morning: all the fishing boats out. I feel extraordinarily better, grâce à cod liver oil and iron. (You’ve got to take it, you know, or I shall stop.)


  The people here, the ‘management,’ are awfully decent to me. I mean far more than they need be. I give a lot of trouble—well, it’s true, I pay for it—but still that don’t account for their thoughtfulness. Coming in every morning at about 7 to open my windows wide, and heating my last glass of milk at night, and always leaving me biscuits. The old ’un made me feel about four last night, when she said, as she put my hot water down and I was going to bed, “Come here while I unbutton eë.”


  A. and I have been sitting outside, she talking about the spring. She can’t mention the flowers without her eyes just cry over, as she says. She brought me masses of pink lupins—terrifying flowers, but beautiful. This garden is so gay with real purple columbines and gillyflowers and marigolds and early roses. At night a procession passes along the coast road of fine old sailors, each with an enormous cabbage under his arm—It looks to be a sea cabbage—grown on their new allotments. They are beautiful, hale old men.


  [A drawing of a boat.]


  She has just come outside my window. I wish I could [174] draw her. She’s a little beauty. See that queer kite-shaped sail? Oh, God, how I love boats!


  Everybody has a boat here. Little babies leap out of their mothers’ arms into sail-boats instead of perambulators.


  May 1918


  The Old ’Un says: she has been working for this hotel these three years now. “When they get busy I go out to kitchen, but while it’s quiet like, I keeps upstairs. Missus says it do be wunnerful the way I climb upstairs at my age. I’m sixty-eight gone—and my husband, he’s seventy-eight. We’ve had eight children, but they’re all away and scattered, except my youngest darter. She died when she was 25 and left a baby eight months old. So I took her and she has been my little maidy ever since then. I say sometimes she do seem the only child I ever had, the others are so away and scattered—two in Wales, two in Canada, one is a parish nurse in London, and they’re all married. I have two sisters living here, they are both up and above me in years—one is 78 and one is 74, but they are two spry maidens with it all. Then my husband’s brother—he’s eighty-four, but he still works in garden and used to clean the lamps before this awful war. I’ve never had an illness except once: I had a fall in my garden and was under doctor in hospital for eight months. He said: ‘You’ve hurt your kidney and it’s floating, but we can’t do anything, for there’s no fat to you, and you’ll not work again.’ ‘Well,’ I told him, ‘I don’t know where it has floated to, but I must work. I love work. I shan’t be idle till I come to churchyard (and then my old husband says I will be getting up to tend my own flowers).’ And that’s three years since. My darter from Canada sent me a parcel the other week—lard and currants and some tea they’d grown themselves. Rare beautiful flavour it had, too, so fresh and all. She’s got a handsome little lad, but he can’t walk. He’s got infantile paralysis—like all the children get out there….”


  [175] Thursday afternoon, May 23, 1918


  It’s a windy fluid day. I can’t walk in it, but I have started working—another member of the “Je ne parle pas” family, I fondly dream—It’s a devastating idea. However, I am only, so to say at the Heads, at Pencarron Light House, with it, yet—not even in Cook’s Straits, and they look par-tic-u-larly rough and choppy….


  It’s such strange weather, not warm, with big sighing puffs of wind, and the sea a steady glitter. At four o’clock I got up and looked out of window. It was not dark. Oh, so wonderful. I had forgotten such things.


  The old ’un has just brought the morning post—letters from C. and M. and W.D. I expect yours will come this afternoon. I didn’t expect it this morning. God! I feel so hard-hearted. I don’t care a button for C.’s letter and yet—it was so charming. In fact, I only want to drop all those people and disappear from their lives—utterly disappear….


  I must get up. I am afraid there are no flowers in this letter. I haven’t any. I’m shorn of them to-day. When I ‘see’ again, I’ll show you, too. I feel extraordinarily better and stronger with no pain at all. But I can’t write you the letters I should like to, because my ‘vagrant self’ is uppermost, and you don’t really know her or want to know her.


  I wonder what is going to happen—if the war will end in our lives. But even if it does end, human beings will still be as vile as ever. I think there is something in the idea that children are born in sin, judging from the hateful little wretches who ‘play’ under my window—somehow horrible little toads, just as evil as slum children. I believe if they were left to themselves the strong ones would kill the weak ’uns—torture them and jump on them until they were flat! Well, that’s excusable in grown-up people, but in children …!


  Oh, people are ugly. I have such a contempt for them. How hideous they are, and what a mess they have made of [176] everything! It can never be cleared up, and I haven’t the least desire to take even a feather duster to it. Let it be, and let it kill them—which it won’t do. But oh (without conceit) where are one’s playfellows? Who’s going to call out and say: I want you. Come and see what I’ve made? No, one must have an iron shutter over one’s heart.


  Now I will get up.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  May 24, 1918


  I have been walking up and down this huge, bright, bare hotel bedroom, really, if one had looked through the ‘spiritual’ keyhole,—wringing my hands, quite overcome, for the nth time by the horror of life—the sense that something is almost hopelessly wrong. What might be so divine is out of tune—or the instruments are all silent and nobody is going to play again. There is no concert for us. Isn’t there? Is it all over? Is our desire and longing and eagerness, quite all that’s left? Shall we sit here for ever in this immense wretched hall—waiting for the lights to go up—which will never go up.


  Heavens! the hysterical joy with which I’d greet the first faint squeakings of a tuning up—the lovely relief with which one would lean back and give oneself up and up to it. But no—I don’t hear a sound.


  It’s all very well to say like Koteliansky: “I am dead,” but what the devil is the good of that with all this fury of living burning away in my bosom—with God knows nothing to feed it or fan it—just burning away.


  But the ugliness—the ugliness of life—the intolerable corruption of it all—How is it to be borne? To-day for the first time since I arrived, I went for a walk. Anne Rice has been telling me of the beauty of the Spring—all the hedges one great flower—of the beauty of these little ‘solid’ white houses set in their blazing gardens—and the lovely hale old fishermen. But—the sea stank—great grey crabs scuttled over the rocks—all the little [177] private paths and nooks had been fouled by human cattle—there were rags of newspaper in the hedges—the village is paved with concrete and as you pass the “tiny solid white houses” a female voice yells: “You stop it or I’ll lay a rope end across eë.”


  And then—hotels, you know, strange hotels! The horror of them—The grimace for service rendered, the perpetual “Would you please bring up my letters as soon as the post arrives?”—another strange bed, and the mysterious people whom one always passes going to or coming from the lavatory….


  Oh—how I loathe hotels. I know I shall die in one. I shall stand in front of a crochet dressing table cover, pick up a long invisible hairpin left by the last ‘lady’ and die with disgust. It’s almost funny—loving as I do, loving passionately, beautiful rooms, the shape of furniture, colours, quiet, I find myself wandering eternally in rooms papered with birds, chrysanthemums in urns and bunches of ribbons, and furnished with fumed oak and lace curtains—and that glare from the windows—that dreadful gape which reaches to every corner—that sense of nowhere to hide!


  But all that is only part of the other, greater curse which is upon life—the curse of loneliness—I am quite certain that it is all wrong to live isolated and shut away as we do—never exchanging and renewing and giving AND receiving—There ought to be something fine and gay that we tossed about among us—and kept ever so thrillingly in the air, as it were, and never let fall—a spirit. But where is it, and who wants it? … I am in despair. In such despair, that sometimes I begin weeping like a green girl—but that is no use, either. My tiny world tinkles: “Of course, with all that sea and air outside and all that butter, milk, and cream in you’ll be as fit as a fiddle in no time.”


  Which is altogether too simple.


  Write to me—will you? I shall be here another week at any rate. Then I must wander somewhere else I think. This place is grotesquely expensive, too. But write to me—if you can.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [178] Saturday morning, May 25, 1918


  Yesterday on my way to the post I met Pagello and went off with him to the surgery. Such a queer place, so absolutely ‘Russian’—I mean as Tchehov has described. It will walk into a story one day. It was warm windy weather, I made a tour of the town. I pretend to A. I like it, and I do in so far that it satisfies my literary sense. It is very compact—ugly—the side streets are concreted over. There is a sense of black railings, and out of that dear little white house with the flowers comes a female voice: “You stop thaät or I lay a rope across eë.” Which is just what I expect of Cornwall. But I’ll stay, I am determined to stay here for the present, until the end of June at any rate. And then I shall only go off to some other country place, perhaps—certainly not to London.


  I shan’t stay at this hotel after my fortnight is up. A. and I are going to look for two rooms. For many reasons. This place is perfect when you are ill, but it’s frightfully bald when you are not. It’s too ladylike for me, too, and I’m not a lady. And I want a sitting room. I can’t work, can’t concentrate in this bedroom. It’s too big and too glaring. Also that great blue gape at the windows don’t mean anything to me. Perhaps it would if I looked at it from my cottage door. But A. says (she agrees with me) there are excellent rooms to be had with women who cook extremely well, etc. I shall go looking this next week. This place has been perfect for its purpose, but j’en ai assez. I want to WORK and it’s too hard here. Each time I light a cigarette I feel a refined shudder come over this hotel. I will find something first chop, sunny, with a view over the snug little town as well as the sea. It would be worth staring at—this little town….


  Sunday, May 26, 1918


  It’s true the melancholy fit is on me, at present. But, as I told you in the S. of F. (seemed always to be telling [179] poor you) that to be alone (i.e., without you) and to be utterly homeless, just uprooted, as it were, and tossed about on any old strange tide, is utterly horrible to me and always will be, even though I were twelve stone and a prizefighter—though I own my horror would be a bit ridiculous then. However, I fully, freely acknowledge that it’s got to be for the present and my only salvation lies in drowning my melancholy fit in a flood of work.


  But what about A.? you ask. Oh, yes, of course I see A. occasionally, as much as both of us want to, for an hour at a time perhaps; but you know it’s all on the awfully jolly surface. I can’t really talk to A. at all. Still, it’s nice to have her here and she’s a distraction and “too kind for words….”


  Passons oultre.


  It’s Sunday. Cornwall in black with black thread gloves promenades on the edge of the sea: little tin bells ring and the Midday Joint is in the air. Pas de soleil. Low tide and the sea sounds to have got up very late and not found its voice yet.


  Damned queer thing. I have dreamed for two nights in succession of the name of a street rue Maidoc. “Not rue Medoc,” says Chummie, “but rue Maidoc.” There is an exhibition of pictures there and Chummie is showing 3—“two landscapes and a portrait by Leslie H. Beauchamp.” We idled down the street afterwards arm in arm. It was very hot. He fanned himself with the catalogue. And he kept saying, “Look, dear,” and then we stopped, as one person, and looked for about 100 years, and then went on again. I woke and heard the sea sounding in the dark, and my little watch raced round and round, and the watch was like a symbol of infinite existence….


  There is a circulating library here. Not quite bare. It’s got In a German Pension and Eve’s Ransom by Gissing. I took out the second yesterday. Although, like all poor Gissing’s, it’s written with cold wet feet under a wet umbrella, I do feel that if his feet had been dry and the umbrella furled, it would have been extremely good. As [180] it is, the woman of the book is quite a little creation. The whole is badly put together, and there is so much that is entirely irrelevant. He’s very clumsy, very stiff, and, alas, poor wretch! almost all his ‘richness’ is eaten up by fogs, catarrh, Gower Street, landladies with a suspicious eye, wet doorsteps, Euston Station. He must have had an infernal time.


  I’ll send you back D.W.’s Journal in a day or two, just in case you have a moment to glance into them—to refresh yourself with the sight of W. sticking peas and D. lying in the orchard with the linnets fluttering round her. Oh, they did have a good life.


  Well, I’m going to work now till lunch.


  P.S.—Please don’t forget to tell me the moment Harrison sends my story [Bliss] back. Back it will come, of course. But I want to know at once.


  Monday, May 27, 1918


  You see, I was in the S. of F. from December till April. What was it like on the whole? Just HELL. As you know it nearly killed me. Then I came back to rest with you. All my longing, all my desires, all my dreams and hopes had been just to be with you, and—to come back to my home. Bien! I came. Heard how ill I was, scarcely seem to have seen you, except through a mist of anxiety, felt that all your idea was for me to get away into the country again. Well, I understood that. Although, please try to realise the appalling blow it was to me to uproot again—and so soon, with hardly a word spoken. Please do try to realise that. Plus the knowledge that I was more ill than I’d thought, and that all my precious ‘privacy,’ my love of ‘self-contained’ life, doing all for myself in my own way … was to be taken away from me, was ‘bad’ for me, enfin.


  However, it was only for a month or six weeks that I was to be alone. Then you came down for your holiday and [181] we went back together. I arrived, and found I was to be here (without a word explaining why this change had been) at least 4 months, until the late autumn. No word of your coming, no word of anything else. It was a sort of ultimate comble. It knocked me back onto my own lonely self. I was in despair, as you know, and I saw Life quite differently. I felt that I could endure no more, and I fell into the dark hollow which waits for me always—the old one—and I wrote from there….


  Now about the Elephant.[35] Get it if you can, and we will make it a Singing Elephant with all our hearts.


  As I wired you this morning, I am not going to leave this hotel after all. I cannot explain to another landlady that my lungs are weak. Also the fag of wondering what I shall order to eat would mean I’d order nothing. Here, it comes, and one eats it, and it’s over. And they know me here, now, and are more than kind to me. The old ’un, Mrs. Honey, is ‘pure Heron.’ Bless her! I can always hear her and my gran’ma talking as they put the linen away. So here I shall remain…. You must try to come here, as we did once arrange, even for a week, and we’ll have a sail-boat and go “whiffing for pollocks.” I am working hard and Pagello says I have made remarkable progress.


  Tuesday, May 28, 1918


  It’s windy this morning and sunny and there’s such a loud noise of gunfire: it sounds like a bombardment: the house is shaking.


  I wrote a great deal yesterday. I’m fairly out at sea with my new story. The same difficulties plague me as they did before, but it certainly ‘goes.’ Will you please ask F. for “Je ne parle pas” and put it with my other MSS.? He don’t want to read it. Why should he?


  [182] God! I do want to know so much that I can’t know yet. About the Elephant, about your flat. How soon is it to be taken over? What will happen to our things? How can I wait to hear all this? If you are not too tired, try to tell me all, won’t you?


  I sat up in bed last night writing till after one o’clock. This new story has taken possession, and now, of course, I can’t go out without my notebook and I lean against rocks and stones taking notes. I expect I shall be arrested in the course of a day or two. I think these people have an idea that darling A. and I are spies. And you should have heard the postmistress yesterday asking if the word was Elephant.


  It’s a good thing you are not here. I’d be a perfect plague. But are these feelings the result of a hot bath, a big pink rose I’m wearing, a grenade (the strongest cigarette—heavy-weight Spanish champion—I’ve ever smoked) and a sunny wind? For in the course of this letter I’ve got up and now I’m wearing Feltie and just off to the post.


  Wednesday, May 29, 1918


  This is absolute Heronian weather, and I think our Heron must be somewhere near here, because it is so amazingly open and healthy. And now that the black monkeys have folded up their little tents (I see and hear them) I am beginning to feel like A. does about this place. Also, now that I can walk and look over the walls…. Forty-nine sailing boats sailed ‘into the roads’ yesterday. I counted them for you. There they all were skimming about…. This place is 4 miles from Polperro, 10 from Fowey. You can go across country to Fowey in a jingle. A. and I mean to do it one day.


  I have heard from V—— who dislikes the drawings very much. So does L. Well, it’s their press. I suppose they’d better not use them. Just a plain blue cover with “Prelude” on it. Don’t bother to type [183] Carnation. Let it be. You’ve enough to do. I am, of course, in heaven that you liked it, cos I did too. And you ‘understood.’ I meant it to be ‘delicate’—just that.


  A. is painting me and old Rib. Rib, of course, is violently flattered and keeps flattening down his fringe at the thought. He is getting very brown. He is going to bring a tame shrimp HOME, please, he says.


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  May 29, 1918


  It’s of course for you and Leonard to use ’em or not, and as you don’t like ’em—why there’s an end on’t. But the blue paper with just the title on it would be nice: I hope you use that. Six or seven orders—what extreme minginess! I blush at the idea. I shall have to come back and persuade you and L. to let me sell it on a barrow—customers to bring their own wrappings. I thought of you at Asheham: I am glad it was so lovely. Don’t forget that you have asked us for later—will you?


  I really don’t know anything about this place. While the Lord continues allowing his sun to shine in this superb fashion—its heavenly—heavenly. To my drunk eyes it seems all Cornwall, not at all Devonshire—far better than the South of France—the place for great artists like ourselves to wander in—and so on. But I’m frankly not sober. The tide comes in very big and brimming, goes out leaving heavy, weedy rocks and pools and little creeks and long sands and winkles. There are tiny islands covered with thick forest, valleys dipping down to the sea with marshes yellow with kingcups and irises. Then there is the little town, built on both banks of a deep river and joined by an extremely ‘paintable’ bridge. And seagulls, and flowers—and so on. (I wish I didn’t keep saying and so on. I loathe the phrase.) Well—Virginia if you would ask the Belgians to post me 4 packets of those Blue cigarettes, cut my throat I will send you a postal order by return.


  I wish I could send you something in this letter…. There’s that tiny little horse shoe I found yesterday—it [184] would go into an envelope. No, you’d think it absurd—No, I’ve nothing. Oh, did I say before how very greatly we enjoyed your Tchehov review?


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Friday, May 31, 1918


  No post. Bin and gone. I understand why there’s none, all right. I got your Wednesday letter yesterday, see? But all the same…. Oh, it is so hot, too. Why aren’t you here? Why didn’t you arrive last night, so that we could have a pig-nig to-day. These are not real complaints, you understand, only laments for the impossible. A. and I are going off for the day, she with her sketch book and I with my writing book—and our flasks and sangwiches. She is going to bathe. The people here even are bouleversé by the weather and lovely day.


  [A long wavy line across the page.]


  That is one immense wave which lifted me right up into the sun and down again. Mrs. Honey brought me a letter after all! And the moment when I got it and saw your black writing on the blue—oh dear, does anyone know the meaning of rapture but me?


  I’ll send the first long chapitre of my story this week. Your letter has so fired me that I know I’ll write like billy-o to-day.


  I must answer your ‘news.’ I still sigh for a Definite Elephant. They ought to let you know this week.


  Do please send me Frank Harris’s letter. I like him for that. But then I don’t hate him at all. Now that I see all round him, he astonishes me, and I like and pity him—and he does enormously feed one’s literary appetite. How he beats that man in Raw Youth, par exemple, and yet what a man he’d be in that espèce de livre!


  I am getting so dreadfully young—a sort of Pelorus Sound Wig. Rib and I seem about the same age again. He is wearing my coral necklace to-day.


  There is my bath coming. Mrs. Honey says I must get up.


  [185] Saturday, June 1, 1918


  It is another day the spit of yesterday. I think it is the end of the world—but not a Sullivan end. No, the planet will fry rather than grow cold…. Nine o’clock. The room is bathed in sun. I’ve just had bregglechick and I am so hot that I pine for a cold shower. Is it hot like this in London?


  Yesterday A. and I took our lunch and tea and went off for the day. We found an ideal beach, really ideal. And the flowers on the way! Every blade, every twig has come into flower. Right down by the sea there are the foxgloves, sea pinks, dog daisies—I even found violets—and yellow irises every where. It was really almost too hot—exhausting. I crawled into a cavern and lived there a long time. Then I went among the deep sea pools and watched the anemones and the frilled seaweed, and a limpet family on the march! By lunch time our sang-wiches were frizzling, and A. kept wishing her Thermos flask had a great platter of ice cream in it, my dear!


  We had intended to work and we tried to, but it wasn’t possible. This is the most astounding place. Where we were was absolutely deserted—it might have been an island—and just behind us there were great woods and fields and may hedges. I got fearfully burned and tired, too. I simply had to lie down with a stone for a pillow at one point; but in the cool of the evening when we came home I felt refreshed again. Only I wanted to come back to a cottage instead of a big hotel. It was still light, pale, wonderful at ten o’clock last night and very warm.


  This heat—in this place, you see, the water and the country—is absolutely the ideal weather, I think. And, as A. says, that terrible dust you get down South isn’t here. All is intensely clean, dazzling, the seagulls glitter even when you are close to them down at the ferry, and all the old men are clean and fine as sailors are.


  A. has just been here to ask me to go whiffing all day. But I can’t stand another of those days just yet. I am [186] sitting on the balcony all day now under my parachute, feeling tre-mendously well and fit and eating away and getting browner and browner—and I want to ‘work’ to-day. She of course says: “If you’ve got your health and you feel good, to Hell with art!” But, elle est plus simple et rude que moi.


  What about this Billingsgate trial? Is it going to topsy-turvy England into the sea? What ultimate Cinema is this? It is very nauseating. I feel great sympathy for Maud Allan. But I have not seen much of the trial—only Daily News without tears.


  P.S.—This letter is badly written and expressed: it’s the dancing light. Forgive it.


  P.P.S.—4.30. I’ve not moved from my balcony all day. If you could see the water, half green, half a tender violet, and just moving. It is unbelievably exquisite.


  June, 1918


  This weather can’t go on. It will stop just before you come. That’s my awful fear. I’ve never never known anything like it. And then I feel so well—eat, walk—went out to sea yesterday with an aged boy in a blue jersey and a straw hat with some sea pinks round the crown. His name was Pearrrrrn. Rib, of course, when I got home started walking on his hands and bursting with laughter. “What’s the matter, Ribni?” “Your nose is peeling, now,” said he. It’s true. I am as brown as a half-caste. I do wish the Elephant would take our bun that we’re offering it so awfully anxiously, don’t you? Why does it go on waving its trunk in the air? Blessings on thee, my beast. Do let us go for a ride on you,—I with what the old ’un calls my red silk parachute hiding us both from the world.


  If you do come down here and I do meet you at the station I think the Heavens will open. I don’t want to think about it. No, I hide the thought away, and just [187] occasionally open the door a tiny bit, just enough to let a beam of light out. But oh, even that’s so blinding. You see, we’ll go for picnics. Yesterday, I saw you, suddenly, lying on the grass and basking. And then I saw us sitting together on the rocks here with our feet in a pool—or perhaps two pools.


  I’ll do Gus Bofa and Paul Margueritte on Sunday and post them on Monday. I can’t go out on Sundays because I haven’t a Prayer Book and Hymn Book to carry. The people would stone me.


  Did I tell you they are building a lugger here? To the side of the bridge? To be launched in July. The carpenter and the carpenter’s boy think I am so funny, that now when they see “’tis herr again,” they become comedians and pretend to pour tar on each other’s heads or to swallow immense long nails and then take them out of their ears. You know the sort of thing. But this boat-building is always a sort of profession d’amour for me. It’s our boat, and I am just keeping an eye on the workmen until the King comes down in a jersey and he and the Queen and Ribni the Infanta sail away and away with a silk carpet for a sail.


  There is a saw mill here, too, which maketh a pleasant noise.


  I hope I see Anne to-day, for last night, after I came in, I wrote 4 of those “Poems” for our book. I rediscovered the form and the style, I think. They are not in verse, nor in vers libre. I can’t do these things. They are in prose.


  
    (1) To a Butterfly.


    (2) Foils.


    (3) Le Regard.


    (4) Paddlers.

  


  You would like them. They are very light. Like Heron feathers, so to say.


  God! God! This sun and air. What is one to do? The walls of the Heron are so warm. But the pantry is very cool, and the milk stands in a shallow pan. I went in [188] there just now. How can there be a War Office and MI7d?[36]


  I’ve found a little tiny horse shoe which I am going to nail on one of our doors. Shall I send it you? No.


  Sunday, June 2, 1918


  Voilà! Encore un! Il fait plus chaud que jamais, et je suis décidée de ne pas sortir. Je reste alors sur le balcon…. Avez-vous l’idée de venir ici? Dites-moi. Parce que, depuis votre télégramme, vaguement, chaque soir je vous attends, et quoique je peux attendre pour toujours, tout de même, c’est inquiétant de ne pas savoir vos projets.


  I don’t know why I am writing pidgin French: perhaps because the English in the dining-room sounds so remote from any tongue of mine. It’s a cursed nuisance. Since this hotel has filled a bit, they cannot serve my repasts, except breakfast, in my room, and I have to descend to the common feeding ground. Dead serious—there’s not a single person there under 65 and the oldest and most garrulous is 84! A more revolting, loathsome set of old guzzlers I can’t imagine. Not only with their blown-out old bellies and clicking false teeth have they the appetites of proud, fierce lions, but oh! and oh! and oh!—I’d better not talk about them.


  I sit at a table pushed up against the window, and try not to look on or to HEAR. They’ll make a good story one of these days, but that’s grim comfort. I can smell them all up and down the passages now. But they are just as bad as the Frenchies were, in the room next to mine at Bandol. In fact, they are just exactly the same, and in the same state of pourriture.


  I know what they are like. They are exactly like blowflies—but exactly, in every way. They have unsettled [189] me so. It is so infinitely hard for me to go among them, don’t you know? and of course, being the particular kind of silly that I am I cannot help but listen and look. Instead of splendidly ignoring them, I simply quiver with horror.


  Late last evening I went off to the village to look for (vain quest) an orange or an apple or any kind of fruit. Neither are there any cigarettes except 2/1 for 25. Will you send me a few cigarettes or (better) ask L.M. to get another box of those Grenades?


  No, I am not what you call a good girl to-day. I am sad. I have seen another horror this feed time, and I can’t quite fly, after it, but have to hang on a flower and try to forget it before my wings will spread again.


  Monday evening, June 3, 1918


  This is just a line because I feel lonely and want to talk. It is ‘close on dinner’ as Mrs. H. says, so I’ll soon have to sit among the fuzzies again. I’ve solved the tea problem, which I really could not stick (tea en famille: one big pot). I give my flask to the cook and then she pours mine in and leaves it for me to descend for. I feel awfully like a spider going down for a fly and tearing off to eat in solitude. But it is a great idea. I could not see those awful old claws among the bread and butter again. Why do I mind uglies so? Mrs. H.—funnily enough—seems quite to understand that I do, and talks as though she ‘tended’ them in their cages. Well, I wish she did. My bregglechick in bed has become a kind of gay feast—without ’em. I saw A. to-day who wanted me to go out, but no, I’ve spent the day up here resting in my chair and looking at the sea which has got quite rough. Now you can hear the boats creaking in the roads and the waves sound eager.


  Oh God! Suddenly it sweeps over me again. We are writers! You are a poet and I write stories. But how this knowledge makes me ache for us to be together.


  I wonder what it meant—your telling me the story of [190] Strawberry Heart.[37] For me it was something like this. We lay down together and it grew dark, and while we were there we wandered away to that country you told me about. But curiously there were moments when this wandering was almost intolerably painful to me. I wanted to implore you to stop. I felt I’d faint if you went on, and you went on and on, I lost absolutely all sense of time and place until it was like dying, like the years one must go through before one dies…. And then quite suddenly the front door came back, and there stood an old sniggering crone with long, long grey curls, curls past her waist, fumbling at the keyhole with a bunch of keys and come to spy on us.


  GONG.


  Well, that’s over, and I waylaid the waitress and took my coffee up here. Perhaps they think I’ve got a deserter sewed up in the mattress. And now it’s cloudy and almost cold and all the ships have gone.


  No, I’ll write no more to-night. I want to pull up the tent pegs. I don’t like this ground any more. Something smells.


  Tuesday. (A New Nib.) If you could have known what an inspiration your little ‘chit’ was. The post was late. I argued that I couldn’t hear from you this morning, and then down this fluttered. I had been awake nearly all night, too. It was all so noisy and at 2 o’clock my French windows burst open—out popped the candle—the blinds flapped like sails. As I rushed to the rescue I thought of that Appalling Moment when Kirillov rushed at Pyotr Stepanovitch.[38] There’s a big Gale blowing this morning, but it’s sunny.


  For some curious reason (I can’t explain) this is ‘over’ for me. I mean, my being here by myself. It’s finished, done with. It don’t interest me a pin. It’s a marvellous [191] place really, an incredible place, but I’ve got cold to it again. And this continual uncertainty about the Elephant! Not that I want it hurried. Good God, no! But I do wish they would say Yea or Nay. I want to put myself in it, and I’m afraid to, in case they throw me out. By myself it’s understood that I mean US with every single one of our possessions.


  Note. (a) Need we rush into stair carpets? Foreigners don’t. C-C.’s stairs were delightful in their bones.


  (b) Why buy a geyser? A big sort of stock-pot with a tap on a gas ring (like those things in Lyons) would surely cost a deal less and do the job.


  (c) You’re not to buy things without ME, and please, oh please, don’t let L. choose ANYTHING. Her idea of me is so utterly absurd: it’s always humiliating.


  “Are you disagreeable to-day?”


  No, but I feel that I am shut behind so many doors. And I’m sad and exasperated—and the wind throws everything about. Everything is flapping, even my thoughts and ideas.


  But if we get into a quiet place—a rabbit burrow—or creep under a giant rhubarb leaf, I’ll lie still and look at you, and you will find I am really warm and loving….


  P.S.—Has Harrison returned Bliss? I bet £100 Massingham won’t print Carnation: that’s just ‘by the way.’ I know he would hate my mind.


  Wednesday, June 5, 1918.


  Mittwoch. Die Hitze ist zurückgekommen.


  I’m much less depressed to-day. Oh God! I do get black. I simply go dark as though I were a sort of landscape, and the sun does not send one beam to me—only immense dark rolling clouds above that I am sure will never lift. It is terrible—terrible. How terrible I could only ‘put into writing’ and never say in a letter. This afternoon I am going to Polperro with A. and we shall “boire [192] du thé sur l’herbe fraîche.” She came up to see me last night. She has quite the right idea about the country and living in it. I explained to her last night what I meant by religion. I feel awfully like a preacher sometimes, I really have a gospel: this seemed rather to startle her.


  Last night (this letter is like kalter aufschnitt, please forgive it) I read The Well-Beloved by Thomas Hardy. It really is appallingly bad, simply rotten—withered, bony and pretentious. This is very distressing. I thought it was going to be such a find and hugged it home from the library as though I were a girl of fifteen. Of course, I wouldn’t say this about it to another human being but you, c’est entendu. The style is so PREPOSTEROUS, too. I’ve noticed that before in Hardy occasionally—a pretentious, snobbish, schoolmaster vein (Lawrence echoes it), an “all about Berkeley Square-ishness,” too. And then to think, as he does, that it is the study of a temperament! I hope to God he’s ashamed of it now at any rate. You won’t like me writing like this about him. But don’t you know the feeling? If a man is ‘wonderful’ you want to fling up your arms and cry “Oh, do go on being wonderful. Don’t be less wonderful.” (Which is unreasonable, of course.)


  This happened yesterday.


  (Wig gets up from the table and is followed by old white-bearded monkey, with bruised eyes and false teeth.)


  Excuse me Moddom, is thaat a New Zealand stone you are wearing?


  W. Yes.


  O. M. Do you come from New Zealand, may I ask?


  W. Yes, I do.


  O. M. Reely! What part, may I enquire?


  W. Wellington.


  O. M. I know Wellington. (Shows false teeth.) Do you know a Mr. Charles William Smith, a cousin of mine, who was residing there in 1869?


  W. ….


  O. M. But perhaaps you were not born then.


  [193] W. (very faintly) No, I don’t think I was.


  Voilà for my grey hairs!


  Oh, how lovely these Chinese poems are![39] I shall carry them about with me as a kind of wavy branch all day to hide behind—a fan.


  It’s good, I think, that I didn’t meet Massingham, who, I am sure, will not print Carnation. And please don’t forget to tell me when Bliss comes back. I feel it is come. That’s why.


  Thursday, June 6, 1918


  I have just eaten a juicy, meaty orange that hasn’t riped among soup squares and blotting paper like the ones down here. And they’re not only food for the body, they positively flash in my room, a pyramid of them, with on either side attending, a jar of the brightest vividest marigolds I’ve ever seen. (Yesterday on m’a fait cadeau from Mr. Palliser’s cliff garden of Spanish irises and marigolds—a boatload full.)


  It’s very warm. I have a letter from you saying the Elephant seems to want us,—as did your telegram. (God, how I love telegrams. I could live on them, with oranges and eggs en supplément.) But I have so much to say that I can’t begin. Let me dance my way through the flowery mazes of your letter again—until I get to (what’s the place called in the middle of a maze, where you stand on a little platform and look round?) Well, I’m there now and standing on the top.


  (1) They say there are superb sales here. We might jingle off to them when you’re here. Chairs, par exemple, eh?


  (2) I saw Pagello yesterday, who gave me more cod and iron. He’s satisfied with me and he says I’ll always be a Light Weight Champion. So don’t expect me to be a [194] Heavy One. Jimmy Wilde is more my size than Jack Johnson.


  (3) Rib is glad you liked his letter. He was, very incommoded by a pen. He writes with a brush made of mouse’s whiskers as a rule, but you can’t get them while the war’s on.


  (4) Nice look-out for Art when Pemberton-Billing is pelted with flowers and Lord A.D. our conquering hero. I feel very sorry for poor Maud Allan.


  (5) Which is a very nice age.


  I am sending you some of my notebook to-day. Please let me know what you think of it. I’ve been keeping it since I was here. Do you think The New Witness might? … Or am I getting a little ‘fresh’? Here’s a letter I got from V., too, which is nice….


  Well, yesterday, A. and I went to Polperro. It’s all my I, you know, to go to places like Étaples and so on while these spots are here. Polperro is amazing, a bit spoilt by “artists” who have pitched garden-suburb tents in and out among the lovely little black and white and grey houses—houses that might have been built by sea-gulls for sea-gulls. But you must see this yourself. You’ll not believe it. I didn’t, and can’t even now. It was a divine afternoon, foxgloves out everywhere, AND we found the most SUPERB fresh strawberries.


  A. was a darling yesterday. You can imagine both of us—our excitement at finding these. We each bought a basket and had a basket put by for us to bring home and arranged for the carrier (for 2d.) to bring us fresh berries 3 times a week.


  Wig (feverishly): Will they last till the 20th of this month?


  Strawberry Woman: “Why, bless eë, they be just a coming on.”


  They are grown there in gardens overhanging the sea. A. and I took ours and ate them on the cliffs—ate a basket each (½ lb., 8d.) and then each ate and drank our propre [195] thé and became ‘quite hysterical,’ as she says. We could hardly move and stayed much longer than we had meant to. The whole afternoon in my memory is hung with swags of strawberries. We carried home our second baskets (just having ‘one more occasionally’) and talked about raspberries and cherries and plums.


  Looe is much more beautiful than Polperro. Polperro smells—like those Italian places do, and the people (families who have been there since the Armada: that’s true) are dark, swarthy, rather slovenly creatures. Looe is brilliantly clean. But it really is, you know, a place to have in one’s inward eye. I saw H.W.’s cottage, but went no furder.


  As I wrote that I have kept up a running fire with Mrs. Honey. She says I ought to have children. “It might maäke eë a deal stronger, and they do be such taking little souls.” I agreed and asked her to order me a half-dozen. The other night her husband ‘waited’ for her outside, and she asked me to “come and look at him on the bal- coney.” A fine, neat old man, walking a bit shaky. She said, “He don’t look his age, do eë? He wur a rare haandsome lad.” There is still love between those two: that’s what attracts me to Mrs. Honey.


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  Thursday, June 6, 1918


  It was extraordinarily kind in you to have heard my prayer. Here (if it’s not stolen) is the P.O. That is right—isn’t it? And now I have their address for next time. Admirable cigarettes! I am very sorry to hear about your throat. What a very great bore for you—not being able to smoke or talk. Oh dear—what’s left in this lovely languorous weather? Do you sit at the window and sip cups of wine all day? I hope you’ll “get better soon.” How jolly about the blue paper and Trystan Edwards,[40] too. Perhaps he will sail up the river to get his [196] copy in a three-masted brigantine with eleven sails. But I am afraid not.


  This place is still exquisite. I wish I felt more of a little lion than I do. However, it’s nice to sit on one’s balcony under a campion-pink sunshade and stare at the sea and think what a wonderful business this writing business is. I’ve been keeping a note book too. That’s fun, but it’s rather lonely fun and it makes one feel a bit spinsterish, too. It’s a form of Patience—almost.


  Truth is—I miss M. terribly, but he is coming down on the 20th for ten days and then I shall come back to London with him, and come and see you, if I may. (But please don’t think I’m a “sad old creature.” I’m not.) Wish you were here. We’d have strawberries for tea. They come from Polperro, from little gardens overhanging the sea.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Saturday, June 7, 1918


  God knows, my ‘blackness’ does not come from anything in your letters. Truthfully, I think it comes from my health: it’s a part of my illness—just that. I feel ‘ill’ and I feel a longing, longing for you: for our home, our life, and for a little baby. A very dark, obscure, frightening thing seems to rise up in my soul and threaten these desires … that is all. I know this will recur and when it is there I cannot put it away or even say: This is temporary, this is just because of so and so. No, again I am enveloped and powerless to withstand it. So please try and understand it when it comes. It’s a queer affair—rather horrible….


  I have just been to the post and sent you a “quite unnecessary” telegram. I had to, otherwise my heart would have flown away. My room feels awfully quiet, but the worm has gone off for the week-end with A. She fetched him this morning. She is doing a Still Life of him surrounded with marigolds. It ought to be lovely. She thinks he is “too perfect for worlds, my dear.”


  [197] We are to have a sketch. Of course, Rib was so flattered that he left me without a pang. He’s coming back on Monday. A. is more than good to me, brings me fruit, flowers, and this morning a bottle of cider, and last evening some very superior chocolates that D. had sent her. She is infinitely generous, too, in looking after me.


  Monday, June 9, 1918


  Here’s my third letter. I’ve torn up one attempt, kept another as ‘interesting evidence,’ and this one I’ll send. It’s a process of clarifying … you know.


  Truth is—it is one of my très mauvais jours, as bad as can be. I’m jetty black. But what’s the use of saying so? No use at all. It only confirms me though in my determination not to spend another day here after you are gone. I could NOT stand it. That’s as much as I’ll stay. I’ll try and stick until Friday week, and no doubt I shall. But not a day more!!


  I shan’t buy anything on my own. No energy. I shall buy a bottle of Beaune, however, because I feel I must take some stimulant regular, plus the milk, cod liver oil, iron, etc. Wine that maketh glad the heart of man. What heavenly words! Are they true, do you think? Then I shall be a drunkard. But they are not true.


  Addio. I am in despair, you see. Laissez-moi. Let me wave my jade-white hand and go….


  Tuesday, June 10, 1918


  It is quite obvious upon this morning’s showing that several of my letters have been lost in the post and especially (1) the one with the tour of the Elephant interior in it, (2) my (I’ll confess) rather precious ‘Note Book,’ of which I don’t possess anything like another copy.[41]


  [198] What has happened, at its very brightest and best, is that the post has been—that these treasures have been perhaps ‘over-weight’—there’s been a 1d. to pay and naturally no one to pay it. So the postman has chucked them away. On the other hand, some person in the house, either tops or bottoms, may have stolen ’em. That’s just as possible, in fact, very much more so.


  This ‘sort of thing,’ familiar, oh, ever so familiar as one is with it, is still devilishly wearing. So if they do turn up WILL YOU PLEASE LET ME KNOW.


  I mourn the Note Book. Yes, I do mourn that.


  Perhaps you will understand if if if you get my letter this morning why I sent my so unreasonable wire. That was the only explanation—Impatience. A profound dismay at the idea of holding out so long, a feeling that I’d get cramp or the waves would go over my head too often or the rope would break. So, though I know and do absolutely realise you’re hurrying as fast as your boat will sail you, I yet—simply couldn’t help lifting up my cowardly little voice and saying, “Oh please do try to come faster.”


  You see a fortnight in London is so broken up into little bits, so shaken and scattered that it can be gathered up and held tight in the smallest little bag.


  (Bolo: ‘What, Monsieur, is a million? A little pile like that!’)


  But a fortnight in MY world (into which you will never enter, even loving each other as we do) is a thing quite without beginning or end. You see 14 nights or 12 nights or 2 nights can be up the gathered meadow of Eternity and down again.


  There are hours, moments, glimpses, when one can’t face it, when one wants to stand with one’s face in one’s sleeves and just WAIL….


  I have torn up and chucked in the waste-paper basket all the work I have done these last few days. It was hectic.


  Mrs. Honey brings me the afternoon post. Hides it behind her apron and says, “I thought you’d be wanting [199] a caändle,” and then suddenly just like a girl shows me the letter. “There’s nought so good for eë.”


  Your letter has just lifted me from under the appalling umbrella … I can’t write to-day. I am going off to the plage to watch the waves….


  Wednesday, June 12, 1918


  No letter by this morning’s post, so the day sets in very quiet. It’s rather like waiting for a clock to strike. Is it going to strike? Is it not going to strike? No, it’s well past the hour now…. Still, ‘thanks be to Fortune,’ I’ve the afternoon to look forward to—two chances a day: that beats France.


  Re Jam. Mrs. Honey has got a nice little lot of gooseberries coming soon—they are called ‘golden drops’ and do make haändsome jam. She’s keeping them for us. BUT do you like gooseberry jam? I do, awfully, if it’s home made, and yet it’s not (which really is a point in these days) too alluring. I am become, since I arrived here, a Gluttonous Fiend sur le sujet de marmelade d’oranges. It really does seem to me one of the superb discoveries, eaten early in the morning—and so prettie withal.


  Yesterday afternoon, on the rocks, among the babies and family parties (too near me for my taste), each of us with our tea and trimmings and cigarettes, Anne and I sat. And SHE talked and I added:


  “A——!”


  “Really!”


  “How extraordinary!”


  “Yes, I can imagine it.”


  ringing the changes on this little chime, which somehow wonderfully was enough to bring all her thought rushing to me in a little urgent troop until I really (if you will please conceive of me as a kind of little warm dim temple) couldn’t have held another.


  [200] But oh—they really were—some of them—no end “interesting.”


  Why didn’t I have a letter!


  All the same I am a nice little thing this morning. If you were here I think you’d like my ways.


  I fell fast in love with you last night at about 12.30. I was going to bed, dropping my velvet coat and velvet shoes on the bank before I took a header into what I was afraid was going to be a dark little pool, and suddenly I saw you in the ‘garden room’ making something, with a packing case, a hammer, a plane, nails….


  “Hold this for me.” I held it, and you banged away.


  “Half a minute. I’ll just put a paper down to catch the sawdust.”


  And later you put a little pot of glue in a saucepan of boiling water, where it bumped away while it melted.


  This was so Ineffably Heavenly that I tied a love word to the leg of my very best and fastest pigeon and sent it off to you, to perch on the end of the grey bed and give the top of your head the gentlest possible peck so that you’d wake and get the message. Did you?


  I must go out out out into the world.


  Friday, June 14, 1918


  King of the Turnip Heads!


  I hasten to throw this letter into the wall to tell you (in case you do ‘see your way’) (and my D.N. says there is a ‘glut’ of them au moment présent dans notre Londres) the way to make Strawberry Jam. As far as I remember it’s like this.


  ¾ lb. of sugar to each


  1 lb. of fruit.


  Put the fruit and the sugar in a pan overnight. Turn, before leaving, ever so gently with a wooden spoon. (Turn the fruit, I mean. Don’t waltz round it.) By the next day the berries will have ‘sweated.’ Boil, without adding any water, (gently again) for ¾ of an hour. And [201] then apply the Saucer Test. (During the ¾ of an hour, Christian, you must not seek repose.)


  God! as I write I freeze, I burn, I desire, with a passion that is peign, to be there all in my little bib and tucker.


  “Yes, Rib dear, you should have a taste on your own little dish! …” But I think this receipt is right.


  If you feel there ought to be water added—well, you know our high courage on former occasions. And it’s always been triumphant.


  The time for boiling given here is for a lot. Perhaps it needs less for a little. That’s a point I have never yet decided.


  Sunday, June 16, 1918


  The weather has changed: it’s really more lovely than ever, but showery—immense clapping showers of rain, castles and mountains in the sky and reflected in the purple sea, the air smelling of elder flower and seaweed. But alas! for my bones. It’s brought on a devilish fit of spinal rheumatism, and I walk like little Nell’s grandfather—and spent until four o’clock this morning—literally—wondering whether people my age could have paralysis. If not, how account for being cold-stone to the knees and so on and so on. The pain is devilish, devilish, devilish….


  Yesterday morning I went into Looe and met Mr. P. and had a talk about chickens, tulips and boats. He is a huge man, a positive Titan. I came home to find another huge bouquet from his garden—mixed sweet williams, superb great velvet flowers. My room looks full of them and Ribni’s dark head shines out of velvet bows. A. has made such an exquisite painting of mon fils chéri and given it me.


  This morning when I woke up Mrs. Honey was particularly honeycomb. Dear old soul—in her black Sunday [202] dress. She said “You’ve not slept. Thaät’s bad. I’ll see to it that you haäve your coffee right hot.” And she brought me boiling coffee and “a fried egg with bacon fried for a relish.” When I had done up all my buttons and was having a small sit down she said, looking at me with her kind old eyes, “Shall I recite you some verses I learned when I was a girl? Will eë haäve The Death of Moses or A Mother’s Memories?” I said I’d have both. Down she sat. Each had, I should think, about 40 verses to it. She never hesitated for a word. She folded her hands and on and on went her soft old voice telling of the “crested waves”—telling of “the lion the King of Beasts” who sat under the mountain where Moses was buried and “forgot to roar.”


  
    “Yea, from the monster’s golden eyes


    The golden tears dropped down….”

  


  I listened and suddenly I thought of Wordsworth and his ‘faith’ in these people—and again, in spite of everything, I believed in England. Not only in England—in mankind. You will understand me when I tell you that I wanted to weep, to cry, Father, forgive them, they know not what they do.


  Oh, the beauty of the human soul—the Beauty of it—the Beauty of it. Don’t let us ever forget!


  Duhamel knows it. There will be others. We will build an altar.


  No, I’ve not written half what I meant to, and I can’t. My back has got the upper hand. I’m off to bed with a hot water bottle. It’s no good, Betsy. But don’t worry. I’ll be better to-morrow. It’s only body, not heart, not head. Those are all I’ve got intact.


  Monday, June 17, 1918


  I do feel to-day that Friday is—oh, so near. I keep making preparations … and speculations. Will my [203] flowers last till then? Shall Rib wear his new dress or the old one his father loves?


  I feel ever so greatly better to-day (can’t write or spell tho’). I had a good night. Oh, a good one! A. came early and began the great painting—me in that red, brick red frock with flowers everywhere. It’s awfully interesting even now. I painted her in my way as she painted me in hers: her eyes … “little blue flowers plucked this morning …”


  The reason why I have been so very quiet about my weight is I was only 7.10 when I weighed last, so I didn’t tell you. For I had lost a couple of pounds. I know when and why. It was when I had one of my blackest moods—I felt very dreadful; but by next Wednesday I ought to have found them again and I will wire you the good tidings…. Bother—wasn’t it? I wish you would whisper C. to send me ½ lb. of good chocolates. I pine for that sweet toothful, and there is nothing here just now but chewing gum. Everybody in this hotel has told me how much better I am to-day than I was yesterday—which is very nice of them.


  I say—what about Thursday! I told Rib who became a shocking boy on the spot, absolutely too much for any woman to deal with. I threatened him finally with the Children’s Court and said I’d tell the magistrate he was incorrigible. But he pays no attention, only asks the empty air: “Well why does she keep on kissing me while she says all this?”


  You’re not to think I bullied you about this large suit case. (You do.) Really and truly I have only gone into the affair in such detail to make you feel comfortably disguised—camouflaged—in the presence of the chimpanzees. For, tho’ they don’t bite, their chatter is the hell of a bore, don’t you think? You must not bring anything but a coloured handkerchief and a tommyhawk if you don’t want to.


  [204] Thursday, June 20, 1918


  To-morrow, to-morrow, to-morrow. That is at full gallop.


  The wardrobe “thrills me through and through” (to be sung con amore.)


  Don’t fall out of the train. Perhaps you had better tie a label on your top button. I don’t trust you at all.


  Rib says: “Parentchik, I shall be there to meet, on the stopping of the chariot, the August Emergence.” He says he is going “to write a book now called Fan Tales.”


  Now. Oh, please hurry. But don’t rush.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  47 Redcliffe Road


  Tuesday, June 1918


  It is simply dreadful that you should suffer so much and that doctors should be such useless fools…. What can one say? I know so devilishly well the agony of feeling perpetually ill and the longing—the immense longing just to have what everybody else takes so easily as their portion—health—a body that isn’t an enemy—a body that isn’t fiendishly engaged in the old, old ‘necessary’ torture of—breaking one’s spirit—


  “Why won’t you consent to having your spirit broken?” it wonderingly asks. “Everybody else yields without a murmur. And if you’d only realise the comfortable, boundless numbness that you would enjoy for ever after—” I wonder sometimes how it will end. One will never give in and so—All the same it would be more tolerable if only people understood—ever so little—but subtly—not with a sort of bread jelly sympathy—but with exquisite, rare friendship. (Oh, dear, I still believe in such a thing and still long for it.)


  You see, I cannot help it. My secret belief—the innermost ‘credo’ by which I live is—that although Life is loathsomely ugly and people are terribly often vile and [205] cruel and base, nevertheless there is something at the back of it all—which if only I were great enough to understand would make everything, everything, indescribably beautiful. One just has glimpses, divine warnings—signs—Do you remember the day we cut the lavender? And do you remember when the Russian music sounded in that half-empty hall? Oh, those memories compensate for more than I can say—


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  Tuesday, July 2, 1918


  I love to hear of Lytton’s success. It seems quite measureless to man. I put my head out of window at night and expect to find his name pricked upon the heavens in real stars. I feel he is become already a sort of myth, a kind of legend. Modern princelings are hushed to sleep with tales of him and grave young duchesses disguise themselves at their Fairs and Pageants with … the delicate beard, the moonlight hat, the shy, reluctant umbrella….


  Yes, I am very sorry that we shall not see each other this week. Your Pearl of a Letter made me realise what an infinite deal I want to talk about with you. But it will keep. I have spent the last two days lying on the sommier, with a temperature for doux ami. But writing seems a great labour and every book I want out of reach—the topmost leaf of the tallest tree. But I like to listen to this street. There is a piano in it, a parrot, and a man who cries feather-brooms—all excellent in their way.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Tuesday, August 1918


  It’s a divine morning, quiet and hot. The watercart has just gone down the road and now the piano opposite is braiding its hair in swift, intricate braids. I cannot help feeling, to-day, that the world, at any rate, is the [206] ‘friend of man’ and longs for us to walk upon lawns and idle in gardens and wear shady hats and dabble our feet in pools, and lie in grass and lose ourselves in forests and watch the light and the air shaking tall trees….


  Oh—these misunderstandings! great ones and little ones—do let us drive them all into the sea. Why do we allow them to rush at us and snap and hurt us all so horribly? God knows we have all of us had reason enough to suspect and to mistrust … but “is it too late?”


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  Friday, July 19, 1918


  When are you coming to London again? And if you do come do not forget to let us know. Our last interview was so hung with drops of rain and cups of tea—I should love a longer, dryer one. And what are you doing? And how are you feeling? And are you painting? Or do you feel like I feel just at present…. Another slice of this loaf I cannot and will not eat. I want to change the baker—the bread—everything—everything—I want to sit at an entirely new table, in fact, with new hands to pour out strange wines—and unfamiliar music playing….


  No, that ain’t enough either—Change the country—the climate, too. Let’s all put on velvet masks and have our fortunes told by Chinese wizards.


  July 20, 1918


  I went to see the Naval Photographs to-day. They are wonderful. And all the middle of the gallery is occupied by a Naval Band which, at the first beat carries you far, far out into the open sea, my dear, so that you positively bob up and down in an open boat upon huge immense waves of sound, gasping, breathless, holding on to ropes and trying to bale out your mind with the catalogue before you are swept on again. When I reached the final room I really did give way and was floated down the stairs and into the kind air by two Waacs and a Wren who seemed to [207] despise me very much (but couldn’t have as much as I did myself). They asked me, when I had drunk after a glass of the most dispassionate water, whether I had lost anybody in the Navy—as though it were nothing but a kind of gigantic salt-water laundry—


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Saturday afternoon, July 1918


  I was simply enchanted with your letter. It came, after a dreadfully bad night, an age-long night which leaves one at the mercy of first impressions next morning. You know the feeling? One lies in a kind of daze, feeling so sensitive—so unbearably sensitive to the exterior world and longing for something ‘lovely’ to happen. The something lovely did happen to me—with your letter. I longed to get up and send you a telegram to your Hotel—just to say how wonderful it had been—but could not get up all day. So, tied to the sofa leg, I thought about it and you.


  I am so thankful that the raid is over and that we shan’t have another. Oh, don’t let us! They are so exhausting, and so wretched, and then when outsiders come in and start boasting on their own account I want to fly into the wilderness and like the dove in that hideous anthem “Bui-ild me a ne-e-est and remain there for Ever at rest.” But otherwise I hate the idea of perpetual wilderness and the dove idea of rest don’t appeal to me at all.


  We are supposed to have fought our way over to Asheham to-day—hung with our own meat and butter, but I couldn’t face it. There seemed to have been so many things to catch and so many changes to make—a sort of government controlled game of musical chairs without any music, very grim. No, I couldn’t. So instead I am sitting squeezed up in a corner of this formless room while a man cuts new pinnies for the armchairs and the sommier—lemon yellow ones with dashes of palm trees on them and parrots simply clinging to the branches.


  [208] The parrots have, I think, a quite extraordinary resemblance to M. The tide is very low—at the ebb—in the Redcliffe Road and the sky is the colour of weak cocoa. I wish I could simply disappear—become invisible and find myself somewhere where the light was kinder with a superb new book to read by someone I’d never heard of before. But these are dreams and I must, when this scissor man goes—take my filet to the Fulham Road and do shopping. Oh! Oh! Why hasn’t M. £2,500 a year? It would be so lovely to bask in money for a little.


  I have a story called “Bliss” in this month’s English Review. If you should see it will you really tell me what you think? Is that terre dangereuse? No, not really.


  I will send you a cardboard box. I’d adore some flowers. But I think I have several boxes, so I shall send them all—in case they are still as rare at Garsington.


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  July 1918


  I do not want to leave your letter unanswered. I do hope we can come later, we were awfully disappointed, too. Forgive me—I’ve nothing to say. This is just a friendly way I love to think of you at Asheham.


  My mother has died. I can’t think of anything else. Ah, Virginia, she was such an exquisite little being, far too fragile and lovely to be dead for ever more.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Sunday, July 21, 1918


  Will you pass through London on your way to the sea? If you do—please let me know. I long to see you. I was so glad to hear from you yesterday. I wish I were with you now—not on the lawn but sitting under some tree with all the dazzling, silent brightness just beyond—where we could talk and be alone.


  I heard the infinitely sad news yesterday that my darling little mother is dead. She was the most exquisite, [209] perfect little being—something between a star and a flower—I simply cannot bear the thought that I shall not see her again—


  We move to Hampstead on the 25th.


  Monday, July 22, 1918


  I have been condemned to the sommier for the last few days, and not able to walk at all. There is nothing I should have loved more than to walk in your garden—otherwise.


  But the King of the Hanky-Pankies is coming this morning to electrify me and I hope to have new legs—arms—wings—everything—in a week or two.


  I can’t go on like this; even a caterpillar would turn.


  We leave here next Monday for:


  
    2 Portland Villas,


    East Heath Road,

    Hampstead.

  


  Portland Villas!—it sounds like one of those houses where a “few guests are taken slightly mental not objected to. Firm home-like treatment.”


  But inside it is going to be a vision—a sort of spring perpetual with delicate little flowery poems on the top floor window boxes and short stories, very rich and gay on the first floor sills. In the garden ‘the Mountain’ dreams of African trees—violet trees covered with bunches of violets and assegai trees with leaves like spears. But I don’t believe in them.


  It’s such a strange morning here—puffs of silver cloud blowing over the roofs and Indian gentlemen in mustard-coloured turbans prancing up and down the pavement, and now here’s the electric man with his little box. He has a waxed moustache and we are beginning to ask if it is lumber or ribs. Oh dear!


  [210] Thursday, July 25, 1918


  Yes, my mother’s death is a terrible sorrow to me. I feel—do you know what I mean—the silence of it so. She was more alive than anyone I have ever known.


  How are you? And are you going to the sea? Brett said you thought of it. Garsington must be divine in this weather, though. I hope that we shall see each other soon. I am longing to be in my new house—out of this common passage way—common door. I sit in front of these three windows and feel that I am sitting in a shop—with nothing whatever to sell. M. is, as usual, working a hundred times too hard—but he cannot stop himself and I cannot stop him. I can only look on and deplore it. However, like a little forlorn Ibsen hero the ‘miracle’ is going to happen for him when he gets into his new house. His study has lemon-yellow walls and orange curtains. I have an idea that I shall hang a parrot in it … as well.


  Oh, I long for gaiety—for a high spirit—for gracious ways and kindness and happy love. Life without these is not worth living. But they must be. We have—the few of us—got wings—real wings—beauties—to fly with and not to always hide under—


  []


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  2 Portland Villas, Hampstead


  Wednesday, August 14, 1918


  I was so glad of your letter to-day. Yes, it is an immense blow. She was the most precious, lovely little being, even so far away, you know, and writing me such long, long letters about the garden and the house and her conversations in bed with Father, and of how she loved sudden, unexpected cups of tea “out of the air, brought by faithful ravens in aprons”—and letters beginning “Darling child, it is the most exquisite day”—She lived every moment of life more fully and completely than anyone I’ve ever known—and her gaiety wasn’t any less [211] real for being high courage—courage to meet anything with.


  Ever since I heard of her death my memories of her come flying back into my heart—and there are moments when it’s unbearable to receive them. But it has made me realise more fully than ever before that I love courage—spirit—poise (do you know what I mean? all these words are too little) more than anything. And I feel inclined to say (not to anybody in particular) “Let us love each other. Let us be kind and rejoice in one another and leave all squabbles and ugliness to the dull dogs who only become articulate when they bark and growl. The world is so dreadful in many ways. Do let us be tender with each other.”


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  2 Portland Villas, Hampstead


  Thursday, August 22, 1918


  Yesterday afternoon, when the flowers came I felt quite overwhelmed—I felt as I took them out of the box: “Unless I mention every single flower to her how can I tell her how I saw them?”—the black poppy, the two pale sunflowers—all the different yellow ones—and then, above all, these round bright beauties. My sea-side lodging is a bower and even M., who is, at the moment, like the bathing dress, perpetually hanging out to dry after a sad, sad wetting—gave a great gasp of delight.


  Oh, but I sigh for happiness—for a world which isn’t always ‘out of joint.’ This constant living on the defensive—how tiring it is! Why won’t people live more freely and more widely. But no, there they are—smug—like little plants in little pots—that ought to have been put out in a garden years ago—years ago. But they prefer their life on a shelf—out of the “full force” of the sun and wind—each one tight in itself and away from its companions. But Fear, Distrust, Cowardice, Smugness—surely they are more horrid worms than one would find in any garden. But I don’t give up hope—I can’t, and here is [212] this divine, cloudless day waiting for something more to flower. Remember me when you lean over the tobacco plant—I can see it and breathe it now—how exquisite it is! There must be fields of tobacco plant in the moon—


  Isn’t David Copperfield adorable? I like even the Dora part, and that friend of Dora’s—Julia—somebody, who was ‘blighted.’ She is such a joy to me. Yes—doesn’t Charley D. make our little men smaller than ever—and such pencil sharpeners—


  I have discovered nothing to read, and do not know how the days pass. The electric man is still filling me with sparks, every day for ¾ of an hour; it is very comforting, and I think it is going to beat the rheumatiz. How are your headaches?


  October 1918


  I love to think you are going to the Ballet, and I wish I were with you, in that warm light place where there’s music and dancing. (It sounds as though I were meaning Heaven; except that I am sure Heaven will be infernally chilly.)


  I am lying in my basket with a spiritual flannel round my chaps. Occasionally the Mountain (8000 feet high) swoops over me and says: “Shall I steam it and put the custard round or——” and occasionally Murry drops an Evening News on to me, as a sort of sign from the great world beyond—I have read War and Peace again—and then War and Peace again—and then I feel inclined to positively sing to it:


  “If You were the Only Book in the World!”


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  Saturday afternoon, October 12, 1918


  Your letter came by itself with a special loud great knock at the door for it. I fancied it had been carried in the bosom of some hielan’ drover, and saw him at the door with his dirk showing in the folds of his plaid and his ram’s [213] horn of whisky. Outside all his shaggy beasts munched the wet willows….


  I was awfully glad to hear from you. It all sounds so far away like a novel of Turgenev—so far away from Hampstead and London. I wish you would come back soon and have a fixed pied-à-terre of your own.


  It must be very difficult to live in one’s family when one has flown out of the nest. What can I do with my wings now I am back? There is no room for wings in the largest nest imaginable—and it’s no use pretending that I haven’t got ’em. They have carried me ever so far up and away—That is the sort of pipe that I should make—yet, of course, not having that nest to fly to—I imagine it the softest loveliest place to rest oneself out in, as the Germans say.


  Why isn’t there some exquisite city where we all have our palaces—and hear music—and walk in heavenly landscape and look at pictures and where all the people are beauties—moving in the streets as it were to a dance. I am quite serious. I pine for lavishness. For the real fruits of the earth tumbling out of a brimming horn (perhaps it is four years of Khaki.).


  No, I didn’t see the Doctor. I saw a big Gun on my own—who was very intelligent. He says I have got this disease in both lungs that I can get better in London but I must go off to some mountain peak to be cured. “Serious but recoverable,” said he. I see M. and I climbing up some peak after this war and finding a tiny house at the top with windows like spectacles, and living in it—all nicely dressed in big rabbit skins—specially rabbit-skin gloves—which we shall never take off until we have gradually eaten them off with our bread and butter—as one does.


  I am full of new ideas for work. Rather held up at moment by my wretched machinery which creaks and groans and lets me down. But I mean to get it in good enough order to be able to ignore it and plunge into the REAL LIFE.


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  [214] October 13, 1918


  Your letter went to the cockles of my heart—bless you for it—and curiously enough I had been thinking over the Spring Book only yesterday—seeing it and hoping that we would bring it off. Shall us? Let’s.


  I will send you a Bud or a Leaf as they pop out and if you like ’em—ça ira. I have a very definite idea at this distance, at this temperature, and with the willow leaves flying in at the windows, what Spring felt like to me—and it’s so mixed with lobsters, winkles, the smell of the sea—weedy pools, it ought with the help of the Lord to have enough Body. I shall get down to it—bang off—especially as I am tied to the Sofa leg until Thursday week. That means I can’t come and spend the delightful day with you until after then—Hélas. But ask me again, won’t you, and I’ll come along with my slippers in a satin bag and my Plain Knitting. I long to see the studio. I love the Quality of your Fine Feeling for Decoration. One feels immensely rested and stimulated at the same time—a sort of fruitful Basking, if you know what I mean. I’m sending you to-day a snippet of home-made Cake from my home. Birthday cake (I was 30 yesterday!). I hope it arrives in good order. You are to eat every crumb yourself!


  My house is rather a joy when I can forget that the tooth glass is out of proportion with the lotion bottle, etc., etc., etc. My Papa sent a specialist to see me yesterday, who said that if I didn’t go into a sanatorium I had not a Dog’s Chance. Blast his eyes! Je m’en f—. I feel full of fire and buck.


  I am sure Peace is coming—aren’t you? Oh, I have such a longing for France. Can you hear that street cry Marchand d’habits? It sounds like Chand abi and is said or sung with a sort of jump in the middle.


  Well—God bless us all—and you expecially—your ‘Hedge’[42] nods and waves as I write, with orange butterflies fanning their wings over the campions.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [215] October 27, 1918


  Really, in spite of all England shrieking and imploring everybody not to make Peace until they’ve had a rare kick at him and a rare nose-in-the-mud rubbing one does feel that Peace is in the Air.


  
    “It is all about, my sister


    Yet it is unborn”—

  


  (Those lines struck me suddenly and seemed suddenly mysteriously lovely.) They took my breath away. It was like listening at the door and hearing the winter steal away leaving Spring, Spring, in a basket on the doorstep of the world.


  Oh, Brett—let there be no more War.


  I have been spending all my days gradually fitting into a smaller and smaller hole as my puff gets less. Now I’m in bed—and here I must stay for a bit. This is very cursed: in fact, it’s HELL, but I shall get out of it and once we have lain down our knife and fork and agreed to eat no more German I’ll be well again—But England! What! Peace! It’s like suddenly snatching away all their next coupons—What did my son die for, Sir? To keep the war going or to end it, Sir? To keep it going, Sir, until everybody else’s son is as dead as he! They, the old gentlemen over 70, who write to The Times would like to have such a Peace that they could plant a campstool in any corner of Europe, sit down, throw their handkerchiefs over their faces and go to sleep there without being disturbed by one single solitary soul. But they won’t get their way—


  Lawrence and Frieda have been in town. Frieda was ill and in bed but I saw a very great deal of Lawrence—For me, at least, the dove brooded over him, too. I loved him. He was just his old, merry, rich self, laughing, describing things, giving you pictures, full of enthusiasm and joy in a future where we become all ‘vagabonds’—we simply did not talk about people. We kept to things like nuts and cowslips and fires in woods and his black self [216] was not. Oh, there is something so loveable about him and his eagerness, his passionate eagerness for life—that is what one loves so. Now he is gone back to the country.


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  November 1, 1918


  I meant to answer your letter sooner but my strong right arm refused to obey me. I should love to see you one afternoon next week. Would Wednesday suit you? I am a very dull dog, and in bed, but I try to look as though I were there for pleasure and not for necessity. But do come—There is a power of things to be talked over. M. will send you a very pretty, delicate, little flowery map of the way. It’s extremely easy to find and I swear to God it’s not more than 8 minutes from the Tube station.


  I am awfully glad that Prelude has given a little pleasure. I have felt guilty towards you on its account, as a matter of fact, for I thought it had been a Bad Failure and you cursed the day….


  Well, Virginia dear….


  THEY have tied a bunch of beech leaves to my bed post. What lovely things they are—so full of life. The cold, reluctant air blows in, the fire streams up the chimney and a little clock outside strikes three in a way that raises your eyebrows. ‘My dear child—I am perfectly prepared to believe you, there is no earthly need to insist on it.’ I hate that clock. Now, in France, a little clock like that would strike as though it were all astonishment and amusement at finding itself at three or four or five, but—however, it’s no matter.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  November 4, 1918


  I have been quite unable to write these last few days—with acute neuritis in my arm and shoulder—Another New Dish. That’s the worst of illness. If one could only choose one dish à la carte—eat it—make a grimace over it [217] and throw the plate away. But it’s this infernally boring table d’hôte with all these little side dishes and kickshaws that you’re simply not allowed to refuse—It is distracting and sometimes I feel it never will end—


  I have felt so cut off from the world without a pen. I lay and read The Egoist. It seemed to me marvellously good in its way—and I had quite forgotten how much Meredith enjoyed writing. It’s delightful how this enjoyment comes through—he shares your laugh, catches your eye, sees the point just as you do. But really a very difficult book for Englishmen to read without twinging.


  But when I read Rhoda Fleming, and that seemed to me so false, so preposterous—one could only groan for it—and it’s so odious. All this lingering over the idea of a lily white, white as snow jeune fille in the embrace of an ugly, vicious, little old man made me want to cry like Lawrence that “His sex was all wrong”—But he is a big man, and he can write wonders.


  These strange, wild evenings shaken with wind and rain have something of Spring in them. One can’t help feeling that to-morrow the first green will be there, and perhaps you will meet a little child with a fist of wan daffodils—It does not matter dreadfully that it is not true. If Peace comes I really do feel that the winter will not be real winter, it can’t be cold and dark and malignant. A miracle will happen.


  But I wish the horrible old knitting women at Versailles would hurry, hurry—Do you see that President Wilson is coming to attend the Conference in Person—Already—I fondly dream of—Oh, such a meeting! A sort of glorified Christina Pontifex interview between us. I am afraid I am staying in bed too long!


  Lawrence has sent me to-day a new play of his—very long, just written. I must read it. I have glanced inside and it looks black with miners.


  Oh, what shall I do to celebrate the end of the war?


  [218] November 13, 1918


  My thoughts flew to you immediately the guns sounded. I opened the window and it really did seem—just in those first few moments that a wonderful change happened—not in human creatures hearts—no—but in the air, there seemed just for a breath of time—a silence, like the silence that comes after the last drop of rain has fallen—you know?


  It was so wonderful—and I saw that in our garden a lilac bush had believed in the South wind and was covered in buds—


  Oh, why is the world so ugly—so corrupt and stupid? When I heard the drunks passing the house on Monday night, singing the good old pre-war drunken rubbish, I felt cold with horror. They are not changed—and then the loathsome press about Germany’s cry for food.


  My baby longing for people to “kiss and be friends”—


  How horrid they are not to—Why don’t they fly at each other, kiss and cry and share everything. One feels that about nations—but alas! about individuals, too. Why do people hide and withdraw and suspect—as they do? I don’t think it is just shyness…. I used to. I think it is lack of heart: a sort of blight on them which will not let them ever come to full flower.


  And the worst of it is I can’t just accept that, calmly, like M., for instance, and say—“Very well—Let them go then.” No still I feel full of love—still I desire lovely friends—and it will always be so, I think. But Life is so short I want them here now at once before Next Christmas—radiant beings—bursting open my door—


  I suppose it’s great nonsense.


  I have been translating Maxim Gorki’s Journal of the Revolution all last week. I find Gorki wonderfully sympathetic—— This journal is dreadful. It makes you feel, anything anything rather than revolution.


  [219] November 1918


  If I have not written before it is not my fault, really not my fault—it is this confounded weather which puts me so out of tune I hate to send such a jangle—Here I sit, staring at the writing-table like some sea-sick traveller who dares not lift his eyes to the waves outside but he will be quite undone. If I do—there is the grey cloud chasing the black cloud and the trees in their dark, ugly green tossing their branches like old crones at a weak-tea party telling how that Autumn has come back—unexpected and has turned Summer into the street and Summer has gone off dear knows where without even her flowery shawl poor lamb, and Autumn has wired to Winter to curtail his journey and start for home—home. This desperate news makes one’s flesh creep again. I heard a coalman pass this morning and was half inclined to put a black cross on our door.


  Do not think I am not grateful for the exquisite, sweet-scented basket. All my flowers this year have come from you. I never shall forget them. It’s so strange I feel I have spent almost a whole summer at Garsington: each of these flowers is a remembrance. I love your garden. I often walk in it invisible. How long is it since we have really walked there together? Why does it seem so long? My heart aches at the thought.


  These preparations for Festivity are too odious. In addition to my money complex I have a food complex. When I read of the preparations that are being made in all the workhouses throughout the land—when I think of all those toothless old jaws guzzling for the day—and then of all that beautiful youth feeding the fields of France—Life is almost too ignoble to be borne. Truly one must hate humankind in the mass, hate them as passionately as one loves the few, the very few. Ticklers, squirts, portraits eight times as large as life of Lloyd George and Beatty blazing against the sky—and drunkenness and brawling and destruction. I keep seeing all these horrors, bathing in [220] them again and again (God knows I don’t want to) and then my mind fills with the wretched little picture I have of my brother’s grave. What is the meaning of it all?


  One ought to harden one’s heart until it is all over. But Oh—Life might be so wonderful—There’s the unforgetable rub! And we’ve only one life and I cannot believe in immortality. I wish I could. To arrive at the gates of Heaven, to hear some grim old angel cry, “Consumptives to the right—up the airy mountain, past the flower field and the boronia trees—sufferers from gravel, stone and fatty degeneration to the left to the Eternal Restaurant smelling of Beef Eternal.” How one would skip through! But I see nothing but black men, black boxes, black holes, and poor darling M. splitting a very expensive black kid glove his Mama had made him buy…. One must get out of this country.


  Did you read about Mrs. Atherton? It was a strange peep through the windows. I wanted very much to write to the Earl of March and thank him for his evidence—How queer it all was! There were touches positively Shakespearian. When she said to her maid: “This is the last time you will brush my hair” and “please hold my hand a little,” it was like Desdemona and Emilia at 47 Curzon Street.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  Tuesday, December 18, 1918


  Oh—the cold! My feet are ice—my fingers and nose—ice, too. And shiver after shiver goes down my spine—I cannot konker it with clothes. Where did your lamb come from? Is it one of the Jaeger flock? I think I shall have to buy an immense tea-cosy and wear it and crawl under it as a snail does its shell—I go to Switzerland in early April. The cows ought to be laying properly by then—It’s no good before then. My plan is to let this house furnished for a year—then Murry will come back, find a tiny farm in a remote spot and put the furniture [221] into it and live there. I shall make my General Head-Quarters abroad—a little house and a big maid on some mountain top—Italy, I think.


  When I have found a cuckoo clock you will come and stay with me—won’t you—and draw mountains? At present I feel with you that Life is ugly. I am hardly alive. I have not been out for months and cannot walk up and down the stairs with any success. But apart from that—I feel in my heart as though I have died—as far as personal life goes. I don’t even want to live again. All that is over—I am a writer who cares for nothing but writing—that’s how I feel. When I am with people I feel like a doctor with his patients—very sympathetic—very interested in the case! very anxious for them to tell me all they can—but as regards myself—quite alone, quite isolated—a queer state.


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  December 1918


  No go. Not a single Peasant’s cart will take me. They will neither come to me here nor call for me there. We have ’phoned every garage and stable in the neighbourhood. It’s a cursed disappointment, but I shall just have to ‘wait a bit.’


  I wish we were all in France with a real Xmas party in prospect—snow, huge fire, a feast, wine, old, old French tunes on a guitar, fancy dresses, a Tree, and everybody too happy for words. Instead we are wondering whether to give the postman 5 shillings, or, since we have only been here since August, will 3 be enough? Etc. Etc. Etc. This cursed country would take the spirit out of a Brandied Cherry.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  Wednesday, January 1, 1919


  We had a superb Xmas—stockings—a tree, decorations, crackers, pudding, drink—most potent and plentiful—parcels pouring in and out. Murry seemed to wear a paper hat (a large red and yellow butterfly) from Xmas [222] Eve until after Boxing Day—We gradually, under the influence of wine and chinese mottoes gave a party—Charades—Kot, Gertler, Campbell, etc. Oh, I did love it so—loved everybody. They were all fluttering and twinkling like candles in the darkest, most mysterious Tree of all—I wanted to say to everybody—Let us stay forever just as we are—Don’t let us ever wake up and find it is all over.


  It made me realise all over again how thrilling and enchanting life can be, and that we are not old—the blood still flows in our veins. We still laugh. The red chairs became a pirate ship. Koteliansky wore a muff on his head and Campbell a doormat tied under the chin—can’t this happen more often? Ought not Life to be divided into work and PLAY—real play? We ought not to have to sit in corners when our work is over. I feel that I have a thirst for Happiness, that never will be quenched again.


  My prison doors have been opened at last—I’m allowed to go out—I have found a man who is going to cure me. But he says I must not go to Switzerland but to a tropical climate in the Spring—like Majorca or Corsica. So when I am surer than ever that I shall be able to tempt you to come and visit me in a little house with a fig and a date by the door—Hurrah for Life! But this isn’t a letter. It is a hail—and so do let us spend a part of a Very New Year indeed together.


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  Monday, January 13, 1919


  
    My darling Anne


    After my Plan


    For New Year’s Day fell through, I gave up hope


    Of catching a rope


    Which would land me down near you.


    Since then I’ve been


    (Pulse one sixteen


    Temperature one o three)

  


  
    [223] Lying in bed


    With a wandering head


    And a weak, weak cup of tea.


    Injections, chère


    In my derrière


    Driven into a muscular wad


    With a needle thick


    As a walking stick—


    How can one believe in God!


    Plus—pleurisy


    And je vous dis


    A head that went off on its own


    Rode a circular race


    That embraced every place


    I ever shall know or have known.

  


  
    I landed in Spain


    Went to China by train


    And rounded Cape Horn in a gale


    Ate an ice in New York


    Caught the boat for Majourke


    And went up the Nile for a sail….

  


  Light refreshments, bouillon, raw eggs and orange juice were served on the journey. M. came in, fell over the screen, went out again, came back, dropped a candle, groaned, and went again, and the Faithful One changed the hot water bottles so marvellously often that you never had a hot water bottle at all. It was always being taken or brought back.


  All this, Anne darling, is a new treatment that my new doctor has started—a treatment by injections. He is a wonderful man. In April he says I ought to go to a place like Corsica. Switzerland is impossible, tank de Lord. So I think I shall…. Well, Anne dearest, I’ll keep on thinking and thinking about you, and wishing you all the luck there is. I shall be no good after to-day till the end of this week for I have another consignment shipped into me to-morrow. But I’ll write again then. Quelle vie!


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  [224] February 1919


  Alas—I have just had another inoculation and by tea-time to-morrow I shall be sailing on tropic seas—I am trying a new treatment which gives me a high temperature for 48 hours each time it is applied. I wonder if you could and would come next Monday? I want very much to see you. You know M. has been made editor of The Athenæum; he was wondering whether you’d write for it. I wish you would…. There’s a deal to talk over; I wish I were more physically stable—it’s dreadful misery.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  February 1919


  I feel that winter, cruel forbidding winter is content to leave nothing unfrozen—not one heart or one bud of a soul to escape! If only one did not feel that it is all so wrong—so wrong. It would be much happier if one could feel—like M.—mankind is born to suffer. But I do feel that is so wrong—so wrong. It is like saying: mankind is born to walk about in goloshes under an umbrella. Oh dear—I should like to put a great notice over England, closed during the winter months. Perhaps if everybody were shipped off to blue skies and big bright flowers they would change. But I don’t know. The miracle is that one goes on hoping and believing through it all just as passionately as ever one did—


  This is a grey, grim, pavement of a day, with slow dropping rain. When the Mountain brought me my early-morning tea this morning she whispered, tenderly: “Do you think it would be a good idea to change one ton of coal for two of large anthracite? I don’t think we require a special permit and even if we do I think it is worth it.” My bed turned into a railway truck, shuffled off to the pit head, and two tons of large anthracite were tumbled on it … a very lourd paquet to begin the day with….


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [225] March 7, 1919


  At about 4.30 this afternoon there sounded the smallest possible knock on the door—so faint that nobody but Ribni could hear it. He waved his fan at me, presented arms with it, and said DOOR. So I went.


  Opened it, looked


  
    
      
        
          
            down


            
              down


              
                down

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  to a minute young gentleman whose boots were just seen, who was as it were, extinguished under a stained-glass halo. I realised immediately that this was an angelic visitation. (The darling had 2 very small black wings sprinkled with diamonds and stars.) But when he handed me the bouquet, I nearly picked him up as well….


  [This note refers to a boy-messenger bringing a bunch of flowers.]


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  April 7, 1919


  I wish you would come in now, this moment, and let us have tea and talk. There is no one here except my cough. It is like a big wild dog who followed me home one day and has taken a most unpleasant fancy to me. If only he would be tame! But he has been this last week wilder than ever. It is raining but it’s not winter rain.


  This early Spring weather is almost too much to bear. It wrings one’s heart. I should like to work all day and all night. Everything one sees is a revelation in the writing sense.


  Have you ever owned a cat who had kittens? Or have you ever watched them from the first moments of their life? On April 5th Charlie was delivered of two—He was so terrified that he insisted on my being there and ever since they have lived in my room. Their eyes are open already. Already they smile and smack the spectator in [226] the face (the spectator being their mother). One is like a minute tigress, very beautiful, and the other is like a prehistoric lizard—in very little. Their tiny paws are pink and soft like unripe raspberries. I am keeping a journal of their first days. It is a pity that human beings live so remote from all animals….


  F. writes me that there is a ‘rumpus’ between me and—them, I suppose. I see this ‘rumpus’—don’t you? a very large prancing, imaginary animal being led by F.—as Una led the Lion. It is evidently bearing down upon me with F. for a Lady Godiva on its back. But I refuse to have anything to do with it. I have not the room now-a-days for rumpuses. My garden is too small and they eat up all one’s plants—roots and all.


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  April 1919


  I have burned to write to you ever since you were here last. The East Wind made my journey in the train an impossibility; it set up ponds and pools in my left lung wherein the Germs and the Toxins—two families I detest—bathed and refreshed themselves and flourished and multiplied. But since then so many miracles have happened that I don’t see how one will be able to bear real, full Spring. One is almost tired already—one wants to swoon, like Charles Lamb, before the curtain rises—Oh God! to look up again and see the sun like a great silver spangle, big bright buds on the trees, and the little bushes caught in a net of green. But what I chiefly love, Virginia, is to watch the people. Will you laugh at me?—it wrings my heart to see the people coming into the open again, timid, airing themselves; they idle, their voices change and their gesture. A most unexpected old man passes with a paper of flowers (for whom?), a soldier lies on the grass hiding his face, a young girl flies down a side street on the—positive—wing of a boy—


  On April 5th our one daffodil came into flower and our cat, Charlie Chaplin, had a kitten.


  [227] [image: ]


  Athenæum is like a prehistoric lizard, in very little. He emerged very strangely—as though hurtling through space—flung by the indignant Lord. I attended the birth. Charles implored me. He behaved so strangely: he became a beautiful, tragic figure with blue-green eyes, terrified and wild. He would only lie still when I stroked his belly and said, “It’s all right, old chap. It’s bound to happen to a man sooner or later.” And, in the middle of his pangs, his betrayer, a wretch of a cat with a face like a penny bun and the cat-equivalent of a brown bowler hat, rather rakish over one ear, began to howl from outside. “Fool that I have been!” said Charles, grinding his claws against my sleeve. The second kitten, April, was born during the night, a snug, compact little girl. When she sucks she looks like a small infant saying its prayers and knowing that Jesus loves her. They are both loves; their paws inside are very soft, very pink, just like unripe raspberries….


  Virginia, I have read your article on Modern Novels. You write so damned well, so devilish well.


  But I positively must see you soon. I want to talk over so much—Your room with the too deep windows—I should love to be there now. Last time the rambler roses were nearly over and there was a sound of someone sawing wood.


  April 26, 1919


  That awful fair! Never again. The time has gone by when one was young and rude enough for such things. It made me so utterly wretched. I felt there was nothing to do but sit on the stairs and lift up one’s voice and—weep for Babylon. Were human beings in the mass always so shocking—or does one as one grows older shed a skin? I can’t decide….


  [228] I wonder what decision you are arrived at about the cottage with the tower.[43]Perhaps the house itself is very imperfect in many ways but there is a … something … which makes one long for it. Immediately you get there you are free, free as air. You hang up your hat on a nail and the house is furnished. It is a place where you sit on the stairs and watch the lovely light inhabiting the room below. After nightfall the house has three voices. If you are in the tower and someone comes from the far cottage—he comes from far away. You go by the edge of the field to Katie Berryman’s for the bread. You walk home along the rim of the Atlantic with the big fresh loaf—and when you arrive the house is like a ship. I mustn’t talk about it. It bewitched me.


  Saturday afternoon. J. is downstairs discussing the theory of relativity with S. I feel they are being a trifle portentous. The kittens are trying to kill their mother with love in front of my fire; the wind makes a pleasant sound but all my daffodils are fallen before it. I feel awfully happy. A husband, a home, a great many books and a passion for writing—are very nice things to possess all at once.


  May 6, 1919


  It is indeed thrilling to think that Higher Tregerthen is yours. God forbid that you should find the rooms too small or some Dreadful Inconvenience that I have forgotten. But when you sit at the tower window and look out upon that amazing hill I cannot but believe you’ll feel its enchantment…. Early this morning there was a white mist here and a smell of burning. It made me think of Cornwall—of those enchanted misty days, when you go just outside the door and are spirited away. It will be great happiness if I may come and stay with you in the summer—great joy to look forward to. White and purple veronica would grow excellently well there. But wait [229] until you see the yellow irises and the foxgloves over six foot high—red indian encampments of foxgloves burning with passion and pride in the field next to yours.


  The brilliant but cynical hero dined with us on Saturday. We ran over the eighteenth century in a very lively and high-spirited fashion—a kind of small tour with a basket of wine under the front seat—in the dog cart of the period! A.H. came in later, lay upon the sofa buried his head in a purple pillow and groaned over the hor-rible quality of Smollett’s coarseness.


  May 1919


  I am very sorry you are not coming to the Party. I wanted everybody to be there and you to be there. I wanted the small private satisfaction of looking at the party with you. However, it can’t be helped. If you do come to tea on Monday you will be very welcome. I am thankful people are buying a copy or two of Prelude. I hate to think of it loading up your ship. I don’t see how your press can be other than a Prodigious success. It must be very nice, cruising about among the islands and deciding to put in—now here—now there—and seeing what the natives have to bring aboard. (Alas, my dear woman, I have no poem. I am not a poet.)


  God be thanked for this divine weather! The vicar called upon me yesterday and asked if he might come occasionally and administer a little Private Communion to me at any time … just a drain of wine, I suppose, and a crumb of bread. Why a little? It puzzled me greatly. And I told him that while this weather continued I was nothing but a living Hymn of Praise, an incense, a harp responding. Which is more or less true. Addio.


  Tchekhov has a very interesting letter published in next week’s A…. What the writer does is not so much to solve the question but to put the question. There must be the question put. That seems to me a very nice dividing line between the true and the false writer.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  [230] May 1919


  I know I have not written for shamefully long, and my heart troubles me about it. It is always the same—if once I don’t write—I fall into this dismal silence—and am nothing but a sorry wretch—the most graceless friend alive. Your exquisite letter made me feel the horror I am. And this weather, these first thrilling days of real spring always bring you before me so vividly. I know you love them as I do; I know you have the same Horror of that endless winter—over at last. Will you come and see me when you are in town again? There are so many things I long to talk over with you. So much seems to have happened and changed—I suppose it hasn’t really. It is only the lifting of that appalling cold, dark wing that has hidden everything for what feels to me—an eternity—I really can hardly remember what happened before the winter. But I must not speak of it. The trees are trees again and one can face the light without shuddering. Garsington must be very lovely just now and your garden. It has been a miracle to watch the roots and bulbs buried by M. last October burst out of their little graves and put on beauty—rather meagre London beauty—but reinforced by nine immense dandelions, the garden, is, to a kind eye—quite gay—


  M. and I seem to work like niggers at The Athenæum—I wonder if you really like it. I feel rather like the pink icing butterfly on the dark sumptuous tragic cake—Very unworthy. I thought the first numbers were too depressed but it is sitting up and taking more exciting nourishment now I think. It is great fun. We both enjoy it. It’s such a funny company to be sitting at Athene’s tea board—But I do wish the other guests would arrive—the gay, unexpected ones.


  O this Spring—It makes me long for happiness. That is so vague. Each year I think—this year I shall not feel it so keenly—but I feel it more. Why are human beings the only ones who do not put forth fresh buds—exquisite [231] flowers and leaves? I cannot bear to go among them. I sit here or take small walks and there seems a blessing fallen upon the world just as long as one does not see the people or know of their ways. We have all been wintry far too long—Really, on some of these days one is tired with bliss. I long to tell someone—to feel it immediately shared—felt without my asking “do you feel it?”—Do you know what I mean?


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  To Wate. Top Floor. Ring 3. (If Bell out of Order Please do not Nock.)


  Sir,


  A highly Respecktable Party who as known the Best of Everythink in er Day and is ony come down in World threw no Fault of Same but Illness loss by Death an Marridge etc. would be greately obligded if Groun Floor dark Gent would lend Same for Reading only Essays by Wal. Pater.


  No chilren and is Agreed Book Shall not leave House.


  I Am Yours Faithfully

  Geo. Mungrove.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  June 10, 1919


  About what you said—it depends so awfully what effect company has on your work. Perhaps it stimulates you; then I think you are ever so right to do it. It does the opposite to me. I have to keep as solitary as I can, to have nobody depending and to depend as little as I can. Even if I had footballs for lungs I wouldn’t go out often, for instance—couldn’t. But then my particular Graces are very jealous and very shy and I have to humble myself and sit ready for their knock. Well, it’s no hardship—There could never be a choice between them and the present ‘world.’ But I am no criterion—I want my [232] ‘flings’ to-day to be oh! such delicate flings and if a drunken C. blundered in I could not bear it. I can’t help it, I do feel so increasingly fastidious and frightened of rudeness and roughness—Life to-day is such an affair that I don’t feel one can afford to rub shoulders with the world that goes to Parties. You will think me a sad old frump—but of course, like everybody else I don’t think I am. Gossip—tittle tattle—spreading the news—all that fills me with horror—Were I perfectly sincere I’d have to confess that I was always acting a part in my old palmy days. And now I’ve thrown the palm away….


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  June 1919


  I have been working all the morning, trying to discover why Java Head is not a good novel and trying to say it is not a bad one. But one always seems to arrive at the same conclusion—nothing goes deep enough—the risk has not been taken. Whenever the crisis is reached they decide to wait until the sea is calmer. How tired one becomes of all these surfaces. Why do not more people live through and through? Must one spend one’s life paying calls on the emotions? Why isn’t the dreary fashion obsolete—And if it is not this superficial nothingness, it is M. au grand sérieux throwing himself bodily into the milk-jug after the drowning fly!


  But Oh, if we could have a few weeks Gaiety!! The sun burns to-day and our mysterious plant, the anchusa, is in bloom. But I should like to see whole vast plains covered with it. But instead I must go down to the Laundry office and ask why they have carried forward 10/8. Why—Oh why—and what a mission to take me forth on a golden day! And then B.R. says a woman is incapable of real detachment—But only to think of the things that do catch at our heels if we try to fly! I can imagine a whole rich Hell where the weekly books were always late, always more than one expected and always had unaccountable items.


  [233] How one grudges the life and energy and spirit that money steals from one! I long to spend and I have a horror of spending: money has corrupted me these last years.


  June 1919


  The sound of the wind is very loud in this house. The curtains fly—there are strange pointed shadows—full of meaning—and a glittering light upon the mirrors. Now it is dark—and one feels so pale—even one’s hands feel pale—and now a wandering broken light is over everything. It is so exciting—so tiring, too—one is waiting for something to happen. One is not oneself at all in this weather—one is a being possessed—caught in the whirl of it—walking about very lightly—blowing about—and deeply, deeply excited…. Do you feel that, too? I feel one might say anything—do anything—wreck one’s own life wreck another’s. What does it matter? Everything is flying fast. Everything is on the wing.


  On Bank Holiday, mingling with the crowd I saw a magnificent sailor outside a public house. He was a cripple; his legs were crushed, but his head was beautiful—youthful and proud. On his bare chest two seagulls fighting were tatooed in red and blue. And he seemed to lift himself—above the crowd, above the tumbling wave of people and he sang:


  
    “Heart of mine, Summer is waning.”

  


  Oh! Heavens, I shall never forget how he looked and how he sang. I knew at the time this is one of the things one will always remember. It clutched my heart. It flies on the wind to-day—one of those voices, you know, crying above the talk and the laughter and the dust and the toys to sell. Life is wonderful—wonderful—bittersweet, an anguish and a joy—and Oh! I do not want to be resigned—I want to drink deeply—deeply. Shall I ever be able to express it?


  [234] Friday, June 28, 1919


  This devilish cold persists. I am still in my life jacket, plastered underneath with unguents. Oh, these nights—sitting up in bed, waiting for the black trees to turn into green trees. And yet, when dawn does come, it is always so beautiful and terrible—the coming of the light such a miracle—that it’s almost worth waiting for. And then, as the hours strike through the night, I wander through cities—in fancy. Slip along unfamiliar streets, invisible—wonder who lives in these great houses with heavy doors, or, down on some quay side, I watch the boats putting out in the dark and smell the night scent of the open sea—until lying awake becomes an ecstasy.


  One’s own life—one’s own secret private life—what a queer positive thing it is. Nobody knows where you are—nobody has the remotest idea who you are, even.


  The Brontës—Last night in bed I was reading Emily’s poems. There is one:


  
    I know not how it falls on me


    This summer evening, hushed and lone,


    Yet the faint wind comes soothingly


    With something of an olden tone.

  


  
    Forgive me if I’ve shunned so long


    Your gentle greeting, earth and air!


    Yet sorrow withers e’en the strong


    And who can fight against despair?

  


  The first line—why it is so moving? And then the exquisite simplicity of “Forgive me” … I think the Beauty of it is contained in one’s certainty that it is not Emily disguised—who writes—it is Emily. Nowadays one of the chief reasons for one’s dissatisfaction with modern poetry is one can’t be sure that it really does belong to the man who writes it. It is so tiring, isn’t it, never to leave the Masked Ball—never—never.


  The house is full of women, to-day. The peevish old [235] lying cook in the kitchen who says it is I who make all the work. L.M. bringing my lunch with a ‘Take, eat, this is my body’ air, an old ’un sweeping the stairs away and down in the studio a little dwarf sewing buttons and strings on to M.’s clothes and making immense pale darns in his Hebridean socks….


  M. has moved into his new offices and the burden is a trifle lighter. Tomlinson is in the same building and they occasionally have a little gaiety on the stairs—heat pennies, tie them on a string and slip them under Massingham’s door—or lean out of the window and angle for passing hats with a bent pin…. This cheers M. greatly.


  I try and console myself with—half a lung is better than no head—but at present I don’t feel I’ve too much of the latter.


  July 1919


  I, too, am sick and weary of the gossip-mongers. Why should one put up with them. And what have they done that they should dare puff themselves up so. It’s ridiculous. I often feel you are far too tolerant of them. The absurdity, the utter absurdity. What in God’s name have they ever given birth to?


  I confess that at heart I hate them because I feel they are the enemies of Art—of real true Art. The snigger is a very awful thing when one is young and the sneer can nearly kill. They profess to live by feeling—but why then do they never give a sign of it—and why do they do their very best to ridicule feeling in others? It is all poisonous.


  Such a strange day,—a purplish sky—the rain falling, falling—as one imagines the rain falls in China—and through it the thrum-thrum-tinkle-tinkle of a little string band. For Mrs. D. is giving a Garding Party…. I have such a funny vision of the party—the vicar’s straw hat, so wet and sticky—Mr. D. blowing his nose in the same charmingly intimate way off the stage as he does on—[236]and Mrs. flashing her teeth and her ten finger nails at Society. I saw these remarkable hands hovering over and positively shooting beams of light on to a box of plover’s eggs at the fishmongers, the other day, while she cried for the pit, gallery, porter at the door and attendant in the Ladies Toilet to hear: “Are they raipe, Fishmonger? Are you sure they are raipe?”


  What a world, what a world! The cook has given notice. How blessed! It is dreadful enough to be without servants but to be with them—is far more dreadful. I cannot forget the dishonest hateful old creature down in the kitchen. Now she will go and I shall throw her bits to the dustman and fumigate her room and start fair again.


  I feel so much more sensitive to everything than I used to be—to people good or bad, to ugliness or beautiful things. Nowadays when I catch a glimpse of Beauty—I weep—yes, really weep. It is too much to be borne—and if I feel wickedness—it hurts so unbearably that I get really ill. It is dreadful to be so exposed—but what can one do?


  Saturday afternoon, July 1919


  It’s raining and I feel lonely and cold and forsaken. Pray for me. How well I know that wraith-like, disembodied feeling; it has been mine all last, this week. One lay in bed and felt like a shell and wept and weeping made one cough and summer was over. I asked my doctor the very question, “What would one do if one had to cope with life,” and he replied “Why, you’d be in an institution and paid for by the state.” So there is one horror spared.


  Why these young men should lean and lean over the decomposing vapours of poor Jules Laforgue is inexplicable…. It only makes one feel how one adores English prose, how to be a writer—is everything. I do believe that the time has come for a ‘new word’ but I imagine the new [237] word will not be spoken easily. People have never explored the lovely medium of prose. It is a hidden country still—I feel that so profoundly.


  Monday. The weather has ‘got me’ completely; I am ill again. I have coughed so much that I feel like a living rattle. There’s nothing to be done. Why won’t the summer come back? What has happened to it? One must drug oneself deeply, deeply with work and try to forget.


  Forgive me—I can’t write—I feel numb with despair—and only want to creep away somewhere and weep and weep—


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  Friday, July 18, 1919


  I have just been doing the flowers. They look so lovely—especially three in my room, which are small white roses with gay little leaves, fairy tale roses. Downstairs the Dwarf is making me what she calls a ‘cotton body—a very useful possession, I should think. I wonder if she’d make me a fur body for the winter with a little hot piping round the waist. Further downstairs, in the toolbox Charlie has just been delivered of 6 kittens. She is in a dark cupboard, among the rakes and hoes and old bulbs, twisted with yellow twine and straw and red flower pots and bunches of twigs. I put my head in and feel I shall see a bright star in the back above Charlie and hear a chorus of angels. Athenæum hates them. When M. went to him and told him that God had sent him six little brothers and sisters he fell off the studio window ledge right through the glass house, breaking two large panes of glass. I love his sense of the dramatic necessity—but, all the same, next time he must not be told. C’est trop cher.


  I am very horrified by your account of Mrs. B. Can’t she be flung over the garden wall? Must she cling? Can’t you harden your heart? And if she threatens to kill herself why should she be stopped? I don’t know a [238] single enemy who wants to share a house and to whom I could fling a bramble. But be firm—don’t have her in your room—that is the worst of brambles, there is never an end to them—they creep under the doors, they catch you whenever you want to fly, and they can be more than a nuisance—they can hurt. I think she ought to join something and become a ? or a ? or a ?. It’s no use her staying Mrs. B. evidently. I am awfully hard-hearted about clinging—one must just use a knife as quickly as possible.


  This house seems to be an R 34 to-day, rushing through the air. Everything is in flight. It’s as much as one can do to catch anything. The windows all open—the curtains moving—a smell of cherry jam boiling from the kitchen. Gertie saying, “If you please, m’m, the nasturtiums in the front are out,” as if they were walking up to the door—advancing upon us.


  Oh Life—mysterious Life—What art thou? Forster says: a game—I feel suddenly as though from all the books there came a clamour of voices—the books are speaking—especially the poets—How beautiful willows are—how beautiful—how the sun rains down upon them—the tiny leaves move like fishes. Oh Sun, shine for ever! I feel a little bit drunk—rather like an insect that has fallen into the cup of a magnolia.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  July 1919


  I am going away the third week in September, I think—to the Italian Riviera—Then I shall have unlimited time to work. I do not want at present to start a new life in a new country, like Lawrence, but to be about and to work—really that is preferable to going to Heaven….


  My new kitten, Wing Lee,[44] is lying on his back on the sofa waving his legs and arms. He runs like a rabbit. I am longing to write a story where a kitten shall play an important rôle.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [239] July 29, 1919


  Are you drawing? Have you made flower drawings? I wish you would do a whole Flower Book—Quarto size—with one page to each flower—its leaves, roots, buds, petals—all its little exquisite life in colour—very delicate with an insect or two creeping in or a blade of grass or a tiny snail. I see something wonderful. Did you ever see those books Karl Larsen made of his house and garden and children? They didn’t need any words at all—They were fascinating. I wish you would make such a book; you have just the vision for it—delicate—and light, light as a flying feather. But I daresay you will rap me over the head for my imperence—But time is flying—soon or late it will be closing time—let us be divinely drunk while we may—


  I wish you did not mind what they say—what anybody says. Why are you hurt by G.’s wooden airs? I think like the man in Mr. Polly, he wants his head boiling—he wants the MIGHTY to say to him, “Oh, boil your head!” Whenever I hear his absurd literary opinions I burn to make that my cry.


  Now, what is the news. M.’s poems are out! and he is printing at lightning speed a long story of mine—We are both slaves to the Athene but when we do escape we are happy and talk and build sand castles. Will the treacherous tide have them—knock them flat? I don’t know.


  The wind set up such a song in my bones that my dear doctor is once more sticking longer, stronger needles into my behind. Although I walk like the only child of a crab and an Indian colonel I feel it is going to do the trick. Pray for me, Brett. Burn a candle for me if there is a Roman Catholic chapel in Oxford.


  It is a very quiet day here, green and silver—the movement of the leaves is so secret, so silent, that I could watch them all day—I try to find words for how they lift and fall.


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  [240] August 13, 1919


  I have been rather badly ill and am only up for the first time to-day. It was a thousand Joys to hear from you. I searched the wee photograph for all there possibly was to see of you and David. Ah, que vous avez de la chance! He looks a perfect lamb, distinctly as though he were thinking about that blackbird, taking it seriously, and making a thorough study of the bird. I hope I shall see him one day. My Pa arrives to-morrow and my plans are still rather en l’air until I have seen him. Why, I don’t know. But he seems to me a kind of vast symbolic chapeau out of which I shall draw the little piece of paper that will decide my Fate. But that is absurd. For my plans are to go abroad in about three weeks’ time and there to remain. We are on the track of several different places, and not decided yet, but c’est tout.


  I shall be more thankful than I can say to be out of it all here. I hate the place and the people always more and more, and I am sure the whole of England is finie, finie. Perhaps it isn’t if you have a baby to laugh things over with, but otherwise, and plus life on a sofa, it’s just hell. What wouldn’t I give for one of our laughs, ma chère? As it is, things aren’t funny any more. They only make me feel desperate. “It’s time for me to go,” as the song says. The only thing I have got out of it all these months is pennies. I have earned quite a few. That gives me a good sense of freedom.


  Forgive the dullest dog that ever lay beside a cottage door. I will write again, darling woman, when things are more lively. I’d give a world to hear your “Hil-lo!”


  []


  To Mrs. Virginia Woolf


  August 1919


  This is the first day I am up again and able to write letters. I have been rather badly ill, and it has left me for the moment without an idea … except that I must go abroad into a Sanatorium until next April. I can’t take a [241] villa or manage anything for the next six months. I must just lie in the air and try and turn into a decent creature. Do not think I am forgetful of you. You would not believe me if you knew how often you are in my heart and mind. I love thinking of you. I expect Asheham is a glory these days.


  I will write again very soon. This is just really a wave. I would I were a crocodile. According to your Sir Thomas Browne it is the only creature who does not cough: “Although we read much of their Tears we find nothing of that motion.” Thrice happy oviparous quadruped!


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  August 17, 1919


  Here’s an absurd situation! My doctor strongly urges me not to put myself away, not to go into a sanatorium—he says I would be out of it in 24 hours and it would be a “highly dangerous experiment.” “You see,” he explained, “there is your work which I know is your life. If they kept it from you you’d die—then they would keep it from you. This would sound absurd to a German specialist but I have attended you for a year and I know.” After this, I with great difficulty restrained my impulse to tell the doctor what his words did for me. They were breath, life—healing, everything. So it is the Italian Riviera after all, a maid to travel with me and a little villa—Being ill and bearing all the depression of those round me had, I think, almost made me insane. I just gave up hope. Now I am full of hope again, and I am off the third week in September. M. is going across the first week in September to find me a villa and then I go. It is a blessed relief. And to think there will be the sun and another summer and unlimited time to write—It is next door to Heaven.


  Life is so strange—so full of extraordinary things…. To-day, this afternoon, waiting for my Father to come to tea—I felt I could have made—but only of that waiting—[242]a whole book. I began thinking of all the time one has ‘waited’ for so many and strange people and things—the special quality it has—the agony of it and the strange sense that there is a second you who is outside yourself and does nothing—nothing but just listen—the other complicated you goes on—and then there is this keen, unsleeping creature—waiting to leap—It is like a dark beast and he who comes is its prey—


  Everybody has deserted me—I don’t hear from a soul.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  August 21, 1919


  I have re-read The Steppe. What can one say? It is simply one of the great stories of the world—a kind of Iliad or Odyssey. I think I will learn this journey by heart. One says of things: they are immortal. One feels about this story not that it becomes immortal—it always was. It has no beginning or end. Tchehov just touched one point with his pen (.——.) and then another point: enclosed something which had, as it were, been there for ever.


  Poste Restante, San Remo, Italy


  September 19, 1919


  This is the first day I am able to answer your letter. We were at the last moment forced to travel a day in advance. This I telegraphed you on Tuesday but L.M. forgot to send the wire, she says. I hate to think you came and there was nobody there. We had a dreadful journey, and this place is terribly hot and swarming with insects and hotel profiteers. But I am better to-day and I have found a small solitary little house away from everybody, hidden by olive trees, overlooking the sea. In eight days I shall be there. Please send me as soon as possible some more Tchehov, as much as you can—I will work fast here—and anything else. I will write again when I am stronger.


  []


  To J.M. Murry.


  [243] Casetta Deerholm, Ospedaletti


  September 29, 1919


  Your postcard from Paris has just come. Why it has taken so long God only knows. I felt certain you’d have sent me one from there, yet yesterday I gave up all hope of getting one—indeed of hearing at all until you were back in London. I feel quite different with this postcard. When I die, just before the coffin is screwed up, pop a letter in. I shall jump up and out….


  L.M. has broken my thermometer. Good. I got another for 12 francs, which seems to play the same tune, though the notes are not so plain. “I was pulling your cupboard away from the nets and it just rolled on to the floor.” I suppose in Rhodesia you just have notches on a bamboo or a tchetchetchetche branch.


  I have been out since 9 o’clock. The sea is divine. It’s very hot. All last night I chased the midges Buzzing in the nets afar Each one bearing, as it kindled, Message of the open war. (Macaulay). It’s perfect except for the ‘afar.’ They are a scourge here, now; in hundreds. On dit that they will go when the fruit goes, and that flowers in the house are fatal for them. Well, what a silly country!


  I started a big story yesterday. I don’t think it’s very good, but I am going straight on with it, whatever it is like, just for the practice and for getting into my stride….


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky.


  October 1, 1919


  I have taken this little villa for the winter, perhaps for longer. It is nice, Koteliansky; you would like it. It is on a wild hill slope, covered with olive and fig trees and long grasses and tall yellow flowers. Down below is the sea—the entire ocean—a huge expanse. It thunders all day against the rocks. At the back there are mountains. The villa is not very small. It has a big verandah on one side where one can work and an overgrown garden. No hideous riviera palms (like Italian profiteers); everything [244] very simple and clean. Many lizards lie on the garden wall; in the evening the cicada shakes his tiny tambourine. I have often pictured you here. We walk up and down, smoking. If only the mosquitoes were not like roaring lions—but they are. On the 14th is my birthday. Please send me a letter for that day if you are in the mood. I am working. I wish your eyes were better; I wish you had good news. M. is back in London. Goodnight.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Friday, October 3, 1919


  I wish Wing could write letters. I should set him papers of questions and give him prizes for full answers. The weather is marvellous, like silk—very hot and still. People are bathing below. It’s so clear one can see their legs and arms, almost their toes. This house is rather like a fairy house. It is an adorable place to live in—and then the garden—and the view of Ospedaletti is exquisite. The view is for ever subtly changing. It’s far more beautiful and remote than Pauline. The fact, too, that one is for ever conscious of this huge expanse of sea…. God knows I don’t want to live here, but for a place to get well in, it could not be more ideal.


  L.M. is off to San Remo to see if she can find a litre of fine muslin. Just as I thought, she loves that jaunt in, and “You don’t mind, Katie, now you have your revolver, do you?” No, I don’t….


  Monday, October 6, 1919


  I am sitting outside in the bastick chair; it is a mild, cloudy day. The morning was quite chilly—so was last night. Talk about the bounding horizon…. As I sit here I have to throw everything I write against it, and it seems to me the pink geranium beats me out of hand. It is a lesson in humility to write or think with that sea and sky there.


  [245] Where are you?


  How are you?


  When I know those things, and how you found everything I shall feel really settled, but while you are en voyage I’m restless. You understand that? Augusta, the maid, has disappeared. She must have seen that furniture arriving.[45]


  L.M. has broken:


  
    (1) The big fruit dish


    (2) Our plate


    (3) A saucer

  


  all at one go from leaning on the sideboard. I shall buy crocks here but put them in your suit-case against the goldene Zeit. And the worst of it is I always feel she thinks it “so nice and homey” to occasionally smash a thing or two. You must keep me from getting overstern, overstrict and overtidy. It’s an obsession. I realised it this morning. Even out here I had to rearrange the pick, the shovel, and the rake before I could do a thing—even though they were behind me. I hope I shan’t say to our darling little boy “as long as your mud-pies have form, darling, you can make them. But there must be no slopping over the mould.” He will like you best.


  You know how, when we get hungry, we are at last even unable to play Demon for wanting the hash-hammer to sound. That is precisely my state of mind re a letter from you to say you are at home. Once I’ve got it, sat down to table with it, fed my soul on it, eaten every single scrap with all the appetite in the world, I fire ahead with other things….


  Tuesday, October 7, 1919


  A workman has come who says they will have finished their part of the job to-day and after that it’s only a [246] matter of quelques jours before the water is turned on here. Wonderful people! It’s another summer day. As the waves break they are full of gold, like the waves we saw at Bandol. This early morning (6.30) the sea was pink, pale pink—I never saw it so before—and it scarcely breathed…. The washerwoman brought home your clothes last night (yes, the change of subject isn’t a really absurd change. I’d think the pink sea all the lovelier if it had a boat in it with your blue shirt for a sail.) I have just put the clothes away among mine—and the carnation sachets. There are tiny false links in your cuffs which impressed me greatly. Here they are waiting for you.


  The insect plague is simply awful. No nets or veils will keep them out. The tiny, almost invisible ones, who are so deadly, the laundress tells me are called ‘păpĕtĕchīkŏs.’


  (Zuccinis are not cucumbers. They are a kind of elongated pale yellow marrows. L.M. bought one yesterday. I don’t at all see why we should not grow them in Sussex.) I am longing to get out of the garden and make a small tour of Ospedaletti. Every day a new shop seems to arise; and the butcher is evidently a fascinating man. But I shall stick to the garden for the present and get my cough down. I feel wonderfully better, wonderfully stronger. I feel myself walking about like a normal person at times—quite lightly and quickly. Soon it will always be like that.


  The olives are ripe and beginning to fall.


  Wednesday, October 8, 1919


  It is awfully hot here—as hot as when we came. The insects are simply awful. It’s a good thing you left before they got really bad. My leg is so swollen I can only hop to-day. It is maddening because otherwise I feel so well and strong. Curse these confounded countries!! We have double nets, powder, bathe in verbena, oatmeal, [247] milk, salt water, fresh—but nothing cures them. I think they make the idea of a life in this country absolutely insupportable. Enough of them.


  I took the revolver into the garden to-day and practised with it: how to load and unload and fire. It terrifies me, but I feel ‘like a new being’ now that I can really handle it and understand it. I’ll never give it back to V.[46] They are fascinating things; one is childishly fascinated. I almost understand old Brontë père. No more coffee to be had in San Remo. The Government has taken it over as it has the rice. Dear knows when we shall get any more. It doesn’t matter really.


  Thursday, October 9, 1919


  I have just had an interview with a bonne who does not speak 1 word of French—a pretty, nice, awfully nice girl with pearly teeth. What she said, what I said, I really don’t know.


  Me: La lettiere nonne arrivato attendre duo giorni venuto Bordighera?


  She: Si, si, cuisino.


  Me: Oh, dear, what a bother!


  She: Si, si, dimancho-sabbato.


  I finally gave her a letter in French for the woman at the dairy to translate, and off she went. When (to make it plain) I showed her the empty room with two coat-hooks and a sheepskin in it, she seemed to think it superbly furnished. “Bono, bono, molto bono!” A sort of Maori haka! Wise old Feltie,[47] listening in the hall, is still shaking with laughter.


  I think she is just the person—young, strong, pretty, with black, laughing eyes, a bit grubby, but only de la terre, a kind of Italian Marie[48] of a lower class. She gave a little [248] half curtsey when we parted. What will come of it? She also wrote on a bit of paper, Da muni vineri si. Whether that means she is coming or that she is fond of wine I am still not certain….


  It’s a lovely morning. I am working and very happy. It’s hot—grilling. I think I shall have a pet lizard here. L.M. said a sissida (cicada) was buzzing round her electric light all last night. What do you think of that?


  I had a letter from S. to-day which really boxed it. I mean, he said it was only my “indomitable will” (!) which kept me alive this last year, and he is sure I shall now get absolutely well and “grow into your dream of achievement.” This, of course, makes me feel cicatrisé all over and also rouses my pride. I will.


  Saturday, October 11, 1919


  When I got up this morning, I put on my hat first and as soon as the food had been arranged, went out for a small walk. The day was so—what can one say? there isn’t a word, perfect is not enough—that I had to go. First thing I saw was a large daisy at the bottom of our steps, in a pinafore—you know the kind, a Wingley flower. Then I walked along the Boulevard which smelled of pines, gum trees, heliotrope, geraniums and a dash of the sea, and really had a look at Ospedaletti. But! I hadn’t the faintest idea of what it was like. It’s just a fairy tale; that’s all. And the country above and beyond it—these immense romantic glimpses! I sauntered along, gripping Mother’s walking-stick. My heart was bursting with happiness. The sun had his arm round my shoulder. The sea made a sound you would have liked. There was a breeze that filled one’s mouth with pleasure like wine. Hardly anybody about. A small scene from an opera being enacted at the cabstand between two lovely girls carrying baskets of fringed linen on their heads, a boy in a blue undervest eating a loaf of bread, and the cab-driver in white. That was all.


  [249] Then I kept coming to these glimpses of the old town, seen between the trees, and then to pine trees with rose-red geraniums climbing up to their topmost branch. The only work being done was gardening. One heard people gardening and felt them gardening, and that was all. By the time I got to the Poste I knew something very good was going to happen, and three letters were handed across. You know that row of darling little oleanders [a drawing of one]—little trees like that. I sat on a bench beneath them and read the letters and then walked off clasping them very hard and stopping occasionally and saying to a bush or a plant, “Darling!” very quietly.


  Really, when you come in May I dread to think of what we shall do. When it’s spring here as well as everything else. You see, we shall trundle off with our filet in the morning, and then we’ll come home ravenous as I did and see this little house as I did perched on the hill half in sun, half swept by the dancing shadow of the olive-trees. And there will be flowers everywhere.


  I didn’t feel in the least tired. I stopped at the drug store and bought four bottles of St. Galmier. It wasn’t a luxury. I think one needs to drink here, especially while the skeeters are so skeeterish. Such a nice woman in there, extremely pretty, and awfully nice jujubes on the counter. Blow! Everything was awfully nice. Beams came from the toothbrushes. She says it is like this all the winter except for an occasional day of wind or rain, just as hot, and people who come pour se reposer go away on wings. Cherry pie grows in trees in the jardin publique at Ospedaletti. Did you see that wonderful park-like place with all its flowers? Lawrence was working in the garden with a handkerchief round his neck.


  Well, I don’t know. But really we seem to have found the most ideal place we could have found. I can whistle again….


  I wondered if you would ever publish a column from a Note Book. It is going to be called “From the Casetta” and it’s a kind of day book about things like flies or a [250] certain light or a fragment of talk over a table or workmen going home in the evening…. I want to write a whole book—ready in six months—of these … observations.


  Oh, it is cruel to say how warm it is here. I never saw anything like the shadows in this house cast by the delicate trees outside. I have already noticed 5 different grasshoppers. They are great favourites of mine as insects: they are such characters. As for the cicada, every night he is here. I can’t tell you how good the stove is. It is a gem, now that it is accustomed to go. Yesterday, when L.M. was out, I made my tea with about 2 leaves and a twig and the whole kitchen felt so warm and lived in….


  Sunday, October 12, 1919


  I am sitting in the Bastick chair covered with the Jaeger rug, as although the sun is hot the air is chilly (it’s about 4.45 p.m.). It has been a marvellous day here; I’ve not moved except for meals. I’ve been reading and writing, and after lunch I fell asleep from the general ship-board atmosphere. Speaking of ships, such a small jewel of a sailing ship passed the house to-day, riding close enough in to see the men on board. She had two small sails at the bows, one big one at the stern, and a medium very movable one amidships. The sea is my favourite sea, bright, bright blue, but showing a glint of white as far as one can see. That lift of white seen far away, as far as the horizon, moves me terribly. In fact it is the very thing I would like to express in writing: it has the very quality. Here comes another most interesting little steamboat—a very small trader, she looks, painted black and red, with a most ridiculous amount of smoke coming out of the funnel. [A drawing of the steamer.] No, I can’t draw her.


  From where I sit, I cannot see any ground below the balustrade. That is threaded through with sea. One would think it was a sheer drop from there into deep water. What a place, eh?


  [251] I had a nasty jar last night. As there was no water last week, the laundry was put ‘out’ and it came home exquisite, covered with a white net with a rose on top, carried by the nicest old body on her head, who seemed to take the greatest fancy to me, as I did to her. Long conversation. “Comme vous êtes bien ici,” etc., etc., etc., etc. And under all this a bill for 37.85. This, of course, after the old ’un had gone and the rose had been smelled and admired and Wig had thought how much better, after all, they order these things in Italy. L.M. did not really “think it very heavy. I don’t think you could have expected it to be less, Katie.” This with her overall 4.50 and an immense white petticoat 3.85! As to serviettes at 1 lira apiece, “Oh well, my dear, that’s not quite sixpence if the exchange is still at 41 for the £1. It’s about … let me see … hardly fivepence,” and so on and so on and so on. How I should beat her if I were married to her! It’s an awful thought. She thinks I am made of money. That’s the worst of it! On her last but one journey to San Remo she bought one hecto of coffee for 4.50 from “such a funny little shop” and when I protested she thought “the parcel was small for the money, but the beans felt very tightly packed.” Could you believe it? However,—let her go. And I shall never shoot her because the body would be so difficult to dispose of after. One couldn’t make it into a neat parcel or put it under a hearth stone, and she would never burn.


  Every day I love this house more for some new grace, and every day I hold a minute review of the garden, and there is always some thing fresh and wonderful. Then there is the wild hill, never the same, satisfying one’s deep love for what is living and ancient in literature. I look at the hill, and because I have not had a classical education, it seems to me full of the spirit of those old boys—the wild fig and olive, the low-growing berries and the tufts of sweet roots….


  [252] Monday, October 13, 1919


  The weather has completely changed. It’s chilly with a thick, thick fog and heavy downpour of rain. The sky is grey. It’s like living inside a pearl to-day—very lovely, for a change….


  Visitors last night. A very nice one. While I was waiting for the beans, I saw two honey-ball eyes looking at me from the hall. (The front door was open.) When they saw me, they flashed away, but I immediately said as much Wing language as I knew and went quietly to the door with my soup plate. A perfectly lovely tiny cat came in, gold, white and black, with a body rather like a rabbit. It simply bolted the stray pasta: then I gave it some milk, and it more than bolted that. Then it purred more loudly than any cat I’ve ever heard. Its purring machine must have been wound up until that moment. It sat under a chair singing like this for a little, and then fled into the night again. In my mind I called it “Gênet.”


  I have just looked up. The fog has rolled away. The rain has stopped. The air smells of geraniums. Tomorrow the gardener comes for the day; the ground will be just right for sowing. There are carts going by. Yip-y-y-y-ip-yip, say the drivers and the bells go tring-tring-tring. The sea sounds as though it were somehow exquisitely refreshed by that mist; all the grass-blades are bowed down by a diamond. Oh dear, I’m awfully happy. It has been so lovely lying here in the rain. I feel renewed, too, and bowed down with a diamond, too … Look at the new leaves on the rose bushes—bright red. Were they there yesterday? There is one hidden frog here; he croaks every evening. He shall be invited to the festa in May….


  Bites are still going strong. Does Tommy[49] know a fly—just like an ordinary house-fly in the face, that stings? It is here.


  [253] Wednesday, October 15, 1919


  You should have seen after the rain was over yesterday, little old men appeared from nowhere in peaked hats, crawling over the wild hill looking for snails. They carried coloured handkerchieves which frothed. Flowers are coming up everywhere on the hill. I just went for a glance to-day—not more than five steps high, and there were 8 kinds there.


  Caterina came yesterday (the pretty one from the laundry). She brought me vivid pink carnations and two eggs in cotton wool for a present. But I felt she could afford to. All the same, she was fearfully nice—laughing, gay, beautiful, healthy creature. She says May here is magnifique beyond anything. The whole place is covered with flowers, and all the little kinds pour les distillations are out—tiny hyacinths, violets, small roses.


  Well, now I’ll tell you about myself. I feel marvellously better. All that remains is my cough. It has bad moments still, but that terrible boiling sensation when I can’t stop, I haven’t had once since you left. Nor have I once had a temperature. I get short of puff if I cough, but my lungs don’t hurt at all. Think of last October 14th. S.B. came, and at night I had fever in that North Room and thought I was going to die.


  [Later.]


  I am in the middle of a review of Brett-Young which I will post to the office to-morrow unregistered .. I am very glad that K.M. is liked a bit. She wishes she was more worthy. That’s sincere from my soul. But whenever I’m praised I always want to fall on my knees and ask God to make me a better girl. It just takes me that way.


  That Wing! What a fellow he is! I wish you could bring him in May, but he would eat his way out of a suitcase just as you were in the Customs Office. How I would love to kiss him!


  Yesterday ended in such a blazing glory of a sunset that [254] I was quite frightened. It really was the most superb day, and at night (all the windows open) the sea sounded like an immense orchestra; I could truly hear violins, especially, and great rushing passages for the wood-wind. The skeeters drank my blood last night, and I’m awfully bitten to-day—but to death—both hands, one face, and one leg.


  I wish I was more of a stoic about under-linen, perfumes, little boxes for a toilet table, delicate ribbons and silk stockings. But the older I grow, the more exquisite I want to be, fine down to every minutest particular, as a writer, as a talker, in my home, in my life, and in all my ways—to carry it all through. Even now sometimes, when I write to you, a word shakes into the letter that I don’t mean to be there, an old windfall, you know, from a tree in an orchard I’ve long forsaken…. Do you know what I mean? It is my illness which has made me so bad-tempered at times. Alas! one can’t fight without getting battle-stained, and, alas! there have been so many occasions when I’ve never had time to wash away the stains or renew myself.


  A year ago I thought I was going to die, and I think I was. And now I know we are going to live. Don’t let’s forget how S. has helped. I really think I should just have died in that room upstairs if he had not taken me by the hand, like you take a little girl who is frightened of a dog, and led me up to my pain and showed it me and proved it wasn’t going to eat me. That was what he did.


  Oh dear, on the wild hill to-day I found thyme and rosemary—it reminded me of Bandol in the early morning. Very large astonished daisies are beginning to flower everywhere, even in the gravel. The cotton-pods are huge. Exquisite pale yellow butterflies flutter by. The Marygolds unclosèd are.


  P.S.—A huge fawn-coloured rat just ran over the verandah. Tell Wing.


  [255] Thursday, October 16, 1919


  It’s bitterly cold, pouring with rain, a hard, heavy wind blowing and the sky like an iron shutter. 4.30 and the light is on. I went outside this morning but was blown in again, and I’ve been writing at the dining room table. My little table is too small. I am so thankful after all that I brought really warm clothes. On a besoin. To-day—thick jaegers, jersey and cardigan, and deux pantalons.


  That cat I made such a fuss about got in the larder last night and stole our meat. It sprang in the window to-day again and looked like a devil when I shooed it away. I shall have no cats here. And she has broken our glass jug. Well, well. First thing I saw was the fragments outside the back door. It can’t be helped. She said, “It was very frail from the beginning.” I suppose one would make the same excuse if one dropped and broke a baby! I hope my review is all right. I feel far away when I am writing—as though I am being confusing, you can’t hear me. It makes me anxious.


  Heavy thunder prowls round the sky. Now it is sunset, and the shutter of the sky lifts to show one bright band of gold. I am just a little bit tired; it is the weather—the thunder and sudden intense heavy cold like lead. Oh, what a good idea! I’ll drink a glass of wine … Getrunken. Really, England is never colder than this to-day. Now it is hailing, enormous hail. I’d like to be in Sussex, and very, very snug. But don’t think I’m depressed. I’m not—only so parky after such a long taste of heavenly fair climate. And very angry because in spite of the cold the mosquitos and gnats persist. Both my hands are bandaged to-day. Why don’t they die? She caught one to-day and put it out of window instead of killing it! I expect they’ve passed the word round that this house is an asile for them.


  [256] Friday, October 17, 1919


  I had just given your letter to L.M. to post, I had put on my cape, and after walking through the rooms and thinking how delicious apples and pot au feu smelt when they were cooking ensemble, I went to the door to see the sunset. Up our steps came Caterina with a gardener in tow. (Caterina has established herself a kind of guardian here. She it was who brought me the eggs in cotton wool and the pink flowers and who tells L.M. where to get things.) Alors, she has found me this gardener; she talked as though she had just picked him up somewhere on the path. He was very nice—a big grey kind old dog in a cap. Caterina was very cold. She had her hands tucked in the cuffs of a small grey woollen jacket; her nose was pink, charmingly pink, and her eyes sparkled. “Do you mind work on Sundays? He can come on Sundays?” Not at all. “And he will bring you plants. Would you like quelques geraniums?” At that I held up my hands, and I saw Caterina was having a joke, too. So I asked for violets, and he said he would bring them, both savage and mild—little blue growling darlings and white meek as milk ones. He says they poussent comme rien here.


  All roses flower in le mois de noël. It is just time for jonquils, narcissi, tulips,—rather late in fact. He will also bring roses. But when he asked me if I wouldn’t like some little palms, and I said No, I loved plants with flowers, I saw by his shrug and his ‘moue’ that he rather despised me. “Ah, ces femmes avec ces fleurs!” was what I felt. Then he asked if I’d like a lily that grew about the size of the villa—enormous. By the time you came you would have had to hunt for me and the house among the lily leaves and the big white flowers. You would have said, “There they are!” and then “No, that’s a snail!” because on such pasture the snails would grow large too.


  This rather frightened me. I said if he had a smaller one, I’d have it please, but not “those of the Lar-gest [257] size.” Then in the late pale light with Caterina and the gardener outlined against the olive, the deep blue sea and the red sky, we had a little talk. The gardener meanwhile spat very splendidly over the olive boughs. I was greatly impressed by his performance.


  (Enter L. M.: “Katie, do you mind if I put the pot au feu through the sieve?”


  Me: “Terribly.”


  She: “Oh, I am so sorry. I was only thinking how beautifully it would have gone through. It was just an idea. Do you mind? I won’t interrupt again.”)


  Now it’s dark. The big daisies in the vase on the table have shut their pretty eyes. The shadows are wonderfully quiet. The sea sounds as though it were sweeping up through hollow caves. A dog is barking, a bell tinkles on the road. Through the window I see an olive tree growing in a room just like this one and girl sits at a table under its branches writing to her love.


  Saturday, October 18, 1919


  Please always tell me at once of the faults in my reviews. Haul me over the hottest coals. It is only kind. I expect you to do this. If anything is all right—let it be; but otherwise, do please beat me. Elizabeth Stanley is sending two poems on Monday; she wants to hold them over till then. One longs to write poems here.


  That Samuel Butler! We knew it, didn’t we? The ironing-board and the sewing-machine—they are in all his books—he gave them to himself as well—was an expert in the use of both really. What a surface he puts on things! What little crisp frills! How neatly turned! How beautifully, enfin, he ‘got up’ other people’s washing. As to the sewing-machine, the 2nd half of The Way of All Flesh is all machine-sewn. I wish I could see the woman’s[50] letters; I’d dearly love to.


  [258] This afternoon I have been to San Remo. A great Ausflug—the first since you went away. We took the tram and went first class—velvet seats, very fine, but iron seats in velvet gloves alas! as the journey progressed. It was a beautifully light gay afternoon. I don’t feel in the least tired, I feel rested; in fact, I went partly to rest my eyes. Oh dear, if I could tell you all I saw! But the very very thrilling thing was that I went to our china shop and bought another plate, (I am beginning our collection with ½ dozen soup plates: they are a late dowry) and the woman said at the end of this month she will have cups and saucers in this ware all sizes, from large café au lait downwards, also teapots and jugs. This is of international importance, isn’t it? I shuddered with joy, seeing the large fluted cups, the sun on the breakfast table, honey in the comb to eat, you one end and me the other with three each side with their cups tilted up to their noses. But seriously, isn’t it Great News?


  The money flew out of my purse—but it was worth it. Then we caught the tram home. L.M. carried the parcels, and soon the kettle was boiling and we were having Tea. That is like the end of a ‘composition,’ Describe an outing. The villa trembling in the late sun and shadows was beautiful to return to. It is so beautiful. If only I did not get so bitten! Worse than ever—both my arms and hands.


  San Remo is all in readiness for its visitors. Every second shop a cake shop: little cakes about the size of a cup for 3.50, and Victory with her car full of chocolates—you know the style—two sugar horses with silver wings, and little loves holding, staggering under, the bonbons, and then the stern, majestic, helmeted figure with her sword upraised, standing in a chariot of bouchées!


  How strange human nature is! An English clergyman and his waife in front of the postcard shop.


  “My dear, that view, I am share, was taken from our window!”


  “Oh, do you think so, Arthur?”


  [259] “There is no question of doubt.”


  “Well … perhaps so.”


  “Perhaps? What do you mean by perhaps? Why should I be so positive if it were not so?”


  “Yes, I see what you mean now.”


  And they walked away, poor silly creatures, and he said, “Niente, niente!” to a boy crying newspapers who was not for a moment crying them at him—and remarked “These Italians are famous Beggahs.”


  Do please send me Art and Letters. Does my story [Pictures] look bad?


  Sunday, October 20, 1919


  Oh, why are people swindlers? My heart bleeds when they swindle me, doesn’t yours? This gardener—he promised to come and put the garden in order for 10 francs and bring me some little plants too. It was to be 10 francs a day with the plants. And now his wife has come and explained the plants are 10 francs more. And he only came for half a day yesterday, but she says he spent the other half of the day looking for the plants. So they between them charged me 30 francs. It isn’t the money that matters, though I felt ashamed as I gave it them and could not look at their eyes,—it is that they are dishonest. That hurts so! Yes, put the wall round the house. Why will people do such things? I’d rather they turned and beat me.


  The sun streams through the folded clouds on to the sea in long beams of light, such beams as you see in picture-books when the Lord appears. It is a silent day except for the sound of his false pick as he digs up the little beds. L.M. is in San Remo. I have to hide from this old man now. I wish he’d go. His wife was all in grey, with big black hollow places where her teeth had been and she said firmly, “C’est moi qui viens tous les soirs arroser votre jardin pour vous.” When I said “No,” her “C’est bien” was like steel spittle.


  [260] Well, I’ve cried my cry to you. But … this vileness, this snail on the underside of the leaf—always there!


  Why am I not a calm, indifferent, grown-up woman?… And this great cold, indifferent world like a silent, malignant river, and these creatures rolling over one like great logs—crashing into one…. I try to keep to one side, to slip down unnoticed among the trembling rainbow-coloured bubbles of foam and the faint reeds. I try to turn and turn in a tiny quiet pool—but it’s no good. Sooner or later one is pushed out into the middle of it all. Oh … I am really sadder than you, I believe. At any rate if they weighed us both in the scales, we’d both dip as deep….


  Two books have come—Stanley Weyman and Stella Benson. Good. I’ll do them. Stella Benson seems to me just to miss it; she reminds me of Colette in a way. But I’ve only dipped into her book. A very attractive creature.


  Shall I send this letter? Or write another one—a gay one? No, you’ll understand. There is a little boat, far out, moving along, inevitable it looks and dead silent—a little black spot, like the spot on a lung.


  Don’t mind me. I am very foolish and ought to be punished. Even as I wrote that the little boat is far away, there have come out of the sea great gold streamers of light such as I never before saw.


  Tuesday, October 21, 1919


  I’d like to have heard you and E. about minds. I miss talk.


  L.M. (brightly and lightly): “Wouldn’t it be awful if one hadn’t got hands and one lived in a place where there were a great many flies? Wouldn’t it be simply dreadful?”


  That is no substitute.


  It’s a queer day here, all greys and purples and very [261] chill. The sea seems to be growing bigger and bigger, pushing further and further out…. People shout as they pass, against the wind. Two exquisite birds have been walking in the garden. They had long, narrow, pale-yellow bodies, little jackets in black and gold, very long silver-grey tails. Happy tiny creatures, quite unafraid, walking over the gravel and having a gay, gay little talk.


  I have a feeling that my letter yesterday did not ring properly. Please blame the insects. My hands feel as though they were on fire, all swollen and inflamed. They will be better in a day or two. It’s so strange the insects should persist, for it’s really very cold at times, as cold as it was in Marseilles. Yet in the evenings, even with the windows shut and powder burnt, out they come. Bother them!


  I finished Stella Benson last night. I thought I might do her with Hope Mirrlees—two women, both protesting in the preface that their books are out of the ordinary. But no bridge could be thrown from one to the other. Miss Mirrlees lives in another world, and her world would shudder at Stella Benson. I don’t. On the contrary. They are two interesting problems, very intriguing. I hope I manage to say what I want to say….


  Please give Wing a foursquare kiss from me and Athenæum a plain (non-currant) kiss. Richard spoke of my four brothers—you, he and the cats. We sound like a fairy family, don’t we?


  [Later.] If you write that novel you’ve got to have a chapter called “The Birth of Wingley,” don’t you think? I have, as I always have, a sort of sweet scent in the air, a sort of floating mirage of the novel. But I feel one would be torn between tears and laughter all the while: everything would be in rainbows. Already long before the child is born I see the light above its head, a ring of light—so lovely. Would it have cats and flowers in it, and could B. wander there, wearing old Feltie, and Wing wave at him from a high window? There would be pain in it, too, agony. Would there be a description of the house [262] after they were in bed—the fire dying in their room—the cat on the stairs—the moon coming through the window and shining on to the Shepherdess clock—on to her gay little dreaming figure sitting on the hill with her basket of fruit—and then his dark head on the pillow? Do not be cross with me. I am only dreaming to myself of what the book might be….


  I’m in my room, lying down, the door and window open. The wind, thinking the house is empty, is taking a quiet look through, humming to herself. The shadow dances from the olive and there’s no sound except the sea.


  I dreamed last night that I had come home (a fever dream—horrible) and it was still October, dark, foggy, bitterly cold. And I was ill. I sent a note to S. who came. I was still in my travelling clothes: a black velvet cap and my peach-coloured shawl for a coat. He came and did not speak to me: you and he started talking about a new tobacco to be bought by the sheet: he had some to show you. Then you said, “Well, I’d better go,” and left us alone. And S. wiped his glasses and said, very dryly: “Well, I’m afraid you’ve broken something more than your journey.” I said: “Oh, but I’m leaving for Italy again next week.’ He put his glasses on again. I said: “Doctor, I can see you’d rather not attend me any more.” We shook hands and he walked out—and I saw the greenish fog in the window … and knew I was caught. To wake up and hear the sea and know I had not done the dreadful thing—that was joy.


  I feel much better now—more normal. If it were anybody but you I could not say this, but really the gardener’s wife had something to do with it. I felt her in my lung. Perhaps the truth was I was feeling weak, and she stabbed.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  Tuesday, October 21, 1919


  I’m awfully interested in all you tell me about your job. I agree with you that the production of a book [263] should not assert itself but I think you’re rather too hard on yourself when you say it shouldn’t be noticeable. True, the writing is the important thing, but I think fine production, as it were, sets the seal upon its importance—and do you think it’s too far-fetched to say it’s an act of faith on the part of the producer in that he considers it worthy of a ‘setting’ and it’s also his expression of delight in honouring it. I suppose if a thing is really good and sound and honest there’s no need to call attention to it, no need to praise it: but I like to think that people who are rich in life can afford to praise things—in fact, can’t help praising them. I don’t think any of us will stop at what is necessary. Take a domestic example. I suppose a baby is the important thing and it’s just as happy and content in a strong banana box. But I can’t help feeling that if I saw one flying in the direction of the Heron, or on the Heron’s back (he looks a safe old bird according to Fergusson) I would make that banana box as marvellous as a banana box could be. Of course, the whole difficulty about noticeable production is that if the idea gets into the minds of wrong workmen, vain workmen, there’s no stopping them—and you can’t see the great man for the wreaths and banners so to say. But you can’t afford to worry about that. To be fantastical, I think a book should look like a herald, the author’s herald, and as herald’s don’t carry trumpets it wouldn’t be assertive but just very fine and on the proud side. (I just then had a vision of Wing as a herald, but he would, in defiance of all the laws, have a most awful trumpet to blow in Athenæum’s ear—)


  I expect J. has told you about this little house—right in the sun’s eye and the sea’s eye. It is built on the slope of a wild hill covered with figs, olives and tamarisk trees and a thick small shrubbery, and herbs like lavender and thyme and rosemary. There are very small paths winding up it in all directions: I long to follow them, I shall by next spring. We three could spend a wonderful time in this house. It’s a bit fäery—the light trembles on the wall from the water and dances in flecks from the olive [264] trees until you wonder if you’re living in a bubble…. Down below, sheer down there is the sea with a fine flat rock for you to walk out on and dive off. Green sea with blue streaks in it and violet shadows—so clear that from here I can pretty nearly count the starfish star-gazing on the floor of it. (That’s nonsense. It’s lunch time and I’m getting what J. calls “shiny in the head.”)


  I wish though that the things that bite were not so fierce. They are like the dragons my Papa used to draw. Dragons with Seven Bellies—i.e., never satisfied. They must have had pints of me and you can’t think I’d be anything but rather inferior government ale, can you?—poor stuff compared to these rich fruity Italians.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Thursday, October 23, 1919


  I wish you could see this glass of flowers on the dining room table—daisies and roses. Field daisies, but larger than English ones, and very wide, with the petals dipped in bright crimson and crimson roses from the wild garden at the side of the steps. I have just gathered the third rose and remarked that hundreds of buds will be blowing in a week or two. The sea is very pale to-day; small boats go sailing by. I was out in the garden all the morning: now I’ve come in to write. Don’t you find it very difficult to work without a large table and four walls? I try everything, I work on a tray—on a chair—on a book—sit up high and arrange the ink and papers on Table Mountain, on the verandah … but no, at the last I have to come in. In our Sussex house we shall have a real table and a real chair and a real ‘abri.’


  Except for my head to-day, I’m well again. I’m very glad to have had the experience: it makes me feel so secure. I should have had a doctor in London pour sûr, but here I did without one, treated myself and cured myself. This makes me feel so safe in case we should ever find ourselves on a desert island—just in case. If there are [265] cannibals there our lives will be spared because of Wig the Healer, and if there aren’t, they’ll be spared pour la même raison. In view of the state of my head I am doing Galsworthy this week. I know what I think about him: I mean he has been in my mind for years and only wants dusting, bringing to the light and proving by this new book.


  
    (Oh why, why


    Did the Lord make the Fly?


    And when we die


    Shall we find them spry


    In eternity?)

  


  To be spry in eternity seems to me particularly awful: eternally spry! I don’t want eternity at any rate, so it don’t signify. Now it will be ideal for L.M.—time for everything, time to get to know everybody and to wonder about “this that and the other” to her heart’s desire. She is, indeed, made for eternity—one of God’s own, as you might say. But no—if the Lord will give me 30 years starting on May 1st, 1920, he can do what he likes with what’s left of my bones and feathers after that.


  I have 6 packets of cigarettes at 1 franc the packet, black soldiers’ cigarettes, I should think, made to be distributed to dying Zouaves in hospital and—held over. But they are a great deal better than nothing.


  Oh, is there any life of George Eliot so that I can write an article for November 22—less than a month to do it in—or if you could send me one or two of her novels—Romola, Adam Bede, whichever are best? I feel I’d love to do something, but if there are other people on the spot more competent and with more material, c’est entendu.


  Friday, October 24, 1919


  When you talk about Wing, I don’t know what it is, something in all you tell me goes to my heart. I see him as he used to lie, in a kitten coma, while you kissed his nose.


  [266] Never shall we have such an adorable kitten again. When he slept on our bed, too, and wouldn’t settle down (you remember), would dive off and swim about under the cupboard and up the screen-pier.


  (Oh, the midges!!! There are three.)


  Your Sunday letter brought you and the house to me very, very clearly. It was wonderful how you conveyed the quality of the day—the one thing happening after another thing—in a silence.


  I know what you mean about people babbling, even though je ne suis pas une silencieuse, moi. But the years one has spent, sitting with a strained smile trying to appear of the party, in the know … what foolishness, what waste of time!


  But on those rare occasions when you and I talk, I do—I do feel the heavens opening and our thoughts like angels ascending and descending. Time, peace, freedom from anxiety—these things must be ours. Time to be silent in and to talk in. But especially that last. The strain we have lived under! No one will know. Isn’t it queer what a cold indifferent world this is really? Think of the agony we’ve suffered. Who cares? Who dreams? If we were not ‘set apart’ for ever before, this has been enough to do it. We could not, knowing what we know, belong to others who know not. If I can only convey this difference, this vision of the world as we see it! Tchehov saw it, too, and so I think did Keats.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  S.S. Casetta (Homeward bound)


  Friday night, October 1919


  I am at present being stared at by (1) very old winged beetle who is evidently looking to see if this is his club or not and whether there is an octogenarian or two to have a chat with; (2) three white moths with their little moth’s noses pressed as flat as flat can be; (3) an Unknown, with six legs and the appearance of a diminutive lobster;


  [267] (4) one very large grey moth, apparently in a shawl who appears by her anxiety to be endeavouring to see if there really is a large barrel of butter hidden behind the counter for regular customers only or not. All these are on the outside of my windy pane, drawn to the light because I have not closed the shutters. It’s a black night, calm, and with a great sweeping sound of sea.


  I wish you could come into this room for a talk—sit before this wood fire with me and agree that the log has a head like a crocodile and one is like a poodle. The smell is good—of pines and blue gums—and I have one very large pine cone I would cheerfully sacrifice for a kind of illuminated address of welcome—my dear, dear old Boy.


  Here comes dinner. I must sit up and prepare to attack it—We have funny food here—macaroni in all the most fantastical shapes and devices—in letters and rats’ tails and imitation lace and imitation penny stamps and triangles and shavings. It must be fun to run wild in the Macaroni works. I wonder they don’t have an Animal Series,—camels, frogs and Nelephants in one’s soup would be particularly nice.


  I am afraid that this letter is not, on the whole as serious as it ought to be. I trust, Sir, by the time it reaches you its demeanour will be composed, reverent, grave as befits one who is calling upon a young gentleman at a Publishing House in Thavies Inn.


  Take care of yourself in these storms. Do not go up on deck without your big muffler; do not attempt to stow the top-gallant sail but be certain to let go the fore top-gallant halyards while a squall rages.


  But here’s to Fair Weather for us all.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Sunday morning, October 26, 1919


  The Gardener is here; he arrived at Aurora’s heels, thumping his tail. I think he has done wonders, but Oh, I feel inclined to cry to the garden, as I do to you when [268] you’ve been to the barber: Why did you let him take off so much? When will it grow again? My cotton plant has lost its curls—a ruthless chopping of them: the roses that had all started what I thought were the most exquisite promising shoots are cut down to the bone and told to try again. (I must plant sweet peas immediately.) And he is so delighted with his work; his good face beams; he shows me all stones he has taken out—it sounds like an operation—and there on the path lie the pink geraniums. O Weh! O Weh! I feel there’s an awful moral to be drawn out of all this—Except ye can bear this to be done unto ye, ye shall not bring forth. At any rate some old Gardener or other has been doing it to us for years, and God knows we’ve had our naked shivering moments. So now I shall fill this garden with flowers. I shall make it to blaze and shine and smell ravishing and look celestially beautiful by the time you come, just to point the moral further.


  The wind with light, faint footfalls walks over the sea: the water rings against the shore, like a bell, striking softly.


  [Later.]


  The gardener has gone; there is a smell of blue gum: that means the tea kettle is on. After tea I am going for a walk up the road behind the hill. It’s a marvellous day, warm and yet refreshing.


  Monday night, October 27, 1919


  A picture. Figurez-vous your Wig on the verandah in all the clothes she has, topped with the woolly lamb, and with her cherry sunshade up, under a green fly-net! It is so perishingly cold to-day—a wind like ice. But for the first time I seem to have weapons to fight it with, and I am as snug as can be. As I walked into the garden wearing the woolly lamb, I leaned on the green gate which is my confessional and said to the daisy who remarked on it: “Oui, c’est la jaquette militaire de mon mari qu’il a porté [269] pendant les trois hivers qu’il était au front. Le khaki était affreusement sale; alors je l’ai … etc….” If the daisy had been Catherina the same histoire would have been recounted: I am fascinated by these ideas sometimes. I saw you in this British-warm tucking your pocket-book away, pulling on immense gloves, and going off somewhere by motor-car….


  At break of day I went through all the paper and had a good read of it. The printers seems to get a bit scrimpy at times and will cut the noses off the words: it’s very annoying…. Who wrote What is Bolshevism? It’s one of those reviews that begins with a bouquet and then gradually takes the flowers back again. And sentences like “It is of course impossible to estimate the number of people etc.” are footle. Of course, it is. L.M. might try. At the end the reviewer decides to give him back a stalk or two—but … it’s a bad style of reviewing, don’t you think?


  Tuesday, October 28, 1919


  I’ve just looked out of the window. L.M. is at San Remo. There is going to be an enormous storm; terrible lead-coloured clouds are pulling over; the sea is almost silent—just a deep beat—and the wind has arrived to clear the court, as it were, for the Elements. The cold is immense here, but I don’t feel it at all as I did in the S. of France, thanks to all my warm woollies. But it’s absurd to say this coast is warm all the time. Perhaps next month will be finer. Now I must work again and pray the house isn’t struck by lightning. It’s the moment to shut all the windows. You know that moment. Well, I’ve done it. I’ve also been into the garden, picked a rose, and brought in a bundle of kindling from under the verandah table, and I haven’t coughed once or got out of breath. So I must be furiously better, really.


  [270] Wednesday, October 29, 1919


  I have heard from F. at Mentone. Poor darling! he was robbed at Boulogne of his wallet—all his money, addresses, papers, £50 in banknotes, a letter of credit for £500. This really wrings my heart. I can’t help it. If he does mind so terribly about money, it must have been so ghastly to be alone among foreigners, having to keep up and be a man of the world and look out of the railway windows as though it hadn’t happened. I really literally nearly fainted when this swept over me and I ‘saw’ him with a very high colour putting on a smile. I do hope to God people don’t suffer quite as I think they do: it’s not to be borne if they do.


  I am writing this in a hurry. I seem to have such acres to plough and the horse is going so slow. I wish I could change the horse. He just sits on his hind legs and scratches his ear and looks round at me when we’re half way through a furrow.


  It’s icy cold, thundering, blue-grey with a flash of steel. I should think it was going to snow.


  Thursday, October 30, 1919


  C. sent me a photograph of myself at three months old. It was a dreadful shock. I had always imagined it—a sweet little laughing thing, rather French, with wistful eyes under a fringe, firmly gripping a spade, showing even then a longing to dig for treasure with her own hands. But this little solemn monster with a wisp of hair looked as though she were just about to fall backwards head over heels. On her feet she wears, as far as I can make out, a pair of ordinary workman’s boots which the photographer, from astonishment or malice, has photographed so close up that each tootsie is the size of her head. The only feature about her is her ears which are neatly buttonholed on to the sides of her head and not just safety-pinned on as [271] most babies’ are. Even the spade she clasps with the greatest reluctance….


  Friday, October 30, 1919


  I sent a review yesterday. Before I forget—will you change the last sentence of all? Substitute another word for the word “great.” I can’t remember just how it went, but I woke up in the night with the Lord crying “Samuel!” to me and saying, “Cut that bit out about a great novel!”


  The sun came out this morning, took a cloud or two, did a little extremely high-class modelling on the grand scale—“The Banquet,” “Greek Warriors Resting,” “A Grecian Lady with a Bowl” and so on, all along the horizon for the benefit of a tiny little sailing ship and me. Then it went in again, and heaven knows how many doors are between us. It is bitterly cold and windy with great puffs of dust. I wonder if it will get warmer again? I don’t see why it should, and yet who would come for a saison d’hiver to get a blue nose and fingers? A mystery to me.


  I can’t help feeling: Why didn’t I go to Ventnor or some such place? Why go so far? It couldn’t be colder in the Isle of Wight. Well, it only determines me never to do it again….


  Saturday, November 1, 1919


  I had thought to have your Monday letter yesterday—but no, it wouldn’t come. You must throw them more quickly down the letter boxes, hurl them, send them flying, tell them that if they come quickly there is nothing—nothing she won’t give them. They can take whatever they please, pull off her rings and put them on their thumbs, peacock in her flowery shawl, eat all the honey jar at once…. Oh no, they are not children: I won’t [272] have them children. Little children must never travel. How could I have written so! It breaks my heart only to think of them. No, they are just—birds to whom the journey is no labour. Up they fly, out of sight, with one beat of a delicate wing…. But birds are so heartless, alas!


  It is a fearful day; long cold rain, a homeless wind crying at the windows, the sea like ashes. I am sitting in my little room in a corner, wrapped up with a hot brick at my feet. I must work hard to-day. Thank God for definite work—work that must be done.


  November 1st. Six months to May. After that don’t leave me alone. I am not made to live alone. I should have gone to a place like Mentone where I could sometimes go for a small walk without a climb and lift the shutter that I live behind. But work, work, work—simply to thy cross I cling. (Why must it be a cross? What a question to ask at 31! But I do still ask it.)


  Six months. Only six months to cross. A mountain a month. Six mountains and then a soft still quiet valley where no wind blows—not even enough to fray the one o’clock dandelion….


  Sunday, November 2, 1919


  I am sitting in the dining-room. The front door is open, the cold salt air blows through. I am wrapped up in my purple dressing gown and jaeger rug with a hot bottle and a hot brick. On the round table is a dirty egg-cup full of ink, my watch (an hour slow) and a wooden tray holding a manuscript called “Eternity” which is all spattered over with drops of rain and looks as though some sad mortal had cried his pretty eyes out over it. There is also a pair of scissors—abhorrèd shears they look—and two flies walking up and down are discussing the ratification of the Peace Treaty and its meaning re our civil relations with Flyland.


  [273] I am just sending L.M. to San Remo to ask the Hoch-wohlgeboren Doctor Bobone to come and see me. I must know from somebody how I am getting on, i.e., I must be cheered up. Ten years passed this morning as I sat in my darkish little room. I am now 41 and can’t lose a moment. I must know. If my depression continues, I shall try to get out of here in January, because if it does go on, we shouldn’t have a May here, we’d be flinging our daisy chains round the tops of cedar trees. But on the other hand if Bobone consoles me and so on, I may feel better….


  Monday, November 3, 1919


  No letter came to-day, but the paper did. We had the devil of a great storm last night, lasting for hours—thunder, lightning, rain, and I had appalling nightmares. I think it must be the noise of the sea which makes me dream so: it excites one’s nerves at night. One longs for it to ‘lie down’ … old age, I expect. After the thunder the day is very lovely, cool, but so definite and on a big scale. I began to write an article for the paper yesterday called “Eternity”; I hope it will be finished to-day. If you don’t care for it, please just keep it: it will go in some book some time or other. It’s so nice to walk in this little garden. After yesterday I went up and down, up and down, thinking out things. It was then I hit on the subject for the article.


  I’ve been out of doors all day, still am, in fact,—under a sunshade on the verandy. I feel quite all right, not a suspicion of anything is wrong with me, but I’m FLAT. It’s the albatross round my neck….


  However, let us put a penny in the box, let us have a tune. Let us nod and grin while the others get up and do our dancing for us, as we sit over here in the corner, waiting, waiting—for the bead curtains to jingle, to be pushed aside, for La Santé to come laughing, laughing in, running over to our corner, putting her arms round our [274] neck and saying, “My friend, my darling friend.” The garçon hovers by, biting his nails and shooting me a glance or two. I’ve read all the illustrated papers—all the comics. Suddenly he swoops forward and piles two chairs on the table next to mine. Good Heavens! it’s really closing time! Why doesn’t she come? Why doesn’t she! …


  I don’t know why I am writing this. Please forgive it. And forgive me for not being gay. Forgive me for that. Don’t worry about me. I’ll get out of this. See in your mind’s eye Wig under an umbrella much too large, thinking it’s still raining, and open the window and tell her how silly she looks and how that policeman with his scythe is laughing at her.


  Tuesday, November 4, 1919


  The storm at present is hanging over; it has withdrawn to await reinforcements—a horrible lowering violet sky, a boiling sea like porridge, snow on the mountains. Fancy, with that, to get more air I had one side of the net up last night and I am bitten frightfully by mosquitoes. This is almost laughable…. Everything about this côte d’azur is lies. Why does one believe it? One might as well believe that London is a rich, magnificent city, or that the Midland Hotel, Manchester, is the most comfortable place in the world. Why believe liars? Everybody lies. I don’t know: but there you are. Dostoevsky at least understood through and through….


  I feel a bit like the outside elements. At least I feel that they’ve had their way with me for the moment, and I’m now high and dry, on a rocky ledge looking up at the sky and simply vaguely wondering.


  I hope to get work done to-day; I long to—ah, so much!! If that were possible I’d get back my spirit. When that goes (the power to work) then I’m nothing, just a straw before the wind. And I feel one must hurry… [275] Believe that I try ALL I can, every single bit I can. Nothing less than La Faiblesse (who is really the toughest old hag of them all) keeps me from the performance of my promises.


  Good God! There’s a little wavering gleam of sun on the wall—white, still. It makes everything look shabby and dirty. It’s gone again.


  Perhaps now I have encountered the whole troupe of fiends so early I shall get the better of them and be at peace. I suppose anyone who has lived my life of the last two years is bound to have these moments. That is what I hope….


  But to walk, kiss the earth, run, laugh, go in and out of houses and rooms—if I could do any of these things!


  “You are always an invalid—hein?” says Bobone, looking at me with absolutely inexpressive red eyes like an ox—no whites to them at all. “Vot is your age? Dirty-five?”


  “No,” I said. “Dirty-one.”


  “Zo.”


  Well, well, well. Why do I feel like this about Dostoevsky—my Dostoevsky—no one else’s—a being who loved, in spite of everything adored LIFE even while he knew the dark, dark places?


  Wednesday, November 5, 1919


  It’s warmer to-day, with a huge wind blowing and working up for rain—all deep greys. The wind tugs at the trees, tugs at the waves. It’s a vile wind. I wish the sun would shine, I wish it would—hot bright sun day after day.


  But even Hampstead rests me to think of. It is my home. I have a home. I have every right to sit on the stairs and look at Wing come lopping up. I love 2 Portland Villas from here. I’d kiss the gate and the door. Often I go in and wander through and look out of the [276] windows, with love, with love. My room was so beautiful—the long glass reflecting the books—the Black Monk—the exquisite clock, and the brass scuttle. In my memory I caress them—they are beloved darlings. To turn that unwilling key in the Black Monk[51]—oh, what joy! To curl up on the Stickleback and to have Wing climb up the outer shell and then walk over unimportant me! And my chest of drawers—the special one! Don’t let us ever give up our things—truly I couldn’t.


  I don’t like foreign countries or foreign ways or foreign houses. It’s only the sun that tricks them out. When the sun goes it is as though the flesh were gone, and there’s nothing to tell over but ugly bones.


  This is an ancient wind.


  Thursday, November 6, 1919


  It has just stopped raining and is steamy, misty and cool. I’m out on the verandah: the sea sounds heavy, so is the air—one feels wonderfully tired. The Nation came yesterday but no letter.


  Not having heard from you I feel a bit dumb: I feel as though I were standing at a door waiting for it to open—or sitting up against it (more like that) just waiting. I wish I were a great deal more self-supporting. It’s a thousand times harder for me to write reviews here where I have no one to talk things over with. I’m ‘out of it’ and see so few papers and never hear talk. I have to get into full diver’s clothes and rake the floor of the unprofitable sea. All the same it is my life: it saves me.


  The woodman and his mate came yesterday. I feel a bit sentimental about him, because last time he was here you were here. He looked at the picture of Berne. “C’est à Londres, ça? Londres est sur le lac de Londres, n’est-ce pas?” And finding it was also a mirror, he [277] twisted his moustaches in it. How nice he is! I thought, etc., etc., until I had the bill. Same amount of wood, same size—115 francs, and it is to go up again this month. He declared also it is défendu to take the wood from the hillsides now. Coal—does not exist for private houses, only hotels. This is all rather a blow considering the climate, but we shall have to manage….


  Oh, God, let us try to make this our last separation. At any rate it will be. I’d never bear another. They are too terrible.


  Friday, November 7, 1919


  It is all memories now—radiant, marvellous, faraway memories of happiness. Ah, how terrible life can be! I sometimes see an immense wall of black rock, shining, in a place—just after death perhaps—and smiling—the adamant of desire. Let us live on memories, then, and when the time comes, let us live so fully that the memories are no nearer than faraway mountains.


  My “Eternity” seemed perfect rubbish. I’ll send it if you like. It seemed to go out as I wrote and I raked ashes.


  Sunday, November 9, 1919


  The papers have come; I’ve been reading them. Then I’ve read the ——. The disgraceful dishonesty of it! The review of Dostoevsky and the one of ——! My God! what has happened to this age? It cannot have been like this before. Look here! we must be bold and beat these people. We must be dead straight in our reviews. If they don’t care for what we say, it doesn’t matter, but let us come bang out into the open while we have the chance and say it. I confess the world seems to me really too hideous. I felt after I had read the —— that it was all like Mrs. F.’s party (you remember, when we ran away). My blood is up. Let’s up and at ’em this [278] winter. Send me as many books as you like. I’ll do them. I have got my second wind from all this.


  Blow me and my depression. What does my personal life matter! Let it go. It’s hateful. But we matter: we have a chance to stand for something. Let’s stand for it. Of course, I now see plainly that we shall never be successful writers—impossible. But let’s be honest in the paper and give it them strong. There must be young people who see through this crabbed malice.


  At the same time, I hate and loathe it all—these sets and dishonesties, don’t you? I mean it is the stern daughter of the voice of God that makes one fight, not a joyful impulse. If it were not so tragic, it would be—no, it wouldn’t.


  As regards the ——, there has been no War, all is as it was before. What a crew!


  Monday morning, November 10, 1919


  Here is another Monday. They do seem to come round so fast, like the horses we saw at the fair—no, the roosters—that was our one, wasn’t it? Do you remember those little Princesses who went round for ever? They wore cotton frocks and tiny leather belts.


  It’s a chill, strange day. I breakfasted in Valhalla—cracks of lightning, thunder, tearing rain. Now I’m on the verandy and the clouds are immensely near and distinct like mountains.


  Will you please say if my Dosty is all right? I sent it rather in fear and trembling, but I meant it. I am doing —— for this week’s novel. I don’t like it. My private opinion is that it is a lie in the soul. The war never has been: that is what its message is. I don’t want (God forbid!) mobilisation and the violation of Belgium, but the novel can’t just leave the war out. There must have been a change of heart. It is really fearful to see the ‘settling down’ of human beings. I [279] feel in the profoundest sense that nothing can ever be the same—that, as artists, we are traitors if we feel otherwise: we have to take it into account and find new expressions, new moulds for our new thoughts and feelings. Is this exaggeration? What has been, stands. But Jane Austen could not write Northanger Abbey now—or if she did, I’d have none of her.


  There is a trifling scene in ——’s book where a charming young creature in a light fantastic attitude plays the flute: it positively frightens me—to realise this utter coldness and indifference. But I will be very careful and do my best to be dignified and sober. Inwardly I despise them all for a set of cowards. We have to face our war. They won’t. I believe our whole strength depends upon our facing things. I mean facing them without any reservation or restraints.


  I fail because I don’t face things. I feel almost that I have been ill so long for that reason: we fear for that reason: I mean fear can get through our defences for that reason. We’ve got to stand by our opinions and risk falling by them.


  Do you want to know how I am? Yesterday, upstairs in my room I suddenly wanted to give a small jump—I have not given a small jump for two years—you know the kind, a jump-for-joy. I was frightened. I went over to the window and held on to the sill to be safer. Then I went into the middle of the room and did jump. And this seemed such a miracle I felt I must tell somebody. There was nobody to tell. So I went over to the mirror—and when I saw my excited face, I had to laugh. It was a marvellous experience.


  The sea is up to the brim of the world to-day.


  Tuesday, November 11, 1919


  I have just had the extraordinary comfort of seeing a really first-chop doctor—the man Ansaldi. L.M. was at [280] San Remo. It was getting dusky. There was a ring at the bell and I opened the door and nearly fell into the arms of a beaming, glistening Jewish gentleman mit a vite felt hat. I immediately decided he was a body-snatcher and said, most rudely, “Vous désirez?” At which he replied “Ansaldi” and abashed me very much. He came in—dark bright skin, gleaming eyes, a slight stoop—and said, “Oh vot a nice little house you have here!” The spit of the music halls. It made me feel terribly laughy. I don’t know: L.M. away, this solitary spot, this queer stranger with his stethoscope in a purse (it would be a purse) and me in less time than it takes Wing to pounce, sitting draped in my flowery shawl, with my discarded woollen coats strewing the floor like victims. He examined me before he saw my chart.


  My bad lung he says is drying: there’s only a small spot left at the apex. (When I was in London there was a spot the size of a hand.) The other has also a small spot at the apex. I told him my history to date and he says that I have gained weight and can eat are excellent signs. There is no reason (bar accident) why I should not recover. “Never to be a lion or shoot the chamois or the hare”—figurez-vous! I’d rather feed them with rose leaves—but to lead a normal life, not the life of an invalid. The chances are, he says, 99 to 100 that I can do this.


  He was urgent about no mental worry, very urgent, but work—all you like and be in the air and walk, but never to tire yourself. Always stop everything before you are tired. I’ll tell you the truth. He said I was not half warmly enough dressed. He was most emphatic on that, though I was wearing my jaeger and a jersey and a cardigan. He says this climate is admirable and especially here because the air is balsamic and positively healing, but one must take absolutely no risk as regards a chill. Never to go out uncovered and really never to know what it is to feel cold: he says that wastes one’s energy—fighting the cold. This I am sure is sensible. But what was so good was his confidence in me: it made me feel so confident. [281] He told me I had so much life even in my skin and eyes and voice that it was abnormal for me to be ill and that was my great ‘pull’ over other consumptives. He’s coming again in a fortnight. But after closely examining my chart and reading aloud that writing we couldn’t read, he pronounced a definite improvement. Isn’t that really superb? (I’ll not always be such an egoist.) Of course, he told me a chill or influenza might mean disaster, or mental worry—but I must try to avoid those things. And also he impressed on me that I shall never be a lion. That, of course, is bad, one wants to be a lion, but after these years to think I could lead a normal life is lion-like enough.


  But here’s a brilliant, clever, sympathetic doctor on the spot, see? When I go to San Remo I must please to call on him so that he may show me some little politenesses (as though he had a collection of them. I saw them, darling little tinies, sitting on his finger.) Then like the bee, the lizard and the man in the poem ‘he went away.’ I went upstairs, put on an extra pair of stockings and a scarf and came down and had tea and ate four delicious fresh dried figs with it. Terribly good!


  Fancy calling my work “critical essays”! I saw you wink at Wing, and Wing, overcome, turning a catherine wheel (with a K).


  Wednesday, November 12, 1919


  Strange, strange day! My party has just gone—C., J. (admirable person) and F. They arrived at about 10.30 (I expected them two hours later). But it didn’t matter. The Casetta seemed to turn into a doll’s house. F. couldn’t even find room for his glasses. The cousins’ furs and coats and silk wraps and bags were scattered everywhere.


  F. suggested a run into San Remo, which we took. I was just a little corrupted. That big soft purring motor, [282] the rugs and cushions, the warmth, the delicacy, all the uglies so far away. We ‘ran’ long past San Remo: it was thrilling for me. I didn’t dare to speak hardly because it was so wonderful, and people laughing and silly F. talking Maori down the whistle to the chauffeur. Very silly—but very nice somehow. It carried me away. Then we got up and bought a cake and were as they say, the cynosure of all eyes, and that was nice, too. I was glad the chemist saw me (see what a snob you married!) and then while C. and J. were at Morandi’s, F. and I talked and the sun streamed into the car and he said we were like a couple of hot-house plants ripening.


  They have just gone. J. left me a pair of horn speggle-chiks of her grandfather’s (the kind on a long black ribbon which suit me admirably). She took photos of the Casetta, too, and said, “They’ll do to send your husband.” I don’t know what happened. F. at the last was wonderfully dear to me. I mean, to be called my precious child was almost too much—to feel someone’s arms round me and someone saying, “Get better, you little wonder. You’re your mother over again.” It’s not being called a wonder, it’s having love present, close, warm, to be felt and returned. And then both these women had been terribly homesick for their dogs, so they understood Wing. That was nice, too.


  F. did not like this place, neither did they. They were horrified by the cold. F. said that at Mentone they have had none of this bitter wind, that it has never been cold like to-day. He seemed to think I had made a great mistake to be in such a thin house and so exposed. So, alas, did they. They said Mentone was warm, still, with really exquisite walks, sheltered. I said I’d consider going there in the spring. But I won’t. When the bad weather is over, here will be warm too. And I don’t want a town. I don’t want to uproot. At the same time I was a bit sorry it was so much warmer. I fed them and F. left me five 3 Castles cigarettes!!! He made the running, talking French, telling stories, producing [283] spectacles. (He had four pairs of them. C. had three, and J. had three.) At one moment they were all trying each other’s on—in this little room. [A drawing of many pairs of spectacles.] It was like a dream…. And here on the table are five daisies and an orchid that F. picked for me and tied with a bit of grass and handed me. If I had much to forgive him, I would forgive him much for this little bunch of flowers. What have they to do with it all?


  Thursday, November 13, 1919


  This is the third day without a letter. I believe the Post Office does it on purpose. I have a box there which I bought for 14 lire where all my letters and so on are kept so as to avoid any mistake, but they don’t care.


  I went to the Post to-day down the road past the railway station through a small place and up some steps. Did you ever go that way? I did not cough once all the way and came home past the shops and wasn’t in the least tired. It is a brilliant day, bitter cold here, but on the level—gorgeous. There’s no doubt about it, the Casetta is not a warm one. This morning, for instance, it was icy here, really perishing cold: even in my room the wind was so sharp. I went out dressed in furs and a shawl and woolly coat and after ten minutes on the level was much too hot. There was no wind there, either. But coming back, as soon as I began to climb the steps, the wind could be felt. The two front rooms are, of course, unlivable till after lunch, but that shelter is as bad—even worse: it’s a wind trap. I shall always, when it’s fine enough to go out, walk in the mornings now, and then (as usual) write here in the dining room in the afternoon. But the difference of temperature between here and in the village!


  Did you ever explore the village? It is so lovely—more beautiful than Bandol. All is seen against the huge background of the purple mountain. It was silent to-day [284] except for an old woman crying fish and the boys flinging a ball among the trees of the place; but it feels gay, rather fantastic. The air smelled of pines and of deep yellow roses which grow everywhere like weeds: they even climb up the aloe trees.


  I can’t describe (yes, I could) what real convalescence feels like. I decide to walk in the road, and instead of stopping, putting my stick off the pavement, then one foot, then the other, I take a little spring with all three legs and have to hold myself back from crying to an indifferent native: Did you see that superb feat? (That is not intended for a F. joke).


  I am reviewing —— to send to-morrow. It’s devilish hard. Talk about intellectual snobbery—her book reeks of it. (But I can’t say so). You would dislike it. You’d never read it. It’s so long and so tahsome. By the way, I gave C. the Oxford Book of English Verse to look at yesterday while she was testing somebody’s specs and she said a moment after, “There are some quite pretty things here, dear. Who are they by?” … What do you think of that? I should have replied: Temple Thurston. Instead I pretended not to hear.


  Friday, November 14, 1919


  It’s a bitter cold day, pouring rain, wind, fog, and air like acid. I am sitting in my room before the fire wrapped up snug with a hot bottle and Jaeger dressing gown over all. I am terrified of the cold and would go to any lengths to avoid it. Ansaldi’s “chill will in your case be a fatal disaster” rings in my ears when the weather turns like this. At the same time, God! what courage we have to remain apart, knowing that. It amazes me. But we could do nothing else, nothing else at all. It would be very wonderful to be rid of these melancholy thoughts, for them to withdraw into the forest and not come out again for, say, fifty years. The fog and ceaseless drip of rain makes them very impish.


  [285] How I hate furrin parts to-day! I feel numbed when the sun goes in. That’s a great mistake—to think it a good idea to live facing the sea. I’ve discovered it’s a bad one. When the sun is not out the sea is like a mirror without light. It simply asks for the sun far more than the land does. “There’s nothing to say, my heart is dead,” says the sea and goes on saying it in a loud keening voice…. Another discovery is not to live alone and more or less tied to a house where the sea sounds so loud. If one broke up the noise with talk and kisses and walks it would be all right, but it has a frightfully depressing effect if one doesn’t. Sometimes I lie awake literally all night, so excited that I play Demon, sing and talk out loud to try to work it off. If there were a second person I don’t think one would notice it. L.M. says she never does. These things one just has to find out.


  Saturday, November 15, 1919


  I have just come downstairs and lighted my fire. Do you smell the blue gum wood and the pommes de pin? It’s a perishing coal-black day, wet, dripping wet, foggy, folded, drear. The fire is too lovely: it looks a stag’s head with two horns of flame. I managed to get the review off yesterday, but not without a struggle. I wanted to be sincere: I felt I had a duty to perform. Oh dear, oh dear! What’s it all come to, I wonder?


  This morning J. sent me a box of Khedive cigarettes. That was very nice of her. I admire her terribly. F. sent me a letter. I feel that between them they are going to move me from here. It is I confess extremely cold and draughty here, but on the other hand—privacy, privacy, privacy. I won’t go into a hotel or rooms where I’m not private. That’s the essential. They (that is F. and his Co.) seem to think of Ospedaletti as a kind of rock that rears its awful form.


  Oh, isn’t it nice when I write so small? I am taking [286] very tiny little stitches with my pen and making eyes of admiration at myself. I wish the Albatross would produce lunch: it’s nearly one and lunch is at 12 and I’m shaking like a leaf and trembling with want of it.


  Now a fly has walked bang into the fire—rushed in, committed suicide.


  Lunch.


  Lunch over. Pendant ce repas L.M. suggested I should take the tram into San Remo and get another back in ten minutes, just to enjoy the sun. I would not drive a strong pig to market to-day: it’s such a weed-killer. So this suggestion for me made me angry. She then said: “Of course it is damp, the damp went right through me, but you do such funny things.” Now, I don’t do funny things: I haven’t for ages and I hate to be reminded. I came back and smoked a cigarette and got over it. On the cigarette paper it declares:


  Qu’à aucun moment de leur fabrication, ni par quelque procédé que ce soit, aucune substance aromatisante, opiacée ou chimique, en un mot, qu’aucun corps étranger n’est introduit dans le tabac….


  One feels there must be snippets of sheik brûlé in ’em after that.


  Did I tell you? When I was in San Remo in that motor I went to a bread shop, and there was a queer-shaped loaf which looked nice for tea. A kind of tea bread. So I said: Combien? and he said: I must pèse it, Madame. Will you take it? So I said Yes. And he pèsed it, did it up in a paper with a pink ficelle and said: Cinq-francs-Madame-juste!!! Now, what do you do then? I paid and took it and walked out—one living curse. But do the brave give it back? Which is the lesser humiliation? Have you ever decided that? I was awfully ashamed of myself. Then I realised if it hadn’t been for the motor, I wouldn’t have paid. It was the price of corruption….


  All the same I read an article on small cars for tiny people (2 people, their luggage, a cat and its saucer and [287] bastick) for 3d. a mile all round the world from door to door. Self-starter, electrical installation and a bag for the money to roll into when you come to the place where money rolls. That sounded to me the spit of us. I thought Wing as cleaner would be so good—in overalls, you know, wiping his little nose with a morceau of cotton waste. The trouble with those cars is they ought to cost 3d. to start with. It ought to be all 3d.—3d. all the way through. “I’ll have 3d. worth of petrol please, and a thrippenny horse to pull us out of this hole.”


  I wish a letter would come. I’d like some good news to put in this room—no, to wear in my bosom. I am very well, with an old-fashioned face coming back, very bright eyes and a pink colour like Bandol. I hardly know it when I powder its nose.


  Sunday, 8 a.m., November 16, 1919


  It was a fearful blow to get no letters yesterday again. I shall never understand it. When L.M. came back after the last chance, I hid for a moment or two upstairs, just to delay the “No letters—nothing.” Perhaps my luck will turn to-day and the sea have a pearl.


  Such a night! Immense wind and sea and cold. This is certainly no ‘pensive citadel.’ This morning the storm still rages. It’s a blow. I long to go out and have a walk, but I daren’t face the wind.


  What is this about the novel? Tell me, thou little eye among the blind. (It’s easy to see who my bedfellow has been.) But seriously, the more I read the more I feel all these novels will not do. After them I’m a swollen sheep looking up who is not fed. And yet I feel one can lay down no rules. It’s not in the least a question of material or style or plot. I can only think in terms like “a change of heart.” I can’t imagine how after the war these men can pick up the old threads as though it had never been. Speaking to you I’d say we have died and live again. How [288] can that be the same life? It doesn’t mean that life is the less precious or that ‘the common things of light and day’ are gone. They are not gone, they are intensified, they are illumined. Now we know ourselves for what we are. In a way it’s a tragic knowledge: it’s as though, even while we live again, we face death. But through Life: that’s the point. We see death in life as we see death in a flower that is fresh unfolded. Our hymn is to the flower’s beauty: we would make that beauty immortal because we know. Do you feel like this—or otherwise—or how?


  But, of course, you don’t imagine I mean by this knowledge let-us-eat-and-drink-ism. No, I mean ‘deserts of vast eternity.’ But the difference is (perhaps I’m wrong) I couldn’t tell anybody bang out about those deserts: they are my secret. I might write about a boy eating strawberries or a woman combing her hair on a windy morning, and that is the only way I can ever mention them. But they must be there. Nothing less will do. They can advance and retreat, curtsey, caper to the most delicate airs they like, but I am bored to Hell by it all.


  Here is the sun. I’ll get up. My knees are cold, and my feet swim between the sheets like fishes….


  Monday, November 17, 1919


  It’s a TERRIBLY cold day—really shocking. I have a big fire and a rug and bottle and am wrapped up. The air is like ice, the sea like a sheet of lacquer. Truly this is a cold spot. Yet I don’t want to leave it. I love Ospedaletti. I don’t want Mentone and a band. Here one works, lives simply, is retired. If I got there people would call and so on, and it’s no good: I am not that kind of person. But I do wish it were not so cold. Cold frightens me: it is ominous. I breathe it, and deep down it’s as though a knife softly, softly pressed in my bosom and said ‘Don’t be too sure.’ That is the fearful part of [289] having been near death. One knows how easy it is to die. The barriers that are up for everybody else are down for you, and you’ve only to slip through.


  Wednesday le midi, November 19, 1919


  A most beautiful man has just been here to put the lock on the door—really a superb creature. He could not put the lock on the door so he spent his time explaining (1) how easy it would be for a person to come in at night: (2) how unpleasant; (3) how much wiser to trouver quelqu’un to sleep here seulement pour la bien garder. Just give them a morceau de paille in the vestibule and the thing is done. Locking the horse in the stable en pension, so to say.


  It has not been cold to-day—temperate air. The result is I am a different child. I’ve been out for a walk and I’m tingling with warmth and my bones don’t ache half so much and my lungs open and shut. The cold really paralyses me: I went to bed last evening and felt in despair about it. First one couldn’t work because of moustiques and moucherons. Then because of L.M., then because of the cold—a sliding scale. But when the day is fair one forgets. I climbed about the hill at the back of the Casetta. After you get up a certain height there’s a perfect little promenade—quite flat, only used by the sauterelles, full of gay small flowers and insects. Below are pines and the sun shining through them makes them smell sweetly. I was so happy there. I thought how much more my kind these little boulevardiers were—the butterflies, the grasshoppers and the daisies—than the crowd at Mentone, par example. How much lovelier to look at the wild thyme and the tiny honeysuckle than the shop fronts. I stayed up there (like M. Séguin’s goat, I felt) all the morning, and below ever so far as I came round a bend I saw the Casetta with its foreshortened geranium bushes, looking a jewel. Just as I left I said out aloud: Thank you very much, it’s been lovely—But to whom? To the Lord who gave me consumption?


  [290] Just then lunch was ready—curried pasta, fresh bread, marmelade de pommes and dried figs and coffee. L.M. is off to San Remo to buy oatmeal and ‘have a little look at the shops.’ So I shall write my review of Monkhouse and Stern and Stevenson. The sun has gone, clouds have pulled over—soft grey ones with silver fringes—the wind is piping. Of course, the locksmith man said they had never had such a year as this year. The flowers are nearly spoiled with the gêlée, and snow on all the mountains…. Why do these things follow us? Wherever I go they never have known such a year. I take back my Thank you….


  I have a suspicion that Eliot is finding himself as a poet in his analysis (not quite the word) of caricature. I feel he is seeing why he fails, and how he can separate himself from Sweeney through Sweeney. But this may be sadly far-fetched.


  Friday morning, 8.30, after dejeuner, November 21, 1919


  Here is your letter about the W.’s house. They are lucky, aren’t they? Shall we really have such a house? It’s not too late? We don’t just make up dreams—precious dreams? It’s not “all over”? I get overwhelmed at times that it is all over, that we’ve seen each other for the last time (imagine it!) (No, don’t imagine it!) and that these letters will one day be published and people will read something in them, in their queer finality, that “ought to have told us.” This feeling runs exactly parallel with the other—the feeling of hope. They are two roads, I can’t keep to either. Now I find myself on one, now on the other. Even when you tell me about the table I think How perfect! but at the very same moment I think Will he sell it? Of course not. He must have a table after all. It’s all part of what I’ve said before, haven’t I? I say it so many thousand times over in my mind that I forget whether I’ve written it. Once the defences are fallen between you and death they [291] are not built up again. It needs such a little push, hardly that, just a false step, just not looking, and you are over. Mother, of course, lived in this state for years. Ah, but she lived surrounded. She had her husband, her children, her home, her friends, physical presences, darling treasures to be cherished—and I’ve not one of these things. I have only my work. That might be enough for you in like case. But God! God! I’m rooted in life. Even if I hate life, I can’t deny it. I spring from it and feed on it. What an egoist the woman is!


  And now, just supposing by a miracle the blissful thing should happen…. I don’t remember where it was I stayed with the W.’s. It was near Marlboro’ and the country was beautiful. There were forest glades—a beautiful forest. They took me for a walk that was miles too long: I remember that. I remember standing in a rank-smelling field and seeing them far ahead and waving very gaily when they looked round….


  But the country does not really matter a great deal, does it? As long as it is country and one can grow things (Oh, MAKE it happen!). But the money question is pretty dreadful. As to furniture, that we can always accumulate Eric-or-little-by-little…. I think we might do it by not paying down. We overdo the paying down, I believe. Other people never have their money in bags. But first we ought to find the house, take it and then consider. That is my idea. The house (like the Jew) first. (I never understood that text.)


  Oh God! When you say we’ll have to get a builder in, I suddenly dimly see a hall, a staircase with shavings, a man with a rule and a flat pencil measuring for cupboards. I hear a saw and the piece of sawn wood creaks and tumbles (such a final sound). I hear the squee-gee of a plane, and the back door of the house is open and the smell of the uncared garden—so different from the smell of the cared one—floats through, and I put my hand on your sleeve and rest a little against you, and you say Do you agree? and I nod Yes….


  [292] But these dreams are so dear that they feel unearthly—they are dreams of heaven. How could they become reality? This is reality—bed, medicine bottle, medicine glass marked with tea and table spoons, guiacol tablets…. Come, tell me, tell me exactly what I am to do to recover my faith. I was always the one who had a kind of overplus of it; you hated it in me; it seemed to deny you so many of your more subtle emotions. You made me feel it was so crude a thing—my belief that wouldn’t be shaken.


  Take this all coolly: it’s all—what? Just add to my diseases a touch of melancholia, let us say.


  Saturday morning, November 22, 1919


  It is a brilliant bright day. The flowers against the sea flash and quiver with light. This house is full of roses: every jar, pot, spare glass has its share. Even the sauceboat has a little cargo with their heads over the sides and their leaves trailing in the mer imaginaire. I am going off to San Remo this afternoon if it stays fine just to have a look at the gay world and to take the acid to the chemist. I ought to unwrap it and take just the bottle for I want the box. On the other hand I’d like him to see the seals just for him to know what an important person I am…. You’re shocked?


  I sent off a review on Thursday night. Is it all right? This copy of Eve is really too degraded. I wonder if Vogue is like it. It is written by imbeciles for degenerates. One gets so fastidious—oh, I don’t just know what it is—living alone on a wild hillside. At any rate, what they call the ‘semi-demi’ shocks me no end. I suppose there are a great many women who care for this sort of thing or it wouldn’t be produced. It’s positively foul and filthy. I do shrink from this world and its ways.


  Yes, it’s a beautiful day to-day, an opal. I am so looking forward to San Remo—to lose myself for a bit and [293] watch the people and perhaps the china will have come. I long to send you the superb fresh dried figs. L.M. is making enquiries about them to-day….


  With my meals I am drinking The Winter’s Tale. It’s again one of my favourites. It’s simply marvellous.


  Saturday afternoon


  As usual, I thought I was going to have it all my own way—get well, be happy, the horror of my disease (it is a horror) over, peace with L.M. and ease to work in. What a fathead I am! But of those … I’ll get well; and that’s all and enough. Let the others wait. Work, of course. Work is second breath. When you spoke of planting a tree of hope, I felt: Oh, it was you to speak so. Plant it, plant it. I will not shake it. Let me sit under it and look up at it. Spread it over me and meet me there often and let us hold each other close and look up into the boughs for buds and flowers. No, there’s no God. That is queer. This morning I wanted to say ‘God keep you’ or ‘Heaven guard us.’ Then I thought of The Gods, but they are marble statues with broken noses. There is no God or Heaven or help of any kind but love. Perhaps Love can do everything. “Lo! I have made of love all my religion.” Who said that? It’s simply marvellous.


  L.M. is ready to go. I shall have the place to myself. It’s nice. Then I turn into a real mouse and make as tiny a noise as possible, so as not to disturb the life around me.


  Sunday, November 23, 1919


  I have just read your letter about the scarf. I wish I’d seen that girl asking you if terra cotta suited me and you wondering if I was fair or dark or a hazel-nut. I’m sure I shall love it.


  The ACID is here: a bottle has been made up and it has a most superb effect. Très potent—the best I have [294] come across. You did not see the bottle it was sent in, did you? A round glass-stoppered exquisite one, which the chemist is not to be allowed to keep.


  I didn’t go to San Remo yesterday after all. Got all ready and walked half-way down the steps, and the bells rang Turn again Whittington. I had no puff, my back ached. I felt it would only be going on my nerves. So I sent L.M. and lay down with the window open to rest a little. The bell rang. (The bell here when pressed rings and goes on ringing till you open the door, unscrew the top and stop it. This is a common habit. I never think of a bell that stops by itself now. It makes all visitors sound extremely urgent). That visitor was Catherina with her minute Gus Bofa dog—Flock. She had just given him a bath and was attired for the occasion in a kind of white robe de chambre, très decolletée, with bare arms, her hair just pinned up, her feet thrust into wooden pattens. In her hand she had a large brush. Flock, sitting in the garden, covered with what looked like prickles of black and white fur all on end, shivered violently and kept his eyes pinned on the brush! He is an adorable little animal—for sale—for 150 lire!!! But he’s worth it really, he’s such a personality.


  Catherina had come to say three men were following her bearing in their arms a porcelain stove. When she and Madame Littardi had been discussing the coldness of the Casetta, Mme Littardi had suddenly remembered she had this put away dans la cave and they decided it would chauffe toute la petite maison if it were installée in the salle à manger. Would I like it? It was un peu cassée, so Catherina had brought three admirers to mend it for me. Wasn’t this very amiable? There must be a rat somewhere, but I can neither see nor smell it up till now.[52]


  Presently three good men and true hove in sight bearing a small terra cotta crematorium. C. in her element, ordered them about, made them put it in the garden, sent them into the Casetta for a pail, a cloth, water for the [295] cement, started them scrubbing, while she watched and Flock sat with an air of intense pleasure watching the sufferings of another while he still shivered and the blood showed red in the muscles of his delicate little hind legs. She came up to-day to have it put in the room. All my thanks were over borne with: Je suis si contente, si contente d’avoir trouvé quelque chose. And when I said Wouldn’t she at least have a bouquet of boutons de roses? she replied seriously Demain, avec grand plaisir. Mais vous savez, Madame, I cannot walk carrying a bouquet without my shoes on.


  After she had gone I lay down again, and between my book I heard the workmen whistling and talking, and then there was a new voice, a child’s voice, very happy. It went on for about an hour. Vaguely curious, I got up to see who it was. C’était le petit de la poste qui porte les télégrammes, and he was beating up cement very firmly with a little flat trowel—in his element, a workman, in fact. When he saw me he paid no attention, and I just chanced to ask if he had anything for me? Si, Madame. And off came his little cap with a telegram from F. inside it! I went in to sign the slip and he followed, leaned against my table and suddenly, picking up the pig, pointed to the old letters underneath and asked for the stamps for his collection. Then he strolled over to the mantelpiece and looked at your photograph while I humbly tore them off for him.


  I lay down again. The bell rang. A LADY to call…. Elderly, typical, good family, dowdy gentlewoman with exquisite greenish ermine scarf, diamond ear-rings and white suède gloves. The combination suggested arum lilies to me somehow. I liked her very much. She knows a great deal about Italy: she was gay, sociable, full of life and pleasant talk, and she was ‘a perfect lady.’ (I do like fine delicate manners.) I made her tea as L.M. was out. But you know, this form of social entertainment is quite new to me. It is like playing ladies. Are they playing, too? They can’t be serious surely, and yet…. [296] I see myself and hear myself and all the while I am laughing inside. I managed to inform her (I) we were not related to the John Murrays. We spell our name without the A. Yes, from Scotland…. The A was dropped generations ago. (Do you hear the A dropping? Hullo! There’s the A dropped. We can’t get it back. It’s broken to bits.) My private idea is that the ship’s carpenter dropped it over the side.[53] But never mind. Also—that F. motored from Mentone to see me: that my relatives there had managed to find four excellent maids: that my cook in London finds shopping so much easier: that (this is the invariable final and always comes in as natural as you please) Elizabeth in her German Garden is my cousin!! It is Butler’s Montreal brother-in-law.


  She was rather horrified at this Casetta: the coldness and the loneliness … the pity I was not at San Remo where ‘we’ could have looked after you if you had let us and at least introduced you to our friends. What do you do when it rains, especially as you are not strong, etc., etc., etc.? I am afraid I was a little brave-and-lonely at this. It’s so nice to be cared for…. She is asking a few people to meet me at lunch on Wednesday, and I’m going. Do you wonder why? I will tell you.


  People steady and calm me. When I am not working, when I’m in pain, and conscious every moment of my body, and when my heart indulges in what S. calls disorderly action and my joints ache, I’ve no one to turn to. I can’t forget my body for a moment. I think of death: the melancholy fit seizes me. Nature helps me when I’m well, but if the weather is cold and I am ill Nature mocks and terrifies me. Then healthy people help beyond words. I’ve noticed this many times. L.M. doesn’t help: she always makes me feel she is waiting for me to be worse, but if I see people, the strain of her even goes. I feel I’ve cut away a few hundred octopus feelers and I feel refreshed. Do you understand? Does it sound to you unworthy? [297] I swear when Catherina has been here sometimes, just to be with her, to feel her health and gaiety, has been bread and wine to me….


  I am looking at the little ring you gave me—the blue stone with the pearls round it. I love it so. I feel you made it of a flower for me when we were children, and it has turned into pearls.


  Glancing again at your letter I re-read the part where you say you’d drive anywhere for a good table. Oh! how nice you are. Too nice. Terribly. I thought you meant food first … ‘to keep a good table’ … then it dawned on me. It’s the spit of you to say such a thing. But be careful, if somebody asks you to ‘take the chair,’ they won’t mean what you mean. I now see you answering an invitation that you’ll be very pleased indeed to take the chair on Friday 20th, thanks awfully. How did they know we were short of chairs? And you will arrive at 8.30 as they suggest, with a small handbarrow….


  It has been the most perfect exquisite morning. I went into the village. There were no letters. The whole village is adorned with roses, trees of roses, fields, hedges, they tumble over the steps in a shower, children wear them, hideous middle-class women in chocolate-brown ‘costumes’ with black button boots and hard velvet toques pull and twist them from the stems. I walk about wishing I knew the name of that white beauty with petals stained as though with wine and long slender buds—those pink ones, round and curled—those red ones with silver shadows. Ospedaletti is an enchanting little village, and the village people seem very nice. The visitors are simply APPALLING. All the men are forked radishes, but their strut, twirl, stare, ogle, grin is so bewildering, and the women are all either chocolate brown or a colour I always think of as Belgian grey—a second-class-on-the boat grey. They have cold selfish faces, hard eyes, bad manners, mean attitudes and ways. Serpents come out of their eyes at sight of me—I don’t know why—and they draw the radishes’ attention to me and then (really) burst [298] out into a loud affected laughing. I, of course, don’t notice, but I feel myself getting very English—but in truth, one’s heart is wrung. How can they be like that with all these roses, with the air humming with bees, with the great white bunches of sweet flowers on the promenade—how can they? Divine weather—a crocus-coloured sea—the sun embracing one’s body, holding one like a lover…. You know, people are impossible to understand….


  Monday, November 24, 1919


  Master of the Cats! Hail!


  I’ve gone and gained another 2 lbs. I weighed myself and couldn’t believe it and made the man weigh me as though I were beurre frais at least and still there it was—another kilo—that’s a bit more than 2 lbs. Pretty good, for a young ’un, don’t you think? Please whisper the news in Wing’s ear. I now weigh 7 stone 4 and when I left home I weighed 6.13. Having found out this fact I phantasmagorically (see Miss R. Wilson) danced off to the post and found hymn number 163—the one hundred and sixty-third hymn (why do they always say that?) waiting for me.[54] I read it in the public eye, but when I found you you had not given me the chuck absolute for my review I lost my head and kissed it—looked up and saw an old female leaning on a broom watching me and smiling very broadly. This was awkward because I blushed and had to climb up a flight of steps so as not to pass her. Her broom by the way, was made of those great reddish stems that grow in the centre of palms with tiny dates on them—a very nice broom indeed.


  Don’t ever flatter me. Beat me always before you would beat anyone else. But God! to think that review was all right. I’ve been on the point of wiring my regret [299] that I had failed you. That’s enough to make a person gain 20 more….


  I am so glad that the precious cats have won S.’s heart. I sent them each a card yesterday. I see little Wing rabbiting on the stairs. They are blessed creatures and must have perhaps a whole tiny cottage of their own in Sussex. I see Wing leaning out of the window pouring a jug of water on to Athy in the garden below. Athy will get very ‘pa’ in his old age, don’t you think?


  The furniture makes my mouth water. A chest, a cupboard, a couch, a delicious cabinet. I should like to have a cabinet—tall—you know the legs. Oh dear! Why aren’t we rich? We want £800 a year without working, please, and just a few lump sums, that’s all. It’s not much to ask. If I ever went to Mentone I might meet an old dying American there who for sufferings-nobly-borne might well leave me twice the sum. But I don’t want to go to Mentone. Terra Cotta, the new stove, has been installed to-day. It’s a regular German stove with a flat top [a drawing of the stove]. It looks awful there. But that round thing is where the red shows and below is a sort of baby oving. I should think it would box it[55]—the cold, I mean.


  You see I can’t afford to go to Mentone and live there. It would cost quite double this place, I am sure. No, if I see tumpany here and go into San Remo and see people, I think I can manage, and this place must be terribly healthy for me to have gained 4 lbs., stopped all my fever and planted in me a roaring appetite. And then—MAY!! I feel so well to-day that only to write that makes me almost unbearably excited.


  I have to do the books for Art and Letters this week. It’s a dreadful sweat having to re-read two, and The Mask, which I imagine I am supposed to admire. I dislike it intensely. It’s a very vulgar ill-bred book with two climaxes where the little Jew is forced to expose himself [300] —— would think it a masterpiece: that’s the exact measure of it, but I can’t quite say that, though I’d like to.


  I had 8 pages from F. at Toulon, written just before he left. You know how in the old days you used to wring my heart in letters—all the ghastly things that happened just to you. F. does it. If he manages to secure one egg on a journey, it’s a bad egg. He loses things, people cheat him, he goes to a hotel where they won’t give him a fire—he “feeling very shaky”—, he peels the bad egg, letting the shells fall into the crown of his hat so as not to make a litter, and the ‘juice’ spirts out all over the lining that he showed me with such pride the other day when he was here,—and so on. Of course, he has money, but it makes no difference to him. He falls into absolute pits of depression and loneliness.


  Tuesday, November 25, 1919


  The paper has come. May I talk it over a little? And please remember I am nobbut a cabinboy and you are the skipper.


  I don’t think S.W. brought it off with George Eliot. He never gets under way. The cart wheels want oiling. I think, too, he is ungenerous. She was a deal more than that. Her English warm ruddy quality is hardly mentioned. She was big, even though she was ‘heavy’ too. But think of some of her pictures of country life—the breadth, the sense of sun lying on warm barns, great warm kitchens at twilight when the men came home from the fields, the feeling of beasts, horses and cows, the peculiar passion she has for horses. (When Maggie Tulliver’s lover walks with her up and down the lane and asks her to marry, he leads his great red horse, and the beast is foaming—it has been hard ridden and there are dark streaks of sweat on its flanks—the beast is the man, one feels she feels in some queer inarticulate way.) Oh, I think he ought really to have been more generous. And why drag Hardy in?


  [301] Saintsbury I like awfully. I wish we could lay down a little piece of excellent vintage. But ours will be dandelion, elderberry, cowslip and blackberry. (Oh, won’t it be heaven!) I say: Who did Fisher? Do you altogether approve? I read bits of the book in The Times. He’s a presumptuous, self-conscious, high-stomached old roarer. No doubt the Admiralty was at fault, no doubt everybody was a fool—but Fisher could have put nought right. And as for saying he was a great man…. Or are our sea-legs being pulled?? I was a bit sorry to read that.


  I like the way Tommy keeps hitching up his trousers as he writes and just not yarning. He’s always full of life somehow.


  Lewis is extremely interesting, I think. He hurls lumps of sentences at you, but that doesn’t matter.


  —— frankly disgusts me. Oh, I wish that first paragraph had not appeared in the paper. “Gave herself” in commas! Oh, the unspeakable journalist! Shoo him off! He simply revolts me. Apart from his vulgarity, he’s got nothing but a very old newspaper in his head.


  The Duhamel is, of course, another eye-opener. The idea that they should surrender something of their personality … that started a terrific excitement bubbling in me. It’s true of all artists, isn’t it? It gives me another critical point of view about an artist, and quite a new one. I mean—to find out what the man is subduing, to mark that side of him being gradually absorbed (even as it were without his knowing it) into the side of him he has chosen to explore, strengthening it, reinforcing it, even while he thinks it is subdued away. Oh, that’s frightfully vague….


  It’s raining, a heavy, misty rain—most beautiful. I went out to the post in it and after so long, it was thrilling to hear the fine rain sting the stretched silk of my umbrella, the sudden heavy drops drum on it from the gum trees. All the coast is soft, soft colour: the roses hang heavy: the spiders webs are hung with family jewels. Aged men in pale blue trousers are sweeping up the dead leaves, and there is a succession of bonfires—puffs of white, fine smoke, [302] with the old figures moving in it, sweeping and bending. The sea is still very full—faint to see with dreamy lines upon it, and my two little royal birds are back in the garden.


  Wednesday, November 26, 1919


  What’s the day like? I am thinking of you. I have got our house on the brain as well as the heart. I feel such a frenzy of impatience, but that must not be. We must be wise children and hard to please, for this time it really is more important than ever before. This time we decide to live in the land with our flocks and our herds, our man-servant and our maidservant and our two sacred cats.


  All the same, I keep seeing chimneys in the landscape of my mind, so to say—chimneys that are going to be ours. Think of the first time we visit together, sitting on a step with our hats on our knees smoking a cigarette (man with a vehicle waiting for us somewhere round a corner) looking over the garden, feeling the house behind us, saying: We must have peonies under these windows. And then we get into the station cab and the man drives away and we hold each other’s hands and think how familiar this road will become….


  It’s a wild, glittering day. I can’t go to those people for lunch. The wind is like a great bird tumbling over the sea with bright flashing wings. I am upstairs in my bedroom sitting in the sun. The windows are open. It is very pleasant. One could make a charming room of this.


  At three o’clock I woke up into the middle of a terrific thunderstorm. The thunder seemed to set one’s bones vibrating. One heard the sea, not breaking regularly, but struggling and only now and again with a great harsh sigh the waves spent themselves. It is strange to be alone in such a storm. I kept feeling I must write this, I must write this; but it must be a man who feels it, rather an [303] elderly man away from home, and something must happen to him—something, you know, which could not happen to such a man—and then the morning must follow, still, clear, ‘poised,’ like it is after such a storm, and he….


  It’s afternoon. I’ve just had another caller. A woman who lives here in Ospedaletti with her Italian maid, her English maid, her mother, and I should think a few Spanish menservants. She asked me to tea on Monday. Her villa has a flat roof. She was swathed in fur, violet perfume, and I thought she was M. The spit of M.M.’s eyes, teeth, extravagance. Chicken, 18 lire, butter, 20 lire!! Did you ever! ‘You must go to Algiers next year. Algiers is perfect.’ She is, I should think, very rich and what they call ‘fast’—plays golf, bridge, our car. No ‘swank.’ She has a house in the South of England. I had no time in this race (so familiar!) to ask where, but it was that which interested me. But I must have cards. Here are 5 people I ought to leave cards on. What an absurd predicament. Oh, how nice our name is! My husband bulks very large in these conversations. What a dark, romantic, brilliant creature he is, and as he need never see the people he is quite safe.


  My God! the wind. It’s blowing great huge guns.


  I send J.’s letter just to give you an idea of her. She is a nice woman, streets above these callers. This woman has left rather a faded taste of white suède gloves in my mouth after all. She is unhappy, dissatisfied like M. was. I don’t know: one’s work sets one finally apart from the idle world, doesn’t it?


  Wednesday night, November 26, 1919


  About the 10 stories. They won’t all bear reprinting, Boge. I can’t afford to publish my early works yet. If you don’t mind I’d rather let them lie and deliver you the new goods in May.


  The wind has been joined by the robber cold. Both are in highest spirits. There is a perfect uproar going on [304] outside. It makes my room feel like a lighthouse. I seem to see you in another light house….


  Thursday. Hail, rain, wind, dark. The terra cotta in full blast, smelling dreadful as the plaster bakes dry. No, the point about this climate is its extreme variability of temperature. It’s never a whole day the same. That’s what puts such a terrific strain on one, I think, and that’s what makes it truly preposterous for people who are not as well-covered and as solid as L.M. They may win through. But why have to fight so hard? Why have to use up one’s energies in keeping warm? It’s so wasteful. The sea sounds like a big old rake. I was awake more then half the night. At one o’clock I called L.M. and she went down and made some tea. In my home I shall always have the things for tea in my room, so that in the middle of the night I can brew a cup. Mr. Salteena’s thrill for tea in bed I feel for tea in the middle of the night. Ten years ago I used to have tea and brown bread and butter every morning at half past two. I don’t know why it should be such a gay little feast then. I long for somebody to laugh with. I think of such funny little jokes—minute little jokes. Wing would perhaps be the perfect companion of such revels. I see him stuffing his paw into his mouth or the end of his tail so as not to laugh out loud and wake you.


  Oh, I hope I get a letter to-day or something. It’s the vilest old day. However, I’ve just got to stick it. There’s nothing else to do. God! how lonely I am! You know, I sometimes feel a violent hate of S., E., T., all of them, because they have never suffered what I have had to suffer, and expecially not THIS. It’s just one of the many poisons, I suppose. But to have been alone here—that even you will never know.


  Saturday, November 29, 1919


  We had a severe earthquake last night at 11 o’clock. The little Casetta gave a creak and then silently shook. [305] And to-day it is dead calm, airless, real earthquake weather….


  I couldn’t get to sleep last night. When I shut my eyes gardens drifted by—the most incredible sort of tropical gardens with glimpses of palaces through the rich green. Trees I’ve never seen or imagined—trees like feathers and silver trees and others quite white with huge transparent leaves passed and passed. My heart just fluttered. I scarcely had to breathe at all. It was like a vision brought about by drugs. I couldn’t stop it and yet it frightened me; but it was too beautiful to stop. One is almost in a state of coma—very strange. I’ve often got near this condition before, but never like last night. Perhaps if one gives way to it and gives way to it one may even be able to get there…. Oh, I don’t know, but it was a vision, not a memory. I am going to San Remo to-day to try to get some tea plates for you. Those two items don’t hang together.


  No sign of the scarf yet. Did I tell you I’d paid 8 francs for a box for my letters so as to have them secure. Now L.M. tells me it’s 8 francs par mois!!! I thought it was for the season, for after all they won’t deliver here: they refuse. Another robbery, alors, and I dare not quarrel with les gens de la poste. On the contrary L.M. takes the little box-faced girl bouquets of roses from Madame. If she’d like me to burn candles I’m only too willing. But, they do make one pay.


  Sunday morning, 8 a.m., November 30, 1919


  It’s a real Sunday, calm, quiet, with the sea practising over a voluntary while the verger tiptoes laying out the hymn and prayer books in the strangers’ pews. There’s a lovely piece of bright sun in my room—but, bother, it is moving towards great banks of unruffled cloud.


  I went to San Remo yesterday afternoon. It was very exciting. The shops are all prepared for the Great Fleece. [306] A great many antique shops are open. I suppose they are all frauds. At any rate the prices would be appalling, but, by Jove! they have got some lovely things! There was a chair yesterday that can’t be a fraud, covered in the most exquisite needlework on old ivory brocade. Figs and their leaves, pomegranates, apricots, pears, a spotted snake or two, all in most gay delicate colours, and then there was another great piece of embroidery, all flowers, with a little running border of wild strawberry fruits, leaves and blossoms. The shops are rather darkish. One looks in and one sees a flash of silver, a mass of copper, dark polished furniture, lace, a glass case or two of miniatures and jewels, and the old spider with a silk handkerchief over her head sitting quiet, on the watch. I’d be the first fly to go in if my purse were full.


  I went to the market. It was gay there. You remember where they used to sell fried cakes? Yesterday there was a stall covered with them and to the side on a charcoal stove women were cooking pancakes. A queer feeling markets give me. I feel that—once every hundred years or so—I walk about among the stalls, price the fruit, note that the new raisins have come, smell the fried cakes, and see the woman’s gesture as she rattles for change in the money-bag at her side.


  Waiting for the tram R. came up. Well! He’ll commit murder one of these days. If ever man looked like a murderer…. He’s a fascinating character, a real villain. Not a fool, not merely vague (far from it). He’ll end by having a small hotel at a place like Boulogne or Calais or Dieppe, and he’ll meet the trains wearing a straw hat and sand shoes.


  It’s autumn here now: the vines are red and yellow: the dark women carry pale chrysanthemums, and oranges and lemons are ripe. I came home, lit my fire, began to take my shoes off and fell asleep. When I woke up it was dark—the fire just burning, not a sound. I didn’t know how long I’d been asleep. Everything was still. I sat there for about half an hour, then I heard steps outside, and [307] L.M. came in, back from the village. It was nearly seven o’clock. I ate dinner, came up, got into bed, fell asleep again and woke at eleven, bitten to death by three huge mosquitos in the net. Murdered them, went to sleep again and slept till seven! What a pa woman! Oh, find the house! I am longing for it. Christmas is near. Shall we next year really keep Christmas? Shall we have a tree and put it in a room with the door locked—only you and I allowed to go in and decorate it—and then have a small party on Christmas Eve?? We shall go out all wrapped up to the noses, with a pruning hook to cut holly and we’ll burn a Christmas log. (PERHAPS!)


  You know it’s madness to love and live apart. That’s what we do. Last time when I came back to France do you remember how we swore never again? Then I went to Looe—and after that we swore: never again. Then I came here. Shall we go on doing this? It isn’t a married life at all—not what I mean by a married life. How I envy ——; no wonder she can write. There is always in her writing a calm freedom of expression as though she were at peace—her roof over her, her possessions round her, and her man somewhere within call. What have I done that I should have all the handicaps—plus a disease and an enemy—and why should we believe this won’t happen again? We’ve said as sincerely as we can ever possibly say: “It will not. This is to be the last time. We’ll never let each other go again. We could not.” But the time comes and there’s nothing else to be done, and before you say Jack Knife, we’re apart again, going through it all again. Shall I be in Malaga next winter, or Algiers? Odious, odious thought. But really, I’d better get used to it. We are the sport of circumstances. It’s obviously impossible for us to do anything. But how tired the dice get of being rattled and thrown!


  [308] Sunday evening, November 30, 1919


  Weather report: Dead calm. Warm. Some sun. Earthquaky.


  Yes, the Fakeists quite overcome me. That Observer had, par exemple, a review of L——. If you read L——! Humbug—deplorable humbug—rant—rubbish—tinpot provincial hysterics. But they couldn’t have said more if C.D. had written The Tempest. It makes me feel quite queer sometimes when I read that Saint’s Progress is one of the great masterpieces of all time, and yet I never feel for an instant I’m not right. There can’t be any doubt about such rot as L——and the Times raved! Perhaps when 1,200,000 people a year buy Georgian Poetry we shall be burned together.


  It’s getting dusky. The house is full of small shadows. I can hear the kettle having its lid taken off and then it’s filled and now it’s on the fire again—all this very distinct. It’s sunset. The windows are shut, the sea is pale. Oh, how dare I lean on you as I do? Do you feel I’m a weight? I want to lean so light, so light, and then suddenly I get heavy and ask to be carried. You ought not to have chosen me to travel with. Ah, I don’t agree with that. We made the right choice, the marvellously right choice at any rate. We’ve done all we could. It’s only the … Boss Omnipotent who’s been so horrid.


  Monday, November 31, 1919


  I’m rather dashed to-day. I’ve got fever and that makes me frightfully depressed. Ansaldi came yesterday. Don’t count on him. He’s a charlatan. He owned yesterday that the reports he gave me were because “I saw dis lady wants vot you call sheering up. Like de Irishman I told you you can trot and I hope you may be able to walk.” You observe the polite smile with which I listened. The whole interview seems to have been more [309] or less of a fake. He said yesterday, for instance, emphatically that I could not winter in England next year or the year after: that I must have sun and warmth. In fact, he behaved precisely as all other doctors in the world but S. do behave. S. is the only man one can trust at all. This one wasn’t like D. in the face for nothing. He did give me a good beating. And when I told him of my melancholia, he said it was part toxin poisoning and part because you are alone wiz nobody near you to love and sherish you. I tell my patients dat is better than medicine. Mrs. Murry, and so on and so on and so on and so on. And then he went away and I sat in my dressing gown and watched it grow dusk and then dark here, and realised how I had been taken in again.


  Doesn’t matter. What must be, must be. I am writing to J. to-day to ask her if I may come to Mentone for a few days. But what’s the good? I couldn’t go to-day. My temperature’s 102. So one goes round and round and round like the squirrel in the cage. It’s a cold, grey day.


  Wednesday, December 3, 1919


  Last night under the inspiration of a fever attack I wrote these verses. Keep them for me, will you? I feel a longing to write poetry. Don’t forget you were going to send me Hardy: I feel passionately eager to read his poems. Did we mention the review in The Times? It was superficial, “silly,” and the snail under the nasturtium leaf again. That don’t fit Hardy. Talking of snails, the Nation and the Guardian came to-day. Did you see the one in the eye Wayfarer gave me? He had his quarrel I own, but he was unfair all the same R.’s old gardener is outside—bless him!—sowing sweet peas. He’s a dear old root of a man. He peers at me through the window and when I open it to speak makes the gesture of pulling his coat round him so that I’ll keep covered up and mutters “d’vent, d’vent” as though it [310] were spelled devant. It’s all right. I shall be better still to-morrow. It’s always a comfort not to feel worse. But don’t rush a house. Who knows that I’m not turned out of England by the Lord—that I’m not a wandering tribe, complete with lamentations. It looks jolly like it to me.


  Thursday, 5 p.m., December 4, 1919


  It’s sunset with a wide, wide pale yellow sky and a blue sea gilded over. I feel horribly weak after this fever attack, but calmer—just now—thank the Lord. My heart is so hateful. If you had such a heart. It bangs, throbs, beats out “Tramp, tramp, tramp, the boys are marching,” double quick time, with very fine double rolls for the kettle-drum. How it keeps it up I don’t know. I always feel it’s going to give out. I think every day I shall die of heart failure. I expect it’s an inherited feeling from Mother. Oh lucky, lucky Mother, so surrounded, so held, so secure! Can’t I hear her “Child, you mustn’t be left here one instant,” and then she’d make miracles happen and by to-morrow she’d have me wrapped up and defied everybody.


  But we are firmly held in the web of circumstance. We’ve got to risk it, to see it through. No, once I’m better I go to Mentone and I’ll return here later in the spring when I’m stronger.


  L.M. is out to tea with some people in Ospedaletti—gone off with a big bunch of roses for them. The wind sighs in the house and the fire goes chik-chik—very small. My fever makes everything 100 times more vivid, like a nightmare is vivid. But it will be over in a day or two, I expect. A bad business.


  I am sure Mentone will do wonders for my old depression. I’ve great hopes of it. Forgive me, all you tell me about the house—I can’t help feeling it’s all part of a hideous vile joke that’s being played on us for les autres to read about in days to come. I can’t see it except like this.


  [311] Friday, December 5, 1919


  Oh, your new book has just come. It looks superb. I’ll read it to-night. It looks terrific. And then I looked at the title-page and decided, No, he’s forgotten, and then saw that TO MY WIFE, I had a moment of such ancient bliss you cannot conceive. No, that TO MY WIFE, TO MY WIFE is written on every wave of the sea at the moment. It’s to me just as though I’d been going home from school and the Monaghans had called after me and you—about the size of a sixpence—had defended me and p’raps helped me to pick up my pencils and put them back in the pencil box. (I’d have given you the red one.)


  I had by the same post an awfully nice sympathetic letter from Grant Richards asking me for a book. He can have White Roses when ready. I feel better to-day. The brandy was a great point. “Very Old Pale Cognac”—one can’t help pitying it. Yet that it should have such fire!! My temperature was only just on 100 last night. Now I’ve got to climb back again, curse it.


  The sea comes rolling in—rolling in. There’s not a sound but my pen. L.M. is somewhere out in the village. Catherina came to see me yesterday guarding against the infection de la fièvre with a shawl, but an immense shawl! which she kept held up to her lips till I made her smile and then forgot all about it. I was asking her if she was going to help with the tea-room that Mme. Littardi is opening. “Ah non, Madame, ce n’est pas mon métier, vous savez”—and here she flushed lightly and put her hands in her pockets—“je suis née pour le repassage…e—t puis … c’est ma passion!”


  There’s the secret of her charm.


  Sunday, December 7, 1919


  I wonder what you are doing with your Sunday? And if it’s fine or dreadful? It’s very fine here—a little [312] windy, that’s all. My day has been like my last few days. I rise at 12, lunch, lie on the sofa till 6, and then say, “Are the hot water-bottles upstairs?” and go to bed. It’s a small beat, but there is a large Policeman on it who frightens me a bit. My fever returned last night, I don’t know why. It decided me to take a step. Your “clock” complex is surpassed by my doctor complex, but my collection, unlike yours, never is reliable, never tells the real truth, or strikes the real hour—except the beautiful clock S. But I am going to call in another. I don’t want to see Ansaldi again. What is the good? Who wants “sheering up” only? And besides he repels me. But yesterday that Miss S. came here and though she was far too kind and concerned, she did implore me to see F., the Englishman. In fact, she asked me if she could go back and telephone him, and I said Yes, perhaps it’s just as well. He comes to-morrow.


  But I must get Richard to print off a decent little pamphlet entitled “The Physical History of K.M. 1917–19—?” It’s so wearisome, so—I don’t know—like ashes, to hear myself recite my one recitation—a bird with one song, “How the Fowler Trapped me.” Perhaps that’s what all birds in cages sing. Next time you pass me, listen and hear it:


  
    I was flying through a wood


    A green wood,


    A spring wood,


    It was early, early morning….

  


  The fire is all right, but it’s become a burning bridge with no heart—just an arc de triomphe. I can’t get up and put it together, I am so wound round in my Jaeger rug. There was a purchase. It’s dusk here. My pen seems to make such a loud noise. The wind swings in the shadowy air. The sea cries.


  [313] Thursday, December 11, 1919


  About Constables. If they will give £40 in advance and Richards won’t, it must be Constables of course. A book including Prelude, Je ne parle pas and so on would be interesting. But I must make very sure of what they collect from Rhythm. The story “The Wind Blows” from The Signature is in the collection. It’s the only one worth reprinting. The book had certainly better include Prelude. It makes a longer book. S. says even if an arrangement is come to, nothing can be published for several months. In that case the final decision as to which stories could perhaps be left for my return in the first week of May.


  Saturday, 7 a.m., December 13, 1919


  I’ve been lying here while my dream ebbed away. I never have had such vivid dreams as I do here. Campbell in this came to warn me (we were at ‘some strange hotel’) “Mansfield, I’d lock your door to-night. There are two Chinamen downstairs, and they’re very predatory.” He repeated this word while he made some small tentative golf-club-swinging motions, immensely familiar. Campbell belongs to another life, doesn’t he? But so does everybody, every single person. I feel they’re all quite gone. Even Hampstead and the tapestry in the studio and the sommier. They are not in this world—not for me. What is in this world? Nothing. Just a blank. It’s fine this morning, sun and blue sea,—and I don’t even care to look out of window. How long was Dostoevsky in prison? Four years, wasn’t he? And he came out and did his finest work after. If only one could rid oneself of this feeling of finality, if there were a continuity. That’s what is so intolerable. The feeling that one goes on, just as the sea does for hours and days after a storm, presenting an appearance of agitation and activity, but it’s really all [314] over. Could it be possible that I am wrong? I think I’d better not write stories but only my confessions here, and keep them out of letters.


  G.B.S. on Butler is very fine indeed.[56] He has such a grip of his subject. I admire his tenacity as a reviewer and the way in which his mind follows Butler with a steady light—does not waver over him, find him, lose him, travel over him. At the same time it’s queer he should be (G.B.S.) so uninspired. There is not the faintest hint of inspiration in that man. This chills me. You know the feeling that a great writer gives you: “My spirit has been fed and refreshed: it has partaken of something new.” One could not possibly feel that about Shaw. It’s the clang of the gate that remains with you when all’s over. What it amounts to is that Shaw is anything you like, but he’s not an artist. Don’t you get when you read his plays a sense of extraordinary flatness? They may be extremely amusing at moments, but you are always laughing at and never with. Just the same in his prose: You may agree as much as you like, but he is writing at not with. There’s no getting over it: he’s a kind of concierge in the house of literature—sits in a glass case, sees everything, knows everything, examines the letters, cleans the stairs, but has no part, no part in the life that is going on. But as I wrote that, I thought: Yes, but who is living there, living there as we mean life? Dostoevsky, Tchehov and Tolstoy and Hardy. I can’t think of anybody else.


  Oh God! What wouldn’t I give for a TALK. Well, it can’t happen.


  Don’t move my shepherdess if you can help. I see her there so plainly: I’d hate to think it was another dream: she wasn’t there at all, only a little carriage clock. She is the gentle little spirit of the room to me. I always, always until I die shall remember how we listened to the tiny bell striking—from a world of faery. Please don’t put [315] her away. Think what she has meant. Put the carriage clock on the writing table, can’t you? But she is everything to the room, the poet to the landscape. Have you moved her? Tell me.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  Saturday night, December 14, 1919


  Your letter has made me very happy. Thank you for it. You know, it is still here, in my room, sounding, like music that has been played. “Be well.” And I am ashamed that I broke down in my last letter. That night I went to bed with pneumonia. That was why I was so depressed. Of course I am still in bed but it does not matter. All is well.


  We are quite alone here to-night. It is so far away and still. Everything is full of silent life—complete with its shadow. From the sea there comes a soft ruffled sound and its beat is regular and soft like the beat of mowers cutting through a deep meadow.


  Yes, one day when we have enough money we shall meet somewhere and talk quietly for as long as we wish—It will happen, I think.


  Your loneliness is precious to you, I know. Does it disturb it to know you are dear to me? Do not let it. It is such a quiet feeling. It is like the light coming into a room—moonlight—where you are sitting.


  I shall try and get well here. If I do die perhaps there will be a small private heaven for consumptives only. In that case I shall see Tchehov. He will be walking down his garden paths with fruit trees on either side and tulips in flower in the garden beds. His dog will be sitting on the path, panting and slightly smiling as dogs do who have been running about a great deal.


  Only to think of this makes my heart feel as though it were dissolving—a strange feeling.


  Lawrence wrote from Florence. He said Florence was lovely and full of “extremely nice people.” He is able to [316] bear people so easily. Often I long to be more in life—to know people—even now the desire comes. But immediately the opportunity comes I think of nothing but how to escape. And people have come to see me here—What are they? They are not human beings; they are never children—they are absolutely unreal Mechanisms.


  And those people in England—When one goes away the memory of them is like the memory of clothes hanging in a cupboard. And yet the beauty of life—Koteliansky—the haunting beauty of “the question”—Sometimes when I am awake here, very early in the morning, I hear, far down on the road below, the market carts going by. And at the sound I live through this getting up before dawn, the blue light in the window—the cold solemn look of the people—the woman opening the door and going for sticks—the smell of smoke—the feather of smoke rising from their chimney. I hear the man as he slaps the little horse and leads it into the clattering yard. And the fowls are still asleep—big balls of feather. But the early morning air and hush. And after the man and wife have driven away some little children skurry out of bed across the floor and find a piece of bread and get back into the warm bed and divide it. But this is all the surface. Hundreds of things happen down to minute, minute details. But it is all so full of beauty—and you know the voices of people before sunrise—how different they are? I lie here, thinking of these things and hearing those little carts…. It is too much. One must weep.


  Forgive a long letter.


  I do not know if M. is coming. I have sent him several wires asking him not to come. It is not at all a good idea.


  []


  To Miss Fullerton


  Tuesday, December 18, 1919


  The doctor came yesterday and put his British foot down on all the lovely plans. I am not to get up yet and when I do only to lie on a couch or on the verandah for a few [317] hours a day at present. My heart which evidently feels its turn has come for a little attention has been playing me tricks and I’ll have to give way to the jealous creature for the present. So bang goes the lovely Christmas! We’re more than sorry and it was lovely to have been asked to the party and I hate to be such an unsatisfactory creature. Will you and Cousin Connie forgive me? But what can one do when ones heart gives the most marvellous imitations of the big drum in a brass band—first, heard very far away in the distance, then coming nearer and nearer, then thumping so loud that you think it must break the windows and then wonderful faint, far away ‘distant’ effects—and all for an audience of one! But it’s not really ‘serious’—only a temporary thing. I’ll have to learn to play the fife to keep it company—


  A comfortable old Scottish party from San Remo came to call the other day and seeing the chaste nudity of the Casetta she has since sent us a great roll of carpets and rugs that she had in store so we are a great deal snugger and warmer here. The doctor is definitely opposed to my moving at present. Ida takes little jaunts into San Remo and she has made several friends and I’ve plenty of work to keep me going. So that’s my programme for the present, quite a satisfactory one except that it prevents me from spreading my wings.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  December 20, 1919


  I’ve been ill with pneumonia, and too wretched to write. Forgive me. I have thought of you so often. And I want to thank you for the photographs, to talk about them. I will, at length, now I am ‘better.’ Now M. has brought over his exquisite little coals of fire for Xmas from you—So lovely. Such gay greetings. Thank you ever so much for them. This is an exquisite little place—and the weather—like June. The whole village is under roses as other villages are under snow. I hope you have a happy Christmas and Joy in the New Year, real, real Joy.


  []
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  these volumes are dedicated affectionately

  to

  IDA CONSTANCE BAKER


  To Richard Murry


  [1] January 1920


  I owe you letters, thanks—I’m in your debt all round and you must be thinking I am an ungrateful creature—to say the very least of it. But I feel as though I’ve been on a voyage lately—on the high seas—out of sight of land, and though some albatross post has brought your news under its wing I’ve never been able to detain the bird long enough to send an answer back. Forgive me.


  The little book is a rare find. I’ve not only read every word and stared the pictures (especially the crocodile and the little lamb who doth skip and play, always merry, always gay) out of countenence. I’ve begun a queer story on the strength of it about a child who learnt reading from this little primer[1]—Merciful Heavens! think of all the little heads bowed over these tiny pages, all the little hands tracing the letters—and think of the rooms in which they sat—and the leaping light they read by, half candle light, half fire—and how terribly frightened they must have been as they read about this Awful God waiting to pop them into Eternal Flames—to consume them utterly and wither them like grass…. Did you read the poems? And did your eye fasten upon Mr. John Rogers, the first martyr in Queen Mary’s Reign, laughing, really rather callously, as he burned away in sight of his wife and Nine Small Children? They certainly were peculiarly hideous children and his wife looks as though she had wasted his substance upon buying hats, but all the same it’s a bit steep to show your feelings as he is doing.


  I am working very hard just now—I can’t walk about or go out. Nearly all my days are spent in bed or if not in bed on a little sofa that always feels like lying in a railway carriage—a horrid [2] little sofa. I have seen hardly any people at all since I’ve been here—nobody to talk to—The one great talker is the sea. It never is quiet; one feels sometimes as if one were a shell filled with a hollow sound. God forbid that another should ever live the life I have known here and yet there are moments you know, old Boy, when after a dark day there comes a sunset—such a glowing gorgeous marvellous sky that one forgets all in the beauty of it—these are the moments when I am really writing—Whatever happens I have had these blissful, perfect moments and they are worth living for. I thought, when I left England, I could not love writing more than I did, but now I feel I’ve never known what it is to be a writer until I came here—


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  January 1920


  … Ever since you left you have carried the sun in your pocket. It’s bitter cold, raining fast, sleeting, and an east wind. D. says he has never known the glass so low. The cold is intense. One’s fingers ache. You could not believe this was the same place. And the sky seems to have great inkstains upon it….


  The post office has struck—no one knows for how long. It just announces a strike. The country is in a queer state. Yesterday on his way here D. met the men from the railway below who shouted " You’d better pack up your traps and go. We don’t want any more of you English here. We’re going to clear you out." But 10-1 that is an exaggeration. He is an alarmist of the very first water and sat here yesterday suggesting that even at 3 o’clock in the afternoon no one could hear my screams if I were attacked, and that a revolver for a person like me was ridiculous. They’d knock it away in no time. I have [3] come to the conclusion that he’s not only a real insane lunatic but a homicidal maniac. I thought the first time he was here he was a trifle insane, but then you liked him so and I felt that you would laugh at me for always ‘suspecting’ people…. But I know I’m right. His glance, without any barriers, cruel, cruel like a man raving with delight at the sight of a torture; his flat-sounding voice, somehow so repressed and held back; his physical great stiffness and the shape of his flat head—real criminal shape. See him in profile, his eyes glittering. He’s a terrible object. He is attracted to me because he realises my sensitiveness. I’m weak for him to terrify. It relieves him to sit in that small room and suggest that navvies will break in and “slit your throat” while L.M. is in San Remo. Well … Well….


  The new maid is here. If to be a maid is to drop the stove-rings on to the tiled floor, she’s an excellent one, and very cheap at 5 francs a day….


  If only this black weather would lift. The wind howls. All goes well here. I work and work and work and stay in bed until the sun returns.


  []


  To Miss Fullerton


  Wednesday, January 14, 1920


  Your letter has made me spring so high that 30 francs a day is mountain peaks below! I do not know how I am to thank Cousin Connie and you for this letter. Will you please believe that large warm beams of gratitude are coming out of this letter and that the inkpot is flashing and stars are dropping off the pen.


  But seriously—thank you from my heart! The Hermitage sounds the very place for me, and Ida is quite content to go to the Pension Anglaise. I know I shall be able to earn the extra money to keep us both quite easily in such surroundings. Besides, I shall get well at such a rate that they will turn me out for a fraud by the time April is over.


  [4] Could they take us soon? Ida is going in to San Remo to-day to see about our passports and so on and I wondered whether, if we can get a car, they would be ready for us to-day week (next Wednesday). Or is that too soon? We shall prepare ourselves for Wednesday, and then if we must wait a few days it will not matter. I should like if possible to take the rooms for a month to begin with, tho’ I am sure I shall stay longer.


  I keep re-reading your letter as I write. My dear, what trouble you have taken—and how soon you have answered. I had marked Friday in my diary as the day I could ‘perhaps’ hear.


  I told the doctor man that I wanted very much to leave here and he said that I must—there were no two opinions. My lungs are much better and my heart is only temporary caused, he says, by the fever and ‘acute nervous strain.’ But that will vanish away as soon as the solitary confinement is over.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  L’Hermitage, Mentone


  Wednesday, January 21, 1920


  … I have escaped. Do you know what that means? There has been a postal strike in Italy. No letters, no wires. Nothing comes through. A strike of the railways, and now from to-day a strike of automobiles. We just got through by taking a roundabout route and escaping the police….


  I have got away from that hell of isolation, from the awful singing at night, from the loneliness and fright. To tell you the truth, I think I have been mad, but really, medically mad. A great awful cloud has been on me…. It’s nearly killed me. Yes. When J. took me in her arms to-day she cried as well as I. I felt as though I’d been through some awful deathly strain, and just survived—been rescued from drowning or something like that. You [5] can’t understand, it’s not possible you should, what that isolation was when you left again and I again was ill….


  If I don’t get well here, I’ll never get well. Here—after the journey—was this room waiting for me—exquisite, large, with four windows, overlooking great gardens and mountains, wonderful flowers—tea with toast and honey and butter—a charming maid—and these two dear sweet women to welcome me with papers, books, etc. This is really a superb place in every way. Two doctors live here…. The cleanliness is almost supernatural. One feels like a butterfly. One only wants to fan one’s wings, on the couch, the chairs. I have a big writing table with a cut-glass inkstand, a waste-paper basket, a great bowl of violets and your own anemones and wallflowers in it. The directress is a very nice Frenchwoman only too anxious to look after me and see that there is no change in anything…. There is also a sort of Swiss nurse in white who has just been in and says she answers the bell at night. She is so good to look at that I shall have to ring.


  I’ve got away from under that ghastly cloud. All is absolutely changed. I’m here with people, with care. I feel a different creature really—different eyes, different hair. The garden is gorgeous. There is a big shelter, chaufféd. What do you think of that?


  8.30 a.m., January 22, 1920


  … I have had such a gorgeous night in this huge room, with stars coming through the west and south windows and little airs. At eight arrived the breakfast. I really hope this place is showing off a little and this present behaviour is abnormal. If it isn’t, pray see that our new house has folding doors, wide staircases. Nothing else will contain me. Oh, blankets and sheets of such rare quality—[6]blankets that feel like lambs—sheets glacés. Electric lamp by the bedside under a small gold shade—great pot of hot water muffled in a real soft thick bath-towel. All these things are acting with such effect upon the infant mind of your girl, and a west view of mountains covered with little pines and a south view of distant sea and olive groves (as seen from 2 marble balconies) that she feels almost intoxicated.


  Getting away yesterday was really pretty awful. Ma’am Littardi arrived asking 50 lire for the hire of the stove; the youth who has been sleeping arrived asking for 5 lire a night (8 nights) and the laundry arrived with a bill for 57 lire…. The taxi fare was 6, and he demanded 25 francs for having seen us through the police at Vintimille. I don’t care. I’m still alive and I’m away. But the comble was that the day before yesterday when I was gone upstairs to fetch the revolver two beggars came and rang. The door was open. So I came down as quick as I could. But they’d gone and were at the foot of the steps—an old man and an old woman with a bundle. I saw them get into a small mule cart and drive away. At 11 p.m. that night I asked L.M. to fetch my overcoat as I wanted to sew on a button. It was gone, with the green scarf—the woolly. What do you think of that? Italy, my Italy!


  Sunday, January 25, 1920


  … C. came in yesterday to see me, carrying a baby Pekinese. Have you ever seen a really baby one about the size of a fur glove, covered with pale gold down, with paws like minute seal flappers, very large impudent eyes and ears like fried potatoes? Good God! What creatures they are. This one is a perfect complement to Wing. We MUST have one. They are not in the least fussy or pampered or spoilt. They are like fairy animals. This one sat on my lap, cleaned both my hands really very carefully, [7] polished the nails, then bit off carefully each finger and thumb, and then exhausted and blown with 8 fingers and two thumbs inside him, gave a great sigh and crossed his front paws and listened to the conversation. He lives on beef-steaks and loaf-sugar. His partner in life, when he is at home, is a pale blue satin bedroom slipper. Please let us have one at The Heron….


  I went down yesterday for lunch and dinner. I am here on false pretences. I am the only healthy creature here. When I entered the salle à manger I felt that all the heads were raised and all the noses sniffed a frampold rampant lion entering. It’s not that these people are ill. They look exactly as though they were risen from the dead, stepped out of coffins and eating again pour la première fois. Their hair is thin and weak and poor; their eyes are cold and startled, their hands are still waxen and THIN! They are walking-sticks. All the little arts and allurements they have shed and not yet picked up again. They are still sexless, and blow their noses in a neuter fashion—neither male nor female blows. At the tables there are the signs and tokens of their illnesses—bottles, boxes. One woman gave me a nasty knock. She had a réchaud beside her—a lamp and a stand—and she re-heated everything, even the plates. There, but for the grace of God, went Wig. The waitresses of course thrive in this atmosphere. They are two pretty full-bosomed girls, with spider-web stockings, shoes laced up their legs, little delicate wispy aprons, powdered necks, red lips, scent—and they move like ballet-dancers, sliding and gliding in the fullness of their youth and strength over the polished floors. All this amuses me very much….


  Never again shall I cut myself off from Life again. I haven’t any illusions, darling. I know all about it and am not really a baby saying “a-gooh-a-gah!” but, in spite of everything, I know il y a quelquechose … that I feed on, exult in, and adore. One must be, if one is a Wig, eternally giving and receiving and shedding and renewing [8] and examining and trying to place. According to you, I suppose, my thinking is an infant affair with bead frames and coloured blocks—well, it’s not important. What is important is that I shall go up in flame if I do not show you these cornflowers and jonquils. [There is a little drawing of a pot of them.]


  The day is cloudy, but it doesn’t matter. Landscape is lovely in this light; it’s not like the sea. The mimosa—great puffs of mimosa and great trees of red roses and oranges bright and flashing. Some boys are being drilled outside. The sergeant-major keeps on saying: “T’ois cinquante, n’est-ce pas?” and there is a most forlorn bugle.


  Here is a story my little femme de chambre told me. Please read it.


  “Do you know, Madame, que les fleurs sont trop fortes to be left dans la chambre pendant la nuit et surtout les joncs. If I put them sur le balcon—n’est ce pas?—and bring them in early in the morning? Vous sa—vez quand ma petite mère était très juene, elle était las maîtresse d’une petite école pour les tout petits enfants. Et sur son jour de fête les bébés lui ont apporté un bouquet énorme, grand comme un chou, rond comme ça, Madame—de ces joncs. Elle les a mis dans sa chambre à coucher. C’était un vendredi. Le soir elle s’est endormie—et puis, tout le samedi, le dimanche, jusqu’au lundi matin, elle dort pr fondement. Quand les petits élèves sont arrivés le lundi, la porte était fermée. Ils ont frappé. Pas de résponse. Enfin, mon père, qui n’était mon père à ce temps-là, alors est venu du village et il a forcé la porte—et voilà ma mère, qui n’était pas ma mère ni même mariée à ce temps-là;—toujours dans un sommeil profond, et l’air était chargé de la parfum de ces joncs qu’elle a mis sur une petite table près du lit….”


  Don’t you like that story? Do you see the infants looking in with their fingers in their mouths, and the young man finding her blanche comme une bougie, and the room and the flowers? It’s a bit sentimental, p’raps, but I love [9] it. I see such funny little worms with satchels and socks and large tam o’ shanters.


  []


  To Sylvia Lynd


  January 31, 1920


  I can’t tell you how pleased I was to get your letter—how sorry to know that you’ve been so ill. You’re better now? It’s a cursed thing to have. I had an attack once—ten years ago—above a grocer’s shop in Rottingdean; no more than ten years ago or less, the year our great Edward the Peace Maker died. He died when I was in the very thick of it. But it’s an absolute mistake that you should be ill. You’re not at all the person to be ill. I always see you in my mind’s eye sitting up and laughing, but sitting up in a way that few people have any idea of—delightfully.


  Look here! I’m coming back to England in May for a few months at least. Let us meet. Let us arrange it now. Will you come and spend the whole day? That is not half big enough, but my plans are so vague. I don’t know where we shall be living. J. seems to be either camping in a waste-paper basket at Adelphi Terrace, or walking the country looking for a real country house far from station, church and post-office. But I don’t want to miss you, so spare a day for me. I’ll look for the review of ——. I did it badly—very badly. The trouble with the book is it’s over-ripe. It’s hung in the warm library too long; it’s gone soft. But that’s the trouble with that whole set of people and with all their ideas, I think. One gets rather savage living in a little isolated villa on a wild hillside and thinking about those things. All this self-examination, this fastidious probing, this hovering on the brink—it’s all wrong! I don’t believe a writer can ever do anything worth doing until he has—in the profoundest sense of the word—accepted life. Then he can face the problem and begin to question, but not before. But these people won’t accept life: [10] they’ll only accept a point of view or something like that. I wish one could let them go, but they go on writing novels and Life goes on—big, expensive; so poor little K.M. goes on lifting up her voice and weeping—but she doesn’t want to!


  I’ve left Italy (Italy is a thoroughly bad place at present), and as you see, I’m in France. It’s lovely weather—warm, mild. The air smells of faint, far-off tangerines with just a touch of nutmeg. On my table there are cornflowers and jonquils with rosemary sprigs. Here they are for you. The flowers are wonderful. How lovely the earth is. Do you know that I had fifteen cinerarias in Italy, and they grew against the sea? I hope one will be able to call these things up on one’s Deathbed.


  This is not a letter. It’s only to say I have yours which arrived to-day. It’s only to greet you and to send my love and to beg you to get better quickly. All those things! Good-night.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  February 1920


  Here is a letter with an Ominous drawing of yourself in Aids to Eyesight. I hope you won’t have to wear them. You have as you doubtless know, beautiful eyes, very rare, expressive, original and seldom seen eyes, the kind of eyes you might imagine a person having if he’d been born at sea while his wise parents cruised about among the Pacific islands and had spent the first days of his natural little life wondering what all that blue was. However, if you do have to have ’em glassed and framed—so do I. Mine—or rather one of mine is not at all the orb it used to be. I’m going to wear horn specs ‘those of the largest kind’ for working in. What a trio we shall present at the Heron. Pray make a drawing of us—surprised at our labours and suddenly all at various windows looking out to see who that is coming up the flagged walk—three faces at three windows [11]—six prodigious eyes! Whoever it was faints among the pink peonies….


  Yesterday, no the day before, I received a copy of Je ne Parle pas. I want to thank you for having printed it so beautifully. It makes me very happy to see your name on the back page. My share doesn’t satisfy me at all, but yours fills me with pride. I hope a little handful of people buys it, for the sake of covering the expense. The page you send me of Cinnamon and Angelica looks very well. Are you going to make a map for the frontispiece with the arms of C. and A. very fairly drawn? or a tiny, tiny Durer-like drawing of Apricia, with a great flowery branch in the foreground—you know the kind of thing I mean? It is somehow most right that you should draw. When I come back you’ll shew me your sketches? Another quite small insignificant little half-hour job for you is a stone carving for the garden of the Heron, something that will abide for ever with somewhere about it our names in beautiful lettering saying we lived and worked here.


  I am out of Italy, as you see, and in France. I shall stay here until the end of April if I can manage it. That Italian villa got pretty dreadful and yet, now the time there is over, I wouldn’t have it otherwise. I found out more about ‘writing.’ “Here” is a room with the window opening on to a balcony and below the balcony there is a small tree full of tangerines and beyond the tree a palm and beyond the palm a long garden with a great tangled—it looks like—a wood at the bottom of it. Palms, Richard, are superb things. Their colour is amazing. Sometimes they are bronze, sometimes gold and green, warm deep tiger-gold—and last night, under the moon in a little window, they were bright silver. And plus that, the creatures are full of drawing. How marvellous life is, if only one gives oneself up to it! It seems to me that the secret of life is to accept life. Question it as much as you like after, but first accept it. People to-day stand on the outskirts of the city wondering if they are for or against [12] Life—is Life worth living—dare they risk it—what is Life—do they hate or love it—but these cursed questions keep them on the outskirts of the city for ever. It’s only by risking losing yourself, giving yourself up to Life, that you can ever find out the answer. Don’t think I’m sentimental. You know and I know how much evil there is, but all the same let’s live to the very uttermost—let’s live all our lives. People to-day are simply cursed by what I call the personal…. What is happening to ME. Look at ME. This is what has been done to ME. It’s just as though you tried to run and all the while an enormous black serpent fastened on to you. You are the only young artist I know. I long for you to be rich—really rich. Am I a dull little dog? Forgive me. I am working awfully hard and that always makes me realise again what a terrific thing it is—our job.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  February 1920


  … You’ve sold my book.[2] Do you mind asking them to send the cheque to me? Pure childishness. But I want to see it with my own eyes and send it with my own hands to Kay. I feel the Bank will close…. Re the matter of the book—I Suppose I shall have final say. I couldn’t have The Woman at the Store reprinted, par example. If it’s left to C. or if C. has a say, it would be bad…. I do want the story called Second Helping that I’m at now to be included…


  Another change in the near future. I have not mentioned it, but this place is intolerably noisy. I am so sensitive to noise, oh, so sensitive. It hurts me, really. They bang my door, other doors, shout, shriek, crash. I can’t endure it and really can’t work or sleep. The doctor suggested une forte dose de véronal. Merci. But really it’s bad. I just mentioned this to J. She came one day when I was feeling it a bit badly. To-day she [13] arrived with a carriage and fur rugs and silk cushions. Took me to their villa. It is really superb, exquisite outside and in. They had a chaise longue in the garden—a tiny tray with black coffee out of a silver pot, Grand Marnier, cigarettes, little bunch of violets, all ready. Then we went in to tea. Their villa is really—it’s a dream. I mean even the furnishing is perfect—Spanish silk bed coverlets, Italian china, the tea appointments perfect, stillness, maids in tiny muslin aprons flitting over carpets … and so on. Then they showed me into a room, grey and silver, facing south, with a balcony—the only touch of colour a little rose brocade couch with gilt legs—and J. said, “Now, my dear, we want you to come here, and live here. It’s dead quiet. You can be alone all day if you like. There is the garden. We are here … We want you here until May. You’re going to get well. You can’t afford to fight or see ugly people or have ugly trays.” And then she laughed and said, “The Lord has delivered you into our hands, and please God we’ll cure you.” What do you think of that? … Why should they do that? Why should J. say, “Then I’ll be at rest about you, darling. I shall know you’re safe”? It’s as though my Mother were here again. I miss her so. I often long to lean against Mother and know she understands things … that can’t be told … that would fade at a breath … delicate needs … a feeling of fineness and gentleness. But what Mother hadn’t is an understanding of WORK.


  The villa is very large—a huge hall lighted from above. It has delicate balconies, and a tower. I want you to see it. I can’t make you see it. I want you to see the garden and the potting-shed where I can walk and look at the little plants. Huge springing palms—great branches of orange against the sky. [A drawing of one.] No, I can’t draw them….


  [14] February 1920


  … I cannot have the “German Pension” reprinted under any circumstances. It is far too immature, and I don’t even acknowledge it to-day. I mean I don’t “hold” by it. I can’t go foisting that kind of stuff on the public. It’s not good enough. But if you’ll send me the note that refers to it I will reply and offer a new book by May 1st. But I could not for a moment entertain republishing the “Pension.” It’s positively juvenile; and besides that, it’s not what I mean; it’s a lie. Oh no, never.


  February 1920


  Very well, Isabel, about the “Pension.” But I must write an introduction saying it is early, early work, or just that it was written between certain years, because you know, Betsy, it’s nothing to be proud of. If you didn’t advise me I should drop it overboard. But, of course, I’ll do the other thing, and certainly it airs one’s name. But why isn’t it better? It makes me simply hang my head. I’ll have to forge ahead and get another decent one written; that’s all….


  I’ve told the people here I’m leaving. It was awful. How I hate having to do this, especially as they have been so immoderately kind. They make such a dreadful fuss of me—everybody, down to the servants. Even the masseuse says: “It was so wonderful just to come into the room, and then we all say we know Mrs. Murry’s room by the good smell outside the door—cigarettes and flowers.” As to Armand—oh, it’s been dreadful. These people are so queer. Just because the room is arranged as we arrange a room, and gay, and I wear my little coats and caps in bed, it seems to them amazing. It’s not in the least.


  [15] Villa Flora, Mentone


  Wednesday, February 25, 1920


  … It is raining here, but such lovely rain! The drops hang on the rose bushes and on every tip of the palm fronds. Little birds sing; the sea sounds solemn and full and silver gulls fly over. I can smell the earth and I can feel how the violets are growing and all the small things down there under my window. It is exquisite.


  Talking about flowers, you know Gentlemen’s Buttonholes? (A double daisy, small.) They grow here in every conceivable colour, and massed together they really are a superb sight. I am sure Sutton would have them. We must remember to grow them so in our garden, in a round bed. Country Life, of course, makes it almost impossible to wait for a garden. When one reads the collection of flowery shrubs, par exemple—mock orange (you remember that? It was at Mylor), four kinds of flowering quinces, Mexican fuchsia…. Oh dear me! And then the annuals that, sown in January and February, are flowering in Avrilo—there are at least 24 kinds and if you are clever you can grow them so that one kind marches up with banners after the other until the chrysanthemum is there. I think I shall become a very violent gardener. I shall have shelves of tomes and walk about the house whispering the names of flowers. We must have a tiny potting shed, too, just big enough for you and me. I see as I write little small forked sticks with labels on them. Daphne grows in England: Eden Phillpotts has a great bush. I shall write for a cutting. I read in Country Life of a most excellent apple called “Tom Putts”—silly name, but it seems to be a very fine fruit and the trees bear in their second year. Country Life intoxicates me—the advertisements and the pictures and the way they harp on hardy annuals. We must have a boy for heavy work, but I want to do a fearful lot myself—large gloves again and very short corduroy velveteen [16] skirt—Buff Orpington colour. Now I must lay down my trowel….


  []


  To Richard Murry


  February 1920


  Yes I did get your letter written to a place called Hermitage, very much called Hermitage, where Russian children stamped overhead and Roumanians roared below and French infants rushed at you in the lift. After Italy it seemed all right at first but then they began feeding us on haricot beans and I hate haricot beans. They have no imagination. What with that and the noise I turned against it and my Cousin who has taken this villa for le saison asked me here. Here is about as perfect as it could be. A great garden, lemon and orange groves, palms, violets in blue carpets, mimosa trees—and inside a very beautiful ‘exquisite’ house with a spirit in it which makes you feel that nothing evil or ugly could ever come near. It’s full of life and gaiety but the people are at peace—you know what I mean? They’ve got a real background to their lives, and they realise that other people have too. I am basking here until I come back, some time in May.


  Mentone is a lovely little town, small and unreal like all these places are, but even here there are real spots. The colour and movement everywhere make you continually happy. It’s all ruled by the sun; the sun is King and Queen and Prime Minister, and people wear hats like this: [A drawing] I mustn’t bring one back for J. or you, but they are very tempting!


  I’m not ill any more. Really I’m not. Please think of me as a comfortable cross between a lion and a lamb.


  I wish you had a quiet spot where you could draw in peace. But your room at the Heron will be your studio. It’s such a waste of life to bark and bite like people do: I think we ought just to ignore them and go our way.


  [17] It’s no good getting mixed up in ‘sets’ or cliques or quarrels. That is not our job. By their works ye shall know them is our motto. And life is so short and there is such a tremendous lot to do and see: we shall never have time for all. I wish we could find the house, don’t you? I don’t think J. will find it before I’m back (that’s in 9 weeks time) but there will be a lot to do when it is found. It’s just going to be the perfect place for us all—our real home. You must be down in all your spare time and when you’re in London you must always have the feeling it’s there, with the smoke going out of its chimneys and the hens laying eggs and the bees burrowing in the flowers. I feel we must keep bees, a cow, fowls, 2 turkeys, some Indian runner ducks, a goat, and perhaps one thoroughly striking beast like a unicorn or a dragon. I am always learning odd things such as how to light a scientific bonfire—but now you’re laughing at me. However, just come and see my bonfire one of these days, and you will turn up your eyes in admiration.


  In the Hermitage letter you asked me what were my views about Adam in this great swinging garden. Now that’s awfully difficult to answer. For this reason. I can’t help seeing all the evil and pain in the world: it must be faced and recognised, and I can’t bear your sentimentalist or silly optimist. I know it all: I feel it all. And there is cruelty for instance—cruelty to children—how are you going to explain that? and, as you say, the beauty—yes, the beauty that lurks in ugliness, that is even outside the pub in the gesture of the drinking woman. I can’t explain it. I wish I could believe in a God. I can’t. Science seems to make it impossible. And if you are to believe in a God it must be a good God and no good God could allow his children to suffer so. No, Life is a mystery to me. It is made up of Love and pains. One loves and one suffers, one suffers and one has to love. I feel (for myself individually) that I want to live by the spirit of Love—love all things. See into things so deeply and truly that one loves. That does not rule out hate, far [18] from it. I mean it doesn’t rule out anger. But I confess I only feel that I am doing right when I am living by love. I don’t mean a personal love—you know—but—the big thing. Why should one love? No reason; it’s just a mystery. But it is like light. I can only truly see things in its rays. That is vague enough, isn’t it? I do think one must (we must) have some big thing to live by, and one reason for the great poverty of Art to-day is that artists have got no religion and they are, in the words of the Bible, sheep without a shepherd…. We are priests after all. I fail and waver and faint by the way, but my faith is this queer Love. One can’t drift, and everybody nearly is drifting nowadays—don’t you feel that?


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  February 1920


  It’s the most divine spring—summer weather—very hot. This is the kind of thing that happens at 1.30. A big car arrives. We go in from our coffee and liqueurs on the balcony. May is waiting to dress me—I wear ‘somebody’s’ coat—‘anybody’s’—we get in, there are rugs, cushions, hassocks, and yesterday the tea basket, and away we go. Yesterday we went to La Turbie (I can’t spell it and am ashamed to ask.) It’s up, up high, high on the tops of mountains. It’s a tiny, ancient Roman town, incredibly ancient! with old bits with pillars and capitals—Oh, dear—it is so lovely. The road winds and winds to get there round and round the mountains. I kept seeing it all, for you—wishing for you—longing for you. The rosemary is in flower (our plant it is). The almond trees, pink and white; there are wild cherry trees and the prickly pear white among the olives. Apple trees are just in their first rose and white—wild hyacinths and violets are tumbled out of Flora’s wicker ark and are everywhere. And over everything, like a light are the lemon and orange trees growing. If I saw the house which was ours, I saw twenty. I know we never shall live in such houses, [19] but still they are ours—little houses with terraces and a verandah—with bean fields in bloom with a bright scatter of anemones all over the gardens. When we reached the mountain tops we got out and lay on the grass, looking down, down—into the valleys and over Monaco which is—if anything in this world is, Cinnamon’s capital. The palace, seen from so high—with its tufts of plumy trees—the harbour basin with his yacht and a sail boat and a minute pinnace. Angelica’s chemises were hanging out to dry in a royal courtyard. I saw them through the glasses. The hedge sparrow had cushions and rugs for her—the American whose name is D. lay flat on her back smoking—J., never still for a moment, roamed about and one heard her singing. She couldn’t keep still and C. (of course) unpacked the tea basket and fed us all and poured cream down us and then gave away the cakes to two funny little mountain children who watched us from behind a rock. We stayed there about 2 hours and then dropped down by another road to Monte—the light and the shadow was divided on the hills, but the sun was still in the air, all the time—the sea very rosy with a pale big moon over by Bordighera. We got home by 6.30 and there was my fire, the bed turned down—hot milk—May waiting to take off all my things. “Did you enjoy it, Madam?” Can you imagine such a coming back to Life?


  February 1920


  Yesterday—it being mid-summer—Mrs. D. drove me in a kerridge and pair to Monte Carlo. I take back my words about the Riviera not being what it is made out to be. It is and more. It was the most marvellous afternoon. We drove towards the sun up hill down dale, through mountain roads, through lemon and orange groves—little children throwing bouquets of violets and hyacinths into the carriage—past the sea, under huge mountains—and the FLOWERS. Of course, it is all quite artificial: there’s no [20] imagination in it anywhere. Monte is real Hell. To begin with it’s the cleanest, most polished place I’ve ever seen. The villas are huge and they have strange malignant towers. Immense poppies sprout out of the halls and roses and geraniums hang down like carpets. All the shops are magasins de luxe, lingerie, perfumes, fat unguents and pawnbrokers and pâtisserie. The Rooms are the devil’s headquarters. The blinds are down, there’s a whitish glare from the electric light inside—carpet on the outside steps—up and down which pass a continual procession of whores, pimps, governesses in thread gloves—Jews—old, old hags, ancient men stiff and greyish, panting as they climb, rich great fat capitalists, little girls tricked out to look like babies—and below the Room a huge outside café—the famous Café de Paris with real devils with tails under their aprons cursing each other as they hand the drinks. There at those tables, sit the damned. The gardens—if you could see them—the gardens in Hell. Light, bright delicate grass grown in half a night, trembling little pansies, grown in tiny beds, that are nourished on the flesh of babies—little fountains that spray up into the air all diamonds—Oh, I could write about it for ever. We came back through pine forests, past Cap Martin and then at the edge of the brimming sea. I’ve never heard of Monte before—never dreamed there was such a place. Now I want to go to the Rooms and see it all. It’s dreadful, but it’s fascinating to me. We stopped the carriage outside the café and waited for about five minutes. I thought of the Heron and Our life—and I thought how strange it was that at the Heron I should no doubt write a story about that woman over there, that ancient long-nosed whore with a bag made of ostrich feathers…. I wonder if you’d like to see such a thing, would you? I don’t in the least know. Cruelty is there—and vultures hover—and the devil-waiters wear queer peaked caps to hide their horns.


  [21] March 1920


  There is a book which we must positively not be another week without. It is Forster’s Life of Dickens. How is it that people refer to this and have many a time and oft talked of it to me and yet—as though it was of course a very good Life, a very good Life indeed, about as good as you could get and immensely well worth reading. But so dispassionately—so as a matter of course. Merciful Heavens! It’s one of the most absolutely fascinating books I have ever set eyes on. I found to-day Vol. III. in the book shelves. Whether the other two are here or not I don’t know, but I do most solemnly assure you it is so great that it were worth while building a house in the country and putting in fireplaces, chairs and a table, curtains, hot wine and you and me and Richard and whoever else we ‘fancy’ exprès for reading this. It’s ravishing. What will you do when you come to the description of how his little boy aged four plays the part of hero in a helmet and sword at their theatricals and having previously made the dragon drunk on sherry stabs him dead, which he does in such a manner that Thackeray falls off his chair, laughing, and rolls on the floor. No, that’s nothing. Read of his landlord M. Beaufort, read of his home in Boulogne.—


  Now I am exaggerating. Since I wrote all that I finished the book. It’s not GREAT, of course, it’s not; it’s fascinating and it’s a bit terrible as a lesson. I never knew what killed Dickens. It was money. He couldn’t, as he grew older, resist money; he became a miser and disguised it under a laughing exterior. Money and applause—he died for both. How fearful that is! But still we must have the book. We must have his complete works….


  Yesterday I had a wonderful afternoon. Mrs. D. took a carriage and we (she) shopped. I bought for the house, Oh dear! the most ravishing perfect—surprises you ever did see. You’ll never recover from them. She bought [22] some too and a dress for me, a girl’s dress, blue chiffon with a pinky fringe—a summer dress. No, I can’t draw it. But I really think what I bought for the house will bouleverse you. I paid 77 francs of the £10 you gave me, and mean as I say to get more. This is a frightful town for shopping—glass, china, inlaid work, bits of brocade, trays. We had champagne for dinner, and J. seeing my softened mood gave me her Missal to read. But that’s no good. Who made God?


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  March 26, 1920


  If I write letters which convey my feelings so ill I ought to be stopped. God in his infinite wisdom ought to touch my pen with wings and make it to fly hence from me for Ever. He ought with his Awful Breath to breathe upon the ink so that it catches on fire and is consumed utterly.


  I’ve a review to write. We shall keep our big talk until the end of Avrilo when you must come (will you?) and spend the day and bring your slippers in a satin bag as one used to when an infant and ‘invited out.’ … But why can’t I give you—send you for a present—this day like a pearl? There’s no sun; the sky is folded, the sea moves and that is all. It is so still, the air is so gentle that every tiny flower seems to be a world unto itself. I am sitting at the window and below a silent, silver coloured cat is moving through a jungle of freezias. “There by the grace of God, goes K.M.” you know.


  Don’t feel bitter! We must not. Do let us ignore the people who aren’t real and live deeply, the little time we have here. It really does seem that the world has reached a pitch of degradation that never could have been imagined—but we know it—we are not deceived. And the fact of knowing it and having suffered, each in our own way, cannot make life—the life of the universe—what we mean when we stand looking up at the stars—[23]or lie watching the ladybird in the grass—or feel—talking to one we love—less marvellous. I think that we—our generation—ought to live in the consciousness of this huge, solemn, exciting, mysterious background. It’s our religion, our faith. Little creatures that we are, we have our gesture to make which has its place in the scheme of things. We must find what it is and make it—offer up ourselves as a sacrifice. You as a painter and me as a writer. What is it that urges us? Why do you feel that you must make your discovery and that I must make mine? That first because we are artists and the only free people we are obedient to some law? There’s the mystery! And we shall never solve it—we only know a little more about it by the time we die and that’s all—and it’s enough.


  But just because we do feel this we can’t afford to be bitter and, oh, we mustn’t let the wrong people into our Holy of Holies.


  Don’t think I am become an elderly fogey, I believe like anything in happiness and being gay and laughing but I am sure one can’t afford to be less than one’s deepest self always. That’s all I mean by renewing oneself—renewing one’s vows in the contemplation of all this burning beauty. We belong to the Order of Artists and it’s a strict order but if we keep together and live together in love and harmony we’ll help each other. Oh, I worship life. I fall on my knees before Love and Beauty. If I can only make myself worthy….


  []


  To Anne Estellc Rice


  March 1920


  I’m leaving here April 27th and coming to England until the fin d’octobre when I return here. I’ll be in Hampstead for the summer…. We must meet soon. I’m ever so much better and can walk and talk, but part of my left lung is gone and that means my heart is not a boxer’s heart, and I’ll never be able to climb trees or run [24] or swim again. Isn’t that a bit steep of Almighty God? I’m always praising him, too, but there you are. I’m terribly happy all the same and I don’t think the world has lost an athlete, darling, do you?


  The weather here is simply supreme. It’s summer, hot enough for cold chicken, un peu de salade, champagne and ice-cream, all of which are very much here. The flowers are marvellous, Anne. We go for picnics up among the mountains and long day excursions by motor. We fly into Monte and buy hats for some reason. “C’est l’heure des chapeaux” at present and hats seem to be flying in the air. A whiff of the Rooms gives one civilization encore, and the bands, the gay frocks, the children pelting the car with tiny bouquets—all seem part of the spring picture. All the flowers I share with you and the lemon groves and orange trees. I see little houses perched up on the high hills and dream we are there sur la terrasse. I shall always love you like that. When the light is lovely I think, Anne would see it, and when a funny old man stands in the middle of the road cursing his goats it’s a drawing by Anne.


  I am living here with ‘relations’—the dearest people only they are not artists. You know what that means? I love them, and they’ve just been too good and dear to me, but they are not in the same world we are and I pine for my own people, my own wandering tribe.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  March 1920


  I am longing to be home. It is a great strain to live away from one’s own tribe, with people who, however dear they are, are not artists. These people’s minds are about 1894—not a day later. They still talk of such-a-pretty-book and whether one can or whether one can’t (Oh ye Gods!)have a platonic friendship with a man and (Oh ye Gods!) agree that you can’t while the male is male and the female female!!!! I ‘shock’ them, but if they knew [25] how they shock me. They make me inclined to roll up my sleeves, pin back my hair, lock the door and take myself and my knife off to the dissecting room—where all such idlers are shut out for ever.


  Oh, how pure artists are—how clean and faithful. Think of Tchehov, and even J.’s talk and Anne’s laughing, generous way—so remote from all this corruption. Let us remain chaste and youthful with our work and our life and our poetry. Even —— won’t do, you know. One can’t afford to mix with people. One must keep clear of all the worldly world. And we can do it. I feel our happiness will simply be without end when we are together again.


  March 1920


  I am all for Broomies.[3] I, too, have this idea we may retire there and live on love when we are old. I love the little place. It’s the right size and it’s remote and very simple. William and Dorothy might have lived there or any of our own kind. If we do have money we can always make it better and better but I am greatly desirous of our owning it (bad English). I think it’s us. We can leave it to Richard. It seems to me nicer than anything else. I see it under the stars—so quiet—its thorn hedges spangled with moonlight—our pony cropping—my dear love at the window telling me how fine the night is. Please let us decide on it if you agree. I want it with all my heart.


  April 1, 1920


  An awful thing happened here yesterday. Just a week ago a young woman was seen wandering about under the trees at Cap Martin and crying—all day. Nobody spoke to [26] her. At dusk a little boy heard her crying for help. She was in the sea about fifteen feet from land. By the time he had told somebody it was dark and she had disappeared. Her purse and jacket were on the beach. She had a return ticket to Nice—five francs and a handkerchief in it—that was all. Yesterday the sea washed her up just opposite the Villa. She came rolling, rolling in with each wave and they waited till she was tumbled on the beach. All her clothes were gone except her corset. Her arms and feet were gone and her hair was bound round and round her head and face—dark brown hair. She doesn’t belong to a soul. No one claims her. I expect they’ll shovel her under to-day. Poor soul—


  Good Friday, April 2, 1920


  I am very thankful you liked the reviews. The B—— book was awful—dead as a tack. These people have no life at all. They never seem to renew themselves or to GROW…. The species is now adult and undergoes no other change, until its head-feathers turn white and fall out…. Awful!! Even if one does not acquire any “fresh meat”—one’s vision of what one possesses is constantly changing into something rich and strange, isn’t it? I feel mine is. 47 Fitzherbert Terrace, p.e., is colouring beautifully with the years and I polish it and examine it and only now is it ready to come out of the store room and into the uncommon light of day.


  Oh my stars! How I love to think of us as workers, writers—two creatures given over to Art. Not that I place Art higher than Love or Life. I cannot see them as things separate—they minister unto each other. And how I long for us to be established in our home with just a few precious friends with whom we can talk and be gay and rejoice…. Ecce quam bonum et quam jucundum babitare fratres in unum! Sicut unguentum in capite, [27] quod descendit in barbam, barbam Aaron. (Now that surprised you—didn’t it?) I’m a cultivated little thing, really.


  It’s a cold and windy day and makes me cough. I still cough, still walk with a stick, still have to rest nearly all the time. They still talk about me as tho’ I were the size of a thimble. So you mustn’t expect a very fierce girl and you mustn’t be disappointed if I have to go slow.


  Easter Sunday, April 4, 1920


  I think it would be a famous idea to have sketches and stories.[4] I wrote one on the spot, called Daphne—about a plant. I’ll try and bring a whole lot home, and you could stick them in under noms de plume—if you wanted to.


  Yes, it’s true about Catholics: their world is not our world—my duty is to mankind—theirs is to a personal deity—a really-living King with a flashing face who gives you rewards. I read a panegyric by a Jesuit t’other day which did astonish me.


  “God shall be our most passionate love. He shall kiss us with the kisses of his mouth” and so on. It disgusted me. They horribly confuse sexuality and the state of beatitude. I know really a good deal about Catholics now. Of course, there’s no doubt J. is a saint. But she has given herself up to the whole thing. She works like mad for the glory of God—lives for his glory—refers everything to God or his saints, and in fact it is to her what Art is to us. But it has warped her—even her. I try to pretend she can see our point of view, but when she says of Je ne parle pas, “How could you say her big belly? I feel Our Lady would have disliked it so much.” Well—what are you to say to that?


  [28] April 1920


  I’ve just got your note about Je ne parle pas. No, I certainly won’t agree to those excisions if there were 500,000,000 copies in existence. They can keep their old £40 and be hanged to them. Shall I pick the eyes out of a story for £40. I am furious with S. No, I’ll never agree. I’ll supply another story but that is all. The outline would be all blurred. It must have those sharp lines. The Times didn’t object. As to The Wind Blows, I put that in because so many people had admired it (Yes, it’s Autumn II., but a little different) and queer people spoke so strongly about it I felt I must put it in. But this had better be held over till I get back. I’ll never consent. I’ll take the book away first. Don’t worry about it. Just tell S. he’s a fool. As to The Little Governess it was on my list and I asked you to include it!! (Caught out!) But don’t you worry. It will have to wait. Of course I won’t consent!


  April 7, 1920


  I feel I was too undisciplined about my story and Constable. I leave it to you. You’re my cricket. If you agree to what they say—why then, all’s well (and I DO want the money).


  Our queer correspondences again. I have been steeped in Shakespeare these last days with a note book—looking up every word, finding what are inkles and caddises…. I nearly know the sheep shearing scene from A Winter’s Tale by heart. It’s the most bewitching scene—but that’s one of my favourite plays. If I am strictly truthful I know nearly all of it almost by heart. And I began reading the songs in Twelfth Night in bed this morning early—


  
    Mark it Cesario, it is old and plain;


    The spinsters and the knitters in the sun


    And the free maids that weave their thread with bones


    Do use to chant it: it is silly sooth,


    And dallies with the innocence of love,


    Like the old age….

  


  
    [29] Clo: Are you ready, sir?


    Duke: Ay, prithee, sing. (Music.


    Clo: Come away, come away, death, etc.

  


  Oh, how that does all ravish me. I think I could listen to that for a small eternity.


  []


  To Sydney and Violet Schiff


  April 7, 1920


  I feel that I deceived you to-day about my health and I succumbed to the awfully great temptation of deceiving myself. Really and truly, thinking it over, I am afraid I am not well enough to live in that darling little flat. You see there are days when I am completely hors de combat; I can’t walk a step further than I walked to-day and I have to take horrid and extravagant care of myself always. Sometimes I get a week when I can’t move and I am always under a doctor’s care and if I do go out I’m supposed not to breathe the dust. This sounds ridiculous; I wish I didn’t have to say it. I feel there is plenty of room to be well in une petite appartement but there is not enough room to be ill and I have to provide for it. When I said I had to write for pennies I didn’t mean for the essential pennies but for all the luxuries which are, alas! my necessities. Yes, forgive me, I was carried away to-day and I forgot I must behave like an invalid. But when I came in and lay down and rested I thought: You know these things aren’t for you, and you were deceiving those two dear people. You must let them know at once.


  Will you forgive me? And thank you for a lovely day. I’m lying here living it over and seeing in my mind’s eye your garden and hearing the torrent. And much more important than those things—delighting in the fact of having met you.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  April 1920


  Talking about English flowers


  
    Bring hither the pink and purple columbines


    And gilly flowers,


    [30]


    Bring coronations and sops-in-wine,


    Beloved of paramours:


    Strew me the ground with the daffadowndilly


    With cowslips and kingscups and lovèd lilies;


    The pretty paunce and the chevisaunce


    Shall match with the faire flower delice—

  


  I quote from memory—but that’s hard to beat, don’t you think? But I am all for feathery-topped carrots—don’t you love pulling up carrots, shaking them clean and tossing them on to a heap! And feeling the cauliflowers to see which one is ready to cut. Then OUT comes your knife. When I was about the height of a garden spade I spent weeks—months—watching a man do all these things and wandering through canes of yellow butter beans and smelling the spotted speckled broad bean flowers and helping to plant Giant Edwards and White Elephants. Oh, dear, I do love gardens! Think of little lettuces and washing radishes under the garden tap. I’d better stop. I just saw you climb into a cherry tree, and leaning against the trunk of the tree I saw and smelt the sweet sticky gum. But we’ll have all these things.


  I bought you one of the most exquisite little boxes yesterday I’ve ever seen. You know how some things belong to people. It stood on a shelf in the shop and said R.M. so I carried it off and I’ll bring it home.


  April 1920


  Please note: Seats is booked in the train, if the train goes, for April 27th and I do hope, time and tide permitting, you will meet me at the station—will you? Isn’t it gorgeous to think we have 6 months in front of us, and what’s to prevent you and me from flitting over the heath and, while He draws and paints enchanted landscapes, She lies on the grass and tells him about the lions and tigers and crocodiles and boa constrictors that she used to feed under the palm trees at Mentone. Do you [31] know the heron has got beautiful blue legs? I read that the other day.


  Your little drawings are most awfully nice. I’ll draw you some palms, there are so many different kinds. My favourite tree I really think, tho’, is the lemon tree, it’s far more beautiful than the orange—And then the prickly pear has a lot of drawing: it’s a very queer affair, and then there’s the pepper tree hung of course with pepper pots—but I wish you were here to sneeze at it with me. J. seems so very busy that he never has time to write me a real letter. I miss them so! For the Tig you know is an animal which removed from its native soil, however golden the cage and however kind and charming the people who hand it things through the bars or even pat it—longs for fat envelopes to eat and when left without them she finds it an awful effort not to just creep into a corner and pine. But it can’t be helped—I have asked J. for them so often that ’m sure he’d send them if he had them—he just hasn’t—that’s all.


  Will you be quite changed when I come back? Please carry something that I can recognise you by such as—an emerald green handkerchief printed with a design of pink shrimps or a walking stick tied with a large bow of pale blue ribbon. No, Heaven bless you, I shall know you anywhere and you’ll know me.


  Of course I don’t know how to light a fire with damp wood, damp paper and 1 match. BUT please reply telling me how to as who knows how soon I may have to do it. (Do you see the hint conveyed in these words.)


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  April 20, 1920


  I am staying in bed until lunch as I had a heavy day yesterday buying small presents to bring back and so on. Exhausting work because one gets so frightfully excited as well. C. went with me in the morning and bought me an antique brooch, very lovely; three stones set in silver. [32] Then she bought me a pastel blue muslin frock with frills like panniers at the side. Ida, who was by, said she thought C. had a very bad influence on me because she spoiled me so. And the poor old dear got pink just like Granma used to and said, “Well, the child has had no fun, no life, no chance to wear pretty things for two years. I’m sure J. would want to do what I’m doing …” You remember in Italy how I longed to return to Life with all kinds of lovely possessions. Funny it should have all come true. I also bought the most exquisite fruit plates with small white grapes and gold leaves on them pour la famille Murry, and a dish, high, to match, to take the breath. I’ve no money. I think I must be a little bit mad. Oh, could I bring the flowers, the air the whole heavenly climate as well: this darling little town, these mountains—It is simply a small jewel—Mentone … and its band in the jardins publique with the ruffled pansy beds—the white donkeys standing meek, tied to a pole, the donkey women in black pleated dresses with flat funny hats. All, all is so terribly atractive. I’d live years here with you. I’m immensely attached to it all and in the summer we’d go up to the Alpes Maritimes and live in the small spotless inns with milk hot from the cow and eggwegs from the hen—we’d live in those steep villages of pink and white houses with the pine forests round them—where your host serves your dinner wearing a clean white blouse and sabots. Yes, I’m in love with the Alpes Maritimes. I don’t want to go any further. I’d like to live my life between Broomies and them.


  April 26, 1920


  Oh, how I agree about Shylock! I think The Taming of The Shrew is so deadly too. I am certain Bill never wrote it: he bolstered up certain speeches but that is all. It’s a hateful, silly play, so barely constructed and arranged. I’d never go to see it. I think we shall have a Shakespeare festival one year at Broomies—get actors there to study [33] their parts—act out of doors—a small Festa—a real one. I’ll be stage director. I am dead serious about this. Your Stratford makes me feel it. Really it’s grilling hot to-day! I feel inclined to make a noise like a cicada.


  []


  To Sydney and Violet Schiff


  2 Portland Villas, Hampstead


  Sunday, May 2, 1920


  At last the writing table is in perfect order and I have put a notice round the neck of the small angelic creature who is “knock man” to my door: “Engaged.” At last I’m free to sit down and think of last Sunday and wish it were this. This is cold, reluctant, uneasy. Now and again a handful of rain is dashed against the window. The church bells have stopped ringing and I know that there is a leg of something with “nice” spring greens, rhubarb tart and custard in every house in Hampstead but mine. It’s very cold, very grey; the smoke spins out of the chimney. But thank God there is a far-away piano, rocking, plunging, broken into long quivering phrases—it sounds as though it were being played under the sea.


  How glad I am—how deeply glad—that we stopped the car on the other side of the tunnel and got out and leaned against the wall—with one broken village behind and then the falling terraces of green. Will you ever forget how those mountains were heaped and folded together? And the fat comfortable man taking a cigarette at his ease in the lap of the world and the small impudent children watching us while we enjoyed our timeless moment? I shall go on reliving that day down to the very last drop. But so I shall with all the time we spent together.


  I have been thinking about your new work. Have you done any more? It’s very good. Delicate perception is not enough; one must find the exact way in which to convey the delicate perception. One must inhabit the other mind and know more of the other mind and your secret knowledge is the light in which all is steeped. I think you have done this. Do more.


  [34] M. is desperately pessimistic about—everything—more especially—he feels that the wicked writers are triumphing to such an extent that it’s nearly impossible ever to beat them. Things have gone too far. I don’t feel that at all. I think our duty lies in ignoring them—all except those whose faults are important—and in working ourselves, with all our might and main. It is waste of time to discuss them—and waste of energy. It’s a kind of treachery to all that we intend to do. I am sure the ‘day will come.’


  It is joy to have one’s room again. Everything is in its place. The black and gold scarf lies across a little couch.


  Good-bye, this is not the letter I wanted to write—it’s only the fringe of it.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  May 20, 1920


  The STOVE is come, installed, burning, giving out the most blessed beneficent heat imaginable! I cannot tell you how good it is to be in this room—in a whole warm room with no smoke, no making up fires, just a silent, discreet, never-failing heat. If I were a savage I should pray to it and offer it the bodies of infants. Thank you a billion times for your dear thought. And now a belated thank you for the yellow roses—which are perfection. Now stop being generous, or I’ll have to lead a baby elephant washed in rose soap, hung with lily buds and marigolds, carrying a flamingo in a cage made of mutton-fat jade on its back, to your doorstep as a return for past favours.


  []


  To Violet Schiff


  August 1920


  I’m much better. The ‘trouble’ has been I’ve had an overdose of vaccine and it laid me low. Ten million—or twenty million—hosts of streptococci attacked and fought one another. I have done with vaccine.


  My Catholic cousins (the Villa Flora ones) have bought [35] a new large villa in Garavan—the other bay. It has, at its gates, a doll’s house with a verandah, garden, everything complete. And this I have taken from them. I shall be in touch with them, still, and they are getting me a maid and so on, but at the same time I’m free—can you imagine the delight of writing to the Villa Violet, of telephoning to them (my Isola Bella has a telephone[5]) and asking them if they will come over? Don’t you envy me?


  By the time you come my garden will be full of flowers. Heavens! what a joy that will be. And we shall ignore time—trick the wretch just for a little.


  []


  To Sydney and Violet Schiff


  Friday, August 1920


  We both enjoyed immensely our evening. The play began so splendidly and—even though it did not keep it up—I for my part was so happy to be there…. We discussed all the way home, a new Athenæum—the idea of throwing overboard all the learned societies and ancient men and reviews of Dull old Tomes, and opening the windows to the hurrying sounds outside, and throwing all the old gang into the river…. After all—is it good enough to be halfway between what we really want to do and what we don’t care a pin for?


  What will the Bishops and the Antiquarians say to the short stories? And just supposing we really told the truth about everything—confidently. The car rushed through St. John’s Wood and we decided to do it, but not to use violence—I wonder if it is possible….


  I wish you could see my roses. They are so exquisite that yesterday I made Jones photograph them so that I should be able to show you how they looked.


  Oh, the devastating cold. I cannot keep warm, and all day long people walk up and down the stairs and just don’t knock at my door. Do you ever want to hide, Violet, to be completely hidden so that nobody knows where you are.


  [36] Sometimes one has a dreadful feeling of exposure—it’s intolerable. I mustn’t say these things.


  []


  To Violet Schiff


  August 1920


  Forgive me for not answering before.


  I had asked some people for next Sunday; I was hoping they would refuse. But no, this morning they will be ‘so pleased to come.’ So M. and I regretfully cannot. I do want to see you both soon and really talk. It seems, I suppose it isn’t really, so long since we have had time to talk.


  What I always want to do with you both is to share the event and then to share the impressions of it—the ‘afterwards.’ If only there were more time, but it seems to go faster and faster. One is so conscious of it sometimes.


  I feel as though we were trying to talk against the noise and the speed of the train—trying to hear each other—trying to convey by a look, a gesture, what we long to talk about for hours—days—What a story one could write about a train journey across strange country—A party of people with the carriage to themselves, travelling together, and two of them who have something they must say to each other. Can you imagine it? the impatience, the excitement, the extraordinary nearness of them all to one another—the meals in the restaurant car, “the new warm plates seemed to come flying through the air”—and the preparing for the night—those who do sleep—those who don’t—My God! there’s such a novel to be written there; will there be time to write it?


  Monday, August 1920


  Please don’t think about my health. Folkestone or Margate (dread places) wouldn’t give it me back again. No, I shall go away in September—somewhere, I don’t know where—preferably—and here one wants to throw down one’s pen (no, to lay it down, carefully and gently) [37] and to dream of some place where nobody says: “But one moment, if you have fish for lunch you won’t have it for dinner, will you, and I had thought of it for breakfast to-morrow…. I’m not interrupting seriously. You’ve not really started work yet, have you?”


  Violet: “You know I think K.M. is rather ungrateful and exasperating.”


  Ah, don’t think that. It’s only impatience. There is so much to write and there is so little time.


  August 1920


  It was a joy to hear from you and you are too generous in your criticism of my work for the paper. Nevertheless, it’s immensely stimulating to know that I gave you pleasure—I often say things expressly for you both. I am sure you know I do. This week I had happened to read a really typical article in an imbecile ‘woman’s paper’ and I threw my three silly novels away and wrote about it instead. I am afraid the greater number of readers will think I have gone mad. But Oh, they are such dull dogs sometimes and I am ill—I must be gay—my heart and my cough, my dear woman, won’t let me walk up and down stairs, even, at present. I am afraid I cannot come to you. You know how much I would like to. And I’m not sure when I can get away to France; I’m not ‘up’ to the journey—as they say, at present. It is very cursed; I try not to mind; I mind terribly.


  But forgive me. You have a right to be disgusted with me for being ill—I know—if I ever am well and strong again I’ll try and make up for this unsatisfactory K.M.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Villa Isola Bella, Menton-Garavan


  Tuesday, September 14, 1920


  What shall I tell you first? I have thought of you often and wondered if the beau temps is chez vous aussi, now that I’ve gone away.


  [38] We had a good journey but a slight contretemps in Paris. Ida disappeared with the porter to find a taxi, and she forgot the door she’d gone out—rushed off to another and lost me. After about half an hour I appealed to the police but they were helpless. The poor creature had lost her head and when we did meet finally it was only because I saw her in the distance and simply shouted. This tired me and made my nose bleed and I had a very bad night and had to do my review in bed next day, being fanned and bathed with eau de cologne. It’s of no importance to me but I felt all the time I was betraying you and the paper. Forgive me once again.


  We arrived here yesterday at 4.50 after a day of terrible heat. Mentone felt like home. It was really bliss to sit in the voiture and drive through those familiar streets and then up a queer little leafy ‘way’ and then another at right angles to a gate all hidden by green where la bonne Annette stood waving her apron and the peke leapt at her heels. This villa is—so far—perfect. It has been prepared inside and out to such an extent that I don’t think it will ever need a hand’s turn again. The path from the gate to the two doors has a big silver mimosa showering across it. The garden is twice as big as I imagined. One can live in it all day. The hall is black and white marble. The salon is on your right as you enter—a real little salon with velvet covered furniture and an immense dead clock and a gilt mirror and two very handsome crimson vases which remind me of fountains filled with blood. It has two windows: one looks over the garden gate, the others open on to the terrace and look over the sea. I mustn’t forget to mention the carpet with a design of small beetles which covers the whole floor. The dining room is equally charming in its way—and has French windows, too. It abounds in cupboards full of wessels and has a vrai buffet with silver teapot, coffee and milk jug which catch the flashing eye, all is delightful. There are even very lovely blue glass finger bowls…. On the other side of the passage is the garde-linge, big [39] enough for all our boxes as well. The linen is overwhelming. It is all in dozens—even to maid’s aprons…. The kitchen premises are quite shut off with a heavy pair of doors. The kitchen gleams with copper. It’s a charming room and there’s a big larder and a scullery big enough for a workshop, and outside there’s a garden and three large caves and the lapinière. Upstairs are four bedrooms—the maid’s on the entresol. The others have balconies and again are carpeted all over and sumptuous in a doll’s house way.


  Annette had prepared everything possible. The copper kettle boiled. Tea was laid. In the larder were eggs in a bowl and a cut of cheese on a leaf and butter swimming and milk, and on the table coffee, a long bread, jam, and so on. On the buffet a dish heaped with grapes and figs lying in the lap of fig leaves. She had thought of everything and moreover everything had a kind of chic—and she in her blue check dress and white apron sitting down telling the news was a most delightful spectacle.


  The heat is almost as great as when we arrived last year. One can wear nothing but a wisp of silk, two bows of pink ribbon and a robe de mousseline. Moustiques and moucherons are in full blast; we are both bitten to death already. They are frightful. But so far I can accept them without a reproach, the compensations are so great.


  I must tell you a very big date palm grows outside my bedroom balcony window. At the end of the garden wall—(a yellow crumbling wall) there is a vast magnolia full of rich buds. There is a tap in the garden. In the vegetable garden the French artichokes are ready to eat and minute yellow and green marrows. A tangerine tree is covered in green balls.


  The view is surpassingly beautiful. Late last night on the balcony I stood listening to the tiny cicadas and to the frogs and to someone playing a little chain of notes on a flute.


  [40] September 1920


  Your letter and card this morning were so perfect that (only you will understand this) I felt you’d brought up a little kitten by Wingley and put it on our bed and we were looking at it together. But it was a very kitten of very kittens … with wings. I must answer it this once and risk breaking the agreement not to write.


  Yes, that suddenness of parting—that last moment—But this last time I had a deep, strange confidence, a feeling so different to that other desperate parting when I went to France. We are both so much stronger and we do see our way and we do know what the future is to be. That doesn’t make me miss you less, though….


  I’m in bed—not very O.K. The moustiques have bitten me and I’ve had pains and fever and dysentery. Poisoned, I suppose. It was almost bound to happen. But don’t worry. Annette is in the kitchen and her soups and rice climb up the stairs.


  I think I’ve got a maid, too, Mme. Reveilly, 5bis. Rue des Poilus. She’s a police inspector’s sister and she looks indeed as though she had sprung out of a nest of comic policemen. Fat, dark, sitting on the sofa edge, grasping, strangling indeed a small black bead bag. “Si vous cherchez une personne de confiance Madame et pas une imbecile …” she began. I feel that was a poor compliment to my appearance. Did I look like a person who wantonly cherished imbeciles to do the house work? But of course all the time she recounted her virtues I saw the most charming imbecile with woolly shoes like rabbits and a great broad beaming smile … whom I couldn’t help dismissing rather regretfully.


  The villa is even lovelier than it was. Once I am up again and out again, I feel it will be almost too fair. I do miss you, tho’. I have (I have told you a thousand times) always such a longing to share all that is good with you and you alone. Remember that. Events move so awfully strangely. We live and talk and tear our Daily News up [41] together and all the while there is a growth going on—gorgeous deep-down glories like bougainvilleas twine from your window to mine…


  I’ve begun my journal book. I want to offer it to Methuen—to be ready this Xmas. Do you think that’s too long to wait? It ought to be rather special. Dead true—and by dead true I mean like one takes a sounding—(yet gay withal). Oh, it’s hard to describe. What do you advise?


  September 18, 1920


  I’m longing to see your ‘Wilde-Harris.’ I am sure O.W. was negligible but he is an astonishing figure. His letters, his mockeries and thefts—he’s a Judas who betrays himself.


  … Which is the more tragic figure—the master without a disciple or one disciple without a master? … That’s by the way. Can I have the Times Lit. Sup.? I freeze, I burn for the printed word.


  Saturday. I sent my review last night. I do hope it arrives in time. Dearest, I’m better. Temperature normal—pain gone—up and lying in the salon. I am eating again too and now really will mend. But I have never been so thin—not even in Paris. I simply melted like a candle with that fever. I rock when I stand. But Hurrah! it’s over.


  Sunday afternoon September 19, 1920


  It is true—isn’t it—that we are going to walk out together every single Sunday? All through the week we are hard at work—you, in that horrible black town that I hate, me, on my beautiful island; but when Sunday comes (it was my first thought this morning) we adorn ourselves, and soon after midi I hear that longed for but rather peculiar, rather funny whistle. I run to the window, I kiss my hand, spin down the stairs, and away we [42] go. But for this week at least we’ll not go far—only out of sight of the world—that’s far enough. For your Wig is still so weak that she can’t walk straight—sometimes I fling myself at the doors or take a great high step in the air. But I am really on the mend, and as to my cough—fancy, I’ve been here five days and I cough hardly at all. This morning in fact I didn’t cough at all and can’t remember if I have until now, 6 p.m. I only have to get my strength back after this ‘attack.’ That is all about me.


  (There is so much to tell you. I tell you in my mind and then the effort of writing is too much.)


  Later


  My feeling for this little house is that somehow it ought to be ours. It is, I think, a perfect house in its way and just our size. The position—up a side road off a side road standing high—all alone—the chief rooms facing South and West—the garden, the terrace all South—is ideal. You could do all the garden. There’s a small vegetable plot outside the kitchen and scullery—there is a largish piece in the front—full of plants and trees—with a garden tap and at the side another bed—a walk—a stone terrace overlooking the sea—a great magnolia tree—a palm that looks as though the dates must ripen. You shall have photographs of all this. And then it’s so solid inside and so somehow, spacious. And all on two floors and as well all the kitchen premises away, shut away and again perfectly equipped. I shall, of course, keep the strictest accounts and see exactly what it would cost us to live here.


  Marie, the maid, is an excellent cook—as good as Annette was. She does all the marketing, and as far as I can discover she’s a very good manager. A marvel really. Of course she cooks with butter, but then one doesn’t eat butter with one’s meals so it comes to the same thing. The food is far better than any possible house we go to in England. I don’t know to whose to compare it—and all her simple dishes like vegetables or salads are so good. [43] It’s a great pleasure to go into the kitchen for my morning milk and see this blithe soul back from market in the spotless kitchen with a bunch of lemon leaves drying for tisane and a bunch of camomile hanging for the same.


  All is in exquisite order. There are pots on the stove, cooking away—mysterious pots—the vegetables are in a great crock—in bundles—and she tells me of her marvellous bargains as I sip the milk. She is the kind of cook Anatole France might have.


  As to the weather it is really heavenly weather. It is too hot for any exertion, but a breeze lifts at night, and I can’t tell you what scents it brings, the smell of a full summer sea and the bay tree in the garden and the smell of lemons. After lunch to-day we had a sudden tremendous thunderstorm, the drops of rain were as big as marguerite daisies—the whole sky was violet. I went out the very moment it was over—the sky was all glittering with broken light—the sun a huge splash of silver. The drops were like silver fishes hanging from the trees. I drank the rain from the peach leaves and then pulled a shower-bath over my head. Every violet leaf was full. I thought of you—these are the things I want you to have. Already one is conscious of the whole sky again and the light on the water. Already one listens for the grasshopper’s fiddle, one looks for the tiny frogs on the path—one watches the lizards…. I feel so strangely as though I were the one who is home and you are away.


  Tuesday, September 21: I dropped this letter and only to-day I pick it up again…. And I still haven’t told you about this house or the life or the view or what your room is like. It all waits. Will you just take me and it for granted for about a week? In a week I’ll be a giant refreshed—but I’ve simply got to get back my strength after the last blow.


  But you know how soon I come to the surface. It did pull me down. It’s only a few days. It’s over. I’m on the up grade, but there you are—just for the moment. Each day the house finds its order more fixed and just [44] (that’s not English). Marie does every single thing. I am having an awning made so that I can lie out all day. The weather is absolute exquisite radiance, day after day, just variegated by these vivid storms. It’s very hot and the insects are a trouble, but it’s perfect weather.


  I’ll just have to ask you to take a wave of a lily white hand to mean all for the moment. I wish I were stronger. I’m so much better. My cough is nearly gone. It’s nothing but de la faiblesse and I know it will pass. But not to be able to give you all this when I want to—that’s hard to bear.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  September 1920


  I was very glad to hear from you. The drawing of the Flight into Mentone was really superb—Athy was the spit of himself. Yes, I think you’d find the South of France was good country. I could be content to stay here for years. In fact I love it as I’ve never loved any place but my home. The life, too, is so easy. There is no division between one’s work and one’s external existence—both are of a piece. And you know what that means. My small, pale yellow house with a mimosa tree growing in front of it—just a bit deeper yellow—the garden full of plants, the terrace with crumbling yellow pillars covered with green (lurking-place for lizards) all belong to a picture or a story. I mean they are not remote from one’s ideal—one’s dream. The house faces the sea, but to the right there is the Old Town with a small harbour—a little quai planted with pepper and plane trees. This Old Town, which is built flat against a hill—a solid wall, as it were, of shapes and colours—is the finest thing I’ve seen. Every time I drive towards it it is different.


  And then, there’s no doubt that the people here—I mean the working people—make no end of a difference. My servant Marie is a masterpiece in her way. She’s the widow of a coachman—just a woman of the people, as we say, but her feeling for life is a constant surprise to me. The kitchen is a series of Still Lives; the copper pans wink [45] on the walls. When she produces a fish for lunch it lies in a whole, tufted green seascape with a large tragic mouthful of ‘persil’ still in its jaws. And last night, talking of her desire to buy bananas she explained it wasn’t so much that they should be eaten but they gave ‘effect’ to the fruit dish. “A fine bunch of grapes, deux poires rouges, une on deux belles pommes avec des bananas et des feuilles” she thought worth looking at.


  You know to live with such people is an awful help. Yesterday, par example, I had a sack of charcoal and some pine cones delivered. And passing the kitchen I saw the woodman, in a blue overall and yellow trousers, sitting at the table with Marie taking a glass of wine. The wine bottle was one of those wicker affairs. One doesn’t (God forbid) want to make a song about these things, but I didn’t realise they went on naturally and simply until I came here. In England one gets the feeling that all is over. Do you know what I mean? And there’s never time for more than a rough sketch of what one wants to do, and what one feels. I hope you don’t think I’m running down your country. It’s not that. It’s life in any city.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  September 25, 1920


  I am beginning my Sunday letter. I can’t resist the hour. It’s 6.30, just on sunset—the sea a deep hyacinth blue, silver clouds floating by like sails and the air smells of the pine and the bay and of charcoal fires. Divine evening! Heavenly fair place! The great RAIN has brought a thousand green spears up in every corner of the garden. Oh, you’ll be met by such Flowers on Parade at Christmas time. There’s a winey smell at the corner of the terrace where a huge fig tree drops its great purple fruits. At the other the magnolia flashes leaves; it has great buds brushed over with pink. Marie has just brought in my chaise longue and the green chair which is yours to escape l’humidité du soir…. Do these details [46] bore you in London? Oh, I could go on for ever. But I do think this place, villa, climate, maid, all are as perfect as can be. Marie’s cooking infuriates me. Why don’t I help you to her escaloppe aux tomates—with real purée de p. de terre—deux feuilles de salade and des œufs en neige. And her Black Coffee!!


  Sharing her return from market tho’ is my delight. I go into the kitchen and am given my glass of milk and then she suddenly rushes into the scullery, comes back with the laden basket and (privately exulting over her purchases). “Ah cet-te vie, cet-te vie. Comme tout ça est chère, Madame! Avant la guerre notre jolie France, c’était un jardin de Paradis et maintenant c’est que le Président même n’a pas la tête sur les épaules. Allez! allez! Douze sous pour les haricots! C’est vrai qu’ils sont frais—qu’ils sont jolis, qu’ils sont enfin—enfin—des haricots pour un petit Prince—maiz douze sous, douze sous! …” etc., etc. This at a great pace of course. Does it come over? Does it seem to you the way a cook ought to talk? There’s a mouse in the cupboard. When she brought my bregchick this morning … “le p’tit Monsieur nous a visité pendant la nuit, Madame. Il a mangé presque toute une serviette. Mais pensez-vous—quelles dents. Allez-allez! c’est un maître!!” I don’t know. I won’t bore you with any more of her—but it seems to me that this is the way that people like her ought to talk.


  I heard again from Methuen to-day. They now say they’d like 2 books for next spring. I think there must have been some trunk work, some back stair work in this on your part. But I’ll see what I can do without promising in my fatal way what I can’t perform. I wish I could begin real creative work. I haven’t yet. It’s the atmosphere, the … tone which is hard to get. And without it nothing is worth doing. I have such a horror of triviality … a great part of my Constable book is trivial. It’s not good enough. You see it’s too late to beat about the bush any longer. They are cutting down the cherry [47] trees; the orchard is sold—that is really the atmosphere I want. Yes, the dancing and the dawn and the Englishman in the train who said “jump!”—all these, with the background.


  Speaking of something else, which is nevertheless connected—it is an awful temptation, in face of all these novels to cry “woe—woe!” I cannot conceive how writers who have lived through our times can drop these last ten years and revert to why Edward didn’t understand, Vi’s reluctance to be seduced or why a dinner of twelve courses needs remodelling. If I did not review novels I’d never read them. The writers (practically all of them) seem to have no idea of what one means by continuity. It is a difficult thing to explain. Take the old Tartar waiter in Anna who serves Levin and Stepan—Now, Tolstoy only has to touch him and he gives out a note and this note is somehow important, persists, is a part of the whole book. But all these other men—they introduce their cooks, aunts, strange gentlemen, and so on, and once the pen is off them they are gone—dropped down a hole. Can one explain this by what you might call—a covering atmosphere—Isn’t that a bit too vague? Come down O Youth from yonder Mountain height and give your Worm a staff of reason to assist her. What it boils down to is … “either the man can make his people live and keep ’em alive or he can’t.” But criticks better that..


  September 27, 1920


  I wish and I wish and I wish. Why aren’t you here? Even though I am as poor as a mouse, don’t publish Sun and Moon. I’ll send you a story this week. Do publish it if you can. Of course, don’t if you’re full up. But alas for my £25 a month—it’s gone. This, however, is sheer wailing….


  The lizards here abound. There is one big fellow, a perfect miniature crocodile, who lurks under the leaves over a corner of the terrace. I watched him come forth [48] to-day—very slithy—and eat an ant. You should have seen the little jaws, the flick flick of the tongue, the great rippling pulse just below the shoulder. His eyes, too. He listened with them—and when he couldn’t find another ant, he stamped his front paw—and then, seeing that I was watching, deliberately winked, and slithered away.


  There is also a wasps’ nest in the garden. Two infant wasps came out this morning and each caught hold of a side of a leaf and began to tug. It was a brown leaf about the size of three tea leaves. They became furious. They whimpered, whiney-pined—snatched at each other—wouldn’t give way and finally one rolled over and couldn’t roll back again—just lay there kicking. I never saw such a thing. His twin then couldn’t move the leaf at all. I pointed out the hideous moral to my invisible playmate.


  October 1, 1920


  Suppose you didn’t glance at a novel by a man called Prowse, A Gift of the Dusk. A simply terrible book—awful—ghastly! and about as good as it could be. It’s just a kind of … journal the man kept while he was at a sanatorium in Switzerland. It is the goods if you like! But he must be a wonderful man. I wish I knew if he is dead. Will you PLEASE ask Beresford if you see him (Collins is the publisher)? I wish very much I could hear of him—One’s heart goes out to anyone who has faced an experience as he has done. “One must tell everything—everything.” That is more and more real to me each day. It is, after all, the only treasure, the only heirloom we have to leave—our own little grain of truth.


  October 4, 1920


  Walpole’s novel which I mean to do for next week ought to be a very good prop to hang those very ideas on that I tried to communicate to you. I want to take it seriously and really say why it fails—for, of course, it does fail. But [49] his ‘intention’ was serious. I hope I’ll be able to say what I do mean. I am no critic of the homely kind. “If you would only explain quietly in simple language,” as L.M. said to me yesterday. Good Heavens, that is out of my power.


  The garden menagerie includes snakes—a big chap as thick as my wrist, as long as my arm, slithered along the path this morning and melted into the bushes. It wasn’t horrid or fearful, however. As to the mice—Marie’s piège seems to snap in the most revolting way. A fat one was offered to a marauding cat at the back door yesterday, but it refused it. “Polisson! Tu veux un morceau de sucre avec?” I heard Marie scold. She is very down on the cats here; she says they are malgracieux. Yes, she is a most remarkable type. Yesterday afternoon, it was terribly gloomy and triste outside and she came in for the coffee tray, and said how she hated Mentone. She had lived here 8 years with her pauvre mari and then they lived 2 years in Nice where he died and was buried. She said she could bear Nice because “il se repose là-bas mais ici—Madame—il se promenait avec moi—partout partout—” and then she beat her little black crepe bodice and cried “trop de souvenirs, Madame—trop de souvenirs.” Oh, how I love people who feel deeply. How restful it is to live with them even in their ‘excitement.’ I think for writers, it is right to be with them—but the feeling must be true—not a hair’s breadth assumed—or I hate it as much as I love the other. As I write that I don’t believe it any more. I could live with you and not care two pins if people “felt” anything at all—in fact, I could draw away and be very aloof and cold if they did—I don’t know. It’s too difficult….


  I feel this letter is cold and poor; the fruit is not good to eat. It’s rather like that withered fig-tree. Do you know there is a kind of fig-tree which is supposed to be of the family of that unfortunate one—it is dark stemmed and its leaves are black, they flap on the blackened boughs, they are like leaves that a flame has passed over. Terrible. [50] I saw one once in a valley, a beautiful valley with a river flowing through it. There was linen drying on the banks and the women were beating the water and calling to one another—gaily—and there was this sad tree. L.M. who was with me said “of course the explanation is that one must never cease from giving.” The fig-tree had no figs—so Christ cursed it. Did you ever! There’s such a story buried under the whole thing—isn’t there?—if only one could dig it out.


  Thursday, October 7, 1920


  As for me I am in the open day and night. I never am in a room with the windows shut. By great good fortune I’ve got Marie who every day looks after me better. And she is so sympathetic that all she cooks tastes especially good. She looks after me and anxiously asks if “la viande était assez saignante”—but sanely—in the way one not only can stand, but one loves, and when I go into the kitchen and say, “Marie, je tremble de faim” her “tant mieux” as she butters you a tartine is just absolutely right. So you see I do count my blessings; this house, this climate, and this good soul….


  It’s blowing guns to-day—a choppy sea—my favourite sea, brilliant blue with the white lifting—lifting as far as one can see, rather big unbroken waves near the shore. Butterflies love a day like this. They love to fling themselves up in the air and then be caught by the wind and rocked and flung and lightly fluttered. They pretend to be frightened. They cling as long as they can to a leaf and then—take a butterfly long breath—up they go—away they sail, quivering with joy, and delight. It must be a kind of surf bathing for them—flinging themselves down the wind.


  You know how when one woman carries the new born baby the other woman approaches and lifts the handkerchief from the tiny face and bends over and says “Bless [51] it.” But I am always wanting to lift the handkerchief off lizards’ faces and pansies’ faces and the house by moonlight. I’m always waiting to put a blessing on what I see. It’s a queer feeling.


  October 8, 1920


  I am not in the least settled down to anything yet. The journal—I have absolutely given up. I dare not keep a journal. I should always be longing to tell the truth. As a matter of fact, I dare not tell the truth—I feel I must not. The only way to exist is to go on—and try and lose oneself—to get as far as possible away from this moment. Once I can do that all will be well. So it’s stories or nothing. I expect I shall kick off soon—perhaps to-day, who knows? In the meantime I peg away too, in my fashion.


  October 1920


  Oh, if you knew what a joy your Shakespeare was. I straightway dipped in The Tempest and discovered Ariel riding on curlèd clouds. Isn’t that adjective perfect? I’d missed it before. I do think The Tempest is the most radiant, delicate, exquisite play. The atmosphere is exactly the atmosphere of an island after a storm—an island re-born out of the sea with Caliban tossed up for sea wrack and Ariel blowing in a shell. Oh, my divine Shakespeare!! Oh, most blessed genius. Again I read of the love of Ferdinand and Miranda, how they met and recognised each other and their hearts spake. Everything—everything is new born and golden. God knows there are desert islands enough to go round—the difficulty is to sail away from them—but dream islands … they are rare, rare.


  Just as I folded that I had callers. A M. et Madame showed on to the Terrace very gracious but Oh dear! What a ghastly idea it is. What can one say? I can’t play ‘ladies’ unless I know the children I’m playing with.


  [52] Now there’s an asp come out of a hole—a slender creature, red, about twelve inches long. It lies moving its quick head. It is very evil looking but how much nicer than a caller. I was warned yesterday against attempting to kill them. (Do you see me trying to kill them?) But they spring at you—if you do. However, I’ll catch this one for you at the risk of my life and put it in your Shakespeare for a marker at the scene where the old man carries in the basket of figs. You will have to hold your Shakespeare very firmly to prevent it wriggling, Anthony darling.


  Lovingly yours,

  Egypt


  .


  October 1920


  I send the story.[6] As usual I am in a foolish panic about it. But I know I can trust you. You know how I choose my words; they can’t be changed. And if you don’t like it or think it is wrong just as it is I’d rather you didn’t print it. I’ll try to do another.


  Will you tell me—if you’ve time—what you think of it? Again (as usual) I burn to know and you see there is no one here.


  It was one of my queer hallucinations; I wrote it straight off. And I’ve no copy.


  I hope you like my little boy. His name is HENNIE.


  October 1920


  It is such a Heavenly Day that I hardly know how to celebrate it—or rather I keep on celebrating it—having a kind of glorified Mass with full Choir. (But à bas the Roman Catholics!) It’s just blue and gold. In the valley two workmen are singing—their voices come pressing up, expanding, scattering in the light—you know those Italian voices! I think from the sound they are building a house: I am sure the walls will hold this singing [53] for ever, and on every fine day, put your hand there on that curve or that arch, and there’ll be a warmth, a faint vibration…. The sun woke me at 7 o’clock—sitting sur mes pieds comme un chat d’or mais c’etait moi qui a fait ron-ron. And at 7.15 Marie brought déjeuner—petits pains with miel des Alpes and hot coffee on a fringèd tray. Her old bones were fairly singing, too. I said, “Vous allez au marché, Marie?” She said, rather aggrieved—“Mais comme vous voyez, Madame, je suis en train d’y aller”—and then I noticed she was ‘dressed’ for the occasion, i.e., she had flung on her shoulders a most minute black shawl with a tiny bobble fringe. This she always holds over her mouth to guard against le frais du matin when she scuttles off with her panier and filet. She really is a superb type.


  Good God! There are two lizards rushing up the palm tree! Lizards glister, Heaven bless them. In the trunk of the palm high up some tiny sweet peas are growing and some frail dandelions. I love to see them. As I wrote that, one lizard fell—simply fell with a crash (about 5000 feet) on to the terrace—and the other looked over one of those palm chunks—really it did. I’ve never seen such an affair. It was Wig that fell—of course. Now she’s picked herself up and is flying back. She seems as good as new—but it’s a mad thing to do.


  October 13, 1920


  I am amazed at the sudden ‘mushroom growth’ of cheap psycho-analysis everywhere. Five novels one after the other are based on it: it’s in everything. And I want to prove it won’t do—it’s turning Life into a case. And yet, of course, I do believe one ought to be able to—not ought—one’s novel if it’s a good one will be capable of being proved scientifically correct. Here—the thing that’s happening now is—the impulse to write is a different impulse. With an artist—one has to allow—Oh tremendously—for the sub-conscious element in his work. He [54] writes he knows not what—he’s possessed. I don’t mean, of course, always, but when he’s inspired—as a sort of divine flower to all his terrific hard gardening there comes this sub-conscious … wisdom. Now these people who are nuts on analysis seem to me to have no sub-conscious at all. They write to prove—not to tell the truth. Oh, I am so dull aren’t I? I’ll stop. I wish they’d stop, tho’! It’s such gross impertinence.


  Later. I’ve just been to the Villa Louise, stolen three whopping lemons and had a talk to their jardinier who comes here le vendredi to plant flowers autour du palmier. This man drew a design of the flower bed on the gravel and then, after telling me the names of the flowers, he described them. You know, it was terrific to hear him. In trying to describe the scent…. “C’est—un—parrr-fum—” and then he threw back his head, put his thumb and finger to his nose—took a long breath and suddenly exploded it in a kind of AAAhhh! almost staggering backwards—overcome, almost fainting; and then, in telling me of des paquerettes, “ce sont de tout petite fleurs qui se regardent comme s’ils disent: c’est moi qui est plus jolie que toi!” Oh dear me—I wonder if it is so wonderful. I sat down on a bench and felt as though waves of health went flowing through me. To think the man cares like that—responds—laughs like he does and snips off a rosebud for you while he talks. Then I think of poor busmen and tube men and the ugliness of wet, dark London. It’s wrong. People who are at all sensitive ought not to live there. I’ll tell you (as it’s my birthday to-morrow) a tale about this man. He came to see me. I had to engage him. First he passed me in the garden and went to Marie to ask for Madame Murry. Marie said—“But you’ve seen her already—” He said: “No—there’s only une petite personne—une fillette de quinze ans—enfin—sur la terrasse.” Marie thought this a very great joke. Bit steep—wasn’t it? I expect I’ll be about five by Xmas time—just old enough for a Christmas tree….


  [55] Doctor Mee—who was Mother’s doctor, too—can’t get over my improvement in the last fortnight. He’s staggered. But he says he does wish you would go to Gamage and buy her a pair of shoulder straps—you know the things, I mean. They’re to keep me from stooping. I stoop mainly from habit. I feel so much better that I almost have to tie myself to my chaise longue. But I know now is the moment to go slow. Alas, I’m so infernally wise in these things. Oh Heavenly day. I wish you’d shared my boisson—that fresh lemon with a lump of sugar and Saint-Galmier.


  Every morning I have a sea-water bath in a saucer and to-day after it, still wet, I stood in the full sun to dry—both windows wide open. One can’t help walking about naked in the mornings—one almost wades in the air. I’m writing, facing Italy—great mountains, grey-gold with tufts of dark green against a sheer blue sky. Yes, I confess it’s hard work to wait for you. Can we hope for more than—how many?—springs and summers. I don’t want to miss one.


  October 17, 1920


  I’ve just got back from Dr. B. I expect you’d like to know what he’s like. He seems to me a very decent, intelligent soul—quite as good as any other doctor. He approved absolutely of my life and conditions of life here and is going to keep an eye on me. The result of his examination was the eternal same. Of course, one can see that the disease is of long standing but there is no reason why—provided—subject to—if—and so on and so on. Not in the least depressing. Yet the foolish creature always does expect the doctor to put down his stethoscope to turn to her and say—with quiet confidence: “I can cure you, Mrs. Murry.”


  He has the same disease himself. I recognised his smile—just the least shade too bright and his strange joyousness as he came to meet one—just the least shade too pronounced [56] his air of being a touch more alive than other people—the gleam—the faint glitter on the plant that the frost has laid a finger on…. He is only about 33, and I feel that his experience at the war had changed him. In fact, he seemed to me fully like what a young Duhamel might be. I’m to go on just as I’m going until he sees me again, i.e., half an hour’s walk—the rest of the time in my chaise longue. There’s really nothing to tell. He had such a charming little old-fashioned photograph in a round frame on his mantlepiece—faded—but so delightful—a girl with her curls pinned back and a velvet ribbon round her throat…. His mother, I suppose. This seemed to me more important than all else.


  It’s 3.30, Sunday afternoon. Marie is out and L.M. has gone off to tea with some cronies and a french poodle. So I have the house to myself. It’s a cloudy, windless day. There is such a great stretch of sky to be seen from my terrasse that one’s always conscious of the clouds. One forgets that clouds are in London and here they are—how shall I put it—they are a changing background to the silence. Extraordinary how many planes one can see—one cloud and behind it another and then a lake and on the far side of the lake a mountain. I wonder if you would feed on this visible world as I do. I was looking at some leaves only yesterday—idly looking and suddenly I became conscious of them—of the amazing ‘freedom’ with which they were ‘drawn’—of the life in each curve—but not as something outside oneself, but as part of one—as though like a magician I could put forth my hand and shake a green branch into my fingers from …? And I feel as though one received—accepted—absorbed the beauty of the leaves even into one’s physical being. Do you feel like that about things?


  Ah, but you would have loved the golden moth that flew in here last night. It had a head like a tiny owl, a body covered with down—wings divided into minute feathers and powdered with gold. I felt it belonged to a poem.


  [57] Tomlinson’s story was very good.[7] It just missed it, though at the end. I mean judging from the Tchehov standpoint. The thing I prize, admire, and respect in his stories is his knowledge. They are true. I trust him. This is becoming most awfully important to me—a writer must have knowledge—he must make one feel the ground is firm beneath his feet. The vapourings I read, the gush, wind—give one a perfect Sehnsucht for something hard to bite on.


  I don’t know whether it’s I that have ‘fallen behind’ in this procession but truly the books I read nowadays astound me. Female writers discovering a freedom, a frankness, a license, to speak their hearts reveal themselves as … sex maniacs. There’s not a relationship between a man and woman that isn’t the one sexual relationship—at its lowest. Intimacy is the sexual act. I am terribly ashamed to tell the truth; it’s a very horrible exposure.


  October 1920


  I return de la Mare’s letter. I long to hear of your time with him. It’s very queer; he haunts me here—not a persistent or substantial ghost but as one who shares my joy in the silent world—joy is not the word, I only used it because it conveys a stillness, a remoteness, because there is a far-away sound in it.


  You know, I have felt very often lately as though the silence had some meaning beyond these signs, these intimations. Isn’t it possible that if one yielded there is a whole world into which one is received? It is so near and yet I am conscious that I hold back from giving myself up to it. What is this something mysterious that waits—that beckons?


  And then suffering, bodily suffering such as I’ve known for three years. It has changed forever everything—even the appearance of the world is not the same—there is something added. Everything has its shadow. Is [58] it right to resist such suffering? Do you know I feel it has been an immense privilege. Yes, in spite of all. How blind we little creatures are! It’s only the fairy tales we really live by. If we set out upon a journey, the more wonderful the treasure, the greater the temptations and perils to be overcome. And if someone rebels and says, Life isn’t good enough on those terms, one can only say: “It is!” Don’t misunderstand me. I don’t mean a “thorn in the flesh”—it’s a million times more mysterious. It has taken me three years to understand this—to come to see this. We resist, we are terribly frightened. The little boat enters the dark fearful gulf and our only cry is to escape—“put me on land again.” But it’s useless. Nobody listens. The shadowy figure rows on. One ought to sit still and uncover one’s eyes.


  I believe the greatest failing of all is to be frightened. Perfect Love casteth out Fear. When I look back on my life all my mistakes have been because I was afraid…. Was that why I had to look on death? Would nothing less cure me? You know, one can’t help wondering, sometimes…. No, not a personal God or any such nonsense. Much more likely—the soul’s desperate choice….


  P.S.—Can you bring Ribni at Xmas? There is a shop in Nice which cures Poupées cassées. When I read of it I almost telegraphed for Ribni. I want him to be made good as new again. He haunts me—Ah, I can see a story in this idea….


  []


  To Sydney and Violet Schif


  Sunday, October 24, 1920


  I did not answer your letter at the time because I was ill, and I become utterly weary of confessing it.


  Especially as it’s the kind of thing one does so hate to hear—one can’t really sympathise with. People who are continually crying out are exasperating. And they (or at any rate I) are dreadfully conscious of it.


  [59] But now that I have been let out on ticket of leave at least—I long to write to you. You are never far from my thoughts. Some afternoons I feel positive that the voiture down below there is come from Roquebrune and that in another moment or two you will be here on the terrace. But there is too much to talk about. In London there never seems time. One is always just beginning when one is whirled away again. Here, one is so uninterrupted, it is like one immensely long night and one immensely long day.


  But it takes long before the tunes cease revolving in one’s head, before the sound of the clapping and the sensation of the crowd ceases to possess one. One cannot hail solitude as one can hail a dark cab. To disentangle oneself completely takes long…. Nevertheless, I believe one must do it—and no less—if one wants to work.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  October 1920


  To be free—to be free! That’s all I ask. There’s nine o’clock striking gently, beautifully from a steeple in the old town. The sound floats across the water. I wish you were here and we were alone…. Did I tell you I have a little bookcase made by a carpenter wot lives on the hill? He made it most rarely: dovetailed the corners—isn’t that right—and cut a little ornament on the top shelves and then painted it pale yellow. 24 francs. His wife sent with it a bouquet of Zinnias, the like of which I’ve never seen. These people with their only child, a lovely little boy of about five, live in their own house with their own garden. He seems to work for his own pleasure. Where do they get the money? The little boy who’s like an infant St. John wears little white overalls, pink socks and sandals. “Dis bon jour à Madame! Où est ton chapeau! Vite! Ôte-le!” and this hissed in a terrible voice with rolling eyes by the father. The little boy slowly looks up at his father and gives a very slow ravishing smile.


  [60] It’s really queer about these people. Marie was saying the mimosa tree leans—it’s got a list on it—and, of course, prophesying that (“esperons toujours que non, Madame, mais …”) it will fall and crush us all. When she described how the tree leant she took the posture—she became a mimosa tree—little black dress trimmed with crepe, white apron, grey hair—changed into a tree. And this was so intensely beautiful that it made me almost weep. It was Art, you know. I must get up. The day is still unbroken. One can hear a soft roaring from the sea and that’s all.


  I’ve just got the milk book to pay. It’s a minute pink carnet de … appartenant à … commencé le … you know the kind, with broad lines inside, and on the back the Table de Multiplication—but only up to 6 fois 1 font 6. Doesn’t that make you see its real owner?


  October 1920


  It’s very cold here. I have a fire and a rug and a screen. But, of course, the cold is not London cold—it’s pure and it’s somehow exciting. The leaves shake in the garden—the rose buds are very tight shut—there’s a kind of whiteness in the sky over the sea. I loved such days when I was a child. I love them here. In fact, I think Mentone must be awfully like N.Z.—but ever so much better. The little milk-girl comes in at a run, letting the gate swing; she has a red stocking tied round her neck. Marie predicts a strike, snow, no food, no fuel and only la volonté de Dieu will save us. But while she drees her weird she begins to laugh and then forgets. A poor little cat, terrified with pink eyes looked in and begged—and then slunk away. To my joy I hear it dashed into the dining room, seized a poisson on the console and made off with it. Hooray!


  What silly little things to tell you—but they make a kind of Life—they are part of a Life that I love. If you were here you’d know what I mean. It’s a kind of freedom [61]—a sense of living—not enduring—not existing—but being alive. I feel I could have children here for about a farthing each, and dress them in little bits cut off one’s own clothes. It wouldn’t matter as long as they had feathers in their hats. It’s all so EASY.


  October 1920


  If a thing is important I have to put a ☞ hand pointing to it because I know how sleepy you are in the morning and I imagine these devilish devices wake you or terrify you (pleasantly). Yes, really the papers are disgusting. —— gave Jane Burr a whole column with Sorel and Syndicalism and any-fresh-fish-to-gut-on-the-problem-of-marriage-is-to-be-welcomed, etc. She makes me feel a very old-fashioned creature. I feel if I met her I should have to say: “And are you one of these New Women?”


  Did you see that Connie Ediss has had the thyroid gland treatment (she’s 50) and is now become 19 and climbs trees. I should just think she did climb trees. That seemed to me terribly significant. I remember her singing: “It seemed a bit of all right” years ago. Poor old S. will become a great climber, I expect!


  I seem a bit silly to-day. It’s the wind. I feel inclined to sing,


  
    “When I was young and had no sense


    I bought a Fiddle for eighteen pence.”

  


  Perhaps it was Marie’s lunch. A good cook is an amazing thing. And we have never had one. I’m interrupted by the electrician who comes to mend a wire. He is a boy of certainly not more than 14 in a blue overall. Just a child standing on the table and fixing wires and turning over tools (rattling them!) in a box. I don’t know—The world is changing. He’s a very nice little boy. He asked Marie pour une échelle. We haven’t one. “Donnez-moi une chaise.” She brought one. “C’est trop bas. Vous avez une table solide” (as tho’ none of your fandangles here). But she scorns him and [62] made him stand on a newspaper—nearly tied a bib round him.


  []


  To Hugh Walpole


  October 27, 1920


  I must answer your letter immediately. It has dropped into the most heavenly fair morning. I wish instead of writing you were here on the terrace and you’d let me talk of your book which I far from detested. What an impression to convey! My trouble is I never have enough space to get going—to say what I mean to say—fully. That’s no excuse, really. But to be called very unfair—that hurts, awfully, and I feel that by saying so you mean I’m not as honest as I might be. I’m prejudiced. Well, I think we’re all of us more or less prejudiced, but cross my heart I don’t take reviewing lightly and if I appear to it’s the fault of my unfortunate manner.


  Now I shall be dead frank. And please don’t answer. As one writer to another (tho’ I’m only a little beginner, and fully realise it).


  The Captives impressed me as more like a first novel than any genuine first novel I’ve come across. Of course, there were signs enough that it wasn’t one—but the movement of it was the movement of one trying his wings, finding out how they would bear him, how far he could afford to trust them, that you were continually risking yourself, that you had, for the first time, really committed yourself in a book. I wonder if this will seem to you extravagant impertinence. I honoured you for it. You seemed to me determined to shirk nothing. You know that strange sense of insecurity at the last, the feeling “I know all this. I know more. I know down to the minutest detail and perhaps more still, but shall I dare to trust myself to tell all?” It is really why we write, as I see it, that we may arrive at this moment and yet—it is stepping into the air to yield to it—a kind of anguish and rapture. I felt that you appreciated this, and that, seen in this light, your Captives was almost a spiritual exercise in this kind of [63] courage. But in fact your peculiar persistent consciousness of what you wanted to do was what seemed to me to prevent your book from being a creation. That is what I meant when I used the clumsy word “task”; perhaps “experiment” was nearer my meaning. You seemed to lose in passion what you gained in sincerity and therefore “the miracle” didn’t happen. I mean the moment when the act of creation takes place—the mysterious change—when you are no longer writing the book, it is writing, it possesses you. Does that sound hopelessly vague?


  But there it is. After reading The Captives I laid it down thinking: Having “broken with his past” as he has in this book, having “declared himself,” I feel that Hugh Walpole’s next novel will be the one to look for. Yes, curse me. I should have said it!


  I sympathise more than I can say with your desire to escape from autobiography. Don’t you feel that what English writers lack to-day is experience of Life. I don’t mean that superficially. But they are self-imprisoned. I think there is a very profound distinction between any kind of confession and creative work—not that that rules out the first by any means.


  About the parson and his sister. Yes, they are truly observed, but they wouldn’t come into my review because I didn’t think they really came into the book! What was Maggie to them—or they to Maggie? What did they matter to Maggie—what was their true relation? I can’t see it. I can’t see the reason for those two. I can imagine Maggie forgetting them utterly the moment she set foot in London. That their religion was more foreign to her than the other one doesn’t need to be told. The point is Maggie never was in Skeaton; she was somewhere else. As to her holiday in that place where everything was green—I never knew what happened on that holiday? The parson’s sister—what a story you might have made of her and Paul! (I don’t think that Paul’s passion for Maggie would have lasted, either. He would have [64] become frightened of her, physically—and terribly ashamed). Yes, I feel Skeaton could have had a book to itself with Paul’s sister—getting old you know, her descent into old age, her fears increasing, and then something like the Uncle Matthew affair breaking into her life….


  And I stick to what I said about Caroline. Yes, you might have trusted Caroline, but a young female wouldn’t. If Caroline had come to her father’s door Maggie would have stiffened, have been on her guard immediately. As to trusting her with a letter to Martin—never!


  Some of their love making was very beautiful—it had that tragic, youthful quality.


  But enough. Forgive this long letter. I’ll try to see more round the books. I’ve no doubt at all I’m a bad reviewer. Your letter made me want to shake hands with you across the vast.


  I hope this isn’t too illegible. But I’m rather a feeble creature in a chaise longue.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  October 1920


  I am exceedingly glad you joined hands with the Oxford Professori. The Daily Mail foamed to-day on the subject. It almost went so far as to say the library at Liège and such acts of burning were by Professors only. It—but let it pass! In the Times I noted a book by a Doctor Schinz—not a good book, but the Times noticed it as though Schinz were kneeling on Podsnap’s doormat. Faugh!


  How long can it go on! You know whenever I go away I realize that it has happened. The change has come. Nothing is the same. I positively feel one has no right to run a paper without preaching a gospel. (I know you do, but I mean with all the force of one’s soul). I get an evangelist feeling, when I read Fashion News in the D.N. and then Strike News and Irish News and so many thousands out of work. But above and beyond that I realise the ‘spiritual temper’ of the world. I feel as though the step has been taken—we are over the edge. Is it fantastic? Who is going to pull us up? I certainly [65] had no end of an admiration for L.G. but then he’s capable of that speech on reprisals—which really was a vile speech from a ‘statesman.’ It was perfectly obvious he had no intention of saying what he did when he got up to speak—he was carried away. It is all over really. That’s why I shall be so thankful when you pack your rucksack and come over here. The only sort of paper for the time is an out and out personal, dead true, dead sincere paper in which we spoke our HEARTS and MINDS.


  You know there are moments when I want to make an appeal to all our generation who do believe that the war has changed everything to come forward and let’s start a crusade. But I know, darling, I am not a crusader and it’s my job to dwell apart and write my best for those that come after.


  Does your soul trouble you? Mine does. I feel that only now (October 1920) do I desire to be saved. I realise what salvation means and I long for it. Of course, I am not speaking as a Christian or about a personal God. But the feeling is … I believe (and very much); help thou my unbelief. But it’s to myself I cry—to the spirit, the essence of me—that which lives in Beauty. Oh, these words. And yet I should be able to explain. But I’m impatient with you. I always “know you understand and take it for granted.” But just very lately I seem to have seen my whole past—to have gone through it—to have emerged, very weak and very new. The soil (which wasn’t at all fragrant) has at last produced something which isn’t a weed but which I do believe (after Heaven knows how many false alarms) is from the seed which was sown. But it’s taken 32 years in the dark….


  And I long for goodness—to live by what is permanent in the soul.


  It all sounds vague. You may wonder what induces me to write this. But as I walked up and down outside the house this evening the clouds heaped on the horizon—noble, shining clouds, the deep blue waves—they set me thinking again.


  [66] October 1920


  I would have enjoyed Goodyear pa-man. I remember giving F.G. my photo and he telling me his father had said it was a fine head. I remember how he laughed and so did I—and I said ‘I shall have to grow a pair of horns and have it stuffed to hang on Murry’s door.’ When I recall Goodyear I can’t believe he is—nowhere—just as when I recall Chummie he comes before me, warm, laughing, saying “Oh, absolutely.” What a darling boy he was!


  I love this place more and more. One is conscious of it as I used to be conscious of New Zealand. I mean if I went for a walk there and lay down under a pine tree and looked up at the wispy clouds through the branches I came home plus the pine tree—don’t you know? Here it’s just the same. I go for a walk and I watch the butterflies in the heliotrope and the young bees and some old bumble ones and all these things are added unto me. Why I don’t feel like this in England Heaven knows. But my light goes out in England, or it’s a very small and miserable shiner.


  This isn’t a letter. It’s just a note. Yes. I shall provide small pink carnets for our accounts at Xmas. Slates, too, with holes burnt in them for the sponge string. Did you ever burn a hole in the frame? Thrilling deed. It was Barry Waters’ speciality, with his initials burnt, too—and a trimming. I can see it now.


  Saturday, October 30, 1920


  Your Tuesday letter came, telling me that you were reading Mrs. Asquith. I read certain parts of her book and felt—just that—there was something decent. At the same time the whole book seems to me in-decent. Perhaps I feel more than anything that she’s one of those people who have no past and no future. She’s capable of her girlish pranks and follies to-day—in fact, she’s at the [67] mercy of herself now and for ever just as she was then. And that’s bad. We only live by somehow absorbing the past—changing it. I mean really examining it and dividing what is important from what is not (for there is waste) and transforming it so that it becomes part of the life of the spirit and we are free of it. It’s no longer our personal past, it’s just in the highest possible sense, our servant. I mean that it is no longer our master.[8] With Mrs. A. this process (by which the artist and the ‘living being’ lives) never takes place. She is forever driven.


  “I am the Cup that thirsteth for the Wine”—


  These half-people are very queer—very tragic, really. They are neither simple—nor are they artists. They are between the two and yet they have the desires (no, appetites) of both. I believe their secret whisper is: “If only I had found THE MAN I might have been anything….” But the man isn’t born and so they turn to life and parade and preen and confess and dare—and lavish themselves on what they call Life. “Come woo me—woo me.” How often I’ve seen that in —— as her restless distracted glance swept the whole green countryside….


  (By the way, I do love Sir Toby’s saying to Viola, “Come taste your legs, Sir. Put them in motion,” when he wanted her to leap and fly. I wish I had a little tiny boy to say that to.)


  There’s a violent N.W. wind to-day—a howling one—I had to go into town. The great immense waves were sweeping right up to the road and over. I wish you’d seen them. Three brigs are in—the sailor’s pants hanging on lines and dancing hornpipes. Leaves are falling; it’s like autumn. But the shops are full of flowers and everywhere little girls, wrapped up to the eyes go by at a run carrying a bouquet of chrysanthemums in a paper—For to-morrow is Le Toussaint.


  [68] October 1920


  You say you would “dearly love to know exactly what I feel”—I thought I had told you. But my writing is so bad, my expression so vague that I expect I didn’t make myself clear. I’ll try to—


  What a book is hidden here!


  “Between the acting of a dreadful thing And the first motion, all the interim is Like a phantasma or a dreadful dream; The genius and the mortal instruments Are then in council; and the state of man Like to a little Kingdom suffers then The nature of an insurrection.”


  The “thing” was not always “dreadful” neither was the “dream,” and you must substitute “spirit” for genius—otherwise there you have my life as I see it up till now—complete with all the alarms, enthusiasms, terrors, excitements—in fact the nature of an insurrection.


  I’ve been dimly aware of it many times—I’ve had moments when it has seemed to me that this wasn’t what my little Kingdom ought to be like—yes, and longings and regrets. But only since I came away this time have I fully realised it—confronted myself as it were, looked squarely at the extraordinary “conditions” of my existence.


  … It wasn’t flattering or pleasant or easy. I expect your sins are of the subconscious; they are easier to forgive than mine. I’ve acted my sins, and then excused them or put them away with it “doesn’t do to think about these things” or (more often) “it was all experience.” But it hasn’t all been experience. There is waste—destruction, too. So I confronted myself. As I write I falsify slightly. I can’t help it; it’s all so difficult. The whole thing was so much deeper and more difficult than I’ve described it—subtler—less conscious and more conscious if you know what I mean. I didn’t walk up and down the room and groan, you know. As I am talking to you I’ll dare say it all took place on another plane, [69] because then we can smile at the description and yet mean something by it.


  And I don’t want to imply that the Battle is over and here I am victorious. I’ve escaped from my enemies—emerged—that is as far as I’ve got. But it is a different state of being to any I’ve known before and if I were to sin now—it would be mortal.


  There. Forgive this rambling involved statement.


  Monday. Midi: waiting for lunch. “En tirant la langue comme un chien” as they say here.


  It’s simply heavenly here to-day—warm, still, with wisps of cloud just here and there and le ciel deep blue. Everything is expanding and growing after the rain; the buds on the tea roses are so exquisite that one feels quite faint regarding them. A pink rose, ‘chinesy pink’ in my mind, is out—there are multitudes of flowers and buds. And the freezias are up and the tangerines are turning. A painter whose ladder I see against the house across the valley has been singing ancient Church music—awfully complicated stuff. But what a choice! How much more suited to the day and the hour than—and now, I’m dished. For every song I wanted to find ridiculous seems somehow charming and appropriate and quite equally lovable.


  
    I put more whitewash on the old woman’s face


    Than I did on the gar—den wall!

  


  —for instance. That seems to me a thoroughly good song. You know the first two lines are:


  
    Up an’ down, up an’ down, in an’ out the window


    I did no good at all.

  


  Sam Mayo used to sing it. Things weren’t so bad in those days. I really believe everything was better. The tide of barbarism wasn’t flowing in.


  I was all wrong about the house painter!! He’s just come back from lunch—in a grey flannel suit—put on his overall and started singing in English! Elizabethan airs.


  [70] He must be some sensible fellow who’s taken the little house and is doing the job himself. He makes me think of you—but his singing is different—more difficult….


  Dream I.


  I was living at home again in the room with the fire escape. It was night: Father and Mother in bed. Vile people came into my room. They were drunk. B. led them. “You don’t take me in, old dear,” said she. “You’ve played the Lady once too often, Miss—coming it over me.” And she shouted, screamed Femme marquée and banged the table. I rushed away. I was going away next morning so I decided to spend the night in the dark streets and went to a theatre in Piccadilly Circus. The play, a costume play of the Restoration, had just begun. The theatre was small and packed. Suddenly the people began to speak too slowly, to mumble: they looked at each other stupidly. One by one they drifted off the stage and very slowly a black iron curtain was lowered. The people in the audience looked at one another. Very slowly, silently, they got up and moved towards the doors—stole away.


  An enormous crowd filled the Circus: it was black with people. They were not speaking—a low murmur came from it—that was all. They were still. A white-faced man looked over his shoulder and trying to smile he said: “The Heavens are changing already; there are six moons!”


  Then I realised that our earth had come to an end. I looked up. The sky was ashy-green; six livid quarters swam in it. A very fine soft ash began to fall. The crowd parted. A cart drawn by two small black horses appeared. Inside there were Salvation Army women doling tracts out of huge marked boxes. They gave me one! “Are you corrupted?”


  It got very dark and quiet and the ash fell faster. Nobody moved.


  [71] Dream II.


  In a café G. met me. “Katherine, you must come to my table. I’ve got Oscar Wilde there. He’s the most marvellous man I ever met. He’s splendid!” G. was flushed. When he spoke of Wilde he began to cry—tears hung on his lashes, but he smiled.


  Oscar Wilde was very shabby. He wore a green overcoat. He kept tossing and tossing back his long greasy hair with the whitest hand. When he met me he said: “Oh Katherine!”—very affected.


  But I did find him a fascinating talker. So much so that I asked him to come to my home. He said would 12.30 to-night do? When I arrived home it seemed madness to have asked him. Father and Mother were in bed. What if Father came down and found that chap Wilde in one of the chintz armchairs? Too late now. I waited by the door. He came with Lady M. I saw he was disgustingly pleased to have brought her. He said, “Katherine’s hand—the same gentle hand!” as he took mine. But again when we sat down—I couldn’t help it. He was attractive—as a curiosity. He was fatuous and brilliant!


  “You know, Katherine, when I was in that dreadful place I was haunted by the memory of a cake. It used to float in the air before me—a little delicate thing stuffed with cream and with the cream there was something scarlet. It was made of pastry and I used to call it my little Arabian Nights cake. But I couldn’t remember the name. Oh, Katherine, it was torture. It used to hang in the air and smile at me. And every time I resolved that next time they let someone come and see me I would ask them to tell me what it was but every time, Katherine, I was ashamed. Even now….”


  I said, “Mille feuilles à la crême?”


  At that he turned round in the armchair and began to sob, and M. who carried a parasol, opened it and put it over him….


  [72] I’m not up to much to-day. Yesterday was dark and stormy: to-day is too. And in spite of my feelings the weather affects me physically. I fly so high that when I go down—it’s a drop. Nothing serious; just a touch of cold, but with it to ‘bear it company’ a black mood. Don’t pay any attention to it. I expect it will have lifted utterly by the time this reaches you. And it’s really caused by a queer kind of pressure—which is work to be done. I am writing—do you know the feeling?—and until this story is finished I am engulfed. It’s not a tragic story either—but there you are. It seizes me—swallows me completely. I am Jonah in the whale and only you could charm that old whale to disgorge me. Your letters did for a minute but now I’m in again and we’re thrashing through deep water. I fully realise it. It’s the price we have to pay—we writers. I’m lost—gone—possessed and everybody who comes near is my enemy.


  8.35 p.m., November 3, 1920


  Here it is under my hand—finished—another story about as long as The Man Without a Temperament—perhaps longer. It’s called The Stranger, a “New Zealand” story. My depression has gone; so it was just this. And now it’s here, thank God—and the fire burns and it’s warm and tho’ the wind is howling—it can howl. What a queer business writing is! I don’t know. I don’t believe other people are ever as foolishly excited as I am while I’m working. How could they be? Writers would have to live in trees. I’ve been this man, been this woman. I’ve stood for hours on the Auckland Wharf. I’ve been out in the stream waiting to be berthed—I’ve been a seagull hovering at the stern and a hotel porter whistling through his teeth. It isn’t as though one sits and watches the spectacle. That would be thrilling enough, God knows. But one is the spectacle for the time. If one remained oneself all the time like some writers can it would be a bit [73] less exhausting. It’s a lightning change affair, tho’. But what does it matter! I’ll keep this story for you to read at Xmas. I only want to give it to you now. Accept my new story. Give it your blessing.


  []


  To Sydney Schiff


  November 4, 1920


  Yes, there are weak spots in A Gift from the Dusk but compared to the unworthy, stupifying, untruthful rubbish of to-day it did not do, I felt, to comment on them. The worst of it is, nowadays, that the majority of novels are so bad one becomes almost fearful of the strength of one’s feeling for a ‘good’ one. There were touches in that book that moved me tremendously. I felt that in the intimacy between Stephen and Mary—Prowse was, many times, speaking a language which I long in vain to hear spoken. The intimacy of two beings who are essential to each other—who is going to write that? And yet Love that is less than that—one wearies of hearing of it.


  I wish there were six or seven writers who wrote for themselves and let the world go hang. But where are they?


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Thursday, November 4, 1920


  Thursday: I had about 1 inch of mouse’s tail from you to-day, but it was the gay and wavy end so it didn’t matter. ’Twas writ on Monday…. There’s a debonair wind blowing to-day and a very pale faint, jonquil sun. I send you Hugh Walpole’s letter. He seems to me most awfully nice; and it is in reply to one which I sent him telling him what I really did think of his book—I mean as man to man—I said: “Just for once I’ll be dead frank” and you know what that means. But I felt nobody else ever would and it was an opportunity. Besides his letter somehow called for one’s deep sincerity. And instead of sending mine back with ‘This is outrageous’—he replies—so gently.


  [74] W. wrote yesterday too—touched one’s heart. His wife has been very ill, she’s had an operation and so on, and poor old W. is shattered…. His letter has actually “by the Grace of God” and “D.V.” in it. What old Death can’t shake out of us! But it’s very touching to know how frail is one’s hold on Picture Galleries and Editions de Luxe.


  If the Last Trump ever did sound—would it frighten us? I don’t think it would in the least. If God didn’t take us both into Heaven I’d rather be in Hell and out of sight of anyone so stupid.


  (I told poor old L.M. yesterday that after I died to prove there was no immortality I would send her a coffin worm in a match box. She was gravely puzzled.)


  Friday, November 5, 1920


  Oh, by the way, I had my photo taken yesterday—for a surprise for you. I’ll only get des épreuves on Monday tho’. I should think it ought to be extraordinary. The photographer took off my head and then balanced it on my shoulders again at all kinds of angles as tho’ it were what Violet calls an “art pot.” “Ne bougez pas en souriant leggerreMENT—Bouche close.” A kind of drill. Those penny studios fascinate me. I must put a story in one one day. They are the most temporary shelters on earth. Why is there always a dead bicycle behind a velvet curtain? Why does one always sit on a faded piano stool? And then, the plaster pillar, the basket of paper flowers, the storm background—and the smell. I love such endroits.


  November 1920


  I am awfully excited to-day. It’s for this reason. I have made an offer to J. for this villa for one year from May 1st next and tho’ the offer has not been accepted it has also not been refused. Chances are even. Oh dear, [75] what torture! Perhaps you don’t know that my feelings towards this villa are so fearfully intense that I think I shall have to be evicted if she doesn’t give it to me. It’s the first real home of my own I have ever loved. Pauline—yes, it wasn’t home tho’, neither was Runcton, not even Hampstead. Not really, not with this thrill. This little place is and always will be for me—the one and only place, I feel. My heart beats for it as it beats for Karori. Isn’t it awful? And for US it is made in every single particular. True there’s no salle de bain. But there’s a huge saucer bath and a spung as big as me. So what matters! The divine incomparable situation is the trick, I suppose. Heaven from dawn to dawn. Walking on the terrace by starlight looking through my vieux palmier I could weep for joy—running into the garden to see how many more buds are out in the morning is to run straight at—into—a blessing. The fires all burn—but not frightfully—the doors shut—the kitchen is big and the larder is down 10 steps that send a chill to one’s knees. The garde-linge is immense, all fitted with cupboards and shelves. The luggage is kept there and the umbrellas and the flags that flew at my gate on the 11th. One gets one’s parasol from the garde-linge. Your feltie would be there, too. There’s enough garden for you to bien gratter in. At the back we could grow veg. In fack, it is the dearest, most ideal little corner. And private—just the next thing to an island.


  Hold thumbs for me. Truly this is a great turning point. I’m trying to be calm, but it’s not easy with such bliss in the balance—I had to offer an immense sum—6000 francs.


  Am I a little bit mad? You will find ISOLA BELLA in poker work on my heart. The baths are only ten minutes away from you in the summer, sea baths with splash boards—no, spring boards for you to plop off. I wait outside with a bun for you with big currant eyes (the bun I mean!).


  [76] November 1920


  I’ve just finished a story called The Ladies’ Maid which I’m sending for the paper. I do hope you will care to print it. It’s what I meant when I said a Xmas story. Dear knows, Xmas doesn’t come in it after all and you may think I’m a fraud. But I think, all the same, people might like to read it at Xmas time. The number of letters I’ve had about Miss Brill! I think I am very fortunate to have people like my stories—don’t you? But I must say it does surprise me. This one I’d like you and de la Mare to like—other people don’t matter.


  It’s hell to know one could do so much and be bound to journalism for bread. If I was a proper journalist I’d give the day to reviewing and so on—but no! Reviewing is on my chest—and a sense of guilt the whole week! However it can’t be helped. I’ll win out and then I don’t want to read another novel for ——


  But isn’t it grim to be reviewing Benson when one might be writing one’s own stories which one will never have time to write, on the best showing!


  Personally I want to make money by my stories now—I can’t live poor—can’t worry about butter and cabs and woollen dresses and the chemist’s bill and work too. I don’t want to live rich—God forbid—but I must be free—and ça coûte cher aujourd’hui.


  The story will go to you Wednesday morning. A typist has been found at 7 francs a 1000. I think she is mad as well. But I can’t afford not to send corrected copies.


  What a horrible note this is. And there’s the evening star, like an emerald hanging over the palm. Forgive me, evening star. These are only sparks on my coat—they are not my real fur. But the ancien couteau burns faintly in my left lung to-night—and that makes me wicked. Wicked, but loving.


  [77] November 1920


  Always examine both sides. In my house both sides is buttered.


  Re your review of Mrs. Asquith. I thought it was very good but … your feeling was really contained in your words: “The type it reveals is not very intriguing.” She isn’t your game. When all is said and done I feel that you haven’t time for her and you don’t care a Farthing Taster whether she made her horse walk upstairs or downstairs or in my lady’s chamber. She would weary you. What is there really to get hold of? There’s—nothing—in the sense you mean. The direct method (no, I can’t for the life of me ‘see’ the other) of examining the specimen isn’t really much good except in so far as one can … make certain deductions—discover certain main weaknesses and falsities. But it’s a bit like trying to operate on a diseased mind by cutting open a brain. The devil is—Oh the very devil is that you may remove every trace of anything that shouldn’t be there and make no end of a job of it and then in her case, in the case of all such women—the light comes back into the patient’s eyes and with it the vaguest of vague elusive maddening smiles…. Do you know what I mean? Here’s, I think, the root of the matter. What IS Insensitiveness? We know or we could find out by examination what it is NOT but it seems to me the quality hasn’t been discovered yet. I mean it’s x—it’s a subject for research. It most certainly isn’t only the lack of certain qualities: it’s a kind of positive unknown. Does all this sound most awful nonsense to you? My vocabulary is awful, but I mean well and I faint, I thirst to talk. My landscape is terribly exciting at present. I never knew it contained such features or such fauna (they are animals various, aren’t they?) But I do want a gentleman prepared to pay his own exes, to join me in my expedition. Oh, won’t you come? No one else will do. But when you do it’s a bit sickening—all my wild beasts get a bit funny-looking—they don’t look such serious monsters [78] any more. Instead of lions and tigers it’s apt to turn into an affair of:


  
    “The turkey ran pas’ with a flag in his mas’


    An’ cried out: ‘What’s the mattah?’”

  


  Not that I think for one minute that you don’t treat me au GRAND serieux or would dare to question my intelligence, of course not. All the same—there you are—Alone, I’m no end of a fillaseafer but once you join me in the middle of my seriousness—my deadly seriousness—I see the piece of pink wool I have put on your hair (and that you don’t know is there).


  I sometimes wonder whether the act of surrender is not one of the greatest of all—the highest. It is one of the (most) difficult of all. Can it be accomplished or even apprehended except by the aristocrats of this world? You see it’s so immensely complicated. It ‘needs’ real humility and at the same time an absolute belief in one’s own essential freedom. It is an act of faith. At the last moments like all great acts it is pure risk. This is true for me as a human being and as a writer. Dear Heaven how hard it is to let go—to slip into the blue. And yet one’s creative life depends on it and one desires to do nothing else. I shouldn’t have begun on this in the corner of a letter, darling. It’s not the place.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  November 1920


  It’s 7.15 a.m. and I’ve just had breakfast in a room lit with great gorse yellow patches of sunlight. Across one patch there’s a feathery pattern that dances—that’s from the mimosa tree outside. The two long windows are wide open—they are the kind that open in half—with wings, you know—so much more generous than the English kind. A wasp is paddling his pettitoes in the honey-glass and the sky is a sort of pale lapus lazuli. Big glancing silver ducks of light dive in and out of the sea.


  [79] This kind of weather has gone on for over a week without one single pause. I take a sun bath every morning—costume de bain: a black paper fan—and it has an awfully queer effect on one. I mean all this radiance has. You know those rare moments when it’s warm enough to lie on your back and bask—it’s a kind of prolongation of that. One tries to behave like a sober sensible creature and to say ‘thank you’ to the postman and ‘no thank you’ to the umbrella mender but all the time one is hiding broad beams. So I slink away out of sight of everybody, down the steps from the terrace and stand underneath a tree called a datura and there privately, I gloat. This tree, Sir, is a sight for you. It has small close, grey-green leaves; the buds in their first stage are soft green pods. They open and the flower, lightly folded, springs out and gradually it opens into a long bell-like trumpet about 8 inches long—gold coloured with touches of pale red. But the drawing in the buds and the petals! The gaiety of the edges—the freedom with which Papa Cosmos has let himself go on them! I have looked at this tree so long that it is transplanted to some part of my brain—for a further transplanting into a story one day.


  You must come here one day, and live here for a bit. I don’t see how you couldn’t be happy. I appreciate your feeling that you would not care to work on a large canvas in England. I feel just the same about writing. I’m always afraid my feelings won’t last long enough for me to have expressed all that I wanted to. There’s something in the atmosphere which may blow cold. And there’s always a sense of rush—a strain. If the Muse does deign to visit me I’m conscious all the time that she’s got her eye on the clock, she’s catching the funicular to Olympus at 5.30 or the special to Parnassus at 5.15. Whereas here, one begins to tell the time by the skies again.


  As for little K.M., she’s a-going it as usual. The more I do the more I want to do, it will always be the same. The further one climbs the more tops of mountains one sees. But it’s a matter for rejoicing—as long as one can [80] keep the coffin from the door. I don’t care a pin about the old wolf. I must get up and take the earwigs out of the roses. Why should they choose roses? But they do and I go against Nature in casting them forth.


  November 1920


  What you quote from Van Gogh is very fine.[9] I would give you its twin sentence if I had Tchehov’s letters here. Tchehov felt just like that. I too, suspect and don’t feel comfortable in this “art life.” What I mean is when C. used to write me endless pages about good and bad art I always wanted to hang my head because I felt she wasn’t working. She wasn’t really getting down to it—(don’t misunderstand me) humbly.


  I don’t believe there are any short cuts to Art. Victory is the reward of battle just exactly as it is in Life. And the more one knows of one’s ‘soldiers’ the better chance one has. That’s not an absolutely true analogy tho’. The thing is more subtle.


  But what I do believe with my whole soul is that one’s outlook is the climate in which one’s art either thrives or doesn’t grow. I am dead certain that there is no separating Art and Life. And no artist can afford to leave out Life. If we mean to work we must go straight to Life for our nourishment. There’s no substitute. But I am violent on this subjick. I must leave it.


  I am stuck in bed—by my old doctor who says I must stay here another week at least. Pity poor little K. I hate bed. I shall never go to bed in Heaven or eat anything off a tray. If a cherubim and a seraphim come winging their way towards me with some toast and jelly I shall pop like a chestnut into Hell and be roasted.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [81] November 1920


  About the punctuation in The Stranger. No, my dash isn’t quite a feminine dash. (Certainly when I was young it was). But it was intentional in that story. I was trying to do away with the three dots. They have been so abused by female and male writers that I fight shy of them—much tho’ I need them. The truth is—punctuation is infernally difficult. If I had time I’d like to write an open letter to the A. on the subject. Its boundaries need to be enlarged. But I won’t go into it now. I’ll try, however, to remember commas. It’s a fascinating subject, ça, one that I’d like to talk over with you. If only there was time I’d write all one wants to write. There seems less and less time. And more and more books arrive. That’s not a complaint. But it is rather cursed that we should have to worry about —— —— when we might be writing our own books—isn’t it?


  And about Poison.[10] I could write about that for pages. But I’ll try and condense what I’ve got to say. The story is told by (evidently) a worldly, rather cynical (not wholly cynical) man against himself (but not altogether) when he was so absurdly young. You know how young by his idea of what woman is. She has been up to now, only the vision, only she who passes. You realise that? And here he has put all his passion into this Beatrice. It’s promiscuous love, not understood as such by him; perfectly understood as such by her. But you realise the vie de luxe they are living—the very table—sweets, liqueurs, lilies, pearls. And you realise? she expects a letter from someone calling her away? Fully expects it? That accounts for her farewell and her declaration. And when it doesn’t come even her commonness peeps out—the newspaper touch of such a woman. She can’t disguise her chagrin. She gives herself away…. He, of course, laughs at it now, and laughs at her. Take what he says about her ‘sense of order’ and the crocodile. But he also regrets the self [82] who, dead privately, would have been young enough to have actually wanted to Marry such a woman. But I meant it to be light—tossed off—and yet through it—Oh, subtly—the lament for youthful belief. These are the rapid confessions one receives sometimes from a glove or a cigarette or a hat.


  []


  To Sydney Schiff


  December 1, 1920


  About the Russians. I agree that translations are perfectly terrible. The peculiar flatness of them is so strange and it’s just that flatness which the story or whatever it is mustn’t have—One feels it’s superimposed. And yet—and yet—though I hate to agree with so many silly critics I confess that Tchehov does seem to me a marvellous writer. I do think a story like In Exile or Missing is frankly incomparable. (It’s years since I read de Maupassant: I must read him again)—And then Tolstoi—well, you know, Anna’s journey in the train when she finds Vronsky is travelling to St. Petersburg too and the whole whole figure of Anna—when I think how real, how vital, how vivid she is to me—I feel I can’t be grateful enough to Tolstoi—by grateful—I mean full of praise to him for his works.


  Will you lend me Marcel Proust when you come out this time? I don’t feel qualified to speak of him.


  I wonder what you’ll think of this little Isola Bella. It’s very small. The windows have got little cotton velveteen trousers put up by me in place of the dreadful little chemises that hung there on my arrival. And I have an old servant, a butter and sugar thief—who is an artist in her way—a joy. Her feeling for hot plates and for what dear Henry James might call the real right gravy is supreme. These things are so important. I don’t think I could love a person who liked gravylene or browno or whatever they call it.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [83] December 1920


  Yesterday I had your letter re the finances of the A. Really, there is nothing to be said. —— has sat on the poor egg to some purpose…. The picture of you was lifelike. Your very legs were under the table. I would have known them among a million pairs. But you have a terrible pen for these small drawings. Dear! dear! they are so pathetical. When Mother came back from Switzerland, 1894, she bought me a tie-pin made like a violet and one shut one’s eye and looked through it at the Lion of Lucerne!! Your tie-pins all are made of a diamond that’s really a tear-drop. I shut one eye and look through at my own little Lion—and my heart faints to see his sweet mane all in knots over his sums.


  It’s still freezing cold. Oh, I do feel the cold most cruelly. I cannot keep warm. Blankets over my knees, two pairs of everything that one has two of, a fire, soup—nothing saves me. And as soon as the sun so much as shakes his fiery head I feel better. Bogey, when I leave here, it will be to go farther south.


  I confess since I’ve been away this time my need or my wish for people has absolutely fled. I don’t know what it is to be lonely, and I love to be solitary.


  If my book is to be reviewed in the paper, who is to do it? May I have a say? Of course you can’t, and I don’t want —— to, because I don’t like her work at all at all at all. I’d prefer to have it done by someone who’ll—oh, I don’t know—Santayana, I prefer. Now I’m not being serious. I mean of course, that’s only my wicked preference. But his idea of friendship and mine is alike—that is beaucoup, isn’t it?


  Did you read in the Times that Shelley left on his table a bit of paper with a blot on it and a flung down quill. Mary S. had a glass case put over same and carried it all the way to London on her knees. Did you ever hear such rubbish!! That’s her final give away for me. Did she keep it on her knees while she ate her sangwiches—Did everybody know. Oh—didn’t they just. I’ve done with her.


  [84] December 1920


  Il fait beau, aujourd’hui. I am sitting in my long chair on the terrace. The wind of the last days has scattered almost the last of the fig leaves and now through those candle-shaped boughs I love so much there is a beautiful glimpse of the old town. Some fowls are making no end of a noise. I’ve just been for a walk on my small boulevard and looking down below at the houses all bright in the sun and housewives washing their linen in great tubs of glittering water and flinging it over the orange trees to dry. Perhaps all human activity is beautiful in the sunlight. Certainly these women lifting their arms, turning to the sun to shake out the wet clothes were supremely beautiful. I couldn’t help feeling—and after they have lived they will die and it won’t matter. It will be all right; they won’t regret it.


  A small, slender bird is pecking the blue bay berries. Birds are much milder here, much quicker, properly on the qui vive, you know…. Do you mind? I’ve done with England. I don’t even want to see England again. Is that awful? I feel it is rather. I know you will always want to go back. I am collecting possessions at an awful rate. All my pennies go on them…. But they are all movables. They can all be carried up the mountains. Wander with me 10 years—will you? Ten years in the sun. It’s not long—only 10 springs. If I manage to live for 10 years I don’t think I’d mind dying at 42…. But as to starting a theatre for ——’s to come to—Lord, Lord—not I.


  I suppose I haven’t brought it off in Poison. It wanted a light, light hand—and then with that newspaper a sudden … let me see, lowering of it all—just what happens in promiscuous love after passion. A glimpse of staleness. And the story is told by the man who gives himself away and hides his traces at the same moment.


  I realise it’s quite a different kind to Miss Brill or The Young Girl. (She’s not ‘little’; in fact, I saw her big, slender, like a colt.)


  [85] Will you tell me if you see my point at all? or do you still feel it’s no go?


  Here is an inside and an outside photograph of me in and out of my Isola Bella. Would you like some more? I have more here if you’d like them. And shall I tell you the conversation which just went on between Marie and the carpet woman? Oh, no, it’s not interesting really without the voices. Even old Marie attend Monsieur now. “J’ai l’idée, Madame, d’acheter une belle tranche de veau—alors de faire une poch-e dedans et de la farcer avec un peu de jambon—un oeuf—” and so on and on and on—the song becoming more and more triumphant and ending “mais peut-être il faudrait mieux que nous attendons l’arrivée de Monsieur pour ça. En effet un bon plat de nouilles est toujours un bon plat,” and then she puts her head on one side and says, “Monsieur aime le veau?”


  Pleased to tell you mice have made a nest in my old letters to L.M. Would that I could always be certain of such behaviour. The mice in this house are upstarts.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  December 22, 1920


  I wonder where you will be for Christmas. Having M. with me has turned it into a fête. My treasured Marie is determined that Christmas shall be kept well and bought The Mistletoe all in readiness for the arrival of Monsieur. The Kitchen is a progression of still lives from a poor dead bird leaning its tired head on a tuft of water-cress (oh, how awful it looks!) onwards. And because the weather is chill, blue and white weather, log fires roar in the chimleys. This little house is a perfect darling. It’s not beautiful, it’s shabby and the bedroom wall paper is baskets of pink flowers and in the dining room there is a big corpse of a clock that sometimes at dreadful intervals and for no reason begins to chime—never to tick. But there is a feeling over everything as though it were a [86] real resting-place. I have taken it until the end of 1922 and even so I’m frightened at the idea of saying goodbye to it then. I love this country, too, more and more. It is winter now—many trees are bare, but the oranges, tangerines and lemons are all ripe; they burn in this clear atmosphere—the lemons with gentle flames, the tangerines with bright flashes, and the oranges sombre. My tiny peach tree still clings to a few exquisite leaves—curved like peaches—and the violets are just beginning.


  More and more (for how long? no matter. A moment is forever) one lives—really lives….


  Are you childish about the New Year? Do you feel it is a mystery and that if your friends wish you a happy one—happiness does come beating its beautiful wings out of the darkness towards you?


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  December 26, 1920


  The parcel arrived on Xmas morning but it was a separate fête by itself, just your letter and the two enchanting sketches. I love them, Anne. They remind me of our spring together and the laburnum seems hung with little laughs. If you knew how often I think of that time at Looe, our picnic, the white-eyed kaffir, the midget infant hurling large pieces of Cornwall into the sea on the beach that afternoon! It’s all as clear as to-day.


  But you know, don’t you? that all the times we have ever spent together are clear like that. And here—I am always sending you greetings, always sharing things with you. I salute you in tangerines and the curved petals of roses-thé and the crocus colour of the sea and in the moonlight on the poire sauvage. Many, many other things. It will always be so with me, however seldom I see you. I shall just go on rejoicing in the fact of you. And loving you and feeling in that family where Monsieur Le Beau Soleil est notre père nous sommes des sœurs.


  I am still hard at the story-writing and still feeling that only now do I begin to see what I want to do. I am [87] sending you my book. It is not a good one. I promise the next will be better but I just wanted you to have a copy. Living solitary these last months with a servant who is a born artist and says, “Un où deux bananes font plus intrigant le compotier,” and who returns from market with a basket, which just to see on the kitchen table is food for the day, makes work a great deal easier to get at. The strain is removed. At last one doesn’t worry any more. And fancy one’s domestique having an idea of what work is! She won’t even let a person talk at the front door if I am working. She whispers to them to go to la porte de la cuisine … “parceque c’est très énervante pour Madame d’entendre causer quelqu’un pendant qu’elle travaille!” It’s like being in heaven with an ange gardienne.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  January I, 1921


  I have written a huge long story of a rather new kind.[11] It’s the outcome of the Prelude method—it just unfolds and opens—But I hope it’s an advance on Prelude. In fact, I know it’s that because the technique is stronger—It’s a queer tale, though. I hope you’ll like it….


  We had a marvellous drive up into the mountains here the other day to a very ancient small village called Castellar. These roads wind and wind higher and higher—one seems to drive through the centuries too, the boy with the oxen who stands on the hillside with a green branch in his hand, the old women gathering twigs among the olives—the blind peasant with a wild violet pinned to his cap—all these figures seem to belong to anytime—And then the tiny walled village with a great tree in the cobbled square and the lovely young girl looking out of the window of flower pots in the Inn—it’s all something one seems to have known for ever. I could live here for years and years—I mean away from what they call “the world.”


  [88] January 17, 1921


  If you knew how I love hearing from you and how honoured I am by your confidences! Treat me as a person you have the right to ask things of. Look here—if you want anything and you haven’t the dibs—come to me bang off and if I have the money you’re welcome to it—without a single hesitation.


  Why I am saying all this is (I see your eyes rolling and your hair rising in festoons of amazement and I don’t care!) well, why I am saying it is that we ‘artists’ are not like ordinary people and there are times when to know we have a fellow workman who’s ready to do all in his power, because he loves you and believes in you, is a nice comfortable feeling. I adore Life, but my experience of the world is that it’s pretty terrible. I hope yours will be a very different one, but just in case … you’d like to shout Katherine at any moment—here she is—See?


  Having got that off my chest (which is at this moment more like a chest of super-sharp edged cutlery) let me say how I appreciate all you feel about craft. Yes, I think you’re absolutely right. I see your approach to painting as very individual. Emotion for you seems to grow out of deliberation—looking long at a thing. Am I getting at anything right? In the way a thing is made—it may be a tree or a woman or a gazelle or a dish of fruit. You get your inspiration. This sounds a bit too simple when it is written down and rather like “Professor Leonard The Indian Palmist.” I mean something, though. It’s a very queer thing how craft comes into writing. I mean down to details. Par exemple. In Miss Brill I choose not only the length of every sentence, but even the sound of every sentence. I choose the rise and fall of every paragraph to fit her, and to fit her on that day at that very moment. After I’d written it I read it aloud—numbers of times—just as one would play over a musical composition—trying to get it nearer and nearer to the expression of Miss Brill—until it fitted her.


  [89] Don’t think I’m vain about the little sketch. It’s only the method I wanted to explain. I often wonder whether other writers do the same—If a thing has really come off it seems to me there mustn’t be one single word out of place, or one word that could be taken out. That’s how I AIM at writing. It will take some time to get anywhere near there.


  But you know, Richard, I was only thinking last night people have hardly begun to write yet. Put poetry out of it for a moment and leave out Shakespeare—now I mean prose. Take the very best of it. Aren’t they still cutting up sections rather than tackling the whole of a mind? I had a moment of absolute terror in the night. I suddenly thought of a living mind—a whole mind—with absolutely nothing left out. With all that one knows how much does one not know? I used to fancy one knew all but some kind of mysterious core (or one could). But now I believe just the opposite. The unknown is far, far greater than the known. The known is only a mere shadow. This is a fearful thing and terribly hard to face. But it must be faced.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Wednesday, February 2, 1921.


  M. is still here. He came back suddenly and now he is going to England to-morrow only to arrange to leave for good…. I don’t know. I hope he will be happy. When he is away—yes—I do miss his companionship. I miss talking with a man—and it’s very lonely here when he’s in London—for the Mountain and I only agree when we are silent or out of each other’s sight!! But I mean to leave the Riviera as soon as possible. I’ve turned frightfully against it and the French. Life seems to me ignoble here. It all turns on money. Everything is money. When I read Balzac I always feel a peculiar odious exasperation because according to him the whole of life is founded on money. But he is right. It is—for the French. I [90] wish the horrid old Riviera would fall into the sea. It’s just like an exhibition where every single side show costs another sixpence. But I paid goodness knows what to come in.


  Where can one go, I wonder. Italy?


  Do tell me if you find a lovely place in Italy…. As to England—I never want to see it again. I read M.’s letters from —— and Co. and they horrify me. Did one know all the wrong people? Is that why nobody remains to me—not one—except de la Mare whom I never knew when I was there….


  However, one goes on believing. Life might be marvellous. One keeps faith with that belief in one’s work. I’ve been writing of a dance this afternoon and remembering how one polished the floor was so thrilling that everything was forgotten….


  []


  To Richard Murry


  February 3, 1921


  I don’t suppose you really realise what your two last letters to me have been like. Well, I must say I’ve never had any letters to beat them, and when you are in Paradise I hope the Lord will present you with two brushes of comet’s hair in token of appreciation for same. Paint brushes, of course, I mean. In the meantime je vous serre le main bien fort, as they say, for them…. I’ll take ’em in order.


  The first, I must say was what the French newspapers call un espèce de bowl-over! Your interview with Fate (not forgetting his Secretary) written on that beautiful leming coloured paper was simply a proof of what you could do at this imaginative short story writing if you really got going. Richard Murry enters the ring and shows Kid Mansfield How to Do it. I leave the drawing of the scene to you—me—in black velvet shorts with a crochet lace collar and you in a kind of zebra tights costume…. Well, dear old boy, you wiped the ring with me. Not only that I do really think that things [91] have taken a Turn and that J. and I have seen our worst days. Hope so, at any rate. I think your Easter plan is a first rate one. It’s down in my diary as a certainty. Do let’s bring it off! Don’t worry about the fare. When the time comes just put your toospeg brush, pyjamas and a collar (for Sundays and fête days) into a handkerchief and I’ll send along the ticket and a dotted line for you to follow. Seriously a ruck-sack is all you’ll need. My grandpa said a man could travel all over the world with a clean pair of socks and a rook rifle. At the age of 70 odd he started for England thus equipped but Mother took fright and added a handkerchief or two. When he returned he was shorn of everything but a large watering can which he’d bought in London for his young marrows. I don’t suggest him as a Man to be Followed, however. Already, just with the idea of you coming I’ve seen you on the terrace—the three of us, talking. I’ve packed the picnic basket and we’ve gone off for the day. Lunch under the olive trees … and so on … it will be awful if it doesn’t come true! We must make it. J. has a scheme to meet you in Paris and convey you to and from the Louvre on your way.


  Well, I now come to your Letter II. containing your photograph. I love having it. You have, as Koteliansky used to say, an “extremely nice face,” Richard. Being fond of you as I am I read into it all sorts of signs of the future painter … I believe they are all there.


  My honest opinion is that if there is a person going on the right lines—you are he. I can’t tell you how right I feel you are. It seems to me like this. Here is painting and here is life—we can’t separate them. Both of them have suffered an upheaval extraordinary in the last few years. There is a kind of tremendous agitation going on still, but so far anything that has come to the surface seems to have been experimental, or a fluke—a lucky accident. I believe the only way to live as artists under these new conditions in art and life is to put everything to the test for ourselves. We’ve got, in the long run, to be our own teachers. There’s no getting away from that. [92] We’ve got to win through by ourselves. Well, as I see it, the only way to do that honestly, dead truthfully, shirking nothing and leaving nothing out, is to put everything to the test; not only to face things, but really to find out of what they are composed. How can we know where we are, otherwise? How can we prevent ourselves being weak in certain places? To be thorough—to be honest. I think if artists were really thorough and honest they would save the world. It’s the lack of those things and the reverse of them that are putting a deadly blight on life. Good work takes upon itself a Life—bad work has death in it.


  Well, (forgive me if I’m dull, old boy) your longing for technical knowledge seems to me profoundly what an artist ought to feel to-day. It’s a kind of deep sign of the times—rather the Zeitgeist—that’s the better word. Your generation and mine too, has been ‘put off’ with imitations of the real thing and we’re bound to react violently if we’re sincere. This takes so long to write and it sounds so heavy. Have I conveyed what I mean to even. You see I too have a passion for technique. I have a passion for making the thing into a whole if you know what I mean. Out of technique is born real style, I believe. There are no short cuts.


  But I wish you were not so far away. I wish the garden gate flew open for you often and that you came in and out and we talked—not as in London—more easily and more happily. I shall pin the sun into the sky for every day of your holiday and at night I shall arrange for a constant supply of the best moonlight.


  []


  To Sylvia Lynd


  January 1921


  Your letter and your book made a sort of Fête de Saint Sylvie of yesterday. Your lovely little letter brought you back to me so clearly—very radiant, in air blue and primrose, sitting for a moment in time on my small sofa—the one which in private life is known as “the stickleback.”


  [93] Thank you very much indeed, please, for The Swallow Dive. It is full of the most beautiful things. You turn to Beauty like a flower to the light. (I must put it in the third person. It’s easier to say.) She fills and glows with it and is like a shining transparent cup of praise…. Early morning light, I feel, with the grass still pearled and long, slender shadows…. If you were here I should like to say … “Caroline crying after she had heard of Ethel’s engagement”; “her moment of leaving her Aunt Mildred’s house for ever …”; “her top of the ’bus ride”; her pink cotton frock drifting through July in London. As to the Fall of Antioch, I hear it, smell it, know it as if I had played in it. But above all, Ashleem! Your early morning description of Ashleem, miss, took away my breff.


  Forgive an impudent woman. She’s very, very serious really. And because we are fellow-workmen, may I say I think you sometimes know more than you say, and sometimes you say less than you know…. Does that convey anything?


  I find my great difficulty in writing is to learn to submit. Not that one ought to be without resistance—of course I don’t mean that. But when I am writing of ‘another’ I want so to lose myself in the soul of the other that I am not….


  I wish we could have a talk about writing one of these days.


  Was there really a new baby in your letter? Oh dear, some people have all the babies in this world. And as sometimes happens to us women just before your letter came, I found myself tossing a little creature up in the air and saying, “Whose boy are you?” But he was far too shadowy, too far away to reply.


  So tell me about your baby, will you? And when I do get out of this old bed I shall drive to the lace shop and buy a cobweb to make a cap for himher. Farewell. May the fairies attend you. No, dear woman, it is grim work—having babies. Accept my love and my sympathy.


  []


  []


  To Sydney Schiff


  [94] February 1921


  Let me add one word to our all too brief conversation this afternoon. Alas! what a plague is Time. No sooner has one begun to appreciate what the other is seeing than—it’s as though, at a turn of the planet—he is whirled away.


  The question of the Artist and his Time is, I am sure, the Question of Questions. The artist who denies his Time, who turns away from it even so much as the fraction of a hair is false. First, he must be free; that is, he must be controlled by none other than his deepest self, his truest self. And then he must accept Life, he must submit—give himself so utterly to Life that no personal quâ personal self remains. Does that convey anything? It’s so hard to state. “Bitterness” is a difficult word for me to disentangle from a sense of personal wrong—a “this is what Life has done to me.” But I know you don’t mean that. You mean a bigger thing—the gesture with which one turns aside to-day from what might have been—what ought to have been. There is humour in it, of a kind, and inevitable sadness….


  But let me confess, Sydney. I feel something else as well—and that is Love. But that’s so difficult to explain. It’s not pity or rainbows or anything up in the air—Perhaps it’s feeling, feeling, feeling.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  February 19, 1921


  What has happened to the inkstand with the elephants on it—mother-of-pearl, inlay—or was it ivory? Some of the inlay had begun to come off; I fancy one of the elephants had lost an eye.


  And that dim little picture of a snowy landscape hanging on the wall in your room. Where is it now? And where are the kittens and the children and Christ, who looked awfully like a kitten, too, who used to hang in the dining room? And that leather furniture with the tufts of horsehair stuffing coming out?


  [95] Where are all the hats from the hatstand? And do you remember for how long the bell was broken…. Then there was the statue on the stairs, smiling, the fair caretaker, always washing up, the little children always falling through her door.


  And your little room with the tiny mirror and the broken window and the piano sounding from outside.


  Those were very nice teacups—thin—a nice shape—and the tea was awfully good—so hot.


  “At the Vienna Café there is good bread.”


  And the cigarettes. The packet done up in writing paper you take from your pocket. It is folded so neatly at the ends like a parcel from the chemists.


  And then Slatkovsky—his beard, his ‘glad eye’—his sister, who sat in front of the fire and took off her boot. The two girls who came to see him the Classic Day his Father died. And the view from your window—you remember? The typist sits there and her hat and coat hang in the hall. Now an Indian in a turban walks up that street opposite to the British Museum quartier.


  It begins to rain. The streets are very crowded. It is dusky. Now people are running downstairs. That heavy outer door slams. And now the umbrellas go up in the street and it is much darker, suddenly. Dear friend—do not think evil of me—forgive me.


  []


  To ——


  March 1, 1921


  Don’t blame your parents too much! We all had parents. There is only one way of escaping from their influence and that is by going into the matter with yourself—scanning yourself and making perfectly sure of their share. It can be done. One is NEVER free until one has done blaming somebody or praising somebody for what is bad and good in one. Don’t you feel THAT? By that I don’t mean we ought to live, each of us on our own island. On the contrary—Life is relationship—it’s giving and taking—but that’s not quite the same thing as [96] making others responsible—is it? There is the danger. Don’t think I underestimate the enormous power parents can have. I don’t. It staggering, it’s titanic. After all, they are real giants when we are only table high and they act according. But like everything else in life—I mean all suffering, however great—we have to get over it—to cease from harking back to it—to grin and bear it and to hide the wounds. More than that, and far more true is we have to find the gift in it. We can’t afford to waste such an expenditure of feeling; we have to learn from it—and we do, I most deeply believe, come to be thankful for it. By saying we can’t afford to … waste … feeling! I sound odious and cynical. I don’t feel it. What I mean is. Everything must be accepted.


  I am only on nodding acquaintance with Spring. We talk from the window. But she looks from this distance fairer than ever, more radiant, more exquisite. It is marvellous to know the earth is turned to the light.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Monday, March 14, 1921


  I have been in bed for six weeks with my lungs and heart; then “They” have decided that my heart trouble is caused by a very swollen gland which presses, with intense pain, on an artery. This the surgeon tapped on Saturday and intends to tap 2 or 3 times again. And so on and so on and so on. L.M. is in England pendant cette crise—But I’ll not go on.


  The weather is really exquisite. To-day was perfection. Radiant, crystal clear, one of those days when the earth seems to pause, enchanted with its beauty, when every new leaf whispers: “Am I not heavenly fair!” The sun is quite warm. It is tame again. It comes and curls up in your arms—Beautiful Life! In spite of everything one cannot but praise Life. I have been watching the peach tree outside my window from the very first moment, and now it is all in flower and the leaves are come, small shy clusters like linnets’ wings.


  [97] Even now I can’t explain. Something happened, a kind of earthquake that shook everything and I lost faith and touch with everybody. I cannot write what it was. And perhaps I shall never meet you again so that I can tell you. This is sad. Blame me if you must. How can you do otherwise? I expect this all sounds fantastic. I hate people who hint at secrets in letters. You will hate this. Let me say I was almost out of my mind with misery last year—


  M. is here for the moment. He goes back to England at the end of April. His typewriter ticks away here. I have just been looking at the Keats Memorial Volume. It is simply indescribable in its vulgarity. But there’s a letter by Keats in it—so full of power, gaiety, ‘fun’ that it mocks the book as he would have mocked it!


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  April 20, 1921


  We are wondering if that strike has really struck. There is no way of knowing here. It must be horrible in London. Bernard Shaw had a letter in the D. N. which explained it all away. It’s a pity he’s not King. But the very sound of soldiers fills me with horror, and as to all these pictures of young giants joining up and saying goodbye to Daddy—the falsity of it! The waste of life—even if not a man is killed—is appalling. And all the while the trees come out and the year begins to ripen…. If there were a God, he’d be a queer fellow.


  Here it is so cold that it might be November. We are both frozen, we shiver all day. I get up from 11—5.30 and turn the clock round so as to get back to bed more quickly. I’ve been spitting blood since last Tuesday too—which is horrid. It makes one feel that while one sits at the window the house is on fire. And the servants have gone mad or bad or both. One has completely disappeared, only her feather duster remains. She wasn’t a little one either. But I expect we shall come across her one day. I have a fancy she is in one of the chimneys. [98] All our flags are pinned on Switzerland. Meadows, trees, mountings, and kind air. I hope we shall get there in time.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  Baugy, Switzerland


  Saturday, May 7, 1921


  I have been walking round and round this letter, treading on my toes and waving my tail and wondering where to settle. There’s too much to say! Also, the least postcard or letter penned within view of these mountains is like presenting one’s true account to one’s Maker. Perhaps their effect will wear off. But at present … one keeps murmuring that about cats looking at Kings, but one feels a very small cat, sneezing, licking one’s paw, making a dab or two at one’s tail in the eye of Solemn Immensities. However, the peasants don’t mind, so why should I? They are cutting the long brilliant grass; they are wading waist high through the field with silver stars—their scythes, winking bright in the sun—over their shoulders. A cart drawn by a cow (I’m sure it is a cow) drags over a little bridge, and the boy driver, lying like a drunken bee on his fresh green bed, doesn’t even try to drive. It’s a perfect, windless day. I’m, as you have gathered, sitting on the balcony outside my room. The sun is wonderfully warm, but the air is just a little too clean not to be chill. The cleanliness of Switzerland! It is frightening. The chastity of my lily-white bed! The waxy-fine floors! The huge bouquet of white lilac, fresh, crisp from the laundry, in my little salon! Every daisy in the grass below has a starched frill—the very bird-droppings are dazzling.


  “But … this is all jolly fine, but why don’t you tell me things? Get down to it!”


  I’m sorry; I’ll have another try. You got my telegram? The journey was excellent. The lits salons were horrid—when they unfolded they were covered thickly [99] with buttons so that one felt like a very sensitive bun having its currants put in. But it was soon morning, and my mountains appeared as of yore with snow, like silver light, on their tops, and beautiful clouds above, rolling solid white masses. We passed little watery villages clinging to the banks of rivers, it was raining, the trees dripped, and everybody carried a gleaming umbrella. Even the fishers fished under umbrellas, their line looked like the huge feeler of a large water beetle. And then the rain stopped, the cows began to fatten, the houses had broad eaves, the women at the bookstalls got broader and broader, and it was Switzerland.


  I sat on a neat green velvet chair in Geneva for three hours. L.M. brought tea on a tray. Do you see her, coming from afar, holding the tray high, her head bent, a kind of reverent beam on her face, and the smoke of the teapot rising like the smoke of sacrifiges?


  Then we mounted an omnibus train and bummelted round the Lake. The carriage was full of Germans; I was imbedded in huge ones. When they saw a lilac bush, Vater und die Mamma and even little Hänse all cried: “Schön.” It was very old-world. Also they each and all read aloud the notice in the carriage that a cabinet was provided for the convenience of passengers! (What other earthly reason would it have been there for?) We reached Clarens at 7. The station clock was chiming. It was a cuckoo clock. Touching—don’t you think? I was very touched. But I didn’t cry. And then a motor car, like a coffee-mill, flew round and round the fields to Baugy. The manager, who is very like a goldfish, flashed through the glass doors and our journey was over….


  This hotel is admirable. The food is prodigious. At breakfast one eats little white rolls with butter and fresh plum jam and cream. At lunch one eats—but no, I can’t describe it. It could not be better though. I suppose, in the fullness of time, I shall take soup at midday, too. But at present I can only watch and listen…. My rooms are like a small appartement. They are quite cut [100] off and my balcony is as big as another room. The sun rises in the morning vers les sept heures, and it sets, or it begins to set (for it takes its setting immensely seriously here) at seven in the evening. It has no connection whatever with the South of France sun. This is le soleil père—and she’s a wanton daughter whose name is never mentioned here.


  The air is all they say. I am posing here as a lady with a weak heart and lungs of Spanish leather-o. And so far, I confess I hardly cough except in the morning. One mustn’t be too enthusiastic though. Perhaps it is the hypnotic effect of knowing one is so high up. But the air is amazing!


  It’s all very German. Early German. Fat little birds, tame as can be—they look as though their heads unscrewed and revealed marzipan tummies—fat little children, peasants, and—I regret to say—ugly women. In fact, everybody seems to me awfully ugly. Young men with red noses and stuffy check suits and feathers in their hats ogling young females in mackintoshes with hats tied with ribbon under the chin! Oh weh! Oh weh! And if they try to be ‘chic’—to be French—it’s worse still. Legs—but legs of mutton in silk stockings and powder which one feels sure is die Mamma’s icing sugar.


  Of course, I quite see the difficulty of being chic in this landscape. I can’t quite see … yet. Perhaps a white woollen dress, a Saint Bernard, a woollen Viking helmet with snowy wings. And for your …? More wool, with your knees bare, and boots with fringèd tongues…. But I don’t know—I don’t know….


  I am sure you will like Switzerland. I want to tell you nicer things. What shall I tell you? I should like to dangle some very fascinating and compelling young carrots before your eminent nose…. The furniture of my salon is green velvet inlaid with flesh pink satin, and the picture on the wall is Jugendidylle. There is also an immense copper jug with lovely hearts of imitation verdigris….


  [101] Monday, May 9, 1921


  It was a great pleasure to hear from you to-day and get your postcards of Bandol and Arles. This time I am numbering and keeping your letters…. You took me back to Graviers—especially those big pebbles. They are so plain in my memory, big, round, smooth. I see them. I am glad you saw the Allègres, even tho’ it was sad. The postcards are very impressive. So was your desire to see a bull-fight. I rolled my eyes.


  After my hymn in praise of the weather it changed on Saturday night, to heavy rolling mists and thick soft rain. The mountains disappeared very beautifully, one by one. The lake became grave and one felt the silence. This, instead of being depressing as it is in the South, had a sober charm. I don’t know how it is with you; but I feel the South is not made pour le grand travail. There is too much light. Does that sound heresy? But to work one needs a place (or so I find) where one can spiritually dig oneself in…. And I defy anybody to do that on the Riviera. Now this morning the mist is rolling up, wave on wave, and the pines and firs, exquisitely clear, green and violet-blue, show the mountain sides. This grass, too, in the foreground, waving high, with one o’clocks like bubbles and flowering fruit trees like branches of red and white coral. One looks and one becomes absorbed…. Do you know what I mean? This outer man retires and the other takes the pen. In the South it is one long fête for the outer man. But perhaps, after your tour in Provence, you won’t be inclined to agree (I mean about it’s not being ideal for working.)


  I feel, at present, I should like to have a small chalêt, high up somewhere, and live there for a round year, working as one wants to work. The London Mercury came on Saturday with my story.[12] Tell me if anybody says they like it, will you? That’s not vanity. Reading it again, [102] I felt it might fall dead flat. It’s so plain and unadorned. Tommy and de la Mare are the people I’d like to please. But don’t bother to reply to this request, dearest. It’s just a queer feeling—after one has dropped a pebble in. Will there be a ripple or not? …


  What do you feel about Broomies now? This weather, so soft, so quiet, makes me realise what early autumn there might be. It’s weather to go and find apples—to stand in the grass and hear them drop. It’s Spring and Autumn with their arms round each other—like your two little girls in Garavan.


  The packet arrived safely, thank you. Your remark about Tiz reminded me that in a paper here I read a little letter by Gaby Deslys[13] saying that Reudel’s Bath Saltrates made her feet ‘feel so nice.’ A little laughing picture and a bright string of bébé French. I felt, if I went on reading there’d come a phrase, “Quand on est mort, tu sais….”


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  May 1921


  If I were in Paris wouldn’t I fly to where you were! It’s so perfect of you even to think I’m there. I feel as though I was. Or at least that for two quite inferior pins I could pack up and go. But—chère—at the moment I can only walk from the kerridge to the door and from the door to the kerridge. Can’t mount a stair—can’t do anything, but lie in a chaise longue looking at mountains that make one feel one is living in the Eye of the Lord. It is all temporary—I am full of beans and full of fight—but unfortunately, darling, I’m full of bacilli too. Which is a bother. If you came here I’d simply have such a laugh about it that this rotten old chaise longue would break its Swiss legs. In stead, I’m waiting for Docteur Figli (good name, that!) and I’ve got a very nice booklet of information to give him about two little guineas that have just died for my sake. The number of guinea pigs, Anne, that I’ve murdered! So that, my precious dear, is [103] that. Paris might be—might very well be, la pleine lune for me.


  I left my dear little Isola Bella last week. The south of France is fever to the feverish. That’s my experience. Adorable pays. I’ll go back there one day but sans un thermomètre. Switzerland, which I’ve always managed to avoid, is the very devil. I knew it would be. I mean, the people are so UGLY; they are simply hideous. They have no shape. All the women have pear-shaped derrières, ugly heads, awful feet. All the men wear ready-made check flannelette suits, six sizes too small and felt hats another six sizes too small, with a little pre-war feather sticking up behind. Curse them. And the food. It’s got no nerves. You know what I mean? It seems to lie down and wait for you; the very steaks are meek. There’s no contact between you and it. You’re not attracted. You don’t feel that keenness to meet it and know more of it and get on very intimate terms. The asparagus is always stone dead. As to the purée de pommes de terre, you feel inclined to call it ‘uncle.’ Now I had food in the South that made me feel—should there be a Paradise—you and I shall have one lunch cooked by my old Marie which will atone for years of not meeting. And then, Anne, Switzerland is revoltingly clean. My bed—it’s enough to unmake any man, the sight of it. Dead white—tucked in so tight that you have to insert yourself like a knife into an oyster. I got up the first night and almost whimpering, like Stepan in The Possessed, I put my old wild jackall skin over the counterpane. But this cleanliness persists in everything. Even the bird droppings on the terrasse are immaculate and every inch of lilac is crisp home from the laundry. It’s a cursed country. And added to this there are these terrific mountains.


  However, darling, I believe it is the only place where they do give one back one’s wings. And I can’t go on crawling any longer. It’s beyond a joke.


  I shan’t stay here at this hotel long, so my London address is best. The sight of distant Montreux is altogether [104] too powerful. As to the people in this hotel, it is like a living cemetery. I never saw such deaders. I mean belonging to a bygone period. Collar supports (do you remember them?) are the height of fashion here and hairnets and silver belt buckles and button boots. Face powder hasn’t been invented yet.


  It’s a queer world, but in spite of everything, darling, it’s a rare, rare joy to be alive and I salute you—and it—and kiss you both together—but you I kiss more warmly.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  May 1921


  Read this criticism. It takes the bisquito. But why a half-brick at me? They do hate me, those young men. The Sat. Review said my story [The Daughters of the Late Colonel] was “a dismal transcript of inefficiency.” What a bother! I suppose that, living alone as I do, I get all out of touch and what seems to me even lively is ghostly glee….


  I like these two torn pages written at such a terrific lick—funny long y’s and g’s tearing along like fishes in a river when you are wading.


  I was not honest about “not facing facts.” Yes, I do believe one ought to face facts. If you don’t, they get behind you and may become terrors, nightmares, giants, horrors. As long as one faces them one is top-dog. The trouble is not to steel oneself—to face them calmly, easily—to have the habit of facing them. I say this because I think nearly all my falsity has come from not facing facts as I should have done, and it’s only now that I am beginning to learn to face them.


  Thursday, May 12, 1921


  The inventory came from Pope’s last night…. The list of our furniture would make any homme de cœur weep.


  
    [105] 1 Tin Box Doll’s Tea Service.


    1 China Figure of Sailor.


    2 Liqueur decanters.


    1 Liqueur glass.


    3 light Dresden Girandole.


    1 Glass Bowl.


    9 Paper Knives.

  


  Doesn’t it sound a heavenly dustbin? Did you know there was a Fluted Compot? and a Parian Flower Jar?


  Since my first letter the mountains have been mobled kings. They have un-mobled themselves to-day…. Is it to be post-cards, post-cards all the way?


  Saturday Evening, May 1921


  I am rather conscious that my letters have fallen off just these last days. Specially so since this evening I have read yours written at Oxford on Thursday. You know how it is when just the letter you get is the letter you would love to get. That was my experience with this one of yours. I dipped into that remote Oxford and discovered you there. Heard that click of the cricket ball and I saw the trees and the grass. I was with you, standing by you, not saying anything, but happy.


  The reason why I haven’t written is that I am fighting a kind of Swiss chill.


  All day, in the sun, the men have been working in the vineyards. They have been hoeing between the vines, and then an old man has been dusting certain rows with powder out of a Giant Pepper-pot. The heat has been terrific. The men have worn nothing but cotton trousers. Their bodies are tanned almost red brown—a very beautiful colour. And every now and then they stop work, lean on their pick, breathe deeply, look round. I feel I have been watching them for years. Now the day is over; the shadows are long on the grass. The new trees [106] hold the light and wisps of white cloud move dreamily over the dreaming mountains. It is all very lovely….


  How hot is it in England? Here it is really—as C. would say—almost tropical. The nights are hot too. One lies with both windows open, and my toes as usual, get thirsty….


  Thank you for Tchehov. Came to-night. I am simply captivated by Chaucer just now. I have had to throw a bow window into my cœur petit to include him with Shakespeare. Oh, dear! His Troilus and Cressid!! And my joy at finding your remarks and your pencil-notes.


  I read to-day The Tale of Chaunticleer and Madame Perlicote: it’s the Pardouner’s tale. Perfect in its way. But the personality—the reality of the man. How his impatience, his pleasure, the very tone rings through. It’s a deep delight to read. Chaucer and Marlowe are my two at present. I don’t mean there’s any comparison between them. But I read Hero and Leander last night. That’s incredibly lovely. But how extremely amusing Chapman’s finish is! Taking up that magical poem and putting it into a bodice and skirt. It’s v. funny.


  Thursday, May 1921


  Of course, I remember old Grundy. It was Goodyear’s laugh I heard when I read his name—a kind of snorting laugh, ending in a chuckle and then a sudden terrific frown and he got very red. Do you remember? And you remember the stick he brought from Bombay? He was very pleased with that stick. Your mention of G. gave me Goodyear again—living, young, a bit careless and worried, but enjoying the worry, in the years before the war, when a pale moon shone above Piccadilly Circus and we three stood at the corner and didn’t want to separate or to go home….[14]


  I went out yesterday in a Swiss kerridge to see M. The [107] Swiss kerridge was a rare old bumper, and the driver who weighed about eighteen stone leaped into the air and then crashed back on to the seat. It was raining. A massive hood was down. I could just put forth a quivering horn from beneath it. Montreux is very ugly and quite empty. But in the shops the people are awfully nice. They are simple, frank, honest beyond words and kind in the German way. The thing about Switzerland is that there is absolutely no de luxe. That makes an enormous difference. It’s simply not understood. And one is not expected to be rich. One isn’t expected to spend. This is very pleasant indeed. I suppose there is a sort of surface scum of what the Daily Mail calls the “Jazzing World,” but it doesn’t touch the place. To put it into a gnut shell, there simply is no fever—no fret. The children are really beautiful. I saw a baby boy yesterday who took my breath away. He was a little grub in a blue tunic with a fistful of flowers—but his eyes! his colour! his health! You want to lie in the grass here and have picnics. Monte Carlo is not in the same world. It’s another planet almost.


  Sunday, May 1921


  I got back from Sierre at about 7.30 last night. I rather wish I hadn’t sent you that little note from there. It was so confuged. Tear it up…. While I write a man is playing the zither so sweetly and gaily that one’s heart dances to hear. It’s a very warm, still day.


  Will you please look at this picture of the lake at Sierre? Do you like it? It’s lovely—really it is. If we spend a year here in Switzerland I don’t think you will regret it. Yesterday gave me such a wonderful idea of it all. I feel I have been through and through Switzerland. And up there, at Sierre, and in the tiny mountain towns on the way to Sierre it is absolutely unspoilt. I mean it’s so unlike—so remote from—the Riviera in that sense. [108] There are no tourists to be seen. It is a whole complete life. The only person I could think of meeting was Lawrence before the war. The only thing which is modern (and this makes me feel the Lord is on our side) is the postal service: it is excellent everywhere in Switzerland, even in the villages. There are two posts a day everywhere. As to telegrams, they simply fly—and your letter posted 8.30 p.m. on May 12th arrived here 9.30 a.m. May 14th. All these remarks are, again, of the carrot family. I heard there are any number of small chalêts to be had in Sierre and in Montana. We should take one—don’t you think? and have a Swiss bonne. As to cream-cows, they abound. And the whole country side is full of fruit and of vines. It’s famous for its small grapes, and for a wine which the peasants make. The father brews for his sons, and the sons for their sons. It’s drunk when it’s about 20 years old, and I believe it is superb.


  Queer thing is that all the country near Sierre is like the Middle Ages. There are ancient tiny castles and small round wooded knolls, and the towns are solid, built round a square. Yesterday as we came to one part of the valley—it was a road with a solid avenue of poplars, a green wall on either side—little wooden carts came spanking towards us. The man sat on the shafts. The woman, in black, with a flat black hat, earrings and a white kerchief, sat in front with the children. Nearly all the women carried huge bunches of crimson peonies, flashing bright. A stream of these little carts passed, and then we came to a town and there was a huge fair going on in the market square. In the middle people were dancing, round the sides they were buying pigs and lemonade, in the cafés under the white and pink flowering chestnut trees there were more people, and at the windows of the houses there were set pots of white narcissi and girls looked out. They had orange and cherry handkerchiefs on their heads. It was beyond words gay and delightful. Then further on we came to a village where some fête was being arranged. The square was hung with garlands and there were cherry-coloured [109] masts with flags flying from them and each mast had a motto framed in leaves—AMITIE—TRAVAIL—HONNEUR—DEVOIR. All the men of the village in white shirts and breeches were stringing more flags across and a very old man sat on a heap of logs plaiting green branches. He had a huge pipe with brass fittings.


  Oh dear—in some parts of the Rhone valley there are deep, deep meadows. Little herd boys lie on their backs or their bellies and their tiny white goats spring about on the mountain slopes. These mountains have little lawns set with trees, little glades and miniature woods and torrents on the lower slopes, and all kinds of different trees are there in their beauty. Then come the pines and the firs, then the undergrowth, then the rock and the snow. You meet tiny girls all alone with flocks of black sheep or herds of huge yellow cows. Perhaps they are sitting on the bank of a stream with their feet in the water, or peeling a wand. And the houses are so few, so remote. I don’t know what it is, but I think you would feel as I did, deeply pleased at all this. I like to imagine (am I right?) that you will muse as you read: Yes, I could do with a year there…. And you must know that from Sierre we can go far and wide—in no time. I believe the flowers are in their perfection in June and July, and again the Alpine flora in September and October.


  I see a small white chalêt with a garden near the pine forests. I see it all very simple, with big white china stoves and a very pleasant woman with a tanned face and sun-bleached hair bringing in the coffee. I see winter—snow and a load of wood arriving at our door. I see us going off in a little sleigh—with huge fur gloves on, and having a picnic in the forest and eating ham and fur sandwiches. Then there is a lamp—très important—there are our books. It’s very still. The frost is on the pane. You are in your room writing. I in mine. Outside the Stars are shining and the pine trees are dark like velvet.


  I was not surprised at ——. He’s so uncertain at [110] present, I mean in his own being, that it will come natural to him to pose. I don’t know how far you realise that you make him what he is with you—or how different he is with others. Also at present he has no real self-respect and that makes him boast. Like all of us he wants to feel important and that’s a right feeling—we ought to feel important—but while he remains undisciplined and dans le vague he can’t be important. So he has to boast. I mustn’t go on. You are calling me a schoolmistress….


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  Thursday, May 19, 1921


  I must write to you once again, darling woman, while you are in Paris. Anne, if I were not to hear from you again ever I could live on your last letter. To have taken the trouble—I know what writing means—to have sent me that whole great piece of Paris—complete, with yourself and the traffic (I’d love to be somewhere where taxis ran one over) and marble tops and Louise avec son plumeau, and the shops with the flowery saucissons, and that getting le petit déjeuner, and Wyndham Lewis and—well—I walked through your letter once and then I just idled through it again and took my time and stopped to look and admire and love and smell and hear it all. It was a great gift, my dearest Anne—it was un cadeau superbe pour moi. How I love you for doing just that! Do you feel I do? You must. Now I’ve been to Paris—and even to St. Cloud. For your idea of a house there started me dreaming of the house next door. Charming houses—two storied with lilac bushes at the gate. I made a hole in my fence big enough for an eye to flash through—and in the morning I spied through and called to the petit who was gardening, “David,” and he said, rather off hand, “Quoi?” And I said, “Will you come to tea with me to-day?” And he turned his back on me and shouted up at his own house, “She wants me to go to tea.” At that your head appeared at a window and you said: “Well, do you want to go?” David replied: “Well, [111] what have we got for tea here?” … It was an awfully sweet dream. I wish it would come true. What fun we should have! In the evening there would be a lamp on the garden table. I see a whole, lovely life—and more my life than cafés nowadays.


  All the same, Paris and London have their appeal. It’s very good to talk at times and I love watching and listening. These mountains are crushing table companions. But all the same I lie all day looking at them and they are pretty terrific…. If you could get them into the story, you know—get them “placé.”


  I saw the biggest specialist in Switzerland on Saturday, Anne. That’s what made your letter so wonderfully good just at the moment. It seemed to bring Life so near again. After I’d seen this man it was just as if the landscape—everything—changed a little—moved a little further off. I always expect these doctor men to say: “Get better? Of course you will. Will put you right in no time. Six months at the very most and you’ll be fit as a fiddle again.” But though this man was extremely nice he would not say more than “I still had a chance.” That was all. I tried to get the word “Guéri” but it was no good. All I could wangle out of him was “If your digestion continues good, you still have a chance.”


  It’s an infernal nuisance to love life as I do. I seem to love it more as time goes on rather than less. It never becomes a habit to me—it’s always a marvel. I do hope I’ll be able to keep in it long enough to do some really good work. I’m sick of people dying who promise well. One doesn’t want to join that crowd at all. So I shall go on lapping up jaunes d’œufs and de la crême….


  It’s evening now. I expect the lights are just out in the streets. I see the round shadows of the trees, the warm white of the pavement. I see the people flitting by. And here in the lake the mountains are bluish—cold. Only on the high tops the snow is a faint apricot colour. Beautiful Life! “To be alive and that is enough.” I could almost say that, but not quite.


  []


  To Sydney and Violet Schif


  [112] Saturday, May 21, 1921


  Many thanks for your letter. I want to write to you; I shall as soon as I’ve got over this chill. At present I am in the very middle of it.


  The place is marvellous; the doctors incredibly, fantastically, too hopelessly maddening. They will speak English, too. If I could only give you an imitation of the one who has just left me. “Dere is nudding for it but lie in de bed—eat—and tink of naice tings” … He wore a little tiny straw hat too, and brown cotton gloves…. What is one to do—dearest? To shoot or not to shoot….


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  May 1921


  You ask me how I am…. I am much the same. This chill has been the worst I have ever had since I was ill, and so I feel weak and rather shadowy—physically. My heart is the trouble. But otherwise I feel … well … it’s difficult to say. No, one can’t believe in God. But I must believe in something more nearly than I do. As I was lying here to-day I suddenly remembered that: “O ye of little faith!” Not faith in a God. No, that’s impossible. But do I live as though I believe in anything? Don’t I live in glimpses only? There is something wrong, there is something small in such a life. One must live more fully and one must have more power of loving and feeling. One must be true to one’s vision of life—in every single particular—and I am not. The only thing to do is to try again from to-night to be stronger and better—to be whole.


  That’s how I am…. Good-night.


  May 1921


  The people whom we read as we read Shakespeare are part of our daily lives. I mean it doesn’t seem to me QUEER to be thinking about Othello at bregchick or to [113] be wondering about the Phœnix and the Turtle in my bath. It’s all part of a whole. Just as that vineyard below me is the vineyard in the Song of Solomon, and that beautiful sound as the men hoe between the vines is almost part of my body, goes on in me. I shall never be the same as I was before I heard it, just as I’ll never be the same as I was before I read the Death of Cleopatra. One has willingly given oneself to all these things—one is the result of them all. Are you now saying “intellectual detachment”? But I’ve allowed for that.


  Other people—I mean people to-day—seem to look on in a way I don’t understand. I don’t want to boast. I don’t feel at all arrogant, but I do feel they have not perhaps lived as fully as we have…. However … Did you know that Turgenev’s brain pesait deux mille grammes? Horrible idea! I couldn’t help seeing it au beurre noir when I read that. I shall never forget that brain at Isola Bella. It was still warm from thinking. Ugh!


  I shall be very, very glad to see you. I have a mass of things to talk about. ‘The great artist is he who exalts difficulty’—do you believe that? And that it’s only the slave (using slave in our mystical sense) who pines for freedom. The free man, the artist, seeks to bind himself. No, these notes aren’t any good. But I have been finding out more and more how true it is that it’s only the difficult thing that is worth doing; it’s the difficult thing that one deliberately chooses to do. I don’t think Tchehov was as aware of that as he should have been. Some of the stories in The Horse-Stealers are—rather a shock.


  Tell me, (I’ve changed my pen and my sujet) how is this? There is no Saint Galmier here, only Eau de Montreux, which according to the bottle, is saturated with carbonic acid gas. But my physiology book said that carbonic acid gas was a deadly poison: we only breathed it out, but never, except at the last desperate moment, took it in. And here are Doctors Schnepsli, Rittchen and Knechloo saying it’s a sovereign cure for gravel. It is all so very difficult, as Constantia would say.


  [114] Don’t walk on both sides of the street at once. It distracts people and makes it difficult for them to continue the conversation.


  Tuesday, 4.30 p.m., May 1921


  I never read anything about a child more exquisite than your little girl’s remark “Il pleut” when someone put a sunshade up. It’s the most profound thing about a very young baby’s vision of the world I’ve ever struck. It’s what babies in prams think. It’s what you say long before you talk. She’s altogether a ravishing person—no, so much more than that. She is a tiny vision there in those gardens for ever. The tenderness is perfect—it’s so true.


  I am writing in the thick of a thunder-storm. They are regular items now in the late afternoon. It gets misty, the birds sound loud, it smells of irises and then it thunders. I love such summer storms. I love hearing the maids run in the passages to shut the windows and draw up the blinds, and then you see on the road between the vineyards people hurrying to take shelter. Besides, I’ve such a great part of the sky to see that I can watch the beginning, the middle and the end.


  Tuesday.


  Know that goldfinch I have tamed? He comes right into my bedroom now and eats breakfast crumbs beside the bed. He is a ravishing little bird. If only he were carpet-trained. But I’m afraid you can’t train birds. He seems just as surprised as I am. The sparrows, now that he has come in, grow bold and come as far as the parquet, too. But I won’t have them. I aspire to having taught this goldfinch to present arms with my founting pen by the time you come—to do you honour. I also dream of its singing an address of welcome—holding the address, you know, in one claw.


  During the past two nights I have read The Dynasts. [115] Isn’t it queer how a book eludes one, and then suddenly opens for you? I have looked into this book before now. But the night before last when I opened it I suddenly understood what the poet meant, and how he meant it should be read! The point of view which is like a light streaming from the imagination and over the imagination—over one’s head as it were—the chorus and the aerial music. I am talking carelessly, because I am talking to you, and I am relying on you to more than understand me. But it did seem to me that if the poetic drama is still a possible ‘form’ it will be, in the future like The Dynasts—As if for the stage and yet not to be played. That will give it its freedom. Now when one reads The Dynasts it’s always as though it were on the stage…. But the stage is a different one—it is within us. This is all très vague…. I long to talk about it.


  Here I stopped. The doctor came. It’s really funny. I must tell you. My chill is slightly better, but I have symptoms of whooping cough! Il ne manquait que ça.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  May 1921


  One can’t be really happy if one’s body refuses to ‘join in,’ if it persists in going its own way and never letting one forget it. But how is one to get cured? As to doctors—there aren’t any. I have just paid little B. 2,000 francs for looking after me and I’m 50 times worse than I was at Christmas. They know nothing. I had two really deadly experiences here with perfect fools and after all this long time they depressed me so much that I felt desperate and I motored off to Montana to see the specialist there. He’s supposed to be the best man in Switzerland for lungs. He was better than the others and I am going to be under him in future. I don’t know for how long. It’s very vague. He would not say I can get better. All he would say was I still have a chance and he has known patients with lungs as far gone as mine who have recovered. I really don’t mind a straw. It was a divine day—the day I met [116] him—and the strange ancient room in an old hotel where we talked was so beautiful that the moment was enough. One must live for the moment, that is all I feel now. When he explained how the left lung was deeply engaged but the right was really the dangerous one I wanted to say: “Yes, but do listen to the bees outside. I’ve never heard such bees. And there’s some delicious plant growing outside the window. It reminds me of Africa—”


  But my health is such a frightfully boring subject that I won’t talk about it.


  Life in this hotel is a queer experience. I have two rooms and a balcony—so I am—thank Heaven—quite cut off. They are corner rooms, too. But I descend for the meals—step into the whirlpool—and really one sees enough, hears enough at them, to last one for ever. I have never imagined such people. I think they are chiefly composed of Tours—they are one composite person, being taken round for so much a week. It’s hard to refrain from writing about them. But my balcony looks over Montreux and Clarens. Anything more hideous!! I think Switzerland has the very ugliest houses, people, food, furniture, in the whole world. There’s something incredible in the solid ugliness of the people. The very newspapers full of advertisements for a “magnificent porc” or a batterie de cuisine comprising 75 pieces are typical. And the grossness of everything. I can’t stand the narcissi even. I feel there are too many and the scent is too cheap. Yesterday L.M. who is staying at a place called Blonay brought me a bunch of lilies of the valley—an immense cauliflower it looked like, and smelt like.


  But I must say the country round Sierre is simply wonderful. That’s where I’d like to be. It’s so unspoilt, too. I mean there are no Casinos, no tea shops and as far as I could see from my glimpse not a tourist to be seen. I shall go there at the end of June when Murry has joined me. I feel so remote, so cut off from everything here…. I can’t walk at all. I lie all day in the shade and write or [117] read and that’s all. Work is the only thing that never fails. Even if people don’t like my stories I don’t mind. Perhaps they will one day—or the stories will be better. I’ve been reading Chaucer. Have you read his Troilus and Cressid lately? It is simply perfect. I have a passion for Chaucer just now. But England seems to think Miss Romer Wilson is so much the greatest writer that ever was born. She does sound wonderful, I must say. Is it all true?


  June 1921


  I am leaving here to-morrow. If I look down upon Montreux another day I shall fly into pieces with rage at the ugliness of it all. It’s like a painting on a mineral water bottle—Bâtiment des Eaux. And then along the road that winds through (I must say lovely) vines go these awful, ugly people, and one can’t help looking at them. Never have I seen such ugliness. Father, with a straw hat on the back of his head, coat off, waistcoat unbuttoned and stiff shirt showing, marches ahead and Mother follows—with her enormous highly respectable derrière and after them tag the little Swisses—Oh! Oh!! Oh!!!


  Matters have reached a crisis too, as these last two days there has been the Fête des Narcisses. Hoards of uglies rushing by on bicycles with prodigous bunches of these murdered flowers on the handlebars, all ready for the fray. Happily, it rained and became a Fête des Ombrelles instead. I think from the expression of the company homeward bound the umbrellas had been thrown as well!


  To me, though, the symbol of Switzerland is that large middle-class female behind. It is the most respectable thing in the world. It is Matchless. Everyone has one in this hotel; some of the elderly ladies have two.


  I think Sierre may be better and there, one is, at least in reach of forests and tumbling rivers. The man from Montana who is going to keep an Eye on me is near too, but thinking him over, (as one does) I believe he’s no better [118] than the rest of them and he overcharged me horribly. I shall pin my faith on forests. Bother all doctors!


  I know I ought to love —— and she is such a “brick,” as they say. But when that brick comes flying in my direction—Oh, I do want to dodge it!


  I read less and less, or fewer and fewer books. Not because I don’t want to read them, I do—but they seem so high up on the tree. It’s so hard to get at them and there is nobody near to help…. On my bed at night there is a copy of Shakespeare, a copy of Chaucer, an automatic pistol and a black muslin fan. This is my whole little world.


  I have just finished a new story which I’m going to send on speck to the Mercury. I hope someone will like it. Oh, I have enjoyed writing it.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  Chateau Belle Vue, Sierre, Valais


  June 20, 1921


  I answer your letter bang off. But so many thoughts go chasing through my head (do you see them? the last thought, rather slow, on a tricycle!) and there are so many things I’d like to talk over that it’s not as easy as it sounds…. You know—it’s queer—I feel so confident about you always. I feel that, the way you are building your boat, no harm can come to it. It will sail. You’re building for the high seas, and Once you do take her out nothing will stop her.


  About the old masters. What I feel about them (all of them—writers too, of course) is the more one lives with them the better it is for one’s work. It’s almost a case of living into one’s ideal world—the world that one desires to express. Do you know what I mean? For this reason I find that if I stick to men like Chaucer and Shakespeare and Marlowe and even Tolstoi I keep much nearer what I want to do than if I confuse things with reading a lot of lesser men. I’d like to make the old masters my daily [119] bread—in the sense in which it’s used in the Lord’s Prayer, really—to make them a kind of essential nourishment. All the rest is—well—it comes after.


  I think I understand exactly what you mean by “visionary consciousness.” It fits the writer equally well. It’s mysterious and it’s difficult to get into words. There is this world, and there is the world that the artist creates in this world, which is nevertheless his world, and subject to his laws—his “vision.” Does that sound highflown? I don’t mean it to be. It’s difficult to get over, in a letter, a smile or a look or a something which makes it possible to say these things when one’s with a person without that person feeling you are a bit of a priglet….


  J. told me you were working at technique. So am I. It’s extraordinarily difficult—don’t you find? My particular difficulty is a kind of fertility—which I suspect very much. It’s not solid enough. But I go at it every day. It’s simply endlessly fascinating.


  We are leaving here at the end of this week and creeping by funicular up to Montana. There I hope we shall stay for the next two years. We have our eye on a chalêt called Les Sapins which is in the midst of the forests—pine forests—there’s not even a fence or a bar between it and the trees. So you picture the wolves breathing under the front door, the bears looking through our keyhole and bright tigers dashing at the lighted window panes. Montana is on a small plateau ringed round by mountains. I’ll tell you more about it when we get there. J. has been up twice. He says it’s the best place he’s ever seen.


  This place, Sierre, is in a valley. It’s only 1500 feet high—very sheltered. Fig trees grow big, vines are everywhere; large flowery trees shake in the light. Marvellous light—Richard—and small lakes, bright, clear blue, where you can swim. Switzerland makes us laugh. It’s a comic country: the people are extraordinary, like comic pictures and they are dead serious about it all. But there is something fine in it, too. They are ‘simple,’ [120] unspoilt, honest and real democrats. The 3rd class passenger is just as good as the 1st class passenger in Switzerland and the shabbier you are the less you are looked at. No one expects you to be rich or to spend money. This makes life pleasant—very. They are not at all beautiful people; the men are very thick, stiff, ugly in the German way, and the women are nearly all dead plain. But seen from afar, in the fields, against mountains, they are all well in the picture. The Spring is a good time here. I arrived just as the field flowers were out; now the hay is gathered and the grapes are formed on the vines. I can’t say, Richard, how I love the country. To watch the season through, to lose myself in love of the earth—that is life to me. I don’t feel I could ever live in a city again. First the bare tree then the buds and the flowers, then the leaves, then the small fruit forming and swelling. If I only watch one tree a year one is richer for life.


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  June 23, 1921


  I cannot tell you how happy I am to know that The Daughters of the Late Colonel has given you pleasure. While I was writing that story I lived for it but when it was finished, I confess I hoped very much that my readers would understand what I was trying to express. But very few did. They thought it was ‘cruel’; they thought I was ‘sneering’ at Jug and Constantia; or they thought it was ‘drab.’ And in the last paragraph I was “poking fun at the poor old things.”


  It’s almost terrifying to be so misunderstood. There was a moment when I first had ‘the idea’ when I saw the two sisters as amusing; but the moment I looked deeper (let me be quite frank) I bowed down to the beauty that was hidden in their lives and to discover that was all my desire…. All was meant, of course, to lead up to that last paragraph, when my two flowerless ones turned with that timid gesture, to the sun. “Perhaps now….” And after that, it seemed to me, they died as surely as Father was dead.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  [121] Châlet des Sapins, Montana-sur-Sierre


  July 24, 1921


  Here it is simply exquisite weather. We are so high up (5000 feet above the sea) that a cool breeze filters through from Heaven, and the forests are always airy…. I can’t imagine anything lovelier than this end of Switzerland. Once one loses sight of that hideous Lac Leman and Co. everything is different. Sierre, a little warm sunripe town in the valley, was so perfect that I felt I would like to live there. It has all the flowers of the South and it’s gay and ‘queynt’ and full of nightingales. But since we have come up the mountains it seems lovelier still. We have taken a small—not very small—châlet here for two years. It is quite remote—in a forest clearing; the windows look over the tree tops across a valley to snowy peaks the other side. The air feels wonderful but smells more wonderful still. I have never lived in a forest before, one steps out of the house and in a moment one is hidden among the trees. And there are little glades and groves full of flowers—with small ice-cold streams twinkling through. It is my joy to sit there on a tree trunk; if only one could make some small grasshoppery sound of praise to someone—thanks to someone. But who?


  M. and I live like two small timetables. We work all the morning and from tea to supper. After supper we read aloud and smoke; in the afternoon he goes walking and I crawling. The days seem to go by faster and faster. One beaming servant who wears peasant ‘bodies’ and full skirts striped with velvet looks after everything. And though the chalêt is so arcadian it has got a bathroom with hot water and central heating for the winter and a piano and thick carpets and sunblinds. I am too old not to rejoice in these creature comforts as well.


  The only person whom we see is my Cousin Elizabeth who lives half an hour’s scramble away. We exchange Chateaubriand and baskets of apricots and have occasional lovely talks which are rather like what talks in the after-life [122] will be like, I imagine … ruminative, and reminiscent—although dear knows what it is really all about. How strange talking is—what mists rise and fall—how one loses the other and then thinks to have found the other—then down comes another soft final curtain…. But it is incredible—don’t you feel—how mysterious and isolated we each of us are—at the last. I suppose one ought to make this discovery once and for all, but I seem to be always making it again.


  It seems to me that writers don’t acknowledge it half enough. They pretend to know all there is in the parcel. But how is one to do it without seeming vague?


  Some novels have been flying up our mountain side lately…. I wish a writer would rise up—a new one—a really good one.


  I keep on with my short stories. I have been doing a series for The Sphere, because it pays better than any other paper I know. But now they are done I don’t believe they are much good. Too simple. It is always the next story which is going to contain everything, and that next story is always just out of reach. One seems to be saving up for it. I have been reading Shakespeare as usual. The Winter’s Tale again. All the beginning is very dull—isn’t it? That Leontes is an intolerable man and I hate gentle Hermione. Her strength of mind, too, in hiding just round the corner from him for 15 years is terrifying! But Oh—the Shepherd scene is too perfect. Now I am embedded in Measure for Measure. I had no idea it was so good. M. reads aloud in the evenings and we make notes. There are moments when our life is rather like a school for two! I see us walking out crocodile for two and correcting each other’s exercises. But no—not really.


  Is this a Fearfully dull letter? I’m afraid it is. I’m afraid “Katherine has become so boring nowadays.”


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [123] July 29, 1921


  I tremendously enjoyed that long letter. I had been out with M. down the road a little way and then across a stream and into the forest. There are small glades and lawns among the trees filled with flowers. I sat under a big fir and he went gathering. It was a dazzling bright day, big silvery clouds pressing hard on the mountain tops, not even the cotton grass moving. Lying on the moss I found minute strawberry plants and violets and baby fir cones, all looked faery—and M. moved near and far—calling out when he found anything special…. Then he disappeared down into a valley and I got up and explored the little fir parlours and sat on the stumps and watched ants and wondered where that apricot stone had come from. These forests are marvellous: one feels as though one were on a desert island somehow. As to the butterflies and golden and green dragon-flies and big tawny bumble bees, they are a whole population. M. came back with a huge bunch of treasures and I walked home and found your letter in the hall. So I sat down on the bottom step of the stairs with the flowers in a wet hanky beside me and read it. Don’t you think the stairs are a good place for reading letters? I do. One is somehow suspended—one is on neutral ground—not in one’s own world, not in a strange one. They are an almost perfect meeting place—oh Heavens! how stairs do fascinate me when I think of it. Waiting for people—sitting on strange stairs hearing steps from above, watching the light playing by itself—hearing—far below a door, looking down into a kind of dim brightness, watching someone come up. But I could go on for ever.


  Must put them in a story though! People come out of themselves—on stairs—they issue forth, unprotected. And then the window on a landing. Why is it so different to all other windows? I must stop this….


  I am deeply interested in what you feel about Manet. For years he has meant more to me than any other of [124] those French painters. He satisfies something deep in me. There is a kind of beautiful real maturity in his painting, as though he had come into his own, and it is a rich heritage. I saw a reproduction of a very lovely Renoir the other day, a young woman—profile—a three-quarter with the arm lazily outstretched, lovely throat, bosom, shoulder—such grace. But I think that in his later paintings he is so often muzzy. I can’t appreciate the queer woolly outline, and I feel it was so often as like as not rheumatism rather than revelation. But I don’t know. I’d like to have a feed of paintings one day—go from here to Madrid, say, and have a good look. I shall. Once one is out of England I always feel every thing and place is near. We are only four hours from Milan here. Well, even tho’ we don’t go—there it is. One could start on Saturday morning and be there for the opera that evening. It’s the channel which is such a dividing line. It frightens me. It is so terrifically wide, really. And once one is across it one is on the island.


  While I remember. Have you read The Three Mullar-Mulgars by de la Mare? If you haven’t, do get it and read it to any infants you know. It’s about three monkeys.


  One seems to read a lot here. It’s the kind of house in which you go into a room to comb your hair, find Gulliver’s Travels on the shelf behind the door and are immediately lost to the world. The bedroom walls are of wood; there are thick white carpets on some of the floors—outside the windows wide balconies and thick striped cotton blinds shut out the midday glare. A great many flowers everywhere—generally apricots ripening on the balcony ledge and looking rather gruesome like little decapitated chickens. If only I can make enough money so as never to leave here for good! One never gets old here. At 65 one is as spry as a two-year-old—and (I suppose it is the climate) all is so easy. The strain is gone. One hasn’t that feeling of dragging a great endless rope out of a dark sea. Do you hate London? No, I do see it has its beauty and its charm, too. But all the same one feels so [125] like the swollen sheep that looks up and is not fed. It is so hard—to put it ‘stuffily’—to live from one’s centre of being in London.


  Tell me what you are doing, if you are so inclined. Don’t lose any more half stones! For Heaven’s sake put the half back again. Look at the Sargol advertisements and be wise in time. God only loves the Fat; the thin people he sticks pins into for ever and ever.


  August 8, 1921


  Forgive this paper. I am at the top of the house and there is no other here. I am on the wide balcony which leads out of my dressing room. It’s early morning. All the treetops are burnished gold, a light wind rocks in the branches. The mountains across the wide valley are still in sunlight: on the remote drowsy peaks there are small cloud drifts—silvery. What I love to watch, what seems to become part of one’s vision, though, are the deep sharp shadows in the ravines and stretching across the slopes. But one couldn’t imagine a more marvellous view or one more perfect to live by. I watch it from early morning until late at night, when bats are out and booming moths fly for one’s hair. With intervals….


  Please please never think I need money like that. I can always get money. I can always go into some wonder place and hold out my hat or sell id. worth of boracic ointment for 2/6, net profit 2/5, or —— money has no terrors for me nowadays. And besides I am making some—and it’s only a question of my own activity how much I make. At present I am £30 down—and two nuns have just come with needlework made by infants in their convent. The dear creatures (I have a romantic love of nuns) my two gentle columbines, blue-hooded, mild, folded over—took little garments out of a heavy box and breathed on them and I spent £27/- on minute flannel jackets and pinnies for Ernestine’s sister’s first not-yet-born baby.


  [126] The butcher’s bill on red slaughtered butcher’s paper is quite unpaid, and now I can’t pay it. But you see that’s what I am like about money, never to be pitied or helped!


  What is your picture, the one you thought of in your bath? Yes, I find hot baths very inspiring, so does my cousin Elizabeth. She reads Shakespeare in hers. Her love of flowers is really her great charm. Not that she says very much, but every word tells. A man couldn’t discover it in her—he wouldn’t realise how deep it is. For no man loves flowers as women can. Elizabeth looks coolly at the exquisite petunias and says, in a small faraway voice, “They have a very perfect scent.” But I feel I can hear oceans of love breaking in her heart for petunias and nasturtiums and snapdragons.


  I must stop this letter and get on with my new story. It’s called At the Bay and it’s (I hope) full of sand and seaweed, bathing dresses hanging over verandas, and sandshoes on window sills, and little pink ‘sea’ convolvulus, and rather gritty sandwiches and the tide coming in. And it smells (oh, I do hope it smells) a little bit fishy.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  August 9, 1921


  We have just been doing the flowers—before we start work. Scene: the salle à manger—with windows wide open and pink curtains flapping. The table bare and heaped with petunias, snapdragons and nasturtiums. Glass vases and bowls full of water—a general sense of buds and wetness and that peculiar stickiness of fresh stalks. J.—white shirt with sleeves up to his shoulders, white duck trousers and rope shoes snipping with a large pair of wet scissors—me—blue cotton kimono and pink slippers, a-filling of the vases…. J. is terribly keen on petunias. I wish I could send you a whole great bastick full. They are wonderful flowers—almost pure light—and yet an exquisite starry shape. We have every colour from pale pink to almost blackish purple. And do you know the smell of [127] snapdragons? My dear boy, I must here pause or you will walk away. But tell me—why do people paint forever bottles and onions? A white snapdragon, for instance, just for a change would be worth it, surely—Richard. I wish I could unobtrusively give you these things—leave flowers instead of foundlings on your studio doorstep, in fact. Perhaps one day I shall be able to….


  I have been looking at a good deal of modern ‘work’ lately, and it almost seems to me that the blight upon it is a kind of fear. Writers, at any rate, are self-conscious to such a pitch now-a-days that their feeling for life seems to be absolutely stopped—arrested. It is sad. They know they oughtn’t to say ‘driving fast, eh?’ and yet they don’t know what they ought to say. If I am dead sincere I’d say I think it is because people have so little love in their hearts for each other. “Love casteth out Fear,” is one of those truths that one goes on proving and proving. And if you are without fear you are free; it’s fear makes us slaves—But this sounds so prosy. You know it as well as I do. I hate to bore you.


  J. had a birthday on Saturday. His presents were (1) a panama hat; (2) some coloured blotting paper; (3) a cake; (4) a ruler. We had a tea with candles complete and liqueur chocolates that were positively terrifying. The moment of agonizing suspense when you had the chocolate in your mouth and had to bite through to the mysterious liqueur. However, we survived.


  The weather is superb, here. There has been a Battle of the Wasps. Three hosts with their citadels have been routed from my balcony blind. In the swamps, still white with cotton grass, there are hundreds of grasshoppers. J. saw an accident to one the other day. He jumped by mistake into a stream and was borne away. Body not recovered. When we thought about it—it was the first real accident to an insect that we remembered. Richard, I must start work.


  I still have so much to tell you. I’ve only unpacked the [128] little small things on top. All the big heavy ones are underneath.


  L.M., who lives about 2 miles from here, is going to England this month and is going to bring back Wingley. Athy is married to an elderly lady in Hampstead, I believe, a widow. She lost her first husband—a lovely tabby—some taime ago.


  August 1921


  It’s Sunday—my day for writing letters. But I don’t write them. You are one of the very very few people whom I want to write to. I think of you and I straightway long to ‘clasp hands across a vast’ … and more. I want to talk and to listen—(that first) and to have a good long look at you. When I’m fond of people their appearance is very valuable to me too. Do you feel like that? But re people. It’s queer how unimportant they seem to become as one goes on. One feels as tho’ one has seen them enough—got what one wants from them and so—to work. I don’t mean that in a cold-blooded way. Perhaps the truth is one has less and less time away from work. It gets more engrossing every day here, and we live like a pair of small time-tables. The hours away from it we read Shakespeare aloud, discuss what has been written. J. goes flower finding—then the specimens have to be sorted, pressed, examined. While he’s out I play the piano or go for a small snail crawl myself. And before one can say knife it’s time to go to bed. We get up at 7.30—both of us—and breakfast on a balcony all windows with a ring of snow mountains to look at across the valley.


  Come here, one day. It’s a very good place. I am determined to make enough money to build a small shack here and make it my winter perch for as long as I need perches. The point about this place is it is not spoilt. There never can be a railway here. There is nothing to do except look at the mountains, climb them and explore the forests and paddle in the streams. Motor cars can’t do [129] these things so the rich and great will never come. The very flowers seem to me to know this—there is a brightness upon them—and they are careless—even the wild strawberry doesn’t bother to hide—And there’s a delicate creature (the Bell Flower, J.’s favourite) that grows everywhere—as fine as a harebell and a very clear almost glassy blue. It would not dare to grow in more civilised places. Oh, Richard—I do love the earth! When I go off by myself here—one slips through the tree trunks and one is out of sight at once—hidden from every eye. That’s my joy. I sit on a stump or on the fir needles and my only trouble is that I can’t make some small grass hoppery sound now and then—one wants to praise someone or give thanks to someone.


  Down below our windows in that rocky clearing before the trees begin there is a flock of goats feeding as I write. The sound of their bells is very pleasant. I look at them and wish I could put one in an envelope (a goat, I mean) for you to draw. Small fine, flattish head, delicate legs, lean springing haunches. I’d like also to post you our maid-servant Ernestine to paint. She looks like a sunflower. She’s in the kitchen now, shelling peas, and she wears a sunday bodice, yellow with black velvet stripes and rather big sleeves. (She always dresses in the peasant costume). As I write it seems to me I’ve told you all this before. Have I? Forgive me if I have.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  August 29, 1921


  I would have written before but the Furies have had me until to-day. Something quite new for a change—high fever, deadly sickness and weakness. I haven’t been able to lift my head from the pillow. I think it has been a break-down from too much work. I have felt exhausted with all those stories lately and yet—couldn’t stop. Well, there has been a stop now and I am just putting forth my horns again and thinking of climbing up the hill…. How I do abominate any kind of illness! … Oh God, what [130] it is to live in such a body! Well, it doesn’t bear thinking about….


  As soon as I can get well enough to go downstairs I shall engage our one original cab and go for a drive behind the old carthorse with his jingle-bells. The driver—as a great honour—throws the footmat over the back when one goes for a party of pleasure. He seems to think that is very chic! But this is such a beautiful country—Oh! it is so marvellous. Never looks the same—the air like old, still wine—sound of bells and birds and grasshoppers playing their fiddles and the wind shaking the trees. It rains and the drops on the fir trees afterwards are so flashing—bright and glowing that one feels all is enchanted. It is cloudy—we live in fine white clouds for days and then suddenly at night all is crystal clear and the moon has gold wings. They have just taken the new honey from the hives, I wish I could send you a jar. All the summer is shut up in a little pot.


  But summer is on the wane—the wane. Now M. brings back autumn crocuses, and his handkerchief is full of mushrooms. I love the satiny colour of mushrooms, and their smell and the soft stalks. The Autumn crocuses push above short, mossy grass. Big red pears—monsters—jostle in Ernestine’s apron. Yes, ça commence, ma chère. And I feel as I always do that Autumn is loveliest of all. There is such a sharpness with the sweetness—there is the sound of cold water running fast in the streams in the forest. M. says the squirrels are tamer already. But Heavens, Brett—Life is so marvellous—it is so rich—such a store of marvels that one can’t say which one prefers…. I feel with you—most deeply and truly that it’s not good to be ‘permanent.’ It’s the old cry: ‘Better be impermanent movables!’ Now here, for instance—we are only 4 hours from Italy—one can run into Italy for tea. M. went down to see Elizabeth last week and she had so done. She had waked with a feeling for Italy that morning and behold she was flown. And that night she sat in the opera house in Milan…. That [131] is right—I am sure. That’s why I hate England. I can’t help it, Miss, Downs or no Downs. There is that channel which lies like a great cold sword between you and your dear love, Adventure. And by Adventure I mean—yes—The wonderful feeling that one can lean out of heaven knows what window to-night—one can wander under heaven knows what flowery trees. Strange songs sound at the windows. The wine bottle is a new shape—a perfectly new moon shines outside…. No, don’t settle. Don’t have a convenient little gentlewoman’s residence. Hot baths in one’s own bathroom are fearfully nice—but they are too dear. I prefer to bathe in a flower-pot as I go my way….


  Renoir—at the last—bores me. His feeling for flesh is a kind of super-intense feeling about a lovely little cut of lamb. I am always fascinated by lovely bosoms but not without the heads and hands as well, and I want in fact the feeling that all this beauty is in the deepest sense attached to life. Real life! In fact I must confess it is the spirit which fascinates me in flesh. That does for me as far as modern painters are concerned, I suppose. But I feel bored to my last groan by all these pattern-mongers. Oh, how weary it is! I would die of it if I thought. And the writers are just the same. But they are worse than the painters because they are so many of them dirty-minded as well.


  What makes Lawrence a real writer is his passion. Without passion one writes in the air or on the sand of the seashore. But L. has got it all wrong, I believe. He is right, I imagine—or how shall I put it …? It’s my belief that nothing will save the world but love. But his tortured, satanic demon love I think is all wrong. The whole subject is so mysterious, tho’; one could write about it forever. But let me try to say something….


  It seems to me there is a great change come over the world since people like us believed in God, God is now gone for all of us. Yet we must believe and not only that we must carry our weakness and our sin and our devilish-ness [132] to somebody. I don’t mean in a bad, abasing way. But we must feel that we are known, that our hearts are known as God knew us. Therefore love to-day between ‘lovers’ has to be not only human, but divine to-day. They love each other for everything and through everything and their love is their religion. It can’t become anything less—even affection—I mean it can’t become less supreme, because it is an act of faith to believe! But oh, it is no good….


  I can’t write it all out. I should go into pages and pages.


  My stories for the Sphere are all done—thank the Lord! I have had copies with ILLUSTRATIONS! Oh, Brett! such fearful horrors. All my dear people looking like—well—Harrod’s 29/6 crêpe de chine blouses and young tailors’ gents, and my old men—stuffy old woolly sheep. It’s a sad trial. I am at present embedded in a terrific story, but it still frightens me.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  September 5, 1921


  I have been too long in answering your last letter. Forgive me. They varnished the outside of this chalêt and the ‘niff’ gave me white lead poisoning and I felt an awful worm with it. The whole world seemed varnish. Everything I ate had varnish sauce. Even J. was overcome for a day. But it’s over now, and we appear to be living in a house beautifully basted with the best brown gravy—and the factory is in full blas’ again. I must say we do manage to get through a great deal of work here, and there are always side issues—such as jam-making, sewing on our buttings, cutting each other’s hair, which fill up the margin of the days. We try to make it a rule not to talk in bed. It’s queer how full life is once one gets free of wasted time….


  My ambition is to make enough money to build a small house here, near where we are—on a grassy slope with a wood behind and mountains before. It will take about [133] five years to do it—get the money together. But it would be a very great satisfaction to design a really good place to work in—down to the last cupboard. But who am I to talk so lofty? When—if—the time comes and you’re not too famous I’ll beg you to lay aside your laurels and do it for us. I’ll only look over your shoulder and breathe very hard when you make those lovely little lines that mean stairs.


  Since I last wrote summer has gone. It’s autumn. Little small girls knock at the door with pears to sell and blue-black plums. The hives have been emptied; there’s new honey and the stars look almost frosty. Speaking of stars reminds me—we were sitting on the balcony last night. It was dark. These huge fir trees ‘take’ the darkness marvellously. We had just counted four stars and remarked a light; high up—what was it?—on the mountain opposite, when suddenly from far away a little bell began ringing. Some one played a tune on it—something gay, merry, ancient, over and over. I suppose it was some priest or lay brother in a mountain village. But what we felt was—it’s good to think such things still happen—to think some peasant goes off in the late evening and delights to play that carillon. I sometimes have a fear that simple-hearted people are no more. I was ashamed of that fear last night. The little bell seemed to say, but joyfully: ‘Be not afraid. All is not lost.’


  All being well as they say, Wingley should arrive this week. He’ll be terrified after the journey. We shall have to get him snow boots for the winter and an airman’s helmet made of mouse’s skin.


  J.: Ask the old boy if he has seen Charlie Chaplin in “The Kid.” And tell him to let us know what he thinks of it.


  K.: I will.


  K. to R.: ?


  R.:


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [134] September 1921


  The Cezanne book, Miss, you won’t get back until you send a policeman or an urgent request for it. It is fascinating, and you can’t think how we enjoy such a book on our mountain tops. It’s awfully sympathetic to me. I am absolutely uneducated about painting. I can only look at it as a writer, but it seems to me the real thing. It’s what one is aiming at. One of his men gave me quite a shock. He’s the spit of a man I’ve just written about, one Jonathan Trout.[15] To the life. I wish I could cut him out and put him in my book.


  I’ve just finished my new book. Finished last night at 10.30. Laid down the pen after writing ‘Thanks be to God.’ I wish there was a God. I am longing to (1) praise him, (2) thank him. The title is At the Bay. That’s the name of the very long story in it—a continuation of Prelude. It’s about 60 pages. I’ve been at it all last night. My precious children have sat in here, playing cards. I’ve wandered about all sorts of places—in and out—I hope it is good. It is as good as I can do, and all my heart and soul is in it … every single bit. Oh God, I hope it gives pleasure to someone…. It is so strange to bring the dead to life again. There’s my Grandmother, back in her chair with her pink knitting, there stalks my uncle over the grass; I feel as I write, “You are not dead, my darlings. All is remembered. I bow down to you. I efface myself so that you may live again through me in your richness and beauty.” And one feels possessed. And then the place where it all happens. I have tried to make it as familiar to ‘you’ as it is to me. You know the marigolds? You know those pools in the rocks, you know the mouse trap on the wash-house window-sill? And too, one tries to go deep—to speak to the secret self we all have—to acknowledge that. I mustn’t say any more about it.


  No, we certainly shan’t be back in England for years. [135] Sometimes, in bed at night, we plan one holiday a year, but everywhere else feels nearer than England. If we can get the money we shall build here in two or three years’ time. We have already chosen the way to look—the way the house shall face. And it is christened Chalêt Content. We are both most fearful dreamers, especially when it’s late and we lie staring at the ceiling. It begins with me. M. declares he won’t talk. It’s too late. Then I hear: “Certainly not more than two floors and a large open fireplace.” A long pause. K.: “What about bees?” M.: “Most certainly bees, and I aspire to a goat.” And it ends with us getting fearfully hungry and M. going off for two small whacks of cake while I heat two small milks on the spirit stove.


  You know Wingley? The Mountain brought him over. He arrived with immense eyes after having flown through all that landscape and it was several hours before the famous purr came in to action. Now he’s completely settled down and reads Shakespeare with us in the evenings. I wonder what cat-Shakespeare is like. We expect him to write his reminiscenses shortly. They are to be bound in mouse skin….


  Goodbye. I am taking a holiday to-day after my labours last week. I wrote for nine solid hours yesterday.


  Who do you think turned up at the end of this letter? Mrs. H.G. Wells and two young H.G. Wells. Very nice boys. We are full of gaiety.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  September 22, 1921


  Just a note to say that Wingley, our gooseberry-eyed one has arrived. Thin—terribly—with the bones sticking out of his rump like a cow’s bones do. A mingy little ruff and fur that has turned brown like an actor’s black overcoat. You can imagine his look after the journey, flashing across the world on the end of a string. But when J. lay on the floor and rubbed noses with him he turned over and showed off his white weskit in just his old [136] way. He is now quite settled down, reads Shakespeare with us every night and marks the place in his copy with a dead fly. It’s awfully nice to have him. He’s like a little anchor, here. We hope later on he may be persuased to write his reminiscences….


  Sunday


  We thought your criticism of “The Kid” was extremely interesting. At last we got an idea what it really was like. It’s a pity Charles lets these other things creep in—a great pity. I should very much like to see him with the infant. I feel that would be fine. But most of the rest—dear me, no! As to the tabloid of the lady with the cross—such things make one hang one’s head.


  We have been squirrel-gazing this afternoon through field-glasses. They are exquisite little creatures—so intent, preoccupied, as it were, and so careless. They flop softly from branch to branch, hang upside down, just for the sake of hanging. Some here are as small as rats, with reddish coats and silver bellies. The point about looking at birds and so on through glasses is one sees them in their own world, off their guard. One spies, in fact.


  I’d like to send you some moss. Do you like moss? There are many kinds here, and just now it is in its beauty. It’s nice to sit down and ruffle it with one’s hand. Flowers are gone. A few remain, but they are flat on the grass without their stalks—dandelions and purple ones. The mountain ash is terrific against the blue. There aren’t many leaves here to turn, but the wild strawberry makes up for them. Minute leaves of every colour are scattered on the ground.


  In fact, if possible, this early autumn is all the bes’—even better than summer or spring. I mustn’t send you a catalogue, though. I must refrain.


  []


  To Violet Schiff


  [137] September 1921


  I am sure Switzerland is the place for health and for work—I mean especially and above all for nerves. There is an extraordinary feeling of ease here. It seems it is easy to live; one feels remote and undisturbed. I’ve never known anything like the feeling of peace and when one isn’t working the freshness in the air, the smell of pines, the taste of snow in one’s teeth—that’s exaggeration—it’s only the spiritual flavour. I think I really judge a place by how vividly I can recall the past. One lives in the Past—or I do. And here it is living.


  My book is to lie in Constable’s bosom until after the New Year. It’s called, after all, The Garden-Party. I hope you like the title. The Mercury is publishing one of the stories in a month or two. Terribly long. Too long for the Mercury. But that’s enough and too much about me—


  And now I have forgotten my health. Thank you, dearest Violet. I think my lungs are quiescent—rather the disease is. My heart is the same at present. But I feel much better—a different person altogether on the whole. No longer an invalid, even tho’ I still can’t walk and still cough and so on….


  []


  To Sylvia Lynd


  September 24, 1921


  I have been waiting to talk to you—to have you to myself, no less—until I could chase my new book out of the house. I thought it never would go. Its last moments lingered on and on. It got up, turned again, took off its gloves, again sat down, reached the door, came back, until finally M. marked it down, lassooed it with a stout string and hurled it at Pinker. Since when there’s been an ominous silence. True, I haven’t had time to hear yet, but one has a shameful feeling that it ought to have been “recognised” even at the bottom of the first mountain and a feeble cheer—a cheer left over [138] from Charlie C.—might have been raised…. No, that sounds proud. It’s not really pride but FEAR!


  But it’s gone. May I give you a small hug for your marvellous letter? It really is a heavenly gift to be able to put yourself, jasmine, summer grass, a kingfisher, a poet, the pony, an excursion and the new sponge-bag and bedroom slippers all into an envelope. How does one return thanks for a piece of somebody’s life? When I am depressed by the superiority of men, I comfort myself with the thought that they can’t write letters like that. You make me feel, too, that whatever star they were born under it wasn’t the dancing one. Keep well! Never be ill again! …


  I lapped up the gossip…. What is happening to “married pairs”? They are almost extinct. I confess, for my part, I believe in marriage. It seems to me the only possible relation that really is satisfying. And how else is one to have peace of mind to enjoy life and to do one’s work? To know one other seems to me a far greater adventure than to be on kissing acquaintance with dear knows how many. It certainly takes a lifetime and it’s far more “wonderful” as time goes on. Does this sound hopelesly old-fashioned? I suppose it does. But there it is—to make jam with M., to look for the flowers that NEVER are in the Alpine Flora book, to talk, to grow things, even to watch M. darning his socks over a lemon, seems to me to take up all the time one isn’t working. People nowadays seem to live in such confusion. I have a horror of dark muddles. Not that life is easy, really, or that one can be “a child” all the time, but time to live is needed. These complications take years to settle, years to get over. I wish you’d write a novel about married happiness. It is time for one…. It is time for a good novel on any subject, though. Perhaps we don’t see them here….


  One thing one does miss here, and that is seeing people. One doesn’t ask for many, but there come moments when I long to see and hear and listen—that most of all.


  [139] Otherwise this September has been perfect. Every day is finer. There’s a kind of greengage light on the trees. The flowers are gone. All except flat starry yellow and silver ones that lie tight to the turf. M. is a fierce mushroom hunter. He spares none. Little mushroom “tots” swim in the soup and make me feel a criminal. The mountain ash is brilliant—flashing bright against the blue. And the quince jam is boiling something beautiful, M’m, as I write. I love Autumn. I feel it’s better than summer, even. Oh, the moss here! I’ve never seen such moss, and the colour of the little wild strawberry leaves that are threaded through. They are almost the only leaf that turns here, so turn they do with a vengeance.


  I hardly dare mention birds. It’s rather hard Harold M. should have such a very large bird in his bonnet; it makes all the rest of us go without. There are some salmon pink ones here just now passing through, which but for Harold M. I should enjoy….


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  October 1, 1921


  I am sitting writing to you in the balcony among teacups, grapes, a brown loaf shaped like a bean, a plaited cake with almond paste inside and nuts out. M. has forsaken it to join our cousin Elizabeth. She appeared to-day behind a bouquet—never smaller woman carried bigger bouquets. She looks like a garden walking, of asters, late sweet peas, stocks, and always petunias.


  She herself wore a frock like a spider web, a hat like a berry—and gloves that reminded me of thistles in seed. Oh, how I love the appearance of people—how I delight in it, if I love them. I have gathered Elizabeth’s frocks to my bosom as if they were part of her flowers. And then when she smiles a ravishing wrinkle appears on her nose—and never have I seen more exquisite hands. Oh, dear I hope we shall manage to keep her in our life. It’s terrible how one’s friends disappear and how quickly one runs after to lock the door and close the shutters…. The [140] point about her is that one loves her and is proud of her. Oh, that’s so important! To be proud of the person one loves. It is essential. It’s deep—deep. There’s no wound more bitter to love than not be able to be proud of the other. It’s the unpardonable offence, I think.


  But no doubt Elizabeth is far more important to me than I am to her. She’s surrounded, lapped in lovely friends. Read her last book, if you can get hold of it. It’s called Vera and published by Macmillan. It’s amazingly good!


  Except for her we are lost in the forest. And next month the weather will change. Six weeks or two months in the clouds, with nothing to see but more cloud, before it clears and the snow falls. Other people who flee from the mountains in the between seasons seem to think it will be a very awful time. But there is so much to do. And I love to be in a place all the year round, to know it in all its changes.


  I am very interested in your doll still life. I’ve always wondered why nobody really saw the beauty of dolls. The dollishness of them. People make them look like cricket-bats with eyes as a rule. But there is a kind of smugness and rakishness combined in dolls and heaven knows how much else that’s exquisite, and the only word I can think of is precious. What a life one leads with them! How complete! Their hats—how perfect—and their shoes, or even minute boots. And the pose of a doll’s hand—very dimpled with spreading fingers. Female dolls in their nakedness are the most female things on earth….


  I keep on being interrupted by the sound in the trees. It’s getting late—the tree-tops look as if they had been dipped into the gold-pot and there’s a kind of soft happy sighing or swinging or ruffling—all three—going on. A bird, bright salmon pink with mouse-grey wings hangs upside down pecking a fir-cone. The shadows are growing long on the mountains. But it’s impossible to describe this place. It has so brought back my love of nature that [141] I shall spend all the rest of my life … trekking. A winter in Spitzbergen is an ambition of ours after some photographs in The Sphere. It looks marvellous. The only question is will our cat be able to stand it! The nearest other cat is in China….


  I’ve started and torn up two bad stories and now I am in the middle of the third. It’s about a hypocrite. My flesh creeps as I write about him and my eyes pop at his iniquities….


  Don’t get caught in the cold blasts. Wrap yourself up. Make the charlady feed you on bakin. In my infancy I used to cry myself to bed with the tragic lines:


  
    I bought a pound of ba—kin


    An fried it in a pan


    But nobody came to e—eat it


    But me—e and my young man!

  


  October 5, 1921


  I’ve got another old chill. I’m lying on the balcony in J.M.M.’s jaeger cardigan with a jaeger blanket up to my chest and fever. The best part of a chill is fever. Then the world has just that something added which makes it almost unbearably beautiful. It is worth it.


  I am so glad you are hearing some music. I don’t think music ever makes me feel as Mozart does you, for instance. It’s like being gloriously dead—if you know what I mean. One is not any more—one is wafted away, and yet there’s a feeling of rejoicing and a kind of regret—ah, such regret—mixed together that, I feel, disembodied spirits must know. But to tell the absolute truth, though Beethoven does that for me, so does Caruso on a really good gramophone….


  M. and I, before this chill seized me, have been taking some more driving exercise. Even the horse was amazed last time and stopped every three minutes and turned round and ogled us. I am going to wear riding breeches next time and M. pink coat and stock made of a dinner [142] napkin. We leapt up into the air, bounded from side to side, shook, fell forward, were tossed back. The road was an ancient water-course with upside-down mountains in it. But the view! The beauty of everything! The gold-green pastures with herds of tiny rams and cattle and white goats. We arrived finally in a valley where the trees were turning. Cherry trees, a bright crimson, yellow maples, and apple-trees flashing with apples. Little herd girls and boys with switches of mountain ash ran by. There was a very old saw-mill that had turned too, a deep golden red. There can’t be any place in the world more wonderful than the road to Lens. It is near there we mean to pitch our ultimate tent.


  []


  To Mrs. Charles Renshaw


  October 14, 1921


  My little Sister,


  Your handkerchief is such a very gay one, it looks as though it had dropped off the hankey tree. Thank you for it, darling. I remember one birthday when you bit me! It was the same one when I got a doll’s pram and in a rage let it go hurling by itself down the grassy slope outside the conservatory. Father was awfully angry and said no one was to speak to me. Also the white azalea bush was out. And Aunt Belle had brought from Sydney a new recipe for icing. It was tried on my cake and wasn’t a great success because it was much too brittle. I can see and feel its smoothness now. You make me long to have a talk with you, in some place like the lily lawn. Ah, Jeanne, anyone who says to me, “Do you remember?” simply has my heart … I remember everything, and perhaps the great joy of Life to me is in playing just that game. Going back with someone into the past—going back to the dining-room at 75, to the proud and rather angry-looking seltzogene on the sideboard, with the little bucket under the spout. Do you remember that hiss it gave and sometimes a kind of groan? And the smell inside the sideboard of Worcester sauce and corks from old claret bottles?


  [143] But I must not begin such things. If we are ever together down the Pelorus Sounds come off with me for a whole day—will you?—and let’s just remember. How Chummie loved it, too! Can’t you hear his soft boyish laugh and the way he said, “Oh—abso- lute-ly!”


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  October 15, 1921


  All this week I have been most fearfully busy with a long story which was only finished late last night. Finished it is, however. Thanks be to God. It’s called The Garden-Party, and I have decided to call my new book by that title instead of the other. In the meantime the Mercury is bringing out that very long seaweedy story of mine At the Bay. I feel inclined to suggest to them to give away a spade an’ bucket with each copy….


  Oh, how I saw that awful party! What a nightmare! I have a perfect horror of such affairs! They are always the same. One has to be encased in vanity like a beetle to escape being hurt. And the ghastly thing is they are so hard to forget; one lives them over and over. Don’t go to them. But what’s the use of saying that; there are times when one has to go. It’s difficult to see what compensations there are in city life. I think the best plan is to live away from them and then, when one has done a good deal of work and wants a holiday, take a real holiday in a place like Paris, or Madrid or even London (but not for me London). It is nice sometimes to be with many people and to hear music and to be ‘overcome’ by a play and to watch dancing. Walking in streets is nice, too. But one always wants to have an avenue of escape. One wants to feel a stranger, for these things to have their charm, and—most important of all—one wants to have a solid body of work behind one. The longer I live the more I realise that in work only lies one’s strength and one’s salvation. And such supreme joy that one gives thanks for life with every breath.


  [144] Midday. Oh, why can’t you hear that darling little bell in the valley? It’s misty to-day, and the sun shines and the mist is silver. It’s still. And somewhere there rings over and over that little chime, so forgetful, so easy, so gay. It’s like a gay little pattern, gold and butterflies and cherubs with trumpets in the very middle of the page—so that one pauses before one begins the afternoon chapter. We are going for a picnic. We take the jaeger rug and the bastick. And then we lie under a tree. Stir our tea with a twig, look up, look down, wonder why. But it begins to get dark earlier. At seven o’clock the moon is in full feather on my balcony….


  []


  To the Countess Russell


  October 16, 1921


  We—I—miss you, lovely little neighbour. I think of you often. Especially in the evenings, when I am on the balcony and it’s too dark to write or to do anything but wait for the stars. A time I love. One feels half disembodied, sitting like a shadow at the door of one’s being while the dark tide rises. Then comes the moon, marvellously serene, and small stars, very merry for some reason of their own. It is so easy to forget. In a worldly life, to attend to these miracles. But no matter. They are there waiting, when one returns. Dawn is another. The incomparable beauty of every early morning, before human beings are awake! But it all comes back to the same thing, Elizabeth—there’s no escaping the glory of Life. Let us engage to live for ever. For ever is not half long enough for me.


  London feels far away from here. We thrill, we are round-eyed at the slightest piece of news. You cannot imagine how your letter was taken in—absorbed. I see you stepping into carriages, driving to the play, dining among mirrors and branched candlesticks and faraway sweet sounds. Disguised in ‘Kepanapron,’ I open your door to illustrious strangers, Mighty Ones, who take off [145] their coats in the large hall and are conducted into your special room where the books are…. Do not forget us.


  J. has been so deep in Flaubert this week that his voice has only sounded from under the water, as it were. He has emerged at tea-time and together we have examined the … very large, solid pearls … I must say I do like a man to my tea.


  And here are your petunias, lovely as ever, reminding me always of your garden and the grass with those flat dark rosettes where the daisy plants had been.


  But this isn’t a letter. Farewell. May Good Fortune fall ever more deeply in love with thee.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  October 18, 1921


  Dear Koteliansky, my enemy,


  Can you tell me anything about that Russian doctor? If there was a chance of seeing him and if he was not too expensive I would go to Paris in the Spring and ask him to treat me….


  Not a day passes but I think of you. It is sad that we are enemies. If only you would accept my love. It is good love—not the erotic bag kind.


  But no. You cannot answer my letters. When my name is mentioned you cross yourself and touch wood.


  It is sad for me.

  Katherine.


  Don’t return the post-card. [A photograph of herself.] If you hate me too much—burn it in a candle.


  []


  To the Countess Russell


  Sunday, October 1921


  I actually had the strength of mind to keep your letter unopened until J. came back from his wood-gathering. Then spying him from my balcony while he was still afar off, I cried in a loud voice. And he came up and we read it together and thanked God for you…. You do such [146] divine things! Your visit to Stratford, Hamlet in the Churchyard, the snapdragons, the gate of Anne’s cottage, King Lear on the river—it all sounded perfect. In fact, one felt that if the truth were known William had gathered you the snap-dragon and you had leaned over the gate together.


  What are you reading, Elizabeth? Is there something new which is very good? I have turned to Milton all last week. There are times when Milton seems the only food to me. He is a most blessed man.


  
    “… Yet not the more


    Cease I to wander where the Muses haunt


    Cleer Spring, or shadie Grove, or sunnie Hill,


    Smit with the love of sacred song;”

  


  But the more poetry one reads the more one longs to read! This afternoon J., lying on my furry rug, has been reading aloud Swinburne’s Ave Atque Vale—which did not sound fearfully good. I suspect those green buds of sin and those gray fruits of shame. And try as one may, one can’t see Baudelaire. Swinburne sits so very tight on the tomb. Then we read Hardy’s poem to Swinburne, which J. adored. I, being an inferior being, was a little troubled by the picture of Sappho and Algernon meeting en plein mer (if one can say such a thing) and he begging her to tell him where her manuscript was. It seemed such a watery rendezvous. But we went on reading Hardy. How exquisite, how marvellous some of those poems are! They are almost intolerably near to one. I mean I always long to weep … that love and regret touched so lightly—that autumn tone, that feeling that “Beauty passes though rare, rare it be …”


  But speaking of autumn, it is here. Yesterday, soft, silky, sweet-smelling summer kissed the geraniums, and waving the loveliest hand, went. To-day it is cold, solemn, with the first snow falling. Oh, Elizabeth, how I longed for you this morning on my balcony! The sun came through, a silver star. In the folds of the mountains [147] little clouds glittered like Dorothy Wordsworth’s sheep. And all that paysage across the valley was a new land. The colour is changed since you were here. The green is gold, a very deep gold like amber. On the high peaks snow was falling. And the Wind walking among the trees had a new voice. It was like land seen from a ship. It was like arriving in the harbour, and wondering, half frightened and yet longing, whether we would go ashore. But no, I can’t describe it. Soon after all was grey and down came the white bees. The feeling in the house changed immediately. Ernestine became mysterious and blithe. The Faithful One ran up and down as though with cans of hot water. One felt the whisper had gone round that the pains had begun and the doctor had been sent for.


  I am just at the beginning of a new story, which I may turn into a serial. Clement Shorter wants one. But he stipulates for 13 “curtains” and an adventure note! Thirteen curtains! And my stories haven’t even a wisp of blind cord as a rule. I have never been able to manage curtains. I don’t think I shall be able to see such a wholesale hanging through.


  The knitting becomes almost frenzied at times. We may be sober in our lives, but we shall be garish in our shrouds and flamboyant in our coffins if this goes on. J. now mixes his wools thereby gaining what he calls a “superb astrachan effect.” Chi lo sa! I softly murmur over my needles. I find knitting turns me into an imbecile. It is the female tradition, I suppose.


  []


  To John Galsworthy


  October 25, 1921


  By an unfortunate mischance your letter only reached me to-day. My silence must have seemed very ungracious…. Though, even now, I scarcely know how to thank you. Your noble generous praise is such precious encouragement that all I can do is try to deserve it. I want to promise you that I will never do less than my best, that I will try not to fail you. But this sounds superficial [148] and far from my feeling. There the letters are, tied up in the silk handkerchief with my treasures. I shall never forget them. I wish, some day, I might press your hand for them. Thank you ‘for ever.’


  I ought to tell you—for after all, you have the key—I have been haunting the little house in Bayswater Road last week—looking at the place where the humming birds stood—and standing where Soames stood in the hall by the hat stand. How I can hear Smithers’ word “Bobbish”—But one must not begin. One could go on for ever. All the life of that house flickers up, trembles, glows again, is rich again, in these last moments. And then there is Soames with Fleur running out of his bosom, so swift, so careless—leaving him bare…. Thank you for these wonderful books….


  You asked me about my work. I have just finished a new book which is to be published at the New Year. And now I am ‘thinking out’ a long story about a woman which has been in my mind for years. But it is difficult. I want her whole life to be in it—a sense of time—and the feeling of ‘farewell.’ For by the time the story is told her life is over. One tells it in taking leave of her…. Not one of these modern women but one of those old-fashioned kind who seemed to have such a rich being, to live in such a living world. Is it fancy? Is it just that the harvest of the past is gathered? Who shall say?


  In November or December the London Mercury is publishing a day in the life of the little family in Prelude. If I may, I should very much like to send you a copy.


  The mountains here are good to live with, but it doesn’t do to look lower. The Swiss are a poor lot. Honesty and Sparsamkeit—in themselves—don’t warm one’s heart.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  November 4, 1921


  Thank you for your letter, dear Koteliansky. As I cannot go to Paris until the Spring I shall not write to the doctor until then. But I am very glad to have his address.


  [149] I am glad that you criticised me. It is right that you should have hated much in me. I was false in many things and careless—untrue in many ways. But I would like you to know that I recognise this and for a long time I have been trying “to squeeze the slave out of my soul.” You will understand that I do not tell you this to prove I am an angel now! No. But I need not go into the reasons; you know them.


  It’s marvellous here just now. The first snow has fallen on the lower peaks, and everything is crystal clear. The sky is that marvellous transparent blue one only sees in early Spring and Autumn. It looks so high and even joyful—tender…. And an exciting thing has happened to-day. My ancient geranium which is called Sarah has been visited by the angel at last. This geranium has real personality. It is so fearfully proud of this new bud that every leaf is curling.


  []


  To the Countess Russell


  November 1921


  It is J.’s turn but I can’t refrain from slipping a Bon Jour into the envelope. It’s such a marvellously Bon Jour, too; I wish I could send it you, intact. Blazing hot, with a light wind swinging in the trees and an exquisite transparent sky with just two little silver clouds lying on their backs like cherubs basking.


  We don’t only read Shakespeare and the poets. I have re-read Queechy lately, “fresh bursts of tears” and all. I loved it. “‘Mr. Carleton, who made that?’ said the child, pointing to the slowly sinking orb on the horizon with streaming eyes. The young English peer had no answer ready. His own eyes filled. ‘Will you lend me your little Bible,’ he said gently. ‘Oh, Mr. C.!’ Sobs were her only answer, but happy sobs, grateful sobs. She could not see to hand it to him, nor he to see it offered.” I have also been reading modern novels for the Daily News. They are a vulgar, dreary lot. Why all this pretence when we have not said a quarter of what there is [150] to say. Why can’t writers be warm, living, simple, merry or sad as it pleases them? All this falsity is so boring.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  November 11, 1921


  I must begin a Service of Thanks. First for your letter and then for the little photograph which is the spit of you, and then for t’other photograph in the cape and cap. How well I remember those caps, especially pinned down at the back on to one’s wad of hair. I had a pale blue one for one of my journeys to New Zealand and, draped with a pale blue gossamer veil, I felt fearfully chic and dashing. Human flesh and blood doesn’t dare to think what it really looked like…. My sister has an immense book full of photographs from the age of six months. It is the most chastening book I know. Really, one’s hats, one’s waists, and a small black round cap with wings I used to affect, which I called always my Wooza. It was rather a good name for it. But worn in conjunction with a linen collar and large tie…. I shall never let M. see that book. It is too shattering.


  Thanks again for the Mercury which arrived gummed to its eyebrows. I tore my way into it, at last. But a harder roll has never entered Switzerland. That blue paper of yours for one thing is a kind of very superior rag-book paper. If you drew a crocodile on a piece and gave it to an infant the crocodile would live forever. I have preserved a small portion to be used as a patch when M. starts learning to ski…. I wish people would not write that kind of article for another five years at least. Though I was very glad the man liked my Daughters of the Late Colonel. For I put my all into that story and hardly anyone saw what I was getting at. Even dear old Hardy told me to write more about those sisters. As if there was any more to say! But, speaking dead seriously, I could do with a great deal less praise than I get. It’s … frightening, and I feel with all my heart I want to have another two years’ work done at least before I am worth [151] talking about. However, I am certain my new book will be a failure. There will be reactions against it. I count on that, so I mean to make the next one really as good as I can….


  The attitude to Art—all Art—of the rich and great in London is odious—isn’t it? It always reminds me of the story of Tchehov where the man wants to say, longs to say, “Paws off!” to the plebeian. I’d like to say it to not only Lady —— et Cie….


  Words cannot describe the cold here. We have central heating which never goes out, but even then on my balcony I freeze absolutely hard. The Mountain sends up all the food buttoned into tight little suet jackets and we both wear red indian boots, fur lined. They are so nice. One’s feet feel like small animals, you discover them playing together all on their own. But what shall we do if it gets colder? At present the BIG Snow hasn’t fallen. All is frozen hard, and each tree has a little mat of white before it. Oh dear, it is so beautiful. The mountains are so noble and this snowy cover makes one see their shapes—every hollow, every peak is modelled. But all agree the snow is not serious yet. It falls, small and light like confetti, or it swarms like white bees—M. comes back from his walks hung with real icicles …


  I had to break off there, for I was absolutely pursued by birds. They were flying right inside the balcony, the lovely creatures, a bright salmon pink with silvery heads and beaks. I am afraid they must have been left behind. So now I have begged a great slice of bread from Ernestine and my balcony rail is a very nice restaurant. If only they’d come and eat. Precious little creatures—how I love them. Have I told you about my balcony? It is as big as a small room, the sides are enclosed and big double doors lead from it to my workroom. Three superb geraniums still stand on the ledge when it’s fine, and their rosy masses of flowers against blue space are wonderful. It is so high up here that one only sees the tops and half way down of the enormous mountains opposite, and there’s a [152] great sweep of sky as one only gets at sea—on a ship—anchored before a new, undiscovered country. At sunset, when all the clouds are really too much to bear alone I call out, “Mountains on your right a deep blue,” and M. shouts from below, “Right!” and I hear him go out on his balcony to observe. But it’s most beautiful at night. Last night, for instance, at about 10 o’clock, I wound myself up in wool and I came out here and sat watching. The world was like a huge ball of ice. There wasn’t a sound. It might have been ages before man….


  Tchehov said over and over again, he protested, he begged, that he had no problem. In fact, you know, he thought it was his weakness as an artist. It worried him, but he always said the same. No problem. And when you come to think of it, what was Chaucer’s problem or Shakespeare’s? The ‘problem’ is the invention of the 19th Century. The artist takes a long look at life. He says softly, “So this is what life is, is it?” And he proceeds to express that. All the rest he leaves. Tolstoi even had no problem. What he had was a propaganda and he is a great artist in spite of it.


  November 12, 1921


  It’s very late at night and I ate such a stupid man with my tea—I can’t digest him. He is bringing out an anthology of short stories and he said the more ‘plotty’ a story I could give him the better. What about that for a word! It made my hair stand up in prongs. A nice ‘plotty’ story, please. People are funny.


  The Fat Cat sits on my Feet.


  Fat is not the word to describe him by now. He must weigh pounds and pounds. And his lovely black coat is turning white. I suppose it’s to prevent the mountains from seeing him. He sleeps here and occasionally creeps up to my chest and pads softly with his paws, singing the while I suppose he wants to see if I have the same face all night. I long to surprise him with terrific disguises.


  [153] M. calls him “My Breakfast Cat” because they share that meal, M. at the table and Wingley on. It’s awful the love one can lavish on an animal. In his memoirs which he dictates to me M.’s name is always Masteranman—one word—my name is Grandma Jaegar—the Mountain is always called “Fostermonger” and for some reason our servant he refers to as The Swede. He has rather a contempt for her.


  Monday, November 14, 1921


  The wools came to-day. They are quite lovely and I feel inclined to carry them about, just as they are, like fat dolls. M. was deeply moved by their beauty, he is an expert with the needles…. But we found by piecing the postage signs that you had paid vast sums to have them sent over. So here is another cheque, and I hope you hear our grateful, thankful thanks all standing in a row and singing your praises.


  Isn’t leming yellow a fascinating colour? There is a very pink pink here too—aster pink, which is heavenly fair. I could get a wool complex very easily…. These are simply perfect in every way.


  This is not a letter. Now you owe me one, pleasant thought. The day is simply divine—so hot that my pink perishall won’t keep out the sun enough. Blazing! With air that one’s very soul comes up to breathe, rising like a fish out of the dark water.


  You were not serious about the sweater, were you? But can you make sleeves? I can’t turn corners for nuts.


  P.S.—No, I don’t like mousy colours. We began to wind after lunch to-day. The cat almost had delirium tremens. We thought we should have to chloroform him finally. He sat up and began to wind his own tail.


  P.P.S.—1 purl 1 plain wool in front of needle knit two together slip one cross stitch for 94 lines purl again decrease to form spiral effect up leg now use needle as for purl casting on first and so continue until length can be divided [154] by three. Care should be taken to keep all flat. Press with warm iron and serve….


  Just a little home recipe, ma chère, for a wet evening.


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  November 14, 1921


  First of all, immediately, I think your novel[16] is awfully good. I congratulate you. It is a living book. What I mean by that is, it is warm; one can put it down and it goes on breathing. I think it has defects. But before we speak of them I’d like to tell you the things I chiefly admire. I think, perhaps, the best moment is at the end; the scene of your hero’s return and his walk with Nina. There you really are discovered—a real writer. There is such feeling, such warmth, in these chapters. Nina’s ‘whimsical’ voice, those kittens, the sofa with broken springs, the “speck of soot on your nose”—and then at the very end the steamer that would not go. I am not quoting these things at random, for their charm. But because, taken altogether, they seem to convey to the reader just the ‘mood’ you wished to convey. I think at the very beginning the tone is just a trifle tragic as it ought not to be. But once you are launched it’s remarkable how quickly and easily you take the reader into that family; and how real you make the life, the ways, the surroundings. Fanny Ivanovna is very good. I see her. But if you were here I could go into details in a way I can’t in a letter. And another thing that is good is the play of humour over it all. That makes it flexible, warm, easy, as it should be. Only in Chapter XI., in your description of the ‘sisters,’ I think you falsify the tone; it seems to me, you begin to tell us what we must feel about them, what the sight of them perched on the chairs and sofas really meant, and that’s not necessary. One feels they are being ‘shown off,’ rather than seen. And you seem in that chapter to be [155] hinting at something, even a state of mind of your hero’s, which puts the reader off the scent a little. But that’s just my feeling, of course.


  How we come to your second ‘plot,’ as it were, the Admiral, Sir Hugh and the Russian General. What opportunities you must have had, what excellent use you made of those opportunities! This part of your book is interesting for several reasons. I mean the ‘situation’ quâ situation is immensely attractive, and your principal characters are painted to the Life—They are almost too good to be true. Your Russian General is a rare find. I have known just such another, though he wasn’t a general. But the beating in the face, in my friend’s case was “beaten to death, simply”—and the reason was, “to use the English formula, the man was a blighter …”


  I think the only thing that does not convince me is Nina’s novel. That feels ‘strained.’ It seems to stand out too clearly, to be out of focus, even. It’s such a remarkable thing to have done, that instead of wondering why she did it, one stops short at how. It gives the reader the wrong kind of shock.


  Two things more I want to say. One is there are so many unexpected awfully good things that one comes upon as one reads, with a small shock of delight. It’s as though, being taken by the author through his garden you suddenly discover, half tucked away another flowery tree. “So you have these in your garden, too …” That’s the feeling. It makes one want to see more of your work.


  The other is, I don’t think this book really holds together enough, even allowing for the title. It ought to be more squeezed and pressed and moulded into shape and wrung out, if you know what I mean. And sometimes the writing is careless. All the same, if I were you, I would publish it more or less as it stands. I would let it go. You will have to take out a good many of the Russian expressions and single words. I expect you hear them so distinctly in your brain that you feel they must be there. But they will put people off.


  [156] … At that moment I lit a cigarette and re-read what I have written, with dismay…. In trying to be honest I sound carping and cold. Not a bit what I feel. Let me end where I began by warmly, sincerely congratulating you. That’s the most important thing of all. And when I say I don’t think your novel “holds together enough” please remember I’m speaking “ideally” …


  I hope you will write to me. If you feel offended please tell me. It’s not easy to talk man to man at a distance.


  And here’s your book back again. The Swiss who can let nothing in or out of their country without taking a share, have, I am afraid, nibbled the edges of the cover.


  P.S.—The rain thumped. Don’t you mean the rain drummed?


  November 21, 1921


  Your fearfully nice letter makes me wish that instead of upsetting your table you would sit down at mine and drink tea and talk. But I hasten to answer it for this reason. Have you found a publisher for your novel? I know Cobden-Sanderson very well. I should be delighted to write to him about it if you would care for me to do so. He is a publisher who has only been going for a couple of years or so but he has a very good name already…. If you care to send him yours I shall ask Middleton Murry to write as well. For I confess, I let him see your novel. Was that a bad breach of confidence? I hope not. He agreed enthusiastically that it ought to be published….


  You know, if I may speak in confidence, I shall not be ‘fashionable’ long. They will find me out; they will be disgusted; they will shiver in dismay. I like such awfully unfashionable things—and people. I like sitting on doorsteps, and talking to the old woman who brings quinces, and going for picnics in a jolting little wagon, and listening to the kind of music they play in public gardens on warm evenings, and talking to captains of shabby little steamers, and in fact, to all kinds of people in all kinds of [157] places. But what a fatal sentence to begin. It goes on for ever. In fact, one could spend a whole life finishing it.


  But you see I am not a high-brow. Sunday lunches and very intricate conversations on Sex and that ‘fatigue’ which is so essential and that awful ‘brightness’ which iseven more essential—these things I flee from.


  I’m in love with life, terribly. Such a confession is enough to waft Bliss out of the Union[17] …


  I am sending you a post-card of myself and the two knobs of the electric light. The photographer insisted they should be there as well. Yes, I live in Switzerland because I have consumption. But I am not an invalid. Consumption doesn’t belong to me. It’s only a horrid stray dog who has persisted in following me for four years, so I am trying to lose him among these mountains. But ‘permanently compelled’ Oh—no!


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  November 29, 1921


  If I trouble you with this request please simply tell me so.


  Do you know where I can obtain any information about Dr. Manoukhine’s treatment? I mean—has it appeared in any possible papers or journals that I can get hold of? I ask for this reason. I cannot possibly go to Paris at present. I have no one to send. In fact, I have not mentioned this idea to anyone except my doctor here. Such things I prefer to do alone. It is not just a whim. My doctor here says he will very gladly consider any information I can get him about this treatment and as he has a very good X-ray apparatus, it could, if it is not the ‘professional patent’ of Doctor Manoukhine, be tried here, immediately.


  What should you advise me to do?


  My difficulty about writing direct is the language. It is one thing to explain one’s case by speech, it is another to [158] write it in a foreign tongue. I should simply antagonise him…. But the doctor here is quite intelligent and very honest. He is interested sincerely. And I have such faith in this ‘unknown’ treatment. I feel it is the right thing.


  And I want to stop this illness, as soon as possible.


  It is a beautiful, still winter day. There is the sound of a saw mill. The sun shines like a big star through the dark fir trees.


  How are you?


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  December 1921


  I have just found the letter I wrote you on the first of November. I would send it you as a proof of good faith but I re-read it. Grim thing to do—isn’t it? There is a kind of fixed smile on old letters which reminds one of the bridling look of old photographs. So it’s torn up and I begin again.


  I don’t know what happens to Time here. It seems to become shorter and shorter; to whisk round the corners; to become all tail, all Saturday to Monday. This must sound absurd coming from so remote a spot as our mountain peaks. But there it is. We write, we read, M. goes off with his skates, I go for a walk through my field glasses and another day is over. This place makes one work. Perhaps it’s the result of living among mountains; one must bring forth a mouse or be overwhelmed.


  If climate were everything, then Montana must be very near Heaven. The sun shines and shines. It’s cold in the shade, but out of it it is hot enough for a hat and a parasol—far and away hotter than the S. of France, and windless. All the streams are solid little streams of ice, there are thin patches of snow, like linen drying, on the fields. The sky is high, transparent, with marvellous sunsets. And when the moon rises and I look out of my window down into the valley full of clouds it’s like looking out of the ark while it bobbed above the flood.


  [159] But all the same I shall never get over my first hatred of the Swiss. They are the same everywhere. Ugly, dull, solid lumps, with a passion divided between pigs and foreigners.


  Foreigners are what they prefer to gorge themselves with but pigs will serve. As to their ankles—they fill me with a kind of anguish. I should have an ankle complex if I lived in Switzerland long. But one never lives anywhere long….


  M. and I are reading Jane Austen in the evenings. With delight. Emma is really a perfect book—don’t you feel? I enjoy every page. I can’t have enough of Miss Bates or Mr. Woodhouse’s gruel or that charming Mr. Knightley. It’s such an exquisite comfort to escape from the modern novels I have been forcibly reading. Wretched affairs! This fascinated pursuit of the sex adventure is beyond words boring! I am so bored by sex quâ sex, by the gay dog sniffing round the prostitute’s bedroom or by the ultra modern snigger—worse still—that I could die—at least.


  It has turned me to Proust however at last. I have been pretending to have read Proust for years but this autumn M. and I both took the plunge. I certainly think he is by far the most interesting living writer. He is fascinating! It is a comfort to have someone whom one can so immensely admire. It is horrible to feel so out of touch with one’s time as I do nowadays—almost frightening.


  []


  To Sydney Schiff


  December 3, 1921


  I am still here to all appearance. But the ‘essential moi,’ as Daudet would say, is in Paris sitting in a small darkish room opposite a man called Manoukhine. Whether I shall follow this one I don’t know yet. When does one really begin a journey—or a friendship—or a love affair? It is those beginnings which are so fascinating and [160] so misunderstood. There comes a moment when we realise we are already well on our way—déjà.


  Let us drink champagne when we meet again. Where will that be and when? That glimpse of London in your letter—just that lift of the curtain showing lights, big gay rooms, ——’s mouth, the Ballet—a strain, heard from afar—and people round the table and the sound of the bell … you took me there for the moment and I passed away from my mountains.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  December 5, 1921


  These last few days have been rather bad ones—tired ones. I haven’t been able to do anything but read. It’s on these occasions that one begins to wish for queer things like gramophones. It wouldn’t matter if one could just walk away. But that’s out of the question at present. But no more of it.


  Wasn’t that Van Gogh shown at the Goupil ten years ago? Yellow flowers, brimming with sun, in a pot? I wonder if it is the same. That picture seemed to reveal something that I hadn’t realised before I saw it. It lived with me afterwards. It still does. That and another of a sea-captain in a flat cap. They taught me something about writing, which was queer, a kind of freedom—or rather, a shaking free. When one has been working for a long stretch one begins to narrow one’s vision a bit, to fine things down too much. And it’s only when something else breaks through, a picture or something seen out of doors, that one realises it. It is—literally—years since I have been to a picture show. I can smell them as I write.


  I am writing to you before breakfast. It’s just sunrise and the sky is a hedge-sparrow-egg blue, the fir trees are quivering with light. This is simply a marvellous climate for sun. We have far more sun than in the South of France, and while it shines it is warmer. On the other hand—out of it—one might be in the Arctic Zone, and it freezes so hard at night that we dare not let the chauffage [161] down, even. It is queer to be in the sun and to look down on the clouds. We are above them here. But yesterday for instance it was like the old original flood. Just Montana bobbed above the huge lakes of pale water. There wasn’t a thing to be seen but cloud below.


  Oh dear! I am sure by now you are gasping at the dullness of this letter. To tell you the truth—I am horribly unsettled for the moment. It will pass. But while it is here I seem to have no mind except for what is worrying me. I am making another effort to throw off my chains—i.e., to be well. And I am waiting for the answer to a letter. I’m half here—half away—it’s a bad business. But you see I have made up my mind to try the Russian doctor’s treatment. I have played my card. Will he answer? Will anything come of it? One dares not speak of these things. It is so boring, for it is all speculation, and yet one cannot stop thinking … thinking … imagining what it would be like to run again or take a little jump.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  December 5, 1921


  I have written to M. to-day. Whatever he advises that will I do. It is strange I have faith in him. I am sure he will not have the kind of face one walks away from. Besides—Think of being “well.” Health is as precious as life—no less. Do you know I have not walked since November 1920? Not more than to a carriage and back. Both my lungs are affected; there is a cavity in one and the other is affected through. My heart is weak, too. Can all this be cured. Ah, Koteliansky—wish for me!


  []


  To Stephen Hudson


  December 8, 1921


  I have read your Elinor Colhouse more than twice, and I shall read it again. I do congratulate you sincerely from my heart. It’s amazingly good! So good one simply can’t imagine it better. One pushes into deep water [162] easily, beautifully, from the first sentence, and there’s that feeling—so rare—of ease, of safety, of wishing only to be borne along wherever the author chooses to take one.


  But how you have conveyed the contrast between Elinor and Richard! Am I fantastic in dating it from the moment when Richard leaves her after their first meeting, when he opens the door on to the brilliant light one feels the appeal of his fairness and her darkness in an astonishing way. That moment remains with me throughout the book. Let me dare to say it’s almost a mystical interpretation of their relations.


  Why aren’t you here—that we might talk it over and over. I’d like to recall so much—scene after scene rises in my mind. But although it is Elinor’s book and a triumph for Elinor it’s your presentation of Richard which I admire so tremendously. I don’t mean only his boyish charm—though Heaven knows that is potent enough—or even his naturalness—which at times takes my breath away. But it’s Richard’s innocence of the wiles and arts of Life! It’s the sight of him, in the midst of all that scheming and plotting and his horror, finally, that this should happen to him….


  Of course, all the detail, so fastidious, so satisfying, is beyond praise.


  Elinor lives. I see her, hear her, recognise those fingers with the long pointed brilliant nails, look into that little brain.


  Yes, I honour you for it. It’s an achievement. I rejoice in your success.


  []


  To the Countess Russell


  December 1921


  So awful is the weather that I have retired under the édredon until it changes. There is no snow. But there is a cold sheet of icy mist, like a slate, pressing against the windows, and we feel like slate pencils inside. Nothing warms one. The chauffage goes night and day, but one shivers night and day as well. If this is the between [163] season people are wise to avoid it. The worst of it is our brains are frozen, too. We live for the postman, and he brings us bills. We long for letters—the kind of letters exiles are supposed to receive, and a copy of The Nation comes instead. In fact, all is very devilish, and if it weren’t for Jane Austen in the evenings we should be in despair. We are reading her through. She is one of those writers who seem to not only improve by keeping but to develop entirely new adorable qualities. Emma was our first. John sighed over Jane Fairfax. I felt that Mr. Knightley in the Shrubbery would be happiness. But her management of her plot—the way—just for the exquisite fun of the thing—she adds a new complication—that one can’t admire too greatly. She makes modern episodic people like me, as far as I go, look very incompetent ninnies. In fact, she is altogether a chastening influence. But ah, what a rare creature!


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  December 13, 1921


  Why do all my fountain pens die? I care for them as if they were babies and they absolutely refuse to live. Is there such a thing as a real pen?


  What a pity it is you can’t get a house in St. John’s Wood. I think it is the one darling part of London. And I always am seeing such houses advertised on the back pages of The Sunday Times and The Observer. They sound ideal. Don’t you prefer it to Hampstead? It has a charm. But perhaps that is because I lived there in Carlton Hill for a long time when I was young and very very happy. I used to walk about there at night—late—walking and talking on nights in Spring with two brothers. Our house had a real garden, too, with trees and all the rooms were good—the top rooms lovely. But it’s all the musical people who make St. John’s Wood so delightful. Those grunting ’cellos, those flying fiddles and the wonderful pianos. It’s like a certain part of Brussels. And then the house at 5 Acacia Road. It has memories—but it’s [164] not only precious because of them. It was a charming house.


  Oh, this cold! I feel like an explorer sending you these lines before the snow kills him. It’s fearful! One can’t work; the brain is frozen hard, and I can’t breathe better than a fish in an empty tank. There is no air, it’s a kind of frozen ice. I would leave here to-morrow but where can one go? One begins the wandering of a consumptive—fatal! Everybody does it and dies. However, I have decided to leave this particular house in June, for another more remote. I passed it one day lately when I was driving. It’s in the most superb spot. The forests are on both sides but in front there are huge meadows—with clumps of fir trees dotted over them—a kind of 18th century landscape. Beyond the meadows tower the gaunt snow mountains, and behind them is a big lake. It is to let in June. We shall take it for a year. My chief reason is for the haymaking. One will be in the very midst of it all through August. To watch—to hear—mowing—to see the carts—to take part in the harvest is to share the summer in a way I love. You will really swoon at the view—or at least I shall expect you to!! And we shall eat out of doors—eat the hay with trimmings and get a little boat and float on the lake and put up a hammock and swing in the pines and paddle in the little stream. Don’t you love to paddle?


  I must end this letter. It’s so dull. Forgive it. Now a pale sun like a half-sucked peppermint is melting in the sky. The cat has come in. Even his poor little paws are cold, they feel like rubber. He is sitting on my feet singing his song. Wingley does not only purr; there is a light soprano note in his voice as well. He is very nearly human because of the love that is lavished on him. And now that his new coat is grown he is like a cat in a bastick tied with ribbon—He has an immense ruff and long curly new fur. Cats are far nicer than dogs. I shall write a cat story one day. But I shall give the cat to C.’s dressmakers, the Misses R. What appalling dressmakers they [165] were! They seemed to fit all their patterns on to cottage loaves—life-size ones—or on to ham sandwiches with heads and feet. But it was worth it to have gone in to their house and heard them as one did.


  Goodbye for now.


  P.S.—Dearest Brett.


  Your letter has just come.


  Stop!


  You are not to send a gramophone.


  Please stop at once.


  None of us can possibly afford such a thing. You will be bankrupt after it. Don’t do anything of the kind! Only millionaires can buy them, I know. I scan the papers! But for the really frightfully dear thought a thousand thanks. Yes, I will go to Paris if Manoukhin answers. But I can get no reply. Which is disappointing.


  December 19, 1921


  Since I wrote to you I have been in my familiar land of counterpane. The cold got through as I knew it would and one wing only wags. As to Doctor Manoukhin I got the Mountain to ’phone Paris yesterday and found he was absent and only there from time to time, très rarement. It was impossible for the secretary to say when. So that doesn’t sound very hopeful. I am disappointed. I had made him my “miracle.” One must have a miracle. Now I’m without one and looking round for another…. Have you any suggestions?


  It has been a fine day. The sun came into this room all the afternoon but at dusk an old ancient wind sprang up and it is shaking and complaining. A terrible wind—a wind that one always mercifully forgets until it comes again. Do you know the kind of wind I mean! It brings nothing but memories—and by memories I mean those that one cannot without pain remember. It always carries my brother to me. Ah, Brett, I hope with all my [166] heart you have not known anyone who has died young—long before their time. It is bitterness. But what am I thinking of? I wanted to write you a Christmas letter. I wanted to wish you joy. I can in spite of everything in life. I can, and by that I don’t mean that it’s any desperate difficulty. No, let us rejoice—that we are alive and know each other and walk the earth at the same time. Let us make plans, and fulfil them, and be happy when we meet, and laugh a great deal this year and never cry. Above all, let us be friends. There was that in your last letter which made you dearer to me than ever before. I don’t know what it was. It was as though you came out of the letter and touched me and smiled and I understood your goodness.


  []


  To Thomas and Bessie Moult


  December 20, 1921


  I cannot let Christmas come without sending you both my love and greetings. I love Christmas…. In that other world where wishes are laws, there would be a great shining wreath of holly on the door knocker, lights at all the windows, and a real party going on inside. We meet in the hall and warmly re-clasp hands. Good Heavens! I’m not above a tree, coloured candles and crackers—are you? Wait. We shall have it all—or something better! I will never despair of a real gay meeting, one of these days, for us all. It’s always only an accident that the day is not fine, that one happens for the moment to be under an umbrella. It will all flash and sparkle, I truly believe that, sooner than we expect.—The very fact that we rebel at our little terms of imprisonment is proof that freedom is our real element.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  December 22, 1921


  I’m very interested by what you say about Vera. Isn’t the end extraordinarily good. It would have been so easy to miss it. She carried it right through. I admired [167] the end most, I think. Have you never known a Wemyss? Oh, my dear, they are very plentiful! Few men are without a touch. And I certainly believe that husbands and wives talk like that. Lord, yes!


  You are so very superior, Miss, in saying half an hour would be sufficient. But how is one to escape? And also, though it may be “drivel” in cold blood, it is incredible the follies and foolishness we can bear if we think we are in love. Not that I can stand the Wemyss “brand.” No. But I can perfectly comprehend Lucy standing it. I don’t think I agree about Lucy either. She could not understand her father’s “intellect” but she had a sense of humour (except where her beloved was concerned). She certainly had her own opinions and the Aunt was very sodden at the funeral because of the ghastly effect of funerals! They make the hardest of us melt and gush. But all the same I think your criticism is awfully good of the Aunt, of the whole book in fact. Only one thing, my hand on my heart, I could swear to. Never could Elizabeth be influenced by me. If you knew how she would scorn the notion, how impossible it would be for her. There is a kind of turn in our sentences which is alike but that is because we are worms of the same family. But that is all.


  About Paris. I have now received the doctor’s address from a secretary of the Institute and have written him again to-day. If I hear I will let you know. It seems more hopeful now that I send direct. I am still in bed and dear knows when I shall be out. A reply from Manoukhin would be the only thing, I think. (I am a bit disheartened to be back here again with all the old paraphernalia of trays and hot bottles. Accursèd disease!)


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  December 24, 1921


  I have heard from M. to-day. A good letter—very. As soon as I am well enough to get up I shall go to Paris. He says the treatment takes 15 weeks if one is not much [168] advanced. But no matter. It is fearfully exciting to have heard!


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  Christmas Eve, 1921


  Suddenly this afternoon as I was thinking of you there flashed across my inward eye a beautiful poppy that we stood looking at in the garden of the Hotel at Looe. Do you remember that marvellous black sheen at the base of the petal and the big purplish centre? Then that took me back to our improvised café—just the same table with a bottle on it, and ourselves, out of space and time … for the moment! And from that I began to think of your très blue eyes that I love so and your neck, and the comb you wore in your hair the last time you dined with us and a pink pinny you had on the first time I saw you in the studio in Paris. These things are not the whole of my Anne, but they are signs and tokens of her and for the want for a thousand others what wouldn’t I give at this moment to put my arms round her and give her a small squeeze.


  I shall be in Paris, I hope, from May on this year. Will you by any chance be there? I am going on a preliminary visit almost at once to see a specialist there—a Russian—and to have some teeth pulled out and pulled in again. Then I come back here to save pennies for my flight in May. I believe this Russian cures people with my complaint. He sounds wonderful.


  It’s so long since I have heard of any of the old set. Where are they? New friends are not—never can be—the same, and all mine seem to be people I know as a writer, not as a common garden human being. Whether they care personally for the smell of tangerines or not I haven’t the least idea. I can’t really care for people who are cut off at the head. I like them to exist as far as their hearts au moins. Don’t ever come to Switzerland, Anne. It’s all scenery. One gets the same on a Mountain Railway at 6d. a go and get off after the last bumping. But the Swiss!! They are always cutting down trees [169] and as the tree falls the hausfrau rushes out of the kitchen to see, waving a pig-knife and shouting a joyful voilà! I believe they are full of virtue but virtue is a bad boisson to be full of.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  December 27, 1921


  How lovely the handkerchiefs are with the little swans sailing round them. They arrived on Christmas Day its very self, too. You know how one watches for that Christmas post at this distance—I was in bed too, which made my longing even more fearful. I had to wait until someone crept up the stairs instead of lurking at the door. I really feel that I could write an entire book with each chapter beginning, “The post did not come that day” or “That morning the post was late.” And I at least would thrill and shiver with the horror of it. It’s awful to spend such emotions on postmen! But there it is.


  We had a ‘proper’ Christmas—even to a Tree, thanks to the Mountain, who revels in such things and would like all the year to be December. The house whispered with tissue paper for days, a pudding appeared out of the bosom of the air and the sight of that fired even my gentle Ernestine who began, from the sounds, to gambol on the ground floor and toss the iron rings of the stove on to the floor. The crackers, however, would not pull, which cast a little gloom over M., who relishes crackers, and the mottoes which were German were very depressing: “Mädchen, möcht ich Frau dir sehen.”


  I am glad it is all over—but the traces, the signs remain for a long time….


  []


  To O. Raymond Drey


  December 27, 1921


  My dear Drey, what a shockingly proud man you must be! I should do no more work. I should just look at him, puff out my chest and say to the passers-by, “Il est à nous.”


  [170] The butler impressed me terribly. At this height and among these mountains we scarcely dare think of butlers. My one domestic, the gentle Ernestine, who weighs about 14 stone, bounds up and down the stairs like a playful heifer and bursts into a strange, terrible singing whenever she hears a pig being killed, is civilizations away from butlers. When I come to see you I expect the second footman to take my umbrella and I shall curtsey to Anne and present a bouquet. You are very grand but not so grand as Willy. His party must have been a very powerful affair, Drey. Talk about numbered cloakroom tickets. Willy will have to have them for his wives, next time. He will be a terribly busy man in Heaven. I am sure the restitution of conjugal rights is a specialité de la maison, there.


  My cat has just leapt on my bed and begun to clean his face and his two little chimneys. It’s a queer thing. He started life in a humble way, like One greater than he—he was born in a stable and was just an ordinary little black and white kitten. But since he came here he has turned into a real Persian with an enormous ruff and feathers on his legs. I suppose it is the cold. The Swiss, of course, don’t keep cats. They are frightened a cat might eat the old cabbage stalk they are saving up for the baby to cut its teeth on. They are a thrifty race.


  By the way, I suppose you do not know the address of a first-class dentist in Paris? I have to go to Paris very soon and while I am there I want to put my head into the jaws of a really good painless modern man. Is there such an one? If you would send me a card with his name and address I would be awfully grateful. Are you wondering why I ask you? I have a feeling you know all these things. I am going as soon as my feet are on the earth again, for my teeth are falling like autumn leaves. They have very large wooden buns here for tea with nails in them and powdered glass on the top, exprès pour les anglais. I defy anyone to grind them to powder without an accident!


  []


  To Sydney Schiff


  [171] December 28, 1921


  I have chosen to-day to write because Manoukhin has come a great deal nearer. He has told me that if I go to Paris he will treat me by his new method and there is the word guérison shining in his letter. I believe every word of it; I believe in him implicitly. As soon as I am out of bed (the cold has been too cold) Jones will pack the boxes and I shall go to see him and arrange to return to town in May. I want to spend the winter here. But in May I shall go to Paris for the course of treatment which takes 15 weeks. (Manoukhin is not only a doctor. He is a whole new stage on the journey. I hardly know why.) His treatment consists of applications of the Rayons X.


  One word I must say about Joyce. Having re-read The Portrait it seems to me on the whole awfully good. We are going to buy Ulysses. But Joyce is (if only P. didn’t think so, too) immensely important. Some time ago I found something so repellent in his work that it was difficult to read it. It shocks me to come upon words, expressions and so on that I’d shrink from in life. But now it seems to me the seeking after Truth is so by far and away the most important thing that one must conquer all minor aversions. They are unworthy.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  January 9, 1922


  You are right. I think of Manoukhin more than anyone can imagine. I have as much faith in him as Koteliansky has. I hardly dare think of him fully. No, I dare not. It is too much. But about money. I have £100 saved for this Last Chance and as soon as I know he can help me I shall make more. Work is ease, joy, light to me if I am happy. I shall not borrow from anyone if I can possibly help it.


  I am not frightened of money, for some blessed reason. I know I can make it. Once I am well I can make all I want. I don’t want much. In fact, my plans go on and [172] on, and when I go to sleep I dream the treatment is over and I am running, or walking swiftly and carelessly by and no one knows I have been ill, no one hands me a chair in a shop. Ah, it is too much!


  This awful writing is frozen writing, Brett. I am writing with two icicles for fingers. We have 6 foot of snow here, all is frozen over and over, even the bird’s tails. Is not that hideous cruelty? I have a large table for these precious atoms daily, and the first cocoanut in Switzerland is the Big Joint. They can’t yet believe in the cocoanut. It overwhelms them. A special issue of the Bird Times is being issued, the bird who discovered it is to be photographed, interviewed and received at Pluckingham Palace and personally conducted tours are being arranged. What with them and my poor dear pussy-wee, who got out to-day and began to scratch, scratched away, kept at it, sat up, took a deep breath, scratched his ear, wiped his whiskers, scratched on, SCRATCHED, until finally only the tip of a quivering tail was to be seen and he was rescued by the gentle Ernestine. He wrung his little paws in despair. Poor lamb! to think he will not be able to scratch through until April. I suppose snow is beautiful. I hate it. It always seems to me a kind of humbug—a justification of mystery, and I hate mystery. And then there is no movement. All is still, white, cold, deathly, eternal. Every time I look out I feel inclined to say I refuse it. But perhaps if one goes about and skims over, all is different.


  I’m working at such a big story that I still can only just see the end in my imagination … the longest by far I’ve ever written. It’s called The Doves’ Nest. But winter is a bad black time for work, I think. One’s brain gets congealed. It is very hard.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  January 13, 1922


  What a supremely good piece of translation is this story [173] by Bunin in The Dial.[18] One simply cannot imagine it better done and I am, with everybody else, deeply grateful for the opportunity of reading it.


  Bunin has an immense talent. That is certain. All the same—there’s a limitation in this story, so it seems to me. There is something hard, inflexible, separate in him which he exults in. But he ought not to exult in it. It is a pity it is there. He just stops short of being a great writer because of it. Tenderness is a dangerous word to use, but I dare use it to you. He lacks tenderness—and in spite of everything, tenderness there must be….


  I have been in a horrible black mood lately, with feelings of something like hatred towards “everybody.” I think one reason was I wrote a story—I projected my little people against the bright screen of Time—and not only nobody saw, nobody cared. But it was as if the story was refused. It is bitter to be refused. Heaven knows one does not desire praise. But silence is hard to bear. I know one ought not to care. One should go on quietly. But there it is.


  I am leaving for Paris in a fortnight. A chill and the weather and money have kept me back. But I shall go then. Shall I write to you from there?


  Koteliansky—I HATE snow and icicles, and blizzards. It is all such mock mystery and a wrestling with the enemy. I love the fertile earth—Spring. Wouldn’t you like to be now this instant, in a beech forest with the new leaves just out?


  []


  To Sydney Schiff


  January 15, 1922


  About Joyce, and my endeavour to be doubly fair to him because I have been perhaps unfair and captious. Oh, I can’t get over a great great deal. I can’t get over the feeling of wet linoleum and unemptied pails and far worse horrors in the house of his mind—He’s so terribly unfein; [174] that’s what it amounts to. There is a tremendously strong impulse in me to beg him not to shock me! Well, it’s not very rare. I’ve had it before with men and women many times in my life. One can stand much, but that kind of shock which is the result of vulgarity and commonness, one is frightened of receiving. It’s as though one’s mind goes on quivering afterwards … It’s just exactly the reverse of the exquisite rapture one feels in for instance that passage which ends a chapter where Proust describes the flowering apple trees in the spring rain.


  Elizabeth has returned to the Châlet. In minute black breeches and gaiters she looks like an infant bishop. When she has talked about London and the literary ‘successes’ I am thankful to be out of it. But Elizabeth ‘fascinates’ me; and I admire her for working as she is working now, all alone in her big châlet. She is courageous, very. And for some reason the mechanism of Life hardly seems to touch her. She refuses to be ruffled and she is not ruffled. This is incomprehensible to me. I find it devilish, devilish, devilish. Doors that bang, voices raised, smells of cooking, even steps on the stairs are nothing short of anguish to me at times. There is an inner calm necessary to writing, a sense of equilibrium which is impossible to reach if it hasn’t its outward semblance. But I don’t know. Perhaps I am asking for what cannot be.


  I must end this letter. The sun has been out to-day and yesterday, and although there is about seven foot of snow and great icicles hang from the window frames it is warm, still, delicious. I got up to-day and I feel I never want to go to bed again … this air, this radiance gives one a faint idea of what spring must be here—early spring. They say that by April the snows have melted and even before all is quite gone the flowers begin….


  January 1922


  I should like to have friends, I confess. I do not suppose I ever shall. But there have been moments when I have [175] realised what friendship might be. Rare moments—but never forgotten. I remember once talking it over with Lawrence and he said “We must swear a solemn pact of friendship. Friendship is as binding, as solemn as marriage. We take each other for life, through everything—for ever. But it’s not enough to say we will do it. We must swear.” At the time I was impatient with him. I thought it extravagant—fanatic. But when one considers what this world is like I understand perfectly why L. (especially being L.) made such claims…. I think, myself, it is pride which makes friendship most difficult. To submit, to bow down to the other is not easy, but it must be done if one is to really understand the being of the other. Friendship isn’t merging. One doesn’t thereupon become a shadow and one remain a substance. Yes, it is terribly solemn—frightening, even.


  Please do not think I am all for Joyce. I am not. In the past I was unfair to him and to atone for my stupidity I want to be fairer now than I really feel…. I agree that it is not all art. I would go further. Little, to me, is art at all. It’s a kind of stage on the way to being Art. But the act of projection has not been made. Joyce remains entangled in it, in a bad sense, except at rare moments. There is, to me the great distinction between him and Proust….


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  January 16, 1922


  Can you tell me the name of a Hotel in Paris, that has an ascenseur that really does go up and down and isn’t too terribly unsympathetic? I simply don’t know one nowadays and shall have to sit on my luggage while someone looks. Last time I stayed at one that Cook’s recommended with one of those glass-topped beds and strong tea coming out of the hot water tap. They plucked me to my last pinfeather for these luxuries. I don’t mind where it is as long as the lift will go up as well as down—so important, that. In Switzerland the lifts only go down, [176] never up. It’s a mystery to me. I’d like Fergusson’s views on it or Blum’s.


  K.: ‘How does it happen that this lift never goes up?’


  Swiss (smiling): ‘It always goes down, Madame.’


  K.: ? ? ? ? ? ? ?


  Swiss.: ! ! ! ! ! ! !


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  January 20, 1922


  I can’t get off to Paris just yet, for I am still in bed! Six weeks to-day with one day’s interval. I can’t shake off this congestion and ALL the machinery is out of order. Food is a horror. But I won’t go in to it. If I can get well enough to go to Paris, it’s all I ask. I am fighting for that now…. I wish I had got there before this last bout. I was so much stronger than I am now. But this is a bad black month, darling. There is a new moon on the 27th. Look at it and wish. I will look at it and wish for you. I feel so in your mood—listless, tired, my energy flares up and won’t last. I’m a wood fire. However, I swear to finish my big story by the end of this month. It’s queer when I am in this mood I always write as though I am laughing. I feel it running along the pages. If only the reader could see the snail in its shell with the black pen!


  I have just heard from de la Mare about my little family in the Mercury and from America where another story of the same people is coming out in The Dial. I feel like Lottie’s and Kezia’s mother after the letters I have got this month. It is surprising and very lovely to know how people love little children—the most unexpected people.


  Here’s the doctor stumping up the stairs.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  January 1922


  I tremble to think of the time we spend in bed un-happily. It is out of all proportion. I am fleeing to Paris on Monday next to see if that Russian can bake me or [177] boil me or serve me up in some more satisfying way—I suppose the snow is very good for one. But it’s horrid stuff to take and there’s far too much of it. Immense fringes of icicles hang at our windows. Awful looking things like teeth—and every Sunday the Swiss fly into the forest on little sledges shrieking Ho-jé! Ho-jé positively makes my blood curdle. So off I go on Monday with the Mountain very breathless carrying two large suitcases and begging the suitcases’ pardon when she bumps them into things. I shall only go to spy out the land and buy some flowers and wallow in a hot bath. But if the Russian says he can cure me, M. and I shall go to Paris in the Spring and live there for a time. One writes the word ‘cure’—but—but I don’t know.


  I must ask you if you have read Congreve lately. I have just finished The Way of the World. Do read it! for the sake of the character Mrs. Millamant. I think she is so exquisitely done when she first appears “full sail” and tells the others how she curls her hair. The maid is marvellous in that little scene, too, and the other scene is where she decides finally to have Mirabel. That little conversation between the two seems to me really ravishing in it’s own way—It’s so delicate—so gay—But it’s much best read aloud. What a brilliant strange creature Congreve was—so anxious not to be considered a writer, but only a plain gentleman. And Voltaire’s shrewd reply, “If you had been only a gentleman I would not have come to see you” … I love reading good plays; and so does M. We have such fun talking them over afterwards. In fact, the pleasure of all reading is doubled when one lives with another who shares the same books. It is one of the many pleasures of our solitary life. Pleasures we have—ever increasing. I would not change this kind of life for any other. There are moods of course when we long for people. But they pass, leaving no regret, no disillusionment, no horrid remembrance—And one does have time to work. But I wish my new book were a better one. I am terrified of it. But it can’t be helped now. M. is [178] writing hard, and I am in the middle of what looks like a short novel.


  I am so glad you liked The Veil.[19] There is one poem:


  
    Why has the rose faded and fallen


    And these eyes have not seen….

  


  It haunts me. But it is a state of mind I know so terribly well—That regret for what one has not seen and felt—for what has passed by—unheeded. Life is only given once and then I waste it. Do you feel that?


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  January 26, 1922


  I’m deadly tired to-night! I wrote and finished a story yesterday for the Sketch.[20] The day after that happens is always a day when one feels like a leaf on the ground—one can’t even flutter. At the same time there is a feeling of joy that another story is finished. I put it in such a lovely place, too. The grounds of a convent in Spring with pigeons flying up in the blue and big bees climbing in and out of the freezias below. If I lived in the snow long I should become very opulent. Pineapples would grow on every page, and giant bouquets would be presented to each character on his appearance. Elizabeth was here yesterday and we lay in my room talking about flowers until we were really quite drunk, or I was. She—describing “a certain very exquisite Rose, single ‘pale yellow with coral tipped petals” and so on. I kept thinking of little curly blue hyacinths and white violets and the bird-cherry. My trouble is I had so many flowers when I was little, I got to know them so well that they are simply the breath of life to me. It’s no ordinary love; it’s a passion. Wait—one day I shall have a garden and you shall hold out your pinny. In the meantime our cat has got his nose scratched beyond words and he’s in such a condition that he looks as though he has been taking [179] part in a boxing match up a chimney. He is to have lessons on the fiddle this Spring. All the BEST cats can play at least Hey-diddle-diddle. He must learn. The strings of his fiddle will be of wool, of course, and the bow will have a long tassel on it. I believe he can play the piano. He sits up and plays with his two front paws:


  
    Nellie Bly


    Caught a fly


    Put it in her tea!

  


  This exquisite morceau was in my Pianoforte Tutor, words and all. Who can have composed it? However, it suits Wingley. It’s a subject he can feel sympathy about. He comes down with such a terrific whack on the FLY! He is the most unthinkable lamb, really, and I am sorry if I am silly about him.


  But I meant to write about the Flu. You are nervous of it, aren’t you? But you can ward it off with food. MILK, my dear. That’s not hard to take.


  I’m tired of telling you to eat. I now command you to drink. Get the milk habit, and become a secret tippler. Take to drink, I implore you. What the devil does it matter how fat one gets, we shall go to Persia where fatness alone is beauty.


  []


  To John Galsworthy


  Paris


  January 31, 1922


  Your letter came just as I was on the point of leaving home. How happy I am that you liked At the Bay and that Madame likes my little children and the dog! But it is not your praise that I value most, although I am honoured and proud to have that. It is the fact you are watching my work, which is the most precious encouragement.


  Yes, I have been working a great deal, but in my horrid bed where I’ve been for the past two months. I hope there are no beds in Heaven. But I managed to finish a long story there and several short ones.


  [180] Now I have come to Paris to see a Russian doctor who promises to give me new wings for old. I have not seen him yet—so—though it’s still a miracle—one believes. When I have seen him I shall go back to Montana again. After these long months in the mountains it’s the flower shops I long to see. I shall gaze into them as little boys are supposed to gaze into pastry-cook’s….


  I hope you are well. It would be very delightful to think we might meet one day. But please remember how grateful I am.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  Victoria Palace Hotel, 6 Rue Blaise Desgoffe, Rue de Rennes


  February 1, 1922


  I have seen Manoukhin. Yes, one has every confidence in such a man. He wishes me to begin the treatment at once. I am taking steps to try to do so, but it is not quite easy to arrange. It will cost me much money. I have £100 saved but I must make not only another £100 but enough to live on here and for special food and so on. Also I have L.M. to keep as well until I am strong enough to walk about and so on. It is all difficult, and for some reason I find it hard to accept all its difficulties, as one must. Perhaps for one thing it is not nice in a city. I had forgotten how women parade about, idle and unworthy, and how ignoble are the faces of men. It shocks me to see these faces. I want more than anything to cry! Does that sound absurd? But the lack of life in all these faces is terribly sad.


  Forgive me. Let me speak of something else for a moment. While I was waiting at the clinic to-night the doors were all open and in the doctor’s cabinet people were talking Russian. They talked all together. Doctor M.’s voice was above the other voices, but there was a continual chorus—all speaking. I cannot tell you how I love Russian. When I hear it spoken it makes me think of course always [181] of Tchehov. I love this speech. I thought also of you; and I wished you were with me.


  Now a bell is striking as though it turned over in its sleep to strike. It’s very late. Good night.


  February 3, 1922


  There is no answer to this letter. But I wanted to tell you something very good that happened to-day. Yesterday I decided that I must take this treatment and I telephoned M. I was sitting alone in the waiting-room of the clinique reading Goethe’s conversations with Eckermann when M. came in. He came quickly over to me, took my hand and said simply, ‘Vous avez décidé de commencer avec la traitement. C’est très bien. Bonne santé!” And then he went as quickly out of the room saying, ‘Tout de suit’ (pronounced ‘ toot sweet’ for he speaks very little French.) But this coming in so quickly and so gently was a beautiful act, never to be forgotten, the act of someone very good.


  Oh, how I love gentleness. All these people everywhere are like creatures at a railway station—shouting, calling, rushing, with ugly looks and ways. And the women’s eyes—like false stones—hard, stupid—there is only one word, corrupt. I look at them and I think of the words of Christ, “Be ye therefore perfect even as your Father in Heaven is perfect”—But what do they care? How shall they listen? It is terribly sad. Of course, I don’t want them to be all solemn or Sundayfied. God forbid. But it seems there is so little of the spirit of love and gaiety and warmth in the world just now. Why all this pretence? But it is true—it is not easy to be simple, it is not just (as A.T.’s friend used to say) asheep sneezing.


  It is raining. There is a little hyacinth on my table—a very naive one.


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  [182] February 4, 1922


  Just a mot to say how grateful I am for the address of this hotel. It’s just what I wanted, and it simply flows with hot baths. I have a heaven-kissing room au 6me with a piece of sky outside and a view into the windows opposite—which I love. It’s so nice to watch la belle dame opposite bring her canary in when it rains and put the hyacinth out. I have decided to stay in Paris and not go back to that Switzerland. There is a man here—did I tell you about him? (It sounds rather an ambiguous beginning, by the way). But enfin, there is a man here who treats my maladie with the X-rays and I am going to him for this treatment. I had the first yesterday and feel at this moment full of the rayons bleus—rather like a deep sea fish. But he promises to cure me by the summer. It’s hard to believe it. But if it is true, I shall take a Puffi to your very door an’ come an’ have tea with David out of a very little small teapot. The only fly in the ointment is the terrific expense. It’s 300 francs a time. However, I have been fortunate with my work lately and I’ll just have to do a double dose of it until this is paid off. Money is a bore, but I never take it dead seriously, and I don’t care if I haven’t a sou as long as I can leap and fly alone.


  You know I really do expect you in the SPRING. I feel the winter is over already and I read in the Daily Mail yesterday that the Dog’s Mercury is out. But what is the Dog’s Mercury? And does the Dog know? I hope he’s very pleased but I expect he just looks at it and bolts it and goes on with a kind of “So that’s that” air. Sad for the Dog’s Mercury, don’t you think?


  Well, dearest, I feel a bit weak in the pen this morning, and inclined to laugh at rien—you know the feeling. It’s a fool of a day here, sunny and wintry. Fat old men lose their hats and cry houp-là as they stagger after them.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [183] February 7, 1922


  I have had no news from you to-day yet (3 p.m.). I expect it is the snow. Arctic conditions prevail in Switzerland, so the papers say. I hope that you manage to keep warm and that Wingley’s tail is not frozen.


  Advise me—will you? I am looking for a tiny flat—very small—a mouse’s hole just big enough to nibble a pen in. If I find anything suitable I shall take it until the end of May and L.M. will look after it to save money on servants and so on. But (this is where I want your advice) to whom can I apply for a reference? They are sure to ask me for at least two. Can you think of anybody? I wish you could answer this as soon as possible. A card will suffice, as they say. It’s rather urgent. Flats are so scarce here and I want to be settled as soon as possible once something is found. Of course, it may be all a wild goose chase. L.M. has gone off to an agent this afternoon. But there it is!


  I have started a new Shakespeare note book. I hope you will let me see yours one day. I expect they will be legion by that time. And, reading with the point of view of taking notes, I begin to see those marvellous short stories asleep in an image as it were. For instance,


  
    … ‘Like to a vagabond flag upon the stream,


    Goes to and back, lackeying the varying tide,


    To rot itself with motion.’

  


  That is terrible, and it contains such a terribly deep psychological truth. ‘That rots itself’ … and the idea of it returning and returning, never swept out to sea finally. You may think you have done with it for ever, but comes a change of tide and there is that dark streak reappeared, more sickeningly rotten still. I understand that better than I care to. I mean—alas!—I have proof of it in my own being.


  There are awful good oranges to be had in Paris. But there’s nothing else good that I know—nothing fresh, sound, or sweet. But mine’s a partial view, of course. I [184] have done with cities for ever. I want flowers, rather sandy soil, green fields, and a river not too deep to paddle in, also a large number of ancient books and a small but very pretty cow. In fact, I should like the cow to be strikingly pretty. I shall put it in the advertisement. “No plain cows may apply.” No, I can’t do that. It’s too cruel. But it’s an airy-fairy herd for a long time, I’m afraid. How is your work going? If I am very dull for five weeks, you must remember that for 5 weeks this treatment makes one rather worse. After that you will have to snatch my letters (like snap-dragons) all blaging out of the postman’s bag.


  []


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  February 8, 1922


  I can’t tell you how honoured I am by your asking me to be Godmother. I have the warmest feelings towards your little nouveau-né and shall watch its first steps with all the eagerness a parent could desire. I cast about in my mind as to what to send it. Not a silver mug. No, not a mug. They only tilt them over their noses and breath into them. Besides, the handle of mine, being silver, was always red hot, so that I had to lap up what was inside, like a kitten…. The matter I see demands time for consideration. But very seriously, I am most happy Cobden-Sanderson liked your book. I am sure it will be a success. And I look forward to reading it again and making other people read it. All success to you and many many thanks.


  Please do not praise me too much. It is awfully nice to be praised, but at the same time it makes me hang my head. I have done so little. I should have done so much more. There are these rows of stories, all waiting. All the same, I can’t deny that praise is like a most lovely present, a bright bouquet coming to me (but gently! I hope) out of the air.


  Don’t imagine for one moment though, that I think myself wonderful! That is far, far from the truth. I [185] take writing too seriously to be able to flatter myself. I’ve only begun. The only story that satisfies me to any extent is the one you understand so well, The Daughters of the Late Col., and parts of Je ne parle pas. But Heavens, what a journey there is before one!


  By the way, for proof of your being a writer you had only to mention a bath chair and it crept into your handwriting. It was a queer coincidence. I had just been writing about a bathchair myself and poor old Aunt Aggie, who had lived in one and died in one—glided off, so that one saw her in her purple velvet steering carefully among the stars and whimpering faintly as was her terrestial wont when the wheel jolted over a particularly large one. But these conveyances are not to be taken lightly or wantonly. They are terrible things. No less.


  I hope if you do come to Paris at Easter you will come and see me. By then I expect I shall have a little flat. I am on the track of a minute apartment with a wax-bright salon where I shall sit like a bee writing short stories in a honeycomb. But these retreats are hard to find.


  I am here undergoing treatment by a Russian doctor, who claims to have discovered a cure for tuberculosis by the application of X-rays. The only real trouble is it’s terribly expensive. So much so that when I read the price I felt like Tchehov wanted Anna Ivanovna to feel when she read his story in a hot bath—as though someone had stung her in the water and she wanted to run sobbing out of the bath-room. But if it all comes true it means one will be invisible once more—no more being offered chairs and given arms at sight. A close season for ever for hot-water-bottles and glasses of milk. Well, people don’t realise the joy of being invisible—it’s almost the greatest joy of all. But I’ll have to write at least a story a week until next May, which is a little bit frightening.


  Oxford, from the papers sounds very sinister. And why when people receive anonymous boxes of chocolate do they always wait to hand them round until friends come [186] to tea? What ghouls they are, to be sure! Professor X., who saved the lives of Doctor and Mrs. R. sounds profoundly moved. I should feel very tempted were I in Oxford to—hm—hm—better not. No doubt the secret police has steamed this letter over a cup of warm tea….


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  St. Valentine’s Day, February 14, 1922


  I do hope your tooth is better. Why have we got teeth? Or why haven’t we brass ones. I cling to mine but I feel they will all go one day and the dentist is such a terrifying animal. I hate to think of you in the clutches of that chair. I always think of dear Tchehov in Nice, with toothache, where he says “I was in such pain I crawled up the wall.” That just describes it. It is maddening and exhausting to have toothache; I do hope yours is over.


  Where is your little house! It is somewhere—but where? Sometimes I think it must be in the branches of a tree. Do let me know. I think you are very wise not to take a big one. Little houses are always best. A house is like an ark—one rides the flood in it. Little ones bob over the waves and can rest on the extreme tops of mountains much better than great big ones. Can I be official Godmother to the garden? I should like to STARTLE you with the most superb things and to send you seeds from the far corners of the earth and have a boronia plant below the studio window. Do you know the scent of boronia? My grandma and I were very fond of going to a place called McNab’s Tea Gardens and there we used to follow our noses and track down the boronia bushes. Oh, how I must have tired the darling out! It doesn’t bear thinking about.


  I hope G.’s show goes off well. It’s not a very good moment for selling pictures, or so I should think. There is an unrest in every one. It’s between light and dark, between winter and spring. People are neither open or [187] closed. The moment to catch them is just a little bit later. I think the time for a picture show or to publish a book is in the first days of real spring or just at the beginning of Autumn. We are more alive then than at any other time. We are in the mood to receive. It seems to me one ought to link up all one’s projects as much as possible with the earth’s progress. The more I know of life the more I realise it is profoundly influenced by certain laws, no matter how many people ignore them. If we obey them our work goes well; we get our desire. It’s like studying the tides before we put out to sea in our fishing boat. We are all sailors, bending over a great map. We ought to chose the weather for our journey.


  M. is here. Two days was enough to disgust him with Switzerland. He will stay here now, and at the end of March we are going into a flat which we have found. Awfully nice—high up—but absurdly furnished, like the Arabian Nights by Poiret. Very sumptuous and exotic. When you come to see me a little black boy with a pineapple on his head will open the door.


  This is an excellent hotel. We have two rooms at the end of a passage, cut off from the rest of the hotel, with a bathroom and masses of hot water. Rooms cost from 13 francs a day. There is a lift, of course, and we can eat on the premises. If I were you I’d come here at Easter. All rooms have hot and cold water. After 7 months in that cleanliness I feel water and soap are the great necessities. M. and I have settled down according to programme, as we always do. We work, play chess, read, make our tea and drink it out of our small bowls. I can do nothing but get up and lie down, of course, and Manoukhin says in three weeks I shall have a real reaction and then be able to do even less than that for the next three weeks. It’s rather like waiting to have an infant—new born health. My horrid time ought to be just over by Easter.


  I must begin work. Seven stories sit on the doorstep. One has its foot inside. It is called The Fly. I must [188] finish it to-day. This is a hard moment for work—don’t you feel? It’s hard to get life into it. The sun is not up yet. Oh Spring, hurry, hurry! Every year I long more for Spring.


  It’s a pig of a day—a London fog outside the windows and I have to pull my stockings on. Think of pulling one’s stockings on like winking—without noticing even. Can that happen to me again?


  February 26, 1922.


  What is it doing in London to-day? Here it is Spring. For days past it has been warm, blue and gold, sunny, faint, languishing, soft, lovely weather. Isn’t it the same over there? The reckless lift boy says “dans un mois il serait pleine été!” That’s the kind of large remark I love the French for. They have very nearly hung out their sun-blinds; they have quite turned the puddings into little ices in frills. But why can’t I send some of this weather over to you? Can’t it be done? Look in the glass. If there is a very bright gay sunbeam flittering on your hair—I sent it from Paris—exprès. At any rate, you are putting out new leaves, crêpe de chine ones and baby ribbon ones. The craving for a new hat is fearful in the Spring. A light, crisp, fresh new-curled hat after these winter dowdies. I suffer from it now. If I had one I should wear it in bed! But the barber is cheaper. He came yesterday and gave me a coup de fer to my wool. Now it’s all waves on top. (I have a great tendre for barbers).


  About painting. I agree. Good as he is I shall never forget seeing a ballet dancer of his—it was the last thing I saw of his—at his studio. A ballet-dancer. A big, big meaty female dressed in a cauliflower! I don’t mean to be horrid; but I do not and cannot understand how one can paint such pictures. They are so dull they make me groan. Hang it all, Brett—a picture must have charm—or why look at it? It’s the quality I call tenderness in [189] writing, it’s the tone one gets in a really first-chop musician. Without it you can be as solid as a bull and I don’t see what’s the good.


  Talking about feeling. I had a shock yesterday. I thought my new book would enrage people because it had too much feeling—and there comes a long review talking of the ‘merciless analysis of the man of science.’ It’s a mystery. If you do see my book read a story called The Voyage—will you? Keep it if you like it….


  Now I have arrived at the word ‘primroses’ and I see them. Delicate pinkish stems, and the earthy feeling as one picks them so close to the damp soil. I love their leaves too, and I like to kiss buds of primroses. One could kiss them away. They feel so marvellous. But what about blue-bells? Oh dear! Blue-bells are just as good. White ones, faint blue ones that grow in shady hollows very dark blue ones, pale ones. I had a whole spring full of blue-bells one year with Lawrence. I shall never forget it. And it was warm, not very sunny, the shadows raced over the silky grass and the cuckoos sang.


  Later. I then got up, had a big blue bath and a rather horrid lunch. Then played chess, wrote for a couple of hours, had tea and foie gras sandwiches and a long discussion with M. on ‘literature.’ Now the light is lighted. Outside there’s a marvellous deep lilac sky and I shall work again until dinner. It’s strange how nice it is here. One could scarcely be more free. The hotel servants are just a little bit impudent and that’s nice, too. There is no servility. I want to tell you that the barber was in raptures with your still life. I think that’s a great compliment, don’t you? It grows before one’s eyes, said he. “Il y a de la vie—un mouvement dans les feuilles.” Excellent criticism! He, good man, was small and fair and like all barbers smelt of a violet cachou and a hot iron. He begged, he implored me to go to the cinema near here. Downstairs it was a little mixed but upstairs, on the balcon, there were armchairs of such size and beauty that one could sleep in them…. Oh Brett, how I like simple [190] people—not all simple people, some are simple pigs—but on the whole—how much more sympathetic than the ——’s of this world! Whatever else they have, they are alive. What I cannot bear is this half-existence. This life in the head alone. It’s deadly boring.


  I think my story for you will be called Canaries. The large cage opposite has fascinated me completely. I think and think about them—their feelings, their dreams, the life they led before they were caught, the difference between the two little pale fluffy ones who were born in captivity and their grandfather and grandmother who knew the South American forests and have seen the immense perfumed sea…. Words cannot express the beauty of that high shrill little song rising out of the very stones…. It seems one cannot escape Beauty…. it is everywhere.


  I must end this letter. I have just finished a queer story called The Fly. About a fly that falls into an inkpot and a Bank Manager. I think it will come out in the Nation. The trouble with writing is that one seethes with stories. One ought to write one a day at least, but it is so tiring. When I am well I shall still live always far away in distant spots where I can work and look undisturbed. No more literary society for me ever. As for London, the idea is too awful. I shall sneak up to Pond Street every now and again—very rarely indeed and I’ll beg you not to let a soul know. It’s no joke, my dear, to get the letters I do from people who want to meet one. It’s frightening!


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  March 3, 1922


  I meant, only the first chapter, not the ‘confession.’[21] No, I don’t think that’s a bit too ‘tragic.’ I can assure you I never stick pins into my cat; he’s far more likely to stick pins into me.


  [191] And the reason why I used the ‘florid’ image[22] was that I was writing about a garden party. It seemed natural, then, that the day should close like a flower. People had been looking at flowers all the afternoon, you see.


  Thank you for your delightful letter. I shall write en quelques jours. Just for the moment I’m having rather a fight with the rayons X.


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  March 4, 1922


  It’s a joy to know that The Garden Party has given you pleasure and especially that you like my poor old girls, the ‘Daughters.’ I shall never forget lying on that wretched little sofa in Mentone writing that story. I couldn’t stop. I wrote it all day and on my way back to bed sat down on the stairs and began scribbling the bit about the meringues.


  But your beautiful letter is too generous. I can’t pretend praise isn’t awfully nice! And especially as I have not heard one word from anyone whom I know personally since the book appeared. Reviews there have been and a few notes from strangers. But that’s not at all the same. I didn’t expect to hear and yet my ‘subconscious mind’ has been intensely interested in whether there are any letters or not! I don’t think it’s bad pride that makes one feel like that. It’s the “You feel that too? You know what I was trying to say,” feeling which will be with me while life lasts. Or so I feel. I treasure your letter, even though my Garden Party doesn’t deserve it.


  Brett sent me a couple of pages from Vogue with reproductions of Gertler’s paintings.


  I cannot say what is happening. I believe—just blindly believe. After all illness is so utterly mysterious that I don’t see why one shouldn’t recover as mysteriously. I have a sneaking feeling all the time that Coué is really the man and Coué would only charge 3d. where this man squeezes three hundred francs a time out of me. Happily I have saved £100 so I can pay. But if it is all my eye at the end I shall look awfully silly and dear knows what will happen. But anything, anything to be out of the trap—to escape, to be free. Nobody understands that “depression” who has not known it. And one cannot ever explain it. It’s one’s own secret. And one goes on rebelling. Yes, I do, too. But don’t you think we do feel it more than other people because of our love of life? Other people really don’t care so much. They have long periods of indifference, when they almost might as well be ill. But this poignant, almost unbearable feeling that all is passing. People who are well do not and cannot understand what it is….


  [192] We have not seen one French person to talk to. We live here like hermits in our two caves at the end of a long dark passage. We work, play chess, read, M. goes out and does the shopping; we make tea and drink it out of dove-blue bowls. For some reason, it’s all very nice. I should hate to live in a city—in fact I could not, but this is only to last till May. And out of my window I look on other windows and see the funny things people put on the window sills, a hyacinth, a canary, a bottle of milk, and there’s a large piece of light, pale sky, and a feeling of Spring. Real Spring. Yesterday on my way to the clinic I saw new leaves on one little tree. It’s quite warm too and sunny. We have planned to go to Germany or to Austria this summer if—if—IF….


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  March 9, 1922


  As to my being humble. Oh dear! That’s between me and my God. I should retire behind 500 fans if any one told me to be humble! You don’t imagine that reviews and letters and requests for photographs and so on make me proud, do you? It’s a deep joy to know one gives pleasure to others, but to be told that increases [193] one’s store of love not pride. Also what has it got to do with one’s work? I know what I have done and what I must do; nothing and nobody can change that.


  A whiff of London came from the last pages of your letter, a whiff of years and years ago, a kind of ashy feeling. Oh, I shall never go back to England again except en passant. Anywhere, anywhere but England! As I write there’s a sound of sweet scolding from the pigeons outside. Now it rains, now it’s sunny. The March lion is chasing the March lamb, but not very seriously. The lamb does not mind much. They have an understanding. I was reading La Fontaine’s Fables in bed early. Do you know them? They are fearfully nice—too nice for words. What a character the ant is, a little drop of bitterness and fury and slamming her door in everybody’s face; and the frog. I am so sorry for him. He had a sister, too. She should have warned him. Instead she stood by and gloated. La Fontaine must have been an adorable man—a kind of Fabre. Very distrait, very amorous. He didn’t even know his own children. He forgot their faces and passed them by in the street. I don’t expect they cared.


  France is a remarkable country. It is I suppose the most civilised country in the world. Bookshops swarm in Paris and the newspapers are written in a way that English people would not stand for one moment. There’s practically no police news. True, they did write about Landru’s execution, but so well it might have been de Maupassant! They are corrupt and rotten politically, that’s true. But oh, how they know how to live! And there is always the feeling that Art has its place … is accepted by everybody, by the servants, by the rubbish man as well as by all others as something important, necessary, to be proud of. That’s what makes living in France such a rest. If you stop your taxi to look at a tree the driver says, “En effect c’t’ arbre est bien jolie,” and ten to one moves his arms like branches. I learnt more about France from my servant at Mentone than anywhere. [194] She was pure French, highly highly civilized, nervous, eager, and she would have understood anything on earth you wished to explain to her, in the artistic sense. The fact is they are always alive, never indifferent as the English are. England has political freedom (a terrific great thing) and poetry and lovely careless lavish green country. But I’d much rather admire it from afar. English people are I think superior Germans. (10 years hard labour for that remark.) But it’s true. They are the German ideal. I was reading Goethe on the subject the other day. He had a tremendous admiration for them. But all through it one feels “so might we Germans be if we only knocked the heads of our police off.”


  It’s fascinating to think about nations and their ‘significance’ in the history of the world. I mean in the spiritual history. Which reminds me I’ve read lately 2 amazing books about present-day Russia. One by Merejkovski and Zinaida Hippius and the other by Bunin. It is a very extraordinary thing that Russia can be there at our back door at furthest, and we know nothing, pay no attention, hear nothing in English. These books were in French. Both were full of threats. “You may think you have escaped. But you have not escaped. What has happened to us will happen to you. And worse. Because you have not heard our prayers.” The ghastly horror and terror of that life in Petrograd is impossible to imagine. One must read it to know about it. But English people, people like us, would never survive as some of these Russian intellectuals have survived. We would die of so many things, vermin, fright, cold, hunger, even if we were not assassinated. At this present moment life in Russia is rather like it was four centuries ago. It has simply gone back four centuries. And anyone who sympathizes with Bolshevism has much to answer for. Don’t you think that the head of Lenin is terrifying? Whenever I see his picture it comes over me it is the head of something between an awful serpent and a gigantic bug. Russia is at present like an enormous hole in the [195] wall letting in Asia. I wonder what will happen, even in our little time.


  But do you really feel all beauty is marred by ugliness and the lovely woman has bad teeth? I don’t feel quite that. For it seems to me if Beauty were Absolute it would no longer be the kind of Beauty it is. Beauty triumphs over ugliness in Life. That’s what I feel. And that marvellous triumph is what I long to express. The poor man lives and the tears glitter in his beard and that is so beautiful one could bow down. Why? Nobody can say. I sit in a waiting-room where all is ugly, where it’s dirty, dull, dreadful, where sick people waiting with me to see the doctor are all marked by suffering and sorrow. And a very poor workman comes in, takes off his cap humbly, beautifully, walks on tiptoe, has a look as though he were in Church, has a look as though he believed that behind that doctor’s door there shone the miracle of healing. And all is changed, all is marvellous. It’s only then that one sees for the first time what is happening. No, I don’t believe in your frowsty housemaids, really. Life is, all at one and the same time, far more mysterious and far simpler than we know. It’s like religion in that. If we want to have faith, and without faith we die, we must learn to accept. That’s how it seems to me.


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  March 13, 1922


  Please do not think of me as a kind of boa-constrictor who sits here gorged and silent after having devoured your two delightful letters, without so much as a ‘thank you.’ If gratitude were the size and shape to go into a pillar box the postman would have staggered to your door days ago. But I’ve not been able to send anything more tangible. I have been—I am ill. In two weeks I shall begin to get better. But for the moment I am down below in the cabin, as it were, and the deck, where all the wise and happy people are walking up and down and Mr. Gerhardi drinks a hundred cups of tea with a hundred schoolgirls, is far [196] away…. But I only tell you this to explain my silence. I’m always very much ashamed of being ill; I hate to plead illness. It’s taking an unfair advantage. So please let us forget about it….


  I’ve been wanting to say—how strange, how delightful it is you should feel as you do about The Voyage. No one has mentioned it to me but Middleton Murry. But when I wrote that little story I felt that I was on that very boat, going down those stairs, smelling the smell of the saloon. And when the stewardess came in and said, “We’re rather empty, we may pitch a little,” I can’t believe that my sofa did not pitch. And one moment I had a little bun of silk-white hair and a bonnet and the next I was Fenella hugging the swan neck umbrella. It was so vivid—terribly vivid—especially as they drove away and heard the sea as slowly it turned on the beach. Why—I don’t know. It wasn’t a memory of a real experience. It was a kind of possession. I might have remained the grandma for ever after if the wind had changed that moment. And that would have been a little bit embarrassing for Middleton Murry…. But don’t you feel that when you write? I think one always feels it, only sometimes it is a great deal more definite.


  Yes, I agree with you the insulting references to Miss Brill would have been better in French. Also there is a printer’s error, ‘chère’ for ‘chérie.’ ‘Ma petite chère’ sounds ridiculous….


  And yes, that is what I tried to convey in The Garden Party. The diversity of life and how we try to fit in everything, Death included. That is bewildering for a person of Laura’s age. She feels things ought to happen differently. First one and then another. But life isn’t like that. We haven’t the ordering of it. Laura says, “But all these things must not happen at once.” And Life answers, “Why not? How are they divided from each other.” And they do all happen, it is inevitable. And it seems to me there is beauty in that inevitability.


  I wonder if you happened to see a review of my book in [197] Time and Tide. It was written by a very fierce lady indeed. Beating in the face was nothing to it. It frightened me when I read it. I shall never dare to come to England. I am sure she would have my blood like the fish in Cock Robin. But why is she so dreadfully violent? One would think I was a wife beater, at least, or that I wrote all my stories with a carving knife. It is a great mystery.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  March 15, 1922


  If you were here, as it happens you wouldn’t have listened to a word of what I’ve been saying. Your eyes, green with envy would have been fixed on, hypnotised by two very old apothecary’s jars on my dressing table. Murry, who is a very good nose-flattener has been gazing at them for days and yesterday he bought them. They are tall milk-white jars painted with a device in apple green, faint yellow and a kind of astery pink. They have gold tops. On one in exquisite lettering is the word Absinthii, on the other Theriaca. We intend to keep pot pourri in them during our lives and after our deaths we intend to put our ashes in them. I’m to be Absinthii and M. Theriaca. So there they stand, our two little coffins, on the dressing table and I’ve just sent M. out for some fresh flowers to deck them with as I’ve no pot-pourri. But if I am well enough to nose-flatten at Easter, you and I must go off with our little purses in our little hands and glare!


  Are you aware that there is an extremely fine Punch and Judy in the Luxembourg? In a theatre of its own. Stalls 2d., Pit 2d. too. The audience screams frightfully and some are overcome and have to be led out. But there it is. We had better buy some comfits from the stall under the chestnut tree and go there, too. I believe there is a one-eyed thief who comes in, rather, looks round a corner, who really is awful. M. said ‘he let out a yell himself’ and the little boy next to him roared. You know the kind of eye. [A drawing of it.]


  [198] The weather is glorious here. Warming, sunny. So mild one hears the voices of people in the open air, a sound I love in Spring, and all the windows opposite mine stand wide open, so that I see at one the daughter sewing with her mother, at another the Japanese gentleman, at another two young people who have a way of shutting their bedroom window very quickly and drawing the curtain at most unexpected moments…. I can’t go out, though, not even for a drive. I am and shall be for the next ten days rather badly ill. In fact, I can only just get about at all. But Manoukhin says the worse one is at this time the better later on. So there’s nothing to be done but to be rather dismally thankful.


  Later. M. has just come in with 2 bunches of anemones, two small tea plates and a cake of rose thé soap. We have had our tea and I’m going back to bed. What is a nuisance is I can not work for the moment and Shorter has ordered 13 stories, all at one go, to be ready in July. So they are in addition to my ordinary work. I shall have to spend a furious May and June.


  The chestnuts are in big bud. Don’t you love chestnut buds? I shall have a look at them on Friday. I think they are almost the loveliest buds of all.


  Oh, your cinerarias. I wish I could see them. Do you know the blue ones, too! And the faint, faint pink kind? Mother loved them. We used to grow masses in a raised flower bed. I love the shape of the petals. It is so delicate. We used to have blue ones in pots in a rather white and gold drawing room that had green wooden sunblinds. Faint light, big cushions, tables with ‘photographs of the children’ in silver frames, some little yellow and black cups and saucers that belonged to Napoleon in a high cupboard and someone playing Chopin—beyond words playing Chopin…. Oh how beautiful Life is. How beautiful! A knock at my door. The maid has come in to close the shutters. That’s such a lovely gesture. She leans forward, she looks up and the shutters fold like wings.


  []


  To Sir Harold Beauchamp


  [199] March 18, 1922


  I have found it almost impossible to do any work so far, as the treatment is exceedingly tiring. But my new book has been a success and that is a comfort. It is extraordinary the letters I receive from strangers—all kinds of people. I have certainly been most fortunate as a writer. It is strange to remember buying a copy of The Native Companion on Lambton Quay and standing under a lamppost with darling Leslie to see if my story had been printed.


  The more I see of life the more certain I feel that it’s the people who live remote from cities who inherit the earth. London, for instance, is an awful place to live in. Not only is the climate abominable but it’s a continual chase after distraction. There’s no peace of mind—no harvest to be reaped out of it. And another thing is the longer I live the more I turn to New Zealand. I thank God I was born in New Zealand. A young country is a real heritage, though it takes one time to recognise it. But New Zealand is in my very bones. What wouldn’t I give to have a look at it!


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  March 19, 1922


  Oh, I am so longing to get over this last crisis and begin to climb the hill so that by the time you come I shall not be such a Job-in-the-ashes. Manoukhin says in eight days now the worst will be over. It’s such a queer feeling. One burns with heat in one’s hands and feet and bones. Then suddenly you are racked with neuritis, but such neuritis that you can’t lift your arm. Then one’s head begins to pound. It’s the moment when if I were a proper martyr I should begin to have that awful smile that martyrs in the flames put on when they begin to sizzle!


  But no matter, it will pass….


  It is real spring here, really come. Little leaves are out, the air is like silk. But above all, beyond all there is a kind of fleeting beauty on the faces of everybody, a timid [200] look, the look of some one who bends over a new baby. This is so beautiful, that it fills one with awe. The fat old taximan has it and the fisherman on the Pont d’ Alma that I passed yesterday and the young lady at the office with her scent and her violet cachou and her shoes like beetles—all—all are the same. For this alone one is thankful to have lived on the earth. My canaries opposite are, of course, in a perfect fever. They sing, flutter, sing and make love. Even the old clock that strikes over the roofs says one—two no longer, but drowsily, gently says Spring—Spring….


  Yes, paint the Luxembourg Gardens! Do paint a new tree, a just-come-out chestnut—wouldn’t that be good to paint? When the leaves are still stiff they look as though they had sprung out of the buds. Chestnut trees are marvellous. But so are limes and acacias and umbrella pines. I can’t say I like firs awfully, though. If you had lived among them as we did in Switzerland you would have found them stodgy.


  []


  To Mrs. Oliver Onions


  March 24, 1922


  What a letter you have sent me! If I could hope one of my stories had given you one moment of the happiness you have given me I would feel less at a loss how to thank you. I have sat here, looking at the pages, and thinking “So she felt like that about The Stranger, she notices Florrie the cat, she understood my poor old Ma Parker and Miss Brill….”


  For it’s not your praise I value most (though, of course, one does like praise) it’s the fact that you have so beautifully, so generously seen what I was trying to express. It is a joy to write stories but nothing like the joy of knowing one has not written in vain. I have lived too remote from people for the last four years seeing nobody except my husband for months on end—And that makes one a little bit frightened sometimes lest one has lost touch with life. But a letter like yours is such encouragement [201] that the only way I can thank you is by trying to write better … You say scarcely anything about the big black holes in my book (like the servant’s afternoon out.) But I know they are there. I must mend them next time.


  How glad I am that you did not listen to the person who said you had “much better not.” One does not expect such letters—how could one—few people are rich enough to be able to afford to give such presents.


  []


  To the Countess Russell


  March 24, 1922


  I have been on the point of writing to you for days. And now—merciful Powers!—it’s winter again with real live snow and I’ve not been out of this hotel once since I arrived in Paris eight weeks ago except to go to the clinic and back. Oh to be on grass-feed again after all this hay and dry food. I’ve read Michelet, Madame d’Epinay and Remy de Gourmont (exasperating old stupid as often as not) and I cling to Shakespeare. But even Shakespeare … It’s awful. However, the Russian promises that after this week I really begin to mend, so I have no right to make moan.


  But cities are the very devil, Elizabeth, if one is embalmed in them. And here’s this postcard of the Châlet Soleil in summer in all its ravishing loveliness, with two perfect guardian angels, large, benign, frilly ones, in full leaf, behind it. I think they are oaks. I cherish, embedded in Twelfth Night, a sprig of mignonette from the bush that ran wild in its second generation by the front door. And do you remember smelling the geraniums in the late afternoon in the hall? It seemed just the time and the place to smell those geraniums. I can’t even imagine what going back there would be like; it would be too great happiness. But I shall remember that day for ever.


  []


  To Richard Murry


  [202] March 29, 1922


  Yes, I too was very interested in S.’s review, though I didn’t agree with it all. For instance his quotation from Tolstoi, “There are no heroes, only people.” I believe there are heroes. And after all it was Tolstoi who made the remark who was—surely—a large part of a hero himself. And I don’t believe in the limitations of man; I believe in “the heights.” I can’t help it; I’m forced to. It seems to me that very feeling of inevitability that there is in a great work of art—is a proof—a profession of faith on the part of the artist that this life is not all. (Of course, I’m not talking of personal immortality as we were taught to imagine it.) If I were to agree with S. I’d have to believe that the mind is supreme. But I don’t—not by a long long chalk. The mind is only the fine instrument, it’s only the slave of the soul. I do agree that with a great many artists one never sees the master, we only know the slave. And the slave is so brilliant that he can almost make you forget the absence of the other. But one is only really living when one acknowledges both—or so it seems to me—and great art is achieved when the relation between these two is perfected. But it’s all very difficult.


  About religion. Did you mean the ‘study of life’ or Christ’s religion, “Come unto Me all ye that labour and are heavy laden and I will give you rest?” The queer thing is one does not seem to contradict the other—one follows on the other to me. If I lose myself in the study of life and give up self then I am at rest. But the more I study the religion of Christ the more I marvel at it. It seems almost impertinent to say that. But you understand….


  I wish you read German. Goethe’s Conversations with Eckermann is one of those books which become part of one’s life and what’s more, enrich one’s life for ever. Our edition is in two volumes. We lie in bed each reading one—it would make a funny drawing.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [203] Tuesday, April 4, 1922


  I’m interested in what you say of Wyndham L. I’ve heard so very very much about him from Anne Rice and Violet Schiff. Yes, I admire his line tremendously. It’s beautifully obedient to his wishes. But it’s queer I feel that as an artist in spite of his passions and his views and all that he lacks a real centre. I’ll tell you what I mean. It sounds personal but we can’t help that, we can only speak of what we have learnt. It seems to me that what one aims at is to work with one’s mind and one’s soul together. By soul I mean that ‘thing’ that makes the mind really important. I always picture it like this. My mind is a very complicated, capable instrument. But the interior is dark. It can work in the dark and throw off all kinds of things. But behind that instrument like a very steady gentle light is the soul. And it’s only when the soul irradiates the mind that what one does matters…. What I aim at is that state of mind when I feel my soul and my mind are one. It’s awfully, terribly difficult to get at. Only solitude will do it for me. But I feel Wyndham Lewis would be inclined to call the soul tiddley-om-pom. It’s a mystery, anyway. One aims at perfection—knows one will never achieve it and goes on aiming as though one knew the exact contrary.


  By the way, do you know Marquet’s work well? I have a book of reproductions I will show you. He’s not a very great painter but he’s most awfully good sometimes. What a bore! As I write about him he suddenly seems very small beer. And the reproduction of a picture by le Nain (in the Louvre), Repas de Paysans, which is four-pinned on my wall is miles and miles better than all Marquet’s kind of thing.


  Saturday, April 9, 1922


  Are you coming on the 18th? I went out to-day, Miss, and bought myself a sweet-pretty-hat-it-was-indeed, and [204] walked away in it carrying my dead one in a paper bag. Which is to say:


  That this reaction seems to be nearly over. I do feel much better. Manoukhin is very pleased—was yesterday.


  Oh, Brett, I can’t say what it’s like! I still don’t dare to give myself up to believing all is going to be quite well. But all the same….


  The following letter needs a note of explanation. The part in italics was written by J.M. Murry. It was, in fact, the beginning of an ordinary polite social letter to the wife of a French friend. He left it unfinished on his writing table and went out. When he returned he found it completed for him.


  Victoria-Palace Hotel, rue Blaise-Desgoffe, Paris 6ème


  le 11 avril 1922


  Chère Madame,


  Je vous remercie de votre lettre. Je regrette beaucoup de ne pas avoir eu le plaisir de voir V.; mais j’espère que je serai encore à Paris quand il revient du Midi, et qu’il sera tout à fait rétabli par le beau soleil. J’ai un si bon souvenir de ma soirée chez vous, Madame, que l’idée même d’une autre me donne un rouge vif aux genoux. Vous souvenez-vous du moment quand vous avez versé sur mon pantalon gris-perle la petite tasse de chocolat et ma reponse en vous frappant (façon anglais) avec ma porte-plume? ‘Helas mon passé!’ Où est-il passé? comme disait votre soi-disant mari.


  Avec un de mes fameux baisers sur la joue,


  Croyez-moi chère Madame,


  Votre Boule-Dogue le plus fidèle,

  John Middleton Murry.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [205] Easter, April 17, 1922


  Brett, how ever dare you breathe the idea of scrubbing. If you ever take a scrub brush in your hand I hope it will sting you and run after you like a beetle. Don’t work any more than you can possibly help! It’s cheaper for you to employ slaves for those jobs. I hope your servant is a good creature and will really look after you. I wish I knew more about your house and its fixings but it’s tiring to write such things. You’ll tell me when you come over. I’m sure we shall be in Paris until the middle of June, for once Manoukhin is over, I must get my teeth seen to before we go off again. Then we think of making for Austria or Bavaria and perhaps our old love, Bandol for the winter. That’s what we want to do. I foresee I shall have to pick up a young maid in Bavaria. I can’t do without somebody, not a Mountain, but a maid. Who takes one’s gloves to be cleaned. Looks after one’s clothes, keeps them brushed and so on. And then there’s one’s hair and all that. It takes such a terrific time to keep everything going. There is an endless succession of small jobs. And then one wants little things bought, new sachets and toothpaste. All those things to keep renewed. I can’t keep up with it, not if I was as strong as ever. There’s too much to write and too much to read and to talk about. I can’t for the life of me understand how women manage. It’s easier for men because of the way they dress and so on. Also they aren’t dependent on small things like we are. No, a little nice Bertha or Augusta is my ambition.


  By the way, I have discovered something interesting about the Russian colony in Paris. I mean Manoukhin and his friends. They are intensely religious. Before the revolution they were all sceptics, as far from religion as the English intelligentsia. But now that is changed. They go to Church perpetually, kneel on the cold stones, believe really in religion. This is very strange. Last Good Friday at the clinic Manoukhin was late and his partner, [206] Donat, a handsome white-beared man with a stiff leg, talked to us about it. They have become mystics, said he. Mystic! that strange word is always touching the fringes of and running away from….


  Forgive this letter. All is scraps and pieces. I am shamefully tired and only fit for business communications. I try to whip myself up but it’s no good. I’ve a new story coming out in the Nation called Honeymoon. Read it if you have the time, will you? I’d like to feel you had seen it.


  []


  To the Countess Russell


  April 26, 1922


  I feel I have spent years and years at this hotel. I have eaten hundreds of wings of hotel chickens, and only God knows how many little gritty trays with half cold coffee pots on them have whisked into my room and out again. It doesn’t matter. Really, one arrives at a rather blissful state of defiance after a time, when nothing matters and one almost seems to glory in everything. It rains every day. The hotel window sills have sprouted into very fat self-satisfied daisies and pitiful pansies. Extraordinary Chinamen flit past one on the stairs followed by porters bearing their boxes, which are like large corks; the lift groans for ever. But it’s all wonderful—all works of the Lord—and marvellous in His sight. John and I went for a drive in the Bois the other day. Elizabeth, it was divine. That new green, that grass; and there were cherry trees in flower—masses of adorable things.


  Are you working? I won’t ask you what you are reading. Do you sometimes get tired of books—but terribly tired of them? Away with them all! It being a cold night, lately, John and I lay in one bed each with an immense Tomb of Eckermann’s Conversations with Goethe perched on our several chests. And when my side of the bed began to shake up and down


  J.: “What in God’s name are you laughing at?”


  K.: “Goethe is so very, very funny!”


  But it hadn’t ‘struck’ John.


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  [207] May 1, 1922


  I have just been through that déchirante experience, two lovely young creatures from the chemisier with little frocks “pour essayer seule-ment, Madame.” I’m sitting, fringe straight again at last, writing to you in the one they forced on me—a kind of plum grey—tout droit, with buttings on the hips and no trimming at all except a large embroidered lobster bien posé sur la ventre!!! Shall I ever wear it again? It’s beginning to look extraordinary every moment. The little creatures twittering Chic-chic-chic! would have made me buy a casserole for a chapeau with two poireaux in the front. That is the worst of living as I do far from the female kind. These moments come and I’m lost.


  Yes, I’ll be here first week in June for sure. Do come then. Otherwise I don’t know where I shall be off to. I’ve got a wandering fit on. Anywhere, anywhere but England. The idea would be to have a small permanent nid in Paris and another in the South and then a small car and so on, ma chère. Very nice—only one thing missing to make it complete. However, I never care much about money. I always feel sooner or later it will turn up—one will find it somewhere, in the crown of one’s hat or in the jampot.


  If only it would stop raining—large spots of rain as big as mushrooms fall every day—Paris would be perfect just now. I don’t see much of it for I have still two weeks of my X-ray ‘cure’ to go. But after that I shall really begin to prowl. I can’t say much about the cure till it’s over. I dare not. But I feel very different already. I’m so sorry to hear of your servant débâcle. If I go to Germany this summer (we’ve almost settled to go) I mean to find a good sober German and keep her attached to me for ever. Shall I look out one for you? Germans are the ideal servants, I think, and they are so lasting. They don’t ladder at once like the English kind. I want to get a very nice one with a pincushion in the shape of a strawberry pinned on her buste and she will catch my [208] ribbons when they run out of my chemises and run them in again and be a comfort. That’s what one really wants. A Comfort. They ought to be bred specially.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  Saturday, May 1st, 1922


  About Joyce—Don’t read it unless you are going to really worry about it. It’s no joke. It’s fearfully difficult and obscure and one needs to have a really vivid memory of the Odyssey and of English Literature to make it out at all. It is wheels within wheels within wheels. Joyce certainly had not one grain of a desire that one should read it for the sake of the coarseness, though I confess I find many “a ripple of laughter” in it. But that’s because (although I don’t approve of what he’s done) I do think Marian Bloom and Bloom are superbly seen at times. Marian is the complete complete female. There’s no denying it. But one has to remember she’s also Penelope, she is also the night and the day, she is also an image of the teeming earth, full of seed, rolling round and round. And so on and so on. I am very surprised to hear a Russian has written a book like this. It’s most queer that it’s never been heard of. But has Kot read Ulysses? It’s not the faintest use considering the coarseness except purely critically.


  I am very interested that Koteliansky thinks the German-Russian treaty really good. Manoukhin and all the Russians here say it means war in the near future. For certain, for certain! It is the beginning of Bolshevism all over Europe. The Bolsheviks at Genoa are complete cynics. They say anything. They are absolutely laughing in their beards at the whole affair, and treating us as fools even greater than the French. The French at least have a sniff of what may happen but we go on saying “Let us all be good,” and the Russians and Germans burst with malicious glee. I was staggered when I heard this. Manoukhin’s partner here, a very exceptional Frenchman, started the [209] subject yesterday, said, Why did not we English immediately join the French and take all vestige of power from Germany? This so disgusted me I turned to Manhoukhin and felt sure he would agree that it simply could not be done. But he agreed absolutely. And they declare, the Russians here, we are in for another war and for Bolshevism partout. It’s a nice prospect, isn’t it?


  I must say I never in my life felt so entangled in politics as I do at this moment. I hang on the newspapers. I feel I dare not miss a speech. One begins to feel, like Gorky feels, that it’s one’s duty to what remains of civilisation to care for those things and that writers who do not are traitors. But it’s horrible. It’s like jumping into a treacle pot. However, perhaps to-morrow one will stop reading the papers or caring a fig.


  
    A B C


    Tumble down D


    The cat’s in the cupboard


    And can’t see me.

  


  I must end this letter. Don’t take it for a real letter. It’s written from bed where I lie with influenza for tumpany. I am sure I’m over the worst of it to-day. But I still feel very boiled and put through the wringer. You see the weather here is simply beyond words. It rains and rains and it’s cold and it hails and the wind whistles down the corridors. Only frogs and mushrooms, being noseless, could refrain from catching things. Influenza puts the fear of God into me. The very word has a black plume on its head and a tail of coffin sawdust. But I hope to get up and go out next week. Don’t think I’m discouraged. Not a bit of it. On the contrary, if a pudding head could sing, I would.


  M. comes in every afternoon with a fresh victim to tell me of. Everybody has got it, woman at milkshop, woman at library, bread woman. Where does all the rain come from? And the Channel is rough every day. When you come in May if I were you I’d fly. So simple, no horrid [210] old changing from boats to trains and diving into cabins and along gritty station platforms. Flying seems so clean, like cutting out one’s way with a pair of sharp scissors.


  May 3rd, 1922


  It’s rather an important day for me. I am beginning my long serial … half of which has to be finished in a month from now. And I have also signed away all the rest of my book to be ready sans faute by the end of the summer. The serial is very exciting. It is 24,000 words, a short novel in fact. I want it to end with a simply scrumptious wedding, rose pink tulle frocks for the bridesmaids, favours on the horses’ heads, that marvellous moment at the church when everyone is waiting, the servants in a pew to themselves. The Cook’s hat! But all, all divinely beautiful if I can do it … gay, but with that feeling that ‘beauty vanishes beauty passes, Though rare, rare it be….’


  []


  To Hugh Jones


  May 5, 1922


  My dear little Hugh,


  First I must beg your pardon for not having thanked you for that lovely postcard you painted for me. But I wanted to run out and buy you a little present to pop in the letter and I have not been able to yet, for I have been ill, too. But I won’t forget. The very first time I go out I will drive to a shop that sells presents.


  How very nicely you painted that bee-hive. I have always wanted to live in a bee hive, so long as the bees were not there. With a little window and a chimney it would make a dear little house. I once read a story about a little girl who lived in one with her Grandma, and her Grandma’s name was old Mrs. Gooseberry. What a funny name!


  Mr. Murry thinks you write very well. He liked the “R” best. He said it looked as if it was going for a walk. [211] Which letter do you like making best? “Q” is nice because of its curly tail.


  I have pinned the postcard on the wall so that everybody can see it. I hope you are nearly well again.


  With much love from

  “Mrs. Murry.”


  []


  To Richard Murry


  Sunday. Paree., May 23, 1922


  But seriously—isn’t it almost frightening the difference fine weather can make? I wish Einstein could find some way of shooting a giant safety-pin at the sun and keeping it there. It has been tremendously hot in Paris. Like an oven. Jack and I gave up writing altogether. We were overcome and could do nothing but fan ourselves, he with a volume of Anthony Trollope (very cool) and me with my black penny paper one. The strawberries and cherries came out in swarms—very big cherries and little wild strawbugs. Finally we found a spot in the Louvre among the sculpture which was cool as a grotto. Jack had an idea of making himself a neat toga, taking the Nation for a parchment roll and standing becalmed upon a Roman pedestal until the weather changed. There are glorious things in that first room in the Louvre. Greek statues—portions of the Parthenon Frieze, a head of Alexander, wonderful draped female figures. Greek drapery is very strange. One looks at it—the lines seem to be dead straight and yet there is movement—a kind of suppleness and though there is no suggestion of the body beneath one is conscious of it as a living, breathing thing. How on earth is that done? And they seemed to have been able to draw a line with a chisel as if it were a pencil. One line and there is an arm or a nose—perfect. The Romans are deaders compared to them. We had a long stare at the Venus de Milo, too. One can’t get away from the fact—she is marvellously beautiful. All the little people in straw hats buzz softly round her. Such a comfort to see [212] something they know. “Our Maud has ever such a fine photograph of her over the piano.” But ‘she doesn’t care.’


  About Rubens. I never can forget his paintings in Antwerp. They seemed to me far more brilliant than the London ones—I mean impressive. He must have enjoyed himself no end a doing of them. But I confess I like his small paintings best. One gets really too much for one’s money in the big ones—There’s rather a fat woman wading in a stream in the National Gallery—Quite a small one. It’s very good—isn’t it?


  I shall have no time to look at pictures here till we get back from Switzerland. It’s terrible how Jack and I seem to get engaged. We are pursued by dinners and lunches and telephone bells and dentists. Oh, Richard, do you FEAR the dentist? He reduces me to a real worm. Once I am established in that green plush chair with my heels higher almost than my head all else fades. What a fiendish business it is! One day I shall write a story that you will have to tie up your face to read. I shall call it Killing the Nerve.


  Since I last wrote to you a great deal seems to have happened. But that is the effect of living in a city. I long to get away and to work. We are spending June and July at a hotel about 750 feet below Montana. It is a very simple place and isolated, standing in one of those forest clearings. There are big grassy slopes almost like lawns between the clumps of trees and by the time we get there the flowers will all be out as they were last year. Paris is a fine city but one can’t get hold of any big piece of work here; the day splits up into pieces and people play the piano below one’s window or sing even if one sits with the door locked and the outside world put away.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [213] Hotel d’ Angleterre, Montana-sur-Sierre, Valais, Suisse


  Wednesday, June 5, 1922


  We had an awful journey. The station was crammed with a seething mob. No porters—people carrying their luggage. No couchettes after all—only a packed 1st class carriage, coated in grime. It was Whitsun, of course … I’ve never taken Whitsun seriously before, but now I know better. Poor dear M. left things in the rack, gave a 500 note instead of a 50, lost the registered luggage tickets…. When we reached Sierre, and that lovely clean hotel, smelling of roses and lime blossom, we both fell fast asleep on a garden bench while waiting for lunch. Then at Randogne, after shinning up a hill to reach the little cart, a big black cloud saw us far off, tore across and we’d scarcely started when down came the cold mountain rain. Big drops that clashed on one like pennies. It poured in sheets and torrents. We hadn’t even a rug. The road, which has only just been dug out and is like river-bed, became a river, and for the most of the time we seemed to drive on two wheels. But it was heavenly, it didn’t matter. It was so marvellously fresh and cool after Paris. A huge dog plunged after our cart and leapt into all the streams—a dog as big as a big sofa. Its name was Lulu. When we arrived, sleek as cats with the wet, a little old grey woman ran out to meet us. There wasn’t another soul to be seen. All was empty, chill and strange. She took us into two very plain bare rooms, smelling of pitch pine, with big bunches of wild flowers on the tables, with no mirrors, little washbasins like tea basins, no armchairs, no nuffin. And she explained she had no servant even. There was only herself and her old sister who would look after us. I had such fever, by this time, that it all seemed like a dream. When the old ’un had gone J. looked very sad. Oh, how I pitied him! I saw he had the awful foreboding that we must move on again. But I had the feeling that perhaps we had been living too softly lately. [214] It was perhaps time to shed all those hot water taps and horrid false luxuries. So I said it reminded me of the kind of place Tchehov would stay at in the country in Russia! This comforted M. so much that the very walls seemed to expand. And after we had unpacked and eaten eggs from the hen, not the shop, M. got into a pair of old canvas shoes and a cricket-shirt.


  The air is so wonderful. It’s not really hot here except in the sun: There just a breeze—a freshet that blows from across the valley. It’s all silky and springlike. The grasshoppers ring their little tambourines all day and all night, too. The view is so marvellous that you must see it to believe it. And behind this hotel there are immense lawns dotted with trees; it’s like a huge, natural park. We sat there yesterday watching the herds—a few bright sheep, an old woman with her goat, a young girl, far away with some black cows. When the beasts were being driven home at milking time they began to play. I have never seen a more beautiful sight. They are so joyful to be out again and in the green field that great cows lowed softly for delight and skipped and jumped and tilted at each other and little sheep flew along like rocking horses and danced and gambolled. The slender girls with mushroom white handkerchiefs on their heads ran after them. But they caught the infection and began to laugh and sing, too. It was like the beginning of the world again.


  Cities are cursed places. When I have my little house in the South I’ll never go near them and I shall lure you away. I long for you to be here next month. The hotel will still be empty. But that’s nice. It is so still. As one crosses the hall it echoes. The old woman has very kind eyes. She is simple and gentle. She keeps promising me that I will get better here, and she is determined to make me drink all kinds of teas made of fresh strawberry leaves and hay and pine needles. I suppose I shall drink them—Bless her heart!


  [215] Sunday, June 6, 1922


  Summer has deserted us, too. It’s cold and we are up in the clouds all day. Huge white woolly fellows lie in the valley. There is nothing to be seen from the windows but a thick, soft whiteness. It’s beautiful in its way. The sound of water is beautiful flowing through it and the shake of the cows’ bells.


  Yes, I know Utrillo’s work from reproductions; M. has seen it. It’s very sensitive and delicate. I’d like to see some originals. What a horrible fate he should be mad. Tragedy treads on the heels of those young French painters. Look at young Modigliani—he had only just begun to find himself when he committed suicide. I think it’s partly that café life; it’s a curse as well as a blessing. I sat opposite a youthful poet in the filthy atmosphere of the L’Univers and he was hawking and spitting the whole evening. Finally after a glance at his mouchoir he said, “Encore du sang. Il me faut 24 mouchoirs par jour. C’est le désespoir de ma femme!” Another young poet, Jean Pellerin, (awfully good) died, (but not during the evening!) making much the same joke.


  Talking about ‘illness,’ my dear. I feel rather grim when I read of your wish to hustle me and make me run! Did it really seem to you people were always telling me to sit down? To me that was the fiercest running and the most tremendous hustling and I couldn’t keep it up for any length of time. In fact, as soon as I got here I wrote to L.M. and asked her to come back and look after things as otherwise I’d never be able to get any work done. All my energy went in ‘hustling.’ So she’s coming back to me in a strictly professional capacity to look after us both. M. needs someone very badly, too, and I can’t face the thought of a stranger. No, I’m afraid it’s not only a question of weak muscles; I wish it were! You ask Manoukhin! Don’t let’s discuss my health.


  I must get up and start work. There’s a huge beetle creeping over my floor—so cautiously, so intently. He has [216] thought it all out. One gets fond of insects here; they seem to be in their place and it’s a pleasure to know they are there. M. was saying the other night how necessary snakes are in creation. Without snakes there would be a tremendous gap, a poverty. Snakes complete the picture. Why? I wonder. I feel it, too. I read an account of unpacking large deadly poisonous vipers at the Zoo the other day. They were lifted out of the boxes with large wooden tongs. Can’t you see those tongs! like giant asparagus tongs. And think of one’s feelings if they suddenly crossed like sugar tongs too—Brrrr!


  Sunday, June 6, 1922


  The weather is imperfect—to be very polite to it. It’s warm, and then it’s chill. Not so much windy as draughty. But where is perfect weather? Palm Beach, California, they say. But if I arrived, there’d be a snow-storm. L.M. arrived yesterday. The relief to have her is so great that I’ll never never say another word of impatience. I don’t deserve such a wife. All is in order already. M. and I sigh and turn up our eyes. M., in fact, to pay her a little compliment, has wrenched the ligaments of his foot and can’t walk. He is tied to a chaise longue! Isn’t it awful bad luck? But what marvellously good luck that L.M. was here and produced bandages and vinegar and all that was needful. The Ancient Sisters, of course, hovered over him, too, and made him cover his foot in a poultice of parsley last night. He went to bed looking like a young leg of lamb.


  I wish you had been here this afternoon. They brought us in branches of cherries, all dark and glistening among the long slender leaves.


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  June 14, 1922


  Your handwriting on the envelope made me feel a guilty thing; I hardly dared open the letter. And when [217] I did there wasn’t a single reproach in it. That was very kind of you—very generous.


  The truth is I have been on the pen point of writing to you for weeks and weeks but always Paris—horrid Paris—snatched my pen away. And during the latter part of the time I spent nearly every afternoon in a tight, bony dentist’s chair while a dreadfully callous American gentleman with an electric light on his forehead explored the root canals or angled with devilish patience for the lurking nerves. Sometimes, at black moments, I think that when I die I shall go to the DENTIST’S.


  I am glad you did not come to Paris after all; we should not have been able to talk. It’s too distracting. It is like your “twelve complete teas, ices and all”—all the time. One is either eating them or watching other people eat them, or seeing them swept away or hearing the jingle of their approach, or waiting for them, or paying for them, or trying to get out of them (hardest of all). Here it is ever so much better. If, on your walk to-day you pass one of those signs with a blameless hand pointing to the Hotel d’Angleterre, please follow. The cherries are just ripe; they are cutting the hay. But these are English delights, too. Our speciality is the forest à deux pas, threaded with little green paths and hoarse quick little streams. If it happens to be sunset, too, I could shew you something very strange. Behind this Hotel there is a big natural lawn, a wide stretch of green turf. When the herds that are being driven home in the evening come to it they go wild with delight. Staid, black cows begin to dance, to leap, to cut capers. Quiet, refined little sheep who look as though buttercups would not melt in their mouths suddenly begin to jump, to spin round, to bound off like rocking-horses. The goats are complete Russian Ballet Dancers; they are almost too brilliant. But the cows are the most surprising and the most näive. You will admit that cows don’t look like born dancers, do they? And yet my cows are light as feathers, bubbling over with fun. Please tell dear little Miss Helsingfors that it’s quite true [218] they do jump over the moon. I have seen them do it—or very nearly. Ah, Mr. Gerhardi, I love the country! To lie on the grass again and smell the clover! Even to feel a little ant creep up one’s sleeve was a kind of comfort … after one had shaken it down again….


  I am in the middle of a very long story[23] written in the same style—horrible expression!—as The Daughters of the Late Colonel. I enjoy writing it so much that even after I am asleep, I go on. The scene is the South of France in early spring. There is a real love story in it, too, and rain, buds, frogs, a thunderstorm, pink spotted Chinese dragons. There is no happiness greater than this leading a double life. But it’s mysterious, too. How is it possible to be here in this remote, deserted hotel and at the same time to be leaning out of the window of the Villa Martin listening to the rain thrumming so gently on the leaves and smelling the night-scented stocks with Milly? (I shall be awfully disappointed if you don’t like Milly.)


  Have you read Bunin’s stories? They are published in English by the Hogarth Press. The Gentleman from San Francisco is good, but I don’t care much for the others. He tries too hard. He’s too determined you shall not miss the cucumbers and the dyed whiskers. And the last story called Son I can’t for the life of me understand. I met Bunin in Paris and because he had known Tchehov I wanted to talk of him. But alas! Bunin said “Tchehov? Ah—Ah—Oui, j’ai connu Tchekhov. Mais il y a longtemps, longtemps.” And then a pause. And then, graciously, “Il a écrit des belles choses.” And that was the end of Tchehov. “Vous avez lu mon dernier…?”


  I shall be here until the end of August. After that I go back to Paris for two months and then I want to go to Italy to a little place called Arco near the Lake of Garda for the winter.


  When you are in the mood please write to me and tell me what you are writing. I am sorry you did not like The Fly and glad you told me. I hated writing it. Yes, I [219] remember the story about the little boy and the buzzing insects. His father comes home from the town and finds him sitting up to the table cutting Kings and Queens out of a pack of playing cards. I can always see him.


  Here comes my ancient landlady with a cup of tea made from iceland moss and hay flowers. She is determined to make a new man of me—good old soul—and equally convinced that nothing but herb tea will do it. My inside must be in a state of the most profound astonishment.


  Goodbye for now. All success—every good wish for your book.


  And don’t be grateful to me, please; I’ve done nothing.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  In the Forest.


  June 22, 1922


  I’m sitting writing to you in a glade under a pine tree. There are quantities of little squat yellow bushes of a kind of broom everywhere that give a sweet scent and are the humming houses of bees. M. and I have been here all day. Now he is climbing up to Montana to buy a large bottle of castor oil! It’s sad to feel so completely a creature of air as one does in this forest and yet to find one’s insides have ordered a general strike. Such is our awful condition. It’s divinely lovely out here, and warm again—with just a light breeze singing in the trees. A little blue sky with puffs of white cloud over the mountains.


  Last evening as I sat on a stump watching the herds pass I felt you may take furiously to cows and paint nothing but cows on green lawns with long shadows like triangles from this-shaped tree [a drawing] and end with a very grave cow-complex. I have one. Up till now I have always more than resisted the charm of cows but now it’s swep’ over me all of a heap, Miss. Insects, too, even though my legs are both bitten off at the knees by large and solemn flies. Do you mind turning brown, too? Or peeling? I had better warn you. These things are bound to happen. And I am hatefully unsociable. Don’t [220] forget that. It’s on the cards you may turn frightfully against me here and brain me with your Toby.[24] You see, every day I work till 12.30 and again from 4.30 until supper—every blessed day, Sunday included. Can you bear that? In the mornings we may meet as I go abroad and sit under the trees. But I shall regard you as invisible and you will haughtily cut me. In this way, when we are free, we feel free and not guilty. We can play and look at beetles in peace. I must get the ancient sisters to simplify their ideas of pic-nics though. To-day they brought M. boiled beef and trimmings in a saucepan. It’s awful to open such a vessel under the very Eye of our Maker. I like eggs, butter-bread and milk at pic-nics. But M. disagrees. He regards such tastes as female flippancy.


  Oh, my story won’t go fast enough. It’s got stuck. I must have it finished and done with in 10 days’ time. Never shall I commit myself again to a stated time. It’s hellish.


  []


  To Arnold Gibbons


  June 24, 1922


  Very many thanks for your letter and for letting me see the five stories. I’d like immensely to talk about them a little. But you’ll take what I say as workshop talk—will you?—as from one writer to another. Otherwise one feels embarrassed.


  I think the idea in all the five stories is awfully good. And you start each story at just the right moment and finish it at the right moment, too. Each is a whole, complete in itself. But I don’t feel any of them quite come off. Why? It’s as though you used more words than were necessary. There’s a kind of diffuseness of expression which isn’t natural to the English way of thinking. I imagine your great admiration for Tchehov has liberated you but you have absorbed more of him than you are aware of and he’s got in the way of your individual [221] expression for the time being. It’s very queer; passages read like a translation! It’s as though you were in his shadow and the result is you are a little bit blurred, a bit vague. Your real inmost self (forgive the big words but one does mean them) doesn’t seem to be speaking except occasionally. It’s almost as though you were hiding and hadn’t the—shall I call it—courage?—of your own fine sensitiveness. When you do get free of Tchehov plus all you have learnt of him you ought to write awfully good stories. Pleasure gives one an idea of how good. There you seem to me nearly in your own stride. It is convincing. One believes in that little cat and its meat for breakfast; one sees your old chap wiping the glass case with his handkerchief; and one sees his audience turn and then turn back to him. I think this story is much the best of the five.


  To return to your Russianization for a moment. It seems to me that when Russians think they go through a different process from what we do. As far as we can gather they arrive at feeling by a process of … spiritual recapitulation. I don’t think we do. What I imagine is we have less words but they are more vital; we need less. So though one can accept this recapitulating process from Russian writers it sounds strange to me coming from your pen. For instance, in Going Home you get in five lines: “enthusiasm, doubtful, mistrust, acute terror, anxious joy, sadness, pain, final dissolution, filth and degradation.” Or (p. 2) “the unhappiness, the misery and cruelty, all the squalor and abnormal spiritual anguish.” Again, last page but one of The Sister, “futility, monotony, suffocated, pettiness, sordidness, vulgar minuteness.”


  When one writes like that in English it’s as though the nerve of the feeling were gone. Do you know what I mean?


  I realise it’s all very well to say these things—but how are we going to convey these overtones, half tones, quarter tones, these hesitations, doubts, beginnings, if we go at them directly? It is most devilishly difficult, but I do [222] believe that there is a way of doing it and that’s by trying to get as near to the exact truth as possible. It’s the truth we are after, no less (which, by the way, makes it so exciting).


  []


  To Sir Harold Beauchamp


  June 26, 1922


  I hope you are enjoying a different kind of weather from our mountain variety. It is as cold as late autumn, very, very damp, with heavy mists. We are wearing full winter outfit and going to bed under our travelling rugs, with large size Swiss hot water tins. Summer seems to have spent its fortune at one fell swoop. You know that type of wind, like a draught, which plays on the back of one’s neck and seems to come from all quarters equally; it is in its element at present. However, being the month of June, we can still hope that any day may see a complete change.


  I envy you your voyage in the “Aquitania.” It must be a most interesting experience to travel in one of those huge liners—very different to the good old “Star of New Zealand.” Still, I have a very soft corner in my heart for the “Niwaru,” for example. Do you remember how Mother used to enjoy the triangular shaped pieces of toast for tea? Awfully good they were, too, on a cold afternoon in the vicinity of The Horn. How I should love to make a long sea voyage again one of these days. But I always connect such experiences with a vision of Mother in her little seal skin jacket with the collar turned up. I can see her as I write.


  It is a great pity J. is so wicked about her food. If she lived abroad for a time, she would realise that it is only in England that very thin ladies are the fashion (as Grandma B. would have said). I have grown foreign enough to confess that I infinitely prefer the French taste in such matters. One sees beautiful women in Paris and all their beauty is crowned by their look of radiant health; lovely arms and throats and shoulders—not bony ones. When [223] I burst out of all my skirts in Paris the little dressmaker who had to make ’em bigger rolled up her eyes and said, “Dieu soit loué.” That is a much better spirit than the English one.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  Hotel Chateau Belle Vue, Sierre (Valais)


  Tuesday, July 4, 1922


  I want to write to you before I begin work. I have been thinking of you ever since I woke up, thinking how much I should like to talk to you. To-day for instance, is such an opportunity. Brett is staying here for a week or so but she has gone up the mountains for the day. And I am the only guest left in this big, empty, dim hotel. It is awfully nice here, my dearest friend. It is full summer. The grasshoppers ring their tiny tambourines, and down below the gardener is raking the paths. Swallows are flying; two men with scythes over their shoulders are wading through the field opposite, lifting their knees as though they waded through a river. But above all it is solitary.


  I have been feeling lately a horrible feeling of indifference; a very bad feeling. Neither hot nor cold; lukewarm, as the psalmist says. It is better to be dead than to feel like that; in fact it is a kind of death. And one is ashamed as a corpse would be ashamed, to be unburied. I thought I would never write again. But now that I have come here and am living alone all seems so full of meaning again, and one longs only to be allowed to understand.


  Have you read Lawrence’s new book? I should like to very much. He is the only writer living whom I really profoundly care for. It seems to me whatever he writes, no matter how much one may ‘disagree,’ is important. And after all even what one objects to is a sign of life in him. He is a living man. There has been published lately an extremely bad collection of short stories—Georgian Short [224] Stories. And The Shadow in the Rose Garden by Lawrence is among them. This story is perhaps one of the weakest he ever wrote. But it is so utterly different from all the rest that one reads it with joy. When he mentions gooseberries these are real red, ripe gooseberries that the gardener is rolling on a tray. When he bites into an apple it is a sharp, sweet, fresh apple from the growing tree. Why has one this longing that people shall be rooted in life. Nearly all people swing in with the tide and out with the tide again like heavy seaweed. And they seem to take a kind of pride in denying life. But why? I cannot understand.


  But writing letters is unsatisfactory. If you were here we would talk or be silent, it would not matter which. We shall meet one day, perhaps soon, perhaps some years must pass first. Who shall say? To know you are there is enough. (This is not really contradictory.)


  []


  To Sir Harold Beauchamp


  July 9, 1922


  I found mountain conditions plus cold, mist and rain too much for me once more. And shifted to this small town, which is in the valley. Here I shall stay until I return to Paris. J. has, however, remained up aloft and only comes down for week-ends. This is an excellent really first-rate hotel—the pleasantest I have ever known. It is simple but extremely comfortable and the food is almost too good to be true. Sierre is only 1700 feet high, which makes a great difference to my heart, too. If one had no work to do it would be a dull little place, for apart from the hotel there is nothing much to be said for it. But another great point in its favour is there is a farm attached, where the faithful old Swiss gardeners allow me to explore. This is all complete with cows, turkeys, poultry and a big rambling orchard that smells already of apples. The damson trees are the first I remember seeing since those at Karori. After all, a country life is hard to beat. It has more solid joys than any other that I can [225] imagine. I thank heaven and my papa that I was not born a town child.


  Yes, indeed, I too wish that I were taking a trip home with you. It would be a marvellous experience. The very look of a “steamer trunk” rouses the old war horse in me. I feel inclined to paw the ground and smell the briny. But perhaps in ten years time, if I manage to keep above ground, I may be able to think seriously of such a treat.


  I have just finished a story with a canary for the hero, and almost feel I have lived in a cage and pecked a piece of chickweed myself. What a bother!


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  July 10, 1922


  Many many thanks for your book. I am delighted to have it, and I think it looks awfully nice. I’ve read it again from beginning to end. How good it is! (Here, as you don’t believe in such a thing as modesty you will say, “Yes, isn’t it?”) But I can only agree. Don’t change, Mr. Gerhardi. Go on writing like that. I mean with that freshness and warmth and suppleness, with that warm emotional tone and not that dreadful glaze of ‘intellectuality’ which is like a curse upon so many English writers…. And there’s another thing. You sound so free in your writing. Perhaps that is as important as anything. I don’t know why so many of our poor authors should be in chains, but there it is—a dreadful clanking sounds through their books, and they never can run away never take a leap, never risk anything…. In fact, it’s high time we took up our pens and struck a blow for freedom. To begin with—What about ***? He is a ripe, fat victim. I agree with every word you say about him, his smugness is unbearable, his “Oh my friends, let us have Adventures!” is simply the worst possible pretence. You see the truth is he hasn’t a word to say. It is a tremendous adventure to him if the dog gets into the kitchen and licks a saucepan. Perhaps it is the [226] biggest adventure of all to breathe “Good Night, dear Lady” as the daughter of the County hands him his solid silver bedroom candlestick. All is sham, all is made up, all is rooted in vanity. I am ashamed of going to the same school with him—but there you are. And he’s Top Boy, with over £7,000 a year and America bowing to the earth to him…. It’s very painful.


  But after this long parenthesis let me come back to Futility one moment. Shall I tell you what I think you may have to guard against? You have a very keen, very delightful sense of humour. Just on one or two occasions—(par exemple when you took Nina into a corner and slapped her hand to the amusement of the others) I think you give it too full a rein. I wonder if you feel what I mean? To me, that remark trembles towards … a kind of smartness—a something too easy to be worth doing.


  I hope one day, we shall have a talk about this book. Let me once more wish it and you every possible success.


  Now for your photograph. It is kind of you to have sent it to me. I am very happy to have it. When I possess a room with a mantelpiece again on the mantelpiece you will stand. Judging by it you look as though you were very musical. Are you?


  I am extremely interested to hear of your book on Tchehov. It’s just the moment for a book on Tchehov. I have read, these last weeks, Friday Nights, by Edward Garnett, which contains a long essay on him. Garnett seems greatly impressed by the importance of T.’s scientific training as a doctor, not the indirect importance (I could understand that) but the direct. He quotes as a proof The Party and T.’s letter in which he says “the ladies say I am quite right in all my symptoms when I describe the confinement.” But in spite of T.’s letter, that story didn’t need a doctor to write it. There’s not a thing any sensitive writer could not have discovered without a medical degree. The truth of that “importance” is far more subtle. People on the whole understand Tchehov very little. They persist in looking at him [227] from a certain angle and he’s a man that won’t stand that kind of gaze. One must get round him—see him, feel him as a whole. By the way, isn’t Tolstoi’s little essay on The Darling a small masterpiece of stupidity.


  … And when you say you don’t think T. was really modest. Isn’t it perhaps that he always felt, very sincerely, that he could have done so much more than he did. He was tormented by time, and by the desire to live as well as to write. ‘Life is given us but once’ … Yet, when he was not working he had a feeling of guilt; he felt he ought to be. And I think he very often had that feeling a singer has who has sung once and would give almost anything for the chance to sing the same song over again—Now he could sing it…. But the chance doesn’t return. I suppose all writers, little and big, feel this, but T. more than most. But I must not write about him, I could go on and on….


  Yes, the title of your novel is lovely, and from the practical standpoint excellent. I see so many pretty little hands stretched towards the library shelf…. About Love. I don’t see how any body could avoid buying a copy. But très sérieusement, I am so glad you are at work on it. Do you intend to ‘adopt a literary career’ as they say? Or do you have to make literature your mistress. I hope Bolton is not a permanent address if you dislike it so. I was there seventeen years ago. I remember eating a cake with pink icing while a dark intense lady told me of her love for Haydn Coffin and that she had thirteen photographs of him in silver frames in her bedroom. I was very impressed, but perhaps it wasn’t a typical incident. I meant to tell you of the lovely place where I am staying but this letter is too long. The flowers are wonderful just now. Don’t you love these real summer flowers? You should see the dahlias here, big spiky fellows, with buds like wax and round white ones and real saffron yellow. The women are working in the vines. It’s hot and fine with a light valley wind. Goodbye. I am so glad we are friends.


  []


  To Arnold Gibbons


  [228] July 13, 1922


  I am appalled that I expressed myself so clumsily as to make it possible for you to use the word ‘plagiarism.’ I beg you to forgive me; it was far from my meaning. It was absorbed I meant. Perhaps you will agree that we all, as writers, to a certain extent, absorb each other when we love. (I am presuming that you love Tchehov.) Anatole France would say we eat each other, but perhaps nourish is the better word. For instance, Tchehov’s talent was nourished by Tolstoi’s Death of Ivan Ilyitch. It is very possible he never would have written as he did if he had not read that story. There is a deep division between the work he did before he read it and after…. All I felt about your stories was that you had not yet made the ‘gift’ you had received from Tchehov your own. You had not yet, finally, made free with it and turned it to your own account. My dear colleague, I reproach myself for not having made this plainer….


  I’d like, if I may, to discuss the other point in your letter. Let me see if I understand you. You mean you can only ‘care’ for such things as the little cat, the old man, the note of a bird, in the period of reaction against your belief in pain and a life of sacrifice and yourself. But as your belief is all-important to you that period of reaction means little. Am I right? Therefore the last of the five stories was the only one you really cared about for there you express your very self…. I mean you are writing with real conviction. Do you know what I feel? To do this successfully you will have to do it more indirectly, you will have to leave the student out. Now there is a moment in that story where you succeed. It’s where the little girl’s throat works—she weeps—she wants the apple and is afraid she is not going to have it. (Always remember this is just my personal feeling.) Your student argues, explains too much. He ought perhaps to have said not a single word.


  But I hope you will go on writing. The important [229] thing is to write—to find yourself in losing yourself. (There is no truth profounder.) I do not know myself whether—this world being what it is—pain is not absolutely necessary. I do not see how we are to come by knowledge and love except through pain. That sounds too definite, expressed so baldly—if one were talking one would make reservations…. Believe in pain I must.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  July 17, 1922


  I want to talk to you for hours about—Aaron’s Rod, for instance. Have you read it? There are certain things in this new book of L.’s that I do not like. But they are not important or really part of it. They are trivial, encrusted, they cling to it as snails cling to the underside of a leaf. But apart from them there is the leaf, is the tree, firmly planted, deep thrusting, outspreading, growing grandly, alive in every twig. It is a living book; it is warm, it breathes. And it is written by a living man, with conviction. Oh, Koteliansky, what a relief it is to turn away from these little pre-digested books written by authors who have nothing to say! It is like walking by the sea at high tide eating a crust of bread and looking over the water. I am so sick of all this modern seeking which ends in seeking. Seek by all means, but the text goes on “and ye shall find.” And although, of course, there can be no ultimate finding, there is a kind of finding by the way which is enough, is sufficient. But these seekers in the looking glass, these half-female, frightened writers-of-to-day—You know, they remind me of the greenfly in roses—they are a kind of blight.


  I do not want to be hard. I hope to God I am not unsympathetic. But it seems to me there comes a time in life when one must realise one is grown-up—a man. And when it is no longer decent to go on probing and probing. Life is so short. The world is rich. There are so many adventures possible. Why do we not gather our strength together and live? It all comes to much the same [230] thing. In youth most of us are, for various reasons, slaves. And then, when we are able to throw off our chains, we prefer to keep them. Freedom is dangerous, is frightening.


  If only I can be good enough writer to strike a blow for freedom! It is the one axe I want to grind. Be free—and you can afford to give yourself to life! Even to believe in life.


  I do not go all the way with Lawrence. His ideas of sex mean nothing to me. But I feel nearer L. than anyone else. All these last months I have thought as he does about many things.


  Does this sound nonsense to you? Laugh at me if you like or scold me. But remember what a disadvantage it is having to write such things. If we were talking one could say it all in a few words. It is so hard not to dress one’s ideas up in their Sunday clothes and make them look all stiff and shining in a letter. My ideas look awful in their best dresses.


  (Now I have made myself a glass of tea. Every time I drop a piece of lemon into a glass of tea I say ‘Koteliansky.’ Perhaps it is a kind of grace.)


  I went for such a lovely drive to-day behind a very intelligent horse who listened to every word the driver and I said and heartily agreed. One could tell from his ears that he was even extremely interested in the conversation. They are thinning the vines for the last time before harvest. One can almost smell the grapes. And in the orchards apples are reddening; it is going to be a wonderful year for pears.


  But one could write about the drive for as many pages as there are in Ulysses.


  It is late. I must go to bed. Now the train going to Italy has flashed past. Now it is silent again except for the old toad who goes Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka—laying down the law.


  []


  To Sir Harold Beauchamp


  [231] July 28, 1922


  The days seem to whisk away here so fast that I don’t think the farmer’s wife would be in time to chop off their tails. I spend a large part of them tapping out my new long story or short novel on my little Corona. But I have been thinking of you so much, dearest, and hoping that your climatic and physical conditions are both more settled. I heard from C. that you had been to see my good Doctor. I hope he satisfied you and that you did not think I had overpraised him. It would be very nice to know from you what you thought of him.


  Since I last wrote we have had every variety of weather from Winter to Spring. To-day, for instance, began with a cold downpour, gradually changed until it was a damp, tropical morning, and now it’s a sharp Autumn evening. It’s very difficult to adjust one’s attire to these lightning changes. The only safe recipe is to start with flannel next to the skin, and build up or cast off from that. What a frightful bother! But judging from the reports in the Times, England has turned over a summer leaf again. Long may it remain fair!


  There is a remarkable old talker here at present—an American, aged eighty-eight—with his wife and daughter. The daughter looks about sixty-five. According to the ancient gentleman, they have been on the wing ever since he retired at the age of seventy-five, and they intend remaining on the wing for another fifteen years or so! He is full of fire still, dresses every night for dinner, plays bridge, and loves to start a gossip with, “In the year 1865.” It’s very interesting listening to his memories of early Noo York and of American life generally ’way back. I think he mistook me for a young person home for the holidays. For he introduced himself with the words, ‘Boys seem skeerce here. May be you wouldn’t mind if I tried to entertain you a li’ll.” When he said boys, I thought at first he must be alluding to farm labourers, but then memories of American novels “put me right,” as they say.


  [232] J. is still in his lofty perch among the mountains. At the week-ends, whenever the weather is wet, we play billiards. There is a splendid table here and we are both very keen. It’s a fascinating game. I remember learning to hold a cue at Sir Joseph Ward’s, and I can see now R’s super-refinement as if she expected each ball to be stamped with a coronet before she would deign to hit it.


  To Edmund Blunden


  July 1922


  It is awfully kind of you to have sent me a copy of your lovely poem, Old Homes. Many, many thanks. I like especially the verse beginning:


  Thence, too, when high wind through the black clouds pouring—


  One walks straight into your chill, pale, wet world as one reads…. I love the sound of water in poetry.


  How are you, I wonder, and where are you spending the summer? It’s the moment here when all the dahlias are out, every little child is eating a green apple, the vines have been cut down for the last time and the grapes are as big as marbles. In fact, this whole valley is one great ripening orchard. Heavens! how beautiful apple trees are! But you know these things a great deal better than I do.


  If H.M.T. is near by—give him my love, will you?


  To J.M. Murry


  August 1922


  Early Edition.


  I think Amos Barton is awful and there’s nothing to say for it.


  In the first place poor George Eliot’s Hymn to the Cream Jug makes me feel quite queasy (no wonder she harps on biliousness and begins her description of a feast: “Should one not be bilious there is no pleasanter sight, etc.”) in the second place, the idea of lovely, gentle, [233] fastidious, Madonna-like Mrs. Barton having 8 children in 9 years by that pock-marked poor ‘mongrel’ (her own words) with the blackened stumps for teeth is simply disgusting! If I thought the poor little pamphlet was designed to put in a word in favour of Birth Control I could bear it. But far from it. Each chubby chubby with a red little fist and TEN black nails (how is that for charm?) rouses a kind of female cannibalism in G.E. She gloats over the fat of babies.


  I have always heard Amos Barton was one of her best stories. You know, it’s very very bad that we haven’t sincerer critics. Having spread my peacock tail to that extent I had better depart. Not before saying what a truly frightful need England hath of thee.


  Later edition.


  I have just got your L. review and note…. About your review. I think you are absolutely right in every word of it—every word. I think you occasionally use more words of praise than are necessary; it sounds too effusive and will raise suspicion. Shall I tone it down a bit on my typewriter, or send it as it is? I’ll phone you and ask. Oh, I long for a paper this morning!! I have been “making up” a paper ever since I read your review. I shall start one, too, jolly soon. For three years only. But what years!


  Don’t you think it might be a good idea if this week you came on Sunday instead of Saturday? Give us a longer week. That is if you are at all pressé or inclined to the notion. Otherwise you won’t mind, will you, if I do a bit of work on Saturday while you are in the garden?


  H’m yes. After my Spartan suggestion has been written, I take it back. I say instead what I have said about working … and hope I’ll be able to look out of window and see your summer feltie below. Yes, indeed, come Saturday unless you don’t want to, or think that the female will is determined to drag you here….


  Once The Doves’ Nest is finished I shall leave here. But [234] it will take a fortnight, not a week. It’s too expensive. I must draw in my horns for the next six months, somehow. Blow!


  My watch is still a li’ll golden angel. And what a big brown angel that chest is! With two little windows at the sides and a chimney at the top we could almost live in it—open the lid softly for the milkman and the wild strawberry man….


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  August 2, 1922


  I hope you are better. If you need a doctor, Sorapure is a good man—intelligent and quiet. He does not discuss Lloyd George with one, either. This is a great relief. All the other English doctors that I know have just finished reading The Daily Mail by the time they reach me.


  It is a pity that Lawrence is driven so far. I am sure that Western Australia will not help. The desire to travel is a great, real temptation. But does it do any good? It seems to me to correspond to the feelings of a sick man who thinks always ‘if only I can get away from here I shall be better.’ However—there is nothing to be done. One must go through with it. No one can stop that sick man, either, from moving on and on. His craving is stronger than he. But Lawrence, I am sure, will get well.


  … I believe one can cure nobody, one can change nobody fundamentally. The born slave cannot become a free man. He can only become free-er. I have refused to believe that for years, and yet I am certain it is true, it is even a law of life. But it is equally true that hidden in the slave there are the makings of the free man. And these makings are very nice in ——, very sensitive and generous. I love her for them. They make me want to help her as much as I can.


  I am content. I prefer to leave our meeting to chance. To know you are there is enough. If I knew I was going to die I should even ask you definitely to come and see me.


  [235] For I should hate to die without one long, uninterrupted talk with you. But short of it—it does not greatly matter.


  []


  To Sir Harold Beauchamp


  August 10, 1922


  I have delayed answering your letter—which I was most happy to receive—because I felt there was a possibility that I might be forced, for reasons of health only, to make a little change in my plans. I hoped this would not be necessary, but it is. To “come straight to the horses”—my heart has been playing up so badly this last week that I realise it is imperative for me to see Doctor Sorapure before I go on with my Paris treatment. As I am due to begin this Paris treatment on September 1st, I have decided that my best plan is to come straight to London next Tuesday, arriving Wednesday, 16th. Until I have had an opinion on the present condition of my heart I am really a thoroughly unsatisfactory companion. I could neither go about with you, nor add to your enjoyment in any way. And to sit with me in the bedroom of a foreign hotel would be extremely small beer indeed! And I could not forgive myself if my disquieting symptoms became aggravated in Paris and caused you uneasiness. You know what a heart is like! I hope this trouble is something that can be corrected easily. I feel sure it is. But until I know just what it is there is always the feeling I may be doing the very thing that will send me on my last journey before my work is anything like finished here below! That’s what I have been feeling all this week.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  August 11, 1922


  I can’t arrive before Thursday afternoon. No sleeper before then. Your clouds like Feather Boas are perfeck!


  This—yours—is such a very nice letter that it is a good thing we shall meet so soon, I feel inclined to come by the perambulator and have done with it.


  [236] Why do things need so many nails? Why can’t one use safety pins? They are so much quicker and they are deadly Secure. Once you have clasped yourself to a safety pin human flesh and blood can’t separate you.


  (Let us go and see Charlie Chaplin when I come. Shall we? On the Fillums, of course, I mean.)


  This place is flaming with Gladioli, too. As for the dahlias they are rampant everywhere. The pears which we had for lunch, are iron pears, with little copper plums and a zinc greengage or two.


  L.M., smelling the luggage from afar, is in her element. She is hung round with tickets already and almost whistles and shunts when she brings me my tisane. I am moving already myself, the writing table is gliding by, and I feel inclined to wave to people in the garden.


  Elizabeth came yesterday with one of the Ladies Fair. I must say she had ravishing deep, deep grey eyes. She seemed, too, divinely happy. She is happy. She has a perfect love, a man. They have loved each other for eight years and it is still as radiant, as exquisite as ever. I must say it is nice to gaze at people who are in love. M. has taken up golf. I’ve always wondered when this would happen….


  []


  To Richard Murry


  August 14, 1922


  I did a thing to-day which it has been in my mind to do for a long time. I made a will, signed it, and got it duly witnessed. In it I left you my large pearl ring. My idea in leaving it to you was that you should give it—if you care to—to your woman whoever she may be. I hope you won’t think this ghoulish. But Jack gave me the ring and I feel it would be nice to keep it in the family.


  This doesn’t mean, of course, that I am not as large as life and twice as natural. But just in case I was ‘taken sudden.’ I’d like you to know why the ring is yours.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  [237] August 14, 1922


  I wired you to-day. This is just to say how glad I shall be if you can put me up on Wednesday. I have been horribly ill since you left. I must see Sorapure with as little delay as possible. Please don’t tell anyone I am coming, not even Koteliansky. Don’t make preparations for me, will you? What would be perfect would be to feel you just let me in without giving me a moment’s thought. You know what I mean? Everything will be nice. There’s only one thing. If you can put me into a bedroom rather than the sitting room…. No, I take that back. That’s nonsense. If you knew how those orange flowery curtains are waving in my mind at this moment! Will you really be at your door on Wednesday? Or is it a fairy tale!


  []


  To Sir Harold Beauchamp


  6, Pond Street, Hampstead, N.W. 3


  Friday, August 18, 1922


  I still feel guilty at having so disarranged your plans. My only consolation is that travelling on the Continent, at this moment, is very poor fun. Even when one has reserved seats in all the trains and so on, the immense crowds intrude. First-class carriages are full of third-class passengers, and the boat absolutely swarmed with ladies and babies all in an advanced state of mal de mer!


  However, travelling never tires me as it does most people. I even enjoy it, discomforts and all. And we arrived here to find all kinds of thoughtful preparations, down to the good old fashioned Bath Bun with sugar on the top—an old favourite of mine. It made me feel I was anchored in England again.


  I saw Doctor Sorapure this morning and went over the battlefield with him. As far as one could say from a first view, it was not at all unsatisfactory. He says my heart is not diseased in any way. He believes its condition is due [238] to my left lung, and it’s tied up with the lung in some way for the present. It’s all rather complicated. But the result of the interview was that there is nothing to be feared from its behaviour. I mean its tricks are more playful than fierce. And the more exercise I take in the way of walking and moving about the better. It may stretch it. Sounds rather rum, doesn’t it? But the point is, darling, J. and I can meet you anywhere in London, any time. This house is rather hard to find. It’s a queer nice little place, but on the Bohemian side, i.e., I would trust its teas only—not its lunches or dinners.


  Sorapure thought I looked amazingly better, of course. Everybody does. One feels a great fraud to have a well-built outside and such an annoying interior.


  []


  To Violet Schiff


  August 21, 1922


  It’s strange to be here again. London is empty, cool, rather shadowy, extraordinarily unlike Paris. I feel sentimental about it. Only the people I’ve seen so far seem fatigué, fatigué beyond words! One feels that they have come to an agreement not to grow any more to stay just so—all clipped and pruned and tight. As for taking risks, making mistakes, changing their opinions, being in the wrong, committing themselves, losing themselves, being human beings in fact—no, a thousand times! “Let us sit down and have a nice chat about minor eighteenth century poetry—” I never want to sit down and have a nice chat as long as I live.


  But it doesn’t matter. They can’t alter the fact that life is wonderful. It’s wonderful enough to sit here writing to you, dear precious friend, and to lean back and think about you. The past lets nothing be. Even our meetings in Paris are changed almost beyond recognition. One sees them, linked together now, and one realises the immense importance of the hero[25] of them (whom I never saw and never shall see.)


  [239] But I could write to you forever to-day—and instead I’m going out to lunch with Massingham père. Could one possibly shake him up—lean across the table and say quietly—


  []


  To Sir Harold Beauchamp


  August 22, 1922


  Just a note to say how very happy I was to see you yesterday and how much I enjoyed our lunch and talk. I only hope you feel as young as you look and that your bout of ill health is a thing of the past. The girls looked so well and charming, too. Wee Jeannie, though, looks almost too young to have a real live husband. She ought to be married in a daisy chain with the wedding service read from a seed catalogue, as it used to be when we were children.


  It’s a sad pity that New Zealand is so far, dearest Papa. How nice it would be if we could all foregather more often.


  By this same post I am sending you a copy of my book.


  []


  To Violet Schiff


  August 24, 1922


  Will you forgive me if I do not accept your invitation to come and stay with you and Sydney? The truth is I am such a bad visitor (as one is a bad sailor) that I have made it a rule nowadays never to stay with anyone unless it is absolutely necessary. I hope this does not sound too extravagant and ungracious. I could give you literally hundreds of reasons for it. I look forward immensely to seeing you both in town next month. Isn’t the country rather chill? The country is so terribly airy.


  I have ‘taken’ Brett’s first floor for the next three miserable months and hope to be settled soon. At present all is in the air, and I can’t work or even think of work. It will be very nice to have my own possessions and to be out of hotels for a time, without being en menage. I haven’t the domestic virtues.


  [240] I see Eliot’s new magazine is advertised to appear shortly. It looks very full of rich plums. I think Prufrock by far by far and away the most interesting and the best modern poem. It stays in the memory as a work of art—so different in that to Ulysses. The further I am away from it, the less I think of it. As to reading it again, or even opening that great tome—never! What I feel about Ulysses is that its appearance sometime was inevitable. Things have been heading that way for years. It ought to be regarded as a portentous warning. But there is little chance of that, I fear.


  Are you well? I feel so much better these last few days. My doctor, who is an angel, seems to be curing my heart with dark brown sugar!


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  August 1922


  No, dear Mr. Gerhardi,


  I don’t always feel I have offended you. I only felt it once when the pause was so very long. But now it is hard to write to you when I know you are laughing at my poor little ‘y’s’ and ‘g’s’ and ‘d’s.’ They feel so awkward; they refuse to skip any more. The little ‘g’ especially is shy, with his tail in his mouth like an embarrassed whiting.


  I am very very sorry you are ill. I hope you will soon be better. I shall send you a little packet of tea on Monday. Please have a special little pot made and drink it with un peu de citron—if you like citron. It tastes so good when one is in bed—this tea, I mean. It always makes me feel even a little bit drunk—well, perhaps drunk is not quite the word. But the idea, even, of the short story after a cup or two seems almost too good to be true, and I pledge it in a third cup as one pledges one’s love….


  I have decided to stay in London for three months. Then I go to Italy to the Lago di Garda. Perhaps we shall meet before then. I have taken a minute flat at this address and by the end of next week I shall be working again. I have a book to finish and I want to write a play [241] this autumn…. It’s very nice to be in London again, rather like coming back to one’s dear wife. But I wish the intelligentsia were not quite so solemn, quite so determined to sustain a serious conversation only. They make one feel like that poor foreigner arraigned before Mr. Podsnap on the hearthrug in Our Mutual Friend. I shall never, while Life lasts, be able to take Life for granted in the superb way they do.


  Are you able to work? I am glad Middleton Murry’s short notice pleased you. I hope the Evening News man[26] has done you proud, too. And some one wrote to me and wondered if you would come to lunch one Sunday. But who am I to say?


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  August 28, 1922


  I can’t tell you what a joy it was to see you yesterday, dear and très très belle amie. How I loved looking at you again. And hearing you. And seeing your home—everything. I so look forward to our meeting often this autumn. I do hope we may. Jack Murry sends his love. He’s just had a new suit made and is standing in front of me.


  J. M.: “Are the trousers full enough?”


  K. M.: “Quite full enough!”


  J. M.: “You’re sure?”


  K. M.: “Certain!”


  J. M.: “They’re not too full?”


  K. M.: “Not in the least!”


  J. M.: “You’re sure?”


  K. M.: “Certain!”


  I must run and get a Bible and swear on it, “Those trousers are PERFECT!!” Men are funny, aren’t they? But very nice, too.


  []


  To Sydney Schiff


  [242] Monday, August 1922


  Your letter made me feel angry with myself and very ungracious at having refused your so kind invitation. Please forgive me! I look forward more than I can say to seeing you and Violet in London. By the time you come I hope to be settled in my new rooms (they are at this address) I am already dreaming of no end of a talk before my fire.


  I shall never be able to say a word to the intelligentsia, Sydney. They are too lofty, too far removed. No, that is unfair. It’s simply that they are not in the least interested. Nor do they appear to know what one is driving at when one groans at the present state of English writing. As I see it the whole stream of English literature is trickling out in little innumerable marsh trickles.


  There is no gathering together, no force, no impetus, absolutely no passion! Why this is I don’t know. But one feels a deathly cautiousness in everyone—a determination not to be caught out. Who wants to catch them out or give them away? I can’t for the life of me see the need of this acute suspicion and narrowness. Perhaps the only thing to do is to ignore it all and go on with one’s own job. But I confess that seems to me a poor conclusion to come to. If I, as a member of the orchestra think I am playing right, try my utmost to play right, I don’t want to go on in the teeth of so many others—not playing at all or playing as I believe falsely. It is a problem. Let us talk it all over.


  About Lawrence. Yes, I agree there is much triviality, much that is neither here not there. And a great waste of energy that ought to be well spent. But I did feel there was growth in Aaron’s Rod—there was no desire to please or placate the public, I did feel that Lorenzo was profoundly moved. Because of this, perhaps, I forgive him too much his faults.


  It’s vile weather here—a real fog. I am alone in the [243] house—10.30 p.m. Footsteps pass and repass—that is a marvellous sound—and the low voices—talking on—dying away. It takes me back years—to the agony of waiting for one’s love—


  []


  To Lady Ottoline Morrell


  Monday, August 1922


  I would simply love to meet you at Taylor’s whenever you ask me to come. Or if you would rather I met you anywhere else—I shall be there. I can’t walk yet—absurd as it sounds—only a few puffing paces, a most humiliating and pug-like performance. But once I get my legs back or rather once my heart is stronger I shall not be dependent on taxis. I live in them since I have come to London. I have got Fat—Wyndham Lewis I hear is also fat, May Sinclair has waxed enormous, Anne Rice can’t be supported by her ankles alone—I try to comfort myself with many examples. But I don’t really care—it is awful how little one cares. Anything—rather than illness—rather than the sofa, and that awful dependence on others!


  I rather look forward to these three months in London, once I have got out of my boxes and into a real corner of my own. I dream of brand new friends—not the dreadfully solemn ‘intensive’ ones—not the mind-probers. But young ones who aren’t ashamed to be interested. Dear little Gerhardi who wrote Futility is one—he sounds awfully nice. And there’s another I met in Switzerland—so attractive! I don’t think I care very much for the real intelligentsia, Ottoline, dearest. And they seem to be so uneasy, so determined not to be caught out! Who wants to catch them?


  I wish you would come to Italy for part of next winter. Do you know the Lago di Garda? They say it is so lovely. And the journey is nothing.


  It will be such a real joy to see you again.


  []


  To Sylvia Lynd


  [244] September 19, 1922


  It’s the most miserable news to know you are in bed again and that again such bad sorrowful things have been happening to you…. What can one say? I had so hoped and believed that your lean years were over. May they be over now!


  I’d love to come and see you. But stairs are unclimbable by me. I am better, but I can’t walk more than a few yards. I can walk about a house and give a very good imitation of a perfectly well and strong person in a restaurant or from the door across the pavement to the taxi. But that’s all. My heart still won’t recover. I think I shall be in England two to three months, as there is a man here who can give me the X-ray treatment I’ve been having in Paris. After that I shall go to Italy. But all is vague. I’m seeing the specialist to-day. I may have to go back to Paris almost immediately. What it is to be in doctors’ hands!


  If I stay, I do hope we shall be able to meet later on, perhaps. Let us arrange some easy place for both of us then. It would be most awfully nice to have a talk. I’m living in two crooked little rooms here in a little crooked house. It’s a relief to be away from hotels after five months in Paris in a hotel bedroom overlooking a brick wall.


  I’ll never be able to knock any spots off this city, my dear. It frightens me. When I’m with people I feel rather like an unfortunate without a racquet standing on the tennis court while a smashing game is being played by the other three—it’s a rather awful and rather silly feeling.


  Don’t forget how much I’d love to see you. Or how sorry I am for everything.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  September 29, 1922


  … Ah, I had such a sad letter to-day from R.W. Goodbye Arno! She is afraid there will be no Arno for [245] her. And goodbye Paris and the Manoukhin treatment! It cannot be for her. “Every day I am getting worse.” Brave, noble little soul shining behind those dark, lighted eyes! She has wanted so much, she has had so little! She wants so terribly just to be allowed to warm herself—to have a place at the fire. But she’s not allowed. She’s shut out. She must drive on into the dark. Why? Why can’t I go to Rome? I should like to start for Rome to-day, just to kiss her hands and lay my head on her pillow. It is so terrible to be alone.


  Outside my window there are leaves falling. Here, in two days, it is autumn. Not late autumn, but bright gold everywhere. Are the sunflowers out at the bottom of the vegetable garden? There are quantities of small Japanese sunflowers, too, aren’t there? It’s a mystery, Bogey, why the earth is so lovely….


  R. has just been in again to finish his drawing. Then we went downstairs and he played. But what am I telling you? Nothing! Yet much happened. Don’t you think it’s queer how we have to talk ‘little language’ to make one word clothe, feed and start in life one small thought?


  []


  To Sylvia Lynd


  September 29, 1922


  How glad I should have been to have seen you next week. But I am being swep’ away again to Paris next Monday, to go on with my X-ray treatment. Why do I always have to write to you about complaints! It is a horrid fate. But there it is. The bad weather here these last few days (it’s fine, of course, since I bought my ticket) has brought my cough back again, stronger than ever for its small holiday. And my Paris doctor threatens me with a complete return to the sofa if I don’t go through with his course. I thought I could manage to have the same thing done here. But it’s not the same, and it’s frightening to play with these blue rays.


  So there are my steamer trunk and hat box on the [246] carpet eyeing each other, walking round each other, ready to begin the fight all over again. And I shan’t see you or talk to you or give you tea or hear about anything. I’m so very, very sorry!


  Are you really better? It’s good news to know you are able to come as far as Hampstead. I have been staying in a tiny little house here, behind a fan of trees, with one of those green convolvulus London gardens behind it. It’s been beyond words a rest to be in a private house again with a private staircase and no restaurant, nobody in buttons, no strange, foreign gentleman staring at your letters in the letter rack. Oh, how I hate hotels! They are like permanent railway stations without trains.


  There’s the dinner bell. I must go down into the hold and eat. I have been doing the housekeeping here. It was very homelike to hear the sole domestic say, “I know a party, m’m, as is a nice ’and with mouse ’oles, ’aving them in the kitchen somethink dreadful!” So unlike pert Suzanne and jolie Yvonne.


  []


  To Anne Estelle Rice


  September 30, 1922


  Here are the books; so many thanks for them. I think some of the stories in A Hasty Bunch are quite extraordinarily good. All of them have interested me immensely. There is something so fresh and unspoilt about the writer, even when he is a little bit self-conscious—in the youthful way, you know. But he has got real original talent and I think he’ll do awfully good work. He’s much more interesting than these sham young super-cultured creatures. I hope he gets on with his job. I feel I’d like to help him if I could, in some way. But I expect he’d scorn that idea.


  Do you know, chérie, I’m off to France on Monday. I want to go on with that treatment there rather than here and for many many reasons I—enfin—well, there’s something in England that just pushes me off the nest. It’s no good. I shall never ‘settle’ here. But Brett is keeping [247] my two little rooms here for flying visits. It’s nice to have them.


  I am going to try your Hôtel Jacob. I hope they will have rooms. Of course, ever since I took my ticket, the sun has come out and there’s a kind of blue tinge in the sky, quite a piece of it. But if I tore my ticket up it would be snowing at tea-time. I shall never forget my LUNCH with you.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  Select Hotel, Place de la Sorbonne, Paris


  October 3, 1922


  I can see your eyes laughing at the name of my hotel. What a name. One can only breathe it. Never mind. If only you knew how glad I am to be in it after our chase round Paris last night.


  We had a divine crossing, very still silvery sea with gulls moving on the waves like the lights in a pearl. It was fiery hot in Calais—Whoof! It was blazing. And there were old women with pears to sell wherever you looked or didn’t look—


  Voici mes jolies poires!


  Yellowy green with leaves among them. Old hands holding up the satiny baskets. So beautiful. English ladies buying them and trying to eat them through their veils. So awful. The way to Paris was lovely too. All the country just brushed over with light gold, and white oxen ploughing and a man riding a horse into a big dark pond. Paris, too, very warm and shadowy with wide spaces and lamps a kind of glow worm red—not yellow at all.


  Then began the chase. It ended in a perfectly FEARFUL room that looked like the scene of a long line of murders. The water in the pipes sobbed and gurgled and sighed all night and in the morning it sounded as though people broke open the shutters with hatchets.


  [248] Then I remembered this hotel where I stayed during the bombardment. Still here. Still the same. I have a funny room on the 6th floor that looks over the roofs of the Sorbonne. Large grave gentlemen in marble bath gowns are dotted on the roof. Some hold up a finger; some are only wise. A coy rather silly-looking eagle is just opposite perched on a plaque, called Géologie. I like this view fearfully. And every hour a small, rather subdued, regretful little bell chimes. This is not at all a chic large hotel like the Victoria Palace. It’s quiet. One goes out for food, which is much the best arrangement. It’s very cheap, too. Gone are my sumptuous days of suites and salles de bain. I always hated them and now I don’t need them, thank God.


  []


  To William Gerhardi


  October 1922


  I am very shaken to-day after a small minor revolution in the night. I put a vacuum flask full of boiling tea on the table by my bed last night and at about two o’clock in the morning there was a most TERRIFIC explosion. It blew up everything. People ran from far and near. Gendarmes broke through the shutters with hatchets, firemen dropped through trap doors. Or very nearly. At any rate the noise was deafening and when I switched on the light there was my fiaschino outwardly calm still but tinkling internally in a terribly ominous way and a thin sad trickle oozed along the table.


  I have nobody to tell this to to-day. So I hope your eyes roll. I hope you appreciate how fearful it might have been had it burst outwardly and not inwardly.


  Bon jour, Mr. Gerhardi. I am so sorry we have not met in England. But after all I had to come abroad again and I shall spend the next three months in Paris instead of London. Perhaps we shall not meet until you are very old. Perhaps your favourite grandson will wheel you to my hotel then (I’m doomed to hotels) and instead of [249] laughing, as we should now, a faint, light, airy chuckle will pass from bath chair to bath chair—


  I don’t awfully like the name of your new book,[27] but I am sure the booksellers will. But then I don’t very much like the idea of so-called somersaults in the first person. But I am certain the public will.


  I wonder for how long you have put aside your novel About Love. Please tell me when you take it up again.


  No, I didn’t see the English Review. It’s raining. I must rescue my dear little John Milton from the window sill.


  Rescued….


  People went on asking me about Mr. Gerhardi. His past, his present, his future, his favourite jam, did he prefer brown bread for a change sometimes. I answered everything.


  I hope to have rather a better book out in the spring.


  Goodbye. Are you quite well again? The weather is simply heavenly here.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  October 4, 1922


  … I don’t feel influenced by Y. or D. I merely feel I’ve heard ideas like my ideas, but bigger ones, far more definite ones. And that there really is Hope—real Hope, not half-Hope…. As for Tchehov being damned—why should he be? Can’t you rope Tchehov in? I can. He’s much nearer to me than he used to be.


  It’s nice to hear of Richard sawing off table-legs and being moved by the greengrocer. Why is it greengrocers have such a passion for bedding people out? … In my high little room for 10 francs a day with flowers in a glass and a quilted sateen bed-cover, I don’t feel far from R. either. Oh, it’s awfully nice to have passed private suites and marble-tops and private bathrooms by! Gone! Gone for ever! I found a little restaurant last night where one dines ever so sumptuous for 6–7 francs, and the [250] grapes are tied with red satin bows, and someone gives the cat a stewed prune and someone else cries: “Le chat a mangé un compôte de pruneaux!”


  True, one is no longer of people. But was one ever? This looking on, understanding what one can, is better.


  October 6, 1922


  … How very strange about your soldier! I wish I had seen him. Petone! The Gear Company! And fancy your remembering about those rugs. The way you told me the story reminded me of D.H.L. somehow. It was quite different. I saw the soldier so plainly, heard his voice, saw the deserted street on early closing day, saw his clothes, the sack. “Old boy …” It was strangely complete.


  By the way, I wonder why things that happen in the rain seem always more wonderful? Do you feel that? There’s such a freshness about them, something so unexpected and vivid. I could go on thinking of that for hours….


  It’s the most lovely morning. There’s just a light sailing breeze and the sun is really hot. Thinking of London is like thinking of living in a chimney. Are there really masses and masses of books? I do hope you won’t forget to send me that Tchehov. I look forward to it very much. Can one get hold of Tolstoi’s diaries? Is there a cheap English edition that is not too cut and trimmed? I wish you’d let me know….


  I was wondering if next time you went to the D.’s you would take a bottle of barley-sugar to those young heroes. I feel things like barley-sugar are apt to be a little scarce in that household, and, however wonderful your Da may be, to have a pull, take it out and look at it and put it back again—does mean something. I am sure Michael especially would agree. And then you’ll be forever after the barley-sugar man—which is a nice name.


  [251] October 8, 1922


  … Yes, this is where I stayed pendant la guerre. It’s the quietest hôtel I ever was in. I don’t think tourists come at all. There are funny rules about not doing one’s washing or fetching in one’s cuisine from dehors which suggest a not rich an’ grand clientèle. What is nice too is one can get a tray in the evening if one doesn’t want to go out. Fearfully good what I imagine is provincial cooking—all in big bowls, piping hot, brought up by the garçon who is a v. nice fellow in a red veskit and white apron and a little grey cloth cap! I think some English traveller left it in a cupboard about 1879. The salt and pepper stand, by the way, is a little glass motor car. Salt is driver and Pepper Esquire is master in the back seat—the dark fiery one of the two, so different to plain old Salt…. What a good fellow he is, though!


  Yesterday the wind was nor’ north by north by east by due east by due east-north-east. If you know a colder one, it was there, too. I had to thaw a one-franc piece to get the change out of it. (That is a joke for your Sunday paper only!)


  I’ve just read you on Bozzy. You awe me very much by your familiarity with simply all those people. You’ve always such a vast choice of sticks in the hall-stand for when you want to go walking and even a vaster choice of umbrellas—while I go all unprotected and exposed with only a fearful sense of the heavens lowering.


  Mary! There’s a most beautiful magpie on my roof. Are magpies still wild? Ah me, how little one knows!


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  October 9, 1922


  I have finished the letters[28]; here they are. They are, the more one looks into them, a remarkable revelation of what goes on behind the scenes. Except for ‘Kiss the foal’ and “buy the children sweets; even doctors prescribe [252] sweets for children,” there is hardly one statement that isn’t pure matter-of-fact. The whole affair is like the plot of a short story or small novel by himself; he reacts to everything exactly as he would to a written thing. There’s no explanation, no evidence of a living man, a real man. The glimpse one has of his relationship with Anya is somehow petty and stuffy, essentially a double bed relationship. And then “Turgenev read so badly”; they say he (D.) read so superbly—Oh dear, Oh dear, it would take an Anna Grigorevna to be proud of such letters.


  Yet this was a noble, suffering, striving soul, a real hero among men—wasn’t he? I mean from his books…. The one who writes the letters is the house porter of the other. I suppose one ought not to expect to find the master at his own front door as well as in his study. But I find it hard to reconcile myself to that. I do not think these deep divisions in people are necessary or vital. Perhaps it is cowardice in me.


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  October 9, 1922


  Don’t be cross with me if I am dull just now. My cough is so much worse that I am a cough—a living, walking or lying down cough. Why I am allowed to stay in this hotel I can’t imagine. But there it is. I must have terribly kind neighbours. As soon as it gets better I shall present a bouquet to the left door and to the right. “From a grateful Patient.” It’s only the X-rays doing their worst before they do their better. But it’s a nuisance. Such a queer effect on the boulevards here: the trees are out for a second Spring—frail small leaves, like you see in April. Lyrics in middle age—love song by old chestnuts over 50. All the same one’s heart aches to see them. There is something tragic in Spring.


  If you knew how vivid the little house is, but vivid beyond words. Not only for itself. It exists apart from [253] all—it is a whole in life. I think of you…. One has such kindly soft tender feelings—


  But to work—to work. One must take just those feelings and work with them. Life is a mystery. We can never get over that. Is it a series of deaths and series of killings? It is that too. But who shall say where death ends and resurrection begins. That’s what one must do. Give it, the idea of resurrection the power that death would like to have. Be born again and born again faster than we die….


  Tell me, why do you “warn” me? What mustn’t I be “too sure” of? You mystify me. Do you think I am too sure of Love? But if Love is there one must treat it as though one were sure of it—How else? If it is not there I’d rather be sure of that, too. Or do you mean something else?


  It has turned as cold as ice—and colder. The sun shines but it is soleil glacé. It’s due North and due East, all mixed up in the same frozen bag. If it wasn’t for the blue up above one would cry.


  Don’t let our next meeting be in Paris. It’s no fun meeting in hotels. And sitting on beds and eating in nasty old restaurants. Let’s wait a little longer and meet in the south in a warm still place where I can put a cricket at your third ear so that you can hear its song.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  October 11, 1922


  … It has got very cold here. I feel it. I am adjusting myself to it and it makes me feel rather dull—distrait, you know. I have had to leave my dear little grenier au 6ème for something less lofty, more expensive, but warmer. However, it’s a very nice room. “Et vous avez un beau pendule,” as the garçon said. He thoroughly approves of the change. All the same, you say ‘Tell me about yourself.’ I’ll have a try. Here goes.


  A new way of being is not an easy thing to live. Thinking about it, preparing to meet the difficulties and so on, [254] is one thing, meeting those difficulties another. I have to die to so much; I have to make such big changes. I feel the only thing to do is to get the dying over—to court it, almost. (Fearfully hard, that.) And then all hands to the business of being born again. What do I mean exactly? Let me give you an instance. Looking back, my boat is almost swamped sometimes by seas of sentiment. “Ah, what I have missed! How sweet it was, how dear, how warm, how simple, how precious!” And I think of the garden at the Isola Bella and the furry bees and the house-wall so warm. But then I remember what we really felt there—the blanks, the silences, the anguish of continual misunderstanding. Were we positive, eager, real, alive? No, we were not. We were a nothingness shot with gleams of what might be. But no more. Well, I have to face everything as far as I can and see where I stand—what remains.


  For with all my soul I do long for a real life, for truth, and for real strength. It’s simply incredible, watching K.M., to see how little causes a panic. She’s a perfect corker at toppling over….


  October 13, 1922


  … It’s a divinely beautiful day—so was yesterday. The sky is as blue as the sky can be. I shall go to the Luxembourg gardens this afternoon and count dahlia and baby heads. The Paris gardens are simply a glorious sight with flowers—masses of beloved Japonica, enough Japonica at last. I shall have a garden one day, and work in it, too. Plant, weed, tie up, throw over the wall. And the peony border really will be staggering. Oh, how I love flowers! I think of them with such longing. I go through them, one after another, remembering them from their first moments with love—oh, with rapture, as if they were babies! No, it’s what other women feel for babies—perhaps. Oh, Earth! Lovely, unforgettable Earth. Yesterday, I saw the leaves falling, so gently, so [255] softly, raining down from little slender trees, golden against the blue. Perhaps Autumn is loveliest. Lo! it is Autumn. What is the magic of that? It is magic to me.


  October 14, 1922


  … About “doing operations on yourself.” I know just what you mean. It is as though one were the sport of circumstance—one is, indeed. Now happy, now unhappy, now fearful, now confident, just as the pendulum swings. You see one can control nothing if one isn’t conscious of a purpose: it’s like a journey without a goal. There is nothing that makes you ignore some things, accept others, order others, submit to others. For there is no reason why A. should be more important than B. So there one is—involved beyond words, feeling the next minute I may be bowled over or struck all of a heap. I know nothing.


  This is to me a very terrible state of affairs. Because it’s the cause of all the unhappiness (the secret, profound, unhappiness) in my life. But I mean to escape and to try to live differently. It isn’t easy. But is the other state easy? And I do believe with all my being that if one can break through the circle, one finds “my burden is light.”


  I’ve had such a queer birthday. L.M. brought me a brin of mimosa. And I had my poem and the telegrams. Wasn’t it awfully nice of L.E. and W.J. to send one? It’s been sunny, too. But all the same I’d rather not think about my birthday.


  Oh, the little Tchehov book has come. Do you think I might have the Lit. Sup. with your article in it? I see no papers here at all. That’s not a complaint, though. For Paris flaps with papers, as you know. I haven’t seen a single newspaper since leaving London. There! Does that shock you?


  [256] October 15, 1922


  … About being like Tchehov, and his letters. Don’t forget he died at 43—that he spent how much of his life? chasing about in a desperate search after health. And if one reads ‘intuitively’ the last letters they are terrible. What is left of him? “The braid on German women’s dresses—bad taste”—and all the rest is misery. Read the last! All hope is over for him. Letters are deceptive, at any rate. It’s true he had occasional happy moments. But for the last eight years he knew no security at all. We know he felt that his stories were not half what they might be. It doesn’t take much imagination to picture him on his death-bed thinking, “I have never had a real chance. Something has been all wrong.”


  []


  To the Hon. Dorothy Brett


  October 15, 1922


  I never had a lovelier letter from you. And it came on my birthday, wasn’t that good fortune. Wasn’t that like you, the billiard champion? I did love you for it! You have a real very rare gift for writing letters. And oh how nice and long they are! Arrows, little side borders, little flower beds very tight packed with words along the edge—I follow them all and even dip into the Egyptian Maze though never to find my way in it!


  Ah, my dear. Priceless exquisite treasures came floating out of your letter. I have gathered them all up. But that reminds me of the canary feathers. I am having a pair of wings made of them for delicate occasions. Did you ever feel anything so airy-fairy? I sat in the Luxembourg Gardens to-day and I thought of you. I am glad you were not with me for I felt like a chat malade, sitting in the sun and not a friend of anybody’s. But all was so ravishingly fall-of-the-year lovely that I felt how you would have responded. The gardener was sweeping leaves from the bright grass. The flowers are still glorious but still, as though suspended, as though hardly daring to [257] breathe. Down, down, soft and light floated the leaves. They fall over babies and old people and the laughing young. The fat pigeons-out-of-the-Ark are no longer quite so fat. But they swing between the trees just as they did, swooping and tumbling as if trying to scare one. Heavens! What a lovely earth it is!


  I am so glad you are going to Scotland. I feel it may do you good to have a change. And it’s nice to think of you fishing. Forgive me if I feel the fish show off just a tiny little bit when you come near, flash about, blow bubbles, swim on their heads. But that’s only my wickedness. For I feel you are very expert and grave really and I should stand on the bank—awed! You see I’ve only fished with things like cottage loaves and a bent pin and a worm.


  Tell me about Scotland. I do so hope it’s going to be nice. I wonder if you will take your velours hat. It suits you marvellously. When I am rich you shall have velours hats by the dozing, and a persian lamb jacket made like your jazz velvet coat, lined with pale yellow brocade. A pinky pigeon grey very soft pleated skirt to go with it, crocodile shoes, thick grey silk stockings. And inside the coat a straight tunic of silver jersey de soie. I confess I am quite ravished away by you in the persian lamb coat. I have just been with you to a concert—you wearing it. Everybody turned round; the orchestra stopped, the flute fainted and was carried out. A dark gentleman stepped forward and presented you with the Order of the Sun and Moon; it was the Shah of Persia. But I must stop. Though I could go on for ever.


  It’s Sunday evening. 6.30. I am lying in bed writing to you. Just as before, I get up at midi and have to go to bed at about half past five. But I feel far more ill this time than last time. I don’t know what is the matter, I am sick all the time—and cold. But as I’ve never imagined cold before—an entirely new kind. One feels like wet stone. Piping hot water bottles, covers, grandma jaegars, nothing will stop it. Then it goes and one burns [258] instead. And all this in a little band-box of a room. Never mind, it will pass. To-morrow I am going to see Gurdjieff. I feel certain he will help me. I feel equally certain that this particular horrid hour is passing, and I’ll come out of it, please heaven, a much nicer creature. Not a snail. Not a creeping worm, either. I shall come and make the whole of your garden before you can say “Painting-brush.” You just wait!


  My dear little rooms. I shall be in them in the Spring, if I manage to escape and I really think I shall.


  I have seen very few people since I came. Only men connected with the Institute, a very nice Doctor Young and a quite remarkable other man—rather like the chief mate on a cargo steamer. A type I like. Work I can’t at all for the present. Even reading is very difficult.


  The weather is marvellous. Where it is not blue it is gold. Oh, I must tell you. We took a taxi out to lunch to-day (there’s no food here except supper trays) and who should be at the restaurant but (of course, you guess) Mrs. D. Très très très chic with such an extra passionate Sunday Paris mouth—and so terrifically at home! I must say I liked her for it. It was so young. She sat behind us. As we got out she saw me and I gave her a wretched cool nod. Not on purpose. But at that moment I was overcome with this confounded sickness and hardly knew what I was doing. But I hope she won’t think me very horrid for it. I don’t like doing such things.


  But I am still not sincere with you. In my heart I am far more desperate about my illness and about Life than I ever show you. I long to lead a different life in every way. I have no belief whatever in any kind of medical treatment. Perhaps I am telling you this to beg you to have faith in me—to believe that whatever I do it is because I can’t do otherwise. That is to say (let me say it bang out) I may go into the Institute for three months. I don’t know that I shall. But if I have more faith in it than in Manoukhin I certainly must. Keep this private. I know you will. But don’t speak to anybody about it.


  [259] Manoukhin isn’t a magician. He has cured some people—a great many—and some he hasn’t cured. He made me fatter—that is quite true. But otherwise? I’m exactly where I was before I started. I “act” all the rest, because I am ashamed to do otherwise, looking as I do. But it’s all a sham. It amounts to nothing. However—this is just speculation. But as I am thinking it I felt I ought to write it to you. See? It is not a serious proposition.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  October 17, 1922


  I don’t want any more books at present of any kind. I am sick and tired of books, and that’s a dreadful fact. They are to me like sandwiches out of the Hatter’s bag. I’ll get back to them, of course.


  A queer thing. I have cramp in my thumb and can hardly hold the pen. That accounts for this writing. L.M. and I are off to Fontainebleau this morning. I am taking my toothbrush and comb. Dr. Young ’phoned me yesterday that there is a lovely room all ready. I’ll see G. and come back to-morrow. It’s not sunny to-day. What a terrible difference sun makes! It ought not to. One ought to have a little core of inner warmth that keeps burning and is only added to by sun. One has, I believe, if one looks for it….


  I must get up. The puffi train is, as usual, steaming up and down my room at the very idea of going away, even for half a day.


  []


  To S.S. Koteliansky


  October 19, 1922


  I hope this letter will not surprise you too much. It has nothing to do with our business arrangements. Since I wrote I have gone through a kind of private revolution. It has been in the air for years with me. And now it has happened very very much has changed.


  When we met in England and discussed ‘ideas’ I spoke, [260] as nearly as one can, the deepest truth I knew to you. But even while I spoke it I felt a pretender—for my knowledge of this truth is negative, not positive, as it were cold, and not warm with life. For instance all we have said of ‘individuality’ and of being strong and single, and of growing—I believe it. I try to act up to it. But the reality is far far different. Circumstances still hypnotise me. I am a divided being with a bias towards what I want to be, but no more. And this it seems I cannot improve. No, I cannot. I have tried. If you knew how many note books there are of these trials, but they never succeed. So I am always conscious of this secret disruption in me—and at last (thank Heaven!) it has ended in a complete revolution and I mean to change my whole way of life entirely. I mean to learn to work in every possible way with my hands, looking after animals and doing all kinds of manual labour. I do not want to write any stories until I am a less terribly poor human being. It seems to me that in life, as it is lived to-day, the catastrophe is imminent; I feel this catastrophe in me. I want to be prepared for it, at least.


  The world as I know it is no joy to me and I am useless in it. People are almost non-existent. This world to me is a dream and the people in it are sleepers. I have known just instances of waking but that is all. I want to find a world in which these instances are united. Shall I succeed? I do not know. I scarcely care. What is important is to try and learn to live—really live—and in relation to everything—not isolated (this isolation is death to me).


  Does this sound fatuous? I cannot help it. I have to let you know for you mean much to me. I know you will never listen to whatever foolish things other people may say about me. Those other helpless people going round in their little whirlpool do not matter a straw to me.


  All this sounds much too serious and dramatic. As a matter of fact there is absolutely no tragedy in it; of course.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  [261] October 21, 1922


  … I have been through a little revolution since my last letter. I suddenly made up my mind (for it was sudden, at the last) to try and learn to live by what I believed in, no less, and not as in all my life up till now to live one way and think another … I don’t mean superficially, of course, but in the deepest sense I’ve always been disunited. And this, which has been my ‘secret sorrow’ for years, has become everything to me just now. I really can’t go on pretending to be one person and being another any more, Boge. It is a living death. So I have decided to make a clean sweep of all that was ‘superficial’ in my past life and start again to see if I can get into that real simple truthful full life I dream of. I have been through a horrible deadly time coming to this. You know the kind of time. It doesn’t show much, outwardly, but one is simply chaos within!


  … No treatment on earth is any good to me, really. It’s all pretence. M. did make me heavier and a little stronger. But that was all if I really face the facts. The miracle never came near happening. It couldn’t, Boge. And as for my spirit—well, as a result of that life at the Victoria Palace I stopped being a writer. I have only written long or short scraps since The Fly. If I had gone on with my old life I never would have written again, for I was dying of poverty of life.


  I wish when one writes about things, one didn’t dramatize them so. I feel awfully happy about all this, and it’s all as simple as can be…. In any case I shan’t write any stories for three months, and I’ll not have a book ready before the spring. It doesn’t matter.


  Le Prieuré, Fontainebleau-Avon, Seine-et-Marne


  October 23, 1922


  … I’ll tell you what this life is more like than anything; it is like Gulliver’s Travels. One has, all the time, the [262] feeling of having been in a wreck and by the mercy of Providence, got ashore—somewhere…. Simply everything is different. Not only languages, but food, ways, people, music, methods, hours—all. It’s a real new life….[29]


  Dr. Young, a real friend of mine, comes up and makes me a good fire. In ‘return’ I am patching the knee of his trousers to-day. But it’s all ‘stranger’ than that. For instance, I was looking for wood the other evening. All the boxes were empty. I found a door at the end of the passage, went through and down some stone steps. Presently steps came up and a woman appeared, very simply dressed, with her head bound in a white handkerchief. She had her arms full of logs. I spoke in French, but she didn’t understand—English, no good. But her glance was so lovely—laughing and gentle, absolutely unlike people as I have known people. Then I patted a log and she gave it to me and we went our ways….


  October 26, 1922


  … All I am doing now is trying to put into practice the ‘ideas’ I have had for so long, of another and a far more truthful existence. I want to learn something that no books can teach me, and I want to try and escape from my terrible illness. That again you can’t be expected to understand. You think I’m like other people—I mean, normal. I’m not. I don’t know which is the ill me and which is the well me. I am simply one pretence after another. Only now I recognise it….


  As for writing stories and “being true to one’s gift,” I couldn’t write them if I were not here, even. I am at an end of my source for the time. Life has brought me no flow. I want to write, but differently—far more steadily.


  [263] October 27, 1922


  … What are you going to do to the fruit-trees? Please tell me. We have masses of quinces here. They are no joke when they fall exprès on your head.


  I do hope you are having this glorious weather. Day after day of perfect sunshine. It’s like Switzerland: an intense blue sky, a chill in the air, a wonderful clarity so that you see people far away, all sharp-cut and vivid.


  I spend all the time in the garden. Visit the carpenters, the trench diggers. (We are digging for a Turkish Bath—not to discover one, but to lay the pipes.) The soil is very nice here, like sand, with small whitey-pinky pebbles in it. Then there are the sheep to inspect, and the new pigs that have long golden hair—very mystical pigs. A mass of cosmic rabbits and hens and goats are on the way…. It’s so full of life and humour that I wouldn’t be anywhere else. It’s just the same all through—ease after rigidity expresses it more than anything else. And yet I realize, as I write this, that it’s no use. An old personality is trying to get back to the outside and observe, and it’s not true to the present facts at all. What I write seems so petty. In fact, I feel I cannot express myself in writing just now. The old mechanism isn’t mine any longer, and I can’t control the new. I just have to talk this baby talk….


  October 28, 1922


  … There is always this danger of deceiving oneself. I feel it, too. I only begin to get rid of it by trying and trying to relax—to give way. I am sure you will understand why it is so hard to write. We don’t move in our letters. We say the same things over and over.


  As I tried to explain, I’m in such a state of transition. I could not, if I would, get back to the old life and I can’t deal with the new. But anxiety I never feel. Perhaps I shall. I cannot tell.


  [264] November 4, 1922


  … Ever since my last letter to you I have been enraged with myself. It’s so like me. I am ashamed of it. But you who know me will perhaps understand. I always try to go too fast. I always think all can be changed and renewed in the twinkling of an eye. It is most fearfully hard for me, as it is for you, not to be ‘intense.’ And whenever I am intense (really, this is so) I am a little bit false. Take my last letter and the one before. The tone was all wrong. As to any new truth—oh, Boge, I am really ashamed of myself. It’s so very wrong. Now I have to go back to the beginning and start again and again tell you that I have been ‘over-fanciful,’ and I seem to have tried to force the strangeness. Do you know what I mean? Let me try now to face facts. Of course, it is true that life here is quite different, but violent changes to one’s individualty—of course, they do not occur….


  All my friends accepted me as a frail half-creature who migrated towards sofas. Oh, just wait and see how you and I will live one day—so happily, so splendidly. But in the meantime, please never take what I say for ‘absolute.’ I do not take what you say for ‘final.’ I try to see it as relative.


  November 1922


  … The stockings arrived in perfect order. What an extraordinary brain wave, to hide them in The Times! They are very lovely stockings, too, just the shade I like in the evening. One’s legs are like legs by moonlight.


  It’s intensely cold here—colder and colder. I have just been brought some small fat pine-logs to mix with my boulets. Boulets are unsatisfactory; they are too passive. I simply live in my fur-coat. I gird it on like my heavenly armour and wear it ever night and day. After this winter the Arctic even will have no terrors for me Happily the sun does shine as well and we are thoroughly well nourished. But I shall be glad when the year has turned.


  [265] Are you having really perfect weather (except for the cold)? It is absolutely brilliantly sunny—a deep blue sky—dry air. Really it’s better than Switzerland. But I must get some wool-lined over-boots. My footgear is ridiculous when I am where I was yesterday—round about the pig-sty. It is noteworthy that the pigs have of themselves divided their sty into two: one—the clean part—they keep clean and sleep in. This makes me look at pigs with a different eye. One must be impartial, even about them, it seems. We have two more cows about to calve in three weeks’ time. Very thrilling. Also the white goat is about to have a little kid. I want to see it very much. They are so charming.


  November 1922


  … I don’t know how you feel. But I still find it fearfully hard to cope with people I do not like or who are not sympathetic. With the others all goes well. But living here with all kinds, I am simply appalled at my helplessness when I want to get rid of someone or to extricate myself from a conversation, even. But I have learnt how to do it. I have learnt that the only way is to court it, not to avoid it—to face it. Terribly difficult for me in practice. But until I really do master this I cannot get anywhere. There always comes the moment when I am uncovered, so zu sagen, and the other man gets in his knock-out blow.


  December 16, 1922


  … It seems to me very mysterious how so many of us nowadays refuse to be cave-dwellers any longer, but in our several ways are trying to learn to escape. The old London life, whatever it was—but even the life we have led recently wherever we have been, is no longer even possible to me. It is so far from me that it seems to exist in another world. This, of course, is a wrong feeling. [266] For, after all, there are the seeds of what we long after in everybody, and if one remembers that, any surroundings are … possible, at least.


  I read Youspensky’s Tertium Organum the other day. For some reason it didn’t carry me away. I think it is quite interesting, but … perhaps I was not in the mood for books. I am not at present, though I know that in the future I shall want to write them more than anything else in the world. But different books … I confess present-day literature simply nauseates me, excepting always Hardy and the other few whose names I can’t remember. But the general trend of it seems to me quite without any value whatever.


  December 20, 1922


  What is the weather like with you? It’s so soft and spring-like here that actually pink roses are out. So are the Christmas roses under the espalier pear-trees. I love Christmas; I shall always feel it is a holy time. I wonder if dear old Hardy will write a poem this year.


  Boxing Day, 1922


  How is the old Adam revived in you, I wonder? What aspect has he? There is nothing to be done when he rages except to remember that it’s bound to be; it’s the swing of the pendulum. One’s only hope is, when the bout is exhausted, to get back to that you think you really care for, aim for, wish to live by, as soon as possible. It’s the intervals of exhaustion that seem to waste so much energy. You see, the question is always: Who am I? and until that is discovered I don’t see how one can really direct anything in one’s self. Is there a Me? One must be certain of that before one has a real unshakable leg to stand on. And I don’t believe for one moment these questions can be settled by the head alone. It is this life of the head, this intellectual life at the expense of all the [267] rest which has got us into this state. How can it get us out of it? I see no hope of escape except by learning to live in our emotional and instinctive being as well, and to balance all there.


  You see, if I were allowed one single cry to God, that cry would be: I want to be REAL. Until I am that I don’t see why I shouldn’t be at the mercy of old Eve in her various manifestations for ever…. At this present moment all I know really, really, is that though one thing after another has been taken from me, I am not annihilated, and that I hope—more than hope—believe. It is hard to explain.


  I heard from B. yesterday. She gave a very horrid picture of the present S. and his views on life and women. I don’t know how much of it is even vaguely true, but it corresponds to S. the Exhibitionist. The pity of it is life is so short, and we waste about nine-tenths of it—simply throw it away. I always feel S. refuses to face the fact of his wastefulness. And sometimes he feels he never will. All will pass like a dream, with mock comforts, mock consolations….


  []


  To the Countess Russell


  December 31, 1922


  I am sending this, as you see, at the last last moment while the old year is in the very act of turning up his toes. I wish I could explain why I have not written to you for so long. It is not for lack of love. But such a black fit came over me in Paris when I realised that X-ray treatment wasn’t going to do any more than it had done beyond upsetting my heart still more that I gave up everything and decided to try a new life altogether. But this decision was immensely complicated with “personal” reasons, too. When I came to London from Switzerland I did (Sydney was right so far) go through what books and undergraduates call a spiritual crisis, I suppose. For the first time in my life, everything bored me. Everything, and worse, everybody seemed a compromise and so flat, so [268] dull, so mechanical. If I had been well I should have rushed off to darkest Africa or the Indus or the Ganges or wherever it is one rushes at those times, to try for a change of heart (One can’t change one’s heart in public) and to gain new impressions. For it seems to me we live on new impressions—really new ones.


  But such grand flights being impossible I burned what boats I had and came here where I am living with about 50–60 people, mainly Russians. It is a fantastic existence, impossible to describe. One might be anywhere, in Bokhara or in Tiflis or Afghanistan (except, alas! for the climate!). But even the climate does not seem to matter so much when one is whirled along at such a rate. For we do most decidedly whirl. But I cannot tell you what a joy it is to me to be in contact with living people who are strange and quick and not ashamed to be themselves. It’s a kind of supreme airing to be among them.


  But what nonsense this all sounds. That is the worst of letters; they are fumbling things.


  I haven’t written a word since October and I don’t mean to until the spring. I want much more material; I am tired of my little stories like birds bred in cages.


  Goodbye, my dearest cousin. I shall never know anyone like you; I shall remember every little thing about you for ever.


  []


  To J.M. Murry


  December 31, 1922


  My fountain pen is mislaid, so as I am in a hurry to write please forgive this pencil.


  Would you care to come here on January 8 or 9 to stay until 14–15? On the 13th our new theatre is to be opened. It will be a wonderful experience. But I won’t say too much about it. Only on the chance that you do come I’ll tell you what clothes to bring.


  One sports’ suit with heavy shoes and stockings and a mackintosh and a hat that doesn’t matter. One ‘neat’ suit with your soft collar or whatever collar you wear and [269] tie (you see you are my husband and I can’t help wanting you to look—what shall I say?) slippers and so on. That’s all. If you have a cardigan of course bring it and a pair of flannel trousers in case you get soaking wet and want a change.


  I am writing to ask B. to go to Lewis and get me a pair of shoes. Will you bring them? I may ask her to get me a jacket too. But she will give you the parcel. Will you wire me your reply—just ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and the date, if ‘yes,’ of your arrival.


  There is a London train that reaches Paris at 4 something. You could then come on to Fontainebleau the same day. Otherwise it’s far better to stay the night in Paris, as no cabs meet the late train.


  You get out of the train at Avon and take a cab here which costs 8 francs with tip. Ring the bell at the porter’s lodge and I’ll open the gate.


  I hope you will decide to come, my dearest. Let me know as soon as you can, won’t you? I hope Tchehov’s wife will be here. I have gone back to my big lovely room, too, so we should have plenty of space to ourselves. We can also sit and drink kiftir in the cowshed. I can’t write of other things in this letter. I hope to hear from you soon.


  []
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  To

  MARY ARDEN


  Introduction


  Katherine Mansfield (Katherine Middleton Murry, née Kathleen Beauchamp) was born in Wellington, New Zealand, on October 14, 1888. She was the third daughter of a family of five. The Beauchamps had been in Australia and New Zealand for three generations. The greater part of her early childhood was spent in a small township called Karori, a few miles from Wellington, where the village school was the only school, and where she shared what education there was with the milk boy and the washerwoman’s daughters (see The Doll’s House). She has left it on record that she had her first story accepted at the age of nine—I remember her saying that it appeared in a magazine called The Lone Hand—and that, at the same age, she gained the first prize for English composition at the village school, the subject being “A Sea Voyage.”


  At the age of thirteen she was sent to be educated in England, at Queen’s College, Harley Street, where she remained till eighteen. There she edited the college magazine. Like other young people of her generation, she found the beginning of intellectual freedom through an admiration of Oscar Wilde and the English “decadents,” but, at this time, her main interests shifted over from literature to music. She became a devotee of the violoncello, and a fine executant.


  She returned to New Zealand much against her will, and spent the next two years of her life in fairly constant rebellion against what she then considered the narrowness and provincialism of a remote colonial city. Inevitably, London appeared to her as the living centre of all artistic and intellectual life. A family of musicians in Wellington, whom she knew intimately, and who had been a kind of oasis for her in what seemed to her an intellectual desert, left New Zealand for London. At their departure she was in despair. She went on a rough camping expedition through the New Zealand bush. On her return she persuaded her parents to allow her to return to London on a small allowance.


  Shortly afterwards, she finally abandoned music for literature. She submitted manuscripts to editors in vain, and, in her effort to make ends meet, she had varied and exacting experiences in minor parts in travelling opera companies and the like, until the quality of her writing was recognised by the editor of The New Age. From 1909 to 1911 she was a fairly constant contributor to that paper. A series of stories she wrote for The New Age, based on her experiences while convalescent in Germany after an illness, was collected and published in 1911, under the title In a German Pension. This book was immediately recognised. It passed quickly into three editions, when its sale was disastrously interrupted by the sudden bankruptcy of her publisher. For In a German Pension she received £15 in advance of royalties, of which, of course, there were none.


  In December 1911 I met her at the house of the late W.L. George, the novelist. I was, at that time, an Oxford undergraduate, connected with a youthful literary magazine called Rhythm. Katherine Mansfield began to write stories regularly for this. Her first story, “The Woman at the Store,” caused a minor sensation. Rhythm, which became for its last three numbers The Blue Review, lasted for about eighteen months, during most of which Katherine Mansfield and I edited it together. Most of the stories she contributed to it, sometimes two a month, have been republished in Something Childish, and other Stories.


  When The Blue Review died, in July 1913, Katherine Mansfield had no place to write in. The beautiful story, Something Childish but very Natural, which she wrote in Paris in December 1913, was refused by every editor to whom she submitted it. No home could be found for any one of her stories till the winter of 1915, when she and D.H. Lawrence and I produced three numbers of a little magazine called The Signature, written wholly by ourselves. The Signature died within two months, and again Katherine Mansfield had nowhere to write, until I became editor of The Athenæum in 1919. In the four years between 1915 and 1919, three stories of hers were published by English periodicals, all in 1918. “Bliss” in The English Review, and “Pictures” and “The Man Without a Temperament” in Art and Letters. In 1917, however, Prelude had been published as a little blue-paper book by the Hogarth Press, and Je ne parle pas français printed for private circulation by my brother and myself.


  Prelude marks the beginning of the final phase in Katherine Mansfield’s development. The war had come as a profound spiritual shock to her, as it did to many less gifted writers of her generation. For a long period the chaos into which her thoughts and ideals and purposes had been flung remained unresolved. Then slowly her mind began to turn back towards her early childhood as a life which had existed apart from, and uncontaminated by, the mechanical civilisation which had produced the war. The crucial moment was when, in 1915, her dearly loved younger brother arrived in England to serve as an officer. Her meeting with him formed, as it were, a point round which her changed attitude could crystallise. They talked over their early childhood for hours on end, and Katherine Mansfield resolved to dedicate herself to recreating life as she had lived and felt it in New Zealand. Her brother’s death a month later confirmed her in her purpose, and shortly afterwards she left England for Bandol in the south of France, and began to work on a long story of her childhood days called The Aloe, which was published in a different and shortened form as Prelude.


  On its appearance as a blue-paper volume Prelude was completely ignored. Most of the newspapers to which it was sent did not review it at all. Those which did saw nothing particular in it. But Katherine Mansfield had her moment of triumph when she heard that the local printer who set up the book had exclaimed on reading the MS., “My! but these kids are real!” It was characteristic of her that she preferred the praise of simple, “unliterary” people to that of the cultured and the critics; and this characteristic became still more marked later on, when, after the publication of “Bliss,” she began to receive many letters from simple people who loved her work, and, above all, the child Kezia who appeared in it. She felt she had a responsibility to these people. To them she must tell the truth, and nothing but the truth. This preoccupation with truth, in what she told and in herself to be worthy to tell it, became the devouring passion of her last years. She turned away from modern literature: so little of contemporary work seemed to her to be “true.” “The writers are not humble,” she used to say; they were not serving the great purpose which literature exists to serve.


  In the meantime Prelude was hardly more than a succès d’estime, if indeed it was that. Not until it appeared as the first story in “Bliss” was its unique and profoundly original quality truly appreciated.


  But in December 1917, just after she had finished revising the MS. of Prelude for the printer, Katherine Mansfield had a serious attack of pleurisy. The gloom and depression and sunlessness of a London now completely under the shadow of the war had a profound effect on one whose childhood had been spent in a gentler air. She pined for the sun; she was confident that she had only to revisit her beloved Bandol in the south of France to be well again. Accordingly she left England at the beginning of January 1918. But travelling conditions in France in the last year of the war were such that the hardships she suffered on the journey (which she had to undertake alone) made her illness worse, and to her dismay, Bandol itself was utterly changed; it also had been wasted by the war. No sooner had she reached the place, ill and alone, than she passionately desired to return to England. Tragic ill-fortune dogged her in her efforts to return. The authorities delayed for weeks before granting their permission; and on the very day she arrived in Paris, weak and by this time very seriously ill, the long-range bombardment of Paris began, and all civilian traffic between England and France was suspended. The hardships of her journey in France turned her pleurisy into consumption.


  She went to Looe in Cornwall for the summer of 1918, and returned to a new house in Hampstead for the winter. In the spring of 1919 I became editor of The Athenæum, and she began to write weekly criticisms of novels under the initials K.M., which then began to be famous, and a little later began to write a story each month for the paper. Then, for the first time, the publishers began to ask her to collect her stories, and at the beginning of 1920 Bliss, for which she received £40 in advance, appeared.


  Before it appeared, she had been driven from England once more by her illness. She spent the winter of 1919–1920 in Ospedaletti and Mentone, where she learned of the success of her book. She returned to Hampstead for the summer, and in September left once more for Mentone. From Mentone she went, in May 1921, to Montana in Switzerland.


  In the autumn of 1921 she completed The Garden Party, and Other Stories, which was published in the spring of 1922, while she was in Paris, whither she had gone for a special treatment in February. The appearance of The Garden Party finally established her as the most remarkable short-story writer of her generation in England.


  But now in 1922 writing had become for her an almost impossible struggle, not only against disease, but against an inward conviction that some work of inward purification had to be accomplished before she could go forward, before she would be worthy to express the complete truth which in her imagination she apprehended. The Canary, the last complete story she wrote, was completed in July 1922. Shortly after this she abandoned writing for the time and went into retirement at Fontainebleau, where she died suddenly and unexpectedly on the night of January 9, 1923.


  It is difficult for me to attempt a critical valuation of Katherine Mansfield’s work. All my life I was involved in it. I believed in it, published it, and for one brief moment even printed it with my own hands. And now, and always, it is and will be impossible for me to be wholly detached from it. I can only say that her work seems to me to be of a finer and purer kind than that of her contemporaries. It is more spontaneous, more vivid, more delicate and more beautiful. Katherine Mansfield responded more completely to life than any writer I have known, and the effect of that more complete response is in her work.


  Her affinities are rather with the English poets than the English prose-writers. There is no English prose-writer to whom she can be related.[1] The revolution which she made in the art of short story in England was altogether personal. Many writers have attempted to carry on her work; not one has come within a measurable distance of success. Her secret died with her. And of the many critics who have tried to define the quality in her work which makes it so inimitable, every one has been compelled to give up the attempt in despair. It is noticeable, however, that the most whole-hearted admiration her work has received comes pre-eminently from the most distinguished short-story writers we have in England—H.G. Wells, John Galsworthy, Walter de la Mare, H.M. Tomlinson, Stacy Aumonier, Barry Pain, Ethel Colburn Mayne. These practitioners of the art, with one voice, salute her as hors concours, though they find it as difficult as any critic to say wherein her superiority consists. And perhaps a more remarkable fact is that her stories have met with an unusual popular success. For all her art, perhaps more truly because her art was of a peculiarly instinctive kind, Katherine Mansfield’s stories are read and loved by innumerable simple people, who find in her characters a living reality which is rare in the literature they read. And it may be that the simplest criticism of her work is the truest; and that the most adequate judgment upon her writing is that of the printer whom I have quoted: “But these kids are real!”


  It is, however, impossible for me who knew her intimately, who (in a sense) worked with her during the greater part of her career as a writer, who copied and punctuated and criticised her stories as they were written, to be silent on one element in her nature which, it seems to me, was essential to the peculiar quality of her work. This peculiar quality of her work I can only describe as a kind of purity. It is as though the glass through which she looked upon life were crystal-clear. And this quality of her work corresponds to a quality in her life. Katherine Mansfield was natural and spontaneous as was no other human being I have ever met. She seemed to adjust herself to life as a flower adjusts itself to the earth and to the sun. She suffered greatly, she delighted greatly: but her suffering and her delight were never partial, they filled the whole of her. She was utterly generous, utterly courageous; when she gave herself, to life, to love, to some spirit of truth which she served, she gave royally. She loved life—with all its beauty and its pain; she accepted life completely, and she had the right to accept it, for she had endured in herself all the suffering which life can lavish upon a single soul.


  The brief biographical sketch printed above was written for the information of the many people who have asked me for particulars of Katherine Mansfield’s life. It is printed here to serve as a background to the Journal and the two volumes of letters now in preparation. As for the Journal itself, a few words of introduction are necessary.


  At various times in her life Katherine Mansfield entertained the plan of writing for publication “a kind of minute note-book” (see the entry of January 22, 1916). Three separate attempts to carry the plan into execution can be traced in her manuscripts, and once she got so far as to ask me to arrange with a publisher for its publication. The notes for this “note-book” would have been rewritten from entries in her Journal. In a few cases, as in May 1919, the original entry and the “note” exist side by side.


  The remaining material of which the Journal is composed is of various kinds—brief (and sometimes difficult) notes for stories, fragments of diaries, unposted letters, comments and confessions scattered through her manuscripts. To these I have added a minimum of necessary words of explanation.


  Save for a single entry the Journal begins in 1914. The “huge complaining diaries” of which Katherine Mansfield speaks (February 16, 1916) were all destroyed. She was ruthless with her own past, and I have little doubt that what has survived is almost wholly that which, for some reason or other, she wished to survive.


  John Middleton Murry.


  []


  1910


  [1] [K.M. ruthlessly destroyed all record of the time between her return from New Zealand to England in 1909, and 1914. The following fragment is all that remains of her “huge complaining diaries” (see p. 45). It belongs to 1910, to that stay in Bavaria which was the origin of her first book, In a German Pension. A subsequent allusion to her misery in Bavaria will be found in her Journal of December 1920.]


  June. It is at last over, this wearisome day, and dusk is beginning to sift in among the branches of the drenched chestnut tree. I think I must have caught cold in my beautiful exultant walk yesterday, for to-day I am ill. I began to work but could not. Fancy wearing two pairs of stockings and two coats and a hot-water bottle in June, and shivering…. I think it is the pain that makes me shiver and feel dizzy. To be alone all day, in a house whose every sound seems foreign to you, and to feel a terrible confusion in your body which affects you mentally, suddenly pictures for you detestable incidents, revolving personalities, which you only shake off to find recurring again as the pain seems to grow worse again. Alas! I shall not walk with bare feet in wild woods again. Not until I have grown accustomed to the climate….


  The only adorable thing I can imagine is for my Grandmother to put me to bed and bring me a bowl [2] of hot bread and milk, and standing with her hands folded, the left thumb over the right, say in her adorable voice: “There, darling, isn’t that nice?” Oh, what a miracle of happiness that would be. To wake later to find her turning down the bedclothes to see if my feet were cold, and wrapping them up in a little pink singlet, softer than cat’s fur…. Alas!


  Sunday Morning. Yet another Sunday…. It is raining again to-day—just a steady persistent rain that seems to drift one from one morning to the other. When I had finished writing I went down to supper, drank a little soup, and the old Doctor next me suddenly said: “Please go to bed now,” and I went like a lamb and drank some hot milk. It was a night of agony. When I felt morning was at last come, I lighted a candle, looked at the watch, and found it was just a quarter to twelve! Now I know what it is to fight a drug. Veronal was on the table by my bed. Oblivion—deep sleep—think of it! But I didn’t take any. Now I am up and dressed….


  []


  1914


  [3] [In February 1914, when the following entries were made, Katherine Mansfield and I were living in Paris, at 32 rue de Tournon. We found it impossible to earn enough money, and I had to return to London to look for work.]


  “A calm, irresistible well-being—almost mystic in character, and yet doubtless connected with physical conditions” [Dorothy Wordsworth’s Journal].


  Writes Dorothy:


  
    William (P.G.) is very well,


    And gravely blithe—you know his way—


    Talking with woodruff and harebell


    And idling all the summer day


    As he can well afford to do.


    (P.G. for that again.) For who


    Is more Divinely Entitled to?


    He rises and breakfasts sharp at seven,


    Then pastes some fern-fronds in his book,


    Until his milk comes at eleven


    With two fresh scones baked by the cook.


    And then he paces in the sun


    Until we dine at half past one.


    “God and the cook are very good,”


    Laughs William, relishing his food.


    (Sometimes the tears rush to my eyes:


    How kind he is, and oh, how wise!)


    After, he sits and reads to me


    Until at four we take our tea.


    [4] My dear, you hardly would believe


    That William could so sigh and grieve


    Over a simple, childish tale


    How ‘Mary trod upon the Snail,’


    Or ‘Little Ernie lost his Pail.’


    And then perhaps a good half-mile


    He walks to get an appetite


    For supper, which we take at night


    In the substantial country style.


    By nine he’s in bed and fast asleep,


    Not snoring, dear, but very deep,


    Oh, very deep asleep indeed….

  


  And so on ad lib. What a Pa man!


  I am going to read Goethe. Except for a few poems, I know nothing of his well. I shall read “Poetry and Truth” immediately.


  “When all is done human life is at its greatest and but a little froward child to be played with, and humoured a little, to keep it quiet until it falls asleep, and then the care is over” (Temple).


  That’s the sort of strain—not for what it says and means, but for the ‘lilt’ of it—that sets me writing.


  The Child in my Arms.


  “Will you touch me with the child in my arms?” is no mere pleasantry. Change the ‘will’ into ‘can’ and it’s tief, sehr tief! I was thinking just now … that I hardly dare give rein to my thoughts of J. and my longing for J. And I thought: if I had a child, I [5] would play with it now and lose myself in it and kiss it and make it laugh. And I’d use a child as my guard against my deepest feeling.


  When I felt: ‘No, I’ll think no more of this; it’s intolerable and unbearable,’ I’d dance the baby.


  That’s true, I think, of all, all women. And it accounts for the curious look of security that you see in young mothers: they are safe from any ultimate state of feeling because of the child in their arms. And it accounts also for the women who call men ‘children.’ Such women fill themselves with their men—gorge themselves really into a state of absolute heartlessness. Watch the sly, satisfied smile of women who say, “Men are nothing but babies!”


  “They were neither of them quite enough in love to imagine that £350 a year would supply them with all the comforts of life” (Jane Austen’s “Elinor and Edward”). My God! say I.


  I went to J.’s room and looked through the window. It was evening, with little light, and what was there was very soft—the Freak Hour when people never seem to be quite in focus. I watched a man walking up and down the road—and he looked like a fly walking up a wall—and some men straining up with a barrow—all bottoms and feet. In the house opposite, at a ground-floor window, heavily barred, sat a little dark girl in a grey shawl reading a book. Her hair was parted down the middle: she had a small, oval face. She was perfectly charming, so set in the window with [6] the shining white of the book. I felt a sort of Spanish infatuation….


  It is as though God opened his hand and let you dance on it a little, and then shut it up tight—so tight that you could not even cry…. The wind is terrible to-night. I am very tired—but can’t go to bed. I can’t sleep or eat. Too tired.


  “It was the touch of art that P. was suffering, the inexorable magic touch that still transforms in spite of us; that never hesitates to test and examine the materials it has to transmute, but never fails to transmute them.”


  [By the end of February 1914 we had returned to London, with very little but the clothes we stood in. For a few weeks we lived in a furnished flat in Beaufort Mansions, Chelsea. From the back windows one had a view of a timber-yard and a cemetery.]


  A Dream


  March 6. K.T. and her sister were walking down a road that was bounded on one side by a high hill and had on the other a deep ravine. So deep was the ravine that the cliffs at its base shone like points of teeth, sharp and tiny. Her sister was very frightened and clung to her arm, trembling and crying. So K.T. hid her terror and said, “It is all right. It is perfectly all right.” She had a little black fur muff slipped over one hand.


  Suddenly there came driving towards them a chariot [7] like the one in her Latin book, drawn by six stumpy horses and driven by a charioteer in a skull cap. They came at a furious gallop, but the charioteer was calm; a quiet evil smile dyed his lips.


  “Oh, K.T.! Oh, K.T.! I’m frightened,” sobbed her sister.


  “It’s quite all right. It’s perfectly all right,” scolded K.T.


  But as she watched the chariot a strange thing took place. Though the horses maintained their tearing gallop, they were not coming towards her and her sister, but were galloping backwards, while the charioteer smiled as though with deep satisfaction. K.T. put her little black muff over her sister’s face. “They’re gone. They’re quite gone.” But now the deafening clatter came from behind them like the sound of an army of horsemen in clashing armour. Louder and louder and nearer and nearer came the noise. “Oh, K.T.! Oh, K.T.!” moaned her sister and K.T. shut her lips, only pressing her sister’s arm. The noise was upon them—in a moment—now.


  And nothing passed but a black horse as tall as a house with a dark serene rider in a wide hat gliding past them like a ship through the dark water, and gliding importantly down the hill. The sight was so fearful that K.T. knew she dreamed. “I must wake up at once.” And she made every effort to shut her eyes and shake away the scene, but it would not go. She tried to call and she felt her lips open, but no sound would come. She shouted and screamed without a sound until [8] at last she felt her bed and lifted her head into the burning dark of the bedroom.


  The view from my window this morning is so tremendously exciting. A high wind is blowing and the glass is dashed with rain. In the timber-yard beside the cemetery there are large pools of water and smoke blows from …


  March 19. Dreamed about New Zealand. Very delightful.


  March 20. Dreamed about N.Z. again—one of the painful dreams when I’m there and hazy about my return ticket.


  March 21. Travelled with two brown women. One had a basket of chickweed on her arm, the other a basket of daffodils. They both carried babies bound, somehow, to them with a torn shawl. Neat spare women with combed and braided hair. They slung talk at each other across the bus. Then one woman took a piece of bread from her sagging pocket and gave it to the baby, the other opened her bodice and put the child to her breast. They sat and rocked their knees and darted their quick eyes over the bus load. Busy and indifferent they looked.


  March 22. Went to the Albert Hall with B.C. A bad, dull concert. But I thought all the while that I’d rather be with musical people than any others, and that [9] they’re mine, really. A violinist (miles away) bent his head and his hair grew like G.’s: that made me think so, I suppose. I ought to be able to write about them wonderfully.


  March 23. When I get by myself, I am always more or less actively miserable. If it were not for J. I should live quite alone. It’s raining; I have a cold and my fire has gone out. Sparrows outside are cheeping like chickens. Oh heavens! what a different scene the sound recalls! The warm sun, and the tiny yellow balls, so dainty, treading down the grass blades, and Sheehan giving me the smallest chick wrapped in a flannel to carry to the kitchen fire. [Sheehan was the original of Pat in Prelude.]


  March 24. Mother’s birthday. I wrote at 2 o’clock and got up and sat on the box of the window thinking of her. I would love to see her again and the little frown between her brows, and to hear her voice. But I don’t think I will. My memory of her is so complete that I don’t think it will be disturbed. [It was not; Katherine Mansfield did not see her mother again.]


  The P.’s dined with us last night. It was dull. They are worthy and pleasant, but Mrs. P. is a weight, and P. makes me feel old. He only likes me because of what I used to be like, and he thinks the ‘normal’ me abnormally quiet and a bit lifeless. I don’t want to see them again. Thank God! there’s a sprinkle of sun to-day.


  [10] The river to-night was low and the little walls and towers and chimneys on the opposite bank black against the night. I keep thinking of Paris and money. I am getting all my spring out of the sunsets.


  March 25. L.M. and I travelled miles to-day. We sat in a bus talking, and now and again when I looked up, I kept seeing the squares with their butterfly leaves just ready to fly. We met near the old haunts—Queen Anne Street—and walked in one of the little lanes and short cuts that we know so well—side by side, talking. “Let me tie your veil,” and I stop; she ties it and we walk on again. In the Persian shop she leaned against a red and black silk curtain. She was very pale, and her black hat looked enormous, and she kept wanting to buy me “these things—feel how soft they are,” and smiling and speaking just above her breath for tiredness.


  March 26. New Moon, 6h. 9m. p.m. (I didn’t see it, though). L.M. and I took the tram to Clapham. She left at about 9 p.m. having dressed me. When I leave her hands I feel hung with wreaths. A silly, unreal evening at Miss R.’s. Pretty rooms and pretty people, pretty coffee, and cigarettes out of a silver tankard. A sort of sham Meredith atmosphere lurking. A.R. has a pert, nice face—that was all. I was wretched. I have nothing to say to ‘charming’ women. I feel like a cat among tigers. The ladies, left to themselves, talked [11] ghosts and child-beds. I am wretchedly unhappy among everybody—and the silence …


  March 27. I am writing for L.M. to come. She’s very late. Everything is in a state of suspense—even birds and chimneys. Frightened in private.


  At the last moment L.M. never said Good-bye at all but took the fiddle and ran. I walked away down some narrow streets; large drops of rain fell. I passed some packing warehouses, and the delicious smell of fresh wood and straw reminded me of Wellington. I could almost fancy a sawmill. In the evening the C.’s, and the little parrot swinging on a wire.


  March 28. Put my clothes in order. The crocuses in Battersea reminded me of autumn in Bavaria. The ground is wet, and it looks as though winter were going—the grass long and green among the trampled flowers. Birds are far more savage-looking than the wildest beasts. Thinking of a forest of wild birds—or if the birds ‘turned’ even here. I want to get alone. The magnolia conspicua is in bud.


  March 29. I am going to start a play to-day.


  March 30. “I am afraid you are too psychological, Mr. Temple.” Then I went off and bought the bacon.


  March 31. A splendid fine morning, but as I know I have to go out and change the cheque and pay the bills, I can do nothing and I feel wretched. Life is a [12] hateful business, there’s no denying it. When G. and J. were talking in the Park of physical well-being and of how they could still look forward to ‘parties,’ I nearly groaned. And I am sure J. could get a great deal of pleasure out of pleasant society. I couldn’t. I’ve done with it, and can’t combat it at all now. I had so much rather lean idly over the bridge and watch the boats and the free, unfamiliar people and feel the wind blow. No, I hate society. The idea of the play seems perfect tripe to-day.


  April 1. Spent another frightful day. Nothing helps or could help me except a person who could guess. Went for a walk and had some vague comfort given by some children and the noise of the water like rising waves.


  April 2. I have begun to sleep badly again and I’ve decided to tear up everything that I’ve written and start again. I’m sure that is best. This misery persists, and I am so crushed under it. If I could write with my old fluency for one day, the spell would be broken. It’s the continual effort—the slow building-up of my idea and then, before my eyes and out of my power, its slow dissolving.


  April 3. Went for a walk by the river this evening and watched the boats. Two had red sails and one had white. The trees are budding almost before one’s eyes in this warm weather—big white buds like birds on [13] the chestnut trees, and round trees just sprinkled with green. The world is exceedingly lovely. My letter to L.M. was a great effort. She seemed somehow ‘out of the running.’ But then so does everybody. I feel a real horror of people closing over me. I could not bear them. I wish I lived on a barge, with J. for a husband and a little boy for a son.


  April 4. Won a moral victory this morning, to my great relief. Went out to spend 2s. 11d. and left it unspent. But I have never known a more hideous day. Terribly lonely. Nothing that isn’t satirical is really true for me to write just now. If I try to find things lovely, I turn pretty-pretty. And at the same time I am so frightened of writing mockery for satire that my pen hovers and won’t settle. Dined with C.’s and D. Afterward to Café Royal. The sheep were bleating and we set up a feeble counterpart. Saw a fight. The woman with her back to me—her arms crooked sharp at the elbows, her head thrust out, like a big bird.


  April 5. No bird sits a tree more proudly than a pigeon. It looks at though placed there by the Lord. The sky was silky blue and white, and the sun shone through the little leaves. But the children, pinched and crooked, made me feel a bit out of love with God.


  April 6. I went out with J. to find a shop; but instead we came to Swan Walk and passed and repassed and remarked the delightful houses, white with flowering [14] pear-trees in the gardens and green railings and fine carved gates. I want a little house very much. My mind is full of embroidery, but there isn’t any material to hold it together or make it strong. A silly state! L.M. seems to be simply fading away. I can barely remember her objectively: subjectively she is just the same.


  April 7. The heavens opened for the sunset to-night. When I had thought the day folded and sealed, came a burst of heavenly bright petals…. I sat behind the window, pricked with rain, and looked until that hard thing in my breast melted and broke into the smallest fountain, murmuring as aforetime, and I drank the sky and the whisper. Now who is to decide between “Let it be” and “Force it”? J. believes in the whip: he says his steed has plenty of strength, but it is idle and shies at such a journey in prospect. I feel, if mine does not gallop and dance at free will, I am not riding at all, but just swinging from its tail. For example, to-day…. To-night he’s all sparks.


  May. To-day is Sunday. It is raining a little, and the birds are cheeping. There’s a smell of food and a noise of chopping cabbage.


  Oh, if only I could make a celebration and do a bit of writing. I long and long to write, and the words just won’t come. It’s a queer business. Yet, when I read people like Gorky, for instance, I realise how streets ahead of them I be….


  [15] July…. Then I put my hand over it and felt for a latch, and then through the bars. I suppose one isn’t expected to vault over it, I thought,—or to ride a bicycle up this side and dive into a fountain of real water on the other….


  To Beauty. Why should you come to-night when it is so cold and grey and when the clouds are heavy and the bees troubled in their swinging?


  August 17. I simply cannot believe that there was a time when I cared about Turgeniev. Such a poseur! Such a hypocrite! It’s true he was wonderfully talented but I keep thinking what a good (cinema play?) On the Eve would make.


  August 30. We go to Cornwall to-morrow, I suppose. I’ve re-read my diary. Tell me, Is there a God? I’m old to-night. Ah, I wish I had someone to love me, comfort me and stop me thinking.


  [After two changes of rooms in Chelsea, and a fortnight in a furnished cottage at Merryn in Cornwall, we took in September 1914 an ugly cottage at The Lee, near Missenden in Buckinghamshire, where the following entries were written.]


  November 3. It’s full moon with a vengeance to-night. Out of the front door a field of big turnips, and beyond, a spiky wood with red bands of light behind it. Out of the back door an old tree with just a leaf or two remaining and a moon perched in the branches. [16] I feel very deeply happy and free. Colette Willy is in my thoughts to-night. I feel in my own self awake and stretching, stretching so that I am on tip-toe, full of happy joy. Can it be that one can renew oneself?


  Dear, dear Samuel Butler! Just you wait: I’ll do you proud. To-morrow at about 10.30, I go into action.


  November 15. It’s very quiet. I’ve re-read L’Entrave. I suppose Colette is the only woman in France who does just this. I don’t care a fig at present for anyone I know except her. But the book to be written is still unwritten. I can’t sit down and fire away like J.


  November 16. A letter from F. I had not expected it, and yet, when it came, it seemed quite inevitable—the writing, the way the letters were made, his confidence, and his warm sensational life. I wish he were my friend; he’s very near to me. His personality comes right through his letters to J. and I want to laugh and run into the road.


  December 28. The year is nearly over. Snow has fallen, and everything is white. It is very cold. I have changed the position of my desk into a corner. Perhaps I shall be able to write far more easily here. Yes, this is a good place for the desk, because I cannot see out of the stupid window. I am quite private. The lamp stands on one corner and in the corner. Its rays [17] fall on the yellow and green Indian curtain and on the strip of red embroidery. The forlorn wind scarcely breathes. I love to close my eyes a moment and think of the land outside, white under the mingled snow and moonlight—the heaps of stones by the roadside white—snow in the furrows. Mon Dieu! How quiet and how patient!


  []


  1915


  [18] January 1. What a vile little diary! But I am determined to keep it this year. We saw the Old Year out and the New Year in. A lovely night, blue and gold. The church bells were ringing. I went into the garden and opened the gate and nearly—just walked away. J. stood at the window mashing an orange in a cup. The shadow of the rose-tree lay on the grass like a tiny bouquet. The moon and the dew had put a spangle on everything. But just at 12 o’clock I thought I heard footsteps on the road and got frightened and ran back into the house. But nobody passed. J. thought I was a great baby about the whole affair. The ghost of L.M. ran through my heart, her hair flying, very pale, with dark startled eyes.


  For this year I have two wishes: to write, to make money. Consider. With money we could go away as we liked, have a room in London, be as free as we liked, and be independent and proud with nobodies. It is only poverty that holds us so tightly. Well, J. doesn’t want money and won’t earn money. I must. How? First, get this book[2] finished. That is a start. When? At the end of January. If you do that, you are [19] saved. If I wrote night and day I could do it. Yes, I could. Right O!


  I feel the new life coming nearer. I believe, just as I always have believed. Yes, it will come. All will be well.


  January 2. A horrible morning and afternoon. Je me sens incapable de tout, and at the same time I am just not writing very well. I must finish my story to-morrow. I ought to work at it all day,—yes, all day and into the night if necessary. A vile day. J’ai envie de prier au bon Dieu comme le vieux père Tolstoi. Oh, Lord, make me a better creature to-morrow. Le cœur me monte aux lèvres d’un goût de sang. Je me deteste aujourd’hui. Dined at L.’s and talked the Island.[3] It is quite real except that some part of me is blind to it. Six months ago I’d have jumped.


  The chief thing I feel lately about myself is that I am getting old. I don’t feel like a girl any more, or even like a young woman. I feel really quite past my prime. At times the fear of death is dreadful. I feel ever so much older than J. and that he recognises it, I am sure. He never used to, but now he often talks like a young man to an older woman. Well, perhaps, it’s a good thing.


  January 3. A cold, ugly day. It was dark soon after two. Spent it trying to write and running from my [20] room into the kitchen. I could not get really warm. The day felt endless. Read in the evening, and later read with J. a good deal of poetry. If I lived alone I would be very dependent on poetry. Talked over the Island idea with J. For me I know it has come too late.


  January 4. Woke early and saw a snowy branch across the window. It is cold, snow has fallen, and now it is thawing. The hedges and the trees are covered with beads of water. Very dark, too, with a wind somewhere. I long to be alone for a bit.


  I make a vow to finish a book this month. I’ll write all day and at night too, and get it finished. I swear.


  January 5. Saw the sun rise. A lovely apricot sky with flames in it and then a solemn pink. Heavens, how beautiful! I heard a knocking, and went downstairs. It was Benny cutting away the ivy. Over the path lay the fallen nests—wisps of hay and feathers. He looked like an ivy bush himself. I made early tea and carried it up to J. who lay half awake with crinkled eyes. I feel so full of love to-day after having seen the sun rise.


  Evening. Have written a good deal.


  January 9. J. went to town. I worked a little—chased the fowls. One brown fowl refused to leave the garden. Long after it knew there was no gap in the wire-netting [21] it kept on running up and down. I must not forget that, nor how cold it was, nor how the mud coated my thin shoes. In the evening L. and K. They talked plans; but I felt very antagonistic to the whole affair.


  January 10. Windy and dark…. At night we went to L.’s. It was a warm night with big drops of rain falling. I didn’t mind the going, but the coming back was rather awful. I was unwell, and tired, and my heart could scarcely beat. But we made up a song to keep going. The rain splashed up to my knees, and I was frightened. L. was nice, very nice, sitting with a piece of string in his hand …


  January 11. I got up in the dark to be ready for my little maid and watch the dawn coming. It wasn’t up to much, though. I am wretched. It is a bright winking day. Oh God, my God, let me work!


  Wasted! Wasted!


  January 12. Have been in more of a state of virtue to-day. Actually finished the story, Brave Love,[4] and I don’t know what to make of it even now. Read it to J. who was also puzzled. Violent headache, but rather happy.


  January 20. A man outside is breaking stones. The day is utterly quiet. Sometimes a leaf rustles and a [22] strange puff of wind passes the window. The old man chops, chops, as though it were a heart beating out there.


  In the afternoon there came a violent storm, but we walked over to C.’s, dined with them and the L.’s and the S.’s and had a play after. Late we went to the L.’s to sleep, very untidy—newspapers and faded mistletoe. I hardly slept at all, but it was nice.


  A stormy day. We walked back this morning. It has rained and snowed and hailed and the wind blows. The dog at the mill howls. A man far away is playing the bugle. I have read and sewed to-day, but not written a word. I want to to-night. It is so funny to sit quietly sewing, while my heart is never for a moment still. I am dreadfully tired in head and body. This sad place is killing me. I live upon old made-up dreams; but they do not deceive either of us.


  January 21. I am in the sitting-room downstairs. The wind howls outside, but here it is so warm and pleasant. It looks like a real room where real people live. My sewing-basket is on the table: under the bookcase are poked J.’s old house shoes. The black chair, half in shadow, looks as if a happy person had sprawled there. We had roast mutton and onion sauce and baked rice for dinner. It sounds right. I have run the ribbons through my underclothes with a hair-pin in the good home way. But my anxious heart is eating up my body, eating up my nerves, eating up my [23] brain. I feel this poison slowly filling my veins—every particle becoming slowly tainted…. I am never, never calm, never for an instant. I remember years ago saying I wished I were one of those happy people who can suffer so far and then collapse or become exhausted. But I am just the opposite. The more I suffer, the more of fiery energy I feel to bear it.


  January 22. Weather worse than ever. At tea-time I surprised myself by breaking down. I simply felt for a moment overcome with anguish and came upstairs and put my head on the black cushion. My longing for cities engrosses me.


  January 23. The old man breaking stones again. A thick white mist reaches the edge of the field.


  January 26. Went to London. We found B.C. had arrived; so D. put us up. D.’s flat looks lovely to me. Had tea at the Criterion with C. and D. Had my hands done. In the evening went to the Oxford and saw Marie Lloyd, who was very good. Slept on the big divan in A.’s room. In the afternoon it was very foggy in London; but the relief to be there was immense.


  January 27. Met a woman who’d been in the cinema with me—her pink roses in her belt and hollow [24] lovely eyes and battered hair. I shall not forget her. No, no. She was wonderful.[5]


  February 1. A slight attack of ‘flu’ is bowling me over. There is a glimpse of sun. The trees look as though they were hanging out to dry.


  My cold gained on me all day. I read the lonely Nietzsche; but I felt a bit ashamed of my feelings for this man in the past. He is, if you like, “human, all too human.” Read until late. I felt wretched simply beyond words. Life was like sawdust and sand. Talked short stories to J.


  February 2. I feel a bit more cheerful to-day because I don’t look quite so revolting as I have done.


  No, the day ended in being as bad as ever. For one thing my illness is really severe. I have been embroidering my kimono with black wool. Bah! What rot! What do I care for such rubbish!


  February 3. I can do nothing. Have tidied my desk and taken some quinine and that’s all. But I know I shall go, because otherwise I’ll die of despair. My head is so hot, but my hands are cold. Perhaps I am dead and just pretending to live here. There is, at any rate, no sign of life in me.


  February 15. Went to London with J.


  [25] February 16. Came to Paris.


  February 19. Came to Gray.


  [An unposted letter written in the diary.]


  February 20. England is like a dream. I am sitting at the window of a little square room furnished with a bed, a wax apple, and an immense flowery clock. Outside the window there is a garden full of wall flowers and blue enamel saucepans. The clocks are striking five and the last rays of sun pour under the swinging blind. It is very hot—the kind of heat that makes one’s cheek burn in infancy. But I am so happy I must just send you a word on a spare page of my diary, dear.


  I have had some dreadful adventures on my way here because the place is within the Zone of the armies and not allowed to women. The last old Pa-man who saw my passport, ‘M. le Colonel,’ very grand with a black tea-cosy and gold tassel on his head, and smoking what lady novelists call a ‘heavy Egyptian cigarette,’ nearly sent me back.


  But, my dear, it’s such wonderful country—all rivers and woods and large birds that look blue in the sunlight. I keep thinking of you and L. The French soldiers are pour rire. Even when they are wounded they seem to lean out of their sheds and wave their bandages at the train. But I saw some prisoners to-day—not at all funny. Oh, I have so [26] much to tell you I’d better not begin. We shall see each other some day, won’t we, darling?


  [Another unposted letter.]


  I seem to have just escaped the prison cell, J. dearest,—because I find this place is in the zone of the armies and therefore forbidden to women. However, my Aunt’s illness pulled me through. I had some really awful moments. Outside the station he was waiting. He merely sang (so typical) “Follow me, but not as though you were doing so” until we came to a tiny toll-house by the river, against which leant a faded cab. But once fed with my suit-case and our two selves, it dashed off like the wind, the door opening and shutting, to his horror, as he is not allowed in cabs. We drove to a village near by, to a large white house where they had taken a room for me—a most extraordinary room furnished with a bed, a wax apple and an immense flowery clock. It’s very hot. The sun streams through the blind. The garden outside is full of wallflowers and blue enamel saucepans. It would make you laugh, too….


  [The Journal continues.]


  The curious thing is that I could not concentrate on the end of the journey. I simply felt so happy that I leaned out of the window with my arms along the brass rail and my feet crossed and basked in the sunlight and the wonderful country unfolding. At Châteaudun where we had to change I went to the Buffet [27] to drink. A big pale green room with a large stove jutting out and a buffet with coloured bottles. Two women, their arms folded, leaned against the counter. A little boy, very pale, swung from table to table, taking the orders. It was full of soldiers sitting back in their chairs and swinging their legs and eating. The men shouted through the windows.


  The little boy favoured me with a glass of horrible black coffee. He served the soldiers with a kind of dreary contempt. In the porch an old man carried a pail of brown spotted fish—large fish, like the fish one sees in glass cases swimming through forests of beautiful pressed seaweed. The soldiers laughed and slapped each other. They tramped about in their heavy boots. The women looked after them, and the old man stood humbly waiting for someone to attend to him, his cap in his hands, as if he knew that the life he represented in his torn jacket, with his basket of fish—his peaceful occupation—did not exist any more and had no right to thrust itself in here.


  The last moments of the journey I was very frightened. We arrived at Gray, and one by one, like women going in to see a doctor, we slipped through a door into a hot room completely fitted with two tables and two colonels, like colonels in comic opera, big shiny grey-whiskered men with a touch of burnt-red in their cheeks, both smoking, one a cigarette with a long curly ash hanging from it. He had a ring on his fingers. Sumptuous and omnipotent he [28] looked. I shut my teeth. I kept my fingers from trembling as I handed the passport and the ticket.


  “It won’t do, it won’t do at all,” said my colonel and looked at me for what seemed an age but in silence. His eyes were like two grey stones. He took my passport to the other colonel, who dismissed the objection, stamped it, and let me go. I nearly knelt on the floor.


  By the station he stood, terribly pale. He saluted and smiled and said, “Turn to the right and follow me as though you were not following.” Then fast we went towards the Suspension Bridge. He had a postman’s bag on his back, and a paper parcel. The street was very muddy. From the toll house by the bridge a scraggy woman, her hands wrapped in a shawl, peered out at us. Against the toll house leaned a faded cab. “Montez! vite, vite!” said he. He threw my suit-case, his letter bag and the parcel on to the floor. The driver sprang into activity, lashed the bony horse, and we tore away with both doors flapping and banging. They would not keep shut, and he, who is not supposed to ride in cabs, had to try to hide. Soldiers passed all the time. At the barracks he stopped a moment and a crowd of faces blocked the window. “Prends ça, mon vieux,” he said, handing over the paper parcel.


  Off we flew again. By the river. Down a long strange white street with houses on either side, very fairy in the late sunlight. He said “I know you will [29] like the house. It’s quite white, and so is the room, and the people are, too.”


  At last we arrived. The woman of the house, with a serious baby in her arms, came to the door.


  “It is all right?”


  “Yes, all right. Bonjour, Madame.”


  It was like an elopement.


  [Katherine Mansfield returned to England at the end of February and left for Paris once more in May.]


  Sunday, May 16. Paris. I dreamed all night of Rupert Brooke. And to-day as I left the house he was standing at the door, with a rucksack on his back and his hat shading his face. So after I had posted J.’s letter I did not go home. I went a long, very idle sort of amble along the quais. It was exquisitely hot: white clouds lay upon the sky like sheets spread out to dry. On the big sandheaps down by the river children had hollowed out tunnels and caverns. They sat in them, stolid and content, their hair glistening in the sun. Now and then a man lay stretched on his face, his head in his arms. The river was full of big silver stars; the trees shook, faintly glinting with light. I found delightful places—little squares with white square houses. Quite hollow they looked, with the windows gaping open. Narrow streets arched over with chestnut boughs, or perhaps quite deserted, with a clock tower showing over the roofs. The sun put a spell on everything.


  [30] I crossed and recrossed the river and leaned over the bridges and kept thinking we were coming to a park when we weren’t. You cannot think what a pleasure my invisible, imaginary companion gave me. If he had been alive it would never have possibly occurred; but—it’s a game I like to play—to walk and talk with the dead who smile and are silent, and free, quite finally free. When I lived alone, I would often come home, put my key in the door, and find someone there waiting for me. “Hullo! Have you been here long?”


  I suppose that sounds dreadful rubbish.


  Notre Dame


  I am sitting on a broad bench in the sun hard by Notre Dame. In front of me there is a hedge of ivy. An old man walked along with a basket on his arm, picking off the withered leaves. In the priests’ garden they are cutting the grass. I love this big cathedral. The little view I have of it now is of pointed narrow spires, fretted against the blue, and one or two squatting stone parrots balanced on a little balcony. It is like a pen-drawing by a Bogey. And I like the saints with their crowns on their collars and their heads in their hands.


  The ‘Life’ of Life


  I bought a book by Henry James yesterday and read it, as they say, ‘until far into the night.’ It was not very interesting or very good, but I can wade [31] through pages and pages of dull, turgid James for the sake of that sudden sweet shock, that violent throb of delight that he gives me at times. I don’t doubt this is genius: only there is an extraordinary amount of pan and an amazingly raffiné flash—


  One thing I want to annotate. His hero, Bernard Longueville, brilliant, rich, dark, agile, etc., though a witty companion, is perhaps wittiest and most amused when he is alone, and preserves his best things for himself…. All the attributive adjectives apart I am witty, I know, and a good companion—but I feel my case is exactly like his—the amount of minute and delicate joy I get out of watching people and things when I am alone is simply enormous—I really only have ‘perfect fun’ with myself. When I see a little girl running by on her heels like a fowl in the wet, and say ‘My dear, there’s a gertie,’ I laugh and enjoy it as I never would with anybody. Just the same applies to my feeling for what is called ‘nature.’ Other people won’t stop and look at the things I want to look at or, if they do, they stop to please me or to humour me or to keep the peace. But I am so made that as sure as I am with anyone, I begin to give consideration to their opinions and their desires, and they are not worth half the consideration that mine are. I don’t miss J. at all now—I don’t want to go home, I feel quite content to live here, in a furnished room, and watch. It’s a pure question of weather, that’s what I believe. (A terrific Gertie has just passed.) Life with other people becomes a blur: it does with J., but it’s enormously [32] valuable and marvellous when I’m alone, the detail of life, the life of life.


  Père de famille


  This family began very modest with Mamma, extremely fat, with a black moustache and a little round toque covered with poached pansies, and the baby boy, bursting out of an English tweed suit that was intended for a Norfolk, but denied its country at the second seam. They had barely settled in their places and pinched every separate piece of bread in the basket and chosen the crustiest when two young men in pale blue uniforms, with about as much moustache as mother, appeared at the doorway of the restaurant and were hailed with every appearance of enthusiasm by sonny, who waved a serviette about the size of a single bed sheet at them. Mother was embraced; they sat down side by side and were presently joined by an unfortunate overgrown boy whose complexion had enjoyed every possible form of Frühlingserwachen and who looked as though he spent his nights under an eiderdown eating chocolate biscuits with the window shut….


  Five single bed sheets were tucked into five collars—Five pairs of eyes read over the menu.


  Suddenly with a cry of delight up flew Mamma’s arms—up flew sonny’s—the two young soldiers sprang to their feet, the étudiant came out in no end of a perspiration as a stout florid man appeared, and walked towards them. The waitress hovered round the [33] table, delighted beyond words at this exhibition of vie de famille. She felt like their own bonne—she felt she had known them for years. Heaven knows what memories she had of taking M. Roué his hot water, of being found by M. Paul, looking for his shirt stud on his bedroom floor, on her charming little hands and her still more delicious knees!


  Travelling Alone


  Was it simply her own imagination, or could there be any truth in this feeling that waiters—waiters especially and hotel servants—adopted an impertinent, arrogant and slightly amused attitude towards a woman who travelled alone? Was it just her wretched female self-consciousness? No, she really did not think it was. For even when she was feeling at her happiest, at her freest, she would become aware, quite suddenly, of the ‘tone’ of the waiter or the hotel servant. And it was extraordinary how it wrecked her sense of security, how it made her feel that something malicious was being plotted against her and that everybody and everything—yes, even to inanimate objects like chairs or tables—was secretly ‘in the know,’ waiting for that ominous infallible thing to happen to her, which always did happen, which was bound to happen, to every woman on earth who travelled alone!


  The waiter prodded a keyhole with a bunch of keys, wrenched one round, flung the grey-painted door open and stood against it, waiting for her to pass in. He [34] held his feather duster upright in his hand like a smoky torch.


  “Here is a nice little room for Madame,” said the waiter insinuatingly. As she entered, he brushed past her, opened the groaning window and unhooked the shutters.


  [After some weeks in rooms at Elgin Crescent, in July we took a house at No. 5 Acacia Road, St. John’s Wood. Here Katherine Mansfield’s brother “Chummie” came to stay with her for a week before going to the front. He was killed almost immediately. The following entry is a record of one of their conversations together.]


  Evening


  October. They are walking up and down the garden in Acacia Road. It is dusky; the Michaelmas daisies are bright as feathers. From the old fruit-tree at the bottom of the garden—the slender tree rather like a poplar—there falls a little round pear, hard as a stone.


  “Did you hear that, Katie? Can you find it? By Jove—that familiar sound.”


  Their hands move over the thin moist grass. He picks it up, and, unconsciously, as of old, polishes it on his handkerchief.


  “Do you remember the enormous number of pears there used to be on that old tree?”


  “Down by the violet bed.”


  [35] “And how after there’d been a Southerly Buster we used to go out with clothes baskets to pick them up?”


  “And how while we stooped they went on falling, bouncing on our backs and heads?”


  “And how far they used to be scattered, ever so far, under the violet leaves, down the steps, right down to the lily-lawn? We used to find them trodden in the grass. And how soon the ants got to them. I can see now that little round hole with a sort of fringe of brown pepper round it.”


  “Do you know that I’ve never seen pears like them since?”


  “They were so bright, canary yellow—and small. And the peel was so thin and the pips jet—jet black. First you pulled out the little stem and sucked it. It was faintly sour, and then you ate them always from the top—core and all.”


  “The pips were delicious.”


  “Do you remember sitting on the pink garden seat?”


  “I shall never forget that pink garden seat. It is the only garden seat for me. Where is it now? Do you think we shall be allowed to sit on it in Heaven?”


  “It always wobbled a bit and there were usually the marks of a snail on it.”


  “Sitting on that seat, swinging our legs and eating the pears—”


  “But isn’t it extraordinary how deep our happiness was—how positive—deep, shining, warm. I remember the way we used to look at each other and smile—do you?—sharing a secret … What was it?”


  [36] “I think it was the family feeling—we were almost like one child. I always see us walking about together, looking at things together with the same eyes, discussing…. I felt that again—just now—when we looked for the pear in the grass. I remembered ruffling the violet leaves with you—Oh, that garden! Do you remember that some of the pears we found used to have little teeth marks in them?”


  “Yes.”


  “Who bit them?”


  “It was always a mystery.”


  He puts his arm round her. They pace up and down. And the round moon shines over the pear tree, and the ivy walls of the garden glitter like metal. The air smells chill … heavy … very cold.


  “We shall go back there one day—when it’s all over.”


  “We’ll go back together.”


  “And find everything—”


  “Everything!”


  She leans against his shoulder. The moonlight deepens. Now they are facing the back of the house. A square of light shows in the window.


  “Give me your hand. You know I shall always be a stranger here.”


  “Yes, darling, I know.”


  “Walk up and down once more and then we’ll go in.”


  “It’s so curious—my absolute confidence that I’ll come back. I feel it’s as certain as this pear.”


  [37] “I feel that too.”


  “I couldn’t not come back. You know that feeling. It’s awfully mysterious.”


  The shadows on the grass are long and strange; a puff of strange wind whispers in the ivy and the old moon touches them with silver.


  She shivers.


  “You’re cold.”


  “Dreadfully cold.”


  He puts his arm round her. Suddenly he kisses her—


  “Good-bye, darling.”


  “Ah, why do you say that!”


  “Darling, good-bye … good-bye!”


  October 29. A misty, misty evening. I want to write down the fact that not only am I not afraid of death—I welcome the idea of death. I believe in immortality because he is not here, and I long to join him. First, my darling, I’ve got things to do for both of us, and then I will come as quickly as I can. Dearest heart, I know you are there, and I live with you, and I will write for you. Other people are near, but they are not close to me. To you only do I belong, just as you belong to me. Nobody knows how often I am with you. Indeed, I am always with you, and I begin to feel that you know—that when I leave this house and this place it will be with you, and I will never even for the shortest space of time be away from you. You have me. You’re in my flesh as well as in my soul. I give [38] others my “surplus” love, but to you I hold and to you I give my deepest love.


  [In November Katherine Mansfield gave up the house in Acacia Road, and went to the south of France. I went with her, but returned to England after three weeks.]


  November, Bandol, France. Brother. I think I have known for a long time that life was over for me, but I never realized it or acknowledged it until my brother died. Yes, though he is lying in the middle of a little wood in France and I am still walking upright and feeling the sun and the wind from the sea, I am just as much dead as he is. The present and the future mean nothing to me. I am no longer “curious” about people; I do not wish to go anywhere; and the only possible value that anything can have for me is that it should put me in mind of something that happened or was when he was alive.


  “Do you remember, Katie?” I hear his voice in the trees and flowers, in scents and light and shadow. Have people, apart from these far-away people, ever existed for me? Or have they always failed and faded because I denied them reality? Supposing I were to die as I sit at this table, playing with my Indian paper-knife, what would the difference be? No difference at all. Then why don’t I commit suicide? Because I feel I have a duty to perform to the lovely time when we were both alive. I want to write about it, and he wanted me to. We talked it over in my little top room [39] in London. I said: I will just put on the front page: To my brother, Leslie Heron Beauchamp. Very well: it shall be done….


  The wind died down at sunset. Half a ring of moon hangs in the hollow air. It is very quiet. Somewhere I can hear a woman crooning a song. Perhaps she is crouched before the stove in the corridor, for it is the kind of song that a woman sings before a fire—brooding, warm, sleepy, and safe. I see a little house with flower patches under the windows and the soft mass of a haystack at the back. The fowls have all gone to roost—they are woolly blurs on the perches. The pony is in the stable with a cloth on. The dog lies in the kennel, his head on his forepaws. The cat sits up beside the woman, her tail tucked in, and the man, still young and careless, comes climbing up the back road. Suddenly a spot of light shows in the window and on the pansy bed below, and he walks quicker, whistling.


  But where are these comely people? These young strong people with hard healthy bodies and curling hair? They are not saints or philosophers; they are decent human beings—but where are they?


  Wednesday. [December.] To-day I am hardening my heart. I am walking all round my heart and building up the defences. I do not mean to leave a loophole even for a tuft of violets to grow in. Give me a hard heart, O Lord! Lord, harden thou my heart!


  [40] This morning I could walk a little. So I went to the Post Office. It was bright with sun. The palm-trees stood up into the air, crisp and shining; the blue gums hung heavy with sun as is their wont. When I reached the road I heard a singing. A funny thought … “The English have come!” But of course, it was not they.


  Sunday. [December.] Ten minutes past four. I am sure that this Sunday is the worst of all my life. I’ve touched bottom. Even my heart doesn’t beat any longer. I only keep alive by a kind of buzz of blood in my veins. Now the dark is coming back again; only at the windows there is a white glare. My watch ticks loudly and strongly on the bed table, as though it were rich with a minute life, while I faint—I die.


  It is evening again. The sea runs very high. It frets, sweeps up and over, hugs, leaps upon the rocks. In the sharp metallic light the rocks have a reddish tinge. Above them a broad band of green mixed with a rich sooty black; above it the cone of a violet mountain; above the mountain a light blue sky shining like the inside of a wet sea-shell. Every moment the light changes. Even as I write, it is no longer hard. Some small white clouds top the mountain like tossed-up smoke. And now a purple colour, very menacing and awful, is pulling over the sky. The trees tumble about in the unsteady light. A dog barks. The gardener, talking to himself, shuffles across the new raked paths, picks up his weed basket and goes off. Two lovers are walking together by the side of the sea. They are muffled [41] up in coats. She has a red handkerchief on her head. They walk, very proud and careless, hugging each other and braving the wind.


  I am ill to-day—I cannot walk at all—and in pain.


  [The illness from which Katherine Mansfield suffered was a rheumatic pain which had a pernicious effect on the action of her heart. It had no connection with the pulmonary tuberculosis of which she died. This did not appear until two years later, in December 1917. Katherine Mansfield was always convinced that she would die of heart-failure.]


  An Encounter


  This afternoon I did not go for a walk. There is a long stone embankment that goes out into the sea. Huge stones on either side and a little rough goat path in the centre. When I came to the end the sun was going down. So, feeling extremely solitary and romantic, I sat me down on a stone and watched the red sun, which looked horribly like a morsel of tinned apricot, sink into a sea like a huge junket. I began, feebly but certainly perceptibly, to harp: “Alone between sea and sky etc.” But suddenly I saw a minute speck on the bar coming towards me. It grew, it turned into a young officer in dark blue, slim, with an olive skin, fine eyebrows, long black eyes, a fine silky moustache.


  “You are alone, Madame?”


  “Alone, Monsieur.”


  “You are living at the hotel, Madame?”


  [42] “At the hotel, Monsieur.”


  “Ah, I have noticed you walking alone several times, Madame.”


  “It is possible, Monsieur.”


  He blushed and put his hand to his cap.


  “I am very indiscreet, Madame.”


  “Very indiscreet, Monsieur.”


  [At the end of December 1915 I returned to Bandol. There we took a tiny four-roomed villa, Villa Pauline, with an almond-tree that tapped at the window of the salle à manger. There we stayed until April 1916; and there K.M. wrote the first version of Prelude.]


  []


  1916


  [43] January 22. [Villa Pauline, Bandol.] Now, really, what is it that I do want to write? I ask myself, Am I less of a writer than I used to be? Is the need to write less urgent? Does it still seem as natural to me to seek that form of expression? Has speech fulfilled it? Do I ask anything more than to relate, to remember, to assure myself?


  There are times when these thoughts half-frighten me and very nearly convince. I say: You are now so fulfilled in your own being, in being alive, in living, in aspiring towards a greater sense of life and a deeper loving, the other thing has gone out of you.


  But no, at bottom I am not convinced, for at bottom never has my desire been so ardent. Only the form that I would choose has changed utterly. I feel no longer concerned with the same appearance of things. The people who lived or whom I wished to bring into my stories don’t interest me any more. The plots of my stories leave me perfectly cold. Granted that these people exist and all the differences, complexities and resolutions are true to them—why should I write about them? They are not near me. All the false threads that bound me to them are cut away quite.


  Now—now I want to write recollections of my own country. Yes, I want to write about my own country till I simply exhaust my store. Not only because it is “a sacred debt” that I pay to my [44] country because my brother and I were born there, but also because in my thoughts I range with him over all the remembered places. I am never far away from them. I long to renew them in writing.


  Ah, the people—the people we loved there—of them, too, I want to write. Another “debt of love.” Oh, I want for one moment to make our undiscovered country leap into the eyes of the Old World. It must be mysterious, as though floating. It must take the breath. It must be “one of those islands….” I shall tell everything, even of how the laundry-basket squeaked at 75. But all must be told with a sense of mystery, a radiance, an afterglow, because you, my little sun of it, are set. You have dropped over the dazzling brim of the world. Now I must play my part.


  Then I want to write poetry. I feel always trembling on the brink of poetry. The almond tree, the birds, the little wood where you are, the flowers you do not see, the open window out of which I lean and dream that you are against my shoulder, and the times that your photograph “looks sad.” But especially I want to write a kind of long elegy to you … perhaps not in poetry. Nor perhaps in prose. Almost certainly in a kind of special prose.


  And, lastly, I want to keep a kind of minute notebook, to be published some day. That’s all. No novels, no problem stories, nothing that is not simple, open.


  K.M.


  [45] February 13. I have written practically nothing yet, and now again the time is getting short. There is nothing done. I am no nearer my achievement than I was two months ago, and I keep half-doubting my will to perform anything. Each time I make a move my demon says at almost the same moment: “Oh, yes, we’ve heard that before!” And then I hear R.B. in the Café Royal, “Do you still write?” If I went back to England without a book finished I should give myself up. I should know that, whatever I said, I was not really a writer and had no claim to “a table in my room.” But if I go back with a book finished it will be a profession de foi pour toujours. Why do I hesitate so long? Is it just idleness? Lack of will-power? Yes, I feel that’s what it is, and that’s why it’s so immensely important that I should assert myself. I have put a table to-day in my room, facing a corner, but from where I sit I can see some top shoots of the almond-tree and the sea sounds loud. There is a vase of beautiful geraniums on the table. Nothing could be nicer than this spot, and it’s so quiet and so high, like sitting up in a tree. I feel I shall be able to write here, especially towards twilight.


  Ah, once fairly alight—how I’d blaze and burn! Here is a new fact. When I am not writing I feel my brother calling me, and he is not happy. Only when I write or am in a state of writing—a state of “inspiration”—do I feel that he is calm…. Last night I dreamed of him and Father Zossima. Father Zossima said: “Do not let the new man die.” My brother [46] was certainly there. But last evening he called me while I sat down by the fire. At last I obeyed and came upstairs. I stayed in the dark and waited. The moon got very bright. There were stars outside, very bright twinkling stars, that seemed to move as I watched them. The moon shone. I could see the curve of the sea and the curve of the land embracing, and above in the sky there was a round sweep of cloud. Perhaps those three half-circles were very magic. But then, when I leaned out of the window I seemed to see my brother dotted all over the field—now on his back, now on his face, now huddled up, now half-pressed into the earth. Wherever I looked, there he lay. I felt that God showed him to me like that for some express purpose, and I knelt down by the bed. But I could not pray. I had done no work. I was not in an active state of grace. So I got up finally and went downstairs again. But I was terribly sad…. The night before, when I lay in bed, I felt suddenly passionate. I wanted J. to embrace me. But as I turned to speak to him or to kiss him I saw my brother lying fast asleep, and I got cold. That happens nearly always. Perhaps because I went to sleep thinking of him, I woke and was he, for quite a long time. I felt my face was his serious, sleepy face. I felt that the lines of my mouth were changed, and I blinked like he did on waking.


  This year I have to make money and get known. I want to make enough money to be able to give L.M. some. In fact, I want to provide for her. That’s my [47] idea, and to make enough so that J. and I shall be able to pay our debts and live honourably. I should like to have a book published and numbers of short stories ready. Ah, even as I write, the smoke of a cigarette seems to mount in a reflective way, and I feel nearer that kind of silent, crystallised being that used to be almost me.


  February 14. I begin to think of an unfinished memory which has been with me for years. It is a very good story if only I can tell it right, and it is called “Lena.” It plays in New Zealand and would go in the book. If only I can get right down to it.


  Dear brother, as I jot these notes, I am speaking to you. To whom did I always write when I kept those huge complaining diaries? Was it to myself? But now as I write these words and talk of getting down to the New Zealand atmosphere, I see you opposite to me, I see your thoughtful, seeing eyes. Yes, it is to you. We were travelling—sitting opposite to each other and moving very fast. Ah, my darling, how have I kept away from this tremendous joy? Each time I take up my pen you are with me. You are mine. You are my playfellow, my brother, and we shall range all over our country together. It is with you that I see, and that is why I see so clearly. That is a great mystery. My brother, I have doubted these last few days. I have been in dreadful places. I have felt that I could not come through to you. But now, quite suddenly, the mists are rising, and I see and I know you are near [48] me. You are more vividly with me now this moment than if you were alive and I were writing to you from a short distance away. As you speak my name, the name you call me by that I love so—“Katie!”—your lip lifts in a smile—you believe in me, you know I am here. Oh, Chummie! put your arms round me. I was going to write: Let us shut out everybody. But no, it is not that. Only we shall look on at them together. My brother, you know, with all my desire, my will is weak. To do things—even to write absolutely for myself and by myself—is awfully hard for me. God knows why, when my desire is so strong. But just as it was always our delight to sit together—you remember?—and to talk of the old days, down to the last detail—the last feeling—looking at each other and by our eyes expressing when speech ended how intimately we understood each other—so now, my dear one, we shall do that again. You know how unhappy I have been lately. I almost felt: Perhaps “the new man” will not live. Perhaps I am not yet risen…. But now I do not doubt. It is the idea (it has always been there, but never as it is with me to-night) that I do not write alone. That in every word I write and every place I visit I carry you with me. Indeed, that might be the motto of my book. There are daisies on the table and a red flower, like a poppy, shines through. Of daisies I will write. Of the dark. Of the wind—and the sun and the mists. Of the shadows. Ah! of all that you loved and that I too love and feel. To-night it is made plain. However often I write and [49] rewrite I shall not really falter, dearest, and the book shall be written and ready.


  February 15. I have broken the silence. It took long. Did I fail you when I sat reading? Oh, bear with me a little. I will be better. I will do all, all that we would wish. Love, I will not fail. To-night it is very wild. Do you hear? It is all wind and sea. You feel that the world is blowing like a feather, springing and rocking in the air like a balloon from Lindsay’s. I seem to hear a piano sometimes, but that’s fancy. How loud the wind sounds! If I write every day faithfully a little record of how I have kept faith with you—that is what I must do. Now you are back with me. You are stepping forward, one hand in your pocket. My brother, my little boy brother! Your thoughtful eyes! I see you always as you left me. I saw you a moment alone—by yourself—and quite lost, I felt. My heart yearned over you then. Oh, it yearns over you to-night and now! Did you cry! I always felt: He never, never must be unhappy. Now I will come quite close to you, take your hand, and we shall tell this story to each other.


  February 16. I found “The Aloe”[6] this morning. And when I had re-read it I knew that I was not quite “right” yesterday. No, dearest, it was not just the [50] spirit. “The Aloe” is right. “The Aloe” is lovely. It simply fascinates me, and I know that it is what you would wish me to write. And now I know what the last chapter is. It is your birth—your coming in the autumn. You in Grandmother’s arms under the tree, your solemnity, your wonderful beauty. Your hands, your head—your helplessness, lying on the earth, and, above all, your tremendous solemnity. That chapter will end the book. The next book will be yours and mine. And you must mean the world to Linda; and before ever you are born Kezia must play with you—her little Bogey. Oh, Bogey—I must hurry. All of them must have this book. It is good, my treasure! My little brother, it is good, and it is what we really meant.


  February 17. I am sad to-night. Perhaps it is the old forlorn wind. And the thought of you spiritually is not enough to-night. I want you by me. I must get deep down into my book, for then I shall be happy. Lose myself, lose myself to find you, dearest. Oh, I want this book to be written. It must be done. It must be bound and wrapped and sent to New Zealand. I feel that with all my soul…. It will be.


  A Recollection of Childhood


  Things happened so simply then, without preparation and without any shock. They let me go into my mother’s room (I remember standing on tiptoe and using both hands to turn the big white china door-handle) [51] and there lay my mother in bed with her arms along the sheet, and there sat my grandmother before the fire with a baby in a flannel across her knees. My mother paid no attention to me at all. Perhaps she was asleep, for my grandmother nodded and said in a voice scarcely above a whisper, “Come and see your little sister.” I tiptoed to her voice across the room, and she parted the flannel, and I saw a little round head with a tuft of goldy hair on it and a big face with eyes shut—white as snow. “Is it alive?” I asked. “Of course,” said grandmother. “Look at her holding my finger.” And—yes, a hand, scarcely bigger than my doll’s, in a frilled sleeve, was wound round her finger. “Do you like her?” said my grandmother. “Yes. Is she going to play with the doll’s house?” “By-and-by,” said the grandmother, and I felt very pleased. Mrs. Heywood had just given us the doll’s house. It was a beautiful one with a verandah and a balcony and a door that opened and shut and two chimneys. I wanted badly to show it to someone else.


  “Her name is Gwen,” said the grandmother. “Kiss her.”


  I bent down and kissed the little goldy tuft. But she took no notice. She lay quite still with her eyes shut.


  “Now go and kiss mother,” said the grandmother.


  But mother did not want to kiss me. Very languid, leaning against the pillows, she was eating some sago. The sun shone through the windows and winked on the brass knobs of the big bed.


  After that grandmother came into the nursery with [52] Gwen, and sat in front of the nursery fire in the rocking chair with her. Mag and Tadpole were away staying with Aunt Harriet, and they had gone before the new doll’s house arrived, so that was why I so longed to have somebody to show it to. I had gone all through it myself, from the kitchen to the dining-room, up into the bedrooms with the doll’s lamp on the table, heaps and heaps of times.


  “When will she play with it?” I asked grandmother.


  “By-and-by, darling.”


  It was spring. Our garden was full of big white lilies. I used to run out and sniff them and come in again with my nose all yellow.


  “Can’t she go out?”


  At last, one very fine day, she was wrapped in the warm shawl and grandmother carried her into the cherry orchard, and walked up and down under the falling cherry flowers. Grandmother wore a grey dress with white pansies on it. The doctor’s carriage was waiting at the door, and the doctor’s little dog, Jackie, rushed at me and snapped at my bare legs. When we went back to the nursery and the shawl was taken away, little white petals like feathers fell out of the folds. But Gwen did not look, even then. She lay in grandmother’s arms, her eyes just open to show a line of blue, her face very white, and the one tuft of goldy hair standing up on her head.


  All day, all night grandmother’s arms were full. I had no lap to climb into, no pillow to rest against. All [53] belonged to Gwen. But Gwen did not notice this; she never put up her hand to play with the silver brooch that was a half-moon with five little owls sitting on it; she never pulled grandmother’s watch from her bodice and opened the back by herself to see grandfather’s hair; she never buried her head close to smell the lavender water, or took up grandmother’s spectacle case and wondered at its being really silver. She just lay still and let herself be rocked.


  Down in the kitchen one day old Mrs. M‘Elvie came to the door and asked Bridget about the poor little mite, and Bridget said, “Kep’ alive on bullock’s blood hotted in a saucer over a candle.” After that I felt frightened of Gwen, and I decided that even when she did play with the doll’s house I would not let her go upstairs into the bedroom—only downstairs, and then only when I saw she could look.


  Late one evening I sat by the fire on my little carpet hassock and grandmother rocked, singing the song she used to sing to me, but more gently. Suddenly she stopped and I looked up. Gwen opened her eyes and turned her little round head to the fire and looked and looked at, and then—turned her eyes up to the face bending over her. I saw her tiny body stretch out and her hands flew up, and “Ah! Ah! Ah!” called the grandmother.


  Bridget dressed me next morning. When I went into the nursery I sniffed. A big vase of the white lilies was standing on the table. Grandmother sat in her chair to one side with Gwen in her lap, and a funny [54] little man with his head in a black bag was standing behind a box of china eggs.


  “Now!” he said, and I saw my grandmother’s face change as she bent over little Gwen.


  “Thank you,” said the man, coming out of the bag. The picture was hung over the nursery fire. I thought it looked very nice. The doll’s house was in it—verandah and balcony and all. Gran held me up to kiss my little sister.


  Recollections of College


  J.’s application is a perpetual reminder to me. Why am I not writing too? Why, feeling so rich, with the greater part of this to be written before I go back to England, do I not begin? If only I have the courage to press against the stiff swollen gate all that lies within is mine; why do I linger for a moment? Because I am idle, out of the habit of work and spendthrift beyond belief. Really it is idleness, a kind of immense idleness—hateful and disgraceful.


  I was thinking yesterday of my wasted, wasted early girlhood. My college life, which is such a vivid and detailed memory in one way, might never have contained a book or a lecture. I lived in the girls, the professor, the big, lovely building,[7] the leaping fires in winter and the abundant flowers in summer. The views out of the windows, all the pattern that was—weaving. Nobody saw it, I felt, as I did. My mind was just like a squirrel. I gathered and gathered and hid [55] away, for that long “winter” when I should rediscover all this treasure—and if anybody came close I scuttled up the tallest, darkest tree and hid in the branches. And I was so awfully fascinated in watching Hall Griffin and all his tricks—thinking about him as he sat there, his private life, what he was like as a man, etc., etc. (He told us he and his brother once wrote an enormous poem called the Epic of the Hall Griffins.) Then it was only at rare intervals that something flashed through all this busyness, something about Spenser’s Faery Queen or Keats’s Isabella and the Pot of Basil, and those flashes were always when I disagreed flatly with H.G. and wrote in my notes—This man is a fool. And Cramb, wonderful Cramb! The figure of Cramb was enough, he was “history” to me. Ageless and fiery, eating himself up again and again, very fierce at what he had seen, but going a bit blind because he had looked so long. Cramb striding up and down, filled me up to the brim. I couldn’t write down Cramb’s thunder. I simply wanted to sit and hear him. Every gesture, every stopping of his walk, all his tones and looks are as vivid to me as though it were yesterday—but of all he said I only remember phrases—“He sat there and his wig fell off—” “Anne Bullen, a lovely pure creature stepping out of her quiet door into the light and clamour,” and looking back and seeing the familiar door shut upon her, with a little click as it were,—final.


  But what coherent account could I give of the history of English Literature? And what of English History? [56] None. When I think in dates and times the wrong people come in—the right people are missing.[8] When I read a play of Shakespeare I want to be able to place it in relation to what came before and what comes after. I want to realize what England was like then, at least a little, and what the people looked like (but even as I write I feel I can do this, at least the latter thing), but when a man is mentioned, even though the man is real, I don’t want to set him on the right hand of Sam Johnson when he ought to be living under Shakespeare’s shadow. And this I often do.


  Since I came here I have been very interested in the Bible. I have read the Bible for hours on end and I began to do so with just the same desire. I wanted to know if Lot followed close on Noah or something like that. But I feel so bitterly I should have known facts like this: they ought to be part of my breathing. Is there another grown person as ignorant as I? But why didn’t I listen to the old Principal who lectured on Bible History twice a week instead of staring at his face that was very round, a dark red colour with a kind of bloom on it and covered all over with little red veins with endless tiny tributaries that ran even up his forehead and were lost in his bushy white hair. He had tiny hands, too, puffed up, purplish, shining under the stained flesh. I used to think, looking at his hands—[57]he will have a stroke and die of paralysis…. They told us he was a very learned man, but I could not help seeing him in a double-breasted frock-coat, a large pseudo-clerical pith helmet, a large white handkerchief falling over the back of his neck, standing and pointing out with an umbrella a probable site of a probable encampment of some wandering tribe, to his wife, an elderly lady with a threatening heart who had to go everywhere in a basket-chair arranged on the back of a donkey, and his two daughters, in thread gloves and sand shoes—smelling faintly of some anti-mosquito mixture.


  As he lectured I used to sit, building his house, peopling it—filling it with Americans, ebony and heavy furniture—cupboards like tiny domes and tables with elephants’ legs presented to him by grateful missionary friends…. I never came into contact with him but once, when he asked any young lady in the room to hold up her hand if she had been chased by a wild bull, and as nobody else did I held up mine (though of course I hadn’t). “Ah,” he said, “I am afraid you do not count. You are a little savage from New Zealand”—which was a trifle exacting, for it must be the rarest thing to be chased by a wild bull up and down Harley Street, Wimpole Street, Welbeck Street, Queen Anne, round and round Cavendish Square….


  And why didn’t I learn French with M. Huguenot? What an opportunity missed! What has it not cost me! He lectured in a big narrow room that was painted all over—the walls, door, and window-frames, a grey [58] shade of mignonette green. The ceiling was white, and just below it there was a frieze of long looped chains of white flowers. On either side of the marble mantelpiece a naked small boy staggered under a big platter of grapes that he held above his head. Below the windows, far below there was a stable court paved in cobble stones, and one could hear the faint clatter of carriages coming out or in, the noise of water gushing out of a pump into a big pail—some youth, clumping about and whistling. The room was never very light, and in summer M.H. liked the blinds to be drawn half-way down the window…. He was a little fat man.


  The old man could not get over the fact that he was still strong enough to lift such a lump of a boy. He wanted to do it again and again, and even when the little boy was awfully tired of the game the old man kept putting out his arms and smiling foolishly and trying to lift him still higher. He even tried with one arm….


  Saunders Lane


  March 12. Our house in Tinakori Road stood far back from the road. It was a big, white-painted square house with a slender pillared verandah and balcony running all the way round it. In the front from the verandah edge the garden sloped away in terraces and flights of concrete steps—down—until you reached the stone wall covered with nasturtiums that had three gates let into it—the visitors’ gate, the Tradesman’s [59] gate, and a huge pair of old iron gates that were never used and clashed and clamoured when Bogey and I tried to swing on them.


  Tinakori Road was not fashionable; it was very mixed. Of course there were some good houses in it, old ones, like ours for instance, hidden away in wildish gardens, and there was no doubt that land there would become extremely valuable, as Father said, if one bought enough and hung on.


  It was high, it was healthy; the sun poured in all the windows all day long, and once we had a decent tramway service, as Father argued….


  But it was a little trying to have one’s own washerwoman living next door who would persist in attempting to talk to Mother over the fence, and then, just beyond her ‘hovel,’ as Mother called it, there lived an old man who burned leather in his back yard whenever the wind blew our way. And further along there lived an endless family of halfcastes who appeared to have planted their garden with empty jam tins and old saucepans and black iron kettles without lids. And then just opposite our house there was a paling fence and below the paling fence in a hollow, squeezed in almost under the fold of a huge gorse-covered hill, was Saunder’s Lane.


  [K.M. seems to have made this the scene of her story, The Garden Party.]


  March. Jinnie Moore was awfully good at elocution. Was she better than I? I could make the girls cry [60] when I read Dickens in the sewing class, and she couldn’t. But then she never tried to. She didn’t care for Dickens; she liked something about horses and tramps and shipwrecks and prairie fires—they were her style, her reckless, red haired, dashing style.


  
    [The following is an unposted letter written to Frederick Goodyear, a close friend of both Katherine Mansfield and myself. He was at this time serving in France in the Meteorological section of the Royal Engineers. A few months afterwards he applied for a commission in an infantry regiment in order to go to the fighting line. There he was killed, in May 1917. It should be put on record that no single one of Katherine Mansfield’s friends who went to the war returned alive from it. This will explain the profound and ineradicable impression made upon her by the war, an impression which found utterance in the last year of her life in the story, “The Fly.”


    Frederick Goodyear, who was three years my senior at Brasenose, was certainly the most brilliant undergraduate at Oxford in my time. He was the first of my friends to be introduced to Katherine Mansfield after I had made her acquaintance, and he became her friend. He accompanied us to Paris on our unfortunate expedition in the winter of 1913. His letters and literary remains, with a biographical memoir by Mr. F.W. Leith-Ross, were published in 1920. The concluding words of his letter to Katherine Mansfield, to which hers was a reply, are these:


    “The fact is I’m simply in a chronic surly temper with life: and Nothing, if I can possibly help it, shall make me emerge.


    We want a definition. If love is only love when it is resistless, I don’t love you. But if it is a relative emotion, I do.


    Personally, I think everything everywhere is bunkum.


    Fredk. Goodyear.”]

  


  [Sunday. Villa Pauline, Bandol]


  [61] Sunday. Villa Pauline, Bandol (Var). Mr. F.G.—Never did cowcumber lie more heavy on a female’s buzzum than your curdling effugion which I have read twice and won’t again if horses drag me. But I keep wondering, and can’t for the life of me think, whatever there was in mine to so importantly disturb you. (Henry James is dead. Did you know?) I did not, swayed by a resistless passion, say that I loved you. Nevertheless I am prepared to say it again looking at this pound of onions that hangs in a string kit from a saucepan nail. But why should you write to me as though I’d got into the family way and driven round to you in a hansom cab to ask you to make a respectable woman of me? Yes, you’re bad tempered, suspicious, and surly. And if you think I flung my bonnet over you as a possible mill, my lad, you’re mistook.


  In fact, now I come to ponder on your last letter I don’t believe you want to write to me at all and I’m hanged if I’ll shoot arrows in the air. But perhaps that is temper on my part; it is certainly pure stomach. I’m so hungry, simply empty, and seeing in my mind’s eye just now a sirloin of beef, well browned with plenty of gravy and horseradish sauce and baked potatoes, I nearly sobbed. There’s nothing here to eat except omelettes and oranges and onions. It’s a cold, sunny windy day—the kind of day when you want a tremendous feed for lunch and an armchair in front of the fire to boa-constrict in afterwards. I feel sentimental about England now—English food, decent [62] English waste! How much better than these thrifty French, whose flower gardens are nothing but potential salad bowls. There’s not a leaf in France that you can’t ‘faire une infusion avec,’ not a blade that isn’t ‘bon pour la cuisine.’ By God, I’d like to buy a pound of the best butter, put it on the window sill and watch it melt to spite ’em. They are a stingy uncomfortable crew for all their lively scrapings…. For instance, their houses—what appalling furniture—and never one comfortable chair. If you want to talk the only possible thing to do is to go to bed. It’s a case of either standing on your feet or lying in comfort under a puffed-up eiderdown. I quite understand the reason for what is called French moral laxity. You’re simply forced into bed—no matter with whom. There’s no other place for you. Supposing a young man comes to see about the electric light and will go on talking and pointing to the ceiling—or a friend drops in to tea and asks you if you believe in Absolute Evil. How can you give your mind to these things when you’re sitting on four knobs and a square inch of cane? How much better to lie snug and give yourself up to it.


  Later


  Now I’ve eaten one of the omelettes and one of the oranges. The sun has gone in; it’s beginning to thunder. There’s a little bird on a tree outside this window not so much singing as sharpening a note. He’s getting a very fine point on it; I expect you would know his [63] name…. Write to me again when everything is not too bunkum.


  Good-bye for now!

  With my strictly relative love

  K.M.


  Notes on Dostoevsky


  March. Nastasya Filipovna Barashkov (“The Idiot”).


  Page 7. She is first mentioned by Rogozhin in the train and she is immediately ‘recognised’ by a man with a red nose and a pimpled face who ‘knows all about her.’


  “Armance and Coralie and Princess Patsy and Nastasya Filipovna.”


  “We’ll go and see Nastasya Filipovna.” Prophetic words.


  Page 9. Why did she accept the ear-rings from a man she had never seen? She was not greedy for jewels. She had plenty, and she was extremely particular in her conduct towards other men. Is that a kind of Russian custom? To accept the ear-rings as a kind of recognition of her beauty?


  Pages 26, 27. The Portrait: “Dark and deep, passionate and disdainful.”


  Page 33. “Her face is cheerful, but she has passed through terrible suffering, hasn’t she? … It’s a proud face, awfully proud, but I don’t know whether she is good hearted. Ah! If she were! That would redeem it all.”


  [64] Page 37. The Story of Nastasya. That change in her when she appears in Petersburg—her knowledge, almost ‘technical,’ of how things are done in the world, is not at all impossible. With such women it seems to be a kind of instinct. (Maata was just the same. She simply knew these things from nowhere.) Her action, that Dostoevsky says is ‘from spite,’ is to shew her power, and that when he has jerked out the weapon with which he wounded her she feels the dreadful smart.


  Having read the whole of “The Idiot” through again, and fairly carefully, I feel slightly more bewildered than I did before as regards Nastasya Filipovna’s character. She is really not well done. She is badly done. And there grows up as one reads on a kind of irritation, a balked fascination, which almost succeeds finally in blotting out those first and really marvellous ‘impressions’ of her. What was Dostoevsky really aiming at?


  Shatov and his Wife (“The Possessed”)


  There is something awfully significant about the attitude of Shatov to his wife, and it is amazing how, when Dostoevsky at last turns a soft but penetrating and full light upon him, how we have managed to gather a great deal of knowledge of his character from the former vague side-lights and shadowy impressions. He is just what we thought him; he behaves just as we would expect him to do. There is all that crudity and what you might call ‘shock-headedness’ in his nature[65]—and it is wonderfully tragic that he who is so soon to be destroyed himself should suddenly realise—and through a third person—through a little squealing baby—the miracle just being alive is.


  Every time I read those chapters about his newborn happiness I cherish a kind of tiny hope that this time he will escape—he will be warned, he won’t die.


  How did Dostoevsky know about that extraordinary vindictive feeling, that relish for little laughter—that comes over women in pain? It is a very secret thing, but it’s profound, profound. They don’t want to spare the one whom they love. If that one loves them with a kind of blind devotion as Shatov did Marie, they long to torment him, and this tormenting gives them real positive relief. Does this resemble in any way the tormenting that one observes so often in his affairs of passion? Are his women ever happy when they torment their lovers? No, they too are in the agony of labour. They are giving birth to their new selves. And they never believe in their deliverance.


  [After our return from Bandol in April 1916, we lived at Higher Tregerthen in North Cornwall, then at Mylor in South Cornwall. In September 1916 we came to London.]


  [November. 3 Gower Street.] It is so strange! I am suddenly back again, coming into my room and desiring to write, Knock, goes Miss Chapman at the door. A man has come to clean the windows. I might have known it!


  And so death claims us. I am sure that just at that [66] final moment a knock will come and Somebody Else will come to ‘clean the windows.’


  B. has given me his fountain pen. The room is full of smoke to-night, the gas bubbles as if the pipes were full of water. It’s very quiet. I have rather a cold, but I feel absolutely alive after my experience of this afternoon.


  December 8. I thought and thought this morning but to not much avail. I can’t think why, but my wit seems to be nearly deserting me when I want to get down to earth. I am all right—sky-high. And even in my brain, in my head, I can think and act and write wonders—wonders; but the moment I really try to put them down I fail miserably.


  []


  1917


  [67] [In the spring of 1917 Katherine Mansfield took a studio for herself in Church Street, Chelsea, while I had rooms near by in Redcliffe Road.]


  Summer


  
    “Et pourtant, il faut s’habituer à vivre,


    Même seul, même triste, indifférent et las,


    Car, ô ma vision troublante, n’es-tu pas


    Un mirage incessant trop difficile à suivre?”

  


  [The stories referred to in the following note were, so far as I know, never finished. All that remains of them is a page of MS. from “Geneva.” I do not understand the whole of the note, which is written in the compressed and cryptic manner Katherine Mansfield sometimes used in sketching out stories. The little boy’s remark about the teapot and the kitten appears in Mr. Reginald Peacock’s Day, “Bliss,” p. 205.]


  Tchehov makes me feel that this longing to write stories of such uneven length is quite justified. Geneva is a long story, and Hamilton is very short, and this ought to be written to my brother really, and another about the life in New Zealand. Then there is Bavaria. “Ich liebe Dich, Ich liebe Dich,” floating out on the air … and then there is Paris. God! When shall I write all these things and how?


  Is that all? Can that be all? That is not what I meant at all.


  [68] Tchehov is quite right about women; yes, he is quite right. These fairies in black and silver—“and then, tearing down the road, her long brown fur blowing behind her, brushing the leaves with her trailing skirt, crying: of course he was awfully sorry that she did not get satisfaction, just as he would have been awfully sorry if she hadn’t liked strawberries and cream—Friday—Friday—he could not get the word out of his head … and before him stood the little man with his hair neatly combed, saying: ‘Please take something to eat!’” But I cannot believe that at this stage of the proceedings something pretty extraordinary did not happen. I sat with my back to no-one.


  T.F.; M.F. This woman I know very well—vain, eager, beautiful, désenchantée, an ‘actress.’


  “I can put a little child’s bed into the corner.”


  “Which do you like best, Daddie,—cats or dogs?”


  “Well, I think I like dogs best, old chap.”


  “I don’t: I’d like to have a kitten about as big as a little tea-pot.”


  One character, of the man, rather beats me. I want a very quiet man, absorbed in his work, who, once he realised—really realised—that his wife had married him for her own ends, had no more to do with her, but still loved her and adored the child. It is all a bit difficult to write, but awfully fascinating, and should not be at too great length.


  Does this pen write? Oh, I do hope so. For it’s really beastly to have a pen that doesn’t. And then a [69] clergyman goes up to him and says he has lost the tails off his sheep. Well, it’s a comic! You see?


  August 21. 141A Church St., Chelsea. I came home this afternoon and F. came in. I was standing in the studio, someone whistled on the path. It was he. I went out and bought some milk and honey and Veda bread. By and by we sat down and had tea and talk. This man is in many ways extraordinarily like me. I like him so much; I feel so honest with him that it’s simply one of my real joys, one of the real joys of my life, to have him come and talk and be with me. I did not realise, until he was here and we ate together, how much I was really at home with him. A real understanding. We might have spoken a different language—returned from a far country. I just felt all was well, and we understood each other. Just that. And there was ‘ease’ between us. There is a division: people who are my people, people who are not my people. He is mine. I gave him for a pledge my little puddock.[9]


  When we walked out I saw the sky again after all the day’s blindness—little cloud and big clouds. We said good-bye at Vinden’s. That is all. But I wanted to make a note of it.


  I. They meet and just touch.


  II. They come together and part.


  III. They are separated and meet again.


  IV. They realise their tie.


  Alors, je pars


  [70] It is astonishing how violently a big branch shakes when a silly little bird has left it. I expect the bird knows it and feels immensely arrogant. The way he went on, my dear, when I said I was going to leave him. He was quite desperate. But now the branch is quiet again. Not a bud has fallen, not a twig has snapped. It stands up in the bright air, steady and firm, and thanks the Lord that it has got its evenings to itself again.


  A Shilling gone Bust


  A knock at the door. Two sisters of Nazareth—one, rather pretty and meek, in the background, attending; the other very voluble and fluent, her hands in her sleeves. When she smiled, showing her pale gums and big discoloured teeth I decided that I had quite got over my sentimental feeling about nuns. She was collecting for their home for little children. All sorts of little children were admitted except those suffering from infectious diseases or subject to fits. I wondered what would happen if one developed fits after admittance and decided that I should have the most realistic fit the moment the Nazarene door shut on me…. I remember you well from last year, said the nun. But I wasn’t here last year. Ah, people change so quickly, said she. Yes, but perhaps their faces don’t, said I, seriously, giving her the shilling I was just going to put into the gas meter. I wish I had put it into the gas meter five minutes before….


  Living Alone


  [71] Even if I should, by some awful chance, find a hair upon my bread and honey—at any rate it is my own hair.


  Beware of the Rain!


  Late in the evening, after you have cleared away your supper, blown the crumbs out of the book that you were reading, lighted the lamp and curled up in front of the fire, that is the moment to beware of the rain.


  E.M. Forster


  Putting my weakest books to the wall last night I came across a copy of “Howard’s End” and had a look into it. But it’s not good enough. E.M. Forster never gets any further than warming the teapot. He’s a rare fine hand at that. Feel this teapot. Is it not beautifully warm? Yes, but there ain’t going to be no tea.


  Love and Mushrooms


  If only one could tell true love from false love as one can tell mushrooms from toadstools. With mushrooms it is so simple—you salt them well, put them aside and have patience. But with love, you have no sooner lighted on anything that bears even the remotest resemblance to it than you are perfectly certain it is not only a genuine specimen, but perhaps the only genuine mushroom ungathered. It takes a dreadful number of toadstools to make you realise that life is not one long mushroom.


  Babies and the dear old Queen


  [72] Whenever I see babies in arms I am struck again by their resemblance to the dear old Queen. They have just the same air of false resignation, the same mournful, regal plumpness. If only her Majesty had deigned to be photographed in a white woollen bonnet with a little frill of eiderdown round it there’d be no telling the difference. Especially if she could have been persuaded to sit on Grandpa Gladstone’s knee for the occasion.


  Dreams and Rhubarb


  My sticks of rhubarb were wrapped up in a copy of the Star containing Lloyd George’s last, more than eloquent speech. As I snipped up the rhubarb my eye fell, was fixed and fastened, on that sentence wherein he tells us that we have grasped our niblick and struck out for the open course. Pray Heaven there is some faithful soul ever present with a basket to catch these tender blossoms as they fall. Ah, God! it is a dreadful thought that these immortal words should go down into the dreamless dust uncherished. I loved to think, as I put the rhubarb into the saucepan, that years hence—P.G. many many years hence—when in the fullness of time, full of ripeness and wisdom, the Almighty sees fit to gather him into His bosom, some gentle stonecutter living his quiet life in the little village that had known great David as a child would take a piece of fair white marble and engrave upon it two niblicks crossed and underneath:


  [73] In the hour of England’s most imminent peril he grasped his Niblick and struck out for the Open Course.


  But what does rather worry me, I thought, turning the gas down to a pinch as the rhubarb began to boil, is how these mighty words are to be translated so that our allies may taste the full flavour of them. Those crowds of patient Russians, waiting in the snow, perhaps, to have the speech read aloud to them—what dreadful weapon will it present to their imagination? Unless The Daily News suggests to Mr. Ransome that he walk down the Nevsky Prospekt with a niblick instead of an umbrella for all the world to see. And the French—what espèce de Niblickisme will they make of it. Shall we read in the French papers next week of someone qui manque de niblick. Or that “Au milieu de ces évènements si graves ce qu’il nous faut c’est du courage, de l’espoir et du niblick le plus ferme….” I wondered, taking off the rhubarb.


  A Victorian Idyll


  
    Yesterday Matilda Mason


    In the Parlour by herself


    Broke a Handsome China Basin


    Placed upon the Mantelshelf.

  


  You picture Matilda in a little check dress, puce shoulder ties, muslin pantalettes, black sandals, and a pound of rich glossy curls held in place by a velvet band. She tip-toes about the parlour, among the what-nots and antimacassars and embroidery frames and [74] Mamma’s workbox with the ivory fittings, and Papa’s music stand with the pearl studded flute lying across it…. How did she come to be in the parlour by herself? Rash, foolish child! Why was she not sitting upon a bead hassock in the nursery conning over one of those amiable little tunes for infants from one and a half to three years (Charles: Pray, dear papa! what is the Solar System? Papa: Wipe your nose, Charles, and I will tell you) or embroidering God is Love in red upon a nightdress case for her dear Mamma?


  She had parted her Papa’s Picadilly weepers, had been strained to his flashing bosom before he dashed off to that mysterious place, the City, where ladies feared to tread; her Mamma, having seen the doctor’s gig draw up at number twelve, had put on her second best pair of jet ear-rings, wrapped herself in her second best cashmere shawl and taken a flask of eau-de-cologne….


  []


  1918


  
    [75] [In November 1917 K.M. caught a chill, which developed into pleurisy. When she had partly recovered the doctor advised her to go to the South of France.


    She was overjoyed at the prospect. She did not realise, neither did anybody warn her, that during the two years since she was last in Bandol conditions in France had utterly changed. Railway travelling was difficult, food bad. And, perhaps most serious of all, she would not admit that she was gravely ill. Her courage and confidence deceived herself as well as her friends. She persuaded herself and them that she was the one to be envied for being sent into the sun.


    After an appalling journey, described in one of her letters, she reached Bandol in January 1918 to find that the little Mediterranean town she remembered so beautiful was now dirty and neglected. From the moment she arrived she was seriously ill and quite alone, until in February her friend, L.M., managed to get to her.]

  


  [January. Bandol.] When I am sitting above the rocks near the edge of the sea, I always fancy that I hear above the plash of the water the voice of two people talking somewhere I know not what. And the talking is always broken by something which is neither laughter nor sobbing, but a low thrilling sound which might be either and is a part of both.


  But Lord! Lord! how I do hate the French.


  Mademoiselle complains that she has the pieds glacés.


  [76] “Then why do you wear such pretty stockings and shoes, Mademoiselle?” leers Monsieur.


  “Eh—o, la—c’est la mode!”


  And the fool grins, well content with the idiot answer.


  How immensely easier it is to attack an insect that is running away from you rather than one that is running towards you.


  Note: A muff like a hard nut. (Mouse in Je ne parle pas.)


  (February.) What happens is that I come in absolutely exhausted, lie down, sit up and sit in a daze of fatigue—a horrible state—until 7 o’clock. I can barely walk—can’t think, don’t dare to go to sleep because if I do I know I’ll lie awake through the night, and that is my horror. Oh, for a sofa or a very comfortable armchair—this is always the longing at the back of my mind; and except for that and a feeling of despair at wasting the time I am simply a blank. The pain continues in my left shoulder and is the ——. That adds, of course, for finally it becomes intolerable and drives me to lie on the bed covered over to support it. But these are, Hard Lines.


  Verses Writ in a Foreign Bed


  
    Almighty Father of All and Most Celestial Giver


    Who has granted to us thy children a heart and lungs and a liver;


    If upon me should descend thy beautiful gift of tongues


    Incline not thine Omnipotent ear to my remarks on lungs.

  


  [77] “Toujours fatiguée, Madame?”


  “Oui, toujours fatiguée.”


  “Je ne me lève pas, Victorine; et le courier?”


  Victorine smiles meaningly, “Pas encore passé.”


  February 19. I woke up early this morning and when I opened the shutters the full round sun was just risen. I began to repeat that verse of Shakespeare’s: “Lo, here the gentle lark weary of rest,” and bounded back into bed. The bound made me cough—I spat—it tasted strange—it was bright red blood. Since then I’ve gone on spitting each time I cough a little more. Oh, yes, of course I am frightened. But for two reasons only. I don’t want to be ill, I mean ‘seriously,’ away from J.J. is the first thought. 2nd, I don’t want to find this is real consumption, perhaps it’s going to gallop—who knows?—and I shan’t have my work written. That’s what matters. How unbearable it would be to die—leave ‘scraps,’ ‘bits’ … nothing real finished.


  But I feel the first thing to do is to get back to J. Yes, my right lung hurts me badly but it always does more or less. But J. and my work—they are all I think of (mixed with curious visionary longings for gardens in full flower). L.M. has gone for the doctor.


  I knew this would happen. Now I’ll say why. On my way here, in the train from Paris to Marseilles I sat in a carriage with two women. They were both dressed in black. One was big, one little. The little spry one had a sweet smile and light eyes. She was extremely pale, had been ill—was come to repose herself. [78] The Big One, as the night wore on, wrapped herself up in a black shawl—so did her friend. They shaded the lamp and started (trust ’em) talking about illnesses. I sat in the corner feeling damned ill myself.


  Then the big one, rolling about in the shaking train, said what a fatal place this coast is for anyone who is even threatened with lung trouble. She reeled off the most hideous examples, especially one which froze me finally, of an American belle et forte avec un simple bronchite who came down here to be cured and in three weeks had had a severe hæmorrhage and died. “Adieu mon mari, adieu mes beaux enfants.”


  This recital, in that dark moving train, told by that big woman swathed in black, had an effect on me that I wouldn’t own and never mentioned. I knew the woman was a fool, hysterical, morbid, but I believed her; and her voice has gone on somewhere echoing in me ever since….


  Juliette has come in and opened the windows; the sea is so full of ‘little laughs’ and in the window space some tiny flies are busy with their darting, intricate dance.


  
    [Juliette was the little maid at the hotel who devoted herself to Katherine Mansfield. There are many charming pictures of her in the letters of this time.


    At last, after many wearing delays, Katherine Mansfield received permission from the “authorities” to return to England. On the day, however, on which she reached Paris, the long-range bombardment of the city began, and all civilian traffic between Paris and London was instantly suspended. For nearly three weeks she was detained in Paris, exhausted by her [79] illness, yet continually having to visit various “authorities” for permission either to stay or to depart. She managed to get to London on April 11, a shadow of herself. The ravages of four months’ anxiety and illness had been terrible.]

  


  April 2. Paris. I am not doing what I swore I would at Bandol. I must again write the word


  discipline


  and under that


  which do you prefer?


  And from day to day after this keep a strict account of what it is that I fail in. I have failed very badly these last few days and this evening was a ‘comble.’ This to the uninitiated would appear great rubbish. They’d suspect me of God knows what. If only they knew the childish truth! But they won’t know. Now, Katherine, here goes for to-morrow—Keep it up, my girl. It’s such a chance, now that L.M. is not I-spy-I.


  April 3rd. A good day.


  He woke, but did not move. Warm and solemn he lay, with wide open troubled eyes, pouting a little, almost frowning for one long moment. In that long moment he sprang out of bed, bathed, dressed, reached the wharf, boarded the ferry boat, crossed the harbour and was waving—waving to Isabel and Maisie who stood there, waiting for him on the pier. A tall young sailor, standing near him, threw a coil of tarred rope [80] and it fell in a long loop, over a landing post…. Beautifully done…. And all this moment (vision) was so clear and bright and tiny, he might with his flesh and pout and solemn eyes have been a baby watching a bubble.


  “I’m there—I’m there. Why do I have to start and do it all so slowly all over again?” But as he thought he moved and the bubble vanished and was forgotten. He sat up in bed smiling, pulling down his pyjama sleeves.


  “Je me repose.”


  April 25. “Well sit down, Mansfield, and reposez-vous,” said F., “and I’ll get on with my dressing.”


  So he went into his bedroom and shut the door between, and I sat on the end of the sofa. The sun came full through the two windows, dividing the studio into four—two quarters of light and two of shadow, but all those things which the light touched seemed to float in it, to bathe and to sparkle in it as if they belonged not to land, but to water; they even seemed, in some strange way, to be moving.


  When you lean over the edge of the rock and see something lovely and brilliant flashing at the bottom of the sea it is only the clear, trembling water that dances—but—can you be quite sure? … No, not quite sure, and that little Chinese group on the writing table may or may not have shaken itself awake for just one hundredth of a second out of hundreds of years of sleep.


  Very beautiful, O God! is a blue tea-pot with two [81] white cups attending; a red apple among oranges addeth fire to flame—in the white bookcases the books fly up and down in scales of colour, with pink and lilac notes recurring, until nothing remains but them, sounding over and over.


  There are a number of frames, some painted and some plain, leaning against the wall, and the picture of a naked woman with her arms raised, languid, as though her heavy flowering beauty were almost too great to bear. There are two sticks and an umbrella in one corner, and in the fireplace, a kettle, curiously like a bird.


  White net curtains hang over the windows. For all the sun it is raining outside. The gas in the middle of the room has a pale yellow paper shade and as F. dresses he keeps up a constant whistling.


  
    Reposez-vous.


    Oui, je me repose….

  


  April 26. If I had my way I should stay in the Redcliffe Road until after the war. It suits me. Whatever faults it has it is not at all bourgeois. There is ‘something a bit queer’ about all the people who live in it; they are all more or less ‘touched.’ They walk about without their hats on and fetch and carry their food and even their coal. There are nearly four bells to every door—the curtains are all ‘odd’ and shabby. The charwomen, blown old flies, buzz down each other’s basements…. “No. 56 ’ad a party last night. You never seen anything like the stite of ’is room this [82] morning….” “… ’Igh time ’e did get married, I say. ’Is fiangse spends the night with ’im already. ’E says she ’as ’is bed and ’e sleeps on the table. You don’t tell me a great stick of a fellow like ’im sleeps on ’is table!”


  Question: But do you like this sort of talk? This kind of thing? What about the Poets and—flowers and trees?


  Answer: As I can’t have the perfect other thing, I do like this. I feel, somehow, free in it. It has no abiding place, and neither have I. And—and—Oh well, I do feel so cynical.


  [Since it was out of the question that K.M. should remain in my two dark ground-floor rooms in Redcliffe Road, she went on May 17 to Looe in Cornwall, while I searched for a house in Hampstead.]


  May 21. [Looe, Cornwall.] … I positively feel, in my hideous modern way, that I can’t get into touch with my mind. I am standing gasping in one of those disgusting telephone boxes and I can’t ‘get through.’


  “Sorry. There’s no reply,” tinkles out the little voice.


  “Will you ring them again—Exchange? A good long ring. There must be somebody there.”


  “I can’t get any answer.”


  Then I suppose there is nobody in the building—nobody at all. Not even an old fool of a watchman. No, it’s dark and empty and quiet … above all—empty.


  [83] Note: A queer thing is that I keep seeing it—this empty building—as my father’s office. I smell it as that. I see the cage of the clumsy wooden goods lift and the tarred ropes hanging.


  May 22. The sea here is real sea. It rises and falls with a loud noise, has a long, silky roll on it as though it purred, seems sometimes to climb half up into the sky and you see the sail boats perched upon clouds—like flying cherubs.


  Hallo! here come two lovers. She has a pinched-in waist, a hat like a saucer turned upside down—he sham panama, hat guard, cane, etc.; his arm enfolding. Walking between sea and sky. His voice floats up to me: “Of course, occasional tinned meat does not matter, but a perpetual diet of tinned meat is bound to produce …”


  I am sure that the Lord loves them and that they and their seed will prosper and multiply for ever and ever….


  [Those of the following phrases which are marked K.M. (by herself) are her own. One or two of the rest may be quotations.]


  … to meet, on the stopping of the chariot, the august emergence.


  The jewel wrapped up in a piece of old silk and negotiable one day in the market of misery.


  Luxuriant complications which make the air too tropical….


  The sense of folded flowers … as though the night [84] had laid its hand upon their hearts and they were folded and at peace like folded flowers. (K.M.)


  … plucked her sensations by the way, detached, nervously, the small wild blossoms of her dim forest.


  The high luxury of not having to explain….


  The ostrich burying its head in the sand does at any rate wish to convey the impression that its head is the most important part of it. (K.M. Good.)


  Though she did in a way, simply offer herself to me she was so cold, so rich, so splendid, that I simply couldn’t see a spoon silver enough to dare help myself with…. (K.M.)


  If there were going to be large freedoms she was determined to enjoy them too. She wasn’t going to be perched, swaying perilous in the changing jungle like a little monkey dropped from a tree on an elephant’s head—and positively clinging to some large ear. (K.M.)


  She was the same through and through. You could go on cutting slice after slice and you knew you would never light upon a plum or a cherry or even a piece of peel.


  Our friends are only a more or less imperfect embodiment of our ideas….


  June. Looe. Feature Extraordinary: Shoes that have never squeaked before start up a squeaking.


  A cold day—the cuckoo singing and the sea like liquid metal. Everything feels detached—uprooted—flying through the hurtling air or about to fly. [85] There’s almost a sense of having to dodge these unnatural rudderless birds…. To use a homely image, imagine the world an immense drying ground with everything blown off the lines…. It is very nervously exhausting.


  And the day spent itself…. The idle hours blew on it and it shed itself like seed….


  [Mrs. Honey, in the following note, was the chambermaid in the hotel at Looe, and like most of her servants, devoted to Katherine Mansfield.]


  Later


  Mrs. Honey explains. She has been crying. Madame spoke to her “awful crool” about a cracked tumbler. Lied. Bullied. And the poor old creature, who has had 15 rooms to do lately and three flights of stairs to scrub (age 68) “couldn’t help but cry….”


  I wish Madame would develop a tumour during the night, have it cut out to-morrow and be “dead, buried and a’,” before the Sunday dinner. She is exactly like a large cow in a black silk dress—and she will never, never, NEVER die.


  “If the fire turns bright, your māān is in a good temper.” (Mrs. Honey.)


  Later


  I went into J.’s room just now to put a book there—and turned down the pink bed cover to see if he had enough blankets. As I did so I thought of J. as a boy of about 17. I had a sort of prophetic vision of doing [86] just the same thing for my son … in years to come. The moment had no emotional value at all—especially as it was all drowned in the smell of roast mutting. There goes the gong: it sounds like a timid fire alarm. But I wait until the first course is done. I wait until the chimpanzees have lapped up their little pool before I start a-nut-cracking wiv ’em.


  Later


  The table was laid for two. I dined opposite a white serviette—shaped like a hand with spread fingers. Now I have dressed and am waiting for the motor. I rubbed some genêt fleuri on my collar just now: I look different—as though I were meant to be played on and not just to lie in a corner, with the bow in that slot opposite which fastens with two buttons. No! Now the bow is hanging from the peg— at least.


  Love. To be read after it has happened. June: Paralysis as an idea. A pleasant one. Spinal disease. A shock. Failure of the Heart’s Action. Some “obscure” Horror. Dead before Friday. A cripple—unable to speak—My face all deformed. But the top and bottom of this sangwidge is a paralytic stroke—the important middle—heart failure. Well I’ve cut it for myself and eaten it day after day—day after day—It’s an endless loaf…. And I’d like to put on quiet record that the physical pain is just not unbearable—only just not.


  At 4.30 to-day it did conquer me and I began, like [87] the Tchehov students, to “pace from corner to corner”—then up and down, up and down, and the pain racked me like a curse and I could hardly breathe. Then I sat down again and tried to take it quietly. But although I’ve an armchair and a fire and little table all drawn up comfortable I feel too ill to write. I could dictate I think p’raps—but write—no. Trop Malade.


  I have been, in addition, waiting for A. all the afternoon. I thought, even in this storm, she’d “blow over.” “Hillo!” And about 100 A.s with quick deliberate steps have walked up this brick path but got no further. Plus that, I have nothing to read. Hurrah!!!


  One’s ‘salvation’ would I think be music. To have a ’cello again. That I must try….


  June 20th. The twentieth of June 1918.


  C’est de la misère.


  Non, pas ça exactement. Il y a quelque chose—une profonde malaise me suive comme un ombre.


  Oh, why write bad French? Why write at all? 11,500 miles are so many—too many by 11,449¾ for me. [New Zealand is that distance from England.]


  June 21. What is the matter with to-day? It is thin, white, as lace curtains are white, full of ugly noises (e.g. people opening the drawers of a cheap chest and trying to shut them again). All food seems stodgy and indigestible—no drink is hot enough. One looks hideous, [88] hideous in the glass—bald as an egg—one feels swollen—and all one’s clothes are tight. And everything is dusty, gritty—the cigarette ash crumbles and falls—the marigolds spill their petals over the dressing table. In a house nearby someone is trying to tune a cheap cheap piano.


  If I had a ‘home’ and could pull the curtains together, lock the door—burn something sweet, fast, walk round my own perfect room, soundlessly, watching the lights and the shadows—it would be tolerable—but living as I do in a public house—it’s très difficile.


  A few of its enormities.


  
    
      	1.

      	I decided to faire les ongles de mes pieds avant mon petit déjeuner—and did not—from idleness.
    


    
      	2.

      	The coffee was not hot: the bacon salt, and the plate shewed that it had been fried in a dirty pan.
    


    
      	3.

      	I could not think of any small talk for Mrs. Honey, who seemed silent and distrait—burning with a very feeble wick….
    


    
      	4.

      	J.’s letter telling of all his immense difficulties—all the impossible things he must do before he could start his holiday left me lukewarm. It had somehow a flat taste—and I felt rather as tho’ I’d read it curiously apart, not united.
    


    
      	5.

      	A vague stomach-ache in my bath.
    


    
      	6.

      	Nothing to read and too rainy to go out.
    


    
      	7.

      	A. came—and did not ring. I felt she had enough of our friendship for the present….
    


    
      	8.

      	
        Very bad lunch. A small tough rissole which was [89] no use to the functions and some rather watery gooseberries. I despise terribly English cooking.
      
    


    
      	9.

      	Went for a walk and was caught in the wind and rain. Terribly cold and wretched.
    


    
      	10.

      	The tea was not hot. I meant not to eat the bun but I ate it. Over-smoked.
    

  


  Hotels


  I seem to spend half of my life arriving at strange hotels. And asking if I may go to bed immediately.


  “And would you mind filling my hot water bottle? … Thank you; that is delicious. No, I shan’t require anything more.”


  The strange door shuts upon the stranger, and then I slip down in the sheets. Waiting for the shadows to come out of the corners and spin their slow, slow web over the Ugliest Wallpaper of All.


  Pulmonary Tuberculosis


  The man in the room next to mine has the same complaint as I. When I wake in the night I hear him turning. And then he coughs. And I cough. And after a silence I cough. And he coughs again. This goes on for a long time. Until I feel we are like two roosters calling to each other at false dawn. From far-away hidden farms.


  Jour Maigre


  On Wednesday mornings Mrs. Honey comes into my room as usual and pulls up the blinds and opens the big french windows. Letting in the dancing light [90] and the swish of the sea and the creak of the boats lying at anchor out in the Roads, and the sound of the lawn mower and the smell of cut grass and syringa and the cheeky whistle of that same blackbird.


  Then she comes back to my bed and stands over me, one hand pressed to her side, her old face puckered up as though she had some news that she didn’t know how to break gently.


  “’Tis a meatless day” says she.


  Pic-Nic


  When the two women in white came down to the lonely beach— She threw away her paintbox—and She threw away her notebook. Down they sat on the sand. The tide was low. Before them the weedy rocks were like some herd of shaggy beasts huddled at the pool to drink and staying there in a kind of stupor.


  Then She went off and dabbled her legs in a pool thinking about the colour of flesh under water. And She crawled into a dark cave and sat there thinking about her childhood. Then they came back to the beach and flung themselves down on their bellies, hiding their heads in their arms. They looked like two swans.


  Grownupedness


  Four o’clock. Is it light now at four o’clock? I jump out of bed and run over to the window. It is half-light, neither black nor blue. The wing of the coast is violet; [91] in the lilac sky there are dark banners and little black boats manned by black shadows put out on the purple water.


  Oh! how often I have watched this hour when I was a girl! But then—I stayed at the window until I grew cold—until I was icy—thrilled by something—I did not know what. Now I fly back into bed, pulling up the clothes, tucking them into my neck. And suddenly my feet find the hot water bottle. Heavens! it is still beautifully warm. That really is thrilling.


  Dame Seule


  She is little and grey, with a black velvet band round her hair, false teeth, and skinny little hands coming out of frills like the frills on cutlets.


  As I passed her room one morning I saw her ‘worked’ brush-and-comb bag and her Common Prayerbook.


  Also, when she goes to the ‘Ladies,’ for some obscure reason she wears a little shawl….


  At the dining table, smiling brightly:—“This is the first time I have ever travelled alone, or stayed by myself in a Strange Hotel. But my husband does not mind. As it is so Very Quiet. Of course, if it were a Gay Place ——” And she draws in her chin, and the bead chain rises and falls on her vanished bosom.


  Remembrance


  Always, when I see foxgloves, I think of the L.’s.


  Again I pass in front of their cottage and in the [92] window, between the daffodil curtains with the green spots—there are the great, sumptuous blooms.


  “And how beautiful they are against the whitewash!” cry the L.’s.


  As is their custom, when they love anything, they make a sort of Festa. With foxgloves everywhere. And then they sit in the middle of them, like blissful prisoners, dining in an encampment of Indian Braves.


  Strawberries and a Sailing Ship


  We sat on the top of the cliff overlooking the open sea. Our backs turned to the little town. Each of us had a basket of strawberries. We had just bought them from a dark woman with quick eyes—berry-finding eyes.


  “They’re fresh picked,” said she, “from our own garden.”


  The tips of her fingers were stained a bright red. But what strawberries! Each one was the finest—the perfect berry—the strawberry Absolute—the fruit of our childhood! The very air came fanning on strawberry wings. And down below, in the pools, little children were bathing, with strawberry faces….


  Over the blue, swinging water, came a three-masted sailing-ship—with nine, ten, eleven sails. Wonderfully beautiful! She came riding by as though every sail were taking its fill of the sun and the light.


  And: “Oh how I’d love to be on board!” said Anne.


  (The captain was below, but the crew lay about, idle and handsome. “Have some strawberries!” we [93] said, slipping and sliding on the rocking decks, and shaking the baskets. They ate them in a kind of dream….)


  And the ship sailed on. Leaving us in a kind of dream, too. With the empty baskets….


  [At the beginning of July K.M. returned to Redcliffe Road. At the end of the month we moved into No. 2 Portland Villas, East Heath Road, Hampstead.]


  July 5. [47 Redcliffe Road.] To-day, this evening, after I have come home (for I must go out and buy some fruits) commence encore une vie nouvelle. Turn over and you’ll see how good I become—a different child.


  Later. I have read—given way to reading—two books by Octave Mirbeau—and after them I see dreadfully and finally, (1) that the French are a filthy people, (2) that their corruption is so puante—I’ll not go near ’em again. No, the English couldn’t stoop to this. They aren’t human; they are in the good old English parlance—monkeys.


  I must start writing again. They decide me. Something must be put up against this.


  Ach, Tchehov! why are you dead? Why can’t I talk to you, in a big darkish room, at late evening—where the light is green from the waving trees outside. I’d like to write a series of Heavens: that would be one.


  I must not forget my timidity before closed doors. My debate as to whether I shall ring too loud or not [94] loud enough…. It’s deep deep deep: in fact it is the ‘explanation’ of the failure of K.M. as a writer up to the present, and Oh! what a good anfang zu einem Geschichte!


  The Eternal Question


  I pose myself, yet once more, my Eternal Question. What is it that makes the moment of delivery so difficult for me? If I were to sit down—now—and just to write out, plain, some of the stories—all written, all ready, in my mind ’twould take me days. There are so many of them. I sit and think them out and if I overcome my lassitude and do take the pen they ought (they are so word perfect) to write themselves. But it’s the activity. I haven’t a place to write in or on—the chair isn’t comfortable—yet even as I complain this seems the place and this the chair. And don’t I want to write them? Lord! Lord! it’s my only desire—my one happy issue. And only yesterday I was thinking—even my present state of health is a great gain. It makes things so rich, so important, so longed for … changes one’s focus.


  … When one is little and ill and far away in a remote bedroom all that happens beyond is marvellous…. Alors, I am always in that remote bedroom. Is that why I seem to see, this time in London—nothing but what is marvellous—marvellous—and incredibly beautiful?


  The tide is full in the Redcliffe Road. One by one the doors have opened, have slammed shut. Now, in [95] their blind way, the houses are fed. That poor little violin goes on, tearing up note after note—there is a strange dazzling white cloud over the houses and a pool of blue.


  Evening Primrose


  “All my virtues—all my rich nature—gone,” she said, “grown over, tangled, forgotten, deserted like a once upon a time garden.” She smiled and pulled down her hat and pulled her coat together as though making ready to stumble out into it and be lost too. “A dark place” said she, wavering to her feet. And then she smiled again. “Perhaps there is just left my—my—curiosity about myself. Evening Primrose….” She half shut her eyes, stooping forward, curiously as though the plant had sprung up at her feet. “I always did hate evening primroses. They sound such darlings, but when you see one they’re such weedy, shabby—flower on the grave without a grave stone—sort of things—I don’t mean anything symbolical by that,” said she. “God forbid!” and was gone.


  The Redcliffe Road


  Maisie—the student—their lodgers—she risks anything.


  The little leaf that blows in—her memory of the park and crocodile—then there must be her cat called Millie. That quick Hook on, dear girl—and the pain so great that she almost sobs. But nothing happens—


  
    [96] Nay, though my heart should break,


    I would not bind you.

  


  Miss Ruddick who always plays with her music propped against the towel rail, and whenever she pulls out her handkerchief out comes an end of resin gummed on a flannel as well.


  On these summer evenings the sound of the steps along the street is quite different. They knock-knock-knock along, but lightly and easily, as though they belonged to people who were walking home at their ease, after a procession or a pic-nic or a day at the sea.


  The sky is pale and clear: the silly piano is overcome and reels out waltzes—old waltzes, spinning, drunk with sentiment—gorged with memory.


  This is the hour when the poor underfed dog appears, at a run, nosing the dry gutter. He is so thin that his body is like a cage on four wooden pegs…. His lean triangle of a head is down, his long straight tail is out, and up and down, up and down he goes, silent and fearfully eager. The street watches him from its creeper-covered balconies, from its open windows—but the fat lady on the ground floor who is no better than she should be comes out—down the steps to the gate, with a bone. His tail as he waits for her to give it him, bangs against the gate post, like a broomhandle—and the street says she’s a fool to go feeding strange dogs. Now she’ll never be rid of him.


  (What I’d like to convey is that at this hour, with this half light and the pianos and the open, empty [97] sounding houses, he is the spirit of the street—running up and down, poor dog, when he ought to have been done away with years ago.)


  The Middle of the Note


  Whenever I have a conversation about Art which is more or less interesting I begin to wish to God I could destroy all that I have written and start again: it all seems like so many ‘false starts.’ Musically speaking, it is not—has not been—in the middle of the note—you know what I mean? When, on a cold morning perhaps, you’ve been playing and it has sounded all right—until suddenly, you realize you are warm—you have only just begun to play. Oh, how badly this is expressed! How confused and even ungrammatical!


  Now the day was divine—warm soft sunshine lay upon her arms and breast like velvet—tiny clouds, silver ones shone upon the dazzling blue—the garden trees were full of gold light—and a strange brightness came from the houses—from the open windows with their fairy curtains and flower pots … the white steps and the narrow spiked railings.


  Inconsequence


  “Did M. wear a grey dressing gown with a dark red piping,” she asked.


  “No, he was dressed.”


  “Oh! Then I suppose he was very dressed, he always is.”


  [98] That made her think suddenly, of another friend of his—a young fattish man who wore spectacles and was extremely serious with a kind of special fatness that she had noticed went with just that kind of seriousness. She saw him standing by a washtable drying his neck—and she saw his hair right to the neck-band of his shirt. His hair was, as usual, too long.


  “How awful S. must be without a collar!”


  “Without a collar?” He looked at her; he almost gasped.


  “Yes, in a shirt and trousers.”


  “In a shirt and trousers!” he exclaimed. “I’ve never seen him in one—”


  “No—but—Oh, well—”


  He positively fixed her at that.


  “How extraordinarily inconsequential you are!”


  And all in a minute she was laughing.


  “Well,” she said, “men are ——”


  And she looked out of the window at the tall poplar, with its whispering leaves, with its beautiful top, gold in the last sunlight.


  On the wall of the kitchen there was a shadow, shaped like a little mask with two gold slits for eyes. It danced up and down.


  August 2nd. 2 Portland Villas, Hampstead. Her heart had not spoken…. When it does—too late—the pain of it. I ought to have felt like this—often, often….


  [99] September 20th. My fits of temper are really terrifying. I had one this (Sunday) morning and tore a page up of the book I was reading—and absolutely lost my head. Very significant. When it was over J. came in and stared. “What is the matter? What have you done? Why? You look all dark.” He drew back the curtains and called it an effect of light but when I came into my studio to dress I saw it was not that. I was a deep earthy colour, with pinched eyes. Strangely enough these fits are L. and F. over again. I am more like L. than anybody. We are unthinkably alike, in fact.


  It is a dark reluctant day. The fire makes a noise like a flag—and there is the familiar sound from below of someone filling buckets. I am very stiff, very unused to writing now, and yet, as I sit here it’s as though my dear one, my only one, came and sat down opposite me and gazed at me across the table. And I think suddenly of the verses which seemed so awfully good in my girlhood.


  
    Others leave me—all things leave me,


    You remain.

  


  My room really has for me a touch of fairy. Is there anything better than my room? Anything outside? The kitten says not—but then it’s such a hunting ground for the kitten; the sun throws the shape of the window on to the carpet, and in those four little square fields the silly flies wander, ever so spied upon by the little lion under the sommier frill….


  [100] Oh dear—Oh dear—where are my people? With whom have I been happiest? With nobody in particular. It has all been mush of a mushness.


  Later. That kitten took sick, was taken away, lived two weeks in great torture, then for two days, it lost the will to live. It became just a cotton reel of fur with two great tearful eyes: “Why has this happened to me?” so the vet. killed it. It had gastric trouble, acute constipation with a distended belly, and canker in both ears. The two days before it went away it suffered here. I bought it a ball and it tried to play a little—but no! It couldn’t even wash itself. It came up to me, stood on its hind legs, opened its little jaws and tried to mew. No sound came; I never saw anything more pitiful.


  September 30. I hope this pen works. Yes, it does.


  The last day in September—immensely cold, a kind of solid cold outside the windows. My fire has played traitor nearly all day and I have been, in the good, old-fashioned way, feeling my skin curl.


  Don’t read this. Do you hear that train whistle and now the leaves—the dry leaves—and now the fire—fluttering and breaking.


  Why doesn’t she bring the lamps?


  October 21. L.M. is going to town. I must take some of my dear money out of the Bank and give it her. I am in bed; I feel very sick. Queer altogether—decomposing [101] a bit. It’s a pale silent day: I would like to be walking in a wood, far away.


  Health seems to me now more remote than anything—unattainable. Best to stay in bed and be horrid from there. This sky in waves of blue and cream and grey is like the sky overhanging a dead calm sea, when you hear someone rowing, far far away; and then the voices from the boat and the rattle of the chain and the barking of the ship’s dog all sound loud. There is as usual a smell of onions and chop bones in the house.


  What do I want her to buy for me? When it really becomes an urgent matter—I want nothing—waste of money—I feel like Mlle. Séguin, who wouldn’t hang the pictures in her new flat because Life is such a breath, little Dolly.


  October. Hampstead. I ought to write something brief for the Nation to-day and earn a bit more money, a “Little Lunch at the Club” or something of that kind. It’s not difficult; in fact it is too easy for me because if I do err more on one side than t’other—I’m over-fluent.


  This view from the window is simply superb—the pale sky and the half bare trees. It’s so beautiful it might be the country—Russian country as I see it.


  I never connected until to-day—sang froid with Cold blood. This is a word which is one of New Zealand’s queer ’uns, like calling the Savoy the Sāvoy—or talking of the aryeighted bread shops. Sagn frēūd.


  [102] October 24. This is simply the most Divine Spot. So remote, so peaceful; full of colour, full of Autumn; the sunset is real and the sound of somebody splitting small wood is real, too. If only one could live up here for really a long time and not have to see anybody…. It might very well be France, it’s much more like France than it is like England.


  
    The place—remote—the dresses and scarves old;


    The year,—fruitful! their talk and laughter gay.

  


  The Ladies Club in Wartime


  Ladies to the Centre: A round hall, very dim, lighted from above. A loud reluctant (swing glass) door that can’t bear people trying to burst their way in and loathes people trying to burst their way out. To one side of the door the porter’s cave dotted with pigeon holes, and a desk, furnished with a telephone, usually a big tea-stained china tea cup crowned with its saucer. In front of it a squeaking revolving chair with a torn imitation leather seat.


  Good-night


  And once again the door opened and she passed, as it were into another world—the world of night, cold, timeless, inscrutable.


  Again she saw the beautiful fall of the steps, the dark garden edged with fluttering ivy—on the other side of the road the huge bare willows—and above them the sky big and bright with stars.


  Again there came that silence that was a question[103]—but this time she did not hesitate. She moved forward, very softly and gently—as though fearful of making a ripple in that boundless pool of quiet. She put her arm round her friend. The friend is astonished—murmurs “It has been so nice.” The other—“Good-night, dear friend.” A long tender embrace. Yes, that was it—of course that was what was wanting.


  The Blow


  “I”—like a blow on her heart—“I have come—for——”


  She leaned against the door, quite faint.


  “Yes?” said she.


  “This—,” tightly, quickly, he caught her up into his arms.


  The Fly


  December 31. 4.45 p.m. Oh, the times when she had walked upside down on the ceiling, run up glittering panes, floated on a lake of light, flashed through a shining beam!


  And God looked upon the fly fallen into the jug of milk and saw that it was good. And the smallest Cherubim and Seraphim of all, who delight in misfortune, struck their silver harps and shrilled: “How is the fly fallen, fallen!”


  []


  1919


  [104] January 1. J. came to bed at ten minutes to twelve. Said he: “Don’t go to sleep before the New Year.” I lay holding my watch. I think I did go to sleep for a moment. The window was wide open and I looked out and over a big soft hollow, with a sprinkle of lights between. Then the hour struck: the bells rang—hooter, sirens, horns, trumpets sounded. The church organ pealed out (reminding me of Hans Andersen) and an Australian called Coo—ee. (I longed to reply.) I wanted L.M. to hear and to see. I called loudly to her ever so many times, but she had ‘chosen’ to take a bath….


  May 19. 6 p.m. I wish I had some idea of how old this note book is. The writing is very faint and far away. Now it is May 1919. Six o’clock. I am sitting in my own room thinking of Mother: I want to cry. But my thoughts are beautiful and full of gaiety. I think of our house, our garden, us children—the lawn, the gate, and Mother coming in. “Children! Children!” I really only ask for time to write it all—time to write my books. Then I don’t mind dying. I live to write. The lovely world (God, how lovely the external world is!) is there and I bathe in it and am refreshed. But I feel as though I had a duty, someone has set me a [105] task which I am bound to finish. Let me finish it: let me finish it without hurrying—leaving all as fair as I can….


  My little Mother, my star, my courage, my own. I seem to dwell in her now. We live in the same world. Not quite this world, not quite another. I do not care for people: and the idea of fame, of being a success,—that’s nothing, less than nothing. I love my family and a few others dearly, and I love, in the old—in the ancient way, through and through, my husband.


  Not a soul knows where she is. She goes slowly, thinking it all over, wondering how she can express it as she wants to—asking for time and for peace.


  Escape


  She was sure I would be cold and as usual tried to make of my departure une petite affaire sérieuse. I always try to thieve out, steal out. I should like to let myself down from a window, or just withdraw like a ray of light.


  “Are you sure you won’t have your cape … etc. etc. etc.?”


  Her attitude made me quite sure. I went out. At the corner the flying, gay, eager wind ran at me. It was too much to bear. I went on for a yard or two, shivering—then I came home. I slipped the Yale key into the lock like a thief, shut the door dead quiet. Up she came, up the stairs.


  “So it was too cold, after all!”


  [106] I couldn’t answer or even look at her. I had to turn my back and pull off my gloves. Said she:


  “I have a blouse-pattern here I want to show you.”


  At that I crept upstairs, came into my room, and shut the door. It was a miracle she did not follow….


  What is there in all this to make me hate her so? What do you see? She has known me try to get in and out without anyone knowing it dozens of times—that is true. I have even torn my heart out and told her how it hurts my last little defences to be questioned—how it makes me feel just for the moment an independent being, to be allowed to go and come unquestioned. But that is just “Katie’s funniness. She doesn’t mean it, of course….”


  We hardly spoke at lunch. When it was over she asked me again if she might show me the pattern. I felt so ill, it seemed to me that even a hen could see at a side glance of its little leaden eye how ill I felt. I don’t remember what I said. But in she came and put before me—something. Really, I hardly know what it was. “Let the little dressmaker help you,” I said. But there was nothing to say.


  She murmured: “Purple chiffon front neck sleeves.” I don’t know. Finally I asked her to take it away.


  “What is it, Katie? Am I interrupting your work?”


  “Yes, we’ll call it that.”


  Being Alone


  [107] Saturday: This joy of being alone. What is it? I feel so gay and at peace—the whole house takes the air. Lunch is ready. I have a baked egg, apricots and cream, cheese straws and black coffee. How delicious! A baby meal! Mother shares it with me. Athenæum is asleep and then awake on the studio sofa. He has a silver spoon of cream—then hides under the sofa frill and puts out a paw for my finger. I gather the dried leaves from the plant in the big white bowl, and because I must play with something, I take an orange up to my room and throw it and catch it as I walk up and down….


  [This note appears later, re-written, in the following form.]


  Saturday. Peaceful and gay. The whole house takes the air. Athenæum is asleep and then awake on the studio sofa. He has a silver spoonful of my cream at lunch time—then hides under the sofa frill and plays the game of the Darting Paw. I gather the dried leaves from the plant in the big white bowl; they are powdered with silver. There is nobody in the house, and yet whose is this faint whispering? On the stairs there are tiny spots of gold—tiny footprints….


  Geraniums


  The red geraniums have bought the garden over my head. They are there, established, back in the old home, every leaf and flower unpacked and in its place—[108]and quite determined that no power on earth will ever move them again. Well, that I don’t mind. But why should they make me feel a stranger? Why should they ask me every time I go near: “And what are you doing in a London garden?” They burn with arrogance and pride. And I am the little Colonial walking in the London garden patch—allowed to look, perhaps, but not to linger. If I lie on the grass they positively shout at me: “Look at her, lying on our grass, pretending she lives here, pretending this her garden, and that tall back of the house, with the windows open and the coloured curtains lifting, is her house. She is a stranger—an alien. She is nothing but a little girl sitting on the Tinakori hills and dreaming: ‘I went to London and married an Englishman and we lived in a tall grave house with red geraniums and white daisies in the garden at the back.’ Im-pudence!”


  [This note appears later, re-written, in the following form.]


  The red geraniums have bought the garden over my head and taken possession. They are settled in, every leaf and flower unpacked and in its place, and never do they mean to move again! Well—that I could bear. But why because I’ve let them in should they throw me out? They won’t even let me lie on the grass without their shouting: “Im-pudence!”


  A Dream


  Sometimes I glance up at the clock. Then I know I am expecting Chummie. The bell peals. I run out on [109] to the landing. I hear his hat and stick thrown on to the hall-table. He runs up the stairs, three at a time. “Hullo, darling!” But I can’t move—I can’t move. He puts his arm round me, holding me tightly, and we kiss—a long, firm, family kiss. And the kiss means: We are of the same blood; we have absolute confidence in each other; we love; all is well; nothing can ever come between us.


  We come into my room. He goes over to the glass. “By Jove, I am hot.” Yes, he is very hot. A deep childish colour shows in his cheeks, his eyes are brilliant, his lips burn, he strokes the hair back from his forehead with the palm of his hand. I pull the curtains together and the room is shadowy. He flings himself down on the sommier and lights a cigarette, and watches the smoke, rising so slowly.


  “Is that better?” I ask.


  “Perfect, darling—simply perfect. The light reminds me of …”


  And then the dream is over and I begin working again.


  England


  The two brothers were on one side of the room, I on the other. R. sat on the floor inclined towards J.J. lay on the stickle-back, very idly.


  “If you could have your wish, where would you be?”


  First he thought a café in some foreign town … in Spain … no, in Grenoble, perhaps … sitting listening to music and watching the people. We are just passing [110] through…. There is a lake and a river near…. But then, no. A farmhouse in Sussex—some good old furniture—knocking about in the garden—rolling the lawn, perhaps—yes, rolling the lawn. An infant—two good servants. And then, when it grew dark—to go in, have some milk, then I go to my study and you to yours and work for about an hour and a half and then trundle off to bed. I would like to earn my living, but not by writing. I feel that my talent as a writer isn’t a great one—I’ll have to be careful of it…. Yes, that’s what I’d like. No new places—no new things. I don’t want them. Would you like that?


  I felt his brother was with him, the brother inclined towards him, understanding and sharing that life—the homestead on the Downs—his English country—the sober quiet….


  “Would you like that?”


  No, I don’t want that. No, I don’t want England. England is of no use to me. What do I mean by that? I mean there never has been—never will be—any rapprochement between us, never…. The lack of its appeal—that is what I chiefly hate. I would not care if I never saw the English country again. Even in its flowering I feel deeply antagonistic to it, and I will never change.


  A Good Beginning


  May 30. First comes L.M. I give her orders. Ask her to supervise the maid till Monday. ‘Be gentle with her: help her to make the beds; and just tell her how [111] everything must be.’ Then in detail I sketch out the maid’s programme. ‘Send Ralph, please.’ Ralph arrives. I arrange the food. Then settle all that must be done, coercing Ralph, putting her mind in order if I can, making her see the bright side of things, sending her away (I hope) feeling important and happy.


  I go upstairs to see Maud, to say good-morning, to hope ‘she will be happy.’ “Just take things gently; I’ll quite understand that you can’t get into our ways at once. Ask Miss B. and the cook for what you want. But if you wish to see me, don’t hesitate to come in. I was so glad you were early.” She was very reassured. Her eyes shone (she’s only a little girl). She said it was like the country. As she walked up from the tram the birds sang “something beautiful.” This instead of the ‘long drag up the hill’ was cheering. I left her happy. I know I did.


  Downstairs just to say Good-day to Mrs. Moody and to say there were some flowers for her to take home. The good creature was on her knees polishing and saying it was such a fine day. Bless her 60 years! We had a little joke or two and I came away.


  L.M. again—just for a moment to say: “As you have a machine, don’t hem dusters by hand as I see you are doing. Keep your energies for something important!”


  Then I sit down to work, and there comes a steady, pleasant vibration from the ship. If only I could always control these four women like this! I must learn to.


  [112] May 31. Work. Shall I be able to express one day my love of work—my desire to be a better writer—my longing to take greater pains. And the passion I feel. It takes the place of religion—it is my religion—of people—I create my people: of ‘life’—it is Life. The temptation is to kneel before it, to adore, to prostrate myself, to stay too long in a state of ecstasy before the idea of it. I must be more busy about my master’s business.


  Oh, God! The sky is filled with the sun, and the sun is like music. The sky is full of music. Music comes streaming down these great beams. The wind touches the harp-like trees, shakes little jets of music—little shakes, little trills from the flowers. The shape of every flower is like a sound. My hands open like five petals. Praise Him! Praise Him! No, I am overcome; I am dazed; it is too much to bear.


  A little fly has dropped by mistake into the huge sweet cup of a magnolia. Isaiah (or was it Elisha?) was caught up into Heaven in a chariot of fire once. But when the weather is divine and I am free to work, such a journey is positively nothing.


  The Angel of Mercy


  May. The day the housemaid had to leave because her husband ‘didn’t want her to work no more’ and, to consolidate his authority, had punched her so hard in the neck that she had a great red swelling under ear, the cook became a kind of infallible being,—an angel of mercy. Nothing was too much for her. Stairs were [113] rays of light up which she floated. She wore her cap differently: it gave her the air of a hospital nurse. Her voice changed. She suggested puddings as though they were compresses: whiting, because they were so ‘delicate and harmless.’ Trust me! Lean on me! There is nothing I cannot do! was her attitude. Every time she left me, she left me for her mysterious reasons—to lay out the body again and again—to change the stiffened hand—to pull the paper frill over the ominous spot appearing.


  The Cook


  The cook is evil. After lunch I trembled so that I had to lie down on the sommier—thinking about her. I meant—when she came up to see me—to say so much that she’d have to go. I waited, playing with the wild kitten. When she came, I said it all, and more, and she said how sorry she was and agreed and apologised and quite understood. She stayed at the door, plucking at a d’oyley. “Well, I’ll see it doesn’t happen in future. I quite see what you mean.”


  So the serpent still slept between us. Oh! why won’t she turn and speak her mind. This pretence of being fond of me! I believe she thinks she is. There is something in what L.M. says: she is not consciously evil. She is a fool, of course. I have to do all the managing and all the explaining. I have to cook everything before she cooks it. I believe she thinks she is a treasure … no, wants to think it. At bottom she knows her corruptness. There are moments when it comes to the surface, comes out, like a stain, in her face. Then her [114] eyes are like the eyes of a woman-prisoner—a creature looking up as you enter her cell and saying: ‘If you’d known what a hard life I’ve had you wouldn’t be surprised to see me here.’


  [This appears again in the following form.]


  Cook to See Me


  As I opened the door, I saw her sitting in the middle of the room, hunched, still…. She got up, obedient, like a prisoner when you enter a cell. And her eyes said, as a prisoner’s eyes say, “Knowing the life I’ve had, I’m the last to be surprised at finding myself here.”


  The Cook’s Story


  Her first husband was a pawnbroker. He learned his trade from her uncle, with whom she lived, and was more like her big brother than anything else from the age of thirteen. After he had married her they prospered. He made a perfect pet of her—they used to say. His sisters put it that he made a perfect fool of himself over her. When their children were fifteen and nine he urged his employers to take a man into their firm—a great friend of his—and persuaded them; really went security for this man. When she saw the man she went all over cold. She said, Mark me, you’ve not done right: no good will come of this. But he laughed it off. Time passed: the man proved a villain. When they came to take stock, they found all the stock was false: he’d sold everything. This preyed on [115] her husband’s mind, went on preying, kept him up at night, made a changed man of him, he went mad as you might say over figures, worrying. One evening, sitting in his chair, very late, he died of a clot of blood on the brain.


  She was left. Her big boy was old enough to go out, but the little one was still not more than a baby: he was so nervous and delicate. The doctors had never let him go to school.


  One day her brother-in-law came to see her and advised her to sell up her home and get some work. All that keeps you back, he said, is little Bert. Now, I’d advise you to place a certain sum with your solicitor for him and put him out—in the country. He said he’d take him. I did as he advised. But, funny! I never heard a word from the child after he’d gone. I used to ask why he didn’t write, and they said, when he can write a decent letter you shall have it—not before. That went on for a twelvemonth, and I found afterwards he’d been writing all the time, grieving to be took away, and they’d never sent his letters. Then quite sudden his uncle wrote and said he must be taken away. He’d done the most awful things—things I couldn’t find you a name for—he’d turned vicious—he was a little criminal! What his uncle said was I’d spoiled the child and he was going to make a man of him, and he’d beaten him and half starved him and when he was frightened at night and screamed, he turned him out into the New Forest and made him sleep under the branches. My big boy went [116] down to see him. Mother, he says, you wouldn’t know little Bert. He can’t speak. He won’t come near anybody. He starts off if you touch him; he’s like a little beast. And, oh dear, the things he’d done! Well, you hear of people doing those things before they’re put into orphanages. But when I heard that and thought it was the same little baby his father used to carry into Regent’s Park bathed and dressed of a Sunday morning—well, I felt my religion was going from me.


  I had a terrible time trying to get him into an orphanage. I begged for three months before they would take him. Then he was sent to Bisley. But after I’d been to see him there, in his funny clothes and all—I could see ’is misery. I was in a nice place at the time, cook to a butcher in a large way in Kensington, but that poor child’s eyes—they used to follow me—and a sort of shivering that came over him when people went near.


  Well, I had a friend that kept a boarding house in Kensington. I used to visit her, and a friend of hers, a big well-set-up fellow, quite the gentleman, an engineer who worked in a garage, came there very often. She used to joke and say he wanted to walk me out. I laughed it off till one day she was very serious. She said, You’re a very silly woman. He earns good money; he’d give you a home and you could have your little boy. Well, he was to speak to me next day and I made up my mind to listen. Well, he did, and he couldn’t have put it nicer. I can’t give you a house to start with, he said, but you shall have three good rooms [117] and the kid, and I’m earning good money and shall be more.


  A week after, he come to me. I can’t give you any money this week, he says, there’s things to pay for from when I was single. But I daresay you’ve got a bit put by. And I was a fool, you know, I didn’t think it funny. Oh yes, I said, I’ll manage. Well, so it went on for three weeks. We’d arranged not to have little Bert for a month because, he said, he wanted me to himself, and he was so fond of him. A big fellow, he used to cling to me like a child and call me mother.


  After three weeks was up I hadn’t a penny. I’d been taking my jewels and best clothes to put away to pay for him until he was straight. But one night I said, Where’s my money? He just up and gave me such a smack in the face I thought my head would burst. And that began it. Every time I asked him for money he beat me. As I said, I was very religious at the time, used to wear a crucifix under my clothes and couldn’t go to bed without kneeling by the side and saying my prayers—no, not even the first week of my marriage. Well, I went to a clergyman and told him everything and he said, My child, he said, I am very sorry for you, but with God’s help, he said, it’s your duty to make him a better man. You say your first husband was so good. Well, perhaps God has kept this trial for you until now. I went home—and that very night he tore my crucifix off and hit me on the head when I knelt down. He said he wouldn’t have me say my prayers; it made him wild. I had a little dog at the [118] time I was very fond of, and he used to pick it up and shout, I’ll teach it to say its prayers, and beat it before my eyes—until—well, such was the man he was.


  Then one night he came in the worse for drink and fouled the bed. I couldn’t stand it. I began to cry. He gave me a hit on the ear and I fell down, striking my head on the fender. When I came to, he was gone. I ran out into the street just as I was—I ran as fast as I could, not knowing where I was going—just dazed—my nerves were gone. And a lady found me and took me to her home and I was there three weeks. And after that I never went back. I never even told my people. I found work, and not till months after I went to see my sister. Good gracious! she says, we all thought you was murdered! And I never see him since….


  Those were dreadful times. I was so ill, I could scarcely hardly work and of course I couldn’t get my little boy out. He had to grow up in it. And so I had to start all over again. I had nothing of his, nothing of mine. I lost it all except my marriage lines. Somehow I remembered them just as I was running out that night and put them in my boddy—sort of an instinct as you might say.


  J. digs the garden as though he were exhuming a hated body or making a hole for a loved one.


  The ardent creature spent more than half her time in church praying to be delivered from temptation. But God grew impatient at last and caused the door [119] to be shut against her. “For Heaven’s sake,” said he, “give the temptation a chance!”


  It’s raining, but the air is soft, smoky, warm. Big drops patter on the languid leaves, the tobacco flowers lean over. Now there is a rustle in the ivy. Wingley has appeared from the garden next door; he bounds from the wall. And delicately, lifting his paws, pointing his ears, very afraid that big wave will overtake him, he wades over the lake of green grass.


  “Mr. Despondency’s daughter, Muchafraid, went through the water singing.”


  She said: “I don’t feel in the least afraid. I feel like a little rock that the rising tide is going to cover. You won’t be able to see me … big waves … but they’ll go down again. I shall be there—winking bright.”


  Oh, what sentimental toshery!


  June 10. I have discovered that I cannot burn the candle at one end and write a book with the other.


  Life without work—I would commit suicide. Therefore work is more important than life.


  June 21. Bateson and his love of the louse for its own sake. Pedigree lice. £100 a year from the Royal Institute: a large family: desperately poor: but he never notices. The lives he saved in the Balkan war with shaving and Thymol. Cases reduced from 7000 to 700. No reward, not even an O.B.E. He dissects them, [120] finds their glands and so on, keeps them in tiny boxes; they feed on his arm. The louse and the bedbug.


  Hydatids: the Australian who got them: handfuls of immature grapes. They attack the liver. In the human body they reproduce indefinitely. When they are passed and a sheep is attacked by them, they develop hooks and become long worms.


  The Egyptian disease: a parasite which attacks the veins and arteries and causes fluxion—constant bleeding. It is another egg drunk in water. After it has been in man the only thing it can affect is a water-snail. It goes through an entirely new cycle of being until it can attack man again. Dysentery: another parasite.


  Hydrophobia: the virus from the dog is taken and a rabbit is infected. That rabbit is used to infect another rabbit: the 2nd a 3rd, and so on, until you get a rabbit who is practically pure virus. The spinal cords are then taken from these rabbits and dried by a vacuum. The result is pounded up fine into an emulsion: 1st rabbit, 2nd rabbit, 3rd rabbit, etc., and the patient is injected progressively till at last he receives a dose which, if he had not been prepared to resist it, would kill him outright. The disease develops very slowly; the treatment is very expensive. Symptoms are a profuse shiny bubbling saliva, and gasping and groaning as in gas-poisoning. No barking, no going on all fours.


  In lockjaw the jaw does not lock.


  Pasteur was a very dreamer of dreamers. Human beings are a side-line to science.


  [121] All this I talked over with Sorapure, June 21. His point of view about medicine seems to me just completely right. I’d willingly let him take off my head, look inside, and pop it on again, if he thought it might assist future generations. Quite the right man to have at one’s dying bedside. He’d get me at any rate so interested in the process—gradual loss of sensitiveness, coldness in the joints, etc.—I’d lie there thinking: this is very valuable to know; I must make a note of this.


  As he stood at the door talking: “Nothing is incurable; it’s all a question of time. What seems so useless to-day may be just that link which will make all plain to a future generation….” I had a sense of the larger breath, of the mysterious lives within lives, and the Egyptian parasite beginning its new cycle of being in a water-snail affected me like a great work of art. No, that’s not what I mean. It made me feel how perfect the world is, with its worms and hooks and ova, how incredibly perfect. There is the sky and the sea and the shape of a lily, and there is all this other as well. The balance how perfect! (Salut, Tchehov!) I would not have the one without the other.


  The clocks are striking ten. Here in my room the sky looks lilac; in the bath-room it is like the skin of a peach. Girls are laughing.


  I have consumption. There is still a great deal of moisture (and pain) in my bad lung. But I do not care. I do not want anything I could not have. Peace, solitude, time to write my books, beautiful external [122] life to watch and ponder—no more. O, I’d like a child as well—a baby boy; mais je demande trop!


  [Part of this note appears again in the following form.]


  As he stood at the door he said quietly, “Nothing is incurable. What seems so useless to-day may be the link that will make all plain to-morrow.” We had been discussing hydatids, the Egyptian parasite that begins its cycle of existence being in a water-snail and the effects of hydrophobia. He smiled gently. There was nothing to be alarmed or shocked or surprised at. It was all a question of knowing these things as they should be known and not otherwise. But he said none of this and went off to his next case….


  At breakfast time a mosquito and a wasp came to the edge of the honey dish to drink. The mosquito was a lovely little high stepping gazelle, but the wasp was a fierce roaring tiger. Drink, my darlings!


  When the coffee is cold L.M. says: These things have to happen sometimes. And she looks mysterious and important, as if, as a matter of fact she had known all along that this was a cold coffee day.


  What I felt was, he said, that I wasn’t in the whole of myself at all. I’d got locked in, somehow, in some little … top room in my mind, and strangers had got in—people I’d never seen before were making free of the rest of it. There was a dreadful feeling of confusion, chiefly that, and … vague noises—like things being moved—changed about—in my head. I lit [123] the candle and sat up and in the mirror I saw a dark, brooding, strangely lengthened face.


  “The feeling roused by the cause is more important than the cause itself….” That is the kind of thing I like to say to myself as I get into the train. And then, as one settles into the corner—“For example”—or “Take—for instance …” It’s a good game for one.


  She fastens on a white veil and hardly knows herself. Is it becoming or is it not becoming? Ah, who is there to say. There is a lace butterfly on her left cheek and a spray of flowers on her right. Two dark bold eyes stare through the mesh—Surely not hers. Her lips tremble; faint, she sinks on her bed. And now she doesn’t want to go. Must she? She is being driven out of the flat by those bold eyes. Out you go. Ah, how cruel! (Second Violin.)


  But her hand is large and cold with big knuckles and short square nails. It is not a little velvet hand that sighs, that yields—faints dead away and has to be revived again only to faint once more. (S.V.)


  What do I want? she thought. What do I really want more than anything else in the world? If I had a wishing ring or Ali Baba’s lamp—no, it wasn’t Ali Baba—it was—Oh, what did it matter! Just supposing some one came…. “I am here to grant your dearest wish.” And she saw, vaguely, a fluffy little creature with a silver paper star on a wand—a school [124] fairy…. What should I say? It was cold in the kitchen, cold and dim. The tap dripped slowly, as tho’ the water were half frozen…. (S.V.)


  Miss Todd and Miss Hopper were second violins. Miss Bray was a viola.


  Midday strikes on various bells—some velvety soft, some languid, some regretful, and one impatient—a youthful bell ringing high and quick above the rest. He thought joyfully: That’s the bell for me! …


  Cinderella


  Oh, my sisters—my beautiful Peacock-proud sisters—have pity on me as I sit with my little broom beside the cold ashes while you dance at the Prince’s party. But why—is the Fairy Godmother, the coach, the plumes and glass slippers just—faery—and all the rest of the story deeply, deeply true? Fate I suppose—Fate. It had to be. These things happen so. La réponse: Poor old girl—of course she is awfully sorry for her, but she does become a bore—doesn’t she? There’s no getting away from it.


  When they got into bed together her feet rushed to greet his like little puppies that had been separated all day from their brothers. And first they chased one another and played and nudged gently. But then, they settled down, curled up, twined together under the clothes (like puppies on a warm hearth rug) and went to sleep.


  [125] Dark Bogey is a little inclined to jump into the milk jug to rescue the fly.


  Fairylike, the fire rose in two branched flames like the golden antlers of some enchanted stag.


  So he sat there, burning the letters, and each time he cast a fresh packet on the flame, his shadow, immense, huge, leapt out of the wall opposite him. It looked, sitting so stiff and straight, like some horrible old god, toasting his knees at the flames of the sacrifice.


  Two Climates


  I’d always rather be in a place that is too hot rather than one that’s too cold. But I’d always rather be with people who loved me too little rather than with people who loved me too much.


  “She has made her bed,” said Belle—“she must lie on it.” I reflected thankfully that in this case that would be no hardship—on the contrary, indeed. I hoped it was what they were both longing to do….


  North Africa. The whole valley is smothered in little white lilies. You never saw such a sight! They make me feel so wretchedly homesick. They smell just like dear old Selfridge’s.


  Souvent j’ai dit à mon mari: Nous en prenons un? Et il me dit: Ah, non, non, ma pauvre femme. Notre petit moment pour jouer est passé. Je ne peux rien faire que de rester dans un chaise en faisant des grimaces, [126] et ça fait trembler plus que ça ne fait rire un petit enfant.


  When I read Dr. Johnson, I feel like a little girl sitting at the same table. My eyes grow round. I don’t only listen; I take him in immensely.


  “Don’t you think it would be marvellous,” she said, “to have just one person in one’s life to whom one could tell everything?” She leant forward, put down her cup, but stayed bent forward touching the spoon against the saucer. She looked up—“Or is it just childish of me—just absurd to want such a thing? … All the same,” she leaned back, smiling, “childish or not—how wonderful it would be—how wonderful! to feel—from this person, this one person—I really don’t need to hide anything. It would be such heavenly happiness!” she cried, suddenly, “it would make life so …” she got up, went to the window, looked out vaguely and turned round again. She laughed. “It’s a queer thing,” she said, “I’ve always believed in the possibility— and yet—in reality … Take R. and me, for instance.” And here she flung back in a chair and leant back, still she was laughing but her body leaned to the chair as though exhausted. “I tell him everything. You know we’re … rather different from most people. What I mean is—don’t laugh—we love each other simply tremendously—we’re everything to each other! In fact he’s the one person on earth for me—and yet,” and she shut her eyes and bit her lip as though she wanted to stop [127] laughing herself: “try, try, try as I can—there’s always just one secret—just one—that never can be told—that mocks me.” And then for a moment she lay still….


  Indoo Weather: A Dream


  “It’s what you might call indoo weather,” said the little man.


  “Oh, really…. Why that?” said I, vaguely.


  He did not answer. The two polished knobs of his behind shone as he leaned over feeding the black seams of the boat with a brown twist.


  The day was dull, steaming; there was a blackness out at sea; the heavy waves came tolling. On the sea grasses the large bright dew fell not. The little man’s hammer went tap-tap.


  L.M. snorted, threw up her head, stamped her feet on the wet sand, scrambled to a boulder, tore at some sea-poppies, dug them in her hat, held the hat away, looked, scornful, wrenched them out again.


  I looked and felt vague as a king.


  “Spades and buckets is round the point with the lobster catch.” The hammer tapped. He explained that all the lovers would be sent away alive in sacks if they were not given a sharp stang with one of these. It was an ordinary grey and red garden trowel. L.M. went off to save their lives, but not joyfully. She walked heavy, her head down, beating the trowel against her side.


  We were alone. The watcher appeared. He stood always in profile, his felt hat turned up at the side, a [128] patch on the eye nearest us. His curved pipe fell from his jaws.


  “Hi, Missy,” he shouted to me. “Why don’t you give us a bit of a show out there?”


  The little man remonstrated. The sea was like a mass of half-set jelly. On the horizon it seemed ages fell.


  “Come on, Missy!” bawled the watcher. I took off my clothes, stepped to the edge and was drawn in. I tried to catch the stumps of an old wharf, but slime filled my nails and I was sucked out. They watched.


  Suddenly there came, winnowing landward, an enormous skinny skeleton of a Hindoo, standing upright. A tattered pink and white print coat flapped about his stiff outstretched arms. He had cloth of the same with a fringe of spangles over his head. He stood upright because of the immense sweeping broom of wood growing waist-high. “Help! Help!” I called.


  The noise of the hammer came, and I felt the watcher’s patched profile. A huge unbreakable wave lifted him, tipped him near. His shadow lay even, on the surface of the dusty water—a squat head and two giant arms. It broadened into a smile.


  Strangers


  I saw S. as a little fair man with a walrous moustache, a bowler much too small for him and an ancient frock coat that he keeps buttoning and unbuttoning. D.B. saw him as a grave gentleman with big black whiskers. Anyhow, there he was at the end of a dark [129] tunnel, either coming towards us or walking away…. That started us on a fascinating subject. There are the people in D.B.’s life I’ve never seen (very few) and the immense number in mine that he has only heard of. What did they look like to us? And then, before we meet anyone while they are still far too far off to be seen we begin to build an image…. how true is it? It’s queer how well one gets to know this stranger; how often you’ve watched him before the other comes to take his place…. I can even imagine someone keeping their “first impression”—in spite of the other.


  July


  Tedious Brief Adventure of K.M.


  
    A Doctor who came from Jamaica


    Said: “This time I’ll mend her or break her.


    I’ll plug her with serum;


    And if she can’t bear ’em


    I’ll call in the next undertaker.”

  


  
    His locum tenens, Doctor Byam,


    Said: “Right oh, old fellow, we’ll try ’em,


    For I’m an adept, O,


    At pumping in strepto


    Since I was a surgeon in Siam.”

  


  
    The patient, who hailed from New Zealing,


    Said: “Pray don’t consider my feeling,


    Provided you’re certain


    ’Twill not go on hurtin’,


    I’ll lie here and smile at the ceiling.”

  


  
    [130] These two very bloodthirsty men


    Injected five million, then ten,


    But found that the strepto


    Had suddenly crept to


    Her feet—and the worst happened then!

  


  
    Any day you may happen to meet


    Her alone in the Hampstead High Street


    In a box on four wheels


    With a whistle that squeals;


    And her hands do the job of her feet.

  


  [In September 1919 K.M. went to San Remo, and, after a few weeks, took a little furnished cottage—the “Casetta”—at Ospedaletti near by. I was with her in San Remo, but returned to England to my work as editor of The Athenæum as soon as she was settled into the “Casetta” with L.M. For a time K.M. was very happy; but then illness and isolation and the everlasting sound of the sea began to depress her.]


  Mrs. Nightingale: A Dream


  November. Walking up a dark hill with high iron fences at the sides of the road and immense trees over. I was looking for a midwife, Mrs. Nightingale. A little girl, barefoot, with a handkerchief over her head pattered up and put her chill hand in mine; she would lead me.


  A light showed from a general shop. Inside a beautiful fair angry young woman directed me up the hill and to the right.


  “You should have believed me!” said the child, and dug her nails into my palm.


  There reared up a huge wall with a blank notice [131] plastered on it. That was the house. In a low room, sitting by a table, a dirty yellow and black rug on her knees, an old hag sat. She had a grey handkerchief on her head. Beside her on the table was a jar of onions and a fork. I explained. She was to come to mother. Mother was very delicate: her eldest daughter was thirty-one and she had heart disease. “So please come at once.”


  “Has she any adhesions?” muttered the old hag, and she speared an onion, ate it and rubbed her nose.


  “Oh, yes”—I put my hands on my breast—“many, many plural adhesions.”


  “Ah, that’s bad, that’s very bad,” said the old crone, hunching up the rug so that through the fringe I saw her square slippers. “But I can’t come. I’ve a case at four o’clock.”


  At that moment a healthy, bonny young woman came in with a bundle. She sat down by the midwife and explained, “Jinnie has had hers already.” She unwound the bundle too quickly: a new-born baby with round eyes fell forward on her lap. I felt the pleasure of the little girl beside me—a kind of quiver. The young woman blushed and lowered her voice. “I got her to …” And she paused to find a very medical private word to describe washing…. “To navigate with a bottle of English water,” she said, “but it isn’t all away yet.”


  Mrs. Nightingale told me to go to the friend, Madame Léger, who lived on the terrace with a pink light before her house. I went. The terrace of houses was [132] white and grey-blue in the moonlight with dark pines down the road. I saw the exquisite pink light. But just then there was a clanking sound behind me, and there was the little girl, bursting with breathlessness dragging in her arms a huge black bag. “Mrs. Nightingale says you forgot this.”


  So I was the midwife. I walked on thinking: “I’ll go and have a look at the poor little soul. But it won’t be for a long time yet.”


  Et in Arcadia Ego


  To sit in front of the little wood fire, your hands crossed in your lap and your eyes closed—to fancy you see again upon your eyelids all the dancing beauty of the day, to feel the flame on your throat as you used to imagine you felt the spot of yellow when Bogey held a buttercup under your chin … when breathing is such delight that you are almost afraid to breathe—as though a butterfly fanned its wings upon your breast. Still to taste the warm sunlight that melted in your mouth; still to smell the white waxy scent that lay upon the jonquil fields and the wild spicy scent of the rosemary growing in little tufts among the red rocks close to the brim of the sea….


  The moon is rising but the reluctant day lingers upon the sea and sky. The sea is dabbled with a pink the colour of unripe cherries, and in the sky there is a flying yellow light like the wings of canaries. Very stubborn and solid are the trunks of the palm trees. Springing from their tops the stiff green bouquets [133] seem to cut into the evening air and among them, the blue gum trees, tall and slender with sickle-shaped leaves and drooping branches half blue, half violet. The moon is just over the mountain behind the village. The dogs know she is there; already they begin to howl and bark. The fishermen are shouting and whistling to one another as they bring in their boats, some young boys are singing in half-broken voices down by the shore, and there is a noise of children crying, little children with burnt cheeks and sand between their toes being carried to bed….


  I am tired, blissfully tired. Do you suppose that daisies feel blissfully tired when they shut for the night and the dews descend upon them?


  Death


  December 15. When I had gone to bed I realised what it was that had caused me to ‘give way.’ It was the effort of being up, with a heart that won’t work. Not my lungs at all. My despair simply disappeared—yes, simply. The weather was lovely. Every morning the sun came in and drew more squares of golden light on the wall, I looked round my bed on to a sky like silk. The day opened slowly, slowly like a flower, and it held the sun long, long before it slowly, slowly folded. Then my homesickness went. I not only didn’t want to be in England, I began to love Italy, and the thought of it—the sun—even when it was too hot—always the sun—and a kind of wholeness which was good to bask in.


  [134] All these two years I have been obsessed by the fear of death. This grew and grew and grew gigantic, and this it was that made me cling so, I think. Ten days ago it went, I care no more. It leaves me perfectly cold…. Life either stays or goes.


  I must put down here a dream. The first night I was in bed here, i.e. after my first day in bed, I went to sleep. And suddenly I felt my whole body breaking up. It broke up with a violent shock—an earthquake—and it broke like glass. A long terrible shiver, you understand—the spinal cord and the bones and every bit and particle quaking. It sounded in my ears a low, confused din, and there was a sense of floating greenish brilliance, like broken glass. When I woke I thought that there had been a violent earthquake. But all was still. It slowly dawned upon me—the conviction that in that dream I died. I shall go on living now—it may be for months, or for weeks or days or hours. Time is not. In that dream I died. The spirit that is the enemy of death and quakes so and is so tenacious was shaken out of me. I am (December 15, 1919) a dead woman, and I don’t care. It might comfort others to know that one gives up caring; but they’d not believe any more than I did until it happened. And, oh, how strong was its hold upon me! How I adored life and dreaded death!


  I’d like to write my books and spend some happy time with J. (not very much faith withal) and see L. in a sunny place and pick violets—all kinds of flowers. [135] I’d like to do heaps of things, really. But I don’t mind if I do not do them…. Honesty (why?) is the only thing one seems to prize beyond life, love, death, everything. It alone remaineth. O you who come after me, will you believe it? At the end truth is the only thing worth having: it’s more thrilling than love, more joyful and more passionate. It simply can not fail. All else fails. I, at any rate, give the remainder of my life to it and it alone.


  December 17. I’d like to write a long, long story on this and call it “Last Words to Life.” One ought to write it. And another on the subject of Hate.


  December. It often happens to me now that when I lie down to sleep at night, instead of getting drowsy, I feel more wakeful and, lying here in bed, I begin to live over either scenes from real life or imaginary scenes. It’s not too much to say they are almost hallucinations: they are marvellously vivid. I lie on my right side and put my left hand up to my forehead as though I were praying. This seems to induce the state. Then, for instance, it is 10:30 p.m. on a big liner in mid ocean. People are beginning to leave the Ladies’ Cabin. Father puts his head in and asks if “one of you would care for a walk before you turn in. It’s glorious up on deck.” That begins it. I am there. Details: Father rubbing his gloves, the cold air—the night air, the pattern of everything, the feel of the brass stair-rail and the rubber stairs. Then the deck—the pause while [136] the cigar is lighted, the look of all in the moonlight, the steadying hum of the ship, the first officer on deck, so far aloft the bells, the steward going into the smoking-room with a tray, stepping over the high, brass-bound step…. All these things are far realer, more in detail, richer than life. And I believe I could go on until … There’s no end to it.


  I can do this about everything. Only there are no personalities. Neither am I there personally. People are only part of the silence, not of the pattern—vastly different from that—part of the scheme. I could always do this to a certain extent; but it’s only since I was really ill that this—shall we call it?—“consolation prize” has been given to me. My God! it’s a marvellous thing.


  I can call up certain persons—Doctor S. for instance. And then I remember how I used to say to J. and R. “He was looking very beautiful to-day.” I did not know what I was saying. But when I so summon him and see him ‘in relation,’ he is marvellously beautiful. There again he comes complete, to every detail, to the shape of his thumbs, to looking over his glasses, his lips as he writes, and particularly in all connected with putting the needle into the syringe…. I relive all this at will.


  “Any children?” he said, taking his stethoscope as I struggled with my nightgown.


  “No, no children.”


  But what would he have said if I’d told him that [137] until a few days ago I had had a little child, aged five and three quarters, of indeterminate sex? Some days it was a boy. For two years now it had very often been a little girl….


  December. Surely I do know more than other people: I have suffered more, and endured more. I know how they long to be happy, and how precious is an atmosphere that is loving, a climate that is not frightening. Why do I not try to bear this in mind, and try to cultivate my garden? Now I descend to a strange place among strangers. Can I not make myself felt as a real personal force? (why should you?) Ah, but I should. I have had experiences unknown to them. I should by now have learnt C.’s obiter dictum—how true it might be. It must be.


  [Towards the end of December, worried by the depression of her letters, I went to Ospedaletti for a fortnight to see K.M.]


  December 30. Calm day. In garden read early poems in Oxford Book. Discussed our future library. In the evening read Dostoevsky. In the morning discussed the importance of ‘eternal life.’ Played our famous Stone Game (Cape Sixpence and Cornwall).[10]


  [138] December 31. Long talk over house. Foster said I could walk. Sea sounded like an island sea. Happy. Lovely fire in my bedroom. Succès éclatant avec demon before dinner. Listened to Wingley’s fiddle. The wooden bed.


  []


  []


  1920


  [139] January 1. J. prepares to go. Drying figs on the stove, and white socks drying from the mantelpiece. A dish of oranges and rain-wet leaves—a pack of cards on the table. It rains but it is warm. The jonquil is in bud. We linger at the door. L.M. sings.


  January 2. J. left for London. The house very empty and quiet. I was ill all day—exhausted. In the afternoon fell asleep over my work and missed the post. My heart won’t lie down. No post. During the night the cat picture became terrifying.


  January 3. A load of wood. Sent review. Cold day. Miss S. called—deadly dull. Her yawn and recovery. Storm of wind and rain. I had nightmare about J. He and I ‘separated.’ Miss S. talked about tulips, but she makes all sound so fussy: the threads of her soul all ravelled.


  January 4. Cold, wet, windy, terrible weather. Fought it all day. Horribly depressed. D. came to tea; but it was no good. Worked. Two wires from J. According to promise. I cannot write. The jonquils are out, weak and pale. Black clouds pull over.


  [140] Immediately the sun goes in I am overcome—again the black fit takes me. I hate the sea. There is naught to do but work. But how can I work when this awful weakness makes even the pen like a walking-stick?


  January 5. Nuit blanche. Decided at 3 a.m. that D. was a homicidal maniac. Certain of this. Started my story, ‘Late Spring.’ A cold bitter day. Worked on Tchehov all day and then at my story till 11 p.m. Anna came. We talked about her to her face in English. No letters. Post Office strike. Anna’s bow and velvet blouse.


  January 6. Black day. Dark, no sky to be seen; a livid sea; a noise of boiling in the air. Dreamed the cats died of anti-pneumonia. Heart attack 8 a.m. Awful day. No relief for a moment. Couldn’t work. At night changed the position of my bed. At five o’clock I thought I was at sea tossing—for ever. N.B.


  January 7. On the verandah. I don’t want a God to praise or to entreat, but to share my vision with. This afternoon looking at the primula after the rain. I want no one to dance and wave their arms. I only want to feel they see, too.


  January 8. Black. A day spent in Hell. Unable to do anything. Took brandy. Determined not to weep—wept. Sense of isolation frightful. I shall die if I don’t [141] escape. Nauseated, faint, cold with misery. Oh, I must survive it somehow.


  January 9. Black. Another of them. In the afternoon Foster came and agreed I must leave here. Somehow or other I wrote a column. Broke my watch glass. In the evening L.M. and I were more nearly friendly than we have been for years. I couldn’t rest or sleep. The roaring of the sea was insufferable.


  January 10. Spent the evening writing another column. Help me, God! And then L.M. came in to say I was half-an-hour slow. Just did it in time. Had talk with L.M. Our friendship is returning—in the old fashion. Thought out “The Exile.”[11] Appalling night of misery.


  January 11. Worked from 9.30 till a quarter after midnight only stopping to eat. Finished the story. Lay awake then until 5.30 too excited to sleep. In the sea drowned souls sang all night. I thought of everything in my life, and it all came back so vividly…. These are the worst days of my whole life.


  January 12. Posted the story and a telegram. Very tired. The sea howled and boomed and roared away. When will this cup pass from me? Oh, misery! I cannot sleep. I lie retracing my steps—going over all the old life before….


  [142] January 13. Bad day. A curious smoky effect over the coast. I crawled and crept about the garden in the afternoon. I feel terribly weak and all the time on the verge of breaking down. Tried to work; could not work. At six o’clock went back to bed. Had a dreadful nightmare.


  January 14. Foster came: says my lung is remarkably better, but must rest absolutely for two months and not attempt to walk at all. I have got a “bigger chance.” Bell rang at night. My eye pains me. Cannot get a move on. Dreamed about B. She gave me her baby to mind.


  January 15. Sat in my room watching the day change to evening. The fire like a golden stag. Thinking of the past always; dreaming it over. The cotton plant has turned yellow. To-night the sea is down. P.O. strike. No, no letters.


  January 16. Wrote and sent reviews. Stayed in bed, worked. Had a bath. The day was very lovely. I had to work hard. In the evening began my new story “A Strange Mistake.”[12] P.O. strike for letters and telegrams. At night I could not sleep. My life in London seems immeasurably far and all like a dream. L.M. talked of herself as a child.


  [143] January 17. Postal strike: no letters, no wire. Tearing up and sorting the old letters. The feeling that comes—the anguish—the words that fly out into one’s breast: My darling! My wife! Oh, what anguish! Oh, will it ever be the same? Lay awake at night listening to the voices. Two men seemed to sing—a tenor and a baritone: then the drowned began.


  January 18. No letters: strike still on. A fine day. But what is that to me? I am an invalid. I spend my life in bed. Read Shakespeare in the morning. I feel I cannot bear this silence to-day. I am haunted by thoughts.


  January 19. No letters or papers. V. came; and Mrs. V. and Miss S. in white. “The trouble I’ve had with you, Mrs. Murry, and the expense it’s put me to—more fuss than if you’d died there.” The women against the flowers were so lovely—even Miss S. I had a dreadful crying fit about “noise and cleanliness.” It was horrible.


  January 20. Washed my hair. L.M. out all day. Here alone—a perfect day. I wandered in the garden…. There was a ship, white and solid on the water. Overcoat disappeared. The fire in my room and the double light. All was exquisitely beautiful. “Good-bye.” It now believes we are going and it is safe.


  January 21. A day like a dream. V.’s hair, stick, jacket, teeth, tie—all to be remembered. “To use a [144] volgarism, I’m fed up.” The journey—the flowers—these women here. Jinnie’s black satin neckcloth and pearl pin. This exquisitive cleanliness turns me into a cat.


  [On this day K.M. finally left the Casetta for a nursing home in Mentone.]


  January 22. Saw the doctor: a fool. The Casetta left to itself: the little winds blowing, the shutters shut, the cotton plant turning yellow. Spent a tiring morning. My heart hurts me. The meals downstairs are a fearful strain. But the people naïve.


  January 23. Saw two of the doctors—an ass, and an ass. Spent the day at my window. It was very lovely and fair. But I was trying to work all day and could not get down to it. In the night had appalling nightmare.


  January 24. Cousin C. brought the tiny dog to see me—a ravishing animal. The same despairing desire to work, and could not work. I suppose I started reviewing T. nine or ten times. Felt very tired as a result of this.


  January 25. The meals here are a horror. I seem to be sitting hours and hours there, and the people are ugly. Nevertheless, thank God I am here, in sound of the train, in reach of the post.


  [145] January 26. Felt ill with fatigue and cold and my lungs hurt. It is because I am not working. All is a bit of a nightmare for that reason. My temper is so bad! I feel I am horrid and can’t stop it. It’s a bad feeling.


  January 27. The woman who does the massage is not really any good. My life is queer here. I like my big airy room, but to work is so hard. At the back of my mind I am so wretched. But all the while I am thinking over my philosophy—the defeat of the personal.


  January 28. I shall not remember what happened on this day. It is a blank. At the end of my life I may want it, may long to have it. There was a new moon: that I remember. But who came or what I did—all is lost. It’s just a day missed, a day crossing the line.


  January 30. I tried all day to work and feel dog-tired. Perhaps it’s the massage. Jinnie came to see me and brought me a present from her little dog.


  January 31. Changed my room for this other. I prefer it. It is more snug and there is only one bed.


  February 1. My room is horrible. Very noisy: a constant clatter and a feeling as though it were doorless. French people don’t care a hang how much noise they make. I hate them for it. Stayed in bed; felt very ill, but don’t mind because of the reason. The food was [146] really appalling: nothing to eat. At night old Casetta feelings, like madness. Voices and words and half-visions.


  February 2. Connie and Jinnie came and brought a notice of my book [“Bliss”]. I brought in more flowers. Saw the lovely palm. Love will win if only I can stick to it. It will win after all and through all


  February 3. Went for a little walk in the garden and saw all the pale violets. The beauty of palm trees. I fell in love with a tree. Japonica is a lovely flower, but people never grow enough of it.


  February 4. Horrible day. I lay all day and half slept in this new way—hearing voices.


  February 5. Went for a drive. All the way gay. The house and the girl. Couldn’t work: slept again. Dreadful pain in joints. Fearfully noisy house! Saw an orange-tree, an exquisite shape against the sky: when the fruit is ripe the leaves are pale yellow.


  February 6. Determined to review two books to-day and to get on with “Second Helping.” Saw the fool of a doctor to-day. Diddle-dum-dum-dee! Cod is the only word! Bad-in-age! Flat-ter-ie! Gal-ant-ter-ie! Frogs!!! Vous pouvez vous promener. Liar. The palm tree. Did not finish review; but no matter, it goes.


  [147] February 7. House in a perfect uproar. Dreadfully nervous. Dressmaker came and her little apprentice who gave me the flowers. Had a bath—but all was in a tearing hurry and clatter. Had a strange dream. “She is one with the moonlight.” George Sand—ma sœur.


  February 8. To Villa Flora. In the garden with the unhappy woman lying on the hard bench. The Spanish brocade cloth—the piece of heliotrope. Jinnie’s plan that I shall go and live there. Came back and wrote it all to J. in delight. I for the first time think I should like to join the Roman Catholic Church. I must have something.


  [Shortly afterwards K.M. left the nursing home to stay at the Villa Flora with her cousin Miss Beauchamp and her friend Miss Fullerton, whose devoted care of her was rewarded by a rapid and remarkable improvement in her health.]


  Anguish


  The postman was late. She rang and asked the eternal ‘déjà passé?’ and heard the eternal ‘pas encore, Madame.’ At last Armand appeared with a letter and the papers. The letter she read. And then it happened again, again there seemed to be a dreadful loud shaking and trembling: her heart leaped. She sank down in the bed. She began to weep and could not stop.


  The first bell rang. She got up, she began to dress, crying and cold. The second bell. She sat down and [148] steeled herself; her throat ached, ached. She powdered herself thickly and went downstairs. In the lift: “Armand, cherchez-moi une voiture pour deux heures juste.” And then one hour and a quarter in the brilliant glaring noisy salle, sipping wine to stop crying, and seeing all the animals crack up the food. The waiters kept jerking her chair, offering food. It was no good. She left and went upstairs, but that was fatal. Had she a home? A little cat? Was she any man’s wife? Was it all over?


  She dressed and went downstairs into the horrible hall, because there, with the monde drinking coffee, she dared not cry. A little brougham drove up with an old dragging man. She got in. “A la poste!” Oh, these little broughams, what she had gone through in them! the blue-buttoned interior, the blue cords and ivory tassels, all, all! She leaned back and lifted her veil and dried her tears. But it was no use. The post office was full. She had to wait in a queue for the telegrams among horrible men who shouted over her shoulder, horrible men. And now, where? A dose of sal volatile at the chemist’s. While he made it up she walked quickly up and down the shop, twisting her hands. There was a box of Kolynos. It spoke of him, him in her room, talking about the foam, saying he’d leave his behind. Four francs seventy-five.


  She bought and drank the mixture, and now, where? She got into the cab—the old man hung at the door—she couldn’t speak. Suddenly down the [149] road on the opposite side, looking very grave came Frances. She crossed over and taking her hand said “Deo gratias.” And she was silent a moment. Then she said suddenly, “Come along and see M‘Laren now. Let’s fix it now this moment.” They waited in a very quiet room, rich with books and old dark coloured prints, and dark highly polished furniture. Frances went out for a preparatory talk and then came back for her and they entered the doctor’s room. He was short, dry, with a clipped beard and fine brown eyes. A fire burned: there were books everywhere. German books too. Frances stayed while the long familiar careful examination went on again. The doctor took infinite pains. When he had done she dressed, and Frances said: “Doctor, it’s the desire of my life to cure this—little friend of mine. You must let me have her, you must let me do it.” And after a pause which the other thought final, he said: “I think it would be ideal for her to be with you. She ought not to have to suffer noise and the constant sight of repellent people. She is highly sensitive and her disease—of such long standing, has increased it a thousandfold.” He was quiet, grave, gentle. Oh, if they could have known or seen her heart that had been stabbed and stabbed. But she managed to smile and thank the doctor, and then Frances put her back into the brougham, and it was arranged she would leave in a week.


  All the afternoon she had been seeing wallflowers. Let her never have a sprig of wallflowers—if ever she [150] had a garden. Oh, anguish of life! Oh, bitter, bitter Life! That reminded her of wallflowers and Shakespeare. Yes, how in a Winter’s Tale, Perdita refused gillyflowers in her garden. “They call them nature’s bastards.” She came back into her room and lay down. It was like Bavaria again, but worse, worse—and now she could not take a drug, or anything. She must just bear it and go on.


  The Glimpse


  And yet one has these ‘glimpses’, before which all that one ever has written (what has one written?)—all (yes, all) that one ever has read, pales…. The waves, as I drove home this afternoon, and the high foam, how it was suspended in the air before it fell…. What is it that happens in that moment of suspension? It is timeless. In that moment (what do I mean?) the whole life of the soul is contained. One is flung up—out of life—one is ‘held,’ and then,—down, bright, broken, glittering on to the rocks, tossed back, part of the ebb and flow.


  I don’t want to be sentimental. But while one hangs, suspended in the air, held,—while I watched the spray, I was conscious for life of the white sky with a web of torn grey over it; of the slipping, sliding, slithering sea; of the dark woods blotted against the cape; of the flowers on the tree I was passing; and more—of a huge cavern where my selves (who were like ancient sea-weed gatherers) mumbled, indifferent and intimate … and this other self apart in the carriage, [151] grasping the cold knob of her umbrella, thinking of a ship, of ropes stiffened with white paint and the wet, flapping oilskins of sailors…. Shall one ever be at peace with oneself? Ever quiet and uninterrupted—without pain—with the one whom one loves under the same roof? Is it too much to ask?


  February 29. Oh, to be a writer, a real writer given up to it and to it alone! Oh, I failed to-day; I turned back, looked over my shoulder, and immediately it happened, I felt as though I too were struck down. The day turned cold and dark on the instant. It seemed to belong to summer twilight in London, to the clang of the gates as they close the garden, to the deep light painting the high houses, to the smell of leaves and dust, to the lamp-light, to that stirring of the senses, to the languor of twilight, the breath of it on one’s cheek, to all those things which (I feel to-day) are gone from me for ever…. I feel to-day that I shall die soon and suddenly: but not of my lungs.


  There are moments when Dickens is possessed by this power of writing: he is carried away. That is bliss. It certainly is not shared by writers to-day. The death of Cheedle: dawn falling upon the edge of night. One realises exactly the mood of the writer and how he wrote, as it were, for himself, but it was not his will. He was the falling dawn, and he was the physician going to Bar. And again when …


  
    [152] Le temps des lilas et le temps des roses


    Ne reviendra plus ce printemps-ci,


    Le temps des lilas et le temps des roses


    Est passé—le temps des œillets aussi.

  


  
    Le vent a changé—les cieux sont moroses


    Et nous n’irons pas couper et cueillir


    Les lilas en fleurs et les belles roses;


    Le printemps est triste et ne put fleurir.

  


  
    O joyeux et doux printemps de l’année


    Qui vint, l’an passé, nous ensoleiller;


    Notre fleur d’amour est si bien fânée


    Las! que ton baiser ne peut l’éveiller.

  


  
    Et toi, que fais-tu? pas de fleurs écloses


    Point de gai soleil ni d’ombrages frais;


    Le temps des lilas et le temps des roses


    Avec notre amour est mort à jamais.

  


  Life’s a queer thing. I read this to-day, and in my mind I heard it sung in a very pure voice to a piano, and it seemed to me to be part of the great pain of youthful love.


  Wickedness


  I kissed her. Her cheek felt cold, white, and somehow moist. It was like kissing a church candle. I looked into her eyes: they were pale, flickering with dim, far-off lights. She smelled faintly of incense. Her skirt was rubbed and bulged at the knees.


  “But how could you say that about the Blessed Virgin!” said she. “It must have hurt Our Lady so terribly.”


  [153] And I saw the B.V. throwing away her copy of Je ne parle pas français and saying: “Really, this K.M. is all that her friends say of her to me.”


  Roosters and Hens


  By night and at early morning I love to listen to my darling roosters crowing to one another from lonely yards. Each one has a different note: I have never heard two roosters crow alike. But the hens who seem from their cackle to be laying eggs all day long sound as like one another as … as … In fact there’s no possible distinguishing between them. L.M. says they are not all laying eggs. Some of them are frightened, surprised, excited, or just—playful. But this seems to me to make the affair even more … humiliating.


  April 4. Easter eggs in the folded napkins. A Happy Easter. We drink to absent friends, but carelessly, not knowing whether to bow or no.


  April 9. Cold and windy. Out of the window the writhing palms—the dust—the woman with a black veil. I feel I must live alone, alone, alone—with artists only to touch the door. Every artist cuts off his ear and nails it on the outside of the door for the others to shout into.


  April 11. I never can remember what happens. It is so without outline. “Yesterday” falls into the general shade. But all the time one looks back and there are [154] wonders. There is always Miss H. stretching out her hands to the great defiant mosquito—crying with a kind of groan—“Oh, the darlings!” That remains for ever. And then one must never forget the dog which gets all the love of children. “Going nice ta-tas, my ducksie pet!”


  April 12. Went to the fish museum at Monaco. Must remember the bubbles as the man plunged the rod into the tanks. The young girl. How naice! Young girls make me feel forty. Well, one certainly doesn’t want to look 21. The woman with her three little children at Monte….


  [At the end of April K.M. returned to England, to her house in Hampstead.]


  August 9. “And if a man will consider life in its whole circuit, and see how superabundantly it is furnished with what is extra-ordinary and beautiful and great, he shall soon know for what we were born.”


  August 9. I should like to have a secret code to put on record what I feel to-day. If I forget it, may my right hand forget its cunning … the lifted curtain … the hand at the fire with the ring and stretched fingers … no, it’s snowing … the telegram to say he’s not … just the words arrive 8.31. But if I say more I’ll give myself away.


  [Later.] I wrote this because there is a real danger of forgetting that kind of intensity, and it won’t do.


  [155] December 8, 1920. No, there is no danger of forgetting.


  August 12. More beautiful by far than a morning in spring or summer. The mist—the trees standing in it—not a leaf moves—not a breath stirs. There is a faint smell of burning. The sun comes slowly—slowly the room grows lighter. Suddenly, on the carpet, there is a square of pale, red light. The bird in the garden goes ‘snip—snip—snip’—a little wheezy, like the sound of a knife-grinder. The nasturtiums blaze in the garden: their leaves are pale. On the lawn, his paws tucked under him, sits the black and white cat….


  August. I cough and cough, and at each breath a dragging, boiling, bubbling sound is heard. I feel that my whole chest is boiling. I sip water, spit, sip, spit. I feel I must break my heart. And I can’t expand my chest; it’s as though the chest had collapsed…. Life is—getting a new breath. Nothing else counts.


  “Can’t you help me? Can’t you?” But even while she asked him she smiled as if it didn’t matter so much whether he could or couldn’t.


  My nature … my nerves … the question is whether I shall change or not. Per-sonally…. You see him? And he has a friend, a confidant, an old schoolfellow, small, shabby, with a wooden leg, whom he has re-discovered. [156] He’s married. The friend enters the new ménage. Little by little he gets to know the wife. No tragedy. He feels like a one-legged sparrow. Talking together in the house before she comes in. “Is that you, Beaty? Can we have some tea?”


  Let the sparrow—let the sparrow—suffer the sparrow to….


  Charades. Roger of course commits suicide, cuts his throat with a paper knife and gurgles his life away.


  [The following notes evidently refer to the first conception of the unfinished story called Weak Heart, which is included in “The Doves’ Nest” (see page 183). The date shows that K.M. had cherished the idea of the story a long while.]


  September. The daughter of the watch-smith. Her piano-playing. Her weak heart, queer face, queer voice, awful clothes. The violets in their garden. Her little mother and father. The scene at the Baths: the coldness, the blueness of the children, her size in the red twill bathing-dress, trimmed with white braid. The steps down to the water—the rope across.


  Edie has a brother Siegfried. 17. You never know whether he has begun to shave or not. He and Edie walk in arm in arm…. Her Sunday hat is trimmed beyond words.


  Oh, that tree at the corner of May Street! I forgot it until this moment. It was dark and hung over the street like a great shadow. The father was fair and youthful to look at. He was a clock-maker.


  [157] [The following entries belong to September 1920, and were made on the journey to the Villa Isola Bella at Mentone, where K.M. spent the winter of that year.]


  Feminine Psychology


  “It is said that the turtledove never drinks clear water, but always muddies it first with its foot so that it may the better suit its pensive mind.”


  Isola Bella: How shall I buy it?


  Southward Bound


  Lying facing the window I woke early. The blind was half pulled down. A deep pink light flew in the sky, and the shapes of the trees, ancient barns, towers, walls were all black. The pools and rivers were quicksilver. Nearing Avignon, the orchard in the first rays of sunlight shone with gold fruit: apples flashed like stars.


  L.M.’s legs dangled. She dropped down, slowly waving her big grey legs, as though something pulled her, dragged her—the tangle of rich blue weeds on the red carpet.


  “A-vig … Avig … Avig-non.” she said.


  “One of the loveliest names in the world done to death,” said I. “A name that spans the ancient town like a bridge.”


  She was very impressed. But then George Moore could impress her.


  Woman and Woman


  [158] What I feel is: She is never for one fraction of a second unconscious. If I sigh, I know that her head lifts. I know that those grave large eyes solemnly fix on me: Why did she sigh? If I turn she suggests a cushion or another rug. If I turn again, then it is my back. Might she try to rub it for me? There is no escape. All night: a faint rustle, the smallest cough, and her soft voice asks: “Did you speak? Can I do anything?” If I do absolutely nothing then she discovers my fatigue under my eyes. There is something profound and terrible in this eternal desire to establish contact.


  Man and Woman


  Mysterious is man and woman. She sat on a flat seat in the corridor and he stood above her while the dark fat man beat them up a couple of beds. She looked sulky, stubborn and bored. But it was plain to see she suited him.


  “Bang on the door when you’re ready, old girl!”


  And the door slammed. He sat on the flap-seat, smoothed his thin smooth hair, folded his bony hands. A neat foot dangled from a trim ankle. The light shone on his glasses. Seeing him thus one could not imagine a man who looked less like a woman’s man. But I admired him immensely. I was proud of them as “made in England.”


  Breakfast Time


  [159] It grew hot. Everywhere the light quivered green-gold. The white soft road unrolled, with plane-trees casting a trembling shade. There were piles of pumpkins and gourds: outside the house the tomatoes were spread in the sun. Blue flowers and red flowers and tufts of deep purple flared in the road-side hedges. A young boy, carrying a branch, stumbled across a yellow field, followed by a brown high-stepping little goat. We bought figs for breakfast, immense thin-skinned ones. They broke in one’s fingers and tasted of wine and honey. Why is the northern fig such a chaste fair-haired virgin, such a soprano? The melting contraltos sing through the ages.


  England and France


  The great difference: England so rich, with the green bowers of the hops and gay women and children with their arms lifted, pausing to watch the train. A flock of yellow hens, led by a red rooster, streamed across the edge of the field. But France: an old man in a white blouse was cutting a field of small clover with an old-fashioned half-wooden scythe. The tops of the flowers were burnt; the stooks (are they stooks?) were like small heaps of half-burned tobacco.


  [Marie of the following notes was the bonne at the Villa Isola Bella.]


  Marie


  [160] October. She is little and grey with periwinkle—I feel inclined to write peritwinkle—blue eyes and swift, sweeping gestures. Annette said she is “une personne très supérieure—la veuve d’un cocher,” and “qu’elle a son appartement à Nice…. Mais, que voulez-vous? La vie est si chère. On est forcé.” But Marie does not look like any of these imposing, substantial things. She is far too gay, too laughing, too light, to have ever been more than a feather in the coachman’s hat. As to an appartement, I suspect it was a chair at a window which overlooked a market.


  Throttling, strangling by the throat, a helpless, exhausted little black silk bag.


  But one says not a word and to the best of one’s belief gives no sign. I went out into the gentle rain and saw the rainbow. It deepens; it shone down into the sea and it faded: it was gone. The small gentle rain fell on the other side of the world. Frail—Frail. I felt Life was no more than this.


  Marie and the Cauliflower


  “Mon pauvre mari rolled over and said: Tu as peur? Que tu es bête! Ce sont des rats. Douze encore.” I thought, after she told me, and these words kept rippling and rippling through my mind, something had disturbed the long silent forgotten surface. How many of his words were remembered? Did anybody ever quote the living words he’d spoken? “Tu as peur? [161] Que tu es bête!” Words spoken at night, in the dark, strangely intimate, reassuring. He turned over and lifted himself in his grave as Marie spoke. Mournful, mournful….


  “What about a cauliflower?” I said. “A cauliflower with white sauce.”


  “But they are so dear, Madame,” wailed Marie. “So dear. One little cauliflower for 2 fr. 50. It’s robbery, it’s …”


  Suddenly through the kitchen window I saw the moon. It was so marvellously beautiful that I walked out of the kitchen door, through the garden and leaned over the gate before I knew what I was doing. The cold bars of the gate stopped me. The moon was full, transparent, glittering. It hung over the sighing sea. I looked at it for a long time. Then I turned round, and the little house faced me—a little white house quivering with light, a house like a candle shining behind a feather of mimosa-tree. I had utterly forgotten these things when I was ordering the dinner. I went back to the kitchen.


  “Let us have a cauliflower at any price,” I said firmly.


  And Marie muttered, bending over a pot—could she have understood?—“En effet, the times are dangerous!”


  Foundlings


  “Does nobody want that piece of bread and butter?” says L.M. You would really think from her tone that she was saving the poor little darling from [162] the river or worse, willing to adopt it as her own child and bring it up so that it never should know it was once unwanted. She cannot bear to see solitary little pieces of bread and butter or lonely little cakes—or even a lump of sugar that someone has cruelly, heartlessly left in his saucer. And when you offer her the big cake, she says resignedly: “Oh, well, my dear, I’ll just try,” as though she knew how sensitive and easily hurt the poor old chap’s feelings were, if he’s passed by. After all, it can’t hurt her.


  L.M. is also exceedingly fond of bananas. But she eats them so slowly, so terribly slowly. Ah, they know it—somehow they realise what is in store for them when she reaches out her hand. I have seen bananas turn absolutely livid with terror, or grow pale—pale as ashes.


  The Kiss


  … I kissed her. Her flesh felt cold, pale, soft. I thought of nuns who have prayed all night in cold churches…. All her warmth and colour and passion she had offered up in prayer, in cold ancient churches…. She was chill, severe, pale; the light flickered in her raised eyes like the light of candles; her skirt was worn shiny over her peaked knees; she smelled faintly of incense. “No, Father. Yes, Father. Do you think so, Father?” (But still I haven’t said what I wanted to say.) October 18, 1920.


  The Doll


  [163] “Well, look!” muttered Miss Sparrow.[13] “I’ve nothing to be ashamed of. Look as much as you like. I defy you. It’s what I’ve wanted all my life,” she cried brokenly, “and now I’ve got it. I defy you. I defy the world!” And she drew herself up in front of the window, proudly, proudly; her eyes flashed, her lips gleamed. She pressed the doll to her flat bosom. She was the Unmarried Mother.


  Of course, I can’t write that. I’m surprised to have made such a crude note. That’s the raw idea, as they say. What I ought to do, though, is to write it, somehow, immediately, even if it’s not good enough to print. My chief fault, my overwhelming fault is not writing it out. Well, now that I know it (and the disease is of very long standing) why don’t I begin, at least, to follow a definite treatment? It is my experience that when an ‘evil’ is recognised, any delay in attempting to eradicate it is fatally weakening. And I, who love order, with my mania for the ‘clean sweep,’ for every single thing being ship-shape—I to know there’s such an ugly spot in my mind! Weeds flourish in neglect. I must keep my garden open to the light and in order. I must at all costs plant these bulbs and not leave them (oh, shameful!) to rot on the garden paths. To-day (October 18, 1920) is Monday. I have raised my right hand and sworn. Am I ever happy except when overcoming difficulties? Never. Am I ever [164] free from the sense of guilt, even? Never. After I had finished that slight sketch, The Young Girl, wasn’t there a moment which surpasses all other moments? Oh, yes. Then—why do you hesitate? How can you? I take my oath. Not one day shall pass without I write something—original.


  December 14. The baby became covered with ink-spots and served as a little reminder for days of the things she had forgotten to say and the things she might have said so differently.


  The Little Cat


  “Here he used to sit and sometimes on the path below there sat a small white and yellow cat with a tiny flattened face. It sat very still and its little peaked shadow lay beside it….


  “This little cat never ran straight. It wound its way along the path, skirting the tufts of grass, crept now by the fence, now to the side of a rubbish-heap, and its little paws seemed to touch the ground as lightly as possible as though it were afraid of being followed,—traced.”


  I shan’t say it like that. It’s only a note. But Ah, my darling, how often have I watched your small, silent progress! I shall not forget you, my little cat, as you ran along your beat on this whirling earth.


  When Jean-Paul was undressed, his breast was like a small cage of bent bamboos. And she hated to see it. [165] “Cover yourself!” And he shot his small arms into his woollen shirt.


  Why Suffer?


  “I don’t want you to be other than yourself….”


  “But if I am myself I won’t do what you ask me to do…. I feel its forcing me. It’s not me; it’s not my geste.”


  They looked at each other and for some reason they smiled, actually smiled.


  “I really and truly don’t know what I want to do. Life isn’t so simple as all that, you know….”


  And the music went on, gay, soothing, reassuring. All will be well, said the music. Life is so easy … so easy. Why suffer …?


  This is the music when the elephants come in to drink out of bottles. Then the clown comes in and takes the bottles away and drinks himself.


  The Last Waiting-Room


  One must write a story about a doctor’s waiting-room. The glass doors with the sun from outside shining through; the autumn trees pale and fine; the cyclamen, like wax. Now a cart shakes by.


  Think of the strange places that illness carries one into; the strange people among whom one passes from hand to hand; the succession of black-coated gentlemen to whom she’d whispered 99, 44, 1—2—3. The last waiting-room. All before had been so cheerful.


  “Then you don’t think my case is hopeless?”


  “The disease is of long standing, but certainly not [166] hopeless.” This one, however, leaned back and said: “You really want to know?”


  “Yes, of course. Oh, you can be quite frank with me.”


  “Then, I do!”


  The carriage came and drove her away, her head buried in her collar.


  But the champagne was no good at all. I had to drink it because it was there; but there was something positively malicious in the way the little bubbles hurled themselves to the brim, danced, broke. They seemed to be jeering at me.


  Suffering


  I should like this to be accepted as my confession.


  There is no limit to human suffering. When one thinks: “Now I have touched the bottom of the sea—now I can go no deeper,” one goes deeper. And so it is for ever. I thought last year in Italy, Any shadow more would be death. But this year has been so much more terrible that I think with affection of the Casetta! Suffering is boundless, it is eternity. One pang is eternal torment. Physical suffering is—child’s play. To have one’s breast crushed by a great stone—one could laugh!


  I do not want to die without leaving a record of my belief that suffering can be overcome. For I do believe it. What must one do? There is no question of what is called ‘passing beyond it.’ This is false.


  [167] One must submit. Do not resist. Take it. Be overwhelmed. Accept it fully. Make it part of life.


  Everything in life that we really accept undergoes a change. So suffering must become Love. This is the mystery. This is what I must do. I must pass from personal love to greater love. I must give to the whole of life what I gave to one. The present agony will pass—if it doesn’t kill. It won’t last. Now I am like a man who has had his heart torn out—but—bear it—bear it! As in the physical world, so in the spiritual world, pain does not last for ever. It is only so terribly acute now. It is as though a ghastly accident had happened. If I can cease reliving all the shock and horror of it, cease going over it, I will get stronger.


  Here, for a strange reason, rises the figure of Doctor Sorapure. He was a good man. He helped me not only to bear pain, but he suggested that perhaps bodily ill-health is necessary, is a repairing process, and he was always telling me to consider how man plays but a part in the history of the world. My simple kindly doctor was pure of heart as Tchehov was pure of heart. But for these ills one is one’s own doctor. If ‘suffering’ is not a repairing process, I will make it so. I will learn the lesson it teaches. These are not idle words. These are not the consolations of the sick.


  Life is a mystery. The fearful pain will fade. I must turn to work. I must put my agony into something, change it. ‘Sorrow shall be changed into joy.’


  It is to lose oneself more utterly, to love more deeply, to feel oneself part of life,—not separate.


  [168] Oh Life! accept me—make me worthy—teach me.


  I write that. I look up. The leaves move in the garden, the sky is pale, and I catch myself weeping. It is hard—it is hard to make a good death….


  To live—to live—that is all. And to leave life on this earth as Tchehov left it and Tolstoi.


  After a dreadful operation I remember that when I thought of the pain of being stretched out, I used to cry. Every time I felt it again, and it was unbearable.


  That is what one must control. Queer! The two people left are Tchehov—dead—and unheeding, indifferent Doctor Sorapure. They are the two good men I have known.


  19-12-1920.


  Katherine Mansfield.


  At the Bay


  At last the milk white harbour catches the glitter and the gulls floating on the trembling water gleam like the shadows within a pearl.


  [See Six Years After, “The Doves’ Nest,” p. 115.]


  The house dog comes out of his kennel dragging the heavy chain and kalop-kalops at the water standing cold in the iron pan. The house cat emerges from nowhere and bounds on to the kitchen window sill waiting for her spill of warm morning milk.


  [See At the Bay, “The Garden Party,” p. 10.]


  Morning Children


  [169] Children! children!


  Oh no. Not yet. Oh, it can’t be time. Go away. I wont. Oh, why must I?


  Children! Children!


  They are being called by the cold servant girls.


  But they simply can’t get up. They simply must have one more little sleep—the best sleep of all—the warm, soft, darling little rabbit of a sleep…. Just let me hug it one minute more before it bounds away.


  Soft little girls rolled up in rounds, just their bunch of curls showing over the sheet top; little long pale boys stretching out their slender feet; other little boys lying on their bellies pressing their heads into the pillows; tiny little fellows with fresh cut hair sprouting from a tuft; little girls on their backs, their fists clenched, the bedclothes anyhow, one foot dangling; girls with pig tails or rings of white paper snails instead of hair…. And now there is the sound of plunging water and all those youthful, warm bodies, the tender exposed boy children, and the firm compact little girls, lie down in the bath tubs and ruffle their shoulders scattering the bright drops as birds love to do with their wings….


  Squeech! Squeech! Tchee! Quee! Little boys with plastered hair, clean collars and brand new boots squeak from the nursery to the lobby to the cupboard under the stairs where the school kits are hung. Furious [170] young voices cry: “Who’s stolen my ink eraser that was in the well of my pencil box?”


  They hiss through their teeth at the stolid servant girls carrying the porridge pots: “You’ve been at this! Thief! Spy!!”


  The Stranger


  “You merely find yourself in the old position of trying to change me. And I refuse to be changed. I won’t change. If I don’t feel these things—I don’t feel them and there’s an end of it.”


  For a moment he stood there, cold, frigid, grasping the door-handle, staring not at her but over her head. He looked like a stranger who had opened her door by accident, and felt it necessary, for some reason or other to explain the accident before he closed it again and went out of her life for ever.


  Weak Tea


  … “I have just partaken of that saddest of things—a cup of weak tea. Oh, why must it be weak! How much more than pathetic it is to hear someone say as she puts it down before you: “I am afraid it is rather weak.” One feels such a brute to take advantage of it until it is a little stronger. I grasp the cup; it seems to quiver—to breathe—“coward!” I confess, I can never hear a person at a tea party say (in that timid whisper you know, as though they were shamefully conscious): “Very weak for me, please,” without wanting to burst into tears. Not that I like desperately strong tea—No, let it be a moderate strength—tea [171] that rings the bell. Very strong tea does seem to give you your penny back—in the teapot from the taste of it.


  Now and again Fred talked in his sleep. But even then you could say he was quiet…. She would wake up and hear him say suddenly: “it wants a couple of screws,” or “try the other blade,” but never more than that.


  The Change


  For a long time she said she did not want to change anything in him, and she meant it. Yet she hated things in him and wished they were otherwise. Then she said she did not want to change anything in him and she meant it. And the dark things that she had hated she now regarded with indifference. Then she said she did not want to change anything in him. But now she loved him so that even the dark things she loved, too. She wished them there; she was not indifferent. Still they were dark and strange but she loved them. And it was for this they had been waiting. They changed. They shed their darkness—the curse was lifted and they shone forth as Royal Princes once more, as creatures of light.


  The Rivers of China


  She sat on the end of the box ottoman buttoning her boots. Her short fine springy hair stood out round her head. She wore a little linen camisole and a pair of short frilled knickers.


  [172] “Curse these buttons,” she said, tugging at them. And then suddenly she sat up and dug the handle of the button hook into the box ottoman.


  “Oh dear,” she said, “I do wish I hadn’t married. I wish I’d been an explorer.” And then she said dreamily, “The Rivers of China, for instance.”


  “But what do you know about the rivers of China, darling,” I said. For Mother knew no geography whatever; she knew less than a child of ten.


  “Nothing,” she agreed. “But I can feel the kind of hat I should wear.” She was silent a moment. Then she said, “If Father hadn’t died I should have travelled and then ten to one I shouldn’t have married.” And she looked at me dreamily—looked through me, rather.


  Snow-Mountains


  Have you noticed how very smug those mountains look that are covered with snow all the year round. They seem to expect me to be so full of admiring awe. It never seems to enter their silly tops to wonder whether it isn’t rather dull to be so for ever and ever above suspicion.


  Cultivated Minds


  Such a cultivated mind doesn’t really attract me. I admire it, I appreciate all “les soins et les peines” that have gone to produce it—but it leaves me cold. After all, the adventure is over. There is now nothing to do but to trim and to lop and to keep back—all [173] faintly depressing labours. No, no, the mind I love must still have wild places, a tangled orchard where dark damsons drop in the heavy grass, an overgrown little wood, the chance of a snake or two (real snakes), a pool that nobody’s fathomed the depth of—and paths threaded with those little flowers planted by the mind. It must also have real hiding places, not artificial ones—not gazebos and mazes. And I have never yet met the cultivated mind that has not had its shrubbery. I loathe and detest shrubberies.


  Let me remember when I write about that fiddle how it runs up lightly and swings down sorrowful; how it searches—


  In the white lace, the spreading veil and the pearls she looked like a gull. But a quick hungry gull with an absolutely insatiable appetite for bread. “Come feed me! Feed me!” said that quick glare. It was as though all her vitality, her cries, her movements, her wheelings depended upon the person on the bridge who carried the loaf.


  The Voyage of “The Bugle”


  No, no, said Miss P., that really isn’t fair. I love serious books. Why, I don’t know when I’ve enjoyed a book as much as—as—Dear me! How silly! It’s on the tip of my tongue—Darwin’s … one moment—it’s coming—Darwin’s Decline and Fall…. No, no, that wasn’t the one. That’s not right now. Tchuh! Tchuh! you know how it is—I can see it quite [174] plainly and yet … I’ve got it! Darwin’s Descent of Man! … Was that the one—though? Do you know now I’m not certain? I feel it was, and yet it’s unfamiliar. This is most extraordinary. And yet I enjoyed it so much. There was a ship. Ah! that’s brought it back. Of course, of course! That was the one. Darwin’s Voyage of the Bugle!


  “La mère de Lao-Tse a conçu son fils rien qu’en regardant filer une étoile.”


  December 27. When I stuck the small drawing to the side of the mirror frame I realised that the seal—the mark—the cachet rouge—had been set on the room. It had then become the room of those two, and not her room any more. It is not that the room was dead before, but how it has gained in life! Whence has come the tiny bouquet of tangerine fruits, the paste-pot on the writing-table, the fowl’s feather stuck in Ribni’s hair,[14] the horn spectacles on the Chinese embroidery. The ‘order’ in which I live is not changed, but enriched; in some strange way it is enlarged.


  This is en effet just the effect of his mind upon mine. Mysterious fitness of our relationship! And all those things which he does impose on my mind please me so deeply that they seem to be natural to me. It is all part of this feeling that he and I, different beyond the dream of difference, are yet an organic whole. We are, [175] as I said yesterday, the two sides of the medal, separate, distinct and yet making one. I do not feel that I need another to fulfil my being, and yet having him, I possess something that without him I would lack. In fact we are—apart from everything else—each other’s critic in that he ‘sees’ me, I see myself reflected as more than I appear and yet not more than I am, and so I believe it is with him. So, to be together is apart from all else an act of faith in ourselves.


  I went out into the garden just now. It is starry and mild. The leaves of the palm are like down-drooping feathers; the grass looks soft, unreal, like moss. The sea sounded, and a little bell was ringing, and one fancied—was it real, was it imaginary?—one heard a body of sound, one heard all the preparations for night within the houses. Some one brings in food from the dark, lamp-stained yard. The evening meal is prepared. The charcoal is broken, the dishes are clattered; there is a soft movement on the stairs and in the passages and doorways. In dusky rooms where the shutters are closed the women, grave and quiet, turn down the beds and see that there is water in the water-jugs. Little children are sleeping….


  Does it always happen that while you look at the star you feel the other stars are dancing, flickering, changing places, almost playing a game on purpose to bewilder you? It is strange that there are times when I feel the stars are not at all solemn: they are secretly gay. I felt this to-night. I sat on the cane chair and leaned against the wall. I thought of him contained in [176] the little house against which I leaned—within reach—within call. I remembered there was a time when this thought was a distraction. Oh, it might have been a sweet distraction—but there it was! It took away from my power to work…. I, as it were, made him my short story. But that belongs to the Past…. One has passed beyond it.


  []


  1921


  The Question


  [177] January. Does one ever know? One never knows. She realised how foolish it would be to ask the question: “What are you thinking of?” And yet if she did not ask the question she would never be certain that he was not thinking of…. Even if she asked, how could she be certain he did not make up the answer.


  [An unposted letter.]


  Your letters sounded insincere to me; I did not believe them. People don’t write such things; they only think they do, or they read them in books. But real life is on quite another plane. If I were not ill, I still would have withdrawn from the world because of my hatred of insincerity. It makes me dreadfully uncomfortable and unhappy. I could have answered your letter just in your vein and ‘accepted’ it, you knowing how I accepted it and I knowing that you knew—but it wouldn’t have lasted. It would have been another cul de sac relationship. What good would that have been to either of us?


  You see—to me—life and work are two things indivisible. It’s only by being true to life that I can be true to art. And to be true to life is to be good, sincere, simple, honest. I think other people have given you a [178] wrong idea of me, perhaps. I like to love only my friends. I have no time for anything less precious. Friendship is an adventure; but do we agree about the meaning of the word ‘adventure’? That’s so important! That’s where I feel we would quarrel. If you came on to our boat should we have understood one another?


  You must not think I am ‘prejudiced’ or unfair. I am not. I still wish it were possible; but I cannot, and I won’t pretend. Let us really and truly know where we are first. Let us be open with each other and not concealing anything.


  January 14. “To be happy with you seems such an impossibility! It requires a luckier star than mine! It will never be…. The world is too brutal for me.” [Keats to Fanny Brawne, August 1820.]


  [February?] Le travail, même mauvais, vaut mieux que la rêverie.


  “But I can’t see why you should mind, so much,” she said for the hundredth time. “I can’t see what it is you object to. It isn’t as though people would notice you even. Goodness me! I’m always meeting them since … since …” She broke off. “And it seems such a waste, too. There it is, standing in the hall, doing nothing. It seems so ungrateful, after it’s been lent to you, not to give it a trial at least. Why don’t you say something?”


  She was pinning on her hat in front of the mirror in [179] the sitting room. Her outdoor jacket and gloves lay across a chair. And when he still didn’t answer her she made a little weary hopeless face at the mirror which meant: “Oh dear, we’re in one of our moods again!”


  “If it’s me you’re thinking of by any chance,” she said quickly, snatching at the jacket——


  Here is Marie with the supper. And I shall have to endure her until it is over. But that is not important: what is, is that I have not written anything to-day worth a sou. I have passed the day in a kind of idleness. Why? Does it take so long to begin again? Is it my old weakness of will?


  Oh, I must not yield! I must this evening, after my supper, get something done. It’s not so terribly hard after all. And how shall I live my good life if I am content to pass even one day in idleness? It won’t do. Control—of all kinds. How easy it is to lack control in little things! And once one does lack it the small bad habits—tiny perhaps—spring up like weeds and choke one’s will. That is what I find.


  My temper is bad; my personal habits are not above reproach; I’m ungracious—mentally untidy. I let things pass that I don’t understand (unpardonable!) and I excuse myself, invent pretexts for not working. Yet is my desire to be idle greater than my desire to work? Is my love of rêverie greater than my love of action. Treacherous habit! Habit above all others evil and of long standing! I must give it up at once or lose my self-respect…. He that faileth in little [180] things shall not succeed in great things. Even my handwriting. From this moment it too must change. After supper I must start my Journal and keep it day by day. But can I be honest? If I lie, it’s no use.


  [I joined K.M. at Mentone in February 1921, when The Athenæum ceased separate publication. At the beginning of May K.M. left Mentone for Switzerland, while I returned to England to lecture at Oxford, rejoining her at Sierre at the end of May. After a little while we went up to Montana to a furnished chalet (“Chalet des Sapins”). For some weeks the action of K.M.’s heart in the high altitude gave her great pain.]


  May 5. Genève: Salle d’attente. The snow lay like silver light on the tops of the mountains.


  In the chill, greenish light, the wide motionless rivers looked as though they were solid, and the pale furrowed earth, with white fruit-trees like coral branches, looked as if it were water.


  Later. The station clock.


  [An unposted letter.]


  The Tig Courier, Sir, is a weekly paper that pays you £950 a year for an article, personal as possible, the more intimate the better.


  For three days the Editor has been waiting for your copy. To-night she got a postcard written in a train; but that was all. Will you tell her


  (a) your reasons for withholding it (as subtle as you like) or


  (b) when she may expect it.


  Address: Tig, Stillin, Bedfordshire.


  [An unposted letter.]


  [181] Dear B. I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear you are dancing again—‘albeit delicately,’ as you say.


  
    Lo! how sweetly the Graces do it foot


    To the instrument!


    They dauncen deftly and singen sooth


    In their merriement.

  


  That means you are really better. Don’t get ill again. Isn’t it awful—being ill! I lie all day on my old balcony lapping up eggs and cream and butter with no one but a pet gold-finch to bear me tumpanēē. I must say the gold-finch is a great lamb. He’s jet tame, and this morning after it had rained he came for his Huntley and Palmer crumb with a little twinkling rain-drop on his head. I never saw anyone look more silly and nice. Switzerland is full of birds, but they are mostly stodgy little German trots flown out of Appenrodt’s catalogue…. But all Switzerland is on the side of the stodges….


  [An unposted letter.]


  I keep walking and walking round this letter, treading on my toes and with my tail in the air; I don’t know where to settle. There’s so much to say and the day is so fine. Well, here goes, darling.


  The journey to Geneva took no time. My watchet seemed to be racing the train. We arrived some time after one, and I went and sat on a green velvet chair while L.M. saw to things. I suppose we had a long [182] wait there; it did not seem long. Ever since early morning those mountains that I remembered from last time had been there—huge, glittering, with snow like silver light on their tops. It was absolutely windless, and though the air was cold, it was cold like spring. In fact (perhaps you realise I am putting a terrific curb on myself) it was delicious. Only to breathe was enough. Then we got into an omnibus train, and it waddled slowly round the lake, stopping at every tiny station. Germans were in the carriage; in fact, I was embedded in Germans, huge ones—Vater und die Mama und Hänse. Every time we saw a lilac-bush, they all cried Schön! This was very old-world. There was also a notice in the carriage to say that the company had thoughtfully provided a cabinet. This they read aloud—first, Vater, then die Mama and then little Hänse.


  We arrived at Clarens just as the station clock (which was a cuckoo clock: that seems to me awfully touching, doesn’t it to you?) struck seven, and a motor-car, like a coffee-mill, flew round and round the fields to Baugy. Oh dear, you realize I’m just telling you facts. The embroidery I’ll have to leave for now. The hôtel is simply admirable so far. Too clean. Spick is not the word, nor is span. Even the sprays of white lilac in my room were fresh from the laundry. I have two rooms and a huge balcony. And so many mountains that I haven’t even begun to climb them yet. They are superb. The views from the windows, Betsy, over fields, little mushroom-like chalets, lake, trees, [183] and then mountains, are overwhelming. So is the green velvet and flesh-pink satin suite in the salon, with copper jugs for ornaments and a picture on the wall called Jugendidylle. More of this later.


  I am posing here as a lady with a weak heart and lungs of Spanish leather. It seems to ‘go down’ for the present. Well, I had dinner in my room: consommé, fish with cream sauce, roast turkey, new potatoes, braised laitue, and two little tiny babas smothered in cream. I had to send the turkey and trimmings away. Even then….


  Saint-Galmier is superseded by Montreux,[15] which the label says is saturated with carbonic acid gas. But my physiology book said this was deadly poison and we only breathed it out—never unless we were desperate, took it in. However, according to Doctors Ritter, Spingel, and Knechtli, it’s marvellous for gravel and makes the water sparkil like champagne. These are the Minor Mysteries….


  June 8. For the first time since the war I talked German to a German. “Wollen Sie fragen ob man warten kann?” And so on. It was simply extraordinary. Why?


  July. Montana. One thing I am determined upon. And that is to leave no sign. There was a time—it is not so long ago—when I should have written all that has happened since I left France. But now I deliberately [184] choose to tell no living soul. I keep silence as Mother kept silence. And though there are moments when the old habit ‘tempts’ me and I may even get so far as to write a page, they are only moments, and each day they are easier to conquer.


  Chalet des Sapins, Montana. Just as now I say scarcely a word about my treacherous heart. If it’s going to stop, it is going to stop, and there’s an end of it. But I have been in this little house for nearly two days now, and it has not once quietened down. What dread to live in! But what’s the use of saying aught? No, my soul, be quiet….


  July 10. And now, just as I felt a little better and less worried about my head and my heart, the gland has become inflamed and all the surrounding tissue, too. It looks as though an abscess were forming. So here is another scare. And with it, I’ve one of my queer attacks when I feel nauseated all the time and can’t bear light or noise or heat or cold. Shall I get through this, too? It is not easy still to find the courage to cope with these onslaughts….


  July 13. Went to the Palace, and had the gland punctured. It is very unlikely that they will save the skin. I am sure, from the feeling, that they won’t, and that this affair is only beginning. I shall be back at the Palace before the week is out. In the meantime I am exhausted and can’t write a stroke.


  [185] Well, I must confess I have had an idle day. God knows why. All was to be written, but I just didn’t write it. I thought I could, but I felt tired after tea and rested instead. Is it good or bad in me to behave so? I have a sense of guilt, but at the same time I know that to rest is the very best thing I can do. And for some reason there is a kind of booming in my head—which is horrid. But marks of earthly degradation still pursue me. I am not crystal clear. Above all else I do still lack application. It’s not right. There is so much to do, and I do so little. Life would be almost perfect here if only when I was pretending to work I always was working. But that is surely not too hard. Look at the stories that wait and wait just at the threshold. Why don’t I let them in? And their place would be taken by others who are lurking beyond just out there—waiting for the chance.


  Next Day. Yet take this morning, for instance. I don’t want to write anything. It’s grey; it’s heavy and dull. And short stories seem unreal and not worth doing. I don’t want to write; I want to live. What does she mean by that? It’s not easy to say. But there you are!


  Queer, this habit of mine of being garrulous. And I don’t mean that any eye but mine should read this. This is—really private. And I must say—nothing affords me the same relief. What happens as a rule is, if I go on long enough, I break through. Yes, it’s rather like tossing very large flat stones into the [186] stream. The question is, though, how long this will prove efficacious. Up till now, I own, it never has failed me….


  One’s sense of the importance of small events is very juste here. They are not important at all….!? Strange! I suddenly found myself outside the library in Wœrishofen: spring—lilac—rain—books in black bindings.


  And yet I love this quiet clouded day. A bell sounds from afar; the birds sing one after another as if they called across the tree-tops. I love this settled stillness, and this feeling that, at any moment, down may come the rain. Where the sky is not grey, it is silvery white, streaked with little clouds. The only disagreeable feature of the day is the flies. They are really maddening, and there is nothing really to be done for them: I feel that about hardly anything.


  The Barmaid


  She had an immense amount of fuzzy hair piled up on top of her head, and several very large rings, which from their bright flashing look, you felt certain were engagement-rings.


  Above all cooking smells I hate that of mutton chops. It is somehow such an ill-bred smell. It reminds me of commercial travellers and second-class, N.Z.


  I’ll stand in front of the house and knock, and when the door is opened, run in past the maid and call for whoever is there.


  [187] Should you say wasted? No, not really. Something is gathered. This quiet time brings one nearer.


  July. I finished Mr. and Mrs. Dove yesterday. I am not altogether pleased with it. It’s a little bit made up. It’s not inevitable. I mean to imply that those two may not be happy together—that that is the kind of reason for which a young girl marries. But have I done so? I don’t think so. Besides, it’s not strong enough. I want to be nearer—far, far nearer than that. I want to use all my force even when I am taking a fine line. And I have a sneaking notion that I have, at the end, used the Doves unwarrantably. Tu sais ce que je veux dire. I used them to round off something—didn’t I? Is that quite my game? No, it’s not. It’s not quite the kind of truth I’m after. Now for Susannah. All must be deeply felt.


  But what is one to do, with this wretched cat and mouse act? There’s my difficulty! I must try to write this afternoon instead. There is no reason why I shouldn’t! No reason, except the after-effects of pain on a weakened organism.


  July 23. Finished An Ideal Family yesterday. It seems to me better than The Doves, but still it’s not good enough. I worked at it hard enough, God knows, and yet I didn’t get the deepest truth out of the idea, even once. What is this feeling? I feel again that this kind of knowledge is too easy for me; it’s even a kind of [188] trickery. I know so much more. This looks and smells like a story, but I wouldn’t buy it. I don’t want to possess it—to live with it. NO. Once I have written two more, I shall tackle something different—a long story: At the Bay, with more difficult relationships. That’s the whole problem.


  “Out of the pocket of the mackintosh she took an ample bag, which she opened and peered into and shook. Her eyebrows were raised, her lips pressed together….”


  “And a very long shining blue-black hairpin gleaming on the faded carpet….”


  “She shuddered. And now when she looked at his photograph, even the white flower in his buttonhole looked as though it were made of a curl of mutton-fat….”


  “And she saw Mr. Bailey in a blue apron standing at the back of one of those horrible shops. He had one hand on his hip, the other grasped the handle of a long knife that was stuck into a huge chopping block. At the back of him there hung a fringe of small rabbits, their feet tied together, a dark clot of blood trembling from their noses….”


  July 18. The noise in this house this morning is sheer hell. It has gone on steadily since shortly after six o’clock, and for some reason the maid seems to have completely lost her head. It’s now nearly ten, and she hasn’t cleared the breakfast away. I have to go again [189] to the Palace at 11, and the consequence is I’m rather nervous anyway. And I’ve had the flowers to do and various things to see to like—laundry. I can hardly bear it. Now she plods up. Bang! She will be at the door in a moment. I don’t know how to stand it if it goes on. She’s here. She’s about to put the things in the lift. What are her thoughts? I don’t know or care. But I bitterly long for a little private room where I can work undisturbed. The balcony is not good enough; neither is this salon. Here again, J. has beaten me. And it’s not half so important for him….


  A Welcome


  And because, when you arrive unexpected, there is so often a cold gleam in the hussif’s eye which means: “I can manage the sheets perfectly, but the blankets are certainly going to be a problem,” I would have you met in the doorway by a young creature carrying a not too bright lamp, it being, of course, late evening, and chanting, as you brush under the jasmine porch:


  
    Be not afraid, the house is full of blankets,


    Red ones and white ones, lovely beyond dreaming,


    Key-pattern, tasselled, camel-hair and woolly,


    Softer than sleep or the bosom of a swan.

  


  [In the middle of the manuscript of Her First Ball.]


  July 25. All this! All that I write—all that I am—is on the border of the sea. It’s a kind of playing. I want to put all my force behind it, but somehow, I cannot!


  
    [190] Ful gay was al the ground, and queynt,


    And poudred as men had it peynt


    With many a fresh and sondry flour


    That casten up ful good savour.

  


  [From an unposted letter.]


  It’s a chill, strange day. I can just get about. I decided this morning to write to S—— about the Swiss Spahlinger treatment: whether it would be suitable for me, etc. And I shall wire you to-morrow, asking you to go and see S——. Say what you like. But let him know that I am practically a hopeless invalid. I have tried to explain about money to him; why I haven’t paid him, and I have promised to pay the first moment I can….


  August. “I have been writing a story about an old man.”


  She looked vague. “But I don’t think I like old men—do you?” said she. “They exude so.”


  This horrified me. It seemed so infernally petty, and more than that… it was the saying of a vulgar little mind.


  Later: I think it was shyness.


  August 11. I don’t know how I may write this next story. It’s so difficult. But I suppose I shall. The trouble is I am so infernally cold.


  [The “next story” was The Voyage. The finished manuscript is dated August 14, 1921.]


  [From an unposted letter.]


  [191] I would have written a card before, but I have been—am—ill, and to-day’s the first day I’ve taken a pen even so far. I’ve had an attack of what the doctor calls acute enteritis. I think it was poisoning. Very high fever and sickness and dysentery and so on. Horrible. I decided yesterday to go to the Palace, but to-day makes me feel I’ll try and see it out here. J. is awfully kind in the menial offices of nurse, and I’ve not been able to take any food except warm milk, so Ernestine can’t work her worst on me. She seems, poor creature, to be much more stupid than ever! Burns everything! Leaves us without eggs, and went off for her afternoon yesterday without a word. We didn’t even know she was gone.


  Love


  August. A sudden idea of the relationship between ‘lovers.’


  We are neither male nor female. We are a compound of both. I choose the male who will develop and expand the male in me; he chooses me to expand the female in him. Being made ‘whole.’ Yes, but that’s a process. By love serve ye one another…. And why I choose one man for this rather than many is for safety. We bind ourselves within a ring and that ring is as it were a wall against the outside world. It is our refuge, our shelter. Here the tricks of life will not be played. Here is safety for us to grow.


  Why, I talk like a child!


  [192] August 29. “If I could only sweep all my garden up the hill, to your doors!” Her perfect little gesture as she said this.


  The Candlestick

  [An imaginary letter.]


  Many thanks for your stuffy letter. As for the candlestick, dear, if you remember, I gave it you on your last birthday. No wonder it reminded you of me. I have kept it in its paper and intend to return it to you with a pretty little note on your next. Or shall I first send it to you as an early Christmas present and do you return it as a late one or a New Year’s gift. Easter we shall leave out. It would be a trifle excessive at Easter. I wonder which of us will be in possession of it at the last. If it is on my side, I shall leave it you in my will, all proper, and I think it would be nice of you, Camilla, to desire that it should be buried with you. Besides, one’s mind faints at the idea of a candlestick whirling through space and time for ever—a fliegende candlestick, in fact!


  I have been suffering from wind round the heart. Such a tiresome complaint, but not dangerous. Really, for anything to be so painful I think I would prefer a spice of danger added. The first act was brought on by a fit of laughing.


  September. September is different from all other months. It is more magical. I feel the strange chemical change in the earth which produces mushrooms is the [193] cause, too, of this extra ‘life’ in the air—a resilience, a sparkle. For days the weather has been the same. One wakes to see the trees outside bathed in green-gold light. It’s fresh—not cold. It’s clear. The sky is a light pure blue. During the morning the sun gets hot. There is a haze over the mountains. Occasionally a squirrel appears, runs up the mast of a pine-tree, seizes a cone and sits in the crook of a branch, holding it like a banana. Now and again a little bird, hanging upside-down, pecks at the seed. There is a constant sound of bells from the valley. It keeps on all day, from early to late.


  Midday—with long shadows. Hot and still. And yet there’s always that taste of a berry rather than scent of a flower in the air. But what can one say of the afternoons? Of the evening? The rose, the gold on the mountains, the quick mounting shadows? But it’s soon cold—Beautifully cold, however.


  September


  [The following occurs in the middle of an unpublished and unfinished MS. called “By Moonlight.” “Karori” was the “novel” of which Prelude and At the Bay were—at one time—to have formed parts. But eventually the idea was abandoned, because K.M. saw that her “novel” would have been so unlike a novel that it was no use calling it one.]


  I am struck beyond words, and again it seems to me that what I am doing has no form! I ought to finish my book of stories first and then, when it’s gone, really get down to my novel, Karori.


  [194] Why I should be so passionately determined to disguise this, I don’t quite know. But here I lie, pretending, as Heaven knows how often I have before, to write. Supposing I were to give up this pretence and really did try? Supposing I only wrote half a page in a day—it would be half a page to the good; and I should at least be training my mind to get into the habit of regular performance. As it is, every day sees me further off my goal. And, once I had this book finished, I’m free to start the real one. And it’s a question of money.


  But my idea, even of the short story, has changed rather, lately—That was lucky! J. opened the door softly and I was apparently really truly engaged…. And—no, enough of this. It has served its purpose. It has put me on the right lines.


  [At the end of the same MS. is this note.]


  This isn’t bad, but at the same time it’s not good. It’s too easy…. I wish I could go back to N.Z. for a year. But I can’t possibly just now. I don’t see why not, in two years’ time though.


  [An unposted letter.]


  October 13. Dear Friend. I like your criticism. It is right you should have hated those things in me. For I was careless and false. I was not true in those days. But I have been trying for a long time now to “squeeze the slave out of my soul.” … I just want to let you know.


  [195] Oh, I am in the middle of a nice story [The Garden Party]. I wish you would like it. I am writing it in this exercise book, and just broke off for a minute to write to you.


  Thank you for the address. I can’t go to Paris before the spring, so I think it would be better if I did not write until then. I feel this light treatment is the right one. Not that I am ill at present. I am not in the least an invalid, in any way.


  It’s a sunny, windy day—beautiful. There is a soft roaring in the trees and little birds fly up into the air just for the fun of being tossed about.


  Good-bye. I press your hand. Do you dislike the idea we should write to each other from time to time?


  Katherine.


  [At the end of the manuscript of The Garden Party.]


  This is a moderately successful story, and that’s all. It’s somehow, in the episode at the lane, scamped.


  The New Baby


  It is late night, very dark, very still. Not a star to be seen. And now it has come on to rain. What happiness it is to listen to rain at night; joyful relief, ease; a lapping-round and hushing and brooding tenderness, all are mingled together in the sound of the fast-falling rain. God, looking down upon the rainy earth, sees how faint are these lights shining in little windows,—how easily put out….


  Suddenly, quick hard steps mount the stone [196] staircase. Someone is hurrying. There is a knock at my door, and at the same moment a red beaming face is thrust in, as Ernestine announces, “He is born.”


  Born!


  “He is born!”


  Oh, Ernestine, don’t turn away. Don’t be afraid. Let me weep too.


  You ought to keep this, my girl, just as a warning to show what an arch-wallower you can be.


  October 16. Another radiant day. J. is typing my last story, The Garden Party, which I finished on my birthday [October 14]. It took me nearly a month to ‘recover’ from At the Bay. I made at least three false starts. But I could not get away from the sound of the sea, and Beryl fanning her hair at the window. These things would not die down. But now I’m not at all sure about that story. It seems to me it’s a little ‘wispy’—not what it might have been. The G.P. is better. But that is not good enough, either….


  The last few days what one notices more than anything is the blue. Blue sky, blue mountains, all is a heavenly blueness! And clouds of all kinds—wings, soft white clouds, almost hard little golden islands, great mock-mountains. The gold deepens on the slopes. In fact, in sober fact, it is perfection.


  But the late evening is the time—of times. Then with that unearthly beauty before one it is not hard to [197] realise how far one has to go. To write something that will be worthy of that rising moon, that pale light. To be ‘simple’ enough, as one would be simple before God….


  October 27. Stories for my new book.


  N.Z. Honesty: The Doctor, Arnold Cullen, and his wife Lydia, and Archie the friend.


  L. Second Violin: Alexander and his friend in the train. Spring—spouting rain. Wet lilac.


  N.Z. Six Years After: A wife and husband on board a steamer. The cold buttons. They see someone who reminds them.


  L. Life like Logs of Driftwood: This wants to be a long, very well-written story. The men are important, especially the lesser man. It wants a good deal of working … newspaper office.


  N.Z. A Weak Heart: Ronnie on his bike in the evening, with his hands in his pockets, doing marvels, by that dark tree at the corner of May Street. Edie and Ronnie.


  L. Widowed: Geraldine and Jimmie: a house overlooking Sloane Street and Square. Wearing those buds at her heart. “Married or not married….” From Autumn to Spring.


  N.Z. Our Maude: Husband and wife play duets and a one a two a three a one a two three one! His white waistcoats. Wifeling and Mahub! What a girl you are!


  [198] N.Z. At Karori: The little lamp. I seen it. And then they were silent. (Finito: October 30, 1921.)


  I wish that my silence were only a two-minute one!


  October. I wonder why it should be so very difficult to be humble. I do not think I am a good writer; I realize my faults better than anyone else could realize them. I know exactly where I fail. And yet, when I have finished a story and before I have begun another, I catch myself preening my feathers. It is disheartening. There seems to be some bad old pride in my heart; a root of it that puts out a thick shoot on the slightest provocation…. This interferes very much with work. One can’t be calm, clear, good as one must be, while it goes on. I look at the mountains, I try to pray and I think of something clever. It’s a kind of excitement within, which shouldn’t be there. Calm yourself. Clear yourself. And anything that I write in this mood will be no good; it will be full of sediment. If I were well, I would go off by myself somewhere and sit under a tree. One must learn, one must practise, to forget oneself. I can’t tell the truth about Aunt Anne unless I am free to look into her life without self-consciousness. Oh God! I am divided still. I am bad. I fail in my personal life. I lapse into impatience, temper, vanity, and so I fail as thy priest. Perhaps poetry will help.


  I have just thoroughly cleaned and attended to my fountain pen. If after this it leaks, then it is no gentleman!


  [199] November 13. It is time I started a new journal. Come, my unseen, my unknown, let us talk together. Yes, for the last two weeks I have written scarcely anything. I have been idle; I have failed. Why? Many reasons. There has been a kind of confusion in my consciousness. It has seemed as though there was no time to write. The mornings, if they are sunny, are taken up with sun-treatment; the post eats away the afternoon. And at night I am tired.


  ‘But it all goes deeper.’ Yes, you are right. I haven’t been able to yield to the kind of contemplation that is necessary. I have not felt pure in heart, not humble, not good. There’s been a stirring-up of sediment. I look at the mountains and I see nothing but mountains. Be frank! I read rubbish. I give way about writing letters. I mean I refuse to meet my obligations, and this of course weakens me in every way. Then I have broken my promise to review the books for The Nation. Another bad spot. Out of hand? Yes, that describes it—dissipated, vague, not positive, and above all, above everything, not working as I should be working—wasting time.


  Wasting time. The old cry—the first and last cry—Why do ye tarry? Ah, why indeed? My deepest desire is to be a writer, to have “a body of work” done. And there the work is, there the stories wait for me, grow tired, wilt, fade, because I will not come. And I hear and I acknowledge them, and still I go on sitting at the window, playing with the ball of wool. What is to be done?


  I must make another effort—at once. I must begin all over again. I must try and write simply, fully, freely, from my heart. Quietly, caring nothing for success or failure, but just going on.


  [200] I must keep this book so that I have a record of what I do each week. (Here a word. As I re-read At the Bay in proof, it seemed to me flat, dull, and not a success at all. I was very much ashamed of it. I am.) But now to resolve! And especially to keep in touch with Life—with the sky and this moon, these stars, these cold, candid peaks.


  November 16. To go to Sierre, if it goes on like this … or to—or to—


  November 21. Since then [i.e. since writing the entry of October 16, 1921] I have only written The Doll’s House. A bad spell has been on me. I have begun two stories,[16] but then I told them and they felt betrayed. It is absolutely fatal to give way to this temptation…. To-day I began to write, seriously, The Weak Heart,—a story which fascinates me deeply. What I feel it needs so peculiarly is a very subtle variation of ‘tense’ from the present to the past and back again—and softness, lightness, and the feeling that all is in bud, with a play of humour over the character of Ronnie. And the feeling of the Thorndon Baths, the wet, moist, oozy … no, I know how it must be done.


  [201] May I be found worthy to do it! Lord, make me crystal clear for thy light to shine through!


  November 24. These last days I have been awfully rebellious. Longing for something. I feel uprooted. I want things that J. can so easily do without, that aren’t natural to him. I long for them. But then, stronger than all these desires, is the other, which is to make good before I do anything else. The sooner the books are written, the sooner I shall be well, the sooner my wishes will be in sight of fulfilment. That is sober truth, of course. As a pure matter of fact I consider this enforced confinement here as God-given. But, on the other hand, I must make the most of it quickly. It is not unlimited any more than anything else is. Oh, why—oh, why isn’t anything unlimited? Why am I troubled every single day of my life by the nearness of death and its inevitability? I am really diseased on that point. And I can’t speak of it. If I tell J. it makes him unhappy. If I don’t tell him, it leaves me to fight it. I am tired of the battle. No one knows how tired.


  To-night, when the evening-star shone through the side-window and the mountains were so lovely, I sat there thinking of death. Of all there was to do—of Life, which is so lovely—and of the fact that my body is a prison. But this state of mind is evil. It is only by acknowledging that I, being what I am, had to suffer this in order to do the work I am here to perform. It is only by acknowledging it, by being thankful that [202] work was not taken away from me, that I shall recover. I am weak where I must be strong.


  And to-day—Saturday—less than ever. But no matter. I have progressed … a little. I have realised what it is to be done—the strange barrier to be crossed from thinking it to writing it…. Daphne.


  [On the next page begins the unfinished MS. of Daphne, included in “The Doves’ Nest.”]


  Shakespeare Notes


  All’s Well that Ends Well


  The First Lord is worth attending to. One could have thought that his speeches and those of the Second Lord would have been interchangeable; but he is a very definite, quick-cut character. Take, for example, the talk between the two in Act IV Scene III. The Second Lord asks him to let what he is going to tell dwell darkly with him.


  First Lord: ‘When you have spoken it, ’tis dead, and I am the grave of it.’


  And then his comment:


  ‘How mightily sometimes we make us comforts of our losses.’


  And this is most excellent:


  ‘The web of our life is of a mingled yarn, good and ill together; our virtues would be proud if our faults whipped them not; and our faults would despair if they were not cherished by our virtues.’


  I like the temper of that extremely—and does it [203] not reveal the man? Disillusioned and yet—amused—worldly, and yet he has feeling. But I see him as—quick, full of Life, and marvellously at his ease with his company, his surroundings, his own condition, and the whole small, solid earth. He is like a man on shipboard who is inclined to straddle just to show (but not to show off) how well his sea-legs serve him….


  The Clown—“a shrewd knave and an unhappy”—comes to tell the Countess of the arrival of Bertram and his soldiers.


  ‘Faith, there’s a dozen of ’em, with delicate fine hats and most courteous feathers, that bow and nod the head at every man.’


  In that phrase there is all the charm of soldiers on prancing, jingling, dancing horses. It is a veritable little pageant. With what an air the haughty (and intolerable) Bertram wears his two-pile velvet patch—with what disdain his hand in the white laced French glove tightens upon the tight rein of his silver charger. Wonderfully sunny, with a little breeze. And the Clown, of course, sees the humour of this conceit….


  Parolles is a lovable creature, a brave little cock-sparrow of a ruffian.


  … ‘I am now sir, muddied in Fortune’s mood, and smell somewhat strong of her strong displeasure.’


  I must say Helena is a terrifying female. Her virtue, her persistence, her pegging away after the odious Bertram (and disguised as a pilgrim—so typical!) [204] and then telling the whole story to that good widow-woman! And that tame fish Diana. As to lying in Diana’s bed and enjoying the embraces meant for Diana—well, I know nothing more sickening. It would take a respectable woman to do such a thing. The worst of it is I can so well imagine … for instance acting in precisely that way, and giving Diana a present afterwards. What a cup of tea the widow and D. must have enjoyed while it was taking place, or did D. at the last moment want to cry off the bargain? But to forgive such a woman! Yet Bertram would. There’s an espèce de mothers-boyisme in him which makes him stupid enough for anything.


  The Old King is a queer old card—he seems to have a mania for bestowing husbands. As if the one fiasco were not enough, Diana has no sooner explained herself than he begins:


  
    “If thou be’st yet a fresh uncropped flower


    Choose thou thy husband, and I’ll pay thy dower.”

  


  I think Shakespeare must have seen the humour of that. It just—at the very last moment of the play, puts breath into the old fool.


  Hamlet


  Coleridge on Hamlet. ‘He plays that subtle trick of pretending to act only when he is very near being what he acts.’


  … So do we all begin by acting and the nearer we are to what we would be the more perfect our disguise. [205] Finally there comes the moment when we are no longer acting; it may even catch us by surprise. We may look in amazement at our no longer borrowed plumage. The two have merged; that which we put on has joined that which was; acting has become action. The soul has accepted this livery for its own after a time of trying on and approving.


  To act … to see ourselves in the part—to make a larger gesture than would be ours in life—to declaim, to pronounce, to even exaggerate, to persuade ourselves (?) or others (?) To put ourselves in heart? To do more than is necessary in order that we may accomplish ce qu’il faut.


  And then Hamlet is lonely. The solitary person always acts.


  But I could write a thousand pages about Hamlets.


  Mad Scene. If one looks at it with a cold eye is really very poor. It depends entirely for its effect upon wispy Ophelia. The cardboard King and Queen are of course only lookers-on. They don’t care a halfpenny. I think the Queen is privately rather surprised at a verse or two of her songs…. And who can believe that a solitary violet withered when that silly fussy old pomposity died? And who can believe that Ophelia really loved him, and wasn’t thankful to think how peaceful breakfast would be without his preaching?


  The Queen’s speech after Ophelia’s death is exasperating to one’s sense of poetic truth. If no one saw it happen—if she wasn’t found until she was drowned, how does the Queen know how it happened? Dear [206] Shakespeare has been to the Royal Academy … for his picture.


  Miranda and Juliet


  To say that Juliet and Miranda might very well be one seems to me to show a lamentable want of perception. Innocent, early-morning-of-the-world Miranda, that fair island still half dreaming in a golden haze—lapped about with little joyful hurrying waves of love…. And small, frail Juliet, leaning upon the dark—a flower that is turned to the moon and closes, reluctant, at chill dawn. It is not even her Spring. It is her time for dreaming: too soon for love. There is a Spring that comes before the real Spring and so there is a love—a false Love. It is incarnate in Juliet.


  Romeo and Juliet


  When the old nurse cackles of leaning against the dove-house wall it’s just as though a beam of sunlight struck through the curtains and discovered her sitting there in the warmth with a tiny staggerer. One positively feels the warmth of the sunny wall….


  Twelfth Night


  Malvolio’s “or … play with some rich jewel.” There speaks the envious servant-heart that covets his master’s possessions. I see him stroking the cloth with a sigh as he puts away his master’s coat—holding up to the light or to his fingers the jewel before he snaps it into its ivory case. I see the servant copying the master’s expression as he looks in the master’s mirror.


  [207] And that … “having risen from a day bed where I have left Olivia sleeping.” Oh, doesn’t that reveal the thoughts of all those strange creatures who attend upon the lives of others!


  Anthony and Cleopatra


  Act I. Scene i.


  
    “The triple pillars of the world …


    “The wide arch of the ranged empire …”


    “To-night we’ll wander through the streets and note


    The qualities of people.” (That is so true a pleasure of lovers.)

  


  Act I. Scene 2.


  
    “A Roman thought hath struck him …”


    “Ah, then we bring forth weeds


    When our quick minds lie still …”

  


  Enobarbus constantly amazes me, e.g. his first speeches with Anthony about Cleopatra’s celerity in dying.


  
    “Your old smock brings forth a new petticoat.”

  


  Act I. Scene 3. Like Scene 2. (1) “Saw you my lord?” (2) “Where is he?” The married woman. There’s jealousy! And then her fury that he’s not more upset at Fulvia’s death! ‘Now I know how you’ll behave when I die!’


  These are beautiful lines of Anthony’s:


  
    “Our separation so abides and flies


    That thou, residing here, goes yet with me,


    And I, hence fleeing, here remain with thee.”

  


  [208] Act I. Scene 4.


  
    “Like to a vagabond flag upon the stream


    Goes to and back, lackeying the varying tide


    To rot itself with motion.”

  


  Marvellous words! I can apply them. There is a short story. And then it seems that the weed gets caught up and it sinks; it is gone out to sea and lost. But comes a day, a like tide, a like occasion, and it reappears more sickeningly rotten still! Shall he? Will he? Are there any letters? No letters? The post? Does he miss me? No. Then sweep it all out to sea. Clear the water for ever! Let me write this one day.


  
    “His cheek so much as lanked not.” (Economy of utterance.)

  


  Act III. The short scene between Anthony and the Soothsayer is very remarkable. It explains the tone of Caesar’s remarks to Anthony…. And Anthony’s concluding speech shows his uneasiness at the truth of it. He’ll go to Egypt. He’ll go where his weakness is praised for strength. There’s a hankering after Egypt between the lines.


  Scene 5. “Tawny-finned fishes … their shiny jaws….” and the adjectives seem part of the nouns when Shakespeare uses them. They grace them so beautifully, attend and adorn so modestly, and yet with such skill. It so often happens with lesser writers that we are more conscious of the servants than we are of the masters, and quite forget that their office is to serve, to enlarge, to amplify the power of the master.


  
    [209] “Ram thou thy fruitful tidings in my ears


    That long time have been barren.”

  


  Good lines! And another example of the choice of the place of words. I suppose it was instinctive. But ‘fruitful’ seems to be just where it ought to be, to be resolved (musically speaking) by the word ‘barren’ One reads ‘fruitful’ expecting ‘barren’ almost from the “sound-sense.”


  
    “‘But yet’ is as a jailor to bring forth


    Some monstrous malefactor.”

  


  There’s matter indeed! Does not that give the pause that always follows those hateful words. ‘But yet’—and one waits. And both look towards the slowly opening door. What is coming out? And sometimes there’s a sigh of relief after. Well, it was nothing so very awful. The gaol-mouse, so to speak, comes mousing through and cleans his face with his paw.


  
    “I am pale, Charmian.”

  


  Reminds me of Mary Shelley. “Byron had never seen any one so pale as I.”


  
    “Since I myself


    Have given myself the cause.”

  


  What does that mean exactly? That she sent Anthony away? or let Anthony go?


  
    “In praising Anthony I have dispraised Caesar …


    I am paid for it now.”

  


  A creature like Cleopatra always expects to be paid for things.


  []


  1922


  [210] January 1. I dreamed I sailed to Egypt with Grandma—a very white boat.


  Cold, still. The gale last night has blown nearly all the snow off the trees; only big, frozen-looking lumps remain. In the wood where the snow is thick, bars of sunlight lay like pale fire.


  I have left undone those things I ought to have done and I have done those things which I ought not to have done, e.g. violent impatience with L.M.


  Wrote The Doves’ Nest this afternoon. I was in no mood to write; it seemed impossible. Yet when I had finished three pages, they were all right. This is a proof (never to be too often proved) that once one has thought out a story nothing remains but the labour.


  Wing Lee[17] disappeared for the day. Read W.J.D.’s poems. I feel very near to him in mind.


  I want to remember how the light fades from a room—and one fades with it, is expunged, sitting still, knees together, hands in pocket….


  January 2. Little round birds in the fir-tree at the side window, scouring the tree for food. I crumbled a piece [211] of bread, but though the crumbs fell in the branches only two found them. There was a strange remoteness in the air, the scene, the winter cheeping. In the evening, for the first time for —— I felt rested. I sat up in bed and discovered I was singing within. Even the sound of the wind is different. It is joyful, not ominous and black. Dark looks in at the window and is only black dark. In the afternoon it came on to rain, long glancing rain, falling aslant.


  I have not done the work I should have done. I shirk the lunch party [see The Doves’ Nest]. This is very bad. In fact I am disgusted with myself. There must be a change from now on. What I chiefly admire in Jane Austen is that what she promises, she performs, i.e. if Sir T. is to arrive, we have his arrival at length, and it’s excellent and exceeds our expectations. This is rare; it is also my very weakest point. Easy to see why….


  January 3. I dreamed I was at the Strand Palace,—having married M.D.—big blonde—in quantities of white satin….


  There was a great deal more snow this morning; it was very soft, ‘like wool.’ The cocoanut was bought and sawn in half and hung from J.’s balcony. The milk came tinkling out of the nut in brightest drops—not white milk. This was a profound surprise. The flesh of the nut is very lovely—so pure white. But it was that dewy, sweet liquid which made the marvel. Whence came it? It took one to the island.


  [212] I read The Tempest. The papers came. I over-read them. Tell the truth. I did no work. In fact I was more idle and hateful than ever. Full of sin. Why? “Oh self, oh self, wake from thy common sleep.” And the worst of it is I feel so much better in health. It is shameful! The Tempest seems to me astonishing this time. When one reads the same play again, it is never the same play.


  January 4. Dreamed of M.S. An important dream; its tone was important. That gallery over the sea and my “Isn’t it beautiful?” and his weary “No doubt.” His definition of the two kinds of women….


  But I was not so wicked to-day. I have read a good deal of Cosmic Anatomy and understood it far better. Yes, such a book does fascinate me. Why does J. hate it so?


  To get a glimpse of the relation of things—to follow that relation and find it remains true through the ages enlarges my little mind as nothing else do. It’s only a greater view of psychology. It helps me with my writing, for instance, to know that hot + bun may mean Taurus, Pradhana, substance. No, that’s not really what attracts me; it’s that reactions to certain causes and effects always have been the same. It wasn’t for nothing Constantia[18] chose the moon and water, for instance!


  Read Shakespeare. The snow is thicker, it clings to the branches like white new-born puppies.


  [213] January 5. A long typical boat dream. I was, as usual, going to N.Z. But for the first time my stepmother was very friendly—so nice. I loved her. A tragic dream as regards L.M. She disappeared, and it was too late to find her or tell her to come back at last.


  Read Cosmic Anatomy. I managed to work a little. Broke through. This is a great relief. J. and I put out food for the birds. When I went to the window all the food was gone, but there was the tiny print of their feet on the sill. J. brought up the half cocoanut and sprinkled crumbs as well. Very soon, terrified, however, one came, then another, then a third, balanced on the cocoanut. They are precious little atoms.


  It still snows. I think I hate snow, downright hate it. There is something stupefying in it, a kind of ‘You must be worse before you’re better,’ and down it spins. I love, I long for the fertile earth. How I have longed for the South of France this year! So do I now.


  Soundly rated L.M. about food and clothing. She has a food ‘complex.’ J. and I read Mansfield Park with great enjoyment. I wonder if J. is as content as he appears? It seems too good to be true.


  January 6. The first quarter of the Moon. Jour de fête. The Christmas Tree is dismantled.


  I had a very bad night and did not fall deeply asleep enough to dream.


  In the morning, all white, all dim and cold, and snow still falling. While waiting in my room I watched the terrific efforts of a little bird to peck through the [214] ice and get at the sweet food of the nut. He succeeded. But why must he so strive?


  My heart is always bad to-day. It is the cold. It feels congested, and I am uneasy, or rather my body is—vile feeling. I cough.


  Read Shakespeare, read Cosmic Anatomy, read The Oxford Dictionary. Wrote. But nothing like enough.


  In the afternoon W—— came to tea. I suspect he is timid, fearful and deeply kind. Deep within that vast substance lurks the seed. That is not sentimental. He wished me sun as he left. I felt his wish had power and was a blessing. One can’t be mistaken in such things. He is in his stockings—pea-green and red! J. came up after ski-ing, excessively handsome—a glorious object, no less. I never saw a more splendid figure.


  I am wearing my ring on my middle finger as a reminder not to be so base. We shall see….


  January 7. It ceased snowing, and a deep, almost gentian blue sky showed. The snow lay heaped on the trees, big blobs of snow, like whipped cream. It was very cold, but, I suppose, beautiful. I cannot see this snow as anything but hateful. So it is.


  My birds have made a number of little attacks on the cocoanut, but it is still frozen. I read Cosmic Anatomy, Shakespeare and the Bible. Jonah. Very nice about the gourd, and also on his journey, “paying the fare thereof.”


  [215] I wrote at my story, but did not finish the lunch party as I ought have to done. How very bad this is! Had a long talk with L.M. and suddenly saw her again as a figure in a story. She resolves into so many. I could write books about her alone!


  I dreamed a long dream. Chummie was young again, so was Jeanne. Mother was alive. We were going through many strange rooms—up in lifts, alighting in lounges. It was all vaguely foreign.


  January 8. All night dreamed of visiting houses, bare rooms, No. 39, going up and down in lifts, etc.


  Heavily, more heavily than ever, falls the snow. It is hypnotising. One looks, wonders vaguely how much has fallen and how much will fall and—looks again. Bandaged J.’s fingers. The Mercury came with At the Bay. I am very unsatisfied.


  In the afternoon J. and I played cribbage, with nuts for counters. I recalled the fact that I used to play so often with such intense—Heavens with what feelings!—in the drawing-room at Carlton Hill while T—— played the piano. But it meant absolutely nothing. J. giving me a bad nut and me paying him the bad nut again was all that really mattered.


  After tea we knitted and talked and then read. We were idle—snow-bound. One feels there is nothing to be done while this goes on.


  Had a letter from The Sketch asking for work. I must obey. J. and I talked Paris yesterday and he [216] quite understood. This is a proof that one must be calm and explain and be true. Remember that!


  January 9. Snow. The vegetable garden fence was all but gone. H—— came and said there was between 6–7 feet of snow. He was very cheerful and friendly. Off his guard, speaking of Miss S—— he declared, “Well, the fact is she is not normal. And anyone who is not normal I call mad. She is unconventional, that is to say, and people who are that are no good to anyone except themselves.” When he said “mad,” a look came into his eyes—a flash of power—and he swung the stethoscope, then picked up my fan and rattled it open.


  Read and knitted and played cards. A long letter from S. I want to believe all he says about my story. He does see what I meant. He does not see it as a set of trivial happenings just thrown together. This is enough to be deeply grateful for—more than others will see. But I have this continual longing to write something with all my power, all my force in it.


  January 10. Dreamed I was back in New Zealand.


  Got up to-day. It was fine. The sun shone and melted the last trace of snow from the trees, from the roof. The drops were not like raindrops, but bigger, softer, more exquisite. They made one realise how one loves the fertile earth and hates this snow-bound cold substitute.


  [217] The men worked outside on the snowy road, trying to raise the telegraph pole. Before they began they had lunch out of a paper, sitting astride the pole. It is very beautiful to see people sharing food. Cutting bread and passing the loaf, especially cutting bread in that age-old way, with a clasp-knife. Afterwards one got up in a tree and sat among the branches working from there, while the other lifted. The one in the tree turned into a kind of bird, as all people do in trees—chuckled, laughed out, peered from among the branches, careless. At-tend! Ar-rêt! Al-lez!


  January 11. In bed again. Heard from Pinker The Dial has taken The Doll’s House. Wrote and finished A Cup of Tea. It took about 4–5 hours. In the afternoon M. came. She looked fascinating in her black suit, something between a Bishop and a Fly. She spoke of my “pretty little story” in the Mercury. All the while she was here I was conscious of a falsity. We said things we meant; we were sincere, but at the back there was nothing but falsity. It was very horrible. I do not want ever to see her or hear from her again. When she said she would not come often, I wanted to cry Finito! No, she is not my friend.


  There is no feeling to be compared with the feeling of having written and finished a story. I did not go to sleep, but nothing mattered. There it was, new and complete.


  Dreamed last night of a voyage to America.


  [218] January 12. A vile cold day. The parcel came from M. But when one compares it with A.’s exquisite coat….


  J. and I ‘typed’. I hate dictating; but the story still seems to me to be good. Is it?


  All the whole time at the back of my mind slumbers not nor sleeps the idea of Paris, and I begin to plan what I will do when——Can it be true? What shall I do to express my thanks? I want to adopt a Russian baby, call him Anton, and bring him up as mine, with K. for a godfather and Mme. Tchehov for a godmother. Such is my dream.


  I don’t feel so sinful this day as I did, because I have written something and the tide is still high. The ancient landmarks are covered. Ah! but to write better! Let me write better, more deeply, more largely.


  Baleful icicles hang in a fringe outside our window pane.


  January 13. Heard from B. Her letter was almost frightening. It brought back the inexplicable past. It flashed into my mind too that she must have a large number of letters of mine which don’t bear thinking about. In some way I fear her. I feared her at the rue de Tournon. There was a peculiar recklessness in her manner and in her tones which made me feel she would recognise no barriers at all. At the same time, of course, one is fascinated.


  Wrote to K. Began a new story, but it went too slowly. J. typed for me. I am again held up by letters to write. Letters are the real curse of my existence. I [219] hate to write them: I have to. If I don’t, there they are—the great guilty gates barring my way.


  H. came and suggested my heart condition was caused by the failure to expand the diaphragm. Then why, in that case, not learn to expand it?


  January 14. I got up to-day and felt better. It was intensely cold.


  M. came in the afternoon. She and I were alone. She wore a little blue hood fastened under the chin with a diamond clasp. She looked like a very ancient drawing. She suggested that if I did become cured, I might no longer write….


  Dreamed last night I was in a ship, with the most superb, unearthly (in the heavenly sense) seas breaking. Deep, almost violet blue waves with high foamy crests, and this white foam bore down on the blue in long curls. It was a marvellous sight. The dream was about Chummie. He had married a girl without permission and Father and Mother were in despair. I ‘realised’ it was to be; what would have happened if he had not died.


  Wingley made a dash at the bird window to-day.


  January 15. Dreamed I was shopping, buying underclothes in Cook’s and then in Warnock’s.[19] But the dream ended horribly.


  Another chill, bloodless day. I got up, but all was difficult. In the afternoon J. went down the mountain and came back in the evening with a letter for me from [220] M.; so generous, so sweet a letter that I am ashamed of what I said or thought the other day.


  I have worked to-day in discomfort—not half enough. I could have written a whole story. Saw for the first time an exquisite little crested bird. Its call is a trill, a shake, marvellously delightful. It was very shy, though, and never had the courage to stop and eat. Saw people in sleighs and on luges. Snow is very blue. The icicles at dawn this morning were the colour of opals—blue lit with fire. M. lent us Will Shakespeare. Really awful stuff! I had better keep this for a sign.


  January 16. A wonderfully pleasant dream about Paris. All went so well. The Doctor and his friends all had the same atmosphere. It was good, kind, quietly happy. I don’t know when I’ve had a dream more delightful.


  But the day has not been delightful. On the contrary. It snowed heavily, it was bitter cold, and my congestion worse than ever. I have been in pain and discomfort all day. My lung creaks. I have done no work. After tea I simply went to sleep out of sheer inertia. I am in a slough of despond to-day, and like everybody in such an ugly place, I am ugly, I feel ugly. It is the triumph of matter over spirit. This must not be. To-morrow at all costs (here I swear) I shall write a story. This is my first resolution … in this journal. I dare not break it. Tomlinson’s letter to J. came yesterday. [221] It was a beautiful letter and not to be forgotten. But why am I so bad?


  January 17. Tchehov made a mistake in thinking that if he had had more time he would have written more fully, described the rain, and the midwife and the doctor having tea. The truth is one can get only so much into a story; there is always a sacrifice. One has to leave out what one knows and longs to use. Why? I haven’t any idea, but there it is. It’s always a kind of race to get in as much as one can before it disappears.


  But time is not really in it. Yet wait. I do not understand even now. I am pursued by time myself. The only occasion when I ever felt at leisure was while writing The Daughters of the Late Colonel. And at the end I was so terribly unhappy that I wrote as fast as possible for fear of dying before the story was sent. I should like to prove this, to work at real leisure. Only thus can it be done.


  January 18. H. is a man to remember. At tea that day. Mrs. M. before the huge silver kettle and pots and large plates. The ornate cake; one must remember that cake. “It seems such a pity to cut it,” and the way the old hand, so calmly, grasped the knife. H. leaning back, slapping two pieces of bread and butter together. “More tea, Jim?” “No, thanks. Yes. Half a cup.” Pouring from the kettle to the tea-cup, the fat finger [222] on the knob. “And how is he?” “Bleeding like a pig!” “Oh, dear”—gathering her lace scarf into her lap—“I’m sorry to hear that.”


  H. always collects something—always will. China, silver, “any old thing that comes along.” He’s musical and collects fiddles. His feeling for his children is so tender that it’s pain. He can’t understand it.


  One must remember, too, his extraordinary insecurity. The world rocks under him, and it’s only when he has that stethoscope that he can lay down the law. Then lay it down he does. “What I say is: she’s mad. She’s not normal. And a person who isn’t normal I call mad—barmy.” And you hear pride in his voice; you hear the unspoken: “I am a plain man, you know….”


  I’m afraid there is a vein of tremendous cynicism in him, too. He feels somewhere that all is ashes. He likes to go to church, to take part, to sing when others sing, to kneel, to intone the responses. This puts his heart at rest. But when it is over and he is at home and there is a smell of beef, there comes this restlessness. When he was little, I imagine he pulled the wings off flies. And I still see suicide as his end, in a kind of melancholia, and ‘nobody wants me,’ and ‘damned if I won’t.’


  January 20. Wrote to de la Mare. Why it should be such an effort to write to the people one loves I cannot imagine. It’s none at all to write to those who don’t really count. But for weeks I have thought of [223] D., wanted to, longed to write to him, but something held back my pen. What? Once started, really started, all goes easily…. I told him in this letter how much I thought of him. I suppose it is the effect of isolation that I can truly say I think of de la Mare, Tchehov, Koteliansky, Tomlinson, Lawrence, Orage, every day. They are part of my life….


  I have got more or less used to pain at last. I wonder sometimes if this is worse or better than what has been; but I don’t expect to be without. But I have a suspicion—sometimes a certainty—that the real cause of my illness is not my lungs at all, but something else. And if this were found and cured, all the rest would heal.


  January 21. Grandma’s birthday. Where is that photograph of my dear love leaning against her husband’s shoulder, with her hair parted so meekly and her eyes raised? I love it. I long to have it. For one thing Mother gave it me at a time when she loved me. But for another—so much more important—it is she, my own Grandma, young and lovely. That arm. That baby sleeve. Even the velvet ribbon. I must see them again.


  And one day I must write about Grandma at length, especially of her beauty in her bath—when she was about sixty. Wiping herself with the towel. I remember now how lovely she seemed to me. And her fine linen, her throat, her scent. I have never really described her yet. Patience! The time will come.


  [224] January 22. My feeling about Ernestine is shameful. But there it is. Her tread, her look, the way her nose is screwed round, her intense stupidity, her wrists—revolt me. This is bad. For she feels it, I am sure she does. When we speak together she blushes in a way that doesn’t seem to me natural. I feel that her self-respect is shamed by my thoughts.


  Lumbago. This is a very queer thing. So sudden, so painful. I must remember it when I write about an old man. The start to get up—the pause—the look of fury—and how, lying at night, one seems to get locked. To move is an agony; till finally one discovers a movement which is possible. But that helpless feeling about with the legs first!


  January 23. Paris? To remember the sound of wind—the peculiar wretchedness one can feel while the wind blows. Then the warm soft wind of spring searching out the heart. The wind I call the Ancient of Days which blows here at night. The wind that shakes the garden at night when one runs out into it.


  Dust. Turning one’s back on a high, heavy wind. Walking along the Esplanade when the wind carries the sea over. The wind of summer, so playful, that rocked and swung in the trees here. And wind moving through grass so that the grass quivers. This moves me with an emotion I don’t ever understand. I always see a field, a young horse—and there is a very fair Danish girl telling me something about her step-father. The girl’s name is Elsa Bagge.


  [225] January 24. Wrote and finished Taking the Veil. It took me about 3 hours to write finally. But I had been thinking over the décor and so on for weeks—nay, months, I believe. I can’t say how thankful I am to have been born in N.Z., to know Wellington as I do, and to have it to range about in. Writing about the convent seemed so natural. I suppose I have not been in the grounds more than twice. But it is one of the places that remains as vivid as ever. I must not forget the name of Miss Sparrow,[20] nor the name Palmer.


  January 25. Played cribbage with J. I delight in seeing him win. When we play he sometimes makes faces at me—the same kind of faces that Chummie used to make. I think I am never so fond of him as when he does this.


  We were talking of the personality of the cat to-day and saying that we ought to write it down. It is true he has become as real as if he could talk. I feel he does talk, and that when he is silent it is only a case of making his nettle shirt and he will begin. Perhaps the most engaging glimpse of him is playing his fiddle with wool for strings or sitting up to the piano and playing Nelly Bly. But his love Isbel, his whole complete little life side by side with ours, ought to be told. I shall never tell it, though.


  January 26. Pinker writes to say The Nation has taken “The Doll’s House.”


  [226] I am sure that meditation is the cure for the sickness of my mind, i.e. its lack of control. I have a terribly sensitive mind which receives every impression, and that is the reason why I am so carried away and borne under.


  January 27. M. came, wearing her woolly lamb. A strange fate overtakes me with her. We seem to be always talking of physical subjects. They bore and disgust me, for I feel it is waste of time, and yet we always revert to them. She lay back on the pillows, talking. She had an absent air. She was saying how fine women were … and it was on the tip of my tongue to be indiscreet. But I was not. Thank Heaven!


  I have been in pain, in bad pain all day. I ache all over. I can hardly stand. It seems impossible that I am going away on Monday.


  January 28. These preparations for flight are almost incredible. The only way to keep calm is to play crib. J. and I sit opposite each other. I feel we are awfully united. And we play and laugh and it seems to keep us together. While the game lasts, we are there. A queer feeling….


  January 29. H. came. He says my right lung is practically all right. Can one believe such words? The other is a great deal better. He thinks my heart will [227] give me far less trouble at a lower level. Can this be true? He was so hopeful to-day that T.B. seemed no longer a scourge. It seemed that one recovered more often than not. Is this fantastic?


  Tidied all my papers. Tore up and ruthlessly destroyed much. This is always a great satisfaction. Whenever I prepare for a journey I prepare as though for death. Should I never return, all is in order. This is what life has taught me.


  In the evening I wrote to O. about his book. It has taken me a week to write the letter. J. and I seem to have played cribbage off and on all day. I feel there is much love between us. Tender love. Let it not change!


  January 30. There was a tremendous fall of snow on Sunday. Monday was the first real perfect day of winter. It seemed that the happiness of J. and of me reached its zenith on that day. We could not have been happier; that was the feeling. Sitting one moment on the balcony of the bed-room, for instance, or driving in the sleigh through masses of heaped-up snow. He looked so beautiful, too—hatless, strolling about with his hands in his pockets. He weighed himself. 10 stone. There was a harmonium in the waiting-room. Then I went away, after a quick but not hurried kiss….


  It was very beautiful on the way to Sierre. Then I kept wondering if I was seeing it all for the last time—the snowy bushes, the leafless trees. “I miss the buns.”


  [228] January 31. Travelling is terrible. All is so sordid, and the train shatters one. Tunnels are hell. I am frightened of travelling.


  We arrived in Paris late, but it was very beautiful—all emerging from water. In the night I looked out and saw the men with lanterns. The hotel all sordid again,—fruit peelings, wastepaper, boots, grime, ill-temper. In the evening I saw Manoukhin. But on the way there, nay, even before, I realized my heart was not in it. I feel divided in myself and angry and without virtue. Then L.M. and I had one of our famous quarrels, and I went to the wrong house. Don’t forget, as I rang the bell, the scampering and laughter inside. M. had a lame girl there as interpreter. He said through her he could cure me completely. But I did not believe it. It all seemed suddenly unimportant and ugly. But the flat was nice—the red curtains, marble clock, and picture of ladies with powdered hair.


  February 1. At 5.30 I went to the clinique and saw the other man, D. I asked him to explain the treatment and so on. He did so. But first: as I approached the door it opened and the hall, very light, showed, with the maid smiling, wearing a little shawl, holding back the door. Through the hall a man slipped quickly carrying what I thought was a cross of green leaves. Suddenly the arms of the little cross waved feebly, and I saw it was a small child strapped to a wooden tray. While I waited, voices came from another room—very loud voices, M.’s over and above them: Da! Da! [229] and then an interrogatory: Da? I have the feeling that M. is a really good man. I have also a sneaking feeling (I use that word ‘sneaking’ advisedly) that he is a kind of unscrupulous impostor. Another proof of my divided nature. All is disunited. Half boos, half cheers.


  Yes, that’s it. To do anything, to be anything, one must gather oneself together and ‘one’s faith make stronger.’ Nothing of any worth can come from a disunited being. It’s only by accident that I write anything worth a rush, and then it’s only skimming the top—no more. But remember The Daughters [of the Late Colonel] was written at Mentone in November when I was not so bad as usual. I was trying with all my soul to be good. Here I try and fail, and the fact of consciousness makes each separate failure very important—each a sin. If, combined with M.’s treatment, I treated myself—worked out of this slough of despond—lived an honourable life—and, above all, made straight my relations with L.M…. I am a sham. I am also an egoist of the deepest dye—such a one that it was very difficult to confess to it in case this book should be found. Even my being well is a kind of occasion for vanity. There is nothing worse for the soul than egoism. Therefore …


  February 3. I went to M. for a treatment. A curious impression remains. M.’s beautiful gesture coming into the room was perfect. But D. shouted so, pushed his face into mine, asked me indecent questions. Ah, that’s the horror of being ill. One must submit to having [230] one’s secrets held up to the light, and regarded with a cold stare. D. is a proper Frenchman. “Etes-vous constipée?” Shall I ever forget that, and the wadding of his tie showing over his white coat? M. sits apart, smoking, and his head—which is a curious shape: one is conscious of it all the time as of an instrument—hangs forward. But he is deeply different. He desires to reassure. “Pas de cavernes.”


  Had palpitation from the moment of getting on to the table till 5 o’clock. But when I felt this coming on while rays were working, I felt simply horribly callous. I thought: Well, if this kills me—let it! Voilà! That shows how bad I am.


  February 4. Massingham accepts the idea of a regular story. Heard from K—— about ‘people.’ It was rather a horrible day. I was ill, and at night I had one of my terrible fits of temper over a parcel. Is it possible one can be so unruly?


  Heard from J. saying he will stay in Montana. There breathes in his letter the relief from strain. It is remarkable. He does not believe a word about M. and talks of coming to ‘fetch’ me in May. Well, if I am any better, there will never be any more fetching. Of that I am determined. The letter kept me awake until very late. And my sciatica! Put it on record, in case it ever goes, what a pain it is. Remember to give it to someone in a story one day. L.M. is a very tragic figure. Remember her eyes—the pupils dark— black—and her whiteness. Even her hair seems to grow [231] pale. She folded the quilt and held it in her arms as though it was a baby.


  February 5. Wrote at my story, read Shakespeare. Read Goethe, thought, prayed.


  The day was cold and fine. But I felt ill and could do nothing but lie still all day. This going to Paris has been so much more important than it seemed. Now I begin to see it as the result, the ending of all that reading. I mean that even Cosmic Anatomy is involved. Something has been built, a raft, frail and not very seaworthy; but it will serve. Before, I was cast into the water when I was ‘alone’—I mean during my illness—and now something supports me. But much is to be done. Much discipline and meditation is needed. Above all, it is important to get work done. Heard from Pinker that Cassells have taken “A Cup of Tea.”


  Thought about French women and their impudent confidence in the power of sex.


  February 6. Letters from B. and J. B’s letter was the most beautiful I have ever received. It gave me a strange shock to find J. never even asked how things were going. A boyish letter like so many I have had, but absolutely impersonal. It might have been written to anyone. True, he was anxious for the post. But … that was because he is alone. Do I make J. up? Is he thankful to sink into himself again? I feel relief in every line. There’s no strain—nothing that binds [232] him. Then let it continue so. But I will not take a house anywhere. I, too, will be free. (I write exactly as I feel.) I do not want to see J. again just now. I shall beg him not to come here. He is at present just like a fish that has escaped from the hook.


  A bad day. I feel ill, in an obscure way—horrible pains and so on, and weakness. I could do nothing. The weakness was not only physical. I must heal my Self before I will be well.


  Yes, that is the important thing. No attention is needed here. This must be done alone and at once. It is at the root of my not getting better. My mind is not controlled. I idle, I give way, I sink into despair.


  February 9. A miserable day. In the night I thought for hours of the evils of uprooting. Every time one leaves anywhere, something precious, which ought not to be killed, is left to die.


  February 10. I did not go to the clinique because of my chill. Spent the day in bed, reading the papers. The feeling that someone was coming towards me is too strong for me to work. It was like sitting on a bench at the end of a long avenue in a park and seeing someone far in the distance coming your way. She tries to read. The book is in her hand, but it’s all nonsense, and might as well be upside down. She reads the advertisements as though they were part of the articles.


  I must not forget the long talk L.M. and I had the [233] other evening about hate. What is hate? Who has ever described it? Why do I feel it for her? She says: “It is because I am nothing, I have suppressed all my desires to such an extent that now I have none. I don’t think. I don’t feel.” I reply: “If you were cherished and loved for a week, you would recover.” And that is true, and I would like to do it. It seems I ought to do it. But I don’t. The marvel is that she understands. No one else on earth could understand.


  All that week she had her little corner. “I may come into my little corner to-night?” she asks timidly, and I reply—so cold, so cynical—“If you want to.” But what would I do if she didn’t come?


  J. arrived early in the morning. In half an hour it seemed he had been here a long time. I still regret his coming here for his sake. I know it is right for our sake. We went together to the clinique. Bare leafless trees. A wonderful glow in the sky: the windows flashed fire. M—— drew a picture of my heart. I wish he had not. I am haunted by the hideous picture, by the thought of my heart like a heavy drop in my breast. But he is good.


  February 12. We put the chess-men on the board and began to play. It was an unsettled day. L.M. in and out with no home,—no place—whirled like a leaf along this dark passage and then out into the raw street.


  J. read the Tchehov aloud. I had read one of the [234] stories myself and it seemed to me nothing. But read aloud, it was a masterpiece. How was that?


  I want to remember the evening before. I was asleep. He came in—thrust his head in at the door and as I woke, I did not know him. I saw a face which reminded me of his mother and Richard. But I felt a kind of immediate dread confusion. I knew I ought to know it and that it belonged to him, yet he was as it were not present. I think this is what people who are going out of their minds must feel about the faces that bend over them and old, old people about the children. And that accounts for the foolish offended look in their faces sometimes. They feel it’s not right they should not know.


  February 13. Felt ill all day. Feeling of violent confusion in my body and head. I feel more ill now than ever, so it seems.


  J. went out and bought a tea-pot and so on; arranged a game of chess and we started playing. But the pains in my back and so on make my prison almost unendurable. I manage to get up, to dress, to make a show of getting to the restaurant and back without being discovered. But that is literally all. The rest is rather like being a beetle shut in a book, so shackled that one can do nothing but lie down. And even to lie down becomes a kind of agony. The worst of it is I have again lost hope. I don’t, I can’t believe this will change. I have got off the ship again and am swept here and there by the sea.


  [235] February 14. Another hellish day. But J. found some pastilles which help my throat, and it seemed to me they had a calming effect on my heart.


  I had one of my perfect dreams. I was at sea, sailing with my parasol opened to just a ‘freshet’ of wind. Heavenly the sea, the sky, the land—parasol pink—boat pale pink.


  If I could only get over my discouragement! But who is going to help with that! Now that L.M. is going I have more to do—all my clothes and so on to put away and pull out, as well as a bowl or two to wash. The effort uses what remains of my strength. By 5 o’clock I am finished and must go to bed again.


  It is a very dull day. The canaries sing. I have been reading Bunin’s stories. He is not a sympathetic soul, but it is good to read him … he carries one away.


  February 17. Went to the clinique. I felt that all was wrong there. M. was distrait and a little angry. D. as usual sailed over everything. But that means nothing. It seemed to me there had been some trouble or some trouble was brewing.


  The servant there is a very beautiful plump woman with a ravishing smile. Her eyes are grey. She curls her hair in a small fringe and she wears a little grey shawl, an apron, and a pair of rather high boots; stepping lightly, with one small plump hand holding the shawl, she opens the door.


  [236] February


  [The following is a list of stories, arranged apparently for inclusion in a volume. Those in the second column were already written; those in the first column to be written. Of these only The Fly was actually written. Some fragments of the others are printed in “The Doves’ Nest.”]


  The Major and the Lady [Widowed?].


  The Mother.


  The Fly.


  An Unhappy Man.


  Lucien.


  Down the Sounds.


  A Visit.


  Sisters.


  The New Baby.


  Confidences.


  The Dreamers.


  Aunt Fan.


  Honesty.


  Best Girl.


  A Cup of Tea [January 11, 1922].


  Taking the Veil [January 24, 1922].


  The Doll’s House [October 24–30, 1921].


  February 20. Finished The Fly.


  May 1. Oh, what will this beloved month bring?


  May 3. Paris. I must begin writing for Clement Shorter to-day 12 “spasms” of 2,000 words each. I thought of the Burnells, but no, I don’t think so. Much better, the Sheridans, the three girls and the brother and the Father and Mother and so on, ending [237] with a long description of Meg’s wedding to Keith Fenwick. Well, there’s the first flown out of the nest. The sisters Bead, who come to stay. The white sheet on the floor when the wedding dress is tried on. Yes, I’ve got the details all right. But the point is—Where shall I begin? One certainly wants to dash.


  Meg was playing. I don’t think I ought to begin with that. It seems to me the mother’s coming home ought to be the first chapter. The other can come later. And in that playing chapter what I want to stress chiefly is: Which is the real life—that or this?—late afternoon, these thoughts—the garden—the beauty—how all things pass—and how the end seems to come so soon.


  And then again there is the darling bird—I’ve always loved birds—Where is the little chap? …


  What is it that stirs one so? What is this seeking—so joyful—ah, so gentle! And there seems to be a moment when all is to be discovered. Yes, that’s the feeling….


  The queer thing is I only remember how much I have forgotten when I hear that piano. The garden of the Casino, the blue pansies. But oh, how am I going to write this story?


  [There follows the opening paragraph of the story.]


  “The late afternoon was beautiful in Port Willin. There was a moment when the whole small town seemed to quiver in those last bright rays. Gold shone the harbour, the windows of the big hospital on Clifton [238] Hill flashed fiery. Only the pigeons flying so high above Post Office Square and the plumes of smoke rising from the evening fires were silver.”


  [An unposted letter.]


  May. Just a line to say—J. and I both have so much work to do this summer that we have decided when we leave here (end of this month) to go to the Hotel d’Angleterre, Randogne. Does that make you open your eyes? But in the summer, June and July, that place was so lovely and I know it. It would only take a day to settle and a look at the mountains, before we could work. All other arrangements are too difficult—Germany and so on. We have not, literally, the time to discover a new place and take our bearings. Then we shall be near Elizabeth, too. The winter we are going to spend in Bandol at the Beau Rivage. I am going to get a maid now at once. I can’t do without one. I simply have not the time to attend to everything and I can’t bear, as you know, ‘untidiness.’ … Don’t speak of our plans, by chance, will you?


  There is a really superb professional pianist here. He plays nearly all day and writes his own music. Au revoir. K.M.


  
    [In May K.M. left Paris to spend the summer in Switzerland, her plan then being to return to Paris in October for a second course of the same treatment, which had been (or seemed to the outside observer to have been) successful. When she returned to Switzerland and was examined by her previous doctor, he was astonished at her progress.


    [239] But K.M. never believed that she would die of consumption, but always of heart-failure, and she thought that her heart had grown worse under the treatment. And, deeper than this, she had come to the conviction that her bodily health depended upon her spiritual condition. Her mind was henceforward preoccupied with discovering some way to ‘cure her soul’; and she eventually resolved, to my great regret, to abandon her treatment, and to live as though her grave physical illness were incidental, and even, so far as she could, as though it were non-existent.]

  


  June. Randogne, Switzerland. I find the rapture at being alone hard to understand. Certainly when I am sitting out of sight under a tree I feel I could be content never to return. As to ‘fear,’ it is gone. It is replaced by a kind of callousness. What will be, will be. But this is not a very useful statement, for I’ve never put it to the test.


  Should I be as happy with anyone at my side? No. I’d begin to talk, and it’s far nicer not to talk. Or, if it were J. he’d open a little blue book by Diderot, Jacques le Fataliste, and begin to read it, and that would make me wretched…. Why the devil want to read stuffy, snuffy Diderot when there is this other book before one’s eyes? I do not want to be a book worm. If its book is taken away from it, the little blind head is raised; it wags, hovers, terribly uneasy, in a void—until it begins to burrow again.


  Loneliness: ‘Oh Loneliness, of my sad heart be Queen!’ It isn’t in the least that. My heart is not sad except when I am among people, and then I am far too [240] distracted to think about Queens. (Oh, dear! Here is a walking tragedy—Madame with a whole tray of food! And I begged for a bastick, only a bastick!)


  [The following description is of a family who lived in a small chalet within view of K.M.’s window at Randogne.]


  I have watched this big heavy woman, moving so sullen, plodding in and out with her pails and brushes, coming to the door at midday and evening to look for her husband and child. She looks neither sad nor happy; she looks resigned and stupefied. Sometimes, when she stops and stares round her, she is like a cow that is being driven along a road, and sometimes when, leaning out the window, she watches her quick husband, so jauntily cutting up logs of wood, I think she hates him—and the sight of her suffocates him.


  But to-day, it being the first fine day since the lodgers have come, they went off for a walk and left the nurse-girl in charge of the baby. A ‘cradle’ made of two straw baskets on trestles was brought out into the sun and the baby heaped up in it. Then the nurse girl disappeared.


  Round the side of the house came my woman. She stopped. She looked round quickly. She leaned over the cradle and held out her finger to the baby. Then it seemed she was simply overcome with the loveliness and the wonder of this little thing. She tip-toed round the cradle, bent over, shook her head, shook her finger—pulled up a tiny sleeve, looked at a dimpled arm. Her little girl, in a white hat (in honour of the [241] lodgers) danced up. I imagine my woman asked her how she would like a little brother. And the little girl was fascinated, as small children are by smaller.


  “Kiss his hand,” said my woman. She watched her daughter, very serious, kiss the tiny hand; and she could hardly bear that anyone should touch the infant but herself. She snatched her daughter away….


  When finally she dragged herself away, she was trembling. She went up the steps into the house, stood in the middle of the kitchen, and it seemed that the child within realized her love and moved. A faint, timid smile was on her lips. She believed and she did not believe.


  Gyp, their dog, is the most servile creature imaginable. He is a fat brown and white spaniel with a fat round end of tail which wags for everybody at every moment. His passion is for the baby. If anyone throws him sticks he dashes off and brings them back to lay at the foot of the cradle. When his mistress carries the baby, he dances round them so madly, in such a frenzy of delight, that one doesn’t believe in him. He feels himself one of the family—a family dog.


  The master is a very stupid conceited fellow with a large thin nose, a tuft of hair, and long thin legs. He walks slowly, holding himself perfectly rigid. He keeps his hands in his pockets always. Yesterday he wore all day a pair of pale blue woollen slippers with tassels. And it was obvious he admired himself in these slippers tremendously. To-day he is walking about in his shirt-sleeves, wearing a sky-blue shirt. He wears black [242] velvet trousers and a short coat. I am sure he thinks he is perfectly dressed for the country. Ah, if he only had a gun to carry on his shoulder!


  When he came home, he walked stiff, rigid like a post, hands in pockets up to the front door and stood there. Did not knock, gave no sign. In less than a minute the door opened to him. His wife felt he was there.


  (What a passion one feels for the sun here!)


  The friend is a dashing young man in a grey suit, with a cap always worn very much on one side. His cap he does not like to take off. He is the kind of man who sits on the edge of tables or leans against the counter of bars with his thumbs in his waistcoat. He feels a dog. He is sure all the girls are wild about him, and it’s true each time he looks at one, she is ready to titter. For all his carelessness, he’s close with money. When he and his ‘friend’ go up to the village for stores, he lounges in the shop, smells things, suggests things, but turns his back and whistles when it comes to adding up the bill. He thinks the friend’s wife is in love with him.


  (When the dog is tied up, it cries pitifully, sobs. The sound, so unrestrained, pleases them.)


  The wife is small, untidy, with large gold rings in her hair. She wears white canvas shoes and a jacket trimmed with artificial fur. She is the woman who is spending the day at the sea-side. She looks dissatisfied, unhappy. I am sure she is a terrible muddler.


  (The dog is really very hysterical.)


  They have a little servant maid of about sixteen, [243] with a loose plait of dark streaky hair and silver-rimmed spectacles. She walks in a terribly meek but self-satisfied way, pushing out her stomach. She is meekness itself. How she bows her head and walks after her master! It is terrible to see. She wishes to be invisible, to pass unseen. “Don’t look at me!” And she effaces herself. (This must be written very directly.) She it is who holds the baby. When the others have gone, she rather lords it over the baby, turns up his clothes and exclaims with quite an air.


  The baby is at that age when it droops over a shoulder. It is still a boneless baby, blowing bubbles, in a little blue muslin frock. When it cries, it cries as though it were being squeezed. Its feet, in white boots, are like little cakes of dough.


  (The dog’s enthusiasm is enough to make you want to kick it. When they come out, cold, damp, depressed, there he is leaping, asking when the fun’s going to begin. It is sickening.)


  A queer bit of psychology: I had to disappear behind the bushes to-day in a hollow. That act made me feel nearer to normal health than I have felt for years. Nobody there; nobody wondered if I was all right, i.e. there was nothing to distinguish me, at that moment, from an ordinary human being.


  Each little movement of this bird is made so ostentatiously—as if it were trying to show itself off as much as possible. Why?


  But to continue with this alone-ness—to gather it [244] up a little? Could I…? It seems to me to depend entirely on health in my case. If I were well and could spend the evenings sitting up writing till about eleven….


  To look up through the trees to the far-away heavenly blue.


  Now it’s getting late afternoon and all sounds are softer, deeper. The sough of the wind in the branches is more thoughtful.


  This—this is as great happiness as I shall ever know. It is greater happiness than I had ever thought possible. But why is it incompatible with —— only because of your weakness. There is nothing to prevent you being like this. In fact, don’t you yet know that the more active and apart you make your own life, the more content the other is? What he finds intolerable is the lack of privacy. But so do you. It makes him feel as though he were living under a vacuum jar. So it does you. You hang on thinking to please him until he longs for you to be gone.


  How badly, how stupidly you manage your life! Don’t you realize that both of you have had enough contact to last for years, that the only way for each of you to be renewed and refreshed is for you to go apart. Not necessarily to tear apart, but to go apart as wisely as possible. You are the most stupid woman I have ever met. You never will see that it all rests with you. If you do not take the initiative, nothing will be done. The reason why you find it so hard to write is because you are learning nothing. I mean of the things [245] that count—like the sight of this tree with its purple cones against the blue. How can I put it, that there is gum on the cones? “Gemmed?” No. “Beaded?” No. “They are like crystals.” Must I? I am afraid so….


  [Towards the end of July K.M., finding the height of Randogne too great a strain on her heart, descended to Sierre.]


  July. Sierre. This is a damning little note-book, quite in the old style. How I am committed!


  To-day is Tuesday. Since leaving Montana I have written about a page. The rest of the time I seem to have slept! This, of course, started all the Old Fears: that I should never write again, that I was getting sleeping sickness and so on. But this morning I nearly kicked off, and this evening I feel perhaps a time of convalescence was absolutely necessary. The mind was choked with the wrack of all those dreadful tides. I wrote to K—— to-day. It seems to bring things nearer.


  It’s only now I am beginning to see again and to recognise again the beauty of the world. Take the swallows to-day, their flutter-flutter, their velvet-forked tails, their transparent wings that are like the fins of fishes. The little dark head and breast golden in the light. Then the beauty of the garden, and the beauty of raked paths…. Then, the silence.


  I wage eternally a war of small deceits. Tear this book up! Tear it up, now! But now I am pretending to be making notes on a book I have already read and despise….


  [246] What dreadful, awful rot!


  I should like to write the canary story to-morrow. So many ideas come and go. If there is time I shall write them all. If this uninterrupted time continues. The story about this hotel would be wonderful if I could do it.[21]


  If there is a book to be read, no matter how bad that book is, I read it. I will read it. Was it always so with me? I don’t remember. Looking back, I imagine I was always writing. Twaddle it was, too. But better far write twaddle or anything, anything, than nothing at all.


  [At the end of August 1922 K.M. returned to London.]


  My first conversation with O. took place on August 30, 1922.


  On that occasion I began by telling him how dissatisfied I was with the idea that Life must be a lesser thing than we were capable of imagining it to be. I had the feeling that the same thing happened to nearly everybody whom I knew and whom I did not know. No sooner was their youth, with the little force and impetus characteristic of youth, done, than they stopped growing. At the very moment that one felt that now was the time to gather oneself together, to use one’s whole strength, to take control, to be an adult, in fact, they seemed content to swop the darling wish of their hearts for innumerable little wishes. Or [247] the image that suggested itself to me was that of a river flowing away in countless little trickles over a dark swamp.


  They deceived themselves, of course. They called this trickling away—greater tolerance—wider interests—a sense of proportion—so that work did not rule out the possibility of ‘life.’ Or they called it an escape from all this mind-probing and self-consciousness—a simpler and therefore a better way of life. But sooner or later, in literature at any rate, there sounded an undertone of deep regret. There was an uneasiness, a sense of frustration. One heard, one thought one heard, the cry that began to echo in one’s own being: “I have missed it. I have given up. This is not what I want. If this is all, then Life is not worth living.”


  But I know it is not all. How does one know that? Let me take the case of K.M. She has led, ever since she can remember, a very typically false life. Yet, through it all, there have been moments, instants, gleams, when she has felt the possibility of something quite other.


  Love-birds at 47b: Male and female. Male, green underbody, wings mole, tipped with yellow, broad at base, gradually growing smaller until the head feathers, as close as can be. Yellow faces: a touch of pale-blue on the chops and on the top of the beak. On the male exquisite black spots, points of jet under the beak. Tail of male bird blue.


  Female yellow with overbody of pale green in delicate [248] pencil lines. The bird is yellow, but a green-yellow. Male bird burrows in its back, finds….


  September 30. “Do you know what individuality is?”


  “No.”


  “Consciousness of will. To be conscious that you have a will and can act.”


  Yes, it is. It’s a glorious saying.


  October 3. Arrived Paris. Took rooms in Select Hotel, Place de la Sorbonne, for ten francs a day per person. What feeling? Very little. The room is like the room where one could work—or so it feels. I have been a perfect torment to L.M. who is pale with dark eyes. I suspect my reactions so much that I hardly dare say what I think of the room and so on. Do I know? Not really. Not more than she.


  I have thought of J. to-day. We are no longer together. Am I in the right way, though? No, not yet. Only looking on—telling others. I am not in body and soul. I feel a bit of a sham…. And so I am. One of the K.M.’s is so sorry. But of course she is. She has to die. Don’t feed her.


  October. Important. When we can begin to take our failures non-seriously, it means we are ceasing to be afraid of them. It is of immense importance to learn to laugh at ourselves. What Shestov calls ‘a touch of easy familiarity and derision’ has its value.


  [249] What will happen to Anatole France and his charming smile? Doesn’t it disguise a lack of feeling, like M.’s weariness?


  Life should be like a steady, visible light.


  What remains of all those years together? It is difficult to say. If they were so important, how could they have come to nothing. Who gave up and why?


  Haven’t I been saying, all along, that the fault lies in trying to cure the body and paying no heed whatever to the sick psyche? G. claims to do just what I have always dreamed might be done.


  The sound of a street pipe, hundreds and hundreds of years old.


  October. The Luxembourg Gardens. A very small railway train came along, with a wooden whistle. First it stopped, blew the whistle, and then moved slowly forward with a wonderfully expressive motion of the right arm. People mattered not at all. It went through them, past them; skirted them. Then down it fell, full length. But two gentlemen picked it up, patted its behind, and in a minute it whistled (rather longer than usual) and started off again….


  A little bird-like mother with a baby in her arm, and tugging at one hand a minute little girl in a coat made out of a pleated skirt, and a pink bow—it looked like pink flannel—on her clubbed hair. A very rich child in a white beaver hat passed and fell quite in love with the pink flannel bow. When its nurse [250] was not looking it hung back and walked beside its little poor sister, looking at her wonderingly and very carefully keeping step.


  A little person in a pink hat passed, very carefully dragging a minute doll’s pram. It was so minute she had to drag it on a thread of cotton. Naturally, once she stopped looking and her hand gave a jerk, down fell the pram. For about two minutes she dragged it along on its side. Then she discovered the accident, rushed back, set it up, and looked round very angrily in all directions: certain some enemy had knocked it over on purpose. Her little dark direct gaze was quite frightening. Did she see some one?


  And then suddenly the wind lifts, and all the leaves, leaves fly forward so gladly, so eagerly, as if they were thankful it is not their turn yet to …


  October 15. Nietzsche’s Birthday. Sat in the Luxembourg Gardens. Cold, wretchedly unhappy. Horrid people at lunch, everything horrid, from anfang bis zum ende.


  October 17. Laublätter. The Four Fountains. The Red Tobacco Plant. English dog. The funeral procession. Actions and Reactions. The silky husks, like the inside of the paw of a cat. ‘Darling.’


  Fire is sunlight and returns to the sun again in an unending cycle…. G. looks exactly like a desert chief. I kept thinking of Doughty’s “Arabia” …


  To be wildly enthusiastic, or deadly serious—both [251] are wrong. Both pass. One must keep ever present a sense of humour. It depends entirely on yourself how much you see or hear or understand. But the sense of humour I have found of use in every single occasion of my life. Now perhaps you understand what the word ‘indifferent’ means. It is to learn not to mind, and not to show your mind.


  October 18. In the autumn garden leaves falling. Little footfalls, like gentle whispering. They fly, spin, twirl, shake.


  [The following entry was torn out of her journal to be sent to me. But K.M. changed her mind. I found it among her papers with this superscription, “These pages from my journal. Don’t let them distress you. The story has a happy ending, really and truly.”]


  October 10. I have been thinking this morning until it seems I may get things straightened out if I try to write … where I am.


  Ever since I came to Paris I have been as ill as ever. In fact, yesterday I thought I was dying. It is not imagination. My heart is so exhausted and so tied up that I can only walk to the taxi and back. I get up at midi and go to bed at 5.30 I try to ‘work’ by fits and starts, but the time has gone by. I cannot work. Ever since April I have done practically nothing. But why? Because, although M.’s treatment improved my blood and made me look well and did have a good effect on [252] my lungs, it made my heart not a snap better, and I only won that improvement by living the life of a corpse in the Victoria Palace Hotel.


  My spirit is nearly dead. My spring of life is so starved that it’s just not dry. Nearly all my improved health is pretence—acting. What does it amount to? Can I walk? Only creep. Can I do anything with my hands or body? Nothing at all. I am an absolutely helpless invalid. What is my life? It is the existence of a parasite. And five years have passed now, and I am in straighter bonds than ever.


  Ah, I feel a little calmer already to be writing. Thank God for writing! I am so terrified of what I am going to do. All the voices out of the ‘Past’ say “Don’t do it.” J. says “M. is a scientist. He does his part. It’s up to you to do yours.” But that is no good at all. I can no more cure my psyche than my body. Less it seems to me. Isn’t J. himself, perfectly fresh and well, utterly depressed by boils on his neck? Think of five years’ imprisonment. Someone has got to help me to get out. If that is a confession of weakness—it is. But it’s only lack of imagination that calls it so. And who is going to help me? Remember Switzerland: “I am helpless.” Of course, he is. One prisoner cannot help another. Do I believe in medicine alone? No, never. In science alone? No, never. It seems to me childish and ridiculous to suppose one can be cured like a cow if one is not a cow. And here, all these years, I have been looking for someone who agreed with me. [253] I have heard of G. who seems not only to agree but to know infinitely more about it. Why hesitate?


  Fear. Fear of what? Doesn’t it come down to fear of losing J.? I believe it does. But, good Heavens! Face things. What have you of him now? What is your relationship? He talks to you—sometimes—and then goes off. He thinks of you tenderly. He dreams of a life with you some day when the miracle has happened. You are important to him as a dream. Not as a living reality. For you are not one. What do you share? Almost nothing. Yet there is a deep, sweet, tender flooding of feeling in my heart which is love for him and longing for him. But what is the good of it as things stand? Life together, with me ill, is simply torture with happy moments. But it’s not life…. You do know that J. and you are only a kind of dream of what might be. And that might-be never, never can be true unless you are well. And you won’t get well by ‘imagining’ or ‘waiting’ or trying to bring off that miracle yourself.


  Therefore if the Grand Lama of Thibet promised to help you—how can you hesitate? Risk! Risk anything! Care no more for the opinions of others, for those voices. Do the hardest thing on earth for you. Act for yourself. Face the truth.


  True, Tchehov didn’t. Yes, but Tchehov died. And let us be honest. How much do we know of Tchehov from his letters? Was that all? Of course not. Don’t you suppose he had a whole longing life of which there [254] is hardly a word? Then read the final letters. He has given up hope. If you de-sentimentalize those final letters they are terrible. There is no more Tchehov. Illness has swallowed him.


  But perhaps to people who are not ill, all this is nonsense. They have never travelled this road. How can they see where I am? All the more reason to go boldly forward alone. Life is not simple. In spite of all we say about the mystery of Life, when we get down to it we want to treat it as though it were a child’s tale….


  Now, Katherine, what do you mean by health? And what do you want it for?


  Answer: By health I mean the power to live a full, adult, living, breathing life in close contact with what I love—the earth and the wonders thereof—the sea—the sun. All that we mean when we speak of the external world. I want to enter into it, to be part of it, to live in it, to learn from it, to lose all that is superficial and acquired in me and to become a conscious direct human being. I want, by understanding myself, to understand others. I want to be all that I am capable of becoming so that I may be (and here I have stopped and waited and waited and it’s no good—there’s only one phrase that will do) a child of the sun. About helping others, about carrying a light and so on, it seems false to say a single word. Let it be at that. A child of the sun.


  Then I want to work. At what? I want so to live that I work with my hands and my feeling and my brain. I want a garden, a small house, grass, animals, [255] books, pictures, music. And out of this, the expression of this, I want to be writing. (Though I may write about cabmen. That’s no matter.)


  But warm, eager, living life—to be rooted in life—to learn, to desire to know, to feel, to think, to act. That is what I want. And nothing less. That is what I must try for.


  ———


  I wrote this for myself. I shall now risk sending it to J. He may do with it what he likes. He must see how much I love him.


  And when I say ‘I fear’—don’t let it disturb you, dearest heart. We all fear when we are in waiting-rooms. Yet we must pass beyond them, and if the other can keep calm, it is all the help we can give each other….


  And this all sounds very strenuous and serious. But now that I have wrestled with it, it’s no longer so. I feel happy—deep down. All is well.


  
    [With those words Katherine Mansfield’s Journal comes to a fitting close. Thenceforward the conviction that “All was well” never left her. She entered a kind of spiritual brotherhood at Fontainebleau. The object of this brotherhood, at least as she understood it, was to help its members to achieve a spiritual regeneration.


    After some three months, at the beginning of 1923, she invited me to stay with her for a week. I arrived early in the afternoon of January 9. I have never seen, nor shall I ever see, any one so beautiful as she was on that day; it was as though the exquisite [256] perfection which was always hers had taken possession of her completely. To use her own words, the last grain of ‘sediment,’ the last ‘traces of earthly degradation,’ were departed for ever. But she had lost her life to save it.


    As she came up the stairs to her room at 10 p.m. she was seized by a fit of coughing which culminated in a violent hæmorrhage. At 10.30 she was dead.]
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  Chapter 1


  [467] There was not an inch of room for Lottie and Kezia in the buggy. When Pat swung them on top of the luggage they wobbled; the [468] Grandmother’s lap was full and Linda Burnell could not possibly have held a lump of a child on hers for such a distance. Isabel, very superior, perched beside Pat on the driver’s seat. Hold-alls, bags and band boxes were piled upon the floor.


  ‘These are absolute necessities that I will not let out of my sight for one instant, said Linda Burnell, her voice trembling with fatigue and over excitement.


  Lottie and Kezia stood on the patch of lawn just inside the gate all ready for the fray in their reefer coats with brass anchor buttons and little round caps with battle ship ribbons. Hand in hand. They stared with round inquiring eyes, first at the ‘absolute necessities’ and then at their Mother.


  ‘We shall simply have to leave them. That is all. We shall simply have to cast them off,’ said Linda Burnell. A strange little laugh flew from her lips; she leaned back upon the buttoned leather cushions and shut her eyes … laughing silently.


  Happily, at that moment, Mrs. Samuel Josephs, who lived next door and had been watching the scene from behind her drawing room blind, rustled down the garden path.


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


  ‘Yes, everything outside the house has to go,’ said Linda Burnell, waving a white hand at the tables and chairs that stood, impudently, on their heads in front of the empty house.


  ‘Well, dodn’t you worry, Brs. Burnell. Loddie and Kezia can have tea with by children and I’ll see them safely on the dray afterwards.’


  She leaned her fat, creaking body across the gate and smiled reassuringly. Linda Burnell pretended to consider.


  ‘Yes, it really is quite the best plan. I am extremely obliged to you, Mrs. Samuel Josephs, I’m sure. Children, say “Thank you” to Mrs. Samuel Josephs.’ …


  (Two subdued chirrups: ‘Thank you, Mrs. Samuel Josephs.’)


  ‘And be good, obedient little girls and—come closer—’—they advanced—‘do not forget to tell Mrs. Samuel Josephs when you want to’ …


  ‘Yes, Mother.’


  ‘Dodn’t worry, Brs. Burnell.’


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


  ‘I want to kiss Grandma “good-bye” again.’ Her heart was bursting.


  ‘Oh, dear me!’ wailed Linda Burnell.


  But the grandmother leant her charming head in the lilac flowery bonnet towards Kezia, and when Kezia searched her face she said—‘It’s [469] all right, my darling. Be good.’ The buggy rolled off up the road, Isabel, proudly sitting by Pat, her nose turned up at all the world, Linda Burnell, prostrate and crying behind her veil, and the Grandmother rumminaging among the curious oddments she had put in her black silk reticule at the last moment for lavender smelling salts to give her daughter.


  The buggy twinkled away in the sunlight and fine golden dust—up the hill and over. Kezia bit her lip hard, but Lottie, carefully finding her handkerchief first, set up a howl.


  ‘Mo-ther! Gran’ma!’


  Mrs. Samuel Josephs, like an animated black silk tea-cosy, waddled to Lottie’s rescue.


  ‘It’s all right, by dear. There-there, ducky! Be a brave child. You come and blay in the nursery.’


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


  The Samuel Josephs were not a family. They were a swarm. The moment you entered the house they cropped up and jumped out at you from under the tables, through the stair rails, behind the doors, behind the coats in the passage. Impossible to count them: impossible to distinguish between them. Even in the family groups that Mrs. Samuel Josephs caused to be taken twice yearly—herself and Samuel in the middle—Samuel with parchment roll clenched on knee and she with the youngest girl on hers—you never could be sure how many children really were there. You counted them, and then you saw another head or another small boy in a white sailor suit perched on the arm of a basket chair. All the girls were fat, with black hair tied up in red ribbons and eyes like buttons. The little ones had scarlet faces but the big ones were white, with blackheads and dawning moustaches. The boys had the same jetty hair, the same button eyes, but they were further adorned with ink black finger nails. (The girls bit theirs, so the black didn’t show.) And every single one of them started a pitched battle as soon as possible after birth with every single other.


  When Mrs. Samuel Josephs was not turning up their clothes or down their clothes (as the sex might be) and beating them with a hair brush, she called this pitched battle ‘airing their lungs.’ She seemed to take a pride in it and to bask in it from far away like a fat General watching through field glasses his troops in violent action …


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


  [470] ‘Hullo! You’ve been crying!’


  ‘Ooh! Your eyes have gone right in!’


  ‘Doesn’t her nose look funny!’


  ‘You’re all red-an’-patchy!’


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


  ‘Go and sit by Zaidee, ducky,’ said Mrs. Samuel Josephs. ‘And Kezia—you sit at the end by Boses.’


  Moses grinned and pinched her behind as she sat down, but she pretended to take no notice. She did hate boys!


  ‘Which will you have?’ asked Stanley (a big one), leaning across the table very politely and smiling at Kezia. ‘Which will you have to begin with—Strawberries and cream or bread and dripping?’


  ‘Strawberries and cream, please,’ said she.


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


  ‘Ma! She thought it was real!’


  Even Mrs. Samuel Josephs, pouring out the milk and water, smiled indulgently. It was a merry tea.


  After tea the young Samuel Josephs were turned out to grass until summoned to bed by their servant girl standing in the yard and banging on a tin tray with a potato masher.


  ‘Know what we’ll do,’ said Miriam. ‘Let’s go an’ play hide-an’-seek all over Burnell’s. Their back door is still open, because they haven’t got the sideboard out yet. I heard Ma tell Glad Eyes she wouldn’t take such ole rubbish to a new house! Come on! Come on!’


  ‘No, I don’t want to,’ said Kezia, shaking her head.


  ‘Ooh! Don’t be soft. Come on—do!’


  Miriam caught hold of one of her hands. Zaidee snatched at the other.


  ‘I don’t not want to either, if Kezia doesn’t,’ said Lottie, standing firm. But she, too, was whirled away. Now, the whole fun of the game for the S.J.’s was that the Burnell kids didn’t want to play. In the yard they paused. Burnell’s yard was small and square with flower beds on either side. All down one side big clumps of arum lilies aired their rich beauty, on the other side there was nothing but a straggle of what the children called ‘Grandmother’s pincushions’, a dull, pinkish flower, but so strong it would push its way and grow through a crack of concrete.


  ‘You’ve only got one w. at your place,’ said Miriam scornfully. ‘We’ve got two at ours. One for men and one for ladies. The one for men hasn’t got a seat.’


  ‘Hasn’t got a seat!’ cried Kezia. ‘I don’t believe you.’


  [471] ‘It’s-true-it’s-true-it’s-true! Isn’t it, Zaidee?’ And Miriam began to dance and hop showing her flannelette drawers.


  ‘Course it is,’ said Zaidee. ‘Well, you are a baby, Kezia!’


  ‘I don’t not believe it either if Kezia doesn’t,’ said Lottie, after a pause.


  But they never paid any attention to what Lottie said. Alice Samuel Josephs tugged at a lily leaf, twisted it off, turned it over. It was covered on the under side with tiny blue and grey snails.


  ‘How much does your Pa give you for collecting snails?’ she demanded.


  ‘Nothing!’ said Kezia.


  ‘Reely? Doesn’t he give you anything? Our Pa gives us ha’penny a hundred. We put them in a bucket with salt and they all go bubbly like spittle. Don’t you get any pocket money?’


  ‘Yes, I get a penny for having my hair washed,’ said Kezia.


  ‘An’ a penny a tooth,’ said Lottie, softly.


  ‘My! Is that all? One day Stanley took the money out of all our money boxes and Pa was so mad he rang up the police station.’


  ‘No, he didn’t. Not reely,’ said Zaidee. ‘He only took the telephone down an’ spoke in it to frighten Stan.’


  ‘Ooh, you fibber! Ooh, you are a fibber,’ screamed Alice, feeling her story totter. ‘But Stan was so frightened he caught hold of Pa and screamed and bit him and then he lay on the floor and banged with his head as hard as ever.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Zaidee, warming. ‘And at dinner when the door bell rang an’ Pa said to Stan ‘There they are—they’ve come for you,’ do you know what Stan did?’ Her button eyes snapped with joy. ‘He was sick—all over the table!’


  ‘How perfeckly horrid,’ said Kezia, but even as she spoke she had one of her ‘ideas.’ It frightened her so that her knees trembled, but it made her so happy she nearly screamed aloud with joy.


  ‘Know a new game,’ said she. ‘All of you stand in a row and each person holds a narum lily head. I count one—two—three, and when ‘three’ comes all of you have to bite out the yellow bit and scrunch it up—and who swallows first—wins.’


  The Samuel Josephs suspected nothing. They liked the game. A game where something had to be destroyed always fetched them. Savagely they broke off the big white blooms and stood in a row before Kezia.


  ‘Lottie can’t play,’ said Kezia.


  But any way it didn’t matter. Lottie was still patiently bending a lily head this way and that—it would not come off the stem for her.


  ‘One—two—three!’ said Kezia.


  She flung up her hands with joy as the Samuel Josephs bit, chewed, [472] made dreadful faces, spat, screamed, and rushed to Burnell’s garden tap. But that was no good—only a trickle came out. Away they sped, yelling.


  ‘Ma! Ma! Kezia’s poisoned us.’


  ‘Ma! Ma! Me tongue’s burning off.’


  ‘Ma! Ooh, Ma!’


  ‘Whatever is the matter?’ asked Lottie, mildly, still twisting the frayed, oozing stem. ‘Kin I bite my lily off like this, Kezia?’


  ‘No, silly.’ Kezia caught her hand. ‘It burns your tongue like anything.’


  ‘Is that why they all ran away?’ said Lottie. She did not wait for an answer. She drifted to the front of the house and began to dust the chair-legs on the lawn with a corner of her pinafore.


  Kezia felt very pleased. Slowly she walked up the back steps and through the scullery into the kitchen. Nothing was left in it except a lump of gritty yellow soap in one corner of the window-sill and a piece of flannel stained with a blue bag in another. The fireplace was choked with a litter of rubbish. She poked among it for treasure, but found nothing except a hair-tidy with a heart painted on it that had belonged to the servant girl. Even that she left lying, and she slipped through the narrow passage into the drawing room. The venetian blind was pulled down but not drawn close. Sunlight, piercing the green chinks, shone once again upon the purple urns brimming over with yellow chrysanthemums that patterned the walls—The hideous box was quite bare, so was the dining room except for the sideboard that stood in the middle, forlorn, its shelves edged with a scallop of black leather. But this room had a ‘funny’ smell. Kezia lifted her head and sniffed again, to remember. Silent as a kitten she crept up the ladderlike stairs. In Mr. and Mrs. Burnell’s room she found a pill box, black and shiny outside and red in, holding a blob of cotton wool. ‘I could keep a bird’s egg in that,’ she decided. The only other room in the house (the little tin bathroom did not count) was their room where Isabel and Lottie had slept in one bed and she and Grandma in another. She knew there was nothing there—she had watched Grandma pack. Oh, yes, there was! A stay button stuck in a crack of the floor and in another crack some beads and a long needle. She went over to the window and leaned against it, pressing her hands against the pane.


  From the window you saw beyond the yard a deep gully filled with tree ferns and a thick tangle of wild green, and beyond that there stretched the esplanade bounded by a broad stone wall against which the sea chafed and thundered. (Kezia had been born in that room. She had come forth squealing out of a reluctant mother in the teeth of a [473] ‘Southerly Buster.’ The Grandmother, shaking her before the window, had seen the sea rise in green mountains and sweep the esplanade—The little house was like a shell to its loud booming. Down in the gully the wild trees lashed together and big gulls wheeling and crying skimmed past the misty window.)


  Kezia liked to stand so before the window. She liked the feeling of the cold shining glass against her hot little palms and she liked to watch the funny white tops that came on her fingers when she pressed them hard against the pane.


  As she stood the day flickered out and sombre dusk entered the empty house, thievish dusk stealing the shapes of things, sly dusk painting the shadows. At her heels crept the wind, snuffling and howling. The windows shook, a creaking came from the walls and floors, a piece of loose iron on the roof banged forlornly—Kezia did not notice these things severally, but she was suddenly quite, quite still with wide open eyes and knees pressed together—terribly frightened. Her old bogey, the dark, had overtaken her, and now there was no lighted room to make a despairing dash for. Useless to call ‘Grandma’—useless to wait for the servant girl’s cheerful stumping up the stairs to pull down the blinds and light the bracket lamp … There was only Lottie in the garden. If she began to call Lottie now and went on calling her loudly all the while she flew down the stairs and out of the house she might escape from It in time. It was round like the sun. It had a face. It smiled, but It had no eyes. It was yellow. When she was put to bed with two drops of aconite in a medicine glass It breathed very loudly and firmly and It had been known on certain particularly fearful occasions to turn round and round. It hung in the air. That was all she knew and even that much had been very difficult to explain to the Grandmother. Nearer came the terror and more plain to feel the ‘silly’ smile. She snatched her hands from the window pane, opened her mouth to call Lottie, and fancied that she did call loudly, though she made no sound … It was at the top of the stairs; It was at the bottom of the stairs, waiting in the little dark passage, guarding the back door—But Lottie was at the back door, too.


  ‘Oh, there you are!’ she said cheerfully. ‘The storeman’s here. Everything’s on the dray—and three horses, Kezia. Mrs. Samuel Josephs has given us a big shawl to wear round us, and she says button up your coat. She won’t come out because of asthma, and she says “never do it again’”—Lottie was very important—


  ‘Now then, you kids,’ called the storeman. He hooked his big thumbs under their arms. Up they swung. Lottie arranged the shawl ‘most beautifully,’ and the storeman tucked up their feet in a piece of [474] old blanket. ‘Lift up—easy does it.’ They might have been a couple of young ponies.


  The storeman felt over the cords holding his load, unhooked the brake chain from the wheel, and whistling, he swung up beside them.


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


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


  []


  Chapter 2


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


  ‘There comes the Picton boat,’ said the storeman, pointing with his whip to a little steamer all hung with bright beads.


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


  ‘Night, Fred!’


  ‘Night-o!’ he shouted.


  Kezia liked very much to hear him. Whenever a cart appeared in the distance she looked up and waited for his voice. In fact, she liked him altogether; he was an old friend; she and the Grandmother had often been to his place to buy grapes. The storeman lived alone in a cottage with a glass house that he had built himself leaning against it. All the glasshouse was spanned and arched over with one beautiful vine. He took her brown basket from her, lined it with three large leaves, and then he felt in his belt for a little horn knife, reached up and snipped off a big blue cluster and laid it on the leaves as tenderly as you might put a doll to bed. He was a very big man. He wore brown velvet trousers and he had a long brown beard, but he never wore a collar—not even on Sundays. The back of his neck was dark red.


  ‘Where are we now?’ Every few minutes one of the children asked him the question, and he was patient—


  ‘Why! this is Hawkstone Street,’ or ‘Hill Street,’ or ‘Charlotte Crescent.’


  [475] ‘Of course it is.’ Lottie pricked up her ears at the last name; she always felt that Charlotte Crescent belonged specially to her. Very few people had streets with the same name as theirs—


  ‘Look, Kezia! There is Charlotte Crescent. Doesn’t it look different?’ They reached their last boundary marks—the fire alarm station—a little wooden affair painted red and sheltering a huge bell—and the white gates of the Botanical Gardens, gleaming in the moonlight. Now everything familiar was left behind; now the big dray rattled into unknown country, along the new roads with high clay banks on either side, up the steep towering hills, down into valleys where the bush drew back on either side just enough to let them past, through a wide shallow river—the horses pulled up to drink, and made a rare scramble at starting again—on and on—further and further. Lottie drooped; her head wagged, she slipped half into Kezia’s lap and lay there. But Kezia could not open her eyes wide enough. The wind blew on them; she shivered, but her cheeks and her ears burned. She looked up at the stars.


  ‘Do stars ever blow about?’ she asked.


  ‘Well, I never noticed ’em,’ said the storeman.


  Came a thin scatter of lights and the shape of a tin church, rising out of a ring of tombstones.


  ‘They call this we’re coming to—“The Flats”,’ said the storeman.


  ‘We got a nuncle and a naunt living near here,’ said Kezia—‘Aunt Doady and Uncle Dick. They’ve got two children, Pip the eldest is called, and the youngest’s name is Rags. He’s got a ram. He has to feed it with a nenamel teapot and a glove top over the spout. He’s going to show us. What is the difference between a ram and a sheep?’


  ‘Well, a ram has got horns and it goes for you.’


  Kezia considered.


  ‘I don’t want to see it frightfully,’ she said. ‘I hate rushing animals like dogs and parrots—don’t you? I often dream that animals rush at me—even camels, and while they’re rushing, their heads swell—e-nor-mous!’


  ‘My word!’ said the storeman.


  A very bright little place shone ahead of them, and in front of it was gathered a collection of traps and carts. As they drew near someone ran out of the bright place and stood in the middle of the road, waving his apron—


  ‘Going to Mr. Burnell’s?’ shouted the some one.


  ‘That’s right,’ said Fred, and drew rein.


  ‘Well I got a passel for them in the store. Come inside half a jiffy, will you?


  ‘We-ell! I got a couple of little kids along with me,’ said Fred. But the someone had already darted back, across his verandah and [476] through the glass door. The storeman muttered something about ‘stretching their legs’ and swung off the dray.


  ‘Where are we?’ said Lottie, raising herself up. The bright light from the shop window shone over the little girls; Lottie’s reefer cap was all on one side and on her cheek there was the print of an anchor button she had pressed against while sleeping. Tenderly the storeman lifted her, set her cap straight and pulled down her crumpled clothes. She stood blinking on the verandah, watching Kezia, who seemed to come flying through the air to her feet. Into the warm, smoky shop they went. Kezia and Lottie sat on two barrels, their legs dangling.


  ‘Ma!’ shouted the man in the apron. He leaned over the counter. ‘Name of Tubb!’ he said, shaking hands with Fred. ‘Ma!’ he bawled. ‘Gotter couple of young ladies here.’ Came a wheeze from behind a curtain. ‘Arf a mo, dearie.’


  Everything was in that shop. Bluchers and sand shoes, straw hats and onions were strung across the ceiling, mixed with bunches of cans and tin teapots and broom heads and brushes. There were bins and canisters against the walls and shelves of pickles and jams and things in tins. One corner was fitted up as a draper’s—you could smell the rolls of flannelette—and one as a chemist’s with cards of rubber dummies and jars of worm chocolate. One barrel brimmed with apples—one had a tap and a bowl under it half full of molasses, a third was stained deep red inside, and a wooden ladle with a crimson handle was balanced across it. It held raspberries. And every spare inch of space was covered with a flypaper or an advertisement. Sitting on stools or boxes or lounging against things a collection of big untidy men yarned and smoked. One, very old one with a dirty beard sat with his back half turned to the other, chewing tobacco and spitting a long distance into a huge round spittoon pepered with sawdust. After he had spat he combed his beard with a shaking hand. ‘We-ell! that’s how it is!’ or—‘That’s ’ow it ’appens’—or ‘There you’ve got it, yer see,’ he would quaver. But nobody paid any attention to him but Mr. Tubb, who cocked an occasional eye and roared ‘Now, then, Father!’ And then the combing hand would be curved over the ear, and the silly face screwed up—‘Ay?’—to droop again and then start chewing.


  From the store the road completely changed—very slowly, twisting as if loath to go, turning as if shy to follow it slipped into a deep valley. In front and on either side there were paddocks and beyond them bush covered hills thrust up into the moonlit air like dark heaving water—you could not imagine that the road led beyond the valley. Here it seemed to reach its perfect end—the valley knotted upon the bend of the road like a big jade tassel—


  [477] ‘Can we see the house from here the house from here’—piped the children. Houses were to be seen—little houses—they counted three—but not their house. The storeman knew—He had made the journey twice before that day—At last he raised his whip and pointed.


  ‘That’s one of your paddocks belonging,’ he said, ‘and the next, and the next’—over the edge of the last paddock pushed tree boughs and bushes from an immense garden—A corrugated iron fence painted white held back the garden from the road. In the middle there was a gap—the iron gates were open wide—They clanked through up a drive cutting through the garden like a whip lash, looping suddenly an island of green and behind the island, out of sight until you came upon it, was the house. It was long and low built, with a pillared verandah and balcony running all the way round—shallow steps led to the door—The soft white bulk of it lay stretched upon the green garden like a sleeping beast—and now one, and now another, of the windows leapt into light—Someone was walking through the empty rooms, carrying a lighted candle. From a window downstairs the light of a fire flickered—a strange, beautiful excitement seemed to stream from the house in quivering ripples. Over its roofs the verandah poles, the window sashes, the moon swung her lantern.


  ‘Ooh!’ Kezia flung out her arms—The Grandmother had appeared on the top step—she carried a little lamp—she was smiling. ‘Has this house got a name’—asked Kezia fluttering for the last time out of the storeman’s hands.


  ‘Yes,’ said the Grandmother, ‘it is called Tarana.’ ‘Tarana,’ she repeated, and put her hands upon the big glass door knob.


  ‘Stay where you are one moment, children!’ The Grandmother turned to the storeman. ‘Fred, these things can be unloaded and left on the verandah for the night. Pat will help you’—She turned and called into the hollow hall—‘Pat are you there’—‘I am’ came a voice and the Irish handy man squeaked in new boots over the bare boards. But Lottie staggered over the verandah like a bird fallen out of a nest. If she stood still for a moment, her eyes closed—if she leaned—she fell asleep. She could not walk another step. ‘Kezia,’ said the Grandmother, ‘can I trust you to carry the lamp.’ ‘Yes, my Grandma’—The old woman knelt and gave the bright breathing thing into her hands, and then she raised herself and caught up Lottie. ‘This way’—Through a square hall filled with furniture bales and hundreds of parrots (but the parrots were only on the wallpaper) down a narrow passage where the parrots persisted on either side, walked Kezia with her lamp.


  ‘You are to have some supper before you go to bed’ said the Grandmother putting down Lottie to open the dining room door. ‘Be very quiet,’ she warned—‘poor little mother has got such a headache.’


  [478] Linda Burnell lay before a crackling fire, in a long cane chair her feet on a hassock a plaid rug over her knees—Burnell and Beryl sat at a table in the middle of the room eating a dish of fried chops and drinking tea out of a brown china teapot—Over the back of her Mother’s chair leaned Isabel. She had a white comb in her fingers and in a gentle absorbed way, she was combing back the curls from her Mother’s forehead—Outside the pool of lamp and firelight the room stretched dark and bare to the hollow windows—‘Are those the children—’ Mrs. Burnell did not even open her eyes—her voice was tired and trembling—‘Have either of them been maimed for life?’


  ‘No, dear, perfectly safe and sound.’


  ‘Put down that lamp Kezia,’ said Aunt Beryl, ‘or we shall have the house on fire before we’re out of the packing cases. More tea—Stan?’


  ‘Well, you might just give me 5/8 of a cup,’ said Burnell, leaning across the table—‘Have another chop, Beryl—Tip top meat, isn’t it? First rate First rate. Not too lean—not too fat—’ He turned to his wife—‘Sure you won’t change your mind—Linda, darling?’ ‘Oh, the very thought of it’ … She raised one eyebrow in a way she had—The Grandmother brought the children 2 bowls of bread and milk, and they sat up to the table, their faces flushed and sleepy behind the waving steam—‘I had meat for my supper,’ said Isabel, still combing gently. ‘I had a whole chop for my supper—the bone an’ all, an’ Worcestershire sauce. Didn’t I, Father—’ ‘Oh, don’t boast, Isabel,’ said Aunt Beryl. Isabel looked astounded—‘I wasn’t boasting was I mummy? I never thought of boasting—I thought they’d like to know. I only meant to tell them ‘Very well. That’s enough’ said Burnell. He pushed back his plate, took a toothpick out of his waistcoat pocket, and began picking his strong, white teeth. ‘You might see that Fred has a bite of something in the kitchen before he goes, will you, Mother.’ ‘Yes, Stanley.’ The old woman turned to go—‘Oh, and hold on a jiffy. I suppose nobody knows where my slippers were put. I suppose I shan’t be able to get at ’em for a month or two, eh?’ ‘Yes,’ came from Linda. ‘In the top of the canvas hold all marked Urgent Necessities.’ ‘Well, you might bring them to me will you Mother.’ ‘Yes, Stanley.’ Burnell got up, stretched himself and went over to the fire to warm his bottom and lifted up his coat tail—‘By Jove this is a pretty pickle, eh, Beryl.’ Beryl, sipping tea, her elbow on the table, smiled over the cup at him—She wore an unfamiliar pink pinafore. The sleeves of her blouse were rolled up to her shoulders, showing her lovely freckled arms, and she had let her hair fall down her back in a long pigtail. ‘How long do you think it will take you to get straight—couple of weeks? eh—’ he chaffed. ‘Good Heavens no,’ said Beryl. ‘The worst is over already. All the beds are up—Everything’s in the house—yours and Linda’s room is finished already. The servant girl [479] and I have simply slaved all day, and ever since Mother came she’s worked like a horse, too. We’ve never sat down for a moment. We have had a day.’ Stamping he scented a rebuke. ‘Well, I suppose you didn’t expect me to tear away from the office and nail carpets, did you—’ ‘Certainly not’ said Beryl airily. She put down her cup and ran out of the dining room. ‘What the hell did she expect to do,’ asked Stanley. ‘Sit down and fan herself with a palm leaf fan while I hired a gang of professionals to do the job? Eh? By Jove, if she can’t do a hand’s turn occasionally without shouting about it in return for—’ and he glared as the chops began to fight the tea in his sensitive stomach. But Linda put up a hand and dragged him down—on to the side of her long cane chair. ‘This is a wretched time for you, old boy,’ she said fondly—Her cheeks were very white, but she smiled and curled her fingers round the big red hand she held—‘And with a wife about as bright and gay as a yesterday’s buttonhole,’ she said—‘You’ve been awfully patient, darling.’ ‘Rot,’ said Burnell, but he began to whistle The Holy City a good sign—‘Think you’re going to like it?’ he asked—‘I don’t want to tell you, but I think I ought to, Mother,’ said Isabel. ‘Kezia’s drinking tea out of Aunt Beryl’s cup—’


  They were trooped off to bed by the Grandmother—She went first with a candle—the stairs rang to their climbing feet. Isabel and Lottie lay in a room to themselves—Kezia curled in the Grandmother’s big bed. ‘Aren’t there any sheets, my Grandma?’ ‘No, not to-night.’ ‘It’s very tickly,’ said Kezia. ‘It’s like Indians. Come to bed soon an be my Indian brave.’ ‘What a silly you are,’ said the old woman, tucking her in as she loved to be tucked. ‘Are you going to leave the candle.’ ‘No. Hush, go to sleep.’ ‘Well, kin I have the door left open?’ She rolled herself into a round, but she did not go to sleep. From all over the house came the sound of steps—The house itself creaked and popped—Loud whispery voices rose and fell. Once she heard Aunt Beryl’s—rush of high laughter. Once there came a loud trumpeting from Burnell blowing his nose. Outside the windows hundreds of black cats with yellow eyes sat in the sky watching her, but she was not frightened—


  Lottie was saying to Isabel—‘I’m going to say my prayers in bed to-night—’ ‘No, you can’t, Lottie.’ Isabel was very firm. ‘God only excuses you saying your prayers in bed if you’ve got a temperature.’ So Lottie yielded:


  
    ‘Gentle Jesus meek an’ mile


    Look ’pon little chile


    Pity me simple Lizzie


    Suffer me come to Thee.

  


  
    [480] Fain would I to Thee be brought


    Dearest Lor’ forbid it not


    In the Kinkdom of Thy grace


    Make a little chile a place—Amen.’

  


  And then they lay down back to back just touching and fell asleep.


  Standing in a pool of moonlight Beryl Fairfield undressed herself—she was tired but she pretended to be more tired than she really was—letting her clothes fall—pushing back with a charming gesture her warm heavy hair—‘Oh, how tired I am very tired’—she shut her eyes a moment but her lips smiled—her breath rose and fell in her breast like fairy wings. The window was open it was warm and still. Somewhere out there in the garden a young man dark and slender with mocking eyes, tip toed among the bushes and gathered the garden into a big bouquet and slipped under her window and held it up to her. She saw herself bending forward—He thrust his head among the white waxy flowers—‘No, no.’ said Beryl. She turned from the window she dropped her nightgown over her head—‘How frightfully unreasonable Stanley is sometimes,’ she thought, buttoning—And then as she lay down came the old thought, the cruel, leaping thought, ‘If I had money’ only to be shaken off and beaten down by calling to her rescue her endless pack of dreams—A young man immensely rich just arrived from England, meets her quite by chance. The new Governor is married. There is a ball at Government House to celebrate his wedding. Who is that exquisite creature in eau de nil satin? … Beryl Fairfield.


  ‘The thing that pleases me’ said Stanley, leaning against the side of the bed in his shirt and giving himself a good scratch before turning in—‘is that, on the strict q.T. Linda, I’ve got the place dirt cheap. I was talking about it to little Teddy Dean today, and he said he simply couldn’t understand why they’d accepted my figure you see land about here is bound to become more and more valuable—look in about 10 years time … Of course we shall have to go very slow from now on and keep down expenses—cut ’em as fine as possible. Not asleep, are you.’ ‘No dear I’m listening—’ said Linda. He sprang into bed leaned over her and blew out the candle. ‘Good-night, Mr. Business man’ she said, and she took hold of his head by the ears and gave him a quick kiss. Her faint, far away voice seemed to come from a deep well—‘Good-night, darling.’ He slipped his arm under her neck and drew her to him … ‘Yes, clasp me,’ she said faintly, in her far away sleeping voice….


  Pat the handy man sprawled in his little room behind the kitchen. His sponge bag coat and trousers hung from the door peg like a hanged man. From the blanket edge his twisted feet protruded—and [481] on the floor of his room there was an empty cane bird cage. He looked like a comic picture.


  ‘Honk—honk,’ came from the snoring servant girl next door she had adenoids.


  Last to go to bed was the Grandmother.


  ‘What—not asleep yet.’ ‘No—I’m waiting for you,’ said Kezia, The old woman sighed and lay down beside her. Kezia thrust her head under the Grandmother’s arm. ‘Who am I—’ she whispered—this was an old established ritual to be gone through between them. ‘You are my little brown bird,’ said the Grandmother. Kezia gave a guilty chuckle. The Grandmother took out her teeth and put them in a glass of water beside her on the floor.


  Then the house was still.


  In the garden some owls called—perched on the branches of a lace bark tree, More pork more pork, and far away from the bush came a harsh rapid chatter—Ha Ha Ha Ha. Ha-Ha-Ha-Ha!’


  Dawn came sharp and chill. The sleeping people turned over and hunched the blankets higher—They sighed and stirred, but the brooding house all hung about with shadows held the quiet in its lap a little longer—A breeze blew over the tangled garden dropping dew and dropping petals—shivered over the drenched paddock grass lifted the sombre bush and shook from it a wild and bitter scent. In the green sky tiny stars floated a moment and then they were gone, they were dissolved like bubbles. The cocks shrilled from the neighbouring farms—the cattle moved in their stalls—the horses grouped under the trees lifted their heads and swished their tails—and plainly to be heard in the early quiet was the sound of the creek in the paddock running over the brown stones—running in and out of the sandy hollows—hiding under clumps of dark berry bushes—spilling into a swamp full of yellow water flowers and cresses—All the air smelled of water—The lawn was hung with bright drops and spangles—And then quite suddenly—at the first glint of sun—the birds began to sing—Big cheeky birds, starlings and minors whistled on the lawns; the little birds, the goldfinches and fantails and linnets, twittered flitting from bough to bough—and from tree to tree, hanging the garden with bright chains of song—a lovely king fisher perched on the paddock fence preening his rich beauty—‘How loud the birds are’ said Linda in her dream. She was walking with her father through a green field sprinkled with daisies—and suddenly he bent forward and parted the grasses and showed her a tiny ball of fluff just at her feet. ‘Oh Papa the darling.’ She made a cup of her hands and caught the bird and stroked its head with her finger. It was quite tame. But a strange thing happened. As she stroked it, it began to swell—It ruffled and pouched—it grew bigger [482] and bigger and its round eyes seemed to smile at her—Now her arms were hardly wide enough to hold it—she dropped it in her apron. It had become a baby with a big naked head and a gaping bird mouth—opening and shutting—Her father broke into a loud clattering laugh and Linda woke to see Burnell standing by the windows rattling the venetian blinds up to the very top—‘Hullo!’ he said—‘didn’t wake you, did I? Nothing much the matter with the weather this morning.’ He was enormously pleased—weather like this set a final seal upon his bargain—he felt somehow—that he had bought the sun too got it chucked in, dirt cheap, with the house and grounds—He dashed off to his bath and Linda turned over, raised herself on one elbow to see the room by daylight. It looked wonderfully lived in already; all the furniture had found a place—all the old ‘paraphernalia’ as she expressed it—even to photographs on the mantelpiece and medicine bottles on a shelf over the washstand. But this room was much bigger than their other room had been—that was a blessing. Her clothes lay across a chair—her outdoor things—a purple cape and a round sable with a plume on it—were tossed on the box ottoman—Looking at them a silly thought brought a fleeting smile into her eyes—‘perhaps I’m going away again to-day’ and for a moment she saw herself driving away from them all in a little buggy—driving away from every one of them, and waving—Back came Stanley girt with a towel, glowing and slapping his thighs. He pitched the wet towel on top of her cape and hat and standing firm in the exact centre of a square of sunlight he began to do his exercises—deep breathing—bending—squatting like a frog and shooting out his legs. He was so saturated with health that everything he did delighted him, but this amazing vigour seemed to set him miles and worlds away from Linda—she lay on the white tumbled bed, and leaned towards him, laughing as if from the sky—


  ‘Oh, hang! Oh, damn!’ said Stanley who had butted into a crisp shirt only to find that some idiot a woman had fastened the neckband and he was caught—He stalked over to her waving his arms. ‘Now you look the image of a fat turkey,’ said she—‘Fat! I like that,’ said Stanley—‘why I haven’t got a square inch of fat on me. Feel that—’ ‘My dear—hard as nails,’ mocked she—‘You’d be surprised—’ said Stanley, as though this were intensely interesting, ‘at the number of chaps at the club who’ve got a corporation—young chaps, you know—about my own age—’ He began parting and brushing his strong ginger hair, his blue eyes fixed and round in the glass—bent at the knees, because the dressing table was always—confound it—a bit too low for him. ‘Little Teddy Dean for example’ and he straightened, describing upon himself an enormous curve with the hair brush. ‘Of course they’re sitting on their hindquarters all day in the office and when they’re away from it—as far as I can make out, they stodge [483] and they snooze—I must say I’ve got a perfect horror.’ ‘Yes, my dear, don’t worry, you’ll never be fat—You’re far too energetic,’ repeating the familiar formula that he never tired of hearing. ‘Yes. Yes I suppose that’s true,’ and taking a mother of pearl penknife out of his pocket he began to pare his nails—‘Breakfast, Stanley’ Beryl was at the door—‘Oh Linda Mother says don’t get up—Stay where you are until after lunch, won’t you?’ She popped her head in at the door. She had a big piece of syringa stuck through a braid of her hair. ‘Everything we left on the verandah last night is simply sopping this morning. You should see poor dear Mother wringing out the sofa and chairs—However, no harm done—not a pennorth’s of harm’ this with the faintest glance at Stanley—‘Have you told Pat what time to have the buggy round? It’s a good six-and-a-half miles—from here to the office—’ ‘I can imagine what his morning start off for the office will become’—thought Linda. Even when they lived in town—only half an hour away—the house had to slow down each morning—had to stop like a steamer—every soul on board summoned to the gangway to watch Burnell descending the ladder and into the little cockle shell—They must wave when he waved—give him good-bye for good-bye and lavish upon him unlimited sympathy as though they saw on the horizon’s brim the untamed land to which he curved his chest so proudly, the line of leaping savages ready to fall upon his valiant sword—


  ‘Pat, Pat,’ she heard the servant girl calling—But Pat was evidently not to be found—the silly voice went baaing all over the garden. ‘It will be very high pressure indeed’—she decided—and she did not rest again until the final slam of the front door sounded—and Stanley was gone.


  Later she heard her children playing in the garden. Lottie’s stolid, compact little voice—cried: ‘Kezia Isabel’—Lottie was always getting lost or losing people and finding them again—astonished—round the next tree or the next corner—‘Oh there you are’—They had been turned out to grass after breakfast with strict orders not to come near the house until they were called—Isabel wheeled a neat pram load of prim dolls and Lottie was allowed for a great treat to walk beside holding the doll parasols over the face of the wax one—‘Where are you going to, Kezia,’ asked Isabel, who longed to find some light and menial duty that Kezia might perform and so be roped in under her government. ‘Oh, just away,’ said Kezia.


  ‘Come back, Kezia. Come back. You’re not to go on the wet grass until it’s dry, Grandma says,’ called Isabel.


  ‘Bossy! Bossy!’ Linda heard Kezia answer.


  ‘Do the children’s voices annoy you, Linda?’ asked old Mrs. Fairfield, coming in at that moment with a breakfast tray. ‘Shall I tell them to go further away from the house?’


  [484] ‘No, don’t bother,’ said Linda. ‘Oh, Mother, I do not want any breakfast.’


  ‘I have not brought you any,’ said Mrs. Fairfield, putting down the tray on the bed table. ‘A spot of porridge, a finger of toast——’


  ‘The merest sensation of marmalade—’ mocked Linda. But Mrs. Fairfield remained serious. ‘Yes, dearie, and a little pot of fresh tea.’


  She brought from the cupboard a white woolen jacket trimmed with red bows and buttoned it round her daughter.


  ‘Must I?’ pouted Linda, making a face at the porridge.


  Mrs. Fairfield walked about the room. She lowered the blinds, tidied away the evidences of Burnell’s toilet, and gently she lifted the dampened plume of the little round hat. There was a charm and a grace in all her movements. It was not that she merely ‘set in order’; there seemed to be almost a positive quality in the obedience of things to her fine old hands. They found not only their proper but their perfect place. She wore a grey foulard dress patterned with large purple pansies, a white linen apron and one of those high caps, shaped like a jelly mould of white tulle. At her throat a big silver brooch shaped like a crescent moon with five owls sitting on it, and round her neck a black bead watch chain. If she had been a beauty in her youth and she had been a very great beauty—(indeed, report had it that her miniature had been painted and sent to Queen Victoria as the belle of Australia)—old age had touched her with exquisite gentleness. Her long curling hair was still black at her waist, grey between her shoulders, and it framed her head in frosted silver. The late roses—the last roses, that frail pink kind, so reluctant to fall, such a wonder to find—still bloomed in her cheeks and behind big gold rimmed spectacles her blue eyes shone and smiled. And she still had dimples. On the backs of her hands, at her elbows—one in the left hand corner of her chin. Her body was the colour of old ivory. She bathed in cold water summer and winter, and she could only bear linen next to her skin and suède gloves on her hands. Upon everything she used there lingered a trace of Cashmère bouquet perfume.


  ‘How are you getting on downstairs?’ asked Linda, playing with her breakfast.


  ‘Beautifully. Pat has turned out a treasure—He has laid all the linoleum and the carpets and Alice seems to be taking a real interest in the kitchen and pantries.’


  ‘Pantries! There’s grandeur, after that bird cage of a larder in the other cubby hole!’


  ‘Yes, I must say the house is wonderfully convenient and ample in every way. You should have a good look round when you get up.’


  Linda smiled, shaking her head.


  [485] ‘I don’t want to. I don’t care. The house can bulge cupboards and pantries, but other people will explore them. Not me.’


  ‘But why not?’ asked Mrs. Fairfield, anxiously watching her.


  ‘Because I don’t feel the slightest crumb of interest, my Mother.’


  ‘But why don’t you, dear? You ought to try—to begin—even for Stanley’s sake. He’ll be so bitterly disappointed if …’ Linda’s laugh interrupted. ‘Oh, trust me—I’ll satisfy Stanley. Besides, I can rave all the better over what I haven’t seen.’ ‘Nobody asks you to rave, Linda,’ said the old woman, sadly.


  ‘Don’t they?’ Linda screwed up her eyes. ‘I’m not so sure. If I were to jump out of bed now, fling on my clothes, rush downstairs, tear up a ladder, hang pictures, eat an enormous lunch, romp with the children in the garden this [afternoon], and be swinging on the gate, waving, when Stanley hove in sight this evening, I believe you’d be delighted—A normal, healthy day for a young wife and mother—A——’


  Mrs. Fairfield began to smile. ‘How absurd you are—How you exaggerate! What a baby you are,’ said she.


  But Linda sat up suddenly and jerked off the ‘wooly’.


  ‘I’m boiling. I’m roasting,’ she declared. ‘I can’t think what I’m doing in this big, stuffy old bed—I’m going to get up.’


  ‘Very well, dear,’ said Mrs. Fairfield—


  Getting dressed never took her long. Her hands flew. She had beautiful hands, white and tiny. The only trouble with them was that they could not keep her rings on them. Happily she only had two rings: her wedding ring and a peculiarly hideous affair, a square slab with four pin opals in it that Stanley had ‘stolen from a cracker,’ said Linda, the day they were engaged. But it was her wedding ring that disappeared so. It fell down every possible place and into every possible corner. Once she even found it in the crown of her hat. It was a familiar cry in the house ‘Linda’s wedding ring has gone again’—Stanley Burnell could never hear that without a horrible sense of discomfort. Good Lord! He wasn’t superstitious—He left that kind of rot to people who had nothing better to think about—but all the same it was devilishly annoying. Especially as Linda made so light of the affair and mocked him and said, ‘are they as expensive as all that’ and laughed at him and cried, holding up her bare hand—’ Look, Stanley, it has all been a dream.’ He was a fool to mind things like that, but they hurt him—they hurt like sin.


  ‘Funny I should have dreamed about Papa last night,’ thought Linda, brushing her cropped hair that stood up all over her head in little bronzy rings. ‘What was it I dreamed?’ No, she’d forgotten—‘Something or other about a bird.’ But Papa was very plain—his lazy, ambling walk. And she laid down the brush and went over to [486] the marble mantelpiece and leaned her arms along it, her chin in her hands, and looked at his photograph. In his photograph he showed severe and imposing—a high brow, a piercing eye, clean shaven except for long ‘piccadilly weepers’ draping his bosom. He was taken in the fashion of that time, standing, one arm on the back of a tapestry chair, the other clenched upon a parchment roll. ‘Papa!’ said Linda. She smiled. ‘There you are, my dear,’ she breathed, and then she shook her head quickly and frowned, and went on with her dressing.


  Her Father had died the year that she married Burnell, the year of her sixteenth birthday. All her childhood had been passed in a long white house perched on a hill overlooking Wellington harbour—a house with a wild garden full of bushes and fruit-trees, long, thick grass and nasturtiums. Nasturtiums grew everywhere—there was no fighting them down. They even fell in a shower over the paling fence on to the road. Red, yellow, white, every possible colour; they lighted the garden like swarms of butterflies. The Fairfields were a large family of boys and girls; with their beautiful mother and their gay, fascinating father (for it was only in his photograph that he looked stern) they were quite a ‘show’ family and immensely admired. Mr. Fairfield managed a small insurance business that could not have been very profitable, yet they lived plentifully. He had a good voice; he liked to sing in public, he liked to dance and attend pic-nics—to put on his ‘bell topper’ and walk out of Church if he disapproved of anything said in the sermon—and he had a passion for inventing highly impracticable things, like collapsible umbrellas or folding lamps. He had one saying with which he met all difficulties. ‘Depend upon it, it will all come right after the Maori war.’ Linda, his second to youngest child, was his darling, his pet, his playfellow. She was a wild thing, always trembling on the verge of laughter, ready for anything and eager. When he put his arm round her and held her he felt her thrilling with life. He understood her so beautifully and gave her so much love for love that he became a kind of daily miracle to her and all her faith centred in him—People barely touched her; she was regarded as a cold, heartless little creature, but she seemed to have an unlimited passion for that violent sweet thing called life—just being alive and able to run and climb and swim in the sea and lie in the grass. In the evenings she and her Father would sit on the verandah—she on his knees—and ‘plan.’ ‘When I am grown up we shall travel everywhere—we shall see the whole world—won’t we, Papa?’


  ‘We shall, my dear.’


  ‘One of your inventions will have been a great success. Bring you in a good round million yearly.’


  ‘We can manage on that.’


  [487] ‘But one day we shall be rich, and the next poor. One day we shall dine in a palace and the next we’ll sit in a forest and toast mushrooms on a hatpin … We shall have a little boat—we shall explore the interior of China on a raft—you will look sweet in one of those huge umbrella hats that Chinamen wear in pictures. We won’t leave a corner of anywhere unexplored—shall we?’


  ‘We shall look under the beds and in all the cupboards and behind every curtain.’


  ‘And we shan’t go as father and daughter,’ she tugged at his ‘piccadilly weepers’ and began kissing him. ‘We’ll just go as a couple of boys together—Papa.’


  By the time Linda was fourteen, the big family had vanished; only she and Beryl, who was two years younger, were left. The girls had married; the boys had gone far away—Linda left off attending the Select Academy for Young Ladies presided over by Miss Clara Finetta Birch (From England), a lady whose black hair lay so flat on her head that everybody said it was only painted on, and she stayed at home to be a help to her mother. For three days she laid the table and took the mending basket on to the verandah in the afternoon, but after that she ‘went mad-dog again,’ as her father expressed it, and there was no holding her. ‘Oh, Mother, life is so fearfully short,’ said Linda. That summer Burnell appeared. Every evening a stout young man in a striped shirt, with fiery red hair, and a pair of immature mutton chop whiskers, passed their house, quite slowly, four times. Twice up the hill he went, and twice down he came. He walked with his hands behind his back, and each time he glanced once at the verandah where they sat—Who was he? None of them knew—but he became a great joke. ‘Here she blows,’ Mr. Fairfield would whisper. The young man came to be called the ‘Ginger Whale.’ Then he appeared at Church, in a pew facing theirs, very devout and serious. But he had that unfortunate complexion that goes with his colouring and every time he so much as glanced in Linda’s direction a crimson blush spread over his face to his ears. ‘Look out, my wench,’ said Mr. Fairfield. ‘Your clever Papa has solved the problem. That young fellow is after you.’


  ‘Henry! What rubbish. How can you say such things,’ said his wife.


  ‘There are times,’ said Linda, ‘when I simply doubt your sanity, Papa.’ But Beryl loved the idea. The ‘ginger whale’ became ‘Linda’s beau’.


  ‘You know as well as I do that I am never going to marry,’ said Linda. ‘How can you be such a traitor, Papa—’


  A social given by the Liberal Ladies’ Political League ripened matters a little. Linda and her Papa attended. She wore a green sprigged muslin with little capes on the shoulders that stood up like wings, and he wore a frock coat and a wired buttonhole as big as a [488] soup plate. The Social began with a very ‘painful’ concert. ‘She wore a Wreath of Roses’—‘They played in the Beautiful Garden’—‘A Mother sat Watching’—‘Flee Like a Bird to the Fountain’—sang the political ladies with forlorn and awful vigour—The gentlemen sang with far greater vigour and a kind of defiant cheerfulness which was almost terrifying. They looked very furious, too. Their cuffs shot over their hands, or their trousers were far too long … Comic recitations about flies on bald heads and engaged couples sitting on porch steps spread with glue were contributed by the chemist. Followed an extraordinary meal, called upon the hand printed programme Tea and Coffee, and consisting of ham-beef-or-tongue, tinned salmon oyster patties, sanwiches, col’ meat, jellies, huge cakes, fruit salads in wash hand bowls, trifles bristling with almonds, and large cups of tea, dark brown in colour, tasting faintly of rust. Helping Linda to a horrible-looking pink blanc-mange, which Mr. Fairfield said was made of strangled baby’s head, he whispered—‘The ginger whale is here. Fve just spotted him blushing at a sanwich. Look out, my lass. He’ll sandbag you with one of old Ma Warren’s rock cakes.’ Away went the plates—away went the table. Young Mr. Fantail, in evening clothes with brown button boots sat down at the piano, and crashed into the ‘Lancers.’


  
    Diddle dee dum tee tum te tum


    Diddle dee urn te turn te turn


    Diddle dee turn tee diddle tee turn!

  


  And half way through the ‘evening’ it actually came to pass—Smoothing his white cotton gloves, a beetroot was pale compared to him a pillar box was a tender pink. Burnell asked Linda for the pleasure, and before she realised what had happened his arm was round her waist and they were turning round and round to the air of ‘Three Blind Mice’ (arranged by Mr. Fantail même). He did not talk while he danced, but Linda liked that. She felt a ‘silly’—When the dance was over they sat on a bench against the wall. Linda hummed the waltz tune and beat time with her glove—She felt dreadfully shy and she was terrified of her father’s merry eye—At last Burnell turned to her. ‘Did you ever hear the story of the shy young man who went to his first ball. He danced with a girl and then they sat on the stairs—and they could not think of a thing to say—And after he’d picked up everything she dropped from time to time—after the silence was simply unbearable he turned round and stammered “d-do you always w-wear fl f flannel next to the skin?” I feel rather like that chap,’ said Burnell.


  [489] Then she did not hear them any more. What a glare there was in the room. She hated blinds pulled up to the top at any time—but in the morning, in the morning especially! She turned over to the wall and idly, with one finger, she traced a poppy on the wallpaper with a leaf and a stem and a fat bursting bud. In the quiet, under her tracing finger, the poppy seemed to come alive. She could feel the sticky, silky petals, the stem, hairy like a gooseberry skin, the rough leaf and the tight glazed bud. Things had a habit of coming alive in the quiet; she had often noticed it. Not only large, substantial things, like furniture, but curtains and the patterns of stuffs, and fringes of quilts and cushions. How often she had seen the tassel fringe of her quilt change into a funny procession of dancers, with priests attending … For there were some tassels that did not dance at all, but walked stately, bent forward as if praying or chanting … How often the medicine bottles had turned into a row of little men with brown top hats on; and often the wash stand jug sat in the basin like a fat bird in a round nest. ‘I dreamed about birds last night’ thought Linda. What was it? No, she’d forgotten … But the strangest part about this coming alive of things was what they did. They listened; they seemed to swell out with some mysterious important content and when they were full she felt that they smiled—Not for her (although she knew they ‘recognised’ her) their sly, meaning smile; They were members of a secret order and they smiled among themselves. Sometimes, when she had fallen asleep in the daytime, she woke and could not lift a finger, could not even turn her eyes to left or right … they were so strong; sometimes when she went out of a room and left it empty she knew as she clicked the door to that they were coming to life. And Ah, there were times, especially in the evenings when she was upstairs, perhaps, and everybody else was down when she could hardly tear herself away from ‘them’—when she could not hurry, when she tried to hum a tune to show them she did not care, when she tried to say ever so carelessly—’ Bother that old thimble! Where ever have I put it!’ but she never never deceived them. They knew how frightened she was; ‘they’ saw how she turned her head away as she passed the mirror. For all their patience they wanted something of her. Half unconsciously she knew that if she gave herself up and was quiet—more than quiet, silent, motionless, something would happen … ‘It’s very very quiet now,’ thought Linda. She opened her eyes wide; she heard the stillness spinning its soft endless web. How lightly she breathed—She scarcely had to breathe at all … Yes, everything had come alive down to the minutest, tiniest particle and she did not feel her bed—She floated, held up in the air. Only she seemed to be listening with her wide open watchful eyes, waiting for someone to come who just did not come, watching for something to happen that just did not happen.


  [490] In the kitchen at the long deal table under the two windows old Mrs. Fairfield was washing the breakfast dishes. The kitchen windows looked out on to a big grass patch that led down to the vegetable garden and the rhubarb beds—On one side the grass patch was bordered by the scullery and washhouse and over this long white washed ‘lean to’ there grew a big knotted vine. She had noticed yesterday that some tiny corkscrew tendrils had come right through some cracks in the scullery ceiling and all the windows of the ‘lean to’ had a thick frill of dancing green. ‘I am very fond of a grape vine,’ decided Mrs. Fairfield, ‘but I do not think that the grapes will ripen here. It takes Australian sun …’ and she suddenly remembered how when Beryl was a baby she had been picking some white grapes from the vine on the back verandah of their Tasmanian house and she had been stung on the leg by a huge red ant. She saw Beryl in a little plaid dress with red ribbon ‘tie ups’ on the shoulders screaming so dreadfully that half the street had rushed in … and the child’s leg had swelled to an enormous size. ‘T-t-t-t’ Mrs. Fairfield caught her breath, remembering. ‘Poor child—how terrifying it was!’ and she set her lips tight in a way she had and went over to the stove for some more hot water—The water frothed up in the big soapy bowl with pink and blue bubbles on top of the foam. Old Mrs. Fairfield’s arms were bare to the elbow and stained a bright pink. She wore a grey foulard dress patterned with large purple pansies, a white linen apron and a high cap shaped like a jelly mould of white tulle. At her throat there was a silver crescent moon with five little owls seated on it and round her neck she wore a watch guard made of black beads. It was very hard to believe that they had only arrived yesterday and that she had not been in the kitchen for years—she was so much a part of it, putting away the clean crocks with so sure and precise a touch, moving, leisurely and ample from the stove to the dresser, looking into the pantry and the larder as though there were not an unfamiliar corner. When she had finished tidying everything in the kitchen had become part of a series of patterns. She stood in the middle of the room, wiping her hands on a check towel and looking about her, a tiny smile beamed on her lips; she thought it looked very nice, very satisfactory. If only servant girls could be taught to understand that it did not only matter how you put a thing away it mattered just as much where you put it—or was it the other way about——. But at any rate they never would understand; she had never been able to train them … ‘Mother, Mother, are you in the kitchen?’ called Beryl. ‘Yes, dear, Do you want me?’ ‘No, I’m coming,’ and Beryl ran in, very flushed, dragging with her two big pictures. ‘Mother whatever can I do with these hideous awful Chinese paintings that Chung Wah gave Stanley when he went bankrupt. It’s absurd to say they were valuable because they [491] were hanging in Chung Wah’s fruit shop for months before. I can’t understand why Stanley doesn’t want them to be thrown away—I’m sure he thinks they’re just as hideous as we do, but it’s because of the frames—’ she said, spitefully. ‘I suppose he thinks the frames might fetch something one day. Ugh! What a weight they are.’ ‘Why don’t you hang them in the passage’ suggested Mrs. Fairfield. ‘They would not be much seen there.’ ‘I can’t. There isn’t room. I’ve hung all the photographs of his office before and after rebuilding there, and the signed photographs of his business friends and that awful enlargement of Isabel lying on a mat in her singlet. There isn’t an inch of room left there.’ Her angry glance flew over the placid kitchen. ‘I know what I’ll do. I’ll hang them here—I’ll say they got a little damp in the moving and so I put them up here in the warm for the time being.’ She dragged forward a chair, jumped up on it, took a hammer and a nail out of her deep apron pocket and banged away—‘There! That’s high enough. Hand me up the picture, Mother.’ ‘One moment, child—’ she was wiping the carved ebony frame—‘Oh, Mother, really you need not dust them. It would take years to dust all those winding little holes’ and she frowned at the top of her Mother’s head and bit her lip with impatience. Mother’s deliberate way of doing things was simply maddening. It was old age, she supposed, loftily. At last the two pictures were hung, side by side. She jumped off the chair, stowing back the little hammer. ‘They don’t look so bad there, do they’ said she—‘And at any rate nobody need ever see them except Pat and the servant girl—Have I got a spider’s web on my face, Mother? I’ve been poking my head into that cupboard under the stairs, and now something keeps tickling me.’ But before Mrs. Fairfield had time to look Beryl had turned away again. ‘Is that clock right? Is it really as early as that? Good Heavens it seems years since breakfast?’ ‘That reminds me,’ said Mrs. Fairfield. ‘I must go upstairs and fetch down Linda’s tray’ … ‘There!’ cried Beryl. ‘Isn’t that like the servant girl. Isn’t that exactly like her. I told her distinctly to tell you that I was too busy to take it up and would you please instead. I never dreamed she hadn’t told you!’


  Someone tapped on the window. They turned away from the pictures. Linda was there, nodding and smiling. They heard the latch of the scullery door lift and she came in. She had no hat on; her hair stood up on her head in curling rings and she was all wrapped up in an old Kashmir shawl. ‘Please can I have something to eat,’ said she. ‘Linnet dear I am so frightfully sorry. It’s my fault,’ cried Beryl. ‘But I wasn’t hungry. I would have screamed if I had been,’ said Linda. ‘Mummy, darling, make me a little pot of tea in the brown china teapot.’ She went into the pantry and began lifting the lids off a row of tins. ‘What grandeur, my dears,’ she cried, coming back with a [492] brown scone and a slice of gingerbread—‘a pantry and a larder.’ ‘Oh, but you haven’t seen the outhouses yet,’ said Beryl. ‘There is a stable and a huge barn of a place that Pat calls the feedroom and a woodshed and a tool house—all built round a square courtyard that has big white gates to it! Awfully grand!’ ‘This is the first time I’ve even seen the kitchen,’ said Linda. ‘Mother has been here. Everything is in pairs.’ ‘Sit down and drink your tea,’ said Mrs. Fairfield, spreading a clean table napkin over a corner of the table. ‘And Beryl, have a cup with her. I’ll watch you both while I’m peeling the potatoes for dinner. I don’t know what has happened to the servant girl.’ ‘I saw her on my way downstairs, Mummy. She’s lying practically at full length on the bathroom floor laying linoleum. And she was hammering it so frightfully hard that I am sure the pattern will come through on to the dining-room ceiling. I told her not to run any more tacks than she could help into herself but I am afraid that she will be studded for life all the same. Have half my piece of gingerbread, Beryl. Beryl, do you like the house now that we are here?’ ‘Oh, yes, I like the house immensely and the garden is simply beautiful, but it feels very far away from anything to me. I can’t imagine people coming out from town to see us in that dreadful rattling ’bus and I am sure there isn’t anybody here who will come and call … Of course it doesn’t matter to you particularly because you never liked living in town.’ ‘But we’ve got the buggy,’ said Linda. ‘Pat can drive you into town whenever you like. And after all it’s only six miles away.’ That was a consolation, certainly, but there was something unspoken at the back of Beryl’s mind, something she did not even put into words for herself. ‘Oh, well at any rate it won’t kill us,’ she said, dryly, putting down her cup and standing up and stretching. ‘I am going to hang curtains.’ And she ran away singing: ‘How many thousand birds I see, That sing aloft in every tree.’ But when she reached the dining room she stopped singing. Her face changed—hardened, became gloomy and sullen. ‘One may as well rot here as anywhere else,’ she said savagely digging the stiff brass safety pins into the red serge curtains …


  The two left in the kitchen were quiet for a little. Linda leaned her cheek in her fingers and watched her Mother. She thought her Mother looked wonderfully beautiful standing with her back to the leafy window—There was something comfortable in the sight of her Mother that Linda felt she could never do without. She knew everything about her—just what she kept in her pocket and the sweet smell of her flesh and the soft feel of her cheeks and her arms and shoulders, still softer—the way the breath rose and fell in her bosom and the way her hair curled silver round her forehead, lighter at her neck and bright brown still in the big coil under the tulle cap. Exquisite were [493] her Mother’s hands and the colour of the two rings she wore seemed to melt into her warm white skin—her wedding ring and a large old fashioned ring with a dark red stone in it that had belonged to Linda’s father … And she was always so fresh so delicious. ‘Mother, you smell of cold water,’ she had said—The old woman could bear nothing next to her skin but fine linen, and she bathed in cold water summer and winter—even when she had to pour a kettle of boiling water over the frozen tap. ‘Isn’t there anything for me to do, Mother,’ she asked. ‘No, darling. Run and see what the garden is like. I wish you would give an eye to the children but that I know you will not do.’ ‘Of course I will, but you know Isabel is much more grown up than any of us.’ ‘Yes, but Kezia is not’ said Mrs. Fairfield. ‘Oh, Kezia’s been tossed by a wild bull hours ago’ said Linda, winding herself up in her shawl again.


  But no, Kezia had seen a bull through a hole in a notch of wood in the high paling fence that separated the tennis lawn from the paddock, but she had not liked the bull frightfully and so she had walked away back through the orchard up the grassy slope, along the path by the lace bark tree and so into the spread tangled garden. She did not believe that she would ever not get lost in this garden. Twice she had found her way to the big iron gates they had driven through last night and she had begun to walk up the drive that led to the house, but there were so many little paths on either side—on one side they all led into a tangle of tall dark trees and strange bushes with flat velvety leaves and feathery cream flowers that buzzed with flies when you shook them—this was a frightening side and no garden at all. The little paths were wet and clayey with tree roots spanned across them, ‘like big fowls’ feet’, thought Kezia. But on the other side of the drive there was a high box border and the paths had box edgings and all of them led into a deeper and deeper tangle of flowers. It was summer. The camellia trees were in flower, white and crimson and pink and white striped with flashing leaves-you could not see a leaf on the syringa bushes for the white clusters. All kinds of roses—gentlemen’s button hole roses, little white ones but far too full of insects to put under anybody’s nose, pink monthly roses with a ring of fallen petals round the bushes, cabbage roses on thick fat stalks, moss roses, always in bud, pink smooth beauties opening curl on curl, red ones so dark that they seemed to turn black as they fell and a certain exquisite cream kind with a slender red stem and bright red leaves. Kezia knew the name of that kind: it was her grandmother’s favourite. There were clumps of fairy bells and cherry pie and all kinds of geraniums and there were little trees of verbena and bluish lavender bushes and a bed of pelagoniums, with velvet eyes and leaves like moth’s wings. There was a bed of nothing but mignonette and [494] another of nothing but pansies—borders of double and single daisies, all kinds of little tufty plants she never ????


  The red hot pokers were taller than she; the Japanese sunflowers grew in a tiny jungle. She sat down on one of the box borders. By pressing hard at first it made a very pleasant springy seat but how dusty it was inside—She bent down to look and sneezed and rubbed her nose. And then she found herself again at the top of the rolling grassy slope that led down to the orchard and beyond the orchard to an avenue of pine trees with wooden seats between bordering one side of the tennis court… She looked at the slope a moment; then she lay down on her back gave a tiny squeak and rolled over and over into the thick flowery orchard grass. As she lay still waiting for things to stop spinning round she decided to go up to the house and ask the servant girl for an empty match-box. She wanted to make a surprise for the grandmother. First she would put a leaf inside with a big violet lying on it—then she would put a very small little white picotee perhaps, on each side of the violet and then she would sprinkle some lavender on the top, but not to cover their heads. She often made these surprises for the grandmother and they were always most successful. ‘Do you want a match, my Granny?’ ‘Why, yes, child. I believe a match is the very thing I am looking for—’ The Grandmother slowly opened the box and came upon the picture inside. ‘Good gracious child! how you astonished me!’ ‘Did I—did I really astonish you?’ Kezia threw up her arms with joy. ‘I can make her one every day here’ she thought, scrambling up the grassy slope on her slippery shoes. But on her way to the house she came to the island that lay in the middle of the drive, dividing the drive into two arms that met in front of the house. The island was made of grass banked up high. Nothing grew on the green top at all except one huge round plant, with thick grey-green thorny leaves and out of the middle there sprang up a tall stout stem. Some of the leaves of this plant were so old that they curved up in the air no longer, they turned back—they were split and broken—some of them lay flat and withered on the ground—but the fresh leaves curved up into the air with their spiked edges; some of them looked as though they had been painted with broad bands of yellow. Whatever could it be? She had never seen anything like it before—She stood and stared. And then she saw her mother coming down the path with a red carnation in her hand—‘Mother, what is it?’ asked Kezia. Linda looked up at the fat swelling plant with its cruel leaves its towering fleshy stem. High above them, as though becalmed in the air, and yet holding so fast to the earth it grew from it might have had claws and not roots. The curving leaves seemed to be hiding something; the big blind stem cut into the air as if no wind could ever shake it. ‘That is an aloe, Kezia,’ said Linda. ‘Does it ever have any flowers’ ‘Yes my child’ [495] said her Mother and she smiled down at Kezia, half shutting her eyes, ‘once every hundred years.’


  []


  Chapter 3


  On his way home from the office Stanley Burnell stopped the buggy at the ‘Bodega’, got out and bought a large bottle of oysters. At the Chinaman’s shop next door he bought a pine apple in the pink of condition, and noticing a basket of fresh black cherries he told John to put him up a pound of those as well. The oysters and pineapple he stowed away in the box under the front seat—but the cherries he kept in his hand. Pat, the handy man, leapt off the box and tucked him up again in a brown rug. ‘Lift yer feet, Mr. Burnell while I give her a fold under,’ said he. ‘Right, right—first rate!’ said Stanley—‘you can make straight for home now.’ ‘I believe this man is a first rate chap,’ thought he, as Pat gave the grey mare a touch and the buggy sprang forward. He liked the look of him sitting up there in his neat dark brown coat and brown bowler—he liked the way Pat had tucked him in and he liked his eyes—There was nothing servile about him,—and if there was one thing he hated more than another in a servant it was servility—and he looked as though he were pleased with his job—happy and contented. The grey mare went very well. Burnell was impatient to be out of the town. He wanted to be home. Ah, it was splendid to live in the country—to get right out of this hole of a town once the office was closed, and this long drive in the fresh warm air knowing all the time that his own home was at the other end with its garden and paddocks, its three tip top cows and enough fowls and ducks to keep them in eggs and poultry, was splendid, too. As they left the town finally and bowled away up the quiet road his heart beat hard for joy—He rooted in the bag and began to eat the cherries, three or four at a time chucking the stones over the side of the buggy. They were delicious, so plump and cold without a spot or a bruise on them. Look at these two now—black one side and white the other—perfect—a perfect little pair of siamese twins—and he stuck them in his buttonhole—By Jove, he wouldn’t mind giving that chap up there a handful, but no, better not! Better wait until he had been with him a bit longer. He began to plan what he would do with his Saturday afternoons and Sundays. He wouldn’t go to the Club for lunch on Saturday. No, cut away from the office as soon as possible and get them to give him a couple of slices of cold meat and half a lettuce when he got home. And then he’d get a few chaps out from town to play tennis in the afternoons. Not too many—three at most. Beryl was a good player too. He stretched out his right arm and slowly bent it, feeling the muscles. A bath, a good rub down, a cigar on the verandah after dinner. On Sunday morning they would go to Church—children and all—which reminded him [496] that he must hire a pew, in the sun if possible—and well forward so as to be out of the draught from the door—In fancy he heard himself intoning, extremely well:


  ‘When-thou-didst-overcome the sharpness of death Thou didst open the Kingdom of Heaven to All Believers’ and he saw the neat brass edged card on the corner of the pew ‘Mr. Stanley Burnell and Family.’ The rest of the day he’d loaf about with Linda. Now she was on his arm; they were walking about the garden together and he was explaining to her at length what he intended doing at the office the week following. He heard her saying: ‘My dear, I think that is most wise.’ Talking things out with Linda was a wonderful help, even though they were apt to drift away from the point … Hang it all! They weren’t getting along very fast. Pat had put the brake on again. ‘He’s a bit too ready with that brake! Ugh! What a brute of a thing it is—I can feel it in the pit of my stomach.’ A sort of panic overtook Burnell whenever he approached near home. Before he was well inside the gate he would shout to anyone in sight—‘is everything all right?’ and then he did not believe it was until he heard Linda cry, ‘Hullo, you old boy!’ That was the worst, of living in the country. It took the deuce of a long time to get back. But now they weren’t far off. They were on top of the last hill—it was a gentle slope all the way now and not more than ½ a mile. Pat kept up a constant trailing of the whip across the mare’s back and he coaxed her—‘goop now, goop now!’ It wanted a few moments to sunset, everything stood motionless, bathed in bright metallic light and from the paddocks on either side there streamed the warm milky smell of ripe hay. The iron gates were open. They dashed through and up the drive and round the island stopping at the exact middle of the verandah. ‘Did she satisfy yer, sir,’ said Pat, getting off the box and grinning at his master. ‘Very well indeed, Pat,’ said Stanley. Linda came out of the glass door—out of the shadowy hall—her voice rang in the quiet. ‘Hullo, you’re home again.’ At the sound of it his happiness beat up so hard and strong that he could hardly stop himself dashing up the steps and catching her in his arms—‘Yes home again. Is everything all right.’ ‘Perfect’ said she. Pat began to lead the mare round to the side gate that gave on to the courtyard. ‘Here half a moment’ said Burnell. ‘Hand me those two parcels—will you.’ And he said to Linda ‘I’ve brought you back a bottle of oysters and a pine apple’ as though he had brought her back all the harvest of the earth. They went into the hall; Linda carried the oysters under one arm and the pineapple under the other—Burnell shut the glass door threw his hat on the hall stand and put his arms round her, straining her to him kissing the top of her head, her ears her lips—her eyes—‘Oh dear Oh dear’ she said. ‘Wait a minute let me put down these silly things’ and she put down the bottle of [497] oysters and the pine apple on a little carved chair—‘What have you got in your buttonhole, cherries?’—and she took them out and hung them over his ear. ‘No don’t do that, darling. They’re for you.’ So she took them off his ear and ran them through her brooch pin—‘You don’t mind if I don’t eat them now. Do you? They’ll spoil my appetite for dinner—Come and see your children. They’re having tea.’ The lamp was lighted on the nursery table: Mrs. Fairfield was cutting and spreading bread and butter and the three little girls sat up to table wearing large bibs embroidered with their names. They wiped their mouths as their Father came in ready to be kissed. There was jam on the table too a plate of home made knobbly buns and cocoa steaming in a Dewar’s Whisky Advertisement jug—a big toby jug, half brown half cream with a picture of a man on it smoking a long clay pipe. The windows were wide open. There was a jar of wild flowers on the mantelpiece and the lamp made a big soft bubble of light on the ceiling. ‘You seem pretty snug Mother’ said Burnell, looking round and blinking at the light [and smiling at the] little girls. They sat Isabel and Lottie on either side of the table, Kezia at the bottom—the place at the top was empty—‘That’s where my boy ought to sit’ thought Stanley—He tightened his arm round Linda’s shoulder. By God! he was a perfect fool to feel as happy as this—‘We are Stanley. We are very snug,’ said Mrs. Fairfield, cutting Kezia’s bread and jam into fingers. ‘Like it better than town eh children’ said Burnell. ‘Oh yes, Daddy,’ said the three little girls, and Isabel added as an afterthought, ‘Thank you very much indeed, Father dear.’


  ‘Come upstairs and have a wash,’ said Linda. ‘I’ll bring your slippers.’ But the stairs were too narrow for them to go up arm in arm. It was quite dark in their room—He heard her ring tapping the marble as she felt along the mantelpiece for matches. ‘I’ve got some darling. I’ll light the candles.’ But, instead, he came up behind her and caught her put his arms round her and pressed her head into his shoulder. ‘I’m so confoundedly happy’ he said. ‘Are you?’ She turned and put her two hands flat on his breast and looked up at him—‘I don’t know what’s come over me’ he protested. It was quite dark outside now and heavy dew was falling. When she shut the window the dew wet her finger tips. Far away a dog barked. ‘I believe there’s going to be a moon’ said she. At the words and with the wet cold dew touching her lips and cheeks she felt as though the moon had risen—that she was being bathed in cold light—she shivered she came away from the window and sat down on the box ottoman beside Stanley—


  In the dining room, by the flickering glow of a wood fire Beryl sat on a hassock playing the guitar. She had bathed and changed all her clothes. Now she wore a white muslin dress with big black spots on it and in her hair she had pinned a black rose—


  
    [498] Nature has gone to her rest love


    See we are all alone


    Give me your hand to press love


    Lightly within my own—

  


  She played and sang half to herself—for she was watching herself playing and singing she saw the fire light on her shoes and skirt on the ruddy belly of the guitar on her white fingers. ‘If I were outside the window and looked in and saw myself I really would be rather struck’ she thought—Still more softly she played the accompaniment not singing—‘The first time I ever saw you little girl you had no idea that you weren’t alone! You were sitting with your little feet up on a hassock playing the guitar—I can never forget …’ and she flung back her head at the imaginary speaker and began to sing again


  
    Even the moon is aweary—

  


  But there came a loud knock at the door. The servant girl popped in her flushed face. ‘If you please Miss—kin I come and lay the dinner’—‘Certainly Alice’ said Beryl, in a voice of ice. She put the guitar in a corner—Alice lunged in with a heavy black iron tray. ‘Well, I ’ave had a job with that oving,’ said she. ‘I can’t get nothing to brown.’


  ‘Really’ said Beryl. But no, she could not bear that fool of a girl—She went into the dark drawing room and began walking up and down—She was restless, restless restless. There was a mirror over the mantelpiece she leaned her arms along and looked at her pale shadow in it—‘I look as though I have been drowned’—said she—


  []


  Chapter 4


  Good Morning Mrs. Jones.’


  ‘Oh, good morning Mrs. Smith. I’m so glad to see you. Have you brought your children?’ ‘Yes, I’ve brought both my twins. I have had another baby since I saw you last but she came so suddenly that I haven’t had time to make her any new clothes yet and so I left her at home. How’s your husband.’ ‘Oh, he’s very [well] thank you. At least he had an awful sore throat but Queen Victoria (she’s my grandmother you know) sent him a case of pineapples and they cured it immediately—Is that your new servant.’ ‘Yes, her name’s Gwen. I’ve only had her two days—Oh, Gwen, this is my friend, Mrs. Smith.’ ‘Good morning Mrs. Smith. Dinner won’t not be ready for about ten minutes.’ ‘I don’t think you ought to introduce me to the servant, I think I ought to just begin talking to her.’ ‘Well she isn’t really quite a servant. She’s more of a lady help than a servant and you do introduce Lady Helps I know because Mrs. Samuel Josephs had one.’ ‘Oh, well, [499] it doesn’t matter’ said the new servant airily, beating up a chocolate custard with half a broken clothes peg. The dinner was baking beautifully on a concrete step—She began to lay the cloth on a broad pink garden seat. In front of each person she put 2 geranium leaf plates, a pine needle fork and a twig knife. There were three daisy heads on a laurel leaf for poached eggs, some slices of fuchsia petals for cold meat, some beautiful little rissoles made of earth and water and dandelion seeds, and the chocolate custard. Which she decided to serve in the pawa shell she had cooked it in—‘You needn’t trouble about my children,’ said Mrs. Smith graciously—‘If you’ll just take this bottil and fill it at the tap—I mean in the dairy.’ ‘Oh all right’ said Gwen and she whispered to Mrs. Jones ‘Shall I go an ask Alice for a little bit of real milk?’ But some one called from the front of the house ‘children children’ and the luncheon party melted away leaving the charming table leaving the rissoles and the eggs on the stove—to the little ants and to an old snail who pushed his quivering horns over the edge of the pink garden seat and began slowly to nibble a geranium plate. ‘Come round to the front door children. Rags and Pip have come.’ The Trout Boys were cousins to the Burnells. They lived about a mile away in a house called Monkey Tree Cottage. Pip was tall for his age with lank black hair and a white face but Rags was very small, and so thin that when he was undressed his shoulder blades stuck out like two little wings. They had a mongrel dog too with pale blue eyes and a long tail that turned up at the end who followed them everywhere; he was called Snooker. They were always combing and brushing Snooker and treating him with various extraordinary mixtures concocted by Pip and kept secretly by him in a broken jug to be diluted in a kerosene tin of hot water and applied to the shivering [creature]—but Snooker was always full of fleas and he stank abominably. He would see Pip mix some carbolic tooth powder and a bit of sulphur powdered fine and perhaps a pinch of starch to stiffen up Snooker’s coat but he knew that was not all. There was something else added that Pip wouldn’t tell him of covered with an old kettle lid. Rags privately thought it was gunpowder. Even Rags was not allowed to share the secret of these mixtures. And he was never never on any account permitted to help or to look on because of the danger—‘Why, if a spot of this flew up’ Pip would say, stirring the mixture with an iron spoon ‘you’d be blinded to death and there’s always the chance—just the chance of it exploding—if you whack it hard enough. Two spoon fulls of this will be enough in a kerosene tin of water to kill thousands of fleas.’ Nevertheless, Snooker spent all his leisure biting and nudging himself, and he stank abominably—‘It’s because he’s such a grand fighting dog’ Pip would say, ‘All fighting dogs smell—’ The Trout boys had often gone into town and spent the day with the Burnells but [500] now that they had become neighbours and lived in this big house and bonzer garden they were inclined to be very friendly. Besides both of them liked playing with girls Pip because he could fox them so and because Lottie Burnell was so easily frightened and Rags for a shameful reason because he adored dolls. The way he would look at a doll as it lay asleep, speaking in a whisper and smiling timidly and the great treat it was to him to stretch out his arms and be given a doll to hold! ‘Curl your arms around her. Don’t keep them stiff out like that. You’ll drop her,’ Isabel would command sternly.


  Now they were standing on the verandah and holding back Snooker who wanted to go into the house but wasn’t allowed to because Aunt Linda hated decent dogs. ‘We came over on the bus with Mum,’ they said ‘and we’re going to spend the afternoon and stay to tea. We brought over a batch of our gingerbread for Aunt Linda. Our Minnie made it. It’s all over nuts—much more than yours ever has.’ ‘I shelled the almonds’ said Pip. ‘I just stuck my hand in a saucepan of boiling water and grabbed them out and gave them a kind of pinch and the nuts flew out of the shells some of them as high as the ceiling. Didn’t they, Rags?’ ‘When they make cakes at our place,’ said Pip ‘we always stay in the kitchen Rags and me and I get the bowl and he gets the spoon and the egg beater—Sponge cake’s best—it’s all frothy stuff then.’ He ran down the verandah steps on to the lawn, planted his hands on the grass bent forward and just did not stand on his head—‘Pooh!’ he said ‘that lawn’s all bumpy, you have to have a flat place for standing on your head—I can walk all round the monkey tree on my head at our place—nearly, can’t I, Rags?’ ‘Nearly!’ said Rags faintly. ‘Stand on your head on the verandah. That’s quite flat,’ said Lottie. ‘No, smarty,’ said Pip, ‘you have to do it on something soft see? Because if you give a jerk—just a very little jerk and fall over like that bump yourself something in your neck goes click and it breaks right off. Dad told me …’ ‘Oh do let’s have a game,’ said Kezia—‘Do let’s play something or other—’ ‘Very well’ said Isabel quickly ‘we’ll play hospitals. I’ll be the nurse and Pip can be the doctor and you and Rags and Lottie can be the sick people’—But No, Lottie didn’t not want to play that because last time Pip squirted something down her throat and it hurt awfully. ‘Pooh!’ said Pip ‘it was only the juice out of a bit of orange peel—’ ‘Well, let’s play ladies’ said Isabel ‘and Pip can be my husband and you can be my three dear little children—Rags can be the baby ‘I hate playing ladies’ said Kezia, ‘because you always make us go to church hand in hand and come home again an go to bed’—Suddenly Pip took a filthy handkerchief out of his pocket—‘Snooker, here sir’ he called, but Snooker as usual, began to slink away with his long bent tail between his legs. Pip leapt on top of him—and held him by his knees—‘Keep his head firm Rags’ he said as he [501] tied the handkerchief round Snooker’s head with a big funny sticking up knot at the top. ‘What ever is that for’—asked Lottie. ‘It’s to train his ears to grow more close to his head—see’ said Pip. ‘All fighting dogs have ears that lie kind of back and they prick up—But Snooker’s got rotten ears they’re too soft.’ ‘I know’ said Kezia. ‘They’re always turning inside out I hate that.’ ‘Oh it isn’t that’ said Pip ‘but I’m training his ears to look a bit more fierce see’—Snooker lay down and made one feeble effort with his paw to get the handkerchief off but finding he could not he trailed after the children with his head bound up in the dirty rag—shivering with misery. Pat came swinging by. In his hand he held a little tomahawk that winked in the sun. ‘Come with me now’ he said to the children ‘and I’ll show you how the Kings of Ireland chop off the head of a duck.’ They held back—they didn’t believe him it was one of his jokes, and besides the Trout boys had never seen Pat before—‘Come on now’ he coaxed, smiling and holding out his hand to Kezia. ‘A real duck’s head’ she said. ‘One from ours in the paddock where the fowls and ducks are’—‘It is’ said Pat. She put her hand in his hard dry one, and he stuck the tomahawk in his belt and held out the other to Rags—He loved little children. ‘I’d better keep hold of Snooker’s head, if there’s going to be any blood about’ said Pip—trying not to show his excitement ‘because the sight of blood makes him awfully wild sometimes’—He ran ahead dragging Snooker by the knot in the handkerchief. ‘Do you think we ought to’ whispered Isabel to Lottie. ‘Because we haven’t asked Grandma or anybody have we?’ ‘But Pat’s looking after us,’ said Lottie.


  At the bottom of the orchard a gate was set in the paling fence. On the other side there was a steep bank leading down to a bridge that spanned the creek and once up the bank on the other side you were on the fringe of the paddocks. A little disused stable in the first paddock had been turned into a fowl house. All about it there spread wire netting chicken runs new made by Pat. The fowls strayed far away across the paddock down to a little dumping ground in a hollow on the other side but the ducks kept close to the part of the creek that flowed under the bridge and ran hard by the fowl house—Tall bushes overhung the stream with red leaves and dazzling yellow flowers and clusters of red and white berries, and a little further on there were cresses and a water plant with a flower like a yellow foxglove. At some places the stream was wide and shallow enough to cross by stepping stones but at other places it tumbled suddenly into a deep rocky pool like a little lake with foam at the edge and big quivering bubbles. It was in these pools that the big white ducks loved to swim and guzzle along the weedy banks. Up and down they swam, preening their dazzling breasts and other ducks with yellow bills and yellow feet swam upside down below them in the clear still [502] water. ‘There they are’ said Pat. ‘There’s the little Irish Navy, and look at the old Admiral there with the green neck and the grand little flagstaff on his tail.’ He pulled a handful of grain out of his pocket and began to walk towards the fowl house lazily, his broad straw hat with the broken crown pulled off his eyes. ‘Lid-lid lid lid-lid lid’ he shouted—‘Qua! Qua Qua!’ answered the ducks, making for land and flopping and scrambling up the bank—They streamed after him in a long waddling line—He coaxed them pretending to throw the grain shaking it in his hands and calling to them until they swept round him close round him quacking and pushing against each other in a white ring—From far away the fowls heard the clamour and they too came across the paddock, their heads crooked forward, their wings spread, turning in their feet in the silly way fowls run and scolding as they came. Then Pat scattered the grain and the greedy ducks began to gobble—Quickly he bent forward, seized two, tucked them quacking and struggling one under each arm and strode across to the children. Their darting heads, their flat beaks and round eyes frightened the children—and they drew back all except Pip. ‘Come on sillies’ he cried, ‘They can’t hurt, they haven’t got any teeth have they Pat—they’ve only got those z little holes in their beaks to breathe through.’ ‘Will you hold one while I finish with the other’ asked Pat. Pip let go of Snooker—‘Won’t I! Won’t I! Give us one—I’ll hold him. I’ll not let him go. I don’t care how much he kicks—give us give us!’ He nearly sobbed with delight when Pat put the white lump in his arms—There was an old stump beside the door of the fowlshed—Pat carried over the other duck, grabbed it up in one hand, whipped out his little tomahawk—lay the duck flat on the stump and suddenly down came the tomahawk and the duck’s head flew off the stump—up and up the blood spurted over the white feathers, over his hand—When the children saw it they were frightened no more—they crowded round him [and] began to scream—even Isabel leaped about and called out ‘The blood the blood’—Pip forgot all about his duck—He simply threw it away from him—and shouted ‘I saw it, I saw it’ and jumped round the wood block—


  Rags with cheeks as white as paper ran up to the little head and put out a finger as if he meant to touch it then drew back again and again put out a finger. He was shivering all over. Even Lottie frightened Lottie began to laugh and point to the duck and shout ‘Look Kezia look look look’—‘Watch it’ shouted Pat and he put down the white body and it began to waddle—with only a long spurt of blood where the head had been—it began to pad along dreadfully quiet towards the steep ledge that led to the stream—It was the crowning wonder.


  ‘Do you see that—do you see it?’ yelled Pip and he ran among the little girls pulling at their pinafores—‘It’s like an engine—it’s like a [503] funny little darling engine squealed Isabel—But Kezia suddenly rushed at Pat and flung her arms round his legs and butted her head as hard as she could against his knees; ‘Put head back put head back’ she screamed—When he stooped to move her she would not let go or take her head away—She held as hard as ever she could and sobbed ‘head back head back’ until it sounded like a loud, strange hiccough. ‘It’s stopped it’s tumbled over it’s dead’—said Pip. Pat dragged Kezia up into his arms. Her sunbonnet had fallen back but she would not let him look at her face. No she pressed her face into a bone in his shoulder and put her arms round his neck—


  The children stopped squealing as suddenly as they had begun—they stood round the dead duck. Rags was not frightened of the head any more. He knelt down and stroked it with his finger and said ‘I don’t think perhaps the head is quite dead yet. It’s warm Pip. Would it keep alive if I gave it something to drink—’ But Pip got very cross and said—‘Bah! you baby—’ He whistled to Snooker and went off—and when Isabel went up to Lottie, Lottie snatched away. ‘What are you always touching me for Is a bel.”


  ‘There now’ said Pat to Kezia ‘There’s the grand little girl’—She put up her hands and touched his ear. She felt something—Slowly she raised her quivering face and looked—Pat wore little round gold earrings. How very funny—She never knew men wore ear rings. She was very much surprised! She quite forgot about the duck. ‘Do they come off and on,’ she asked huskily?


  Up at the house, in the warm, tidy kitchen Alice the servant girl had begun to get the afternoon tea ready—She was dressed. She had on a black cloth dress that smelt under the arms, a white apron so stiff that it rustled like paper to her every breath and movement—and a white muslin bow pinned on top of her head by 2 large pins—and her comfortable black felt slippers were changed for a pair of black leather ones that pinched the corn on her little toe ‘Somethink dreadful.’ It was warm in the kitchen—A big blow fly buzzed round and round in a circle bumping against the ceiling—a curl of white steam came out of the spout of the black kettle and the lid kept up a rattling jig as the water bubbled—The kitchen clock ticked in the warm air slow and deliberate like the click of an old woman’s knitting needles and sometimes, for no reason at all, for there wasn’t any breeze outside the heavy venetians swung out and back, tapping against the windows. Alice was making water cress sanwitches. She had a plate of butter on the table before her and a big loaf called a ‘barracouta’ and the cresses tumbled together in the white cloth she had dried them in—But propped against the butter dish there was a dirty greasy little book—half unstitched with curled edges—And while she mashed some [504] butter soft for spreading she read—‘To dream of four black beetles dragging a hearse is bad. Signifies death of one you hold near or dear either father husband brother son or intended. If the beetles crawl backwards as you watch them it means death by fire or from great height, such as flight of stairs, scaffolding, etc. Spiders. To dream of spiders creeping over you is good. Signifies large sum of money in the near future. Should party be in family way an easy confinement may be expected but care should be taken in sixth month to avoid eating of probable present of shell fish …’ ‘How Many Thousand Birds I see’. Oh Life, there was Miss Beryl—Alice dropped the knife and stuffed her Dream Book under the butter dish but she hadn’t time to hide it quite for Beryl ran into the kitchen and up to the table and the first thing her eye lighted on—although she didn’t say anything were the grey edges sticking out from the plate. Alice saw Miss Beryl’s scornful meaning little smile and the way she raised her eyebrows and screwed up her eyes as though she couldn’t quite make out what that was under the plate—She decided to answer if Miss Beryl should ask her what it was—‘Nothing as belongs to you Miss’ ‘no business of yours Miss’ but she knew Miss Beryl would not ask her—. Alice was a mild creature in reality but she always had the most marvellous retorts ready for the questions she knew would never be put to her—The composing of them and the turning of them over and over in her brain comforted her just as much as if she’d really expressed them and kept her self respect alive in places where she had been that chivvied she’d been afraid to go to bed at night with a box of matches on the chair by her in case she bit the tops off in her sleep—as you might say. ‘Oh Alice,’ said Miss Beryl ‘there’s one extra to tea, so heat a plate of yesterday’s scones please and put on the new Victoria sanwich as well as the coffee cake. And don’t forget to put little doyleys under the plates will you—You did yesterday again you know and the tea looked so ugly and common. And Alice please don’t put that dreadful old pink and green cosy on the afternoon teapot again. That is only for the mornings and really I think it had better be kept for kitchen use—it’s so shabby and quite smelly—Put on the Chinese one out of the drawer in the dining room sideboard—You quite understand—don’t you. We’ll have tea as soon as it is ready—’ Miss Beryl turned away—‘That sing aloft on every tree’ she sang as she left the kitchen very pleased with her firm handling of Alice.


  Oh, Alice was wild! She wasn’t one to mind being told, but there was something in the way Miss Beryl had of speaking to her that she couldn’t stand. It made her curl up inside as you might say and she fair trembled. But what Alice really hated Miss Beryl for was—she made her feel low: she talked to Alice in a special voice as though she wasn’t quite all there and she never lost her temper—never, even [505] when Alice dropped anything or forgot anything she seemed to have expected it to happen … ‘If you please Mrs. Burnell,’ said an imaginary Alice, as she went on buttering the scones, ‘I’d rather not take my orders from Miss Beryl. I may be only a common servant girl as doesn’t know how to play the guitar.’ This last thrust pleased her so much that she quite recovered her temper. She carried her tray along the passage to the dining room. ‘The only thing to do,’ she heard as she opened the door ‘is to cut the sleeves out entirely and just have a broad band of black velvet over the shoulders and round the arms instead.’ Mrs. Burnell with her elder and younger sister leaned over the table in the act of performing a very severe operation upon a white satin dress spread out before them. Old Mrs. Fairfield sat by the window in the sun with a roll of pink knitting in her lap. ‘My dears’ said Beryl, ‘here comes the tea at last’ and she swept a place clear for the tray. ‘But, Doady’ she said to Mrs. Trout, ‘I don’t think I should dare to appear without any sleeves at all, should I?’ ‘My dear’ said Mrs. Trout ‘all I can say is that there isn’t one single evening dress in Mess’ Reading’s last catalogue that has even a sign of a sleeve. Some of them have a rose on the shoulder and a piece of black velvet but some of them haven’t even that—and they look perfectly charming! What would look very pretty on the black velvet straps of your dress would be red poppies. I wonder if I can spare a couple out of this hat—’ She was wearing a big cream leghorn hat trimmed with a wreath of poppies and daisies—and as she spoke she unpinned it and laid it on her knee and ran her hands over her dark silky hair. ‘Oh I think two poppies would look perfectly heavenly—’ said Beryl, ‘and just be the right finish but of course I won’t hear of you taking them out of that new hat, Doady—Not for worlds.’


  ‘It would be sheer murder,’ said Linda, dipping a water cress sandwich into the salt cellar—and smiling at her sister—‘But I haven’t the faintest feeling about this hat, or any other for the matter of that,’ said Doady—and she looked mournfully at the bright thing on her knees and heaved a profound sigh. The three sisters were very unlike as they sat round the table—Mrs. Trout, tall and pale with heavy eyelids that drooped over her grey eyes, and rare, slender hands and feet was quite a beauty. But Life bored her. She was sure that something very tragic was going to happen to her soon—She had felt it coming on for years—What it was she could not exactly say but she was ‘fated’ somehow. How often, when she had sat with Mother Linda and Beryl, as she was sitting now her heart had said ‘How little they know’—or as it had then—‘What a mockery this hat will be one day,’ and she had heaved just such a profound sigh…. And each time before her children were born she had thought that the tragedy would be fulfilled then—her child would be born dead or she saw the nurse [506] going in to Richard her husband, and saying: ‘Your child lives but’—and here the nurse pointed one finger upwards like the illustration of Agnes in David Copperfield—‘your wife is no more’—But no, nothing particular had happened except that they had been boys and she had wanted girls, tender little caressing girls, not too strong with hair to curl and sweet little bodies to dress in white muslin threaded with pale blue—Ever since her marriage she had lived at Monkey Tree Cottage—Her husband left for town at 8 o’clock every morning and did not return until half-past six at night. Minnie was a wonderful servant. She did everything there was to be done in the house and looked after the little boys and even worked in the garden—So Mrs. Trout became a perfect martyr to headaches. Whole days she spent on the drawing room sofa with the blinds pulled down and a linen handkerchief steeped in eau de cologne on her forehead. And as she lay there she used to wonder why it was that she was so certain that life had something terrible for her and to try to imagine what that terrible thing could be——until by and by she made up perfect novels with herself for the heroine, all of them ending with some shocking catastrophe. ‘Dora’ (for in these novels she always thought of herself in the third person: it was more ‘touching’ somehow) ‘Dora felt strangely happy that morning. She lay on the verandah looking out on the peaceful garden and she felt how sheltered and how blest her life had been after all. Suddenly the gate opened: A working man, a perfect stranger to her pushed up the path and standing in front of her, he pulled off his cap, his rough face full of pity. “I’ve bad news for you, Mam” … “Dead?” cried Dora, clasping her hands. “Both dead?”’ … Or since the Burnells had come to live at Tarana … She woke at the middle of the night. The room was full of a strange glare. ‘Richard! Richard wake! Tarana is on fire’—At last all were taken out—they stood on the blackened grass watching the flames rage. Suddenly—the cry went up, Where was Mrs. Fairfield? God! Where was she. ‘Mother!’ cried Dora, dropping onto her knees on the wet grass. ‘Mother.’ And she saw her Mother appear at an upper window—Just for a moment she seemed to faintly waver—There came a sickening crash….


  These dreams were so powerful that she would turn over buried her face in the ribbon work cushion and sobbed. But they were a profound secret—and Doady’s melancholy was always put down to her dreadful headaches … ‘Hand over the scissors Beryl and I’ll snip them off now.’ ‘Doady! You are to do nothing of the kind,’ said Beryl, handing her 2 pairs of scissors to choose from—The poppies were snipped off. ‘I hope you will really like Tarana’ she said, sitting back in her chair and sipping her tea. ‘Of course it is at its best now but I can’t help feeling a little afraid that it will be very damp in the [507] winter. Don’t you feel that, Mother? The very fact that the garden is so lovely is a bad sign in a way—and then of course it is quite in the valley—isn’t it—I mean it is lower than any of the other houses.’ ‘I expect it will be flooded from the autumn to the spring’ said Linda: ‘we shall have to set little frog traps Doady, little mouse traps in bowls of water baited with a sprig of watercress instead of a piece of cheese—And Stanley will have to row to the office in an open boat. He’d love that. I can imagine the glow he would arrive in and the way he’d measure his chest twice a day to see how fast it was expanding.’ ‘Linda, you are very silly—very,’ said Mrs. Fairfield. ‘What can you expect from Linda,’ said Dora ‘she laughs at everything. Everything. I often wonder if there will ever be anything that Linda will not laugh at.’ ‘Oh, I’m a heartless creature!’ said Linda. She got up and went over to her Mother. ‘Your cap is just a tiny wink crooked, Mamma,’ said she, and she patted it straight with her quick little hands and kissed her Mother. ‘A perfect little icicle’ she said, and kissed her again. ‘You mean you love to think you are’ said Beryl, and she blew into her thimble, popped it on and drew the white satin dress towards her—and in the silence that followed she had a strange feeling—she felt her anger like a little serpent dart out of her bosom and strike at Linda. ‘Why do you always pretend to be so indifferent to everything,’ she said. ‘You pretend you don’t care where you live, or if you see anybody or not, or what happens to the children or even what happens to you. You can’t be sincere and yet you keep it up—you’ve kept it up for years. In fact’—and she gave a little laugh of joy and relief to be so rid of the serpent—she felt positively delighted—‘I can’t even remember when it started now—Whether it started with Stanley or before Stanley’s time or after you’d had rheumatic fever or when Isabel was born ‘Beryl’ said Mrs. Fairfield sharply. ‘That’s quite enough, quite enough!’ But Linda jumped up. Her cheeks were very white. ‘Don’t stop her Mother,’ she cried, ‘she’s got a perfect right to say whatever she likes. Why on earth shouldn’t she.’ ‘She has not’ said Mrs. Fairfield. ‘She has no right whatever,’ Linda opened her eyes at her Mother. ‘What a way to contradict anybody,’ she said. ‘I’m ashamed of you—And how Doady must be enjoying herself! The very first time she comes to see us at our new house we sit hitting one another over the head—’ The door handle rattled and turned. Kezia looked tragically in. ‘Isn’t it ever going to be tea time’—she asked—‘No, never!’ said Linda. ‘Your Mother doesn’t care Kezia whether you ever set eyes upon her again. She doesn’t care if you starve. You are all going to be sent to a Home for Waifs and Strays to-morrow.’ ‘Don’t tease’ said Mrs. Fairfield. ‘She believes every word.’ And she said to Kezia, ‘I’m coming darling. Run upstairs to the bathroom and wash your face your hands and your knees.’


  [508] On the way home with the children Mrs. Trout began an entirely new ‘novel’. It was night. Richard was out somewhere. (He always was on these occasions.) She was sitting in the drawing room by candlelight playing over ‘Solveig’s Song,’ when Stanley Burnell appeared—hatless—pale—at first he could not speak. ‘Stanley tell me what is it’ … and she put her hands on his shoulders. ‘Linda has gone!’ he said hoarsely. Even Mrs. Trout’s imagination could not question this flight. She had to accept it very quickly and pass on. ‘She never cared,’ said Stanley—‘God knows I did all I could—but she wasn’t happy I knew she wasn’t happy.’


  ‘Mum,’ said Rags, ‘which would you rather be if you had to be a duck or a fowl—I’d rather be a fowl, much rather.’


  The white duck did not look as if it had ever had a head when Alice placed it in front of Stanley Burnell that evening. It lay, in beautifully basted resignation, on the blue dish; its legs tied together with a piece of string and a wreath of little balls of stuffing round it. It was hard to say which of the two, Alice or the duck looked the better basted. They were both such a rich colour and they both had the same air of gloss and stain—Alice a peony red and the duck a Spanish magohanay. Burnell ran his eye along the edge of the carving knife; he prided himself very much upon his carving; upon making a first-class job of it—He hated seeing a woman carve; they were always too slow and they never seemed to care what the meat looked like after they’d done with it. Now, he did, he really took it seriously—he really took a pride in cutting delicate shaves of beef, little slices of mutton just the right thickness in his dividing a chicken or a duck with nice precision—so that it could appear a second time and still look a decent member of society. ‘Is this one of the home products’ he asked, knowing perfectly well that it was. ‘Yes dear, the butcher didn’t come; we have discovered that he only comes three times a week.’ But there wasn’t any need to apologise for it; it was a superb bird—it wasn’t meat at all, it was a kind of very superior jelly. ‘Father would say’ said Burnell ‘that this was one of those birds whose mother must have played to it in infancy upon the german flute and the sweet strains of the dulcet instrument acted with such effect upon the infant mind—Have some more Beryl. Beryl you and I are the only people in this house with a real feeling for food—I am perfectly willing to state in a court of law, if the necessity arises that I love good food’—Tea was served in the drawing room after dinner and Beryl who for some reason had been very charming to Stanley ever since he came home suggested he and she should play a game of crib. They sat down at a little table near one of the open windows. Mrs. Fairfield had gone upstairs, and Linda lay in a rocking chair her arms above her head—rocking to [509] and fro. ‘You don’t want the light do you, Linda’ said Beryl and she moved the tall lamp to her side, so that she sat under its soft light. How remote they looked those two—from where Linda watched and rocked—The green table, the bright polished cards, Stanley’s big hands and Beryl’s tiny white ones, moving the tapping red and white pegs along the little board seemed all to be part of one united in some mysterious movement. Stanley himself resting at ease big and solid in his loose fitting dark suit had a look of health and wellbeing about him—and there was Beryl in the white and black muslin dress with her bright head bent under the lamp light. Round her throat she wore a black velvet ribbon—It changed her—altered the shape of her face and throat somehow—but it was very charming—Linda decided. The room smelled of lilies—There were 2 big jars of white arums in the fireplace—‘Fifteen two—fifteen four—and a pair is six, and a run of three is nine,’ said Stanley so deliberately he might have been counting sheep. ‘I’ve nothing but 2 pairs’ said Beryl, exaggerating her woefulness, because she knew how he loved winning. The cribbage pegs were like 2 little people going up the road together, turning round the sharp corner coming down the road again. They were pursuing each other. They did not so much want to get ahead as to keep near enough to talk—to keep near—perhaps that was all. But no, there was one always who was impatient and hopped away as the other came up and wouldn’t listen perhaps one was frightened of the other or perhaps the white one was cruel and did not want to hear and would not even give him a chance to speak. In the bosom of her dress Beryl wore a bunch of black pansies, and once just as the little pegs were close side by side—as she bent over—the pansies dropped out and covered them—‘What a shame to stop them,’ said she—as she picked up the pansies, ‘just when they had a moment to fly into each other’s arms!’ ‘Goodbye, my girl,’ laughed Stanley and away the red peg hopped—The drawing room was long and narrow with 2 windows and a glass door that gave on to the verandah. It had a cream paper with a pattern of gilt roses, and above the white marble mantelpiece was the big mirror in a gilt frame wherein Beryl had seen her drowned reflection. A white polar bear skin lay in front of the fireplace and the furniture which had belonged to old Mrs. Fairfield was dark and plain—A little piano stood against the wall with yellow pleated silk let into the carved back. Above it there hung an oil painting by Beryl of a large cluster of surprised looking clematis—for each flower was the size of a small saucer with a centre like an astonished eye fringed in black. But the room was not ‘finished’ yet—Stanley meant to buy a Chesterfield and two decent chairs and—goodness only knows—Linda liked it best as it was. Two big moths flew in through the window and round and round the circle of lamplight. ‘Fly away sillies [510] before it is too late. Fly out again’ but no—round and round they flew. And they seemed to bring the silence of the moonlight in with them on their tiny wings …


  ‘I’ve two Kings’ said Stanley ‘any good?’ ‘Quite good’ said Beryl. Linda stopped rocking and got up. Stanley looked across. ‘Anything the matter, darling?’ He felt her restlessness. ‘No nothing I’m going to find Mother.’ She went out of the room and standing at the foot of the stairs she called ‘Mother But Mrs. Fairfield’s voice came across the hall from the verandah.


  The moon that Lottie and Kezia had seen from the storeman’s wagon was nearly full—and the house, the garden, old Mrs. Fairfield and Linda—all were bathed in a dazzling light—‘I have been looking at the aloe’ said Mrs. Fairfield. ‘I believe it is going to flower—this year. Wouldn’t that be wonderfully lucky! Look at the top there! All those buds—or is it only an effect of light.’ As they stood on the steps the high grassy bank on which the aloe rested rose up like a wave and the aloe seemed to ride upon it like a ship with the oars lifted—bright moonlight hung upon those lifted oars like water and on the green wave glittered the dew—‘Do you feel too,’ said Linda and she spoke, like her mother with the ‘special’ voice that women use at night to each other, as though they spoke in their sleep or from the bottom of a deep well—‘don’t you feel that it is coming towards us?’ And she dreamed that she and her mother were caught up on the cold water and into the ship with the lifted oars and the budding mast. And now the oars fell, striking quickly quickly and they rowed far away over the tops of the garden trees over the paddocks and the dark bush beyond. She saw her mother, sitting quietly in the boat, ‘sunning’ herself in the moonlight as she expressed it. No, after all, it would be better if her mother did not come, for she heard herself cry faster faster to those who were rowing. How much more natural this dream was than that she should go back to the house where the children lay sleeping and where Stanley and Beryl sat playing cribbage—‘I believe there are buds,’ said she. ‘Let us go down into the garden Mother—I like that Aloe. I like it more than anything else here, and I am sure I shall remember it long after I’ve forgotten all the other things.’ She put her hand on her Mother’s arm: and they walked down the steps, round the island and on to the main ‘drive’ that led to the front gates—Looking at it from below she could see the long sharp thorns that edged the Aloe leaves, and at sight of them her heart grew hard. She particularly liked the long sharp thorns. Nobody would dare to come near her ship or to follow after. ‘Not even my New Foundland dog’ thought she ‘whom I’m so fond of in the day time.’ For she really was fond of him. She loved and admired and respected him tremendously—and she understood him. [511] Oh, better than anybody else in the world, she knew him through and through—He was the soul of truth and sincerity and for all his practical experience he was awfully simple, easily pleased and easily hurt—If only he didn’t jump at her so and bark so loudly and thump with his tail and watch her with such eager loving eyes! He was too strong for her. She always had hated things that rushed at her even when she was a child. There were times when he was frightening—really frightening, when she just hadn’t screamed at the top of her voice—‘you are killing me’—and when she had longed to say the most coarse, hateful things. ‘You know I’m very delicate. You know as well as I do that my heart is seriously affected and Doctor Dear has told you that I may die at any moment—I’ve had three great lumps of children already.’ Yes, yes it was true—and thinking of it, she snatched her hand away from her mother’s arm for all her love and respect and admiration she hated him. It had never been so plain to her as it was at this moment—There were all her ‘feelings’ about Stanley one just as true as the other—sharp defined—She could have done them up in little packets—and there was this other—just as separate as the rest, this hatred and yet just as real. She wished she had done them up in little packets and given them to Stanley—especially the last one—she would like to watch him while he opened that … And how tender he always was after times like that, how submissive—how thoughtful. He would do anything for her he longed to serve her. Linda heard herself say in a weak voice, ‘Stanley would you light a candle’ and she heard his joyful eager answer ‘My darling of course I shall’ and through he went giving a leap out of bed and drawing the moon out of the night sky for her—She hugged her folded arms and began to laugh silently. Oh dear Oh dear how absurd it all was! It really was funny—simply funny, and the idea of her hating Stanley (she could see his astonishment if she had cried out or given him the packet) was funniest of all. Yes it was perfectly true what Beryl had said that afternoon. She didn’t care for anything—but it wasn’t a pose—Beryl was wrong there—She laughed because she couldn’t help laughing.—


  And why this mania to keep alive? For it really was mania! What am I guarding myself so preciously for she thought mocking and silently laughing? I shall go on having children and Stanley will go on making money and the children and the houses will grow bigger and bigger, with larger and larger gardens—and whole fleets of aloe trees in them—for me to choose from—Why this mania to keep alive indeed? In the bottom of her heart she knew that now she was not being perfectly sincere. She had a reason but she couldn’t express it, no not even to herself. She had been walking with her head bent looking at nothing—now she looked up and about her. Her mother [512] and she were standing by the red and white camellia trees. Beautiful were the rich dark leaves spangled with light and the round flowers that perched among the leaves like red and white birds. Linda pulled a piece of verbena and crumbled it and held up the cup of her hands to her mother—‘Delicious’ said Mrs. Fairfield bending over to smell—‘Are you cold, child are you trembling? Yes, your hands are cold. We had better go back to the house’—‘What have you been thinking of’ said Linda—‘Tell me’—But Mrs. Fairfield said ‘I haven’t really been thinking of anything at all. I wondered as we passed the orchard what the fruit trees were like, whether we should be able to make much jam this autumn—There are splendid black currant and gooseberry bushes in the vegetable garden. I noticed them to-day. I should like to see the pantry shelves thoroughly well stocked with our own jam—’


  Dearest Nancy I am sure you are calling me names but I’m not a little pig, dear. This is really and truly the first moment I’ve had to myself for over a fortnight. As it is I’m so exhausted I can hardly hold a pen and my head still jars because of the strain and of packing cases, for we’ve been moving dear—In the spring my brother in law decided he could not bear the giddy whirl of Hiltonville any longer (!!) As he has decided this at least twice a year ever since I have lived with them I didn’t really pay much attention.


  Saturday morning. Tarana


  My dearest Nan


  I know you are calling me names, but this really is the first moment I’ve had to myself for over a fortnight. The dreadful deed is done, my dear. We have actually moved! In a way it’s an awful relief for my brother in law has been threatening to tear us away from the giddy whirl of town (!) for years. In fact I got so used to hearing his sighs for the country that when he began this spring I never dreamed of taking it seriously—But while he was sighing this house came onto the market and practically without saying a word to us he went and had a look at it, bought the house and told us to pack. Men are thoughtful creatures. Linda, as usual, sat and smiled, and Mother said she was very glad for the children’s sakes, so there was nothing left for poor little B. to do but grin and bear it—We had a simply awful fortnight. I picnicked here for the first week with a new servant girl and a new handyman and got things more or less ready for the house is much bigger than those [that] wretched letter box in town was—and we had to have cartloads of new furniture and interesting things like linoleum and lamps. And after an awful time, at the end of the week the others came with the remains of the old furniture trailing before and after them—


  [513] A letter from Beryl Fairfield to her friend Nan Fry.


  My Darling Nan,


  Don’t think me a piggy-wig because I haven’t written before: I haven’t had a moment dear and even now I feel so exhausted that I can hardly hold a pen—Well, the dreadful deed is done. We have actually left the giddy whirl of town (!) and I can’t see how we shall ever go back again, for my brother-in-law has bought this house ‘lock stock and barrel’ to use his own words. In a way it’s an awful relief for he’s been threatening to take a place in the country ever since I’ve lived with them—and I must say the house and garden are awfully nice—a million times better than that dreadful cubby hole in town—But buried—my dear—buried isn’t the word! We have got neighbours but they’re only farmers—big louts of boys who always seem to be milking and two dreadful females with protruding teeth who came over when we were moving and brought us some scones and said they were sure they’d be very willing to help. My sister, who lives a mile away says she doesn’t really know a soul here, so I’m sure we never never shall and I’m certain no body will ever come out from town to see us because though there is a bus it’s an awful old rattling thing with black leather sides that any decent person would rather die than ride in for six miles! Such is life! It’s a sad ending for poor little B. I’ll get to be a most frightful frump in a year or two and come and see you in a mackintosh with a sailor hat tied on with a white china silk motor veil! Stanley says that now we’re settled, for after the most ghastly fortnight of my life we really are settled, he is going to bring out a couple of men from the club each week for tennis—on Saturday afternoons—In fact two are promised us as a great treat today—But my dear if you could see Stanley’s men from the club, rather fattish—the type who look frightfully indecent without waistcoats—always with toes that turn in rather—so conspicuous, too, when you’re walking about a tennis court in white shoes and pulling up their trousers, every minute—don’t you know and whacking at imaginary things with their racquets. I used to play with them at the Club Court last summer—and I’m sure you’ll know the type when I tell you that after I’d been there about 3 times they all called me Miss Beryl! It’s a weary world. Of course Mother simply loves this place, but then when I am Mother’s age I suppose I shall be quite content to sit in the sun and shell peas into a basin. But I’m not not not. What Linda really thinks about the whole affair, per usual I haven’t the slightest idea. She is as mysterious as ever.


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


  [514] Beryl sat writing this letter at a little table in front of the window in her room. In a way of course it was all perfectly true but in another way it was all the greatest rubbish and she didn’t mean a word of it. No, that wasn’t right—She felt all those things but she didn’t really feel them like that—The Beryl who wrote that letter might have been leaning over her shoulder and guiding her hand—so separate was she: and yet in a way, perhaps she was more real than the other, the real Beryl. She had been getting stronger and stronger for a long while. There had been a time when the real Beryl had just really made use of the false one to get her out of awkward positions—to glide her over hateful moments—to help her to bear the stupid ugly sometimes beastly things that happened—She had as it were called to the unreal Beryl, and seen her coming, and seen her going away again, quite definitely and simply—But that was long ago. The unreal Beryl was greedy and jealous of the real one—Gradually she took more and stayed longer—Gradually she came more quickly and now the real Beryl was hardly certain sometimes if she were there or not—Days, weeks at a time passed without her ever for a moment ceasing to act a part, for that was really what it came to and then, quite suddenly, when the unreal self had forced her to do something she did not want to do at all she had come into her own again and for the first time realised what had been happening. Perhaps it was because she was not leading the life that she wanted to—She had not a chance to really express herself—she was always living below her power—and therefore she had no need of her real self, her real self only made her wretched.


  In a way of course it was all perfectly true, but in another way it was all the greatest rubbish and she didn’t believe a word of it. No, that wasn’t right: she felt all those things, but she didn’t really feel them like that. It was her other self, whose slave or whose mistress she was which? who had written that letter. It not only bored—it rather disgusted her real self. ‘Flippant and silly’ said her real self, yet she knew she’d send it and that she’d always write that kind of twaddle to Nan Fry—In fact it was a very mild example of the kind of letter she generally wrote. Beryl leaned her elbows on the table and read it through again—the voice of the letter seemed to come up to her from the page—faint already like a voice heard over a telephone wire, high, gushing—with something bitter in the sound—Oh, she detested it today. ‘You’ve always got so much animation B’ said Nan Fry—‘That’s why men are so keen on you’—and she had added, rather mournfully—(for men weren’t keen on Nan—she was a solid kind of girl with fat hips and a high colour) ‘I can’t understand how you keep it up, but it’s your nature, I suppose.’ What rot! What nonsense! But it wasn’t her nature at all! Good Heavens! If she’d ever been her real [515] self with Nan Fry Nannie would have jumped out of the window with surprise. My dear, you know that white satin dress of mine—Ugh! Beryl slammed her letter case to. She jumped up and half consciously—half unconsciously she drifted over to the looking glass—There stood a slim girl dressed in white—a short white serge skirt—a white silk blouse and a white leather belt drawn in tight round her tiny waist—She had a heart shaped face—wide at the brows and with a pointed chin—but not too pointed--Her eyes—her eyes were perhaps her best feature—such a strange uncommon colour too, greeny blue with little gold spots in them. She had fine black eyebrows and long black lashes—so long that when they lay on her cheeks they positively caught the light some [one] or other had told her—Her mouth was rather large—too large? No, not really. Her underlip protruded a little. She had a way of sucking it in that somebody else had told her was awfully fascinating. Her nose was her least satisfactory feature—Not that it was really ugly—but it wasn’t half as fine as Linda’s. Linda really had a perfect little nose. Hers spread rather—not badly—and in all probability she exagerated the spreadness of it just because it was her nose and she was so awfully critical of herself. She pinched it with her thumb and second finger and made a little face—Lovely long hair. And such a mass of it. It was the colour of fresh fallen leaves—brown and red, with a glint of yellow. Almost it seemed to have a life of its own—it was so warm and there was such a deep ripple in it. When she plaited it in one thick plait it hung on her back just like a long snake—she loved to feel the weight of it drag her head back—she loved to feel it loose covering her bare arms. It had been the fashion among the girls at Miss Beard’s to brush Beryl’s hair. ‘Do do let me brush your hair darling Beryl,’ but nobody brushed it as beautifully as Nan Fry. Beryl would sit in front of the dressing table in her cubicle—wearing a white linen wrapper—and behind her stood Nannie in a dark red woolen gown buttoned up to her chin—Two candles gave a pointing, flickering light—Her hair streamed over the chair back—she shook it out—she yielded it up to Nannie’s adoring hands. In the glass Nannie’s face above the dark gown was like a round sleeping mask. Slowly she brushed, with long, caressing strokes—her hand and the brush were like one thing upon the warm hair. She would say with a kind of moaning passion, laying down the brush and looping the hair in her hands—‘it’s more beautiful than ever B. It really is lovelier than last time’—and now she would brush again—she seemed to send herself to sleep with the movement and the gentle sound—she had something of the look of a blind cat—as though it were she who was being stroked and not Beryl—But nearly always these brushings came to an unpleasant ending. Nannie did something silly. Quite suddenly she would snatch up Beryl’s hair and bury her [516] face in it and kiss it, or clasp her hands round Beryl’s head and press Beryl’s head back against her firm breast sobbing—‘you are so beautiful. You don’t know how beautiful you are beautiful beautiful.’ And at these moments Beryl had such a feeling of horror such a violent thrill of physical dislike for Nan Fry—‘That’s enough—that’s quite enough. Thank you. You’ve brushed it beautifully. Good night Nan.’ She didn’t even try to suppress a contempt and her disgust—And the curious thing was that Nan Fry seemed to understand this—even to expect it, never protesting but stumbling away out of the cubicle—and perhaps whispering ‘forgive me’ at the door—And the more curious thing was that Beryl let her brush her hair again—and let this happen again,—and again there was this ‘silly scene’ between them always ending in the same way more or less, and never never referred to in the day time. But she did brush hair so beautifully. Was her hair less bright now? No, not a bit—‘Yes, my dear, there’s no denying it, you really are a lovely little thing’—At the words her breast lifted, she took a long breath, smiling with delight, half closing her eyes as if she held a sweet sweet bouquet up to her face—a fragrance that made her faint. But even as she looked the smile faded from her lips and eyes—and, oh God! There she was, back again, playing the same old game—False, false as ever! False as when she’d written to Nan Fry—False even when she was alone with herself now. What had that creature in the glass to do with her really and why on earth was she staring at her? She dropped down by the side of her bed and buried her head in her arms. ‘Oh,’ she said ‘I’m so miserable, so frightfully miserable. I know I’m silly and spiteful and vain. I’m always acting a part, I’m never my real self for a minute’—And plainly, plainly she saw her false self running up and down the stairs, laughing a special trilling laugh if they had visitors, standing under the lamp if a man came to dinner so that he should see how the light shone on her hair, pouting and pretending to be a little girl when anybody asked her to play the guitar—Why she even kept it up for Stanley’s benefit! Only last night when he was reading the paper—she had stood beside him and leaned against him on purpose and she had put her hand over his pointing out something and said at the same time—‘Heavens! Stanley how brown your hands are’—only that he should notice how white hers were! How despicable! Her heart grew cold with rage! ‘It’s marvellous how you keep it up!’ she said to her false self! but then it was only because she was so miserable—so miserable! If she’d been happy—if she’d been living her own life all this false life would simply cease to be—and now she saw the real Beryl a radiant shadow——a shadow——Faint and unsubstantial shone the real self—what was there of her except that radiance? And for what tiny moments she was really she. Beryl could almost remember every one of them—She did [517] not mean that she was exactly happy then it was a ‘feeling’ that overwhelmed her at certain times—certain nights when the wind blew with a forlorn cry and she lay cold in her bed wakeful and listening certain lovely evenings when she passed down a road where there were houses and big gardens and the sound of a piano came from one of the houses—and then certain Sunday nights in Church, when the gas flickered and the pews were shadowy and the lines of the hymns were almost too sweet and sad to bear. And rare rare times, rarest of all, when it was not the voice of outside things that had moved her so—she remembered one of them, when she had sat up one night with Linda. Linda was very ill—she had watched the pale dawn come in through the blinds and she had seen Linda—lying, propped up high with pillows, her arms outside the quilt and the shadow of her hair dusky against the white—and at all these times she had felt: Life is wonderful—life is rich and mysterious. But it is good too, and I am rich and mysterious and good. Perhaps that is what she might have said—but she did not say those things—then she knew her false self was quite quite gone and she longed to be always as she was just at that moment—to become that Beryl for ever—‘Shall I? How can I? and did I ever not have a false self?’ But just when she had got that far she heard the sound of wheels coming up the drive and little steps running along the passage to her door and Kezia’s voice calling ‘Aunt Beryl. Aunt Beryl!’ She got up—Botheration! How she had crumpled her skirt. Kezia burst in. ‘Aunt Beryl—Mother says will you please come down because Father’s home and lunch is ready—’ ‘Very well Kezia.’ She went over to the dressing table and powdered her nose. Kezia crossed over too and unscrewed a little pot of cream and sniffed it. Under her arm Kezia carried a very dirty calico cat. When Aunt Beryl had run out of the room she sat the cat up on the dressing table and stuck the top of the cream jar over one of its ears. Now look at yourself said she sternly. The calico cat was so appalled at the effect that it toppled backwards and bumped and bounced on the floor and the top of the cream jar flew through the air and rolled like a penny in a round on the linoleum and did not break. But for Kezia it had broken the moment it flew through the air; and she picked it up, hot all over, put it on the dressing table and walked away, far too quickly—and airily.
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    New Season’s Novels


    Entertainment—and Otherwise


    Observation Only


    ‘Some New Thing’


    Ask No Questions


    The Silence is Broken


    A Batch of Five


    The Magic Door


    Old Writers and New


    A Set of Four


    Friends and Foes


    Family Portraits


    Aaron’s Rod — By D. H. Lawrence

  


  [The text follows the first Constable & Co. edition.]


  Introductory Note


  From April 1919 to December 1920 Katherine Mansfield regularly reviewed fiction for The Athenæum, giving up only when incapacitated by illness.


  Her reviews are here printed in chronological order, since any other arrangement would make meaningless her not infrequent allusions to books previously reviewed, or to her previous reviews of books.


  For this reason the attempt to make a selection from them has been abandoned. Taken all together, they form a body of criticism unique in its kind. It is to be regretted that accidents of publication, or editorial necessities, prevented her from giving her opinion on certain eminent novelists. The most notable omissions are H.G. Wells, Arnold Bennett and D.H. Lawrence. In order to give some record at least of her admiration for the work of D.H. Lawrence, a little note pencilled in her copy of Aaron’s Rod, but not intended for publication, has been included.


  J.M.M.
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  Three Women Novelists


  
    [1] Hope Trueblood — By Patience Worth


    The House of Courage — By Mrs. Victor Rickard


    The Tunnel — By Dorothy Richardson

  


  Very often, after reading a modern novel, the question suggests itself: Why was it written? And the answer is not always immediate. Indeed, there is no answer; it is perhaps a little reflection on our present authors that there can be so many and of so diverse a kind. One of our famous young novelists half solves the problem for us by stating, in a foreword to his latest book, that he wrote it because he could not help himself, because he was ‘compelled’ to—but half solves it only. For we cannot help wondering, when the book is finished and laid by, as to the nature of that mysterious compulsion. It is terrifying to think of the number of novels that are written and announced and published and to be had of all libraries, and reviewed and bought and borrowed and read, and left in hotel lounges and omnibuses and railway carriages and deck chairs. Is it possible to believe that each one of them was once the darling offspring of some proud author,—his cherished hope in whom he lives his second richer life?


  Public Opinion, garrulous, lying old nurse that she is, cries: ‘Yes! Great books, immortal books are being born every minute, each one more lusty than the last. Let him who is without sin among you cast the first criticism.’ It would be a superb, thrilling world if this were true! Or if even a very moderate number of them were anything but little puppets, little make-believes, playthings on strings with the same stare and the same sawdust filling, just unlike enough to keep the attention distracted, but all like enough to do nothing more profound. After all, in these lean years of plenty how could it be otherwise? Not even the most hardened reader, at the rate books are [2] written and read nowadays, could stand up against so many attacks upon his mind and heart, if it were. Reading, for the great majority—for the reading public—is not a passion but a pastime, and writing, for the vast number of modern authors, is a pastime and not a passion.


  Miss Patience Worth’s ‘Hope Trueblood’ is almost too good an example of the pastime novel. It never for one moment touches the real world or the realm of fäery, preferring to linger in that ‘valley of soft springs’ which lies between, where every echo is a sigh, every voice a cry upon the wind, where Melodrama has his castle and Sentimentality is the weeping lady of the tower.


  The story is an old one; it is the Bastard’s Progress. A little child without a father is left at her mother’s death to the cruel mercies of a virtuous village. Although she has the ‘sunshine smile’ and: ‘there is a bud here, I beat my heart over,’ she is doomed. She is the little innocent lamb branded with the sign of shame who must be sacrificed. To make this tragedy more pitiful, Miss Worth causes her lamb to speak in a special language, a kind of theatrical pot-pourri, and by the time the end is reached there is not a device or an ornament left in the property-box. Even the symbolic white butterfly has flown into the air: ‘Up-up-up!’ Added to this, Miss Worth has thrown over all a veil of mystery which never is lifted wholly. Now and again a corner flutters, but if we venture to look beneath it is dropped again—and our curiosity with it.


  ‘Can you read this, O reader? Try! Try! for my foolish tears are flowing and I cannot see.’ It would require a simple soul indeed to be beguiled by such mock pearls. But we stand amazed before her publisher’s announcement. However much support she may need, it is surely unfair to announce her with so extraordinary a flourish of trumpets without. This is lion’s music and should be kept for their coming.


  Mrs. Victor Rickard is a skilled competent writer of a very different type of book. The theme of her ‘House of [3] Courage’ is not new; nor is there, in her treatment of it, a variation with which we have not become familiar during the past four years. There are the opening scenes before the war, light, domestic, carefree, with the principal love interest just beginning, followed by the gathering storm, then the war itself, threatening to destroy everything, but not destroying everything, and then the afterglow, which is like the opening scene, but richer, more sober, and with the principal love interest fulfilled. To write this type of work successfully it is essential that all the characters should be of the same class—the men, well-bred, well-dressed, and ‘thorough sportsmen’—the women, equally well bred and dressed and the cheeriest of souls. The atmosphere must be an upper middle-class atmosphere and, even if the ‘sheer horror of it all’ threatens to engulf them, one golden rule must be observed: they never give way. For these are not real whole people; they are aspects of people, living examples of appropriate and charming behaviour before and during the war. All this Mrs. Rickard knows and understands. From the first paragraph the story flows from her easy pen with unwavering fluency, one of those hundreds of novels which do not send you to sleep, but—do not keep you awake.


  Why was it written? The question does not present itself—it is the last question one would ask after reading ‘The Tunnel.’ Miss Richardson has a passion for registering every single thing that happens in the clear, shadowless country of her mind. One cannot imagine her appealing to the reader or planning out her novel; her concern is primarily, and perhaps ultimately, with herself. ‘What cannot I do with this mind of mine!’ one can fancy her saying. ‘What can I not see and remember and express?’ There are times when she seems deliberately to set it a task, just for the joy of realizing again how brilliant a machine it is, and we, too, share her admiration for its power of absorbing. Anything that goes into her mind she can summon forth again, and there it is, complete in every detail, with nothing taken away from it—and [4] nothing added. This is a rare and interesting gift, but we should hesitate before saying it was a great one.


  ‘The Tunnel’ is the fourth volume of Miss Richardson’s adventures with her soul-sister, Miriam Henderson. Like them, it is composed of bits, fragments, flashing glimpses, half scenes and whole scenes, all of them quite distinct and separate, and all of them of equal importance. There is no plot, no beginning, middle or end. Things just ‘happen’ one after another with incredible rapidity and at break-neck speed. There is Miss Richardson, holding out her mind, as it were, and there is Life hurling objects into it as fast as she can throw. And at the appointed time Miss Richardson dives into its recesses and reproduces a certain number of these treasures—a pair of button boots, a night in Spring, some cycling knickers, some large, round biscuits—as many as she can pack into a book, in fact. But the pace kills.


  There is one who could not live in so tempestuous an environment as her mind—and he is Memory. She has no memory. It is true that Life is sometimes very swift and breathless, but not always. If we are to be truly alive there are large pauses in which we creep away into our caves of contemplation. And then it is, in the silence, that Memory mounts his throne and judges all that is in our minds—appointing each his separate place, high or low, rejecting this, selecting that—putting this one to shine in the light and throwing that one into the darkness.


  We do not mean to say that those large, round biscuits might not be in the light, or the night in Spring be in the darkness. Only we feel that until these things are judged and given each its appointed place in the whole scheme, they have no meaning in the world of art.


  (April 4, 1919.)
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  Two Novels of Worth


  
    [5] Christopher and Columbus — By the author of ‘Elizabeth and her German Garden’


    What Not — By Rose Macaulay

  


  If one pauses to consider the nature of that very considerable number of novels concerned with the fortunes of young females who fly out of the home nest, one is almost tempted to believe that they are written by the forsaken parents themselves. The mind conjures up a vision of those solitary ones sitting by the bedside of their wounded pride, and distracting it from its pains with these horrific tales of the torments and disasters which must inevitably overtake the bold, guilty stray. Who else would find the same gloomy relish in making the very worst of it—in picturing a path one simply cannot see for lions? Who else would dare to end upon that lullaby note—with such a sting in it!—the peaceful, happy ending with the good simple man whom she might, far more suitably and comfortably, have met in her own mother’s drawing-room?


  One likes to think that the escaped children are too happy to bother about proving their parents to be wrong. Nevertheless, one does wish sometimes that their song was not quite without words. True, no bird, however golden, flies fully fledged from the nest up into the sun. But trying your wings, so long as you are perfectly certain that you have wings to try, so long as you are confident that you fall only to rise again, and that all these little essays and flutters are but the prelude to exquisite flight, need not of necessity be tragic.


  Christopher and Columbus, the twin orphans and heroines of ‘Elizabeth’s’ novel, are, indeed, the most unconscious but radiant little proofs to the contrary, in spite of the fact that they do not fly of their own accord, but are quite unmercifully thrown at a tender age, at just seventeen, with their hair still in gold and silver pigtails [6] and with ‘perambulator faces,’ from England to America, in the middle of the war, by that loyal British citizen their Uncle Arthur.


  It is true, the poor man had provocation. For although they had been brought up to love England and Milton and Wordsworth above all other loves by their mother, Uncle Arthur’s sister-in-law, they were the children of a German father, a von Twinkler. And whenever they opened their mouths, which was very often, out their disgraceful r’s came rolling right under the infinitely suspicious and patriotic noses of Uncle Arthur’s friends. This was not to be borne; Uncle Arthur did not bear it. He equipped them with two introductions, two hundred pounds and two second-class fares, and sent them flying. The delightful miracle is that, helped by Mr. Twist, of Twist’s Non-Trickler Teapot fame, from the very first moment they flew.


  We shudder to think what might have happened had the twins not been twins, but Anna-Rose and Anna-Felicitas rolled into one, and had Mr. Twist not been ‘a born mother.’ America certainly did not help them. That great heart beat very fast and hard at the sight of their innocence and childish unbroken courage, but curiosity, suspicion and the tingling air of scandal set it going; America turned her broad back, but looked over her shoulder and coldly, frigidly stared. So well is the devastating quality of that glance conveyed that it might serve as a warning never to go to America with nothing but your own watery reflection in the mirror for prop and comfort, for a shadow twin, as it were, and never to find yourself in America with a young man who does not glory, as Mr. Twist gloried, in the fact of his being a mother.


  But, after all, when the triumph of the twins is complete even to wedding bells, these two advantages, great as they are, do not explain it wholly. Above and through everything runs their laughter—their laughing comment upon the grown-up world and its ways. And this it is which is irresistible.


  [7] We are still very dazed, very dumb and stiff after the four years’ winter sleep; the winter has lasted too long; our sleep has been like death. We are dazed creatures, ‘lizards of convalescence,’ creeping back into the sun. And then, in the quiet, we hear Christopher and Columbus laughing—laughing at everything. Is it not cruel to make merry after such a winter? But they themselves are spring. Round-eyed and even a little unsteady, they wander among these preposterous grown-ups, the big, fat, cold-blooded ones and the lean elderly prying ones, never dreaming that these same grown-ups could, in an instant, turn—not into lions, perhaps, but into malignant toads and spiders.


  ‘Elizabeth’ appreciates their danger, for the minds of toads and spiders are open books to her. But having them by heart, she, with her delicate impatient pen, is not in the least tempted to make a solemn copy of them. All that she wants she can convey with a comment—at a stroke. There is a whole volume for one of our psychological authors in Mr. Twist’s quarrel with his mother; she dismisses it in a little chapter.


  And therein perhaps lies her value as a writer; she is, in the happiest way, conscious of her own particular vision, and she wants no other. She is so enchanted with the flowers growing in the path she has chosen that she has not, as the twins might say, a ‘single eye to spare’ for her neighbours. In a world where there are so many furies with warning fingers it is good to know of someone who goes on her way finding a gay garland, and not forgetting to add a sharp-scented spray or two and a bitter herb that its sweetness may not cloy.


  ‘What Not,’ Miss Rose Macaulay’s brilliant little comedy, is played in a vastly different world. One does not dream of questioning the large freedoms enjoyed by the heroine, Miss Kitty Grammont; one can only admire her excellent control of them. Dare we hope that this fascinating creature is the fore-runner of the business woman, the ‘political’ woman, the woman whose [8] business it is to help to govern the country? Miss Macaulay presents us to her when she is attached to the Ministry of Brains—a vast organization which has been started after the war to control, stimulate, reward and punish the brains of the nation, and to safeguard the intellects of the Great Unborn. The wonderful system of classification with which we have become so familiar serves this time a twofold purpose; it not only registers the mental category of every man and woman in England, it also tells him or her whom to marry and whom not to marry. Miss Grammont, whose brains were of the highest order, was classified ‘A’; but the Minister of Brains, for all his brilliant powers, was uncertificated for matrimonial purposes because of mental deficiency in his family. He was ‘A’ (Deficiency), and thereby hangs the tale. Moving spirits though they are of Brains Week, the Mental Progress Act, the Mind Training Bill and the great Explanation Campaign, they find their official co-partnership inadequate, and as though these obstacles were nothing more than convenient stiles to lean across, like any simple two, they fall in love. Realizing ‘it will come out as certainly as flowers in spring or the Clyde engineers next week,’ they marry. And it does come out. The dreadful truth wrecks the Ministry of Brains and ruins their careers, but leaves them ‘laughing ruefully.’


  This is the bare theme from which Miss Macaulay composes her ingenious and delightful variations. Although one feels her fertility of invention is so great that nothing would be easier for her than to obtain an ‘easy effect,’ it is their chief excellence that each one is as unexpected as the last. It is only in the enjoyment of Miss Macaulay’s nice sense of humour, matched with her fine, sensitive style, that one realizes how rarely the two qualities are found together. We are so accustomed to the horse without the rider, roaming very free, or the rider very desperate, looking for the horse.


  (April 4, 1919.)
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  A Citizen of the Sea


  
    [9] Old Junk — By H.M. Tomlinson

  


  There are times when one is tempted to make a kind of childish division of mankind into two groups and to say: ‘These are the men who live on the land and these are they whose home is the sea.’ Is the division quite idle? Perhaps it were better to say: ‘These are the men who are ruled by the land and these who are governed by the sea.’ For you may meet the citizens of the sea far away from their own kingdom, carried away, to all outward resemblance, and absorbed by the immediate life of the land, yet are they never other than foreigners; their glance, however keen and discerning, still is a wondering glance; and what they discover is not the familiarity of things, but their strangeness. They see it all like this because they have just ‘come off the ship,’ as it were. For long they have been identified with the moving waters, the changing skies, winds, stars, the dawn running into bright day, and evening falling on the fields of night. This is the life, changing, but ever changeless, in which men live nearest to that which enchants them, and to that which threatens to overwhelm them. Here the terrible monotony of ceaseless distraction is unknown; neither can men die that wilful first death to all outward things as they can on land—refusing to look any longer upon the sky or to care whether the wind be foul or fair. But through everything it is the calmness of those sea-governed men which compels us most. Shall we of the land ever be calm again? Shall we ever find our way out of this hideous Exhibition with its lights and bands and wounded soldiers and German guns? There is a quivering madness in all this feverish activity. Perhaps we are afraid that when we do reach the last turnstile we shall push one another over the edge of the world, into space—into darkness.


  It is at times like these that we find it extraordinary [10] comfort to have in our midst a citizen of the sea, a writer like Mr. H.M. Tomlinson. We feel that he is calm, not because he has renounced life, but because he lives in the memory of that solemn gesture with which the sea blesses or dismisses or destroys her own. The breath of the sea sounds in all his writings. Whether he tells of an accident at a mine-head, or the front-line trenches in Flanders, or children dancing, or books to read at midnight—if we listen, it is there and we are not deceived. There is a quality of remoteness and detachment in his work, but it is never because he has turned aside from life. On the contrary he steps ashore and is passionately involved in it. Deliberately he enters into the anguish of experience and suffering; he gives himself to it because of his great love for human beings; yet the comfort of being ‘lost’—of being just a part of the whole and merged in it—is denied him. He is always that foreigner with keen wondering glance, thinking over the strangeness of it all….


  And when life is not tragic, when children dance, or he visits the African Coast, or a lonely little grocer’s boy shows him his home-made ‘wireless,’ then are we conscious of his unbroken, unspoilt joy in lovely things and funny ones. He is alive; real things stir him profoundly. He has no need to exaggerate or heighten his effects. One is content to believe that what he tells you happened to him and it was the important thing; it was the spiritual truth which was revealed. This is the life, changeless and changing, wonderfully conveyed to us in the pages of ‘Old Junk.’ There is a quality in the prose that one might wish to call ‘magic’; it is full of the quivering light and rainbow colours of the unsubstantial shore. One might dream as one puts the book down that one has only to listen, to hear the tide, on the turn, then sweeping in full and strong.


  (April 18, 1919.)
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  Portrait of a Little Lady


  
    [11] My War Experiences in Two Continents. — By S. Macnaughtan

  


  In the beginning of this book there is a portrait of a little lady sitting upright and graceful in a high-backed chair. She wears an old-world, silk brocade gown fastened with a row of little buttons. There is fine lace at the neck, and a delicate scarf slips from her shoulders. As she leans her cheek on two fingers her intent, unsmiling gaze is very gentle. But her eyes and lips—typical Northern eyes and lips—challenge her air of sheltered leisure. It would be hard to deceive those eyes—they are steady, shrewd and far-seeing; and one feels that the word that issues from those firm determined lips would be her bond.


  It is the portrait of Miss Macnaughtan, who gave the last two years of her life, from July 1914 to September 1916, to suffering humanity, and died as the result of the hardships she endured.


  There were women whom nobody had ever ‘wanted,’ young women who longed to put their untried strength to the test, women who never kindled except at the sight of helplessness and suffering, vain women whose one desire was to be important, and unimaginative women who craved a sporting adventure—for all of them the war unlocked the gates of Life, and they entered in and breathed the richer air and were content at last.


  How different was Miss Macnaughtan’s case! She was one of those admirable single Englishwomen whose lives seem strangely fulfilled and complete. She had a home she loved, many friends, leisure for her work, a feeling for life that was a passion, and an immense capacity for happiness. But the war came to her, locking the gates of Life. ‘I think something in me has stood still or died,’ she confessed.


  Except for a few family letters, her experiences in [12] Belgium, North France, Russia, and on the Persian front are written in the form of a diary. But though one feels that her deliberate aim was to set down faithfully what she saw—the result is infinitely more than that. It is a revelation of her inner self which would perhaps never have been revealed in times less terrible and strange. For though her desire for expression was imperative and throughout the book there are signs of the writer’s ‘literary’ longing to register the moment, the glimpse, the scene, it is evident that she had no wish to let her reserved, fastidious personality show through. It happened in spite of her, and there she is for all time, elderly, frail, with her terrible capacity for suffering, her love for humanity, her pride in being ‘English,’ and her burning zeal to sacrifice herself for those who are broken; not because of their weakness, but because they have been strong. Perhaps above all things she loves the Northern courage, not only to endure, but to hide suffering behind a bright shield. But the war makes her cry:


  It isn’t right. This damage to human life is horrible. It is madness to slaughter these thousands of young men. Almost at last, in a rage, one feels inclined to cry out against the sheer imbecility of it. The pain of it is all too much. I am sick of seeing suffering.


  And:


  … Above all, one feels—at least I do—that one is always, and quite palpably, in the shadow of the death of youth—beautiful youth, happy and healthy and free. Always I seem to see the white faces of boys turned up to the sky, and I hear their cries and see the agony which youth was never meant to bear. They are too young for it, far too young; but they lie out on the field … and bite the mud in their frenzy of pain; and they call for their mothers and no one comes…. Who can listen to a boy’s groans and his shrieks of pain? This is war.


  Again:


  A million more men are needed—thus the fools [13] called men talk. But youth looks up with haggard eyes, and youth, grown old, knows that Death alone is merciful.


  As one reads on one becomes more and more aware how unfitted by nature Miss Macnaughtan was for the great part which she accepted and played so magnificently. Nothing short of rude youth could have stood the wet and cold, lack of sleep, horrible food, agonizing discomfort at the little railway station where she chopped up vegetables for soup, journeys that (only to read of) are a torment. But she was always ill; she loathed communal life with its meanness, pettiness, scandal and muddling untidiness. How can people behave like this—at such a time? she seems to cry. And little by little her weariness turns to disgust and she cannot bear it. She sorrowfully turns aside—all her love goes out to suffering youth. Nothing else matters.


  I wish I could give my life for some boy who would like to live very much, and to whom all things are joyous. But alas! one can’t swop lives like this….


  When she writes that, she is dying. Her journal ends with the words:


  I should like to have left the party—quitted the feast of life—when all was gay and amusing. I should have been sorry to come away, but it would have been far better than being left till all the lights are out. I could have said truly to the Giver of the feast, ‘Thanks for an excellent time.’ But now so many of the guests have left, and the fires are going out, and I am tired.


  What is heroism? There was a time when one had the easy belief that heroes and heroines were a radiant few who were born brave, and the reason why they did not shrink or turn aside from their lonely, perilous path was that they were blind to the shado ws. They had lifted their eyes; they had seen their star, and their joyful feet ran in the light of it to some high, mysterious triumph.


  [14] But our silver heroes and heroines glitter no longer. Gone is that shining band of knights and ladies. We know better, turning aside from their lifeless perfections as ‘bad’ children do from a ‘good’ fairy book that has all the old stories, but with the wolves and witches and wicked giants left out. We have learned that the final sticking of the dragon counts for almost nothing; it is in the righting that has gone before against Fear and his shadowy army, against the dark hosts of Imagination and the blacker hosts of Reality, that true heroes and heroines are discovered. They are not born brave, and perhaps the burning star is not other than their own spirit, bright and solitary in the incomprehensible darkness of their being. For common men there is a star that beckons; these chosen ones live by a light, yet they are not led.


  (April 25, 1919.)
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  A Victorian Jungle


  
    The Gay-Dombeys — By Sir Harry Johnston

  


  It is not without a tinge of malicious satisfaction that we realize there are delights reserved for us elderly creatures which are quite out of sight, out of reach, of the golden boys and girls who are making so wonderfully free of our apples and pears and plums. Perhaps one of the rarest and most delicious is meeting with an old play-fellow who is just come from the country of our childhood, and having an endless talk with him about what is changed and what is the same—whether the Allens still live in the same house, what has become of the huge Molesworth family, and was the mystery of old Anderson ever solved?


  We shall never see these people again; we shall share nothing more with them. We shall never push open their garden gates and smell our way past the flower bushes to the white verandahs where they sit gossiping in the velvet moonlight. Why should we feel then this passionate interest? Is it because, prisoners as we are, we love to feel [15] we have inhabited other lives—lived more lives than one—or we are reluctant to withdraw wholly because of that whispered word ‘Finis’ which locks the doors against us, one by one, for ever?


  The memory of our childhood is like ‘the memory of a tale that is told,’ and the delight of talking over with a boon companion a book you have read in the long ago is hardly less real. It is not very different; you are both left wondering. What happened ‘after that’? Does the author know? Or does he—wonder too? What would Dickens say if he read Sir Harry Johnston’s ‘Gay-Dombeys,’ which continues the history of the Dombey family and their circle through the Victorian period and into our own times, with wonderful elaborateness and excursions and allusions such as their author loved, and with a canvas so crowded that you have to stand on tiptoe and look over people’s shoulders and under their arms and round them before you can be perfectly sure that you have seen everybody who is there?


  We can think of no other author who took a final farewell of his characters with greater reluctance than did Dickens. His meanest villains were, after all, citizens of his world, and as such they stumbled and were up again, to be nearly caught, and again escaped before he could bear to let them go for ever. As to those whom he loved—and in whom he lived—it was anguish to him to submit to their passing. ‘Shall I never be that dying boy again, waving my hand at the water on the wall? Never be again the child-wife, Little Blossom, asking if my poor boy is very lonely downstairs?’ And so the boat puts back once more for one last sob, one last gush of tears. Even the survivors were not allowed to gather without one final Grand Tableau before the fall of the curtain, which is intended for an abiding proof for him and for us that they are still there, still going on, still extravagantly, abundantly alive. It is this extraordinary delight in the exuberance of life, in its endless possibilities of such complications and combinations, that Sir Harry Johnston shares with Dickens. We [16] are inclined to believe that his fantastic choice of characters is due to his recognition of Dickens as a fellow passionate explorer, with London for a dark continent, and surely as strange a collection of animals as could be discovered in any jungle to wonder at, to watch, and to track to their lairs. It is certain that they both have the peculiarly English gift (which foreigners call our ‘indifference’) of accepting the strange thing in all its strangeness, presenting it with all the freakish detail left in, and of being ‘at home’ anywhere they may choose to feel ‘at home.’


  But the author of ‘The Gay-Dombeys’ is far too much the born writer to put on the manner of the author of ‘Dombey and Son.’ To be carried away by him in the good old-fashioned style that your modern writer would think shame to attempt, you must admit that the Dickens world existed as part of the real world, and there is no reason why Mr. Arthur Balfour should not discuss theology with Mrs. Humphry Ward at one of Florence Gay-Dombey’s parties in her Morris drawing-room in Onslow Square. Why not? And is not Sir Harry Johnston justified in portraying real personalities of the period by the fact that, for the reader, they are never quite so convincing as the unreal. Indeed, there comes ever a moment in the life of your confirmed reader when he catches himself murmuring: ‘Who shall say which is which …?’ This novel is full of such moments. Nevertheless, it is no hunting-ground for scandalmongers; they may stand up to the canvas as close as they like; the style of the painting is too large, too happy, and too free to feed the prying eye.


  It would be difficult to tell the story, for the story is made up of stories, each as separate as flowers on a tree, and all contributing to the delightful effect. One pauses, wondering which to gather; but no—they make so satisfactory a whole that it were useless to attempt to choose. Perhaps the finest bloom is Lady Feenix’s friendship with Eustace Morven. But that is because she [17] is such an adorable woman—and adorable women are still a little painfully rare.


  (May 2, 1919.)


  []


  Inarticulations


  
    The Moon and Sixpence — By W.S. Maugham

  


  Had Mr. Maugham confessed to his hero Charles Strickland, a painter of genius, his great desire to present him, to explain him to the public, with all his eccentricities, violences and odious ways included, we imagine the genius would have retorted in his sardonic way: ‘Go to hell. Let them look at my pictures or not look at them—damn them. My painting is all there is to me.’ This discouraging reply is not without a large grain of truth. Strickland cut himself off from the body of life, clumsily, obstinately, savagely—hacking away, regardless of torn flesh and quivering nerves, like some old Maori warrior separating himself from a shattered limb with a piece of sharp shell. What proof have we that he suffered? No proof at all. On the contrary, each fresh ugly blow wrung a grin or chuckle from him, but never the slightest sign that he would have had it otherwise if he could.


  If we had his pictures before us, or the memory of them in our mind’s eye, this his state of mind might be extremely illuminating, but without them, with nothing to reinforce our knowledge of him but a description of two or three which might apply equally well to a very large number of modern works, we are left strangely unsatisfied. The more so in that Mr. Maugham takes extraordinary pains in explaining to us that Strickland is no imaginary character. His paintings are known everywhere, everywhere acclaimed. Books have been written about him in English and French and German. He even goes so far as to give us the author’s and the publishers’ names—well-known live publishers who would surely never allow their names to be taken in vain. So it comes to this. If [18] Strickland is a real man and this book a sort of guide to his works, it has its value; but if Mr. Maugham is merely pulling our critical leg it will not do. Then, we are not told enough. We must be shown something of the workings of his mind; we must have some comment of his upon what he feels, fuller and more exhaustive than his perpetual: ‘Go to hell.’ It is simply essential that there should be some quality in him revealed to us that we may love, something that will stop us for ever from crying: ‘If you have to be so odious before you can paint bananas—pray leave them unpainted.’


  Here are the facts. Charles Strickland, a middle-aged stockbroker, the husband of a charming cultured woman and the father of two typically nice English children, suddenly, on a day, without a hint of warning, leaves his home and business and goes off to Paris to paint. The reason is unthinkable. A sturdy, ruddy middle-aged man cannot so utterly change his nature. He can; he does. Living in poverty, great untidiness and discomfort, he renounces his old life and seemingly never gives it another thought. For the moment he sheds that respectable envelope and is away, it is no longer part of his new self. He is grown out of its roundness and firmness and is become a lean pale creature with a great red beard, a hooked nose and thick sensual lips, possessed with one passion, ravaged by one desire—to paint great pictures. Paris he accepts as though he had always known it. He lives the life of its disreputable quarters as though he had been brought up in them and adopts its ugly ways with a kind of fiendish glee. Then he is discovered, half dead of a fever, by a stupid kind-hearted little Dutchman who takes him into his flat and nurses him. The adored gentle wife of the Dutchman falls under Strickland’s spell and ruins her life for him. When he is sick of her (for his contempt for women is fathomless) she takes poison and dies. And Strickland, his sexual appetite satisfied, ‘smiles dryly and pulls his beard.’


  Finally, he leaves Paris and makes his home in Tahiti. [19] Here he goes native, living in a remote hut with a black woman and her relatives, and painting masterpieces until his body takes its great and final revenge upon his spirit and he becomes a leper. He lives for years, painting the walls of his house. When he is dying he makes his black wife promise to burn the house down so that the pictures may be destroyed. ‘His life was complete. He had made a world and saw that it was good. Then, in pride and contempt, he destroyed it.’


  This strange story is related by a friend of Mrs. Strickland’s, a young, rather priggish author, who is sent over to Paris after the first tragedy to discover with whom Strickland has eloped and whether he can be induced to return.


  
    ‘You won’t go back to your wife?’ I said at last.


    ‘Never.’


    ‘… She’ll never make you a single reproach.’


    ‘She can go to hell.’


    ‘You don’t care if people think you an utter black-guard? You don’t care if she and her children have to beg their bread?’


    ‘Not a damn.’

  


  That is very typical of their conversations together. Indeed, the young man confesses that if Strickland is a great deal more articulate than that, he has put the words into his mouth—divined them from his gestures. ‘From his own conversation I was able to glean nothing.’ And ‘his real life consisted of dreams and of tremendously hard work.’ But where are the dreams? Strickland gives no hint of them; the young man makes no attempt to divine them. ‘He asked nothing from his fellows except that they should leave him alone. He was single-hearted in his aim, and to pursue it he was willing to sacrifice not only himself—many can do that—but others….’ But what does the sacrifice matter if you do not care a rap whether the creature on the altar is a little horned ram or your only beloved son?


  [20] The one outstanding quality in Strickland’s nature seems to have been his contempt for life and the ways of life. But contempt for life is not to be confused with liberty, nor can the man whose weapon it is fight a tragic battle or die a tragic death. If to be a great artist were to push over everything that comes in one’s way, topple over the table, lunge out right and left like a drunken man in a café and send the pots flying, then Strickland was a great artist. But great artists are not drunken men; they are men who are divinely sober. They know that the moon can never be bought for sixpence, and that liberty is only a profound realization of the greatness of the dangers in their midst.


  (May 9, 1919.)


  []


  The Public School Mixture


  
    Loose Ends — By Arnold Lunn

  


  In attempting to make a novel out of his ideas on public school education, Mr. Lunn has set himself a peculiarly difficult task. This is, chiefly, because he knows his subject so well from the point of view of the boy as well as that of the master, and his sympathies are so nicely divided between them that he is unsatisfied if he does not convey both. He succeeds, but his success breaks his book into halves, and we cannot quite see how it can fail to have the same effect upon his public.


  Who but little boys could take a lively interest in the play and chatter of little men of thirteen upwards, could exult in the way they routed old Slimy:


  
    Phillips looked Slimy up and down. He gazed at his hair, his face and his feet.


    ‘Slimy dear,’ he said with deliberate and cold-blooded contempt, ‘you smell. Your feet stink. We don’t want you. Get out, and leave the door open behind you to air the room….’

  


  —could burn with indignation at the rotten shame it was [21] that old Tom didn’t get his colours and Burton did, could relish to the full the exquisite joke of bringing the Museum baboon into the class-room of the short-sighted master, or could squeeze the last drop of enjoyment from:


  Jack’s cricket was meteoric. He was a fast but indifferent bowler, a brilliant but not very reliable bat. The local yeomen who watched the school matches from behind the palings greeted his boundaries with full-throated enthusiasm, and his ‘ducks’ with noisy grief. No member of the school side could score so rapidly as Jack when he was in form, and none were more subjected to periodic runs of bad luck.


  But the roaring conversations, debates and sets-to between ‘unconventional’ masters, whose pipes are always going out and who have a way of signifying their pleasure or displeasure by ‘inarticulate noises,’ would leave the juvenile reader dreadfully cold. And the vague sad fears of gentle, thoughtful Mother Helen that her boy is hers no longer—not wholly hers (can she win him back by taking a house on the river for his summer ‘hols’ and reading Swinburne to him in the punt?)—would leave him, if possible, colder still.


  We are put to it to imagine whom these situations would warm and vivify, especially the former one—the young schoolmaster, rampant, in the old traditional school. What original fire it had has kindled many torches of late; it would need a powerful breath to blow the flame clear and shining again. Beautiful, gentle Helen, mother of the hero, in spite of the fact that she reads Mr. Masefield and has her very own opinion of Dickens and Mr. Arnold Bennett, is never more than a shadow. Were the light to fall upon her one instant, she would be gone.


  The book opens with a discourse by the author upon ‘that most obstinately English of English families—the Chattel Leighs. It is typical of the family that they have never hyphened their double name and never dropped the Chattel.’ Conscientious, hard-headed, reserved and [22] discreet, they are chosen for the hero’s ancestors on the paternal side. Philip Chattel Leigh, father of Maurice, is indeed an astonishing reproduction of a Royal Academy portrait of an English gentleman. He is complete even to the little scene in the consulting room of the ‘eminent specialist,’ where he receives his sentence of death.


  
    ‘I think the end will be sudden, perhaps almost painless.’


    Philip pulled out his notebook. ‘I’ll jot down a note or two,’ he said calmly, ‘it’s as well to make no mistake. Possibly two years, six months probably. Let’s see, what about smoking? …’


    ‘Yes, smoke by all means in moderation.’


    Philip rose briskly. ‘Well, Sir Horace, thank you for your sympathy. I know your time is valuable. The trees are coming out nicely, aren’t they?’

  


  His wife, daughter of a bookish father, ‘led a life of restrained happiness and entertained his friends with that tranquil serenity that was her most distinctive charm.’ But she kept ‘the intangible life of books’ away from her husband, and when he returned from his work she ‘listened patiently but with intelligence.’


  They have two sons. Tom, the elder, is his father over again, but Maurice is cast in another mould.


  He clung to his mother, appealed to her for sympathy, thought aloud when he was with her, and gave to Helen that unique joy that belongs to those who know they have the power of shaping and moulding a human soul.


  Her ‘unique joy’ is short-lived. At eight years of age he goes off to a ‘Priver’; at thirteen he joins Tom at Horn-borough and becomes a public school man. What is the effect of the Public School system upon a boy who ‘worships at the shrine of physical fitness,’ and yet has ‘discovered that poetry not only unlocks new aspects of beauty, but that it serves as a key to those forgotten chambers of the soul where beauty once perceived … [23] slumbers till the magic numbers waken her to life once more’? For the purposes of his experiment, Mr. Lunn selects two friends for him—Jack Spence, who stands for the life of the body and whose batting thrills him to the bone, and Quirk, the revolutionary schoolmaster, who makes Shakespeare live again and leads Maurice from Kipling to Conrad, higher still and higher.


  We cannot see that it has any effect upon him at all. The Chattel Leigh in him makes him moderately good at games, and enthusiastic enough over ‘footer pots’; his mother’s literary tastes keep him from narrow-mindedness or from being feverishly interested in knowing what a concubine is. In fact, he comes out by the same door as in he went, with Jack still his friend, Quirk his master, and his mother waiting, hoping still.


  Is Mr. Lunn administering a powder? But if the powder is to be disguised, surely it is not too much to ask that the jam should be really good jam—none of your familiar mixtures from a dreary pot, but some exquisite preserve of the author’s—black cherry, Frimley peach, sharp, sweet quince.


  The dose is large; jam qua jam, alas! excites us no longer. We cannot help feeling that Mr. Lunn expects of us an innocence of appetite which is very rare.


  (May 16, 1919.)


  []


  A Bouquet


  
    Pink Roses — By Gilbert Cannan

  


  It seems that the curtain has hardly fallen upon his last appearance, but here is Mr. Cannan on the stage again. Again, with charming bravery he faces the lights, the music, the humming, hungry audience. What has he to offer? What new impersonation, what fresh, original ‘turn’? And are we to discover, behind him, a vast bounding landscape, very rich in light and shadow, or something gay, exquisite, dotted with bright colours like fruits, with just a line of sea to give him his far horizon? …


  [24] Trevor Mathew, denied the Great Adventure because of a systolic murmur of the heart, ‘was beginning to think he was losing his sense of humour.’ ‘He sat down in a hard green garden chair.’ … ‘Fifteen yards away from him a girl was sitting’ … ‘her eyes were fixed on him’ … ‘her left eyelid drooped, and she gave an inviting jerk of the head’ … ‘Never in his life had Trevor spoken to an unknown lady.’ ‘Their chairs had been fifteen yards apart. He kept exactly’ (note that: as Dostoevsky would have said) ‘fifteen yards behind her. As she reached Hyde Park Corner she stopped. He stopped, too, fifteen yards behind her.’ And so into the Café Claribel, where he sat at a table ‘fifteen yards away.’


  It is surely evident from this remarkable opening, with its ever so simple refrain of ‘Fifteen yards away,’ that our expert performer is grown ambitious of attracting the sympathies of a larger, simpler audience than was his formerly. But we must go carefully; there may be more in this than meets the astonished eye.


  How friendly her smile was! How charming to be in sympathy with another human being fifteen yards away. He did not wish it to be any nearer, nor did he desire the adventure to proceed any further. On the other hand he would not have it come to an end. As it was it had in it an exquisite quality of happiness, of fulfilment, of poignancy—just a hint. He did not require more.


  Let us be just to Mr. Cannan. If this exact measurement can convey happiness, fulfilment, just a hint of poignancy even, he cannot have marked it off so lightly. These be no common garden fifteen yards. May they not be the shy beginnings of a courtship between Science and Literature—the measuring of fifteen yards of soul? …


  Our tentative question is almost answered on the very next page: ‘I never thought I should be happy again.’ It seemed to him that ‘he was wronging his friends to be made happy by such a little thing as the scent and [25] sweetness of a nosegay of fresh roses’… How far away? Come, we all know it by this time. Now ladies and gentlemen, please, once more, and all together, ‘fifteen yards away.’


  This new sense in our hero makes us eager for a fuller description of him…. ‘As he had an ample allowance the rise in prices did not affect him at all, and he remained untouched, always perfectly dressed and careful to eat in the atmosphere to which he was accustomed…. It was not that he did not notice shabbiness. He did, especially in boots, but he put it down to slovenliness. He was an only son.’


  Here, again, you observe, the apparently innocent statement is broken in upon very strangely by the ‘especially in boots,’ and the sudden hammer-like stroke, ‘he was an only son.’ Did the boots also have to be a certain distance away before—but to return to our Pink Roses.


  Trevor did not see the lady again until one evening outside the café, when he bought a pup, ‘fortunately a male,’ from an old man. She was standing by, and the innocent creature broke the ice between them; in two minutes he was in her flat and telling her, ‘I wanted to stay at Cambridge. I could easily have got a Fellowship. I did History in my first two years and got a First. I wanted to go on with it, but my governor insisted on my taking Law. I got a First in that, too, but there isn’t much Law in practising. I mean it isn’t often you get a legal point…. Her lips were parted, her eyes shone, her bosom rose and fell.’ Until, ‘suddenly in Trevor there came tumbling in a series of swift painful realizations that this evening was somehow very important, and that it was what he had been waiting for through the weary months of almost catalepsy. It was his chance to assert himself, to break his arranged life that was left untouched when all other arranged lives had been broken.’…


  And thus, to heal his hurt, to make him forget his too [26] infinitely cherished friends whom the war had broken, that he might be ‘disturbed out of the nauseated lethargy in which his grief had left him’ and ‘have something working in his soul to withstand the corrosion of the war,’ excusing himself ‘on the ground that it was better for his mother to have him restored to some kind of sanity, than reduced to a frozen and insensible imbecility by the mental strain which was as bad, if not worse, than the physical strain of the trenches,’ the brilliant, captivating young Cambridge man decides to allow the frail but doting lady to love him for one whole year. Why not? ‘She was so completely, even abjectly, his, as to give him an indomitable sense of possession. She was as much his as the pup …’ And Mr. Cannan is sure enough of himself to cry for his hero, ‘After that the deluge.’


  But not even the sure hand of our author can make a whole satisfying meal of such an intimacy, complete with its trip to Brighton and pink satin bedroom bows, enriched by a coloured maid, a magnificent motor-car, a black chauffeur, and two comic Jews. Let us hasten to assure the reader that other meats are provided; the table veritably groans under hearty English fare. Here is the lawyer’s office, dusty, traditional, with its pompous old chief and the case that never is settled; here the rosy-cheeked, silver-haired mother who trusts her boy; here the girl whose grey eyes ‘cannot but look direct,’ and who is to have what is left of Trevor after the Lady of the Roses has taught him all there is to know about women; here is the foolish old inventor in his ‘tattered and stained dressing-gown,’ whose explosions blow off ‘one eyebrow’; and everywhere there are large slabs of war-time conversation for ravenous youth to munch between the courses. None but the dainty or the rich need go empty away.


  Surely it is a little pity that the very unpleasant subject of the war should find a place in all this plenty. Need we be told of these twinges of indigestion suffered by our hero as he takes a bite of now this—now that? They are [27] never more than slight twinges, never serious pangs, and as often as not cured by a chuckle. But their effect is, somehow, disastrous upon the fragile, fast-fading flowers behind which Mr. Cannan has chosen to make his bow.


  (May 23, 1919.)


  []


  A Child and Her Note-Book


  
    The Young Visiters or Mr. Salteena’s Plan — By Daisy Ashford

  


  This is the story of Mr. Salteena’s plan to become a real gentleman (‘I am quite alright as they say but I would like to be the real thing can it be done he added slapping his knees …’), of his unrequited love for fair and flighty Ethel Monticue, of Bernard Clark’s dashing and successful wooing of Ethel, together with some very rich, costly pictures of High Socierty, a levie at Buckingham Palace, a description of the Compartments at the Chrystal Palace occupied by Earls and Dukes, and a very surprising account of the goings on at the Gaierty Hotel. It is one of the most breathless novels we have ever read, for the entirely unmerciful and triumphant author seems to realize from the very first moment that she can do what she likes with us, and so we are flung into the dazzling air with Bernard and Ethel, and dashed to earth with poor Mr. Salteena, without the relief of one dull moment. Happily, there are only twelve chapters; for human flesh and blood could stand no more—at any rate grown-up human flesh and blood. For, as far as we can judge from the portrait of the nine-year-old author, this rate of living did not upset her in the least; she positively throve on it and could have sustained it for ever.


  At first glance Daisy Ashford may appear very sophisticated. There is evidence that she thoroughly enjoyed the run of her parents’ library, and, unseen and unheard, revelled in the conversation of her elders. Signs are not wanting that she enjoyed exceptional opportunities for [28] looking through keyholes, peeping through half-open doors, gazing over the banisters at the group in the hall below, and sitting, squeezed and silent, between the grown-ups when they took the air in the ‘baroushe.’


  But for all her dressing up in Ouida’s plumy hat and long skirt with a train, she remains a little child with a little child’s vision of her particular world. That she managed to write it down and make a whole round novel of it is a marvel almost too good to be true. But there it is, and even while the grown-up part of us is helpless with laughter we leap back with her into our nine-year-old self where the vision is completely real and satisfying.


  Who among us à cet âge-là has not smiled through his fingers at Ethel Monticue, overheard at a party:


  
    What plesand compartments you have cried Ethel in rarther a socierty tone.


    Fairly so so responded the Earl do you live in London he added in a loud tone as someone was playing a very difficult peice on the piano.


    Well no I dont said Ethel my home is really in Northumberland but I am at present stopping with Mr. Clark at the Gaierty Hotel she continued in a somewhat showing off tone.


    Oh I see said the earl well shall I introduce you to a few of my friends.


    Oh please do said Ethel with a dainty blow at her nose.

  


  It has been questioned whether the book is not an elaborate hoax; but if one remembers the elaborate games one played at that age, the characters that were invented, the situations and scenes—games that continued for days and days, and were actually unwritten novels in their way—one finds no difficulty in believing in the amazing child. One only rushes to rejoice in her and to advise our old young men when they approach the more solemn parts of their serious adventures to take a dip into her ‘plan’ and see how it should be done.


  (May 30, 1919.)


  []


  A Novel Without a Crisis


  
    [29] Heritage — By V. Sackville West

  


  On page 3 of her novel Miss Sackville West makes an interesting comment:


  I should like to explain here that those who look for facts and events as the central points of significance in a tale will be disappointed. On the other hand I may fall upon an audience which, like myself, contends that the vitality of human beings is to be judged less by their achievement than by their endeavour, by the force of their emotion rather than by their success.


  These are not extraordinary words; but we are inclined to think they contain the reason for the author’s failure to make important a book which has many admirable qualities.


  If we are not to look for facts and events in a novel—and why should we?—we must be very sure of finding those central points of significance transferred to the endeavours and emotions of the human beings portrayed. For, having decided on the novel form, one cannot lightly throw one’s story over the mill without replacing it with another story which is, in its way, obedient to the rules of that discarded one. There must be the same setting out upon a voyage of discovery (but through unknown seas instead of charted waters), the same difficulties and dangers must be encountered, and there must be an ever-increasing sense of the greatness of the adventure and an ever more passionate desire to possess and explore the mysterious country. There must be given the crisis when the great final attempt is made which succeeds—or does not succeed. Who shall say?


  The crisis, then, is the chief of our ‘central points of significance’ and the endeavours and the emotions are stages on our journey towards or away from it. For [30] without it, the form of the novel, as we see it, is lost. Without it, how are we to appreciate the importance of one ‘spiritual event’ rather than another? What is to prevent each being unrelated—complete in itself—if the gradual unfolding in growing, gaining light is not to be followed by one blazing moment?


  We may look in vain for such a moment in ‘Heritage.’ It abounds in points of significance, but there is no central point. After an excellent first chapter—an excellent approach—we begin almost immediately to feel that the author, in dividing her story as she does between two tellers, has let it escape from her control. And as one reads on the feeling becomes more and more urgent: there is nobody in control. Her fine deliberate style is, as it were, wilfully abused by the two tellers; they use it to prove much that is irrelevant; they make it an excuse for lingering and turning aside when everything was to be gained by going forward—until finally, between them they break the book into pieces, not harshly or madly, but by a kind of delicate, persistent tugging, until there is a piece of Sussex, a fragment of Italy, some letters from the war, a long episode in Ephesus, fine, light, glowing pieces—each one, if we examine closely, a complete little design in itself.


  The first teller is Malory, a wandering inconsistent man who loves to stand aside and see what people make of this dark business, life. Seated on a hillside in Italy, he relates to a half acquaintance, half friend, a strange experience he had while living in a farmer’s household in Kent. His first vision of the Penniston family as he stands on the threshold watching them at meat, is beautifully conveyed; one shares his ‘thrill of excitement’ and his consciousness that there was something strange here—something that wasn’t at all in keeping with sober English farm folk. Little by little he discovers what it is. That tiny aged great-grandmother, crouched over the fire, roasting chestnuts, wrapping herself in the warmth and the faint foreign smell of the burnt nuts was a Spanish dancer.


  [31] The wild warm blood glows again in her great-granddaughter, Ruth, and in Ruth’s cousin, Rawdon Westim-cott. In Rawdon it runs pure and dark, but there is that in Ruth which rebels; she appeals to Malory to save her—and feeling that Malory is her saviour she loves him, but he is blind until it is too late.


  Thus Malory. And now the story is taken up by the man who listened. More than a year has passed; the war is raging. He is in England, discharged from hospital, and he decides to visit the Pennistons and see for himself what has happened. He goes, and realising the deep misery of Ruth in the clutches of her brutal husband, he longs for Westimcott’s death and that Ruth should marry Malory. But there is a spoiled tragedy. Rawdon is not killed when his wife shoots him. He masters her again.


  The third part of the book is a journal sent by Malory to his friend, giving an account of the next ten years; how he returned from the war and asked Ruth to leave her husband, how when she refused he went on an expedition to North Africa and then to Ephesus. At Ephesus an entirely new character appears, a man named MacPherson, who has nothing whatever to do with the story, and, except that he receives a yearly packet of flower seeds from Ruth, Malory’s story becomes the story of his life with MacPherson. After the outsider’s death Malory returns to London where Ruth finds him and—takes him home. She explains (or rather he explains for her) that her wild husband has turned coward and left her. He, the bully, has been through all those ten years gradually filling with fear of her, until, at last, he can bear no more.


  What has she done to provoke that fear? Ah, that would be interesting to know, but the author does not tell us. It happened and it freed her; and with his going from her the devil goes from her, too, leaving her at peace and free to lead her other life with Malory.


  These are bare outlines, richly filled in by the author, and yet we are not ‘carried away.’ She has another comment:


  [32] Little of any moment occurs in my story, yet behind it all I am aware of tremendous forces at work which none have rightly understood, neither the actors nor the onlookers.


  That is easily said. We have heard it so often of late that we are grown a little suspicious, and almost believe that these are dangerous words for a writer to use. They are a dark shield in his hand when he ought to carry a bright weapon.


  (May 30, 1919.)


  []


  An Exoticist


  
    Blind Alley — By W.L. George

  


  There is a certain large shop in London where one may still enter in and worship at one’s will. The aisles are lofty; the lights dim; each little side chapel is a rich mysterious jewel. Here one may linger, stroking the languid velvet; staring at the embroideries that seem to come to ever richer, more intricate flowering the longer one looks; sighing over chiffons, soft as the shadows on sea water; gazing at the fruit-like cushions gathered from some giant’s orchard, and fainting by the way at last upon couches made to pillow the golden heads of millionaires…. The sound of the clocks is so sweet, one fancies from their chiming honey is distilled; walking among the huge solemn furniture one expects the air to be shaken by the roaring of a lion; the glass and the china still glitter as though fresh from a reluctant wave.


  But it is very strange in the midst of all this to observe the character of one’s fellow-worshippers. They are, without exception, solid upper-middle-class English people, well nourished, easy in their behaviour, and indifferent, seeming to ignore, indeed, their fabulous surroundings. They are used to this kind of thing, born and bred in it. Why exclaim? Why give it one’s attention?


  If we may judge from the latest novel of Mr. W.L. George the whole of England is glassed over, roofed over, [33] subdivided, as he sees it, into just such another magasin de luxe, through which he tiptoes, touching, tasting, positively gloating over not only the merchandise, but, with his eyes still a little dazzled by the Eastern glare, the upper-middle-class English people wandering through. It is the ensemble which fascinates him; this coolness and heat which he mixes together into a brew which is, to say the least, uncommonly exotic. For, if we are to believe ‘Blind Alley,’ the intactness of the upper-middle-class is all a superficial seeming; they are each and all of them capable of taking up a length of that filmy silk, binding it about their brows in turbans, or shrouding themselves in its veils and going out into the Tottenham Court Road to ride away upon camels. Picture a father, a retired banker, and now a country gentleman, an eminently practical man, hushing a quarrel with a rebellious daughter in this fashion:


  
    Then Sylvia flung down the pen and stamped: ‘You’re all against me. You all want to kick me when I’m down. I hate you—I hate you.’


    “So do I,” shouted Sir Hugh, and slammed the door behind him.


    A few minutes later … he felt remorseful. So he sent by a messenger boy an enormous bunch of Parma violets and a note: ‘Sylvia dear, your father has the pride of age and the temper of youth. He asks pardon of his beautiful daughter, and hopes that, when next she comes to cheer his waning years, she will bring forgiveness in her eyes of amber.’

  


  Does that touch and start quivering, in many an English daughter’s bosom, a familiar chord?


  And here is a young husband, the owner of an aircraft works, musing in the garden of his country home, with his wife and lovely screaming children near by:


  ‘There is the truth of life,’ he thought. ‘To enjoy all that is easily graceful. The sight of lovely women, yet not the stress of loving them; pictures and books, [34] yet not the agony of trying to achieve art; little children that come up as flowers, to get older, to get fat, to get bald, and still to know how to smile.’


  It is hard to see his gentleman without a fan and a sash and a little short dagger. And yet but a moment before, thinking over his loves, he had ‘sneered at himself’ … ‘Frank, old fellow, you’ve pitched on a rotten hobby. Why don’t you go in for gardening?’ Which is as difficult to reconcile with his Oriental self as the political father’s joke with his other daughter who asked him why the spring, my dear, was no longer spring. Sir Hugh laughed. ‘Ah yes, those were the days of spring onions; these are the days of spring offensives.’


  Perhaps from these extracts the reader may gather that, whatever else Mr. George’s long strong book may be, it is not dull. It opens on January 9, 1916, and it closes with the January of this year. It is, therefore, yet another revue of England in war-time, but produced by an expert and conscientious manager who is determined that no scene, situation, character, phrase, catchword or fashion shall be left without a rôle and a name in the packed souvenir programme. The chief parts are sustained by Sir Hugh Oakley, his wife and three grown-up children, each one, as it were, a specimen of his or her kind, and all of them, grouped together, forming what Mr. George doubtless considers ‘the representative English family.’ The dominating member is Sir Hugh, with his ‘high, boney, beak-like nose which had been set as a brand upon the face of nearly every male Oakley’ [discriminating Providence!] ‘for the last two centuries.’ Next in importance comes Monica, a slim unawakened girl whose experiences in a T.N.T. factory are, we gravely hope, more explosive than was usual. She and the manager of the works are the lovers of the piece. ‘Most exquisite, most adorable, copper-crowned lily … this is the key of the place they call Bull’s Field.’ When she let herself in she noticed ‘a small shanty on wheels, on the walls of which was painted: [35] Foreman’s Office…. The window opened and Cotten-ham looked out at her. He did not smile nor sign to her to come, but so remained….’ Cottenham indeed? Does one not expect rather at such a time and place—Mr. Wilkie Bard?


  Monica’s sister, Sylvia, is the woman floating on the dark swollen flood from the embrace of one man into the arms of another and another. Then there is Stephen, the wounded son, whose nose repeats his father’s, and whose arguments repeat his nose, being singularly high, boney and beak-like. And lastly the mother, a very handsome woman with thick dark-red hair and ‘sherry-bright’ eyes who is impelled to decisive assertions….


  They are to be found living through this tremendous interval in the Country House Department, which is incredibly complete, down to a butler carving the joint at the ‘tortured marble-topped Louis XV. table,’ and the old, all-too-old collie dozing in front of the logs in the hall. The completeness, however, is but symptomatic of Mr. George’s method. It persists in scenes from country life, scenes in a bar parlour, before a military tribunal, at a flag day in the Berkeley Hotel. These are all ‘models’ of their kind, with not a detail missing and only unfamiliar because of that curious strong scent from the Oriental Department, permeating everything.


  The prologue and the epilogue are sung by an orange-coloured Persian cat with eyes of watered agate—Kallikrates his name. He enters, on the alert, suspicious, but finding himself alone in the hall with the human beings safely away behind closed doors, he subsides, folds the ‘velvet gauntlets of his paws,’ composes his squat head into the sumptuous silk of his ruff, and begins to purr…. If we may say so without disrespect, we can almost hear the author joining in.


  (June 6, 1919.)


  []


  A Short Story


  
    [36] Kew Gardens — By Virginia Woolf

  


  If it were not a matter to sigh over, it would be almost amusing to remember how short a time has passed since Samuel Butler advised the budding author to keep a notebook. What would be the author’s reply to such a counsel nowadays but an amused smile: ‘I keep nothing else!’ True; but if we remember rightly, Samuel Butler goes a little further; he suggests that the notebook should be kept in the pocket, and that is what the budding author finds intolerably hard. Up till now he has been so busy growing and blowing that his masterpieces still are unwritten, but there are the public waiting, gaping. Hasn’t he anything to offer before they wander elsewhere? Can’t he startle their attention by sheer roughness and crudeness and general slapdashery? Out comes the note-book, and the deed is done. And since they find its contents absolutely thrilling and satisfying, is it to be wondered at that the risk of producing anything bigger, more solid, and more positive—is not taken? The note-books of young writers are their laurels; they prefer to rest on them. It is here that one begins to sigh, for it is here that the young author begins to swell and to demand that, since he has chosen to make his note-books his All, they shall be regarded as of the first importance, read with a deadly seriousness and acclaimed as a kind of new Art—the art of not taking pains, of never wondering why it was one fell in love with this or that, but contenting oneself with the public’s dreary interest in promiscuity.


  Perhaps that is why one feels that Mrs. Virginia Woolf’s story belongs to another age. It is so far removed from the note-book literature of our day, so exquisite an example of love at second sight. She begins where the others leave off, entering Kew Gardens, as it were, alone and at her leisure when their little first screams of excitement [37] have died away and they have rushed afield to some new brilliant joy. It is strange how conscious one is, from the first paragraph, of this sense of leisure: her story is bathed in it as if it were a light, still and lovely, heightening the importance of everything, and filling all that is within her vision with that vivid, disturbing beauty that haunts the air the last moment before sunset or the first moment after dawn. Poise—yes, poise. Anything may happen; her world is on tiptoe.


  This is her theme. In Kew Gardens there was a flowerbed full of red and blue and yellow flowers. Through the hot July afternoon men and women ‘straggled past the flower-bed with a curiously irregular movement not unlike that of the white and blue butterflies who crossed the turf in zig-zag flights from bed to bed,’ paused for a moment, were ‘caught’ in its dazzling net, and then moved on again and were lost. The mysterious intricate life of the flower-bed goes on untouched by these odd creatures. A little wind moves, stirring the petals so that their colours shake on to the brown earth, grey of a pebble, shell of a snail, a raindrop, a leaf, and for a moment the secret life is half-revealed; then a wind blows again, and the colours flash in the air and there are only leaves and flowers….


  It happens so often—or so seldom—in life, as we move among the trees, up and down the known and unknown paths, across the lawns and into the shade and out again, that something—for no reason that we can discover—gives us pause. Why is it that, thinking back upon that July afternoon, we see so distinctly that flower-bed? We must have passed myriads of flowers that day; why do these particular ones return? It is true, we stopped in front of them, and talked a little and then moved on. But, though we weren’t conscious of it at the time, something was happening—something….


  But it would seem that the author, with her wise smile, is as indifferent as the flowers to these odd creatures and their ways. The tiny rich minute life of a snail—how she [38] describes it! the angular high-stepping green insect—how passionate is her concern for him! Fascinated and credulous, we believe these things are all her concern until suddenly with a gesture she shows us the flower-bed, growing, expanding in the heat and light, filling a whole world.


  (June 13, 1919.)


  []


  Glancing Light


  
    Java Head — By Joseph Hergesheimer

  


  Those who have spent any portion of their life in a seaport town will remember a peculiar quality of light, which is to be observed there and in no other surroundings. For when the sun is over the sea and the waves high a trembling brilliance flashes over the town, now illuminating this part, now that. In its erratic hovering behaviour it might be likened to that imp of light children love to call Jack-on-the-wall; one can never tell where it may next appear. It is, and something is caught in it, dazzling fine, and then it is gone to be back again for another glittering moment—but almost before one has time to look it is flown away. Brilliant light, but not deep light, not a steady shining—a light by which one can register the moment but not discover and explore it.


  For the writing of his novel, ‘Java Head,’ Mr. Joseph Hergesheimer would seem to have pointed his compass to this unfixed star and the result is an exciting but not a satisfying book. The scene, the personages and the drama—they are all separate, one from another, and as one story unfolds itself we have the sense that while the author applies himself to one he forgets the other two. They are dropped from him and from us until he chooses to revive them, to bring them into the light again.


  The scene is Salem, at the time when it was still rich with incoming and outgoing trade, with ships bound for the East Indies and China and returning laden with [39] fabulous cargoes. But for all the author’s inside information and professional way in handling a ship, we are never quite sure that the sea is real sea or that these curious perfumed chests and jars are really full. While we read we are fascinated, but our fascination is conscious and almost assumed, as at a spectacle—something arranged and specially ‘set’ for a performance.


  The personages are old Jeremy Ammidon, head of the firm of Ammidon, Ammidon and Saltanstone, his son William, William’s wife and their family of half-grown daughters. There is another son Gerrit, captain of the ‘Nautilus’ and hero of the book, whose ship is long overdue, and the early chapters full of the growing anxiety of the household at Java Head for his return are, to our thinking, the most successful. Here, at least, it is hardly possible to avoid a sense of progression, and the members of the family, gathered together under the shadowy wing of disaster are more nearly seen in relation to one another. Obvious as it is, and again more than a little theatrical, it is enough to lead us on in the hope that when the moment of relief comes and the ship is sighted, the scene, the personages and the drama will—not lose their separateness—but become part of one springing arch of light, their colours banded together as in a rainbow. This does not happen. For though Gerrit is seen on the deck, on the wharf, greeting his family, he never comes home at all. It is a wooden sailor who leads his high-born Manchu wife through the doors of Java Head, and however greatly Mr. Hergesheimer may insist upon Gerrit’s heroic qualities wooden he remains. We are told that he loved the Manchu lady. She was pining away, like some fabulous exquisite bird in a cage in Shanghai until he rescued her and brought her into a bigger cage, with heavier bolts and clumsier bars, and stupid unpainted faces to stare through and wonder at her. Her appearance, her clothes, her appointments, they are game indeed for the greedy light to play with, but, absorbed in them, it penetrates no further than to give us just a glimpse of [40] her superhuman calm, of the tragedy it was for her that this calm should be broken by Edward Dunsack, a low wretch whose mind has been poisoned by opium and who realises in his fiendish dreaming way how she suffers.


  By the bedside of Dunsack’s niece, whom Gerrit has always loved, she commits suicide, and on the light flickers and dances, over another love affair, over the town, on to the niece, on to Gerrit’s ship waiting for him in the harbour, until finally it shows us Gerrit married to his old love and again putting out to sea.


  It is not enough to be comforted with colours, to finger bright shawls, to watch the fireworks, to wonder what those strange men are shouting down at the wharves and to wander with the Ammidon family through the rooms of Java House. We are excited; our curiosity is roused as to what lies beneath these strange rich surfaces. Mr. Hergesheimer leaves us wondering and unsatisfied.


  (June 13, 1919.)


  []


  The New Infancy


  
    Mary Olivier: A Life — By May Sinclair

  


  There has been discovered, of late, cropping up among our established trees and flowers a remarkable plant, which, while immensely engaging our attention, has not hitherto attained a size and blooming sufficient to satisfy our desire to comprehend it. Little tight buds, half-open flowers that open no further, a blossom or two more or less out—these the plant has yielded. But here at last, with ‘Mary Olivier’ Miss Sinclair has given into our grateful hands a full fine specimen.


  Is this, we wonder, turning over its three hundred and sixty-eight pages, to be the novel of the future? And if so, whence has it sprung? Who are its ancestors, its parents, its relations, its distant connections even? But the longer we consider it the more it appears to us as a very orphan of orphans, lying in a basket on the threshold of literature with a note pinned on its chest saying: ‘If I [41] am to be taken in and welcomed, then the whole rest of the family must be thrown out of the window.’ That they cannot exist together seems to us very plain. For the difference between the new way of writing and the old way is not a difference of degree but of kind. Its aim, as we understand it, is to represent things and persons as separate, as distinct, as apart as possible. Here, if you like, are the animals set up on the floor, the dove so different from the camel, the sheep so much bigger than the tiger. But where is the Ark? And where, even at the back of the mind, is the Flood, that dark mass of tumbling water which must sooner or later receive them, and float them or drown them? The Ark and the Flood belong to the old order, they are gone. In their place we have the author asking with indefatigable curiosity: ‘What is the effect of this animal upon me, or this or the other one?’


  But if the Flood, the sky, the rainbow, or what Blake beautifully calls the bounding outline, be removed and if, further, no one thing is to be related to another thing, we do not see what is to prevent the whole of mankind turning author. Why should writers exist any longer as a class apart if their task ends with a minute description of a big or a little thing? If this is the be-all and end-all of literature why should not every man, woman and child write an autobiography and so provide reading matter for the ages? It is not difficult. There is no gulf to be bridged, no risk to be taken. If you do not throw your Papa and your Mamma against the heavens before beginning to write about them, his whiskers and her funny little nose will be quite important enough to write about, quite enough, reinforced with the pattern of the drawing-room carpet, the valse of the moment and the cook upstairs taking her hair out of pins, to make a whole great book. And as B’s papa’s whiskers and B’s mamma’s funny little nose are bound to be different again, and their effect upon B again different—why here is high entertainment forever!


  [42] Entertainment. But the great writers of the past have not been ‘entertainers.’ They have been seekers, explorers, thinkers. It has been their aim to reveal a little of the mystery of life. Can one think for one moment of the mystery of life when one is at the mercy of surface impressions? Can one think when one is not only taking part but being snatched at, pulled about, flung here and there, cuffed and kissed, and played with? Is it not the great abiding satisfaction of a work of art that the writer was master of the situation when he wrote it and at the mercy of nothing less mysterious than a greater work of art?


  It is too late in the day for this new form, and Miss Sinclair’s skilful handling of it serves but to make its failure the more apparent. She has divided her history of Mary Olivier into five periods, infancy, childhood, adolescence, maturity and middle-age, but these divisions are negligible. In the beginning Mary is two, but at the end she is still two—and forty-seven—and so it is throughout. At any moment, whatever her real age may be she is two—or forty-seven—either, both. At two (poor infant staggerer!) the vast barn of impressions opens upon her and life, with a pitchfork, tosses her out Mamma, Papa, Mark, Roddy, Dan, Jenny, Catty, Aunt Charlotte, Uncle Victor, and all the rest of them. At forty-seven, although in the meantime many of them have died and died disgustingly, she is still turning them over and over, still wondering whether any of them did happen to have in one of their ignoble pockets the happiness she has missed in life…. For on page 355 she confesses, to our surprise, that is what she has been wanting all along—happiness. Wanting, perhaps, not seeking, not even longing for, but wanting as a child of two might want its doll or its donkey, running into the room where Papa on his dying bed is being given an emetic, to see if it is on the counterpane, running out to see if it is in the cab that has come to take Aunt Charlotte to the Lunatic Asylum, and then forgetting all about it to stare at ‘Blanc-mange [43] going round the table, quivering and shaking and squelching under the spoon.’


  (June 20, 1919.)


  []


  Flourisheth in Strange Places


  
    Love Lane — By J.C. Snaith

  


  The coloured wrapper to ‘Love Lane’ depicts an elderly fat man in a yellow suit and a swollen white waistcoat. His felt hat is to one side, he wears white spats, a large bow-tie, and in the corner of his mouth, at an angle, flourishes a cigar. Thumbs in his armholes, away he swaggers from pretty Miss, who stands, blue-eyed, pale and golden-crowned, one lily hand raised, one lily hand clenched, looking after him with eyes of longing. And above them the title of the book, well-spaced and bold, hangs for a signboard.


  Which of us, except in those last dread three minutes before the bookstall, when a man feels his mind dissolve as a wisp of smoke under the station roof and is as a little child in the hands of the braggart youth with a pencil behind his ear, would dream of inquiring any further? Which of us would not decide at a glance that ‘Love Lane’ was one of those half-sentimental, half-humorous mixtures—the refreshing non-alcoholic summer novel enfin, and pass it by? A superficial examination of the plot would not tend to alter that opinion. Here is the self-made vulgar old man, half hero, half bully, who aspires to be mayor of Blackhampton, and his timid wife, weeping for the old simple times. They have three daughters: one a successfully married snob; the second, a poor creature who has quarrelled with her parents, having married beneath her; and Sally, the baby, struck out of the old man’s will for joining the suffragettes and getting six weeks’ hard. The husband of the second girl is that familiar figure in our recent fiction—a pathetic tradesman—a little self-effacing greengrocer, a failure. He can’t [44] get hold of business, somehow, but he can grow a rose to beat any man, and the sunset reminds him of the ‘Inferno by Dant with Lustrations by Door.’


  One can hardly imagine characters less promising, less original. Nevertheless they are the material that the artist has chosen and his success is the final justification of his choice. At the beginning we are shown these people, their interests and their lives, as all separate, scattered, and uncontrolled. They are puffed up or cast down, greedy, self-centred and vain—all except Amelia’s husband, who is merely a shadow of a man with a vague suspicion that things might be different, and therefore a vague grudge against things as they are.


  Then, quite suddenly, we are conscious of an immense, inconceivable ring of fire closing in upon them; they are bathed in one terrible light, and William Hollis marches off towards it—out of his little misery in the shop in Love Lane into the anguish of his first experience.


  In our youth we were taught that pain was not only a kind of necessary gymnastic exercise set us by the Lord—an immensely heavy dumb-bell to be lifted in His sight as a proof of what we could still stagger but not fall under—we were assured that we could not possibly appreciate the value of anything unless it had been first all but taken from us. Nowadays we are inclined to believe that it is neither pain nor happiness that heightens the value of life; it is rather the sense of danger, common to them both—danger which strips us of our false acquired security and demands of us that we shall take the risk.


  William Hollis, before the war, had no particular desire to live, and the agonizing misery of life in the trenches—incredible as it might seem to our aged pastors and masters—did not awaken any new desire in him. But the feeling that any moment might be his last unlocked his lips. He made a friend, a man who came from his part of the country, an artist, who understood his fumbling speech, said for him what he wanted to say—taught him to see clearly what he vaguely glimpsed. The artist died, but [45] William Hollis went on living not only his new free life, but the life of his dead friend as well. He came home, and a wonderful late-flowering love blossomed for him and his wife. Then he was seriously wounded and the chance offered for him to leave the army and settle down with his woman. But he would not take it. For some unaccountable reason that she never understood, he decided to go back and die among the men with whom he had learned to live. What he had learned out there had been so marvellous to him, it had given such value to life, that he could not, without betraying himself, submit to anything less wonderful.


  While this great miracle has been happening to William Hollis lesser changes, but changes no less wonderful, have happened to the others. They, too, have become human beings, but human beings ennobled.


  But they are all grouped round the central figure, and upon him the author has brought all his power of understanding to bear. He has created an extraordinarily poignant character.


  (June 27, 1919.)


  []


  Uncomfortable Words


  
    The Bonfire — By Anthony Brendon

  


  If a child alone on a desert island were to be visited suddenly by two presences—one, a divine, angelic winged creature with comfortable hands and eyes that shone with love and mercy, the other a hideous, scaly fiend, with a hissing tail, immense claws, and jets of flame for eyes—we imagine that the child’s first feeling would not be one of wonder and delight at the angel; it would be terror, uncontrollable terror, at sight of the fiend. He would not even be certain that the angel could save him. The angel would have no meaning, no significance, for him except as a possible safeguard from the fiend. Even if the angel were to bear him away and set him down under a [46] garden tree and play him a soft air upon a little harp, we do not believe that the child would ever recover from that monstrous vision. Terror might keep him from wandering far, might lend him a false look of listening to the harp, might cause him to join in the singing in the hope of keeping the fiend away, but one glimpse of the hissing tail again, and the doctrine of Divine Love would be nothing but a possible means of escape.


  In a ‘coda’ to his book of short stories dealing with life at a Jesuit school, Mr. Brendon, while acclaiming the supreme excellence of the Jesuit education in that it teaches the doctrine of Divine Love, deplores the teaching of hell-fire to children. But, if we are to believe his account, were the flames to be removed, there would be left nothing but a cold fireplace. It is the devils who keep the schoolhouse in a glow, and not the angels. It is the sinfulness of those little boys, or their potential sinfulness, which is almost the whole concern of their masters. Lessons are only ‘of secondary consideration,’ play is a means of keeping out of mischief; during the day the boys are never out of sight of a warder, at night the dormitories are patrolled by a figure in felt slippers carrying a lantern. This ‘watching’ the author defends on the ground that ‘it did maintain a standard of bodily purity. The boys left school unsullied: was the price too high to pay?’


  We find this idea of the persistent viciousness of normal healthy children very hard to swallow. But, if we have read Mr. Brendon aright, the Jesuits do not believe there is such a person as a normal healthy boy; there is the coarse, cunning and dirty-minded boy, and the too soft, too gentle, almost idiotic boy. Both of them are defective; both stand an equally good chance of going to hell, an equally poor one of getting to heaven; and since the human soul is far more easily ensnared by terror than by love, shake the devil at them five times for every once that you show them the angel. It is a sorry view of childhood. The argument apart, these stories are written with an [47] admirable simplicity of style. But whether the author is ironic or naïve is an intriguing little problem for the reader to solve.


  (July 4, 1919.)


  []


  The Great Simplicity


  
    The Four Horsemen — By Vincente Blasco Ibañez

  


  There is no need for the three loud solemn blasts of American criticism which herald this translation of ‘Los Cuatro Jinetes del Apocalipsis’; for although the fine edges are blurred and the whole is misted over by the heavy fingers of Charlotte Brewster Jordan, it is recognizable almost immediately as a powerful and distinguished novel. We say almost, for the first chapter, skilful and not extraordinary, in no wise prepares us for the magnificent second chapter, giving a description of the life of an aged Argentine landowner and chief, his family, dependents and possessions. Madariaga the Centaur is the author’s name for the foolish, wise old millionaire; it could not be more apt. As we read we are haunted by a vision of troops of horses, streaming away and away over limitless prairies, being rounded up, stamping and quivering and tossing their brilliant heads and then off again in a bounding line against the far horizon, until all that happens seems to become a part of this rich free life and rhythm.


  To the old man there comes a young Frenchman, Desnoyers, seeking employment; the master takes a fancy to him. ‘He’s a regular pearl, this Frenchy…. I like him because he is very serious. That is the way I like a man.’ Desnoyers becomes part of the family and marries the elder daughter, Chica; the younger, La Romantica, runs away with another of the employees, a timid, weak creature who has been forced to leave Germany under a cloud. Madariaga detests Von Hartrott and detests his children


  [48] … with hair like a shredded carrot and the two oldest wearing specs…. They don’t seem like folks wearing those glasses; they look like sharks. Madariaga had never seen any sharks, but he imagined them, without knowing why, with round glassy eyes like the bottoms of bottles.


  But he gave the whole of his savage old heart to Desnoyers’ children, Julio and Chichi, teaching them, before they were eight years old, to ride, to eat beefsteaks for breakfast and to lasso wild horses.


  When he died he left an enormous fortune to each of the two families, and the Von Hartrotts went off to Berlin to live in splendour, while the Desnoyers, not to be out-done, set up their home in Paris. By this time Desnoyers himself is old, and Julio and Chichi shorn of their wildness are exquisite, extravagant young persons, as Parisian as it is possible to be. Only the fat, comfortable Chica is the same.


  When the war breaks upon them, Julio is an artist, a celebrated tango dancer and the lover of a famous society woman; Chichi the butterfly, is engaged to a senator’s son, and the father is become almost a maniac for buying rich furniture, motor-cars—all kinds of fantastic possessions for his splendid apartment in Paris and his castle at Villefranche-sur-Marne. They, with the rest of the world are lifted upon the huge ugly wave and shaken and tumbled, and strangely, at this moment, the mantle of Madariaga seems to descend upon old Desnoyers; he becomes, in the sober sense of the words, a great character. Full of fear for his treasures at the castle, and especially for an immense gold bath, the purchase of which he considered the culminating achievement of his wealth, he rushes off to the rescue—too late. The Germans are there, and the strange old man has to stand by, staring stupidly while they break up and plunder his toy, and kill the innocent villagers.


  It is a dreadful fact that since it has been our misfortune to read so much and so much of the horror of war [49] we have become almost indifferent to it. We accept—we nod at a repetition—‘There it is; there’s the old tune played again’—but how moved are we? But when we are confronted by the figure of old Desnoyers, not taking part in it, just looking on, powerless and helpless, at the great laying-waste of life, the familiar tune becomes again an unbearable agony to hear.


  Señor Ibañez does not believe in the purifying fire; or that out of evil good will come; or that God works in a mysterious way His wonders to perform; he believes that war is Hell. Neither can there be any line drawn so that here we are at war and here we are not at war. When old Desnoyers returns to Paris all is just as terrible as it was at Villefranche-sur-Marne, and the fact that because of it Julio turns soldier and goes off to fight for his father’s country and Chichi learns the anguish of love is not the result of a divine accident but of a diabolical one. The young men die in battle, but the women and the old men die just as surely in the battle against unseen, untiring enemies who can never be driven back.


  Just as Madariaga in his old age gave his heart to Julio, the little wild fearless boy, so does Desnoyers live for his soldier son. Everything is changing, scattering, quaking, he feels that at any moment the earth may be swallowed up, yet he has this instinctive faith, very absurd, very firm that … ‘No one will kill him. My heart, which never deceives me, tells me so…. None will kill him.’ How many fathers in these hideous years have echoed these words? Chica, the anxious sorrowing mother, has her consolations; she can talk, she can go to church, weep, send Julio comforts, but the father’s worn-out old heart beats only to ‘my son, my son.’ And Julio is killed.


  The last chapter describes a visit by the Desnoyers family to the battlefield where Julio is buried:


  
    Tombs … tombs on all sides! The white locusts of death were swarming over the entire countryside. There was no corner free from their quivering wings. [50] The recently ploughed earth, the yellowing roads, the dark woodland, everything was pulsating in unresting undulation. The soil seemed to be clamouring, and its words were the vibrations of the restless little flags….


    The father was staring at the rustic grave in dumb amazement. His son was there, there forever! … and he would never see him again! He imagined him sleeping unshrouded below, in direct contact with the earth, just as Death had surprised him in his miserable and heroic old uniform.

  


  All was ended.


  ‘The Four Horsemen’ is not a subtle novel; the characters are simple, their emotions are simple and direct. But however complicated our acquired existence may be, we are, when the last clever word has been spoken, simple creatures. Living in this dishonourable age, it is a strange, great relief to us to have that simplicity recognized so nobly by Señor Ibañez.


  (July 11, 1919.)


  []


  A Novel of Suspense


  
    The Escape of Sir William Heans — By William Hay

  


  It is strange how content most writers are to ignore the influence of the weather upon the feelings and the emotions of their characters, or, if they do not ignore it, to treat it, except in its most obvious manifestations—‘she felt happy because the sun was shining’—‘the dull day served but to heighten his depression’—as something of very little importance, something quite separate and apart. But by ‘the weather’ we do not mean a kind of ocean at our feet, with broad effects of light and shadow, into which we can plunge or not plunge, at will; we mean an external atmosphere which is in harmony or discordant with a state of soul; poet’s weather, perhaps we might call it. But why not prose-writer’s weather, too? Why [51] indeed! Are not your poet and your writer of prose faced with exactly the same problem? Can we of this age go on being content with stories and sketches and impressions and novels which are less than adventures of the soul? It is all so wearying, so wearying—this vision of the happy or unhappy pair or company, driving through the exhibition, meeting with adventures on the way and so safe home, or not safe home, at last. How can anything not trivial happen while the author still thinks it necessary to drive them at such a pace? Why will he not see that we would rather—far rather—they stayed at home, mysteriously themselves, with time to be conscious, in the deepest, richest sense, of what is happening to them…. Then, indeed, as in the stories of Tchehov, we should become aware of the rain pattering on the roof all night long, of the languid, feverish wind, of the moonlit orchard and the first snow, passionately realized, not indeed as analogous to a state of mind, but as linking that mind to the larger whole.


  In ‘The Escape of Sir William Heans’ Mr. Hay has made the most of a curious and unusual opportunity to exploit this method. The scene of his story is Hobart, Tasmania; the time, between 1830 and 1840, when that place was a ‘thriving’ convict settlement; and the plot—how Sir William Heans, an English gentleman, transported for a crime against society, finds his captivity insupportable and makes three attempts at escape, of which the third is successful. But this simple plot is only the stem pushing up painfully into the forbidden light; from it there grow many dark, intricate branches and ashy fruits; the half-blind little girl, Abelia, clings to it, smothering and pale, like a clematis, and always wandering near there is the old native woman Conapanny, with her hidden bracelet of black hair.


  Nevertheless, the figure of Sir William is always the outstanding one, and the author is so faithful to his state of mind that there are moments when he feels that all else that happens is a dream, dreamed by the prisoner as he sat [52] staring at an opaque glass window, seven by three, and crossed with iron bars. For that which is peculiar to the book is the persistent and dreadful sense of imprisonment. Hobart itself, locked in its pretty harbour and hemmed in on either side by huge tangled forests, is the first of a series of ‘boxes,’ each one a little smaller, a little narrower and tighter than the one that went before. Even the small official society with its convict servants, its precautions against escaped prisoners and its continual gossip about prison affairs is not ‘free’; an innocent gathering becomes a plot, with its victim, its watcher and its spy; they arrange a dance, and in the middle of the dancing a shot is heard, and a whisper goes round that someone has been killed upstairs—nobody knows who….


  But the abiding impression is the horrible light in which poor Sir William sees this crude new town, half full of corrupt, filthy men, with its prisons and gaolers, and police patrols and natural defences of giant bush. All is bathed in the unendurable half-light and flicker that comes before a storm: great puffs of wind blow through the book, the sea arises, tossing and shaking—and the storm never breaks. Those who have lived in the Antipodes know such days—days of waiting for the storm to break, of getting up to another day of wind, of watching the strange divided pallor and darkness, of tearing voices, nervous, agitated, shouting against the wind. One feels that at any moment anything may happen—and nothing happens. Until at last when the storm does come its violence is almost a relief—a calm.


  So, when Sir William finally escapes, his ordeal and his sufferings in the bush seem quite simple and endurable. We almost lose sight of him before he reaches the Bay, where the little broken-down ship sails in at last to rescue him. The suspense is over, and with it, in a way, everything is over.


  It was a moment therefore of intense relief when the ship jibbed about and moved imperceptibly away on [53] the south-eastern tack. Slowly the sound of the waterfall softened, and slowly the great walls dimmed over the silent pool, and slowly they shrank under the wings and pinnacles of the forests, while these with their thousand shouldering sentinels slowly—very slowly—softened in the smoke of morning.


  (July 18, 1919.)


  []


  Anodyne


  
    Crabtree House — By Howel Evans

  


  What is a ‘sweetly pretty’ novel? Standing in the library waiting for the book which never is in, we are constantly hearing this term of recommendation used by a certain type of young lady. ‘Oh, do read “Room for Two.” Of course “The Fireplace” is interesting and awfully thrilling and exciting, but it is not sweetly pretty.’ And the sweetly pretty book wins the day.


  We imagine it is a novel which sets out to prove that the only form of government is government by the heart alone, and for the heart alone. There is a dreadful black monster, a kind of wild bull, looking over the fence at the innocent undefended pic-nic and plotting and planning how he may come in and upset and trample all—it is in the mind. Beware of it. Have nothing to do with it. Shun it as you would your mortal enemy. The innocent, the simple, the loyal, the trusty, the faithful, the uncomplaining—all, all are children of the heart. Have they ever plotted and planned, ever lain tossing through the dark hours—and thinking; ever smiled strangely and disappeared; ever slunk down narrow streets muttering something and frowning? Never! These are the habits of villains, of schemers, adventurers and clever men—these are the signs by which ye may know the children of the mind. If the mind triumphs—where is your happy ending? And as we understand the sweetly pretty novel it is part of its ‘appeal’ that you are never out of sight of [54] the happy ending from the very first page. Your faith is tried, but not unduly tried; the boat may rock a little and a dash or two of spray come over, but you are never out of harbour—never so much as turned towards the open sea.


  Poor little human beings! From the success of the sweetly pretty novel one may learn how difficult it is for them to keep their faith intact in the triumph of good over evil. What consolation to turn from the everyday world with its obscure processes and its happy endings so remarkably well hidden to another existence where every other moment they may have the comfort of crying: ‘There now! I knew that was going to happen!’


  What the outside reader does feel inclined to question is whether the simple people need be so incredibly simple and the innocent characters innocent to imbecility.


  The heroine of ‘Crabtree House,’ for instance, at the age of nineteen when about to tell her father that her young man wishes to marry her, goes to these lengths:


  ‘… and Dad—’ Rosie came up and fingered her father’s collar, and put his tie straight and whispered a little shyly: ‘he—he—he’s been asking me when—when it’s to be. You know what I mean, Dad, don’t you? And I said, well, that—he—I—he—we must ask you, Dad. Don’t you see?’


  That is hard enough to bear. But when Rose delivers herself later of:


  
    ‘But there, I won’t speak any more of that, Daddy…. I know it only makes you sad, and Daddie—may I—may I, to-night, like I used to when I was a little girl, and you used to call me Goldilocks, may I say my prayers on your knees?’


    Amos could only smooth that silken hair once more; he could not trust himself to answer; and Rosie knelt at her father’s knees and with eyes shut and hands folded prayed in silence….

  


  [55] we seem to hear the ‘Broken Melody’ as we read and the waves beating against the Eastbourne Pier. Let us be grateful to Mr. Howel Evans that we are not with Rosie and her husband in the early months of their wedded life when Rosie is caught hemming an infinitesimal garment…


  But apart from this embarrassing exaggeration of the characters’ heavenly qualities ‘Crabtree House’ is as nice an example of the sweetly pretty novel as you might wish to find. Heart and mind are nicely balanced against each other, and though you would not doubt the issue of the fight, you cannot be absolutely certain how the victory will be obtained, and so—you read on.


  (July 25, 1919.)


  []


  ‘A Poser’


  
    The Land They Loved — By G.D. Cummins

  


  A woman is standing on the deck of an Atlantic liner, straining to catch the first glimpse of the Irish coast. She is ‘nearly five foot eight in height, with handsome features and a stately carriage … with this straightness of carriage there was a looseness of limb, a certain deft grace in all her movements, that made her a remarkable figure….’ We are told that she has come home because of a craving in her blood for the fields and wide spaces, because she was conscious that any life away from Ireland could never satisfy her profoundly. Whence exactly came these strange urgings of the spirit she did not know, but they were strong enough to drive her back to her brother’s farm…. ‘The memory of old forgotten times came drifting back to her from the outlying spaces of her mind as she watched and waited now.’ Thinking of the joy of working in the field again, of the warm welcome awaiting her from her brother Denis and Aunt Maggie, Kate Carmody wept tears of joy.


  And all happened just as she had expected—if anything, better than she had expected. For the war had [56] brought prosperity to Droumavalla; the seven fat years seemed to be there. On the evening of her return, Kate went for a walk alone, and overcome she ‘knelt down and took up a little of the earth, cradling it for a moment in the palms of her hands and then letting it slip slowly through her fingers. Ah! how she loved the land….’


  There is one difference. Many of the boys are gone to fight; her two boon companions, Steve and Michael Turpin, both are dead—one in France, one, a Sinn Feiner, killed in the Dublin rebellion. Only one brother, Eugene, is left, and he is lamed from a hurley match. This is a terrible shock to Kate. Dimly she had always thought that one day she would marry Steve or Michael; it is more terrible still for her to find that Eugene is a weak creature, father-ridden, obedient as a dog to his bullying old father for fear that the old man will leave the farm away from him. For, like Kate, Eugene has one passion. It is for the land. Nevertheless, he has the courage to ask Kate to marry him; but although she is tempted to, because of the part of him that is like his darling brothers, his cowardice and weakness shame her. She’ll never marry any but ‘a whole man.’


  So far, Mr. Cummins succeeds in conveying, with astonishing ease and freshness, the charm of that country. As we read we seem to wade into its flowering beauty and warmth until we are lost like children wading in a ripe meadow. Sharply he pulls us up. No, Kate won’t have Eugene; she won’t stay in Droumavalla Off she goes to Dublin, and after a series of gloomy vicissitudes, she takes a position as cook at a salary of eighteen pounds a year, becomes very proud of having a fat policeman in her kitchen, devours servants’ novelettes, and on her marketing jaunts is thrilled to the marrow by salmon-pink dinner-blouses in a dingy draper’s. Good-bye to the land. Here is the area gate—the butcher’s boy and the baker’s boy. Here’s for high tragedy the fact she can’t get all the sugar she wants for her tea.


  There is a last act when, finding she does not really love [57] the policeman, she hands him over to the housemaid, and returns to the farm to find Eugene’s old father dead, and Eugene a changed man—a whole man, the biggest man in the district, and still wishful to marry her.


  Kate found it difficult to realize she had got back to the old life, and that her future would be lived with the man who walked beside her, this man who was so beautiful, so gentle, and yet so strong.


  We find it incredibly difficult to understand why Mr. Cummins ruined so promising a book by ever taking her away from it.


  (August 1, 1919.)


  []


  A Backward Glance


  
    The Arrow of Gold — By Joseph Conrad

  


  As we read Mr. Conrad’s latest published book we find ourselves wishing once again that it were a common practice among authors to let us know the year in which a book is begun and ended. This, of course, applies only to writers whose work does show very marked signs of progression, development, and expansion. The others, that large band who will guarantee to produce the same thrill with variations for you once, twice, or thrice yearly, do not count. For their great aim is never to show a sign of change—to make their next novel as good as their last, but no better—to take their readers for an excursion, as it were, but always to put up at the same hotel, where they know the waiters’ faces, and the way to the bathroom, and the shape of the biscuits that accompany the cheese.


  But perhaps your real writer would retort that this was precisely the business of the critic—to be able to see, at a glance almost, what place this or that novel filled in the growing chain. Our reply would be that the spirit of the age is against us; it is an uneasy, disintegrating, experimental spirit, and there are moments, as, for instance, the moment after reading the ‘Arrow of Gold,’ when it [58] shakes us into wishing that Mr. Conrad had just added those four figures, thereby putting out once and for all that tiny flicker of dismay.


  But—away with it! It is impossible not to believe that he has had this particular novel in the cellar for a considerable time—this sweet, sparkling, heady mixture in the strange-shaped bottle with the fantastic label. How does it stand being held up to the light, tasted, sipped, and compared with those dark foreign beverages with which he has made us so familiar?


  The tale is told by a young man who confesses to being, at the time, ‘inconceivably young—still beautifully unthinking—infinitely receptive.’ Lonely and sober, at Carnival time in Marseilles he chums up with two remarkable gentlemen; one Captain Blunt, ‘eminently elegant,’ and the other a robust, fair little man in clothes too tight for him, a Mr. Mills. They are both connected with the plot to put Don Carlos on the throne of Spain—Blunt as a soldier, and Mills as a gun-runner; and the talk between these three comparative strangers is of the ship loaded with contraband which Mills brought from the Clyde, how it was chased by a republican gunboat and stranded, and whether it would be possible to escape the vigilance of the French Customs authorities and salve the cargo for the cause. The French Customs cannot be bribed, but a mere hint from high quarters … and here Captain Blunt ‘let fall casually the words, “She will manage it for you quite easily.”’ ‘She’ is the femme fatale, the woman of all times, the Old Enchantress, the idol before whom no man can do aught but worship, the Eternal Feminine, Donna Rita, woman.


  During the night the two friends tell their young acquaintance her incredible story, and even arrange that he shall meet her next day at luncheon. This is her incredible story. When scarcely more than a child she was found in a robe à deux sous with a hole in her stocking, sitting with her feet in the damp grass, by an eccentric personality, a man of immense wealth and power, a [59] collector of priceless possessions, and a painter. In something less than a year and a half he brought her to Paris, and the first morning he took her riding an old sculptor greeted her and asked if ‘I might finish my artist’s life with your face; but I shall want a piece of those shoulders too…. I can see through the cloth they are divine…. Yes, I will do your head and then—nunc dimittis.’ ‘These,’ says Captain Blunt, ‘are the first words with which the world greeted her, or should I say civilization did….’ For four years she holds her court in the pavilion at Passy, treated, as she says, ‘as if I had been a precious object in a collection, an ivory carving, or a piece of Chinese embroidery,’ and all the great ones of the modern world pass in review before her. Then her protector dies, leaving her his fortune, his collections, his four houses, but not one ‘woman soul’ to whom she might turn, who would at least ‘have put her on her guard.’ There is a tragedy out of which she emerged, unspotted but more famous still, and a great, great power. Why is she, too, anxious that Don Carlos should have his crown? We are not told. The new young man, who takes the name of Monsieur George, joins the conspiracy, and lays his life at Donna Rita’s feet. From the moment he sees her coming down the crimson staircase all is over with the young man. He cannot find words big enough, bright enough, strong enough with which to describe that vision—‘the delicate carnation of that face, which, after the first glance given to the whole person, drew irresistibly your gaze to itself by an indefinable quality of charm beyond all analysis, and made you think of remote races, of strange generations, of the faces of women sculptured on immemorial monuments….’


  
    … She said to us, ‘I am sorry I kept you waiting.’ Her voice was low-pitched, penetrating, and of the most seductive gentleness….


    … Next moment she caught sight of some envelopes lying on the round marble-topped table…. She [60] seized one of them, with a wonderfully quick, almost feline movement.


    … Her widened eyes stared at the paper. Mr. Blunt threw one of the doors open, but before we passed through we heard a petulant exclamation accompanied by childlike stamping with both feet, and ending in a laugh which had in it a note of contempt.

  


  We have quoted this to show how complete a femme fatale Donna Rita was, how absolutely true to type. Where shall we look for a creature more richly equipped with all the allurements and fascinations?


  The plot moves on. Blunt flashes his teeth, Mills disappears, Donna Rita’s inscrutable maid grows in inscrutability, a group of preposterous creatures move within its circle—they are there—they are gone—Monsieur George succeeds in adventure and almost succeeds in love—until there is a crisis so fantastical that we cannot but fancy Mr. Conrad of to-day smiling at its stage horrors. Out of the murderous clutch of a little man who loved her in her wild childhood and has haunted her ever since, a little man with whiskers ‘black and cut somewhat in the shape of a shark’s fin, and so very fine that the least breath of air animated them into a sort of playful restlessness,’ Monsieur George bears her away to a villa ‘embowered in roses,’ and to six months of happy love. But then Monsieur George is called upon to fight a duel with Captain Blunt, and when he recovers of his wound it is to find that the femme fatale, simply because she is a femme fatale, has forsaken him, leaving behind her for remembrance the arrow of gold.


  This example of Mr. Conrad in search of himself, Mr. Conrad, a pioneer, surveying the rich untravelled forest landscape of his mind, is extraordinarily revealing. When we think of his fine economy of expression, his spare use of gesture, his power of conveying the mystery of another’s being, and contrast it with:


  
    She listened to me, unreadable, unmoved, narrowed [61] eyes, closed lips, slightly flushed face, as if carved six thousand years ago in order to fix for ever that something secret and obscure which is in all women. Not the gross immobility of a sphinx proposing roadside riddles, but the finer immobility, almost sacred, of a fateful figure seated at the very source of the passions that have moved men from the dawn of ages….

  


  —we are amazed to think of the effort it has cost him to clear that wild luxurious country and to build thereupon his dignified stronghold.


  (August 8, 1919.)


  []


  Mr. Walpole in the Nursery


  
    Jeremy — By Hugh Walpole

  


  ‘I am determined,’ says the author, ‘to give the truth and nothing but the truth about the years of Jeremy’s life that I am describing.’


  Jeremy Cole is a normal little English boy of eight.


  … ‘Sausages!’ He was across the floor in a moment, had thrown off his nightshirt, and was in his bath. Sausages! He was translated into a world of excitement and splendour. They had sausages so seldom, not always even on birthdays, and to-day, on a cold morning, with a crackling fire and marmalade…. Oh, he was happy.


  Later that same day he is told that next year he is to go to school.


  
    … ‘School!’ he turned upon her, his eyes wide and staring. ‘School!’ he turned on them all.


    The word tumbled from him. In his soul was a confusion of triumph and dismay, of excitement and loneliness, of the sudden falling from him of all old standards, old horizons, of pride and humility.

  


  A week or two passes, and he is punished for telling a lie by not being allowed to go to the pantomime.


  
    [62] At that judgment a quiver for an instant held Jeremy’s face, turning it, for that moment, into something shapeless and old. His heart had given a wild leap of terror and dismay. But he showed no further sign….


    The day dragged its weary length along…. Once or twice the Jampot tried to penetrate behind that little mask of anger and dismay.

  


  Spring comes. Our eight-year-old leans from the window; ‘beneath the rind of the soil he could feel the pushing, heaving life struggling to answer the call of the sun above it.’


  And Summer. When, as he drove to the holiday farm, ‘the wind blew across the moor, with the smell of sea-pinks and sea gulls in it.’ When, upon his arrival,


  his happiness was almost intolerable; he could not speak, he could not move, and in the heart of his happiness there was a strange unhappiness that he had never known before … so that he felt like a stranger who was seeing his father or his mother or his aunt for the first time.


  We confess we had no idea, until Mr. Walpole put it to us in such good round terms, that a perfectly normal little boy of eight thought and felt like this, especially when, as in the case of this little hero, his external existence was so insufferably dull, tepid, and stodgy.


  Jeremy and his sisters spent half their time going for walks with an imbecile old nurse and later with an imbecile old governess, and the other half sitting in the nursery either being good or not being good. Their father, the Rev. Herbert Cole, was an ‘excellent father,’ but ‘the parish absorbed too much of his time to allow for intimacies’; their mother, ‘the most placid woman in Europe,’ they saw for half-an-hour before bedtime. We are given no sign that the children had any part in the life of the house or any real rich life of their own. Their little thrills, excitements and alarms all seem to have [63] happened between meals, between bacon and strawberry jam, or treacle pudding, or fish pie, or the famous sausages, or saffron buns—a difficult diet to be gay upon. No wonder there are moments when poor Jeremy forgets his spring fancies and sighs—‘I’d like to eat jam and jam—lots of it,’ he thought. ‘It would be fun to be sick …’


  But for all the author’s determination, ‘the truth and nothing but the truth’ does not shine through the small heart he would explore. There is, however, no doubt that he enjoyed writing his book. He positively gambols.


  Her teeth clicked as always when her temper was roused, the reason being that thirty years ago the arts and accomplishments of dentistry had not reached so fine a perfection as to-day can show. She had, moreover, bought a cheap set. Her teeth clicked.


  As for the publisher,—he will stand no nonsense from anybody.


  Jeremy is, indeed, one of the finest child characters ever presented, and in him Mr. Walpole has achieved a triumph.


  What is our appropriate geste as we bow ourselves out?


  (August 15, 1919).


  []


  Sans Merci


  
    The Tender Conscience — By Bohun Lynch

  


  To be a young man with agreeable manners, a tender heart, a large unearned income, and a passion for nothing in particular, is to be a young man doomed…. Here he comes, sauntering along the sunny side, laughing, looking his fill at the queer things and the delightful things displayed, making friends at a glance, sunning himself, wondering as he jingles the money whether or no he shall spend it, and blissfully unaware of Life, peering at him from behind the lifted blind, waiting for the moment when, all at once, some one’s shouting, he’s been cheated, he’s being [64] accused, they are pointing at him, the sun’s gone in. Until there comes a grim figure to lead him away and she lets the blind fall, muttering in her wicked old triumph: ‘I knew it. I could have told you from the moment I set eyes on him….’


  This is an everyday occurrence in fiction as well as in life. But while we do not expect the victim to know, at any rate until long after the event, how or why he was captured, we do ask of our author that he should have been on the spot and the witness of every slightest move. Here, surely, is his golden opportunity of engaging our sympathetic attention, of conveying to us the innocence or the stupidity of his hero, of, at least, presenting him to us in the very centre of the stage, and making us feel how tremendously important it is that he should escape.


  Mr. Lynch, who has chosen this theme for ‘The Tender Conscience,’ withholds the account of his young hero’s capture until chapter seven. Then he relates it, retrospectively, we must confess, to our extreme confusion. The book opens with an account of the convalescence after shell-shock of Jimmy Guise at his sister’s home in the country. Bathing, and chopping down trees, and playing with the houseful of small children bores Jimmy’s wife, who wants—‘London, chocolates—and some cushions … and papers first thing in the morning, and air raids, I expect.’ So back her adoring husband goes, and because there is a war on, he, who has never done a stroke of work in his life, enters a Government department—again for Blanche’s sake.


  … Blanche with her lovely helplessness, her charming ennui, her delicious clothes, her exquisite refinement, her loveliness.


  Time passes. With the death of one of his friends at the front Jimmy is reminded of a very horrible episode which happened before he and Blanche were ‘properly’ married. They had supper one Boat-Race Night with three of Jimmy’s friends, and under the influence of the [65] wine, he confessed that Blanche was not really his wife. Blanche had never noticed, but ever since then, ‘for her sake,’ he has been haunted—which brings us to chapter seven and the episode in Athens where Jimmy, travelling alone, picks up with a guide who gives him the history of the little lady with dark-red hair married to an obese old Greek. The guide does not spare her, even to a description of how he’d met her in London when she had a ‘very fine mash,’ and there is no hint that the lady is anything but bored. But fine, sensitive, lovable, chivalric Jimmy is determined to save her, and she to catch him. They engage a lawyer (the old Greek is only too willing), and while the entanglement is dissolved they live together in Provence and Paris and London. Thus, to the dismay of all his friends, is Jimmy captured by a woman who, for all that bewildering description of her charms, does not want a home, hates children, enjoys the society of women of filthy reputations, and talks in this strain:


  ‘I must finish that fatuous book. Such tripe you never! I think I shall slip on a cloak and go for a walk, and I shall probably get off with a nice young man.’


  He suggests she should accompany him, and she is agreeable. ‘It’s no good being so mighty particular in these days—so long as I don’t meet hairy men who smell of beer.’


  Frankly, there is not a single hint given why this promiscuous little rowdy should ever have captured this young man; and the idea that she should care whether four young men knew she was not church-married is so preposterous that Jimmy in his agony becomes a figure in the laughing-stocks of our imagination. Mr. Lynch cannot pretend there is a key in such a prison-door; there is indeed no prison—but only a lady with orchids, who never ought to have been there, disappearing to the right, and a thin girl with a baby carriage entering timid.


  (August 22, 1919.)


  []


  Hand Made


  
    [66] Storm in a Teacup — By Eden Phillpotts

  


  There were two suitors for Medora’s hand: one, Jordan Kellock, a sober, earnest-minded young Socialist, who ‘wanted to leave the world better than he found it’; the other, Ned Dingle, a simple, happy-go-lucky fellow, fond of a laugh, and of fishing and shooting. Medora chose Ned Dingle, and chose quite rightly; he was her very man. But she would have liked to have Kellock, too. For she was one of that vast number of young women who have no real individual being and no convictions—save that they could be an inspiration and a star to any number of entirely different young men. What tragedy, then, to be married to one who is arrogant (and loving) enough to imagine that he has the whole of her, who would even laugh to scorn the notion of those undiscovered mines of varied treasure….


  Such simplicity and uprightness not only exasperated Medora, but succeeded in pushing into the free air and light her preposterous flowers of longing. Ned wasn’t good enough for her, and Kellock was a saint of a man and far above her. This changed, as she brooded over it, into: Ned was horrible to her, and Kellock alone could save. Up they came, the false feelings, so strong and so sturdy that they seemed out of her control; they seemed real and none of her planting. Until Ned Dingle was a villain who beat his wife and all Kellock could do was to take her away and promise her marriage as soon as they were ‘free.’ But instead of the fine adventure she had anticipated, the going away proved a rod that beat Medora back into her senses. For Kellock held her in such reverence as a poor martyr with the almost divine courage to leave all and come to him that it was easy for him to treat her as a sister while they waited for their freedom. Then Medora turned and twisted, threw him the ugly [67] mask she had worn and went back to her husband, positively refreshed by the affair, with the renewed love of life and gaiety and gentleness of a convalescent.


  The ‘Storm in a Teacup’ rages in a little village on a hillside, on the banks of the river Dart. The little village is full of life, for above the small neat houses lying in their gardens and smothering apple orchards there rises a huge building—Dene Mill—where beautiful hand-made paper is produced. The conditions necessary to its production are good air, sunlight, running water, exquisite cleanliness, and above all honest workmen who not only take a pride in their craft, but are eager for the reputation of their mill. This engaging state of affairs sounds fantastic, nowadays, yet Mr. Phillpotts, by describing every separate stage of manufacture, bringing us in touch with the men and women engaged, showing us how beautiful is a vat-man’s fine ‘stroke,’ what disaster it were to lose it, succeeds in making us believe in its existence. His three central figures are workers at the mill, and their comedy of character is acted before a shrewd, exacting audience of fellow-workers, admirably portrayed.


  What an oasis is this in the sooty desert of novels whose milieu is the factory—powerful novels, slices of life, reeking, bawling novels, where the heroine is none the worse for a fight with hatpins against her mother, for preference, and the hero breaks up the home for a burnt bloater!


  (August 29, 1919.)


  []


  The ‘Sex-Complex’


  
    The Sleeping Partner — By M.P. Willcocks

  


  If there is one character in modern English fiction whom we wish with all our heart the Boojum would call for, it is the man or woman who from childhood up has suffered from what our psycho-analytical skimmings have taught [68] us to call the sex-complex. It were foolish to deny that a large number of young persons have been severely handicapped, not so much by their parents telling them of the cabbage and the angel with a black bag in reply to their infant speculations as by their healthy adolescent curiosity being treated as a disease so disgusting that they must be kept in the dark at all costs and never told the unpleasant—if sacred—truth. But it were equally foolish to deny that the progress towards light of these unfortunate ones makes heavy reading. What we do not know about it is not for want of telling; it has been during the past few years the pet subject of our young writers to break a pen upon. But there is a rarer version; that of the sensitive child cursed with dissolute sex-ridden parents whom only to watch is poison enough, and this it is that Miss Willcocks has chosen. At the age of thirteen, her hero, Silas Brutton, was taken by his foxy old father, Nicky Brutton, the publisher, to see the prisoners at Portland Gaol. And a peculiarly odious servile convict was pointed out to them as having on one and the same evening received chapel membership and criminally assaulted a child. This story Brutton père found admirable … ‘as a man of the world the character of the crime tickled his sense of humour …’ but the episode infected the boy with the disease which was to ruin more than half his life. From that day he was fit for nothing but to be sickened by what he saw and heard. Life to him was so odious with its ‘human spawning’ and ‘tide of birth’ that when his father died, leaving him the publishing business, he let all slide because of his horror of the kind of stuff—‘the goat’s foot among the vine leaves’—that the old man had built his house upon.


  ‘Warped’ (he cries), ‘of course it’s left me warped. But the worst of it is that in publishing there seems to be no mean between Sunday School piffle and this painted harlotry….’


  It is curious that the author seems to find something [69] extraordinarily fine, pitiful and ‘lovable’ in Silas. As for his brother Ned, who wrests the business from him, we are dismally conscious of failing to share the approval of his proper masculinity, his passion for ‘comfort’ (which being interpreted is a natty little woman, rather red in the face, taking a pie out of the oven), his recklessness and jolly way of seeing things through. We are to believe that Ned is the kind of man that women adore; he is the big child beating on the table with his spoon who is and ever shall be irresistible. We confess that after we have been forced to watch him at table the whole book through, and then come upon: ‘he had been looking anxiously for that slight ooziness in the middle of the omelet that makes its perfection,’ we wish him dead.


  But to return to Silas. He finds salvation in a brave, splendid little girl, Nan Carey, whose passion is biology.


  ‘Look,’ cried she, ‘at the way science gets her own back—after silly vapouring: there she shows the processes of birth and burgeoning, of begetting and conception, from the dance of the atoms to the birth … of a child-animal.’ … Silas found himself taken right into the inner chamber of his own fears, of his own disgusts. To Nan, the blind principle of fecundity from which he shrank … was … the ocean of life in which she sported….’


  This, and a very great deal more of it, convinces him; the stream of life runs fair, ‘while before, as far as he was concerned, it had been stifled in slime.’ ‘And,’ to quote Miss Willcock’s final words, ‘the moon and the stars carried on till the dawn once more snuffed them out.’


  (August 29, 1919.)


  []


  Mr. De Morgan’s Last Book


  
    [70] The Old Madhouse — By W. de Morgan

  


  At the conclusion of ‘The Old Madhouse’ there is a very illuminating little note by Mrs. de Morgan explaining her husband’s method of working. She relates how he prepared no plot beforehand, but ‘created his characters and then waited for them to act and evolve their own plot … he waited, as he expressed it, “to see what they would do next.”’ It is not that we consider the method itself unusual or remarkable; but what is peculiar to Mr. de Morgan is the length of time he was prepared to wait, not only his unlimited patience at spiritual railway stations, but the feeling he produces that the waiting, with all its little disturbances and attractions, is really more agreeable than the arrival. In fact the longer he can stave off what Henry James has called ‘the august emergence’ of his travellers the better he is pleased. Even when it is so long overdue as to cause anxiety and then alarm and then apprehension, he cannot surrender himself fully to these emotions so as to be overcome, but rather, as it were, takes an occasional ‘nip’ at one or the other of them to refresh his excitement and revivify his sense of anticipation. This, of course, makes it impossible for his words to be serious in ‘the grand style’; but his sense of humour is extremely engaging (especially as directed towards youth), his curiosity very reckless and unrestrained, he knows just how large a pinch of sentimentality will stimulate our jaded sympathies, and he has a taking way with the lower orders, with small children and pet animals. Added to these he has a habit, which either you like, or dislike very much, of taking the reader into his confidence, half-naïvely, half-slyly … a kind of ‘But aren’t you yourself completely floored by this disappearance of Doctor Carteret? Can you, for the life [71] of you, imagine what has happened to the old fellow?’ At that the young wild horses will stamp their hoofs and break away from the leisurely hand, but those of us who are inclined to enjoy an occasional small bout of mental convalescence—a day in bed, watching the lights chase the shadows—will suffer this gladly.


  ‘The Old Madhouse’ is Mr. de Morgan’s last bouquet; Death beckoned before the final blooms had been gathered. How long the novel would have been it were rash to suggest, for there are five hundred and fifty-five pages of it and still the character who disappeared on page twenty-three is not accounted for. He is the Rev. Drury Carteret, a man six foot high, weighing twenty stone, headmaster of a grammar school; a very difficult figure to cause to melt into thin air. Nevertheless the author manages it and most convincingly; now he is there, standing in a passage at The Cedars (commonly known as The Old Madhouse because its last tenant was a doctor who took mental patients), and now he is not there—gone, vanished, never to be seen in the solid flesh again. His only relations appear to be Frederic Carteret, a nephew, whose trustee he is, and Fred’s mother, his sister-in-law, with whom he has been for twenty years and more romantically and hopelessly in love. It was on Fred’s behalf that he was at The Cedars; for Fred (a handsome young fellow of whom all were agreed that if he would only concentrate he could do anything) was about to be married and had chosen the long-deserted house with its vast apartments, eighteen bedrooms and dismal reputation as an ideal premier nid—especially when he hits upon the superb idea of sharing it with his great friend Charlie (or Nosey) Smith, who is similarly bound to a beautiful young creature whom he burns to watch walking up and down their own stairs. But Fred’s dream disappears, too, though not so mysteriously. His young woman feels, and quite rightly, that after he has set eyes on Nosey Smith’s Lucy he is never wholly hers again. This is preposterous, but it is true. So Charlie and Lucy buy the Old Madhouse, [72] and Fred, who is, of course, perfectly safe because of his great love for Charlie, spends there all the time that he does not devote to his mother and the search for Uncle Dru. What has happened to him? Why was the body never found? But the only one of them whose anxiety is not mainly curiosity is Mrs. Carteret. Fred feels through her when he is with her, but when he is absent even his interest seems to flag. How, otherwise, could he hear a loud voice calling in the passage where the Doctor was last seen: ‘Come back, Fred!’ and be content with ‘any’ explanation, even when the phenomenon occurs three times? How could he know that the doctor’s ghost, his substantial back view, is seen by nearly everybody, at the same spot, and never attempt to investigate any farther?


  The truth is that the poor young man is bewitched by a ravishing serpent. Gradually, dreadfully against his will, he is drawn nearer and nearer. There comes a moment when he just escapes being swallowed, and manages to tell his mother, who rushes him to Switzerland, but it is only for a moment. The serpent follows, Fred is eaten, Charlie’s happiness and faith in life destroyed, and Mrs. Carteret’s unhappiness immeasurably increased. In this evil hour the ghost of the lost man not only appears, but is ushered into a little study by the housemaid who takes him for real. He has come, too late, to warn the absent Fred, but it is Charlie who takes the message and is as certain of his reality as the housemaid. His conclusion is that the doctor is mad and must be watched as he leaves the house, but while he is away for three minutes, giving orders to the gardeners to be on the look-out, the inevitable happens. No one is there on his return—no one … and here Mr. de Morgan laid aside his pen.


  So there is in the middle of the picture this immense old hero, avuncular, obese and kindly, leaning on his umbrella, blowing a sostenuto blast on his nose and saying ‘char-char!’ to all the stupid questions. Everything is grouped round him, dependent on him; he is the figure [73] who causes the roundabout to swing and glitter and turn, and yet he is a man of air.


  His fate is made known to us by Mrs. de Morgan; but how much pleasanter it is to ignore the trap-door, the lunatic bath and the grating, and remain in the dark.


  (September 5, 1919.)


  []


  A Landscape with Portraits


  
    Tamarisk Town — By Sheila Kaye-Smith

  


  Were Miss Kaye-Smith a painter, we should be inclined to say that we do not feel she has yet made up her mind which it is that she wishes most to paint—whether landscape or portraits. Which is it to be? Landscape—the blocking-in of a big difficult scheme, the effort required to make it appear substantial and convincing, the opportunity it gives her for the bold, sweeping line—it is plain to see how strongly this attracts her. Portraits—there is a glamour upon the human beings she chooses which fascinates her, and which she cannot resist. Why should she not be equally at home with both? What is her new novel ‘Tamarisk Town’ but an attempt to see them in relation to each other? And yet, in retrospect, there is her town severely and even powerfully painted, and there are her portraits, on the same canvas, and yet so out of it, so separate that the onlooker’s attention is persistently divided—it flies between the two, and is captured by neither.


  Her theme is the development of a small Sussex town into a select seaside resort, patronized by the wealthy and aristocratic, not on account of its natural beauties alone, but because of the taste and judgment with which its reformation has been achieved. There is a time when it seems established in its enchanting prosperity for ever, but the hour of its triumph contains the seeds of its downfall. Very gradually, and then more swiftly, it is attacked [74] by vulgarians, who are allowed to have their way, until at the end, wretched, shoddy, decayed little place that it is become, it is the scene of a brawl between drunken trippers. Sic transit gloria Marlingate.


  It is, of course, absurd to imagine that Marlingate could grow, come to flower, blow to seed, without the aid of man, and yet at the moments when Miss Kaye-Smith is least conscious of the forces that govern it, she is at her happiest. Wandering at will in the Assembly Rooms, in the beautiful little Town Park, along the white, gleaming parade, in the woods at French Landing, her style is very natural and unforced, and, until the beginning of the disintegrating process, her touch is light. But, after all, this is only the landscape half. Let us examine the ‘portraits.’ The chief is Edward Monypenny, creator of Marlingate, who, at the age of twenty-eight, is in a position powerful enough to determine the future of the town. This curious young man, with his shock of white hair, coal-black eyes and black side whiskers, is, for all his cynical aloofness, in love with Marlingate; we are to believe that, until he meets with the little wild governess, he has never known what it was to feel for anything more responsive than a new block of houses or a bandstand. But she, Morgan, Morgan le fay, running out of the wood with dead leaves in her hair, very nearly makes havoc of his resolute ambition in the old, old way.


  … She had crept towards him, drooping like a wild hyacinth in her blue gown. Then suddenly she flung her body straight, flung back her head, her arms were round him soft and strong as fox-glove stalks, and her hair, falling loose, trailed on his lips till it tasted sweet as syllabub.


  But while she is still a woodland elf, his old love wins:


  He turned back to Marlingate, as a man who has left his work to watch from the window an organ-grinder with a performing monkey turns to his desk again.


  [75] Years pass, and all his dreams are realized. Royalty has put its special blessing upon Marlingate, and Monypenny is Mayor, in cocked hat and black and crimson robes. And this is the hour chosen by the enchantress for her return—in scarlet. ‘Crimson and silky, a peony trailing its crinkled petals … it came.’


  This time the long, slanting eyes eat him up with their spells, and she has her way with him.


  Then she dropped her sunshade, which rolled in a whirl of scarlet down the slope, like a poppy falling, and stretching out her hands, took his white, struggle-worn face into their cool palms, drawing it down to her silent mouth.


  It is a matter for wonder that, in spite of all the many pages describing the progress of their guilty love, in spite of the tremendous pains taken by the author to depict the agonies of Monypenny upon his discovering that sweet Morgan le fay holds in contempt, nay hates, his beloved Marlingate, and the other tremendous pains taken to show Morgan’s despair upon realizing that Edward will not flee with her to foreign parts—we are never once moved by these two creatures. Marionettes they are, and marionettes they remain, jigging in a high fierce light that Miss Kaye-Smith would convince us is the fire of passion, until the last puppet-quarrel and the last glimpse of the heroine, ‘half under the water, half trailing on the rock … something which, from the top of the cliff, looked like a dead crimson leaf.’ This extreme measure is for love of Monypenny, who, at first, is properly grateful for his freedom. Again he is a man like a town walking, until one day he is filled with the idea that his first love is fattening upon the dead body of his second love, and that, after all, a woman is more to be desired than bricks and mortar. This starts working passion number three—he will kill that which killed her, and so have his revenge.


  Here, to our thinking, the book ends. All that is going to happen has happened; we are at the top of the hill. [76] Below us lies Marlingate, in its prosperity, ‘lying there licked by the sun,’ and gazed upon by the man who has made it, and is about to unmake it. But the author is, if we may be pardoned the expression, as fresh as when she started. New characters appear—a wife for Monypenny, a little wooden son who has time to grow up and marry the daughter of Morgan le fay (so like, yet so unlike) and to live his father’s history all over again before Marlingate is destroyed. And the years roll by, unbroken, heavy, like waves slapping against the promenade, the vulgar pier, before Miss Kaye-Smith is content to leave Marlingate to its fate.


  How does it happen that a writer, obviously in love with writing, is yet not curious? This is the abiding impression left us by Miss Kaye-Smith; she is satisfied to put into the mouths and the hearts and minds of her characters the phrase, the emotion, the thought that ‘fits’ the situation, with the result that it does not seem to matter whether they speak, feel or think. Nothing is gained by it. They are just what they are. The plot’s the thing—and having decided upon it she gets her team together and gives out the parts. There is but to speak them. And into the hand of Morgan le fay she thrusts a scarlet umbrella, she throws a cherry cloak about her and clothes her in a scarlet dress—and sets her going.


  (September 12, 1919.)


  []


  Lions and Lambs


  
    Susan Lenox — By David Graham Philips

  


  It would seem to have been the desire of Mr. Graham Philips to do for his subject, ‘Susan Lenox,’ the same service that Tchehov declared to have been his intention to perform for the subject of ‘Ivanov.’ With his ‘Ivanov’ he wanted to put an end, once and for all, to a typical character—that of the suppressed, melancholy [77] man, the failure, the half-cynical unfortunate, rejected by life, but acclaimed by modern Russian literature as the child of the age. The method he chose was to write a play whose hero was the embodiment not only of all these known characteristics, but of all possible developments of which they might be the fruitful soil. Feeling as he did that ‘Ivanov’ was the vague, easy temptation for Russian writers to yield to, he wished to leave nothing undiscovered, nothing unremarked, so that this subject at least, after his treatment of it, should be ‘out of court.’


  Now the chief concern of modern American fiction, as far as our knowledge of it goes, is sex. It is not treated humorously, as in France, or intensely, as in England; it is treated seriously. There are many moments when our American cousin makes us feel we are only foolish, inexperienced children as far as this great subject is concerned. We are David and Dora, giving each other bouquets, and laughing and loving, and kissing the little dog and kissing each other, and America is the grim Julia with her ‘Play on, ye may-flies.’ But, after all, the cause of Julia’s disillusionment was never quite plain, and the reason for America’s is right there, to be picked up in the next magazine you open: it is the ferocity of man. Make no mistake about it, man, whatever disguise he may affect, however young, husky and brilliant he may be, however old, senile and ugly, from the millionaire downwards, is nothing but a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour. It is not his fault; he may resist it; he may put up the most devastating fight while the lights of little old New York burn as brightly as ever; he may read poetry, weep, or, grim-faced, in his revolving chair with telephone attached, before his immense roll-top bureau, he may make a vow, before the photograph of a sweet-faced little woman with white hair, to see this thing through. A lion or a lion manqué he remains. On the other hand, he may not resist it; and then his wildness and capacity for devouring are more terrific than anything Europe has encountered.


  As is usual in such cases, to get the full fine flavour of the [78] hunting you must sing the innocence and tenderness of the prey. The American young girl—the Bud—the Millionaire’s daughter who has never grown up—how well we know her! How exquisite she is! how fresh! how new to the light! What a sight, growing and blowing in Momma and Poppa’s garden, for the wicked lion as he peeps through a hole in the garden wall!


  All this the magazine and the novel are founded on. But, after all, they have never done more than treat of one particular example at a time of villainy and innocence. Each American writer has been content with his corner of the hunting field, and disinclined to wander, though all have been united into one great company over the choice of subject, the lamb fleeing the lion. We imagine that Mr. Graham Philips, after a grand survey, has sickened of modern America’s typical characters as Tchehov wearied. And so he has given us, in two packed volumes, Susan Lenox. He has taken his time; he has not faltered. There is not a corner of the vast ground, not a pit, not a slimy ditch, not a stinking heap, not a glittering restaurant, that he has left unprobed. Man, the lion, roars, and Susan, sweet, pure, with her white swelling bosom, her alluring ankles and eyes that are now grey, now deepest violet, flees….


  There may be perhaps a question whether Tchehov has succeeded in doing what he set out to do. But in the case of the American author there can be no doubt, no shadow of doubt whatever.


  (September 19, 1919.)


  []


  Dea Ex Machina


  
    A Man and His Lesson — By W.B. Maxwell

  


  Those readers who are accustomed to, and, indeed, confess a fondness for, the delicate preliminaries of a performance—the light rush of arpeggios, the few [79] inquiring chords, the little silence—will find themselves strangely shaken and surprised by the first chapter of ‘A Man and his Lesson.’ Alas, poor souls! they will barely have settled themselves, barely have furled their fans and opened their programmes before p. 14, and there is the hero standing up and bowing, the heroine looking back at him from the doorway, kissing the tips of her fingers, their grande passion, that only began on p. 5, enjoyed and resigned, and the first item on the programme, in fact, over and done with.


  Certainly, the circumstances were exceptional. Bryan Vaile, playwright and barrister, did not start life until the age of thirty-three. ‘Till then all had been colourless.’ Then, for no reason he could explain, the world smiled and he plunged—into the blue-blooded sea of London aristocracy. The mermaid, the siren who lifted a white arm to him, was Diana Kenion, the greatest beauty and the most celebrated young woman in Mayfair. Tall, slender, exquisite—a nymph in blue gauze, charming the Prime Minister, the Archbishop of Canterbury, painters and poets, alike, she had but to beckon. After being with her ‘he was like a mortal emptied and exhausted by divine excesses. He was not an ordinary young man going home to bed—he had fallen from Olympian heights….’


  But she cannot understand why he has not a telephone. He has one installed. And sometimes she rings him up very early in the morning, and ‘while he listened he thought of her standing with sandled feet among daffodils … with the sunbeams touching her bare arm and neck …’ And her telephone? Or late at night when ‘he heard her give a little sigh that was like a breath of air in the foliage of the dark grove where she was lying down to rest.’ With her telephone? And she cannot understand why he has no money. If he had made a real success…. ‘Oh, how I would shove you along!’ But he has not made it and she loves money, so ‘Good-bye’ it must be, and ‘Good-bye’ it is.


  [80] With the exit of Diana the pace becomes more normal. The scene is Bournemouth and the heroine is Mabel, warm and plump and brown. This time he is her Diana, her hero, her knight who cuts the cords that bind the young girl to the tree, and he treats her as Diana had treated him. No, for at heart he is ‘not a bad sort really,’ and so they marry, and acquire children, money, success, a house in Regent’s Park and quite a number of friends. ‘On a warm July Sunday there would be sometimes as many as a hundred and fifty or two hundred people in the garden.’ We do not know to what extent Mabel and Bryan enjoyed these parties, but the author simply cannot tear himself away. ‘The Man and his Lesson’ fade and are forgotten while he shows us round the garden, introducing, explaining, and crying the delightful news that ‘Mr. Odo Mainz, the composer, with his wife and clever, charming daughters, came frequently, but never as frequently as his hosts would wish,’ etc., until, nobly sacrificing his enjoyment, he produces ‘on a patch of gravel in front of the verandah’ Diana again, now the wife of the Duke of Middlesborough.


  But this time there is Mabel, the sanctity of home life, his reputation, the good opinion of London’s dramatic critics to be considered; Diana has to use her telephone quite desperately before he is won back. Four days and nights of bliss, and he returns to Mabel and the children a ruined man, determined to take veronal before his disgrace is made known. But in that dark hour the housemaid brings in the Daily Mail—and war is declared between England and Germany. Hurrah for August, 1914! He is saved. Off he goes to be honourably killed. Off he goes to the greatest of all garden parties—and this time there is no doubt as to his enjoying himself. War has its black side, but the lessons—the lessons it teaches a man! Where else shall a man learn the value of brotherly love, the wisdom and friendliness of the generals at the Base, the beauty of Mr. Lloyd George’s phrase ‘the War to end war,’ the solid worth [81] and charm of a London restaurant, a London club, a London theatre? Diana died while the garden party was at its liveliest, and Vaile was thus freed to live, to be wounded, to confess his fault to Mabel, and to be forgiven. So, after having ‘come out again to the grand old task,’ to ‘strike another blow for England and the cause,’ Bryan Vaile is free to go home, having learned his last and greatest lesson, which is never to answer the telephone again.


  (September 26, 1919.)


  []


  Sensitiveness


  
    Desire and Delight — By F.E. Penny

  


  She was known at the hospital in Poona as Nurse Mary, and nobody but Jimmy Dumbarton, the young surgeon-in-charge, knew that her real name was Rosemary Eden-hope, and that she was a married woman. This was her story. At the beginning of the war, at her lover’s calling, she had come out to India with ‘a wedding costume complete with veil and orange blossom,’ to find, on the morning of her arrival, that her beloved is ordered to start for Egypt the very afternoon of that day. Why can’t they go to the Cathedral straight away? ‘She had to be informed there were still certain preliminaries that must be effected before the marriage could take place.’


  ‘My own love! I must go!’


  A year passes. To tide over the waiting she turns hospital nurse. Then he returns—but not the handsome, well set-up, clean-shaven officer to whom she had clung in her ‘abandonment of love and grief’; a gaunt bearded man, with haggard face and semi-scorched eyes, stood before her. But, bravely believing that it is only fatigue, she tells him she has arranged for their marriage on the morrow, and for their honeymoon in the hills. But the change is more than beard deep. Maurice is silent, [82] sombre, giving her no return for her kisses, waking to animation only to wonder whether lunch is ready. After a gloomy lunch, afternoon, and dinner, she asks him if he would like to postpone to-morrow’s ceremony.


  Her sweetness and love, her readiness to sacrifice herself for him, should have been an irresistible appeal. It left him colder than ever.


  Nevertheless, his answer is ‘No, no!’ And so she takes him to the church, finds Jimmy Dumbarton to give her away, sees that he is married to her, buys his railway ticket for him, and starts him off on their honeymoon to the bungalow called ‘Desire and Delight.’


  All that a loving, brave, right-minded young woman could do Rosemary has done, but the poor wretch continues woe-begone and dreary, moving like a man in a dream. What can have happened to him? Could a year at Gallipoli spent among the dead and dying account for it? His eyes had definitely altered…. ‘Other eyes had looked into his with the coming of death, and seemed to have left their reflection.’ And when the adoring Rosemary asks him if he would like the bungalow re-arranged (for there are two single bedrooms at present), pinched, haggard and listless, he signifies ‘No.’ She bears it for a month. Then:


  ‘You are a wicked man and I hate you! I hate you! … I would have given you my life as I gave you my love…. I go out of your life, bearing your hated name, thanking you for nothing, and cursing you for having spoiled my life.’


  They part at this, and she resumes her V.A.D. work, where she finds ‘scope for the generous sympathy and warm affection towards suffering humanity that was her second nature.’


  Another interval—we are not told how long—and the news comes that Maurice Edenhope is appointed commandant of the hospital where she is working. What [83] shall she do? How shall she meet him? Has she forgiven him? Does a woman ever forgive such a blow to her—pride. Jimmy Dumbarton puts off the uncomfortable day for her. In the same hospital there is a fine young native officer whose convalescence is retarded by his longing for his young wife. Nurse Mary is appointed to take him home to his palace and to stay with him until he is well, and her disaster with Edenhope is almost forgotten in her heroic attempts to overcome the intrigues of the harem and to bring the ardent young man and his bride together. Alone, single-handed, she fights the superstitions, powers, poisons, mock-tigers, attempts at murder, which are her daily portion, and at last succeeds, and has the satisfaction of hearing the door bolted and barred upon the fortunate ones. But their bliss looks in her face; its name is Might-have-been. And when Colonel Edenhope calls to inquire after nurse and patient, though, of course, her love is still quite, quite dead, she overdoes her free-and-easy indifference. The beard has gone, too. He is soigné as of old, and full of that vitality which once upon a time compelled her. He, on his side, is more attracted than ever. ‘She was the embodiment of perfect womanhood upon whom no man could look without admiration and no husband or lover without desire.’ ‘Sweetest woman on earth … Am I going to have any luck? It won’t be a walk-over….’


  Yes. For in an expansive moment he confides in Jimmy Dumbarton the history of his illness caused by his awful sufferings in Gallipoli, and how he had been driven half mad and was cured by open-air treatment in Scotland. Books, the latest novels, flowers and kindness, have failed to soften Rosemary, but this tale melts her. And he kisses her to ‘Maurice! husband! kiss me! again! again! I am starving for want of your love.’


  Back once more to the bungalow, and this time there has been an alteration in the arrangement of the rooms with Colonel Edenhope’s most ardent approval.


  Throughout this novel the author is at great pains to [84] assurers of the heroine’s charm. She is the best type of young English womanhood; it is, indeed, she, and women like her, who have made the British Empire what it is. Women like Rosemary, once they have secured their Edenhope, will send him off to the wars without a murmur, hear of his being wounded with a thrill of pride, and confide in their best friend that ‘even if Maurice died I suppose I should just have to carry on.’ They might, also, nurse in hospitals for months on end, and mark the terrible things that happen to a man’s mind as well as his body, and still be capable of acting towards another as this newly-wedded wife acted. Why not? Surely love is stronger than war-shock? Surely, faced by a fine blooming young woman, a man should be able to forget everything else?


  ‘Her sensitive nature,’ says Mrs. Penny. But, no! That we cannot allow. She is as true to life as you like; as common, as popular; we are ready to believe she may be found any day in Society Faces or the Lady’s Magazine. But sensitive—never! Pray take away the word, Mrs. Penny. For her strength depends upon her denial of it.


  (October 3, 1919.)


  []


  Portraits and Passions


  
    September — By Frank Swinnerton

  


  Perhaps it is owing to the composure and deliberation of Mr. Swinnerton’s style in this his new novel that we are sensible of a slight chill in the air long before Marion Sinclair discovers that she is in the September of her life. We are given, at the very outset, a full-length and highly finished portrait of her: Portrait of a Lady, ætat. thirty-eight—blond, beautiful, extraordinarily reserved, ‘completely, it seemed, mistress of herself in every emergency.’ She has been married for fifteen years to a wealthy City man whom she knows thoroughly well and is clever enough not to despise. She is childless and without relatives or [85] intimate friends, but in the country, where she spends the greater part of the year, her neighbours find her mysterious enough and sympathetic enough to make them wish to confide in her, even while they feel ‘rather ashamed in her company of their own silliness and passion for excitement.’ Fond of flowers, enthusiastic over her bees, a good tennis-player, playing the piano with a sensitive touch, though without technical equipment enough for Chopin’s Ballade in A Flat—does the author mean to be cruel or to be kind in thus describing her? We are never wholly certain, but having her thus framed and glazed, we are rather acutely conscious of his task when he proceeds to turn the lady into flesh and blood.


  The first shock administered is a slight but unexpected one. Offering her husband the cigarettes one evening: ‘What are they?’ he demanded. ‘Two-toed-Twins?’ And she realizes almost immediately that the silly name is a joke he has with another woman, and that he is being unfaithful to her…. ‘She is a little resentful.’ Then some neighbours come to dinner, bringing with them a nephew, Nigel Sinclair, a handsome young man of twenty-six, with a very ardent, naïve way of talking that stirs her strangely…. Finally, two young people come to visit her, one of whom, Cherry Mant, a girl of twenty, is of the very nature of Spring. She is not gentle May, but rather early April, or even late March—for there are moments when she is wild and treacherous—a little savage, trying to destroy her own flowers, a little fury, with a needle of ice unmelted in her heart. But there are other moments when she is Beauty, untouched and unbroken, smiling at the sun and at Marion and Marion’s husband. The ideas, emotions and suggestions that she evokes in Marion seem inexhaustible; she might be the first young woman whom the older woman had ever encountered. Every glance of hers is a surprise and a wonder, and when Marion discovers her locked in her husband’s arms, her astonishment is not particular; it is all a part of her endless astonishment. Cherry, on her side, is drawn to Marion. She [86] has a longing to confide in the older woman, to try and explain her puzzling self, to try and find out why she is Cherry, but nothing comes out of these intense, emotional dialogues; Cherry is still baffling, and Marion is still wise:


  
    ‘Aren’t I funny!’ whispered Cherry. ‘You’re not funny.’


    ‘At any rate I’m not unfunny,’ protested Marion.

  


  These words occur at the close of one of their most poignant interviews. There is no hint from the author that he does not mean them to be taken au grand sérieux, but we shudder to consider how many female conversations have ended on precisely that note.


  On the very day that Cherry and Howard are discovered together, to comfort Marion’s pride comes Nigel Sinclair. He is young, he is twenty-six, and he admires her. He never thinks of her as old—only as ‘wonderful’—and so September defies Spring. Love comes to Marion, ardent, burning love; her quiet untroubled summer is over. The leaves are touched with gold, but it is not yet Autumn; there is a brilliance in these late flowers that mocks the other blossoms of the year. And yet there is an anguish, too, a bitterness. Through it all she is haunted by the vision of Cherry. How can Cherry live so lightly—love so lightly? Be one thing to-day and another to-morrow? Is she evil, is she a ‘wanton,’ or just a child, or just a young creature helpless because there has never been anyone to help her? Marion cannot decide, but it is as though Cherry has stolen her peace of mind and will not say where she has hidden it away, and Marion is too proud to ask. And in some strange way it is because of Cherry that Marion denies Nigel when he asks her to prove her love. Then begins her real agony. She has never known what it was to love ‘like this.’ How could she have known. It is September love—the late love that women are supposed to long for and to dread. And when her misery is at its height, Nigel comes to tea and she offers him one of the fatal cigarettes.


  [87] ‘Hullo!’ he cried in a puzzled way. ‘Do you smoke old Two-toed-Twins?’


  It is Cherry’s name for them. When Marion recovers from this final shock, she begins, as it were, to step back into her frame. She decides, after ‘a frenzy of jealousy,’ that Cherry and Nigel are meant for each other, and it is only through her recovered sympathy and understanding that they are saved from drifting apart.


  ‘So marriage will be very difficult for you, and it’s only if you try hard to be considerate, and find your happiness in Nigel’s happiness, that the marriage will succeed….’


  These are among her final words, and we feel they are just what she would have spoken before she stepped out of her frame. They are the words of advice given by the Portrait of a Lady, ætat. thirty-eight, blond, beautiful, and with enough air of mystery to invite confidences…. In her frame she could not be more convincing, but out of it—do such ladies ever escape? Do they not rather step into other frames? Portrait of a Lady in Love, Portrait of a Jealous Lady—and then a whole succession of ‘problem’ portraits: Nigel lighting a Two-toed-Twin cigarette with Marion looking on, and Howard and Cherry embracing in the wood with Marion looking through the leaves. They are most carefully, most conscientiously painted, but we are not held. What has happened to Marion, to Nigel, Cherry and Howard? Nothing. They have weathered the storm, and dawn finds them back again in the same harbour from which they put out—none the worse or the better for their mock voyage. We cannot help recalling the words of an old-fashioned Music Professor: ‘My child, leave the “expression” out, you are playing a study. One does not put “expression” into studies.’ Is it possible that Mr. Swinnerton even ever so slightly agrees with him—or would like to agree with him? And what do we mean [88] exactly by that word ‘expression’? Can we afford to leave it out of a page, of a paragraph—after Tchehov?


  (October 10, 1919.)


  []


  Humour and Heaviness


  
    Poor Relations — By Compton Mackenzie


    Time and Eternity — By Gilbert Cannan

  


  Why is it those favoured few whose privilege it is to be invited, like fairies, to pronounce a blessing or a curse upon the new novel are invariably condescending and even a trifle contemptuous if the babe be a smiling babe? There are times, indeed, when from their manner one would imagine they half-suspected the innocent radiant creature of being the result of a youthful folly,—a love child. And though, of course, as broad-minded men of the world, they can excuse—nevertheless: ‘Now that you have had your little flutter we hope that you will settle down and produce something serious.’


  To be taken seriously in England a novelist must be serious. Poets may be as gay as they please, story-tellers (especially as nobody will publish short stories) as light-hearted as they wish, but if a young man desires to be told (and who does not?) that he is in the front rank, the head of, leading, far outstepping, immeasurably in advance of, all other novelists of the day, he must be prepared to father fiends hid in clouds.


  Perhaps another reason for the cool reception of the novel that is not serious is that English people, as a whole, would a great deal rather feel interested, critical, moved and excited than amused. A really serious novel by a brilliant young man flatters them almost as greatly as if that brilliant young man were to appear before them and to beg them to listen to the story of his life. They feel he presupposes them to possess powers of sympathy and of [89] discernment so extraordinary that it would be ridiculous and below their mutual dignity to waste his time and theirs upon anything that did not call those powers into action. This is very gratifying, but it does not contribute to the gaiety of letters. May we never be amused in our own day? Must we always turn to those words which have been blessed by time or are come from France? We confess to moments when we long to find ourselves at a feast or at a fairing instead of accompanying our young Hamlet to the graveyard and watching and listening while he picks up his first skull and wonders at it….


  A glance at the press opinions published at the back of Mr. Mackenzie’s latest novel suffices to show the position he occupies among these, our young masters. Each new book of his has provoked his literary godfathers to a fresh shower of blessings, a heavier rain of gifts. From the very first, they recognized him as one of the young men who were going to count, and nobly has he repaid that recognition, passing from strength to strength, from intensity to intensity until with his adventures of Sylvia Scarlett he reached the pitch of high seriousness they had prophesied he should.


  But instead of remaining there, instead of preparing for an even sterner climb, he has descended from his cloudy, thunderous eminence into a valley where we hope he may be tempted to linger. Here, to our thinking, is his proper climate, and here he has every appearance of being most admirably at home; and his enjoyment of the scene is so evident that we are inclined to hope he does not look upon it as a mere picnic ground, a place of refreshment from which he will turn now that the holiday is over.


  ‘Poor Relations’ is an account of the dreadful sufferings that were put upon Mr. John Touchwood, the highly successful playwright, by his highly unsuccessful family. He was a bachelor and he was family-ridden. By nature he was highly romantic, sentimental, over-generous and over-sensitive, and liable on the slightest provocation to ‘rosify’ events and persons. This rosification, until he [90] met Miss Hamilton, had prevented him from ever looking upon his relatives with a critical eye. It wasn’t enough that Mama was Mama, Edith was Edith, and even Hugh was Hugh. But that calm, self-possessed young woman sitting opposite to them in the saloon of the Murmania, by a chance remark to her travelling companion made him see them, just for one moment, as they really were. He had barely finished reading ‘five delightful letters, really, every one of them full of good wishes and cordial affection’; but after her ‘I’ve never been a poor relation yet, and I don’t intend to start now,’ he read them through again, and this time they were the letters, the unmistakable letters, of poor relations.


  John had a house in Hampstead where he was completely looked after and bullied in a mild but insistent way by his housekeeper, Mrs. Worfolk. He had another, a country house ‘kept’ for him by Mama and his widowed sister, Hilda, and Hilda’s dear little boy, Harold. What he wished to do, upon his return from America, was to divide his time between his two houses and write an extraordinarily fine play on the subject of Joan of Arc. But he had no time to divide. He only had a family—determined in their several ways to get out of him all there was to be got, and had it not been for Miss Hamilton’s remark, we see no reason why he should not have been the innocent and half-willing victim. She saved him. She becomes his confidential secretary and, at the happy ending, his wife. But what he endured before that was reached makes the most excellent and amusing reading. The Touchwood family is one of those detestable, fascinating families that we cannot have enough of.


  From the moment they are seated round the dining-room table—


  at the head of which John took his rightful place; opposite to him, placid as an untouched pudding, sat Grandmamma. Laurence said grace without being invited, after standing up for a moment with an [91] expression of pained interrogation. Edith accompanied his words by making with her forefinger and thumb a minute cruciform incision between two of the bones of her stays…. Harold flashed his spectacles upon every dish in turn….


  we are held—and especially by Harold. He is, perhaps, the most unpleasant little boy imaginable; but, at this safe distance, he is a joy. We cannot bear to part with him. When he is not there, like children at a pantomime, we long to know when he is coming on again, with his questions and his information and his spectacles, and his lantern that he loses control of, and flashes in the face of everybody.


  Very different is Mr. Cannan’s little book with the big name. Could it be called ‘serious’ even by his most patient admirers? Yet we dare to say it would be hard to find a book more wanting in a sense of humour. The hero is ‘as usual.’ He is Mr. Cannan’s same young man, who is on the point of saving England, of bringing back the times of Shakespeare and Fielding, of killing off the old and giving the young the government of everything and the run of the Italian restaurants in Soho. Like his twin brother in ‘Pink Roses,’ this new hero avoids the war, but his reasons are more fully given. He is saving himself; he is waiting for his soul to burn its way out ‘in a clear flame that will not be denied,’ when he will, as his friend tells him, ‘turn the stream of life back into its course.’ This young man’s particular time of waiting is passed between what we might call a looking-glass parade, a love affair, and conversations with a Russian.


  It is a habit with dentists who wish to put young patients at their ease to say to them, as they ‘open wide,’ ‘I can see what you have had for your breakfast.’ There is nothing in ‘Time and Eternity’ to prevent Mr. Cannan’s public from making the same remark once again.


  (October 17, 1919.)


  []


  A Plea for Less Entertainment


  
    [92] The Young Physician — By F. Brett Young

  


  How do you write your novels? It is a question we are often on the point of putting to novelists, and then we remember that it is the question above all others that authors dislike answering. Why is this? They look into the void, they are, beyond words, vague. Would they have us believe that their books spring, fully bound, out of their heads, or that they are visited by angels? Yet we live in an age of experiment, when the next novel may be unlike any novel that has been published before; when writers are seeking after new forms in which to express something more subtle, more complex, ‘nearer’ the truth; when a few of them feel that perhaps after all prose is an almost undiscovered medium and that there are extraordinary, thrilling possibilities….


  Never was there a moment when the question was more fascinating. How do you write your novels? Do you have a definite plan before you begin? Do you know exactly what is going to happen and would it be possible for anything else to happen instead? And do you think a plot is necessary? And do you really write all you know, or do you still hold back a little, just a little … and why?


  It is that last question that we should like, with all respect, to put to Mr. Young. His new novel ‘The Young Physician’ is the life history of Edwin Ingelby from the age of about fifteen until he is ‘grown up.’ The early part is yet another description of life at a public school—the miserable arrival of the new boy, interview with the miserly, cynical Head, ragging in the ‘dorm.’ at night, secret biscuit eating, cricket matches, ‘footer,’ ‘meaty bits’ out of the Bible, discussion of the facts of life, discovery of impurity among the boys, and the whole school assembled before the irate Head—we know, we [93] dreadfully know it all. Nor does the ‘spirit’ of Mr. Young’s account differ from the ‘spirit’ of all those other accounts.


  The next week was the most sensational that had ever shaken the placid life of St. Luke’s. The fall of Griffin was no startling matter—deliberately he had been asking for it and the escapade of the fair in race week was no more than a crowning glory. Still it was an impressive affair. Immediately after breakfast … it was whispered that Griffin had been sent to the infectious ward of the sanatorium, which was always devoted, by reason of its size, rather than any conscious attempt at symbolism, to the isolation of moral leprosy….


  Here is the peculiar note of enthusiasm—the ‘Boy’s Own’ note with which we have become so familiar. Nevertheless St. Luke’s is not all the world to Edwin; he arrives loving his mother, and his love for her, instead of changing as a normal boy’s should into a love of cricket bats and ‘strawberry specials,’ grows and deepens into a childish adoration.


  In his account of the relations between these two Mr. Young carries us far away from the public school world. Edwin at school, in spite of his love of literature, his passion for historical dreaming and the fact that he cares more for poetry than games, is no more individual than those other school heroes. He follows in their steps, indeed, is bullied like them, comes to his own like them, and is in and out of favour with now the masters, now the boys. But at home, we begin to see an extremely sensitive, loving, imaginative little boy. His mother is a little delicate creature living on dreams and the love of flowers and music, but she feels her hold on life is frail, and unconsciously, imagining that she is the protecting one, she turns to her only child to save her. No child should be made to bear the subtle, difficult, derided emotions of pitying love.


  [94] ‘Oh, Mother, why can’t I carry you?’ he cries. He does carry her and she clings, telling him of her dreams and of how unhappy she has been and how he is her baby.


  Then, with her death and burial, the chapters telling of their love seem to fall away as the school chapters did. They break, like the two halves of a bud and are shrivelled and forgotten before the open flower. What was the need of them? Have they helped us in the least to understand the boy who goes home to find his perfect little mother dying? No. Reading these chapters, we know all that has gone before; this Edwin is not different from the Edwin with his first tuck box, he is the same, but realized, seen, felt and given. It is at this moment that he comes to life, and it is not without a thrill of excitement that we read on. But with the very first words of the new chapter the thrill subsides:


  From this emotional maelstrom the current of Edwin’s life flowed into a strange peace.


  ‘Emotional maelstrom’—this is very cold water indeed for an author to fling at his little hero, and it does not take us long to discover that however refreshed he may be he is again, in the reader’s eye, a trifle blurred. And though, in the latter half of the book, when he is studying to be a doctor, there are occasional, brilliant glimpses of that beautifully realized little boy, they are never prolonged and they are always followed by a fresh douche. Each time that Edwin feels deeply and is overcome, as youth is overcome, by the unimaginable mystery of life, the author, instead of telling us all he knows (and we feel that he does know), still holds back, or excuses, the emotional maelstrom. Added to this, he has a way of interrupting our vision of his hero by causing other characters to cross his path. We are not referring of course to those with whom he comes into real contact, to those who have something to give him that increases his knowledge of life, but to others—why are they there?—who pass in front of the camera, as it were, for the sake of passing. And finally [95] there is his love affair with a frail delicate girl who awakens that tender protective love in him that he felt for his mother. Like his mother ‘she is little and perfect and beautiful’ and he must defend her, he must carry her away out of the ugly world. Almost, that early glow returns, but this time the douche is heavy and final. His love ends in a fight with an old enemy of his schooldays whom he knows to be diseased and whom he tracks down into Rosie’s bedroom. And Mr. Young leaves him, having signed on as ship’s doctor, facing the open seas….


  Readable, yes, eminently readable—readable to a fault. If only Mr. Young could forget the impatient public and let himself be carried away into places where he thinks they do not care to follow!


  (October 24, 1919.)


  []


  A Standstill


  
    Saint’s Progress — By John Galsworthy

  


  So there is a ‘new school’ of fiction after all! We had come to believe that the phrase ‘to belong to the new school’ had entirely lost its face-meaning, and was nothing but a despairing, lift-of-the-eyebrow joke between the critic and his public, a ‘Heaven knows what the young man or the young woman is driving at, I certainly don’t, and I defy you to.’ But no. These wandering students have their roof-tree and their bell. They are a definite body enough for Mr. John Galsworthy to delay his easy progress in the well-sprung carriage on what we might call the early afternoon of his journey, for as long as it takes him to give them a good beating.


  But while we are all gratitude to Mr. Galsworthy for putting us out of our doubts by conducting us to the positively resounding portals, we cannot help feeling it is over-severe on his part so to thrust the whole school under the stick….


  [96] When once in a while some literary work of the new school came their way, with its self-conscious exhortations to complete self-consciousness, its doctrine of pure and utter selfishness, or of a hopelessly self-conscious unselfishness, with the querulous and thin-blooded passionateness of its young heroes and heroines, bent on nothing but realizing their unrealizable self through a sort of brain-spun arrogance and sexuality.


  Even when we take into account the lively sense of responsibility which a famous and elder author must feel towards the new generation, these are formidable blows, and we are at a loss to call to mind the names of those works, numerous and noteworthy enough to form a new school, which have provoked them. It is certain, however, that Mr. Galsworthy would not have adopted these Draconian methods were he not confident that nothing less would answer. Alas! then, it would seem that we have discovered the new school only to cry ‘Hail and farewell’ to it—only to turn aside, with a shudder, to the old school for our consolation and reward.


  The hero of Mr. Galsworthy’s new novel is a clergyman, the Rev. Edward Pierson. Let us imagine him seated at his little piano, for his life is divided between love of music and religion. On either side of him stands a daughter. Gratian, the elder, turns from her father to a dark, downright, shrewd doctor of a husband with a passion for argument; Nollie, aged eighteen, leans over a perambulator containing a war-baby—her left hand, shamelessly and proudly uncovered, wears no ring. A dark, lean, travelled Englishman, with a game leg (caused by the war), looks towards Nollie and longs, but there is a woman between them, bent on distracting his attention. Leila (Delilah, as Nollie calls her), in a black silk gown such as Malay women wear, holds up her white arms and presses a gardenia against Jimmy Fort’s mouth. She is forty-four, with touched-up hair, and reddened lips, and she is making her last bid for love. Then we have a couple, [97] Aunt Thirza and Uncle Bob—Aunt Thirza in a lilac-coloured gown,


  like a painting of ‘Goodness’ by an old master, restored by Kate Greenaway…. Her inexpugnable tranquillity, unsentimental tenderness, matter-of-fact busyness, together with the dew in her eyes, had been proof against twenty-three years of life on a tea plantation….


  —Uncle Bob, who


  grew like a cork tree, and acted like a sturdy and well-natured dog. His griefs, angers and enjoyments were simple as a child’s, or as his somewhat noisy slumbers. They were a notably well-suited couple.


  Further off there stands a Belgian refugee, a painter, in a broad-brimmed slouch hat and ‘a black stock and seemingly no collar.’ He, too, gazes admiringly and sadly at Nollie. Then, compassing them all about, there is


  a ghastly company of faces; faces he had thought friendly, of good men and women whom he knew, yet at that moment did not know, all gathered round Noel with fingers pointing at her.


  They are Edward Pierson’s parishioners. Two more figures and the stage is complete. Upon a back cloth, leading his men, the boy-father of the war-baby spins round, shot through and through; and up in the air, fifteen years away, there floats the sweet vision of Edward Pierson’s dead wife. He and not his daughter is the central figure of the book, the ‘saint’ whose pitiful progress Mr. Galsworthy traces. Sincere, sensitive, wistful, dreamy, emotional, we meet him first at Bob and Thirza’s country house, where he is enjoying a well-earned holiday. Nollie is there, too, and ‘a handsome boy with a little golden down on the upper lip of his sunny, red-cheeked face.’ Even then, when her innocence is little short of prodigious, when she might almost be eighteen months old rather than eighteen years—


  
    [98] ‘Daddy, your nose is burnt!’


    ‘My dear, I know.’


    ‘I can give you some white stuff for it. You have to sleep with it on all night. Uncle and Auntie both use it.’


    ‘Nollie!’


    ‘Well, Eve says so …’

  


  —he is distressed for her; he feels she has become ‘a great responsibility’ and sighs that his dear wife is not there to help him. Judge then how his distress passes to dismay when she tells him she ‘can’t afford to wait, she “must” marry the young man.’ He has barely signified his disapproval when the elder daughter Gratian telegraphs him to come to her; her husband is desperately ill. He arrives home, and immediately his daughter informs him, in the room where her husband lies between life and death, that she no longer believes in immortality, no longer believes in God. This is a frightful blow to him. Three days later, the husband, out of danger, challenges him ‘to show me where there’s any sign of altruistic pity, except in man,’ and, after a most painful fight,


  … going to the little piano in the corner, he opened it, and began playing the hymn. He played it softly on the shabby keys of his thirty-year-old friend, which had been with him since college days, and sang it softly in his worn voice….


  On page 19, when Edward Pierson is still in the country, Mr. Galsworthy describes his visit to a church—how


  it was so long since he had been preached to, so long since he had had a rest! The words came forth, dropped on his forehead, penetrated, met something which absorbed them, and disappeared.


  At the time, these words seemed to us remarkable in themselves, but a closer acquaintance with the padre’s life immeasurably heightens their significance. Those [99] words dropping, penetrating, being absorbed, disappearing—must have been a rare treat to him. For it seems that never again throughout the book do they do aught but wound him, stab him, perplex him, or grievously upset and bewilder him, and never again is he preached to; it is he only who does the preaching. Always on the threshold of his lips there trembles a ‘Let us pray.’ What was his life indeed but one long shower of arrows, into which he stepped, bravely, but with ever the wistful thought: ‘Ah, if only I had my dear wife with me now!’ Indeed, if he were not so tragic we would say he is like a man who has lost a beloved umbrella fifteen years ago and counts it sin to buy another.


  But with Noel’s baby the air becomes too thick. He feels it his duty to have the perambulator in his hall, but the parishioners will not bear it. And he is forced to resign.


  The saint’s progress is over. We see the stage slowly darken. All the other actors are gone. The temptress has returned to South Africa; Gratian and her husband, happy undisturbed pragmatists, are at work to improve this world. Nollie, even though she has, as her family so gracefully put it, ‘burnt her wing,’ is married to Jimmy Fort; Uncle Bob and Aunt Thirza are—but why need we go any further? The stage is empty. The stage—the stage … the actors are gone….


  (October 31, 1919.)


  []


  []


  Three Approaches


  
    The Great House — By Stanley Weyman


    The Splendid Fairing — By Constance Holme


    Richard Kurt — By Stephen Hudson

  


  The citizens of Reality are ‘tied to town’ and very content to be so tied, very thankful to look out of window on to a good substantial wall, plastered over with useful facts and topped with a generous sprinkle of broken bottle [100] glass. Nevertheless, they are for ever sighing to travel. Not that they are prepared for long and difficult journeys. On the contrary. What they cannot have enough of is the small excursion, the timid flight just half-way to somewhere, just so far that Reality and its wall is out of sight while they picnic in the unfamiliar landscape, which distracts, but does not disturb.


  A glance at the inside title-page of Mr. Stanley Weyman’s new novel tells us that he has provided many such a festa, and another at the list of chapter headings assures us how expert he has become at his particular form of entertainment. The chapter headings are curiously revealing; they are like a list of stations on a particular railway line from which we learn the kind of country the train passes through, as well as its starting point and its destination: The Hotel Lambert—Homeward Bound—The Gatehouse—The Yew Walk—The Great House at Beaudelays—My Lord Speaks—Mary is Lonely—Missing—A Footstep in the Hall—Mary makes a Discovery—My Lord Speaks Out—A Turn of the Wheel—‘Let us make others thankful.’ Here is the little touch of historical France of which the author is so fond, then the lonely heroine brought to England by her kinsman, Lord Audley, to the house of his cousin and his enemy. Why his enemy? His cousin lays claim to the title. If a certain Bible could be found and certain papers…. My Lord is fair without and false within. He woos and wins Mary by his masterfulness. The cousin is old and wicked, dying of heart disease and revenge; his faithful servant listens at keyholes and behind bushes. And there is another, a good silent man who sees it all and says nothing—but acts. The will is found, the cousin dies, Mary breaks off her engagement and reengages herself to the silent one, and burns the will into the bargain. If wills are as agile as novelists and playwrights would have us believe, it is no wonder they provide an inexhaustible subject…. According to them, the soul no sooner flies from the body than the will takes parchment wings unto itself and flies also—up the [101] chimney, down into the cellar, or behind the portrait with the piercing eyes.


  Miss Constance Holme makes her appeal to a very different public. Whereas Mr. Weyman impresses us as an author who is as conscious of his audience as is a producer of plays—he has his eye upon it all the time, heightening an effect here, keeping this back, putting in a pair of branched candlesticks or the muffled tramp of many feet for its delight, never for his—we are certain Miss Holme would go on writing if every publisher in England (which Heaven forbid) forsook his calling and ran away to sea. We have not seldom remarked the curious naïve pleasure that many women take in writing for writing’s sake. The mind pictures them half wonder, half joy, to find that they can put these lovely tender-coloured words together—can string these exquisite sentences out of a morning’s ramble in the garden or the meadow or gathering cold seashells…. But it is a dangerous delight, for what so often happens is that they are quite carried away, forgetting all about the pattern they intended to follow or embroidering it so thickly that none but themselves can discover its original outline.


  Something of this fate has overtaken ‘The Splendid Fairing.’ The pattern is yet another peasant drama, ‘Perhaps it never would have happened but for the day,’ says the authoress, and she goes on to describe the kind of day that would have put it out of the question, and finally the day that brought it to pass.


  … Everywhere … there was mist—that strange, wandering thinking mist that seems to have nothing to do with either earth or air; and when the slow dark drew back there would be mist everywhere again.


  So thick are its dropping veils that Miss Holme’s novel is at times completely hidden; is, as it were, frayed away, spun away in a delicate white woolliness. She has her story to tell of a little feud between two families. Each family has a son, like each other as two peas, and they run [102] away to Canada. When one comes back his half-blind mother takes him for the other, and to revenge her lifelong hatred sends him out at night to what she knows is his certain death by ‘the white tide horses.’ It is an improbable story at best, and Miss Holme’s attention is well-nigh persistently divided between the telling of it and all the wavy shapes and shadows, the gull, the heron, and the marsh, that she finds irresistible, until at last she would seem to believe that the attention of the peasant is equally divided, and that he, too, hears ‘the messenger from the deep, sweeping its garment over the head of the crouched waste as it sped to deliver its challenge at the locked gate of the sea wall.’ But this is a little pit lying at the feet of all who write about peasants….


  The attitude of the author of ‘Richard Kurt’ to his audience is a far more complex affair. Reading the first chapter we were under the impression that this was a sequel to a former novel in which Richard’s childhood, marriage, and life had been described, with such a wave of the hand were these events mentioned and dismissed. Then on page 3 there occurred an extraordinarily minute description of Richard’s father: ‘He wore a short, square-cut beard which, originally red, had turned gradually, with years, to a golden-grey. The hair, though thinned, was yet uncommonly plentiful for a man approaching sixty, and curled away from its central parting in large, crisp, grey-brown waves above a forehead unusually high and broad and white. The eyes, nearly always averted save for swift glances, were dark and small and very piercing….’ and so on, down to ‘the hand … slender and symmetrical, with long fingers … covered with red hair.’ The whole tone of that is of an introduction; it reads indeed like the beginning of a first novel; there is a kind of over-eagerness to make Mr. Kurt vivid in the abundant use of the adjectives. This tone is more or less maintained until, with the second chapter, we find ourselves—certainly not introduced to—but asked to accept most fully and freely—the fact of Elinor.


  [103] It happens sometimes, perhaps, that sitting in a railway carriage at night, or sleeping in a steamer cabin, we overhear a long conversation about a third, and the conversation is punctuated with: ‘Well, you know what she is like’ or ‘You can imagine what she said to that’—and we find ourselves, nodding and smiling and shaking our head—we can indeed! Thus it is that Mr. Stephen Hudson conveys this brilliant and horrible little personality to us—as though he were talking to someone who knew all about her from the beginning—and we, his readers, are overhearing what they have to say. Gradually we learn that she is dark and slender, with tiny feet and long eyelashes; that she loves to dress in pale blue; that she has a passion for minute dogs. This is the outward Elinor. But her temper, her jealousy, her boundless vanity and extravagance—this is Elinor as we know her after we have listened. There is no plot to the novel; it is an account of how Richard Kurt wasted, idled through several years of his life, now happily and now unhappily. He is never more than a shadow; but first Elinor and then Virginia, the second woman of the book, are amazingly real.


  (November 7, 1919.)


  []


  A ‘Real’ Book and an Unreal One


  
    If All these Young Men — By Romer Wilson


    Living Alone — By Stella Benson

  


  Whereas Miss Stella Benson declares that hers is not a real book—it does not deal with real people nor should it be read by them—we feel that Miss Romer Wilson would say the exact opposite of her novel, ‘If All these Young Men.’ Both are about the war. We suppose it will be long and long before the novelist, looking about him for a little wood wherewith to light his fire, does not turn instinctively to that immense beach strewn with wreckage. [104] But Miss Stella Benson gives us the impression of having found herself there by chance, and being there she has picked up her charming broomstick, Harold; while Miss Romer Wilson, unable to keep away, has discovered a magnifying glass which, while enlarging her characters to a great deal more than life size, has a trick of making them appear incredibly small.


  Miss Wilson’s theme is the effect the war has upon the minds and hearts of a number of highly modern young persons living in England during the terribly critical months of 1918. There is no plot, but there is a principal character, Josephine Miller, the ‘star’ of the company, who, at a word from here, a wave from there, and a glance at the scenery, gathers the scattered emotions of the moment into her bosom and pours them forth in song. If the reader can accept Josephine, can believe in her equipment of thoughts, feelings, emotions and dreams—the rest is easy. Then, everybody else and everything will doubtless appear quite possible, quite probable. He will have accepted, as it were, the magnifying glass, and such phrases as ‘butterflies of waste paper fluttered in the streets,’ ‘the lanes were full of lovers as they could hold,’ ‘the green ribbon of intellectual intolerance,’ will not shake him. Let us put this faith to the test a moment. Josephine is discovered walking up and down her small white room brooding over the war, the tide of battle, the continuity of resistance, the danger to England, annihilation and … so on.


  Suddenly darkness clapped down over everything, and receding an immeasurable distance into space she saw the blaze of war smoulder upon the earth’s surface like soot sparks in a chimney grate, and then go out. Instantaneously she passed through a sensation of the paradox of human greatness, and found herself again in her own home, returned to her common senses….


  One might imagine that this last experience, which might be compared to a mental conflict with the old woman of [105] the bathing machine, would be enough to give any young woman pause. But it is nothing to Josephine; it is a commonplace, little eleven o’clock in the morning experience, a mean little flight— passons! In a moment she is higher, deeper, further—until it is time to go out to lunch. Or, let us watch her for one moment returning from the office, passing between the people ‘like God in Hades.’


  ‘If I could only fight,’ and her spirit flew up. She heard the bayonet go in; phantasmagorically she enacted the utmost brutalities of war, then phantasmagorically she went through the pantomime of conversion to human sanity. Finally, she emerged cleansed, and reinstated herself in the dull monotony of endurance….


  We are not given to understand that the young woman is in any degree remarkable. She is typical of her generation—the voice crying for many. True, her friends dislike her at times because she will insist on talking about the war, but that is only because her greater honesty and truthfulness puts them to shame. She belongs to a set—‘detestable intellectual snobs’ she calls them in a moment of pessimism—whose lives are spent in and out of each other’s houses, in and out of Soho restaurants, in and out of the country, the opera, the craze of the hour, love. Through her magnifying glass the author sees them as creatures full of the finest feelings, who are prevented from contributing to the gaiety and the beauty of life by a monster which, just when the fun is fastest, sets up an ugly roar. Why should they be plagued with it? What have they done to deserve it? It is so out of the picture—so terribly, terribly remote from what she calls ‘Sohoism,’ and cherry and gold coloured chairs on a shining black floor, and spring pictures. Josephine Miller could dream perfectly well without its aid. Lying in bed


  she found herself in Europe and saw all its small life at a glance, enacted simultaneously, in the colour and [106] detail of its times and the emotions of its tendencies…. All Rome fell out of Heaven rich with the noon-day rape of Sabine wives….


  Does this mean anything? Breathes there the reader who is at home in this country of the mind? Who can believe in the suffering and the potential greatness of little people whose distaste for life was typified ‘in the recurring demands of the toilet’? Here the magnifying glass has turned diminishing glass with a vengeance, and though Miss Romer Wilson may move a mountain she cannot reconcile us to these two equally distorted visions.


  The heroine of Miss Stella Benson’s novel is as subject to flights as Josephine, but she has her justification. She is a witch. She has also her broomstick, Harold, a very faithful, helpful creature. ‘Witches,’ according to Miss Benson, ‘are people who are born for the first time…. Remembering nothing, they know nothing and are not bored…. Magic people … are never subtle, and though they are new they are never Modern.’ Their common behaviour is, in fact, like that of people who are in love for the first time and for ever.


  This little alien book describes the adventures of Angela and the adventures of those with whom she comes in contact while she is caretaker of a small general shop which is also part convent and monastery, part nursing home and college, and wholly a house for those who wish to live alone. She is an out-and-out, thorough witch, a trifle defiant, poor, always hungry, intolerant of cleverness and—radiant. It is her radiance above all which pervades everything, chasing over the pages like sunlight. For the minority who are magically inclined it is impossible to resist, and, since she has expressly told the real people that they are not invited to her party, what does it matter if they pass the lighted windows with a curl of the lip? We have said that ‘Living Alone’ is a book about the war. There is an Air Raid described, from below and from above, together with a frightful encounter which [107] Harold has with a German broomstick, and one of the inmates of the house of Living Alone is Peony, a London girl who is drawing her weekly money as a soldier’s wife—unmarried. The story that Peony tells her fellow-lodger Sarah Brown of how she found the everlasting boy is perhaps the high-water mark of Miss Benson’s book. It is full of most exquisite feeling and tenderness. We hardly dare to use the thumb-marked phrase, a ‘born writer’; but if it means anything Miss Stella Benson is one. She seems to write without ease, without effort; she is like a child gathering flowers. And like a child, there are moments when she picks the flowers which are at hand just because they are so easy to gather, but which are not real flowers at all, and forgets to throw them away. This is a little pity, but exuberant fancy is rare, love of life is rare, and a writer who is not ashamed of happiness rarer than both.


  (November 14, 1919.)


  []


  A Ship Comes into the Harbour


  
    Night and Day — By Virginia Woolf

  


  There is at the present day no form of writing which is more eagerly, more widely discussed than the novel. What is its fate to be? We are told on excellent authority that it is dying; and on equally good authority that only now it begins to live. Reviewers might almost be divided into two camps. Present each camp with the same book, and from one there comes a shout of praise, from the other a chorus of blame, each equally loud, determined and limited. One would imagine from a reading of the press notices that never in the history of the world was there such a generous distribution of the divine fire together with such an overwhelming display of ignorance, stupidity and dreariness. But in all this division and confusion it would seem that opinion is united in declaring this to be an age of experiment. If the [108] novel dies it will be to give way to some new form of expression; if it lives it must accept the fact of a new world.


  To us who love to linger down at the harbour, as it were, watching the new ships being builded, the old ones returning, and the many putting out to sea, comes the strange sight of ‘Night and Day’ sailing into port serene and resolute on a deliberate wind. The strangeness lies in her aloofness, her air of quiet perfection, her lack of any sign that she has made a perilous voyage—the absence of any scars. There she lies among the shipping—a tribute to civilization for our admiration and wonder.


  It is impossible to refrain from comparing ‘Night and Day’ with the novels of Miss Austen. There are moments, indeed, when one is almost tempted to cry it Miss Austen up-to-date. It is extremely cultivated, distinguished and brilliant, but above all—deliberate. There is not a chapter where one is unconscious of the writer, of her personality, her point of view, and her control of the situation. We feel that nothing has been imposed on her: she has chosen her world, selected her principal characters with the nicest care, and having traced a circle round them so that they exist and are free within its confines, she has proceeded, with rare appreciativeness, to register her observations. The result is a very long novel, but we do not see how it could be otherwise. This leisurely progression is essential to its manner, nor could the reader, even if he would, drink such wine at a gulp. As in the case of Miss Austen’s novels we fall under a little spell; it is as though, realizing our safety, we surrender ourselves to the author, confident that whatever she has to show us, and however strange it may appear, we shall not be frightened or shocked. Her creatures are, one might say, privileged; we can rely upon her fine mind to deliver them from danger, to temper the blow (if a blow must fall), and to see their way clear for them at the very last. It is the measure of Mrs. Woolf’s power that her ‘happy ending’ could never be understood as a triumph of the heart over the mind. [109] But whereas Miss Austen’s spell is as strong upon us as ever when the novel is finished and laid by, Mrs. Woolf’s loses something of its potency. What is it that carries us away? With Miss Austen, it is first her feeling for life, and then her feeling for writing; but with Mrs. Woolf these feelings are continually giving way the one to the other, so that the urgency of either is impaired. While we read we scarcely are aware which is uppermost; it is only afterwards, and, specially, when recalling the minor characters, that we begin to doubt. Sally Seal of the Suffrage Society, Mr. Clacton with his French novel, old Joan in her shabby dress, Mrs. Denham peering among the cups and saucers: it is true that these characters are not in any high degree important—but how much life have they? We have the queer sensation that once the author’s pen is removed from them they have neither speech nor motion, and are not to be revived again until she adds another stroke or two or writes another sentence underneath. Were they shadowy or vague this would be less apparent, but they are held within the circle of steady light in which the author bathes her world, and in their case the light seems to shine at them, but not through them.


  ‘Night and Day’ tells of Katharine Hilbery’s attempt to reconcile the world of reality with what, for want of a better name, we call the dream world. She belongs to one of the most distinguished families in England. Her mother’s father was that ‘fairest flower that any family can boast’—a great poet. Katharine’s father is an eminent man of letters, and she herself as an only child ‘had some superior rank among all the cousins and connections.’ Grave, beautiful, with a reputation for being eminently practical and sensible beyond her years, she keeps house for her parents in Chelsea, but this activity does not exhaust Katharine. She has her lonely life remote from the drawing-room in Cheyne Walk, and it is divided between dreams ‘such as the taming of wild ponies on the American prairies, or the conduct of a vast [110] ship in a hurricane round a promontory of rock,’ and the study of mathematics. This last is her half-conscious but profound protest against the family tradition, against the making of phrases and (what Mrs. Woolf rather curiously calls) ‘the confusion, agitation and vagueness of the finest prose.’


  But it is only after she has contracted an engagement which is in every way highly suitable with William Rodney, a scholar whose knowledge of Shakespeare, of Latin and Greek, is not to be disputed or denied, that she realizes in so doing she has in some mysterious way betrayed her dream world—the lover on the great horse riding by the seashore and the leaf-hung forests. Must life be for ever this lesser thing, this world as we know it, shapely, polished and secure? Katharine had no impulse to write poetry, yet it was the poet in her that made her see in Ralph Denham the man for whom she could feel that strange great passion which is like a fire lighting up the two worlds with the one exultant flame….


  It would be interesting to know how far Mrs. Woolf has intended to keep this dream world of Katharine’s and of Ralph’s a deep secret from her readers. We are told that it is there, and we believe it; yet would not our knowledge of these two be wonderfully increased if there were something more than these suggestions that are like delicate veils hiding the truth? …


  As for the real world, the world of Mr. and Mrs. Hilbery, William Rodney, Cassandra Otway—there we appreciate to the full the author’s exquisite generosity. It is so far away, so shut and sealed from us to-day. What could be more remote than the house at Cheyne Walk, standing up in the night, with its three long windows gilded with light, its drawn velvet curtains, and the knowledge that within a young creature is playing Mozart, Mrs. Hilbery is wishing there were more young men like Hamlet, and Katharine and Rodney are faced by the incredible sight of Denham, outside in the dark, walking up and down….


  [111] We had thought that this world was vanished for ever, that it was impossible to find on the great ocean of literature a ship that was unaware of what has been happening. Yet here is ‘Night and Day’ fresh, new, and exquisite, a novel in the tradition of the English novel. In the midst of our admiration it makes us feel old and chill: we had never thought to look upon its like again!


  (November 21, 1919.)


  []


  Some Aspects of Dostoevsky


  
    An Honest Thief: and Other Stories. — By Fyodor Dostoevsky. Translated from the Russian by Constance Garnett

  


  If we view it from a certain angle, it is not at all impossible to see in Dostoevsky’s influence upon the English intellectuals of to-day the bones of a marvellously typical Dostoevsky novel. Supposing we select London for his small provincial town and his arrival for the agitating occurrence—could he himself exaggerate the discussions he has provoked, the expenditure of enthusiasm and vituperation, the mental running to and fro, the parties that have been given in his honour, the added confusion of several young gentlemen-writers declaring (in strict confidence) that they were the real Dostoevsky, the fascinating arguments as to whether or no he is greater than Jane Austen (what would Jane Austen have said to the bugs and the onions and the living in corners?), the sight of our young egoists puffing up like undismayed frogs, and of our superior inner circle who are not unwilling to admit that he has a considerable amount of crude strength before returning to their eighteenth-century muttons?


  Ohè Dostoevsky! Où est Dostoevsky?

  As-tu vu Dostoevsky?


  Few indeed have so much as caught a glimpse of him. What would be the end of such a novel? His disappearance without doubt, leaving no trace but a feeling of, on [112] the whole, very lively relief. For if we do not take him superficially, there is nothing for us to do but to take him terribly seriously, but to consider whether it is possible for us to go on writing our novels as if he never had been. This is not only a bitterly uncomfortable prospect; it is positively dangerous; it might very well end in the majority of our young writers finding themselves naked and shivering, without a book to clothe themselves in.


  However, the danger is not a real one. There are signs that the fashion for him is on the wane. How otherwise can we interpret the avidity with which opinion seizes upon the less important, extravagant side of Dostoevsky, making much of it, making much of that and ignoring all else, than that it has had its fright, as it were, but now has been assured that the monster at the fair will not remain? But a remarkable feature of this parade of intellectual snobbishness, this laughing at the Russian giant, is that the writers appear to imagine that they laugh alone—that Dostoevsky had no idea of the exquisite humour of such a character as Stepan Trofimo-vitch, with his summer sickness, his breaking into French and his flight from civilization in a pair of top-boots, or that he regarded the super-absurdities of Prince K. as other than quite normal characteristics. It is true that especially in some of the short stories we may find his sense of humour terribly jars on us, but that is when the humour is ‘false’; it is exasperation disguised, an overwhelming nostalgia and bitterness disguised or an attempt at a sense of fun, in which never was man more wanting. Then, again, to laugh with Dostoevsky is not always a comfortable exercise for one’s pride. For he has the—surely unpardonable—habit of describing at length, minutely, the infinitely preposterous state of mind of some poor wretch, not as though he were ‘showing us a star,’ but with many a familiar nod and look in our direction, as much as to say: ‘But you know yourself from your own experience what it is to feel like this.’


  There is a story, ‘An Unpleasant Predicament,’ in this [113] collection which is a terrible example of this. It relates how a young general, exasperated by an evening with two elder colleagues whom he suspects of treating him like a schoolboy and laughing at him because of his belief in the new ideas, in humanity and sympathy with the working classes, yields to the temptation on the way home of putting himself to the test, of proving to his Amour Propre that he really is the fine fellow she thinks him to be. Why should he do anything so dangerous? He knows in his heart that he does not believe in any of these things, and yet isn’t it possible for him to impose this idea of himself on anybody he chooses? And why should he not slay reality as an offering to his goddess? The revenge that reality takes upon Ivan Ilyitch Pralinsky is wild and violent and remote enough from our experience, and yet who can read it and not be overcome by the feeling that he understands only too well….


  Perhaps Dostoevsky more than any other writer sets up this mysterious relationship with the reader, this sense of sharing. We are never conscious that he is writing at us or for us. While we read, we are like children to whom one tells a tale; we seem in some strange way to half-know what is coming and yet we do not know; to have heard it all before, and yet our amazement is none the less, and when it is over, it has become ours. This is especially true of the Dostoevsky who passes so unremarked—the childlike, candid, simple Dostoevsky who wrote ‘An Honest Thief’ and ‘The Peasant Marly’ and ‘The Dream of a Queer Fellow.’ These three wonderful stories have all the same quality, a stillness, a quiet that takes the breath. What have they to do with our time? They are full of the tragic candour of love. There is only one other man who could have written the death of Emelyanouska, as described by the poor little tailor:


  I saw Emelyanouska wanted to tell me something: he was trying to sit up, trying to speak, and mumbling [114] something. He flushed red all over suddenly, looked at me … then I saw him turn white again, whiter and whiter, and he seemed to sink away all in a minute. His head fell back, he drew one breath and gave up his soul to God.


  (November 28, 1919.)


  []


  Control and Enthusiasm


  
    True Love — By Allan Monkhouse


    Children of No Man’s Land — By G.B. Stern

  


  Mr. Monkhouse is an author who drives a pen well under control. It is, we feel, a trained obedient pen, warranted neither to idle nor to run away, but to keep up a good round pace from the first moment of the journey until the last. While it has long since been broken of any inclination to shy at an occasional accidental object it is by no means wholly devoid of playfulness. This playfulness serves to illustrate how nice is the author’s control in that he can afford not only to tolerate, but even to encourage it, while maintaining an easy equable measure. There is a moment when Geoffrey Arden, the hero, dismissing the reasons for his confidence in the success of his new play, exclaims to his sister, ‘I’m a bit of a pro. at this game, Mary.’ And that, with all respect to Mr. Monkhouse, is the abiding impression he leaves on us. He is a professional novelist, quietly confident, carefully ironical, and choosing always, at a crisis, to underrate the seriousness of the situation rather than to stress it unduly. Admirable as this temper undoubtedly is, it nevertheless leaves the reader a great deal cooler than he would wish. He is interested, stimulated, and even, towards the latter half of the book, moved, yet with what reservations! There is a title which the amateur novelist shares (but how differently!) with the true artist: it is that of experimentalist. However deep the knowledge a writer [115] has of his characters, however finely he may convey that knowledge to us, it is only when he passes beyond it, when he begins to break new ground, to discover for himself, to experiment, that we are enthralled. The ‘false’ writer begins as an experimentalist; the true artist ends as one; but between these two there are a small number of writers of unquestionable honesty and sincerity who do not feel the impulsion toward unknown issues. It follows that in novels of this kind there is room for most delicate distinctions, but high excitements are out of place; all is, as it were, at second-hand, and while we are not expected to share the experience with the author, he would seem, by the care he takes never to make an unguarded statement, to expect of us a kind of intellectual running commentary.


  ‘True Love’ is an extremely good example of this peculiar kind of novel. We are conscious throughout of the author’s attitude, of his vein of irony which gives an edge to what might otherwise appear a trifle ‘simple,’ and of his generous appreciation of all the possibilities of a man like Arden. His scene is Manchester, its journalistic circles and its small theatrical world. The time is before the war and during it. Geoffrey Arden, a young man of thirty, on the staff of the Herald, is one of those divided souls whose mind is in literature (he is the author of several novels and two plays), but whose heart is in life. Neither satisfies him. When he gives way to one the other calls; when he answers the other, again he is beckoned away. He is like all men in such case, deeply interested in himself and in what is going to happen to him. But this interest is not in the least abnormal or morbid; it is the interest of the looker-on, almost one might say of the Geoffrey Arden that was to be, tolerant, amused and wise.


  In the months before the war he comes to know and, slowly, to love, an actress who takes the principal part in his play. In her he sees perhaps the delicate spirit who will bring him into harmony with Life. But the war [116] breaks out, and when he asks her to marry him she tells him she is a German.


  
    ‘German father, German mother. Born in Germany.’


    ‘I love you.’


    ‘Your impulses are beautiful, and yet you’re thinking all the time.’

  


  And she was right. If his heart triumphed it was for the briefest instant. And then his mind is attacked by the most curious mixture of doubt, suspicion and criticism. Here is the old battle again in a new guise, and perhaps his heart would have lost if Sybil Drew had allowed him to fight it alone. She loves him; she cannot let him go, and cleverly in her desperation she makes her appeal to his heart through his mind, with her ‘wonderful idea.’


  ‘Listen! It’s this. We cannot agree. We must not agree…. You shall be English. And I am partly English too. But I am German. Listen with sympathy. You shall champion your nation, I mine. We must be generous with one another and help one another…. That means that you must help me…. You must think of things that I ought to say…. Cannot we be chivalrous enemies and lovers too?’


  This, then, is the task they set themselves—to love and to be loyal. But Geoffrey goes to the war and is killed while they are still trying, and she, left in England, dies in childbed, hunted to death by the anti-Germans. There is nothing left of them but—two men talking their tragedy over in a teashop…. Would their lives have been splendid? Would Arden have found his abiding place in the heart of Sybil? We are left uncertain, but Mr. Monkhouse, in choosing so brave a title for his book, would seem to believe that all would have been well; it rings like his profession de foi.


  It would be hard to find a style more unlike that so consciously practised by Mr. Monkhouse, than that (shall [117] we say?) so recklessly enjoyed by the author of ‘Children of No Man’s Land.’ Miss Stern flings her net wide; she brings it in teeming, and which are the important fish, which are to be thrown back into the sea, if those funny monsters are fish at all, or alive, or good for anything—it takes the reader a long book to discover. London is her ocean—Jewish London, Bohemian London, the London of strange boarding-houses and strange foreigners. Her knowledge of it is almost mystifyingly complete, and it is poured out for us with a queer mixture of enthusiasm, love of human beings and cunning understanding of them. Her central figure, the solid little rock above and about which all this beats and froths and bubbles, is Richard Marcus, a typically English boy of German parents, who does not discover until the war that he is legally a German—a child of no man’s land. It does not matter that he has spent all his life in England, that he hates the Germans, hates everything about them, and loves England and the English. He is not asked what his own feelings are, but a set of alien horrible false feelings are provided for him by those same English, and, far from letting him fight for them, they only wait until he is of age to send him to an internment camp. The story of this little fifteen-year-old boy’s gradual coming to consciousness through this, of his struggle first to be allowed to be English, and then to escape from the English whom he loves, of his nightmare journey across no man’s land with the English hunting him down, and then on the last day of his freedom, his eighteenth birthday, his strange revelation that nothing that man can do to you really matters … is the chief story of the book. All the others, intricate and many-coloured, and some of them bewildering in their strangeness, are variations upon the same theme. They seem to depart so far from the noble childish simplicity of Richard that at times they are well-nigh lost. The character of Deborah, for instance (who is perhaps the most convincing ‘modern’ girl we have ever encountered in fiction or in life), becomes so involved [118] and difficult that we are on the very point of thinking her gone when the theme of Richard returns, and she is explained and, as it were, made whole.


  It is a strange world, a bewildering world, but there is no doubt that Miss Stern makes it absolutely convincing.


  (November 28, 1919.)


  []


  A Revival


  
    Legend — By Clemence Dane

  


  Were it not for the dates (October 1917-April 1919) printed on the last page of ‘Legend’ we should have been inclined to believe that Miss Clemence Dane had taken twenty years over the writing of her quaint old-fashioned little story. The spirit, the temper, the manner, all seem to belong to that curious little collection of novels and stories by women and—one really couldn’t help fancying—for women that appeared about a score of years ago. In recalling them we are amazed to discover how similar they were. It was as though the writers shared a common spirit—the spirit of sex antagonism; a temper that was half extravagant cynicism, half extravagant sentimentality; and a manner, more often than not like that of dramatic reciters, which caused us to burn with embarrassment—as if we were overhearing something which we not only had no right to hear, but which it positively was not fair to listen to…. Their world was in very truth a woman’s world. If it held a genius, the genius was a woman, so was the creature of strong personality, good or bad; and of men there existed, roughly, two types; one, the brute at the mercy of his sexual appetites, and the other, the big simple child unable to feed himself or clothe himself without a woman’s aid.


  To read ‘Legend’ is to become acutely conscious of the great gulf that separates us from this woman’s world. It is an account of how a small set of literary people living in London who are met together for one of their monthly [119] ‘nights’ are suddenly informed that the leading spirit of their group is dead—she has died in child-bed. Thereupon Anita Serle, a great critic—‘the finest judge of style in England, so Jasper Flood says’—and the dead woman’s most intimate friend, announces the fact that she is going to write a life—a Life of Madala Grey. All the facts are hers, she is the keeper of Madala’s manuscripts and letters, and all through their friendship she has ‘Boswellized.’ Now, she tells them, is her hour. This Life is to be her great achievement. Fame she has, respect she has, but all through the years the critics and the public alike have denied her the title of creator; but at last—


  ‘I tell you I’ve got her, naked, pinned down, and now I shall make her again. Isn’t it fair? She ought to thank me. “Dead,” he says. Who’s to blame. She chose to kill herself. What right had she to take risks? I—I’ve refrained, she couldn’t. She threw away her lamp. But I—I take it. I light it again. Finding’s keeping. It’s mine.’ Her voice ripped on the high note like a rag on a nail and she checked, panting….


  And so they sit through the November evening, Madala Grey’s friends, discussing her life, her books, her career, and wondering how she could possibly have come to marry a commonplace country doctor who cared not a jot that everyone in England had read ‘Eden Walls.’ There is Jasper Flood, seated on the floor, a brilliant cynical ultra-modern poet, who tosses us airy trifles as ‘Enlighten our darkness, dear Lady,’ or ‘Delightfullest, my thoughts are thistledown.’ At one moment the tip of his red tongue showed; at another, when childbirth was mentioned, his gaze travels slowly over Anita…. He leans against the knees of a blond lady very much made up, wearing a white shawl creeping with dragons, whose chief perplexity is how Madala managed to describe passion as she did without experience. Her voice is a purr, ‘Jasper,’ and he leans against her, playing with her rings, [120] her draperies brushing him intimately. On a ‘pouf’ sits the Baxter girl, reeking of scent; she is a protégée of Anita’s but although she knows it is as much as your literary life is worth to admire ‘sentiment,’ she is still youthful enough to love Madala Grey apart from her books. Another lady, a gushing lady—‘Damn husbands, damn publishers’—whose ‘Sir Fortinbras’ America has just rejected, is divided between admiration and love. In the background is great-aunt Serle, the ‘gaffer’ of the piece, with a prophetic forefinger, a chuckle, the air of a wise bird, a ravel of knitting. At the crisis it is she who listens for the ghostly cab-wheels bearing the ghostly Madala—and hears them. Over by the window, his beautiful hands toying with the tassel of the blind, is a famous Royal Academy painter, Kent Rehan, who had loved Madala the woman. And in the shadows, Jennie Summers, the teller of the tale, a simple country girl who, bewildered and confused by these brilliant mechanical dolls, is hearing of Madala for the first time.


  The high problem that vexes the group round the fire is how Madala Grey could have turned traitor to Art, could have thrown away her genius and delivered herself into the arms of a mere man. They cannot solve it, but Anita thinks she can explain. She has a letter, a passionate love letter written by Madala to ‘someone.’ This she thinks proves that Madala was on the point of eloping ‘without benefit of clergy,’ as she says, and that when the elopement fell through she fled to the other man for refuge. But the letter, which is to be the heart of the book, is seized by Kent Rehan, who takes it over to the fireplace, lifts a block of coal with naked hands, thrusts the paper down, and then, replacing the block of coal with naked hands, keeps it there till all is burned. This crisis is followed immediately by another in which the ghost of Madala appears to Rehan and Jennie.


  Her eyes as she listened to the group by the hearth were sparkling with amusement, and that tolerant deep [121] affection that one keeps for certain dearest, foolish friends….


  And the story ends with the collapse of the artist and a small scene in which we are given to understand that he and Jennie are going to find happiness together.


  If Jennie Summers, the simple country girl who tells the tale, had never come to London, if she had gone on living in the tiny country place where they were ‘too poor to afford Mudie’s’ and ‘the vicar’s wife sent mother the Royal Academy catalogue after she had been up to town,’ it is extremely probable that this would be her idea of the way literary people in mysterious London lived and moved; nor would it seem strange to her that a great woman should feel for them ‘that tolerant deep affection that one keeps for certain dearest, foolish friends.’ But ‘Legend’ is not a dream of Jennie Summers. Miss Dane would have us believe that the characters are important, the problem is real. Not that she asks us to admire her precious little crew round the fire; her pen is acid as she describes Anita, Jasper and his blond lady of the dragons, Miss Howe swooping and kissing the Baxter girl with open incredulous mouth; but she does demand of us that we shall believe in them. That we cannot do. Did they even exist twenty years ago, outside those passionate pages—these writers who are for ever prating about the public, their duty to the public, what the public has the right to know, and who look upon themselves as creatures dedicate for whom the common loves of husband and children could not be? Did not Miss Dane say: ‘This is what people think writers are like’—and so draw them, and ‘This is what people think a genius is like?’ For her Madala is most certainly the complete genius. Young, radiant, painted by Kent Rehan in a Liberty scarf with cowslips in her hands as ‘The Spring Song,’ she wrote her books on her own confession as the bird sings, as the wave breaks. ‘One just sits down and imagines,’ says she, and when after the publication of ‘Eden Walls,’ which is a [122] superb realistic study of a prostitute, some unfortunate wrote to her, she was terribly distressed, because she had never thought of it being ‘real’; it was just a story! Her second book, ‘Ploughed Fields,’ contained (her friends agreed) ‘the strongest love scene of the decade,’ but for her writing was just scribbling. Away from it she was absolutely simple, childish, wanting to be loved for her self alone, talking of going ‘for a wander,’ explaining her interest in the friend of her childhood by ‘he belongs in, you know.’ And then she throws her great blazing gift away by falling in love with a man who quarrels with her for cutting a parcel string with his razors, and kisses her, while lifting her off his bicycle, in front of the kitchen windows. A genius—who could mistake her?—but a woman, too! Ay, there was the rub—there’s what those hungry creatures round the fire whom she had been wont to feed with her sympathy, her genius, cannot understand; only Kent and Jennie and great-aunt Serle are capable of realizing that real love will not be denied.


  But can we believe for one moment in this Royal Academy portrait of a genius? Is she not of a piece with the others? To our thinking the real problem of ‘Legend’ is why Miss Clemence Dane, turning aside from life, should have concentrated her remarkable powers upon reviving, redressing, touching up, bringing up-to-date these puppets of a bygone fashion.


  (December 5, 1919.)


  []


  A Foreign Novel


  
    Old People and the Things that Pass. — By Louis Couperus

  


  To those who have read ‘Small Souls’ it will not come as a surprise that ‘Old People’ is a study of a family. For one could not but feel after reading the former novel that the chief gift of the author must lie in his power of presenting a group of individuals each of whom, when seen [123] apart, has a separate, different life, but all of whom when viewed together are found to be but the parts that go to make up one mysterious creature—the family. He proved indeed that small souls are not really capable of a separate existence; they may rebel against the family, defy it, laugh at it, but they are bound to recognize at the last that they cannot run away without longing to run back and that any step taken without its knowledge and approval is a step in the air.


  There is passion in ‘Small Souls,’ but the note is not deep or greatly troubled. It is full of gentle satire. Perhaps its quality is best expressed in the chapter where the little girl sits practising her scales, up and down, up and down the piano, always so carefully sounding the wrong note, on a windy morning. Her back is turned to the window. But outside everything is fresh and flying. Outside, in the sun and wind, life is on the wing, and inside there is the sound of doors shutting, the tinkle of the bell and the grown-up people walking up and down the stairs, talking as they go—and always very carefully sounding the wrong note….


  In ‘Old People’ we have again a family, clinging to its houses, visiting, immensely absorbed in its family affairs, a whole little world of its own—but there the resemblance ends. The family in ‘Old People’ is not united by small scandals, little jealousies, wars and spites; through it there flows, like a dark underground river, the memory of a crime…. Sixty years ago, on a pouring wet night in Java, the beautiful Ottilie Dercksz was discovered with Mr. Takma by her husband. The husband had a native knife; Ottilie managed to hold him while Takma got it from him. ‘Give him a stab!’ she cried. ‘Better him than you!’ When it was over, helped by a native, they carried the body out into the storm and flung it into a river. Nobody discovered their crime except the young doctor who signed the death certificate, and Ottilie bought his silence with her beauty. She was mad for love of Takma at the time. Now it is late autumn sixty years [124] after. The beautiful Ottilie is ninety-three, Mr. Takma is eighty-nine and Doctor Roelofsz is eighty-three—and they are haunted. They have lived freely and fully; they have been successful and important; each of them believes that the secret is safe. It is as though life has purposely waited until they are defenceless, powerless to resist or to seek forgetfulness. They are too old; it is time for them to die; they ought to be at rest, but like dreadfully tired children who are not allowed to go to bed, but must stay downstairs among the hateful, tormenting guests, these old, old people are kept out of their graves and forced to live over and over again that stormy night in Java in all its horror and detail. They are not right in thinking that the secret is kept. One of Ottilie’s sons, who was with them at the time, woke up and, standing in his little nightshirt on the verandah, saw what was done; his foot slipped in something horrible; it was his father’s blood. But he kept silence. Another son suspected, and a grandchild has a suspicion. Even all those of the family who do not know are tainted; they are marked by the crime, set apart by a dark stream of sensual blood which flows in their veins like the counterpart of that dark river, and will not let them be calm.


  In the shadow, on a high chair like a throne, her small brittle body hidden in the folds of her cashmere gown, her fingers, transparent, wand-like in the black mittens, her face a white porcelain mask, sits the old, old woman. She spends her days receiving the visits of her children, her grandchildren, her great-grandchildren, her great-great-grandchildren—down to little two-weeks-old Netta: ‘a bundle of white and a little pink patch for a face, and two little drops of turquoise eyes, with a moist little munching mouth.’ To her they are all children passing and repassing before her weary old eyes, while all the time, over by the china cabinet, or near the door, or outside the window near the park railings, there is something white … mistily rising.


  Mr. Takma comes every afternoon to sit with his old [125] friend. He too is small and slender, but wonderfully keen for such an old man, because he is always on his guard. His voice like a breeze, airy, light, rustling: ‘I’ve no appetite, child, I’ve no appetite’ is always the same. Only, sometimes in the middle of a conversation, his eyes grow glassy, his head falls and he drops asleep for a moment or two. ‘Nobody sees the inward shock with which he wakes.’ Very often when he is there old Doctor Roelofsz comes stumping up the stair on his stiff leg, his dropsical paunch hanging sideways, his bald pate with its fringe of ‘moth-eaten hair’ shining, and he limps into the room muttering his eternal: ‘Well—well—well. Yes, yes. Well-well!’


  These are the three ancient criminals, whom life will not let go. And while they wait and suffer there is a kind of terrible race going on between the desire of the children who know and who long for the old people to die before the secret is discovered, and the curiosity of those who do not know and who burn for the secret to be revealed before the old people die. Never once does the dark river burst above ground, but as the year deepens to winter it seems to grow loud and swollen and dreadful. Then quite suddenly, before the year is out, Mr. Takma dies, and the old doctor, and last of all the old woman—and the river subsides.


  ‘Old People’ is one of those rare novels which, we feel, enlarge our experience of life. We are richer not only for having studied the marvellously drawn portraits of the three aged beings, but because we have marked their behaviour as they played their parts against this great half-hoop of darkening sky. But it is only when we think over the various members of that strange family that we realize how great is our gain. New people have appeared in that other world of ours, which sometimes seems so much more real and satisfying than this one. That they have a life and being of their own we do not question; even that they ‘go on’ long after the book is finished—this we can believe. What is it then that differentiates [126] these living characters from the book-bound creatures of even our brilliant modern English writers? Is it not that the former are seen ever, and always in relation to life—not to a part of life, not to a set of society, but to the bounding horizon, life, and the latter are seen in relation to an intellectual idea of life? In this second case life is made to fit them; something is abstracted—something quite unessential—that they wouldn’t in the least know what to do with … and they are set in motion. But life cannot be made to ‘fit’ anybody, and the novelist who makes the attempt will find himself cutting something that gets smaller and smaller, finer and finer, until he must begin cutting his characters next to fit the thing he has made.


  It is only by accepting life as M. Couperus accepts it that the novelist is free—through his characters—to question it profoundly.


  (December 12, 1919.)


  []


  A Post-War and a Victorian Novel


  
    Cousin Philip — By Mrs. Humphrey Ward


    Benjy — By George Stevenson

  


  Those gentle readers who fell some years ago under the fascinations of Delia Blanchflower, an ardent feminist, aged twenty-two, who was placed at her father’s dying wish under the guardianship of a still youthful, courteous English gentleman of caressing manners, but stamped by a mysterious sorrow, will find a very similar thrill waiting for them to-day in the person of Helena Pitstone, heroine of ‘Cousin Philip,’ an ardent ‘modern’ aged nineteen, who was placed at her mother’s dying wish under the guardianship of a still youthful, courteous English gentleman of caressing manners, but stamped by an even more mysterious sorrow. In both cases the extremely beautiful young ladies resent bitterly this interference with their personal liberty and declare war against their [127] guardians; both desire to be friendly with a gentleman who has been mixed up in an unpleasant divorce case, both reluctantly fall in love with the enemy, and both come to recognize the old, old charm of man’s strength and woman’s weakness. Delia, tripping on a flight of steps, falls and is caught by quick strong fingers; Helena, stepping out of a boat, falls and has the like experience.


  But in order delightfully to confound those readers who have put white strings in their bonnets against a second, similar wedding, Mrs. Ward gives her new heroine to Another. We are not satisfied. Helena ought to have married Cousin Philip and filled his house with the clamour of innocent children. She ought to have removed the pucker from that distinguished brow, given him back his old enthusiasm for life, and perhaps even, by and by, persuaded him to take up his sketching again—but it was not to be. What was in Mark Winnington the gentle sorrow of seeing the girl to whom he was engaged pine away and die becomes in the case of Cousin Philip the agony of a wild Bohemian wife returning to die in the Vicarage at the very gates of his Park, leaving a mentally defective child of whose existence he had hitherto been unaware. And strangely, Mrs. Ward makes us feel that the larger tragedy is not of her choosing; it cuts across the flowing lines of her book, spoiling the pattern. How much more suitable if the wife were well and truly dead in a foreign town, and the little boy just pathetically lame enough to discover in the eyes of Helena the shadow of a brooding tenderness! But the war, widening our horizons, demands the wider view.


  ‘Cousin Philip’ is from first to last a post-war novel. As we have suggested, it is the story of a wild girl’s taming. For from the moment of her entrance, complete even to khaki leggings, driving the great Rolls-Royce and roundly scolding the discomfited chauffeur at her side, it is Helena alone who carries the book upon her radiant shoulders. She is, we are given most clearly to understand, the kind of girl that the war has produced and—what is to be done [128] with her, in fine, now that the canteens are closed and there are no more wounded soldiers to fetch from the railway stations? Here is this dazzling, imperious creature, the living image of one of the Romney sketches of Lady Hamilton as a bacchante, talking slang with the ardour of a small boy after his first term at school, snubbing her elders, laying down the law, having as many ‘boys’ as she pleases, and demanding that she shall be told why a bad man is bad. What is to be done with Helena Pitstone, defying the world, crying that:


  The chauffeur here is a fractious idiot. He has done that Rolls-Royce car of Cousin Philip’s balmy, and cut up quite rough when I told him about it?


  No wonder Cousin Philip and the chaperone, ‘a person of gentle manners and quiet antecedents,’ whom he has chosen to help him, are martyrs to misgivings; no wonder Mrs. Ward cannot resist piling delicate agony upon delicate agony until we are brim full of anticipatory shudders. And then quite suddenly we are aware that the author is quietly laughing at her creation and our tremors. What is all this pother about? What is all this nonsense about freedom and life on one’s own? There is the good old-fashioned remedy ready to hand that never fails, even in the most serious cases—marriage and children. It will be a supreme consolation for distracted parents to read that their young people are just like any other young people. True, they have been through a trying experience at a critical period, but there is no reason why it should have any lasting effect. Think once more to Delia Blanchflower and the dreadful part she played in the Militant Suffrage Movement—and yet love won the day. Once they find the right man to look after them and are kept busy and out of mischief furnishing the little nest, modern women will be as safe as their grandmothers once they find the right partners. But suppose, we find ourselves asking as we lay the book aside, there should not be enough partners to go round? In [129] the world of ‘Cousin Philip’ such questions are not asked, much less answered.


  ‘We go not, but we are carried; as things that float; now gliding gently; now hulling violently; according as the water is either storm or calm.’ These words, which Mr. Stevenson quotes as a heading to Part IV. of his ‘Benjy,’ might well be applied to the whole. In them is contained the spirit of the book—a something gentle that neither protests nor demands, but bows before the inevitable and is resigned. It is an account of the lives and fortunes of a country doctor and his family from the year 1859, when Johnnie marries his Priscilla, to 1914, when ‘Benjy,’ one of the younger children and now a middle-aged man, bids his favourite sister ‘good-bye’ the night he leaves for France. The author’s demands upon us are very gentle. He invites the reader to accompany him to where the little spring first outgushes, to follow its course over difficult stony ground to where it flows wide and shallow through fields of childhood, on, ever-widening and deepening until it breaks into many tiny rivulets that lose one another, meet again, part, but never again mingle. A curious mixture of reminiscence and quiet speculation is characteristic of the author’s style during his pious pilgrimage. He pauses, broods over this and that, reaches forward and looks backward, until we feel it would make little or no difference were we to read the book from the end to the beginning, rather than the common way. But this leisurely style has its special temptations. It affords the author far too many opportunities for poking sly fun at tiny incidents that will not bear being thus isolated, for involving them in nets of fantastical words (in which they quite disappear from sight) until, carried away by the amusing exercise, he finds it very difficult to recapture the thread of his story.


  But as long as the twelve little Ainsworth children are at home and running about in their father’s fields and their mother’s house, ‘Benjy’ is not without a certain charm. It is difficult to make the memories of an early childhood [130] spent in a fine freedom from surveillance uninteresting. We like to hear about their special ways, to wander over the old-fashioned house, to be shown their secret haunts and to be told that the sheep were called Mrs. Flop, Mrs. Slop and Mrs. Nan. It is only when they grow older and come into touch with the world that Mr. Stevenson fails lamentably. The quaint, old-fashioned children are replaced by plain, strange young men and women, and the author in his effort to convince us of Benjy’s purity of heart pours over him such a pale flood of sentimentality that he is drowned before our eyes.


  (December 19, 1919.)


  []


  Alexander Kuprin


  
    The Garnet Bracelet — By Alexander Kuprin

  


  In his introduction to this volume of short stories Mr. Lyon Phelps, Professor of English Literature at Yale University, has seized the opportunity to inform, caution, and put ‘right’ American opinion upon the whole subject of Russian Literature. His manner in so doing is unfamiliar to English readers. It makes us feel that while we read we are, like Alice, dwindling away in height; by the end of the first page we are much too young even to attend a University; by the end of the second, and especially when that tiny little joke is popped into our baby mouths, we are of a size to spell out maxims at a learned knee:


  A novel is not great simply because it is written in the Russian language, nor because its author has a name difficult to pronounce.


  Or:


  A slavish—no pun intended—adoration of Russian novels is not itself an indication of critical intelligence.


  [131] Or:


  A pessimist is not necessarily a profound thinker, nor is uncleanness in itself a sign of virility.


  But surely Mr. Phelps exaggerates the extreme innocence of American literary opinion; he must surely be mistaken in not realizing that it has long cut down these modest flowers of thought with its little hatchet. Nevertheless even Kuprin is described in terms that remind us of those infantile dogmatics about the cat and the mat, and ‘run, fox, run’: ‘He soars and he sinks…. He is holy and he is coarse; he is sublime and he is flat.’


  Between this introduction and the preface contributed by the translator, Mr. Pasvolsky, who is at naïve pains to inform us when Kuprin is at his best, and why he is at his best, the author makes a difficult bow. But happily the first story, which gives the title to the book, is wonderfully successful, and so the bow is a triumphant one. ‘The Garnet Bracelet’ is a story of hopeless love. It tells how a poor official fell in love with the beautiful Princess Vera Nicolaeyna. For seven years he wrote to her, and then on her birthday he sent her the bracelet. At this her husband and brother interfered. They sought the man out, and he, after giving them to understand that he fully realized the impossibility of the situation, promised them to disappear. Next day the Princess read of his suicide. She received from him a letter written just before he had shot himself, expressing his happiness in having loved her, and begging her to ask someone to play for her, in his memory, the Largo Appassionata from Sonata 2, Op. 2, of Beethoven. From this old-fashioned plot, old-fashioned like the poor bracelet with its ill-polished stones, its green stone in the middle with the five deep red ones surrounding, there come rays of deep quivering light, and all that they reveal is linked together just for one moment, becomes part of the tragic life-story of the strangely simple man for whom ‘to love was enough.’ ‘May nothing transient or vain trouble your [132] beautiful soul!’ he writes. But the life of the Princess is composed of what is transient and vain; the society in which she lives is transient and vain; real love could have no part in it. But being a woman her secret dream is of a love that shall fill her whole life; it has come near her, and now it is gone for ever.


  The other stories in the book do not approach the first. ‘Horse Thieves’ and ‘The Jewess’ are, we imagine, written under the influence of Tchehov. The first, which is an account of a little boy’s association with beggars and thieves, and contains a hideous picture of mob violence, has many a touch which puts us in mind of the great writer, but only to marvel, before Kuprin’s heaviness, at the delicacy and surety of the other. In ‘The Jewess,’ again, it is easy to see in what soil the idea has been nourished. But a sorry weed has grown, coarse, straggling, with no flower at all for all the author’s urging, until at last he has propped it up with an old stick of allegory which never for an instant deceives us.


  A word must be said about ‘An Evening Guest.’ In a letter giving a list of the works he considers his most successful the author places it first. This is very interesting, as showing the extraordinary difference between the Russian consciousness and ours. To us ‘The Evening Guest’ is quite impossible; it is very nearly absurd in its ingenuousness. One evening somebody knocks at the writer’s door. It sets him wondering who is there, who might be there, and how unknown is the future. He compares life at great length to a game of cards, and then imagines that some madman should hit upon the idea of a lottery of life. On an appointed day there would stand an urn filled with cards, one of which we must draw. And then what is life except this drawing of lots out of an urn of fate? And so on until he falls to wondering whether he will be able to make certain sounds to which that other person on the other side of the door will respond. Until finally, when we are almost inclined to call it childish, he [133] cries, ‘Every time that I think of the vastness, complexity, darkness, and elemental accidentality of this general intertwining of lives, my own life appears to me like a tiny speck of dust tossed in the fury of a tempest.’ What more is to be said?


  (December 26, 1919.)


  []


  The Plain and the Adorned


  
    The Outlaw — By Maurice Hewlett


    Evander — By Eden Phillpotts

  


  ‘The Outlaw’ is the fifth volume of Mr. Hewlett’s ‘Sagas Retold.’ It is the story of how one Gisli, a quiet, peace-loving man, was forced for honour’s sake to take part in quarrels that were not his, to fight other people’s battles, and to waste all the strength and resourcefulness of his manhood in escaping from his enemies. For a long time he is successful, but there is one foe—and that is a spear called Grayflanks—from whom there is no hiding, and he comes to a tragic end. This spear had been fashioned out of a sword that was taken away from its lawful owner and used against him, and so there was a curse upon it.


  Perhaps, according to Norse ideas, it was not enough that a man should live snugly and peacefully as Gisli desired to do with his wife Aud. And yet he was by no means an idle man. Even in his very young days he was ‘forever at work, building, smithing, quarrying, timber-felling.’ When Norway got too hot to hold his family he made a great ship and took them to Iceland, and, once there, he it was who built a fine roomy house for them all. We should have supposed that there was place and to spare for such a man in a world of fighters, but he made the fatal mistake of asking no credit for what he did, and ‘as for his temper—it was perfect.’ It was, doubtless, this last characteristic that egged them on against him, for a perfect temper is as aggravating to witness as a fire [134] that burns brisk and quiet, never needing the bellows or the poker, never roaring away and setting us at defiance or—reduced to a melancholy flutter—imploring our aid.


  In reconstructing the ancient story Mr. Hewlett has chosen to couch it in a style of great simplicity. He explains in a prefatory note that his version is based on a literal translation published in 1869 and a dramatic version published some thirty years later. ‘I have added nothing to the substance, and have left out many of the accidents, including (without exception) all the bad verses.’ We cannot help wishing that he had been a great deal more lenient with himself—that he had added materially to the substance and included a number of good verses. For the tale, as it stands, is so exceedingly plain, and the fights, murders, escapes and pursuits described upon so even a breath, that it is hard to believe the great, more than life-size dolls minded whether they were hit over the head or not. It is as though one hero deals another a tremendous blow that sends him crashing down like a tree, and as he dies he says: ‘This is a bad day for me.’ And the murderer replies: ‘And for me, too,’ and goes off to tell his wife:


  
    ‘So-and-so is dead.’


    ‘Did you kill him?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Well!’ said she, and her face got red.

  


  This is, of course, an exaggeration, but there are passages in ‘The Outlaw’ which are very nearly as bald.


  There is no doubt that the very large number of words of one syllable help to keep the tone low. They have a curious effect upon the reader. He finds himself, as it were, reading aloud, spelling out the tale, and this is helped by such sentences as: ‘He was quiet, shy, what we call a dark horse.’ That ‘we’ seems to belong to a god-like world of pastors and masters who are explaining the dark horse to us for the very first time. The story itself is full of incident, but it moves us as little as a [135] pageant without music or colour. True, we cannot expect these huge heroes, with their peaked helmets, their heavy shields and spears, to break into a dance; but were the horns of warm wine never tossed down to a vocal accompaniment, or did the ladies never sing as they served? Even in the account of the great game upon the ice our chief impression is of the solemnity of the participants rather than their skill.


  From these lean days we turn to the days full of fatness described in Mr. Eden Phillpotts’ new book, ‘Evander.’ The scene is Italy, and the time—perhaps the early spring of every year. Not the wild, boisterous early spring that leaps over the winter fields in England, but early spring in the South, and if we were not too timid to say so—in the heart of man. There is a moment when, stepping into the air, we are conscious that the earth is young again and glittering with little flowers and streams and laughter; our soul flies out of its hiding-place, looking for a playfellow, and it refuses to be nourished any longer upon serious foods. It wants to be talked to in the language of Fancy, and it fully expects a song or a dance, or at least a few verses, in the course of the smallest conversation. Modern writers for whom a new exercise-book means perforce a new novel look with a cold eye upon the creature while it is in this giddy state of exuberance, and refuse to give it their attention until it has sobered down; but Mr. Phillpotts has taken exquisite pity on it, and provided a festa where those superfluous and enchanting things for which it hungers are given their rightful importance.


  The story is simple. Livia, the daughter of a peculiarly engaging washerwoman, is married to a young woodman, Festus. One day while she was carrying his dinner she stopped in the forest, playing with the panisci, and she was attacked by wolves. The tiny creatures, who realized they would get no more little honey-cakes if she was eaten, urged her to call upon Apollo to save her. And in a moment the God of Light appeared, marvellously beautiful, frightened off the animals, and rescued her. But [136] when she explained to him that she didn’t really worship him at all—that before her marriage she had worshipped Venus, and since she had adopted her husband’s god, Bacchus—he was extremely offended, and commanded her to tell her husband that he expected both of them to worship him in future, and ‘if you would hear more concerning me, command my servant, Evander, to your humble board.’ This last piece of advice nearly proved the undoing of Livia, for she found Evander so attractive that, after making Festus’ life a perfect misery, she ran away with him. Evander was an intellectual. Young, ardent, not unlike Apollo in looks, a great talker, and a man held in high esteem by the village people for his learning and his dignified behaviour, he was nevertheless as cold-hearted as a trout and totally lacking in a sense of humour. Livia bore with him as long as she could, then she escaped, and swimming across the lake returned to her aged mother’s cottage. This so infuriated Apollo that he set forth to kill her, but Bacchus, to whom Festus had explained the whole situation, waylaid him, and after a long argument dissuaded him from his purpose. Livia and Festus thereupon took up their life together and were happier than before. But Evander, although he derived some comfort from the composition of pessimistic verses, was left disconsolate, not because of Livia’s forsaking him, but because of the way the affair had gone.


  This takes place upon the borders of a lake among purple mountains covered with chestnut bloom and carpeted with flowers. Little baby fauns run in and out of the story; an oread, a minor poet, wanders through, always looking for somebody to whom she can recite her verses; in the moonlight the naiads, tired of the water springs, come down to the lake to swish and sing.


  But the delicate, bright atmosphere in which this enchanting book is bathed must be left for the reader to enjoy.


  (January 2, 1920.)


  []


  Dragonflies


  
    [137] Blindman — By Ethel Colburn Mayne


    New Wine in Old Bottles — By Eleanor Mordaunt


    Interim — By Dorothy Richardson

  


  Who can tell, watching the dragonfly, at what point in its swift angular flight it will suddenly pause and hover, quivering over this or that? The strange little jerk—the quivering moment of suspension—we might almost fancy they were the signs of a minute inward shock of recognition felt by the dragonfly. ‘There is something here; something here for me. What is it?’ it seems to say. And then, at the same instant, it is gone. Away it darts, glancing over the deep pool until another floating flower or golden bud or tangle of shadowy weed attracts it, and again it is still, curious, hovering over….


  But this behaviour, enchanting though it may be in the dragonfly, is scarcely adequate when adopted by the writer of fiction. Nevertheless, there are certain modern authors who do not appear to recognize its limitations. For them the whole art of writing consists in the power with which they are able to register that faint inward shock of recognition. Glancing through life they make the discovery that there are certain experiences which are, as it were, peculiarly theirs. There is a quality in the familiarity of these experiences or in their strangeness which evokes an immediate mysterious response—a desire for expression. But now, instead of going any further, instead of attempting to relate their ‘experiences’ to life or to see them against any kind of background, these writers are, as we see them, content to remain in the air, hovering over, as if the thrilling moment were enough and more than enough. Indeed, far from desiring to explore it, it is as though they would guard the secret for themselves as well as for us, so that when they do dart away all is as untouched, as unbroken as before.


  [138] But what is the effect of this kind of writing upon the reader? How is he to judge the importance of one thing rather than another if each is to be seen in isolation? And is it not rather cold comfort to be offered a share in a secret on the express understanding that you do not ask what the secret is—more especially if you cherish the uncomfortable suspicion that the author is no wiser than you, that the author is in love with the secret and would not discover it if he could?


  Miss Ethel Colburn Mayne is a case in point. In these short stories which she has published under the title of ‘Blindman’ we have the impression that what she wishes to convey is not the event itself, but what happens immediately after. That is, one might say, her moment—when the party is over and the lights are turned down, but the room is still left just as it was with the chairs in little groups, with somebody’s flowers left to wither, with a scrap of the paper on the floor that somebody has dropped. One might almost fancy that there still lingered in the air the vibration of voices and music—that the mirrors still held the shadows of shadows. To reconstruct what has happened without disturbing anything, without letting in any more light and, as far as possible, adding nothing—that would seem to be the author’s desire. But she is so fearful lest the atmosphere of her story be broken by a harsh word or a loud footfall that she is ever on the point of pulling down another blind, silently locking another door, holding up a warning finger and tip-toeing away until the reader feels himself positively bewildered. His bewilderment is not decreased by the queer sensation that he shares it with the author and that she would not have it less. ‘There is something here—something strange …’ But does she ever get any nearer to the strange thing than that? We feel that she is so content with the strangeness, with the fascination of just hinting, just suggesting, that she loses sight of all else.


  Mrs. Eleanor Mordaunt’s latest book, ‘Old Wine in New Bottles,’ is a collection of short stories likewise. But [139] never, never could she be accused of dropping the bone to grasp the shadow. This is a book without a shadow, without—for all its obese Chinamen, foul opium dens, prostitutes, negroes, criminals, squalid cafés, murders at sea and lecherous Prussian officers—a hint of strangeness. It would be interesting to know Mrs. Eleanor Mordaunt’s opinion of these stories. Are they merely the expression of her contempt for the public taste? We cannot think so. She has catered for it too lavishly, too cunningly—she has even set new dishes before it with unfamiliar spices. But on the other hand she can hardly agree with the publishers’ announcement that these pretentious, preposterous stories are ‘vibrant with the common passions of humanity.’ Let us examine one which is typical of them all. It is called ‘Peepers All.’ Rhoda Keyes is a girl in a jam factory. She is beautiful ‘with her yellow hair … the creamy pillow of her neck, the full curve of her breast in the flimsy blouse, the shapely hips beneath the tight sheath skirt.’ She lives with her man, who is a sailor, in a first-floor room opposite a Chinaman’s shop. Every afternoon at five o’clock she comes home, strips to the waist, carefully washes herself, and then changes her clothes before going off for a lark in the street with her pals. Now it happens that the filthy fat old Chinaman can see into her bedroom, so every afternoon he sits looking through the blind. ‘More than once he put out the tip of his tongue and licked his lips; the hands lying on his fat knees opened and shut.’ He is not the only spectator. Unknown to him his two friends, Fleischmann, a German Jew, in the White Slave traffic, and Ramdor, a Eurasian, share the exhibition, and all three of them determine to seduce the innocent, careless, heedless Rhoda. They are repulsed, and in their anger confide in each other and arrange that she shall be lured to the Chinaman’s room and discovered there by her husband. But at the last moment her place is taken by a poor cripple, wearing her hat and coat, who receives the blow meant for Rhoda, and dies murmuring: ‘Greater love—eh, dearie me, ’ow does [140] it go, I’ve lost a bit—but summut—summut o’ this sort—ter lay down ’is life fur—fur ’is pal.’


  We protest that such a story, such a mixture of vulgarity, absurdity and ugliness, is an insult to any public that can spell its letters.


  ‘Interim,’ which is the latest slice from the life of Miriam Menderson, might almost be described as a nest of short stories. There is Miriam Menderson, the box which holds them all, and really it seems there is no end to the number of smaller boxes that Miss Richardson can make her contain. But ‘Interim’ is a very little one indeed. In it Miriam is enclosed in a Bloomsbury boarding-house, and though she receives, as usual, shock after shock of inward recognition, they are produced by such things as well-browned mutton, gas jets, varnished wallpapers. Darting through life, quivering, hovering, exulting in the familiarity and the strangeness of all that comes within her tiny circle, she leaves us feeling, as before, that everything being of equal importance to her, it is impossible that everything should not be of equal unimportance.


  (January 9, 1920.)


  []


  Words—Words—Words


  
    Responsibility — By James E. Agate

  


  Mr. James Agate’s new novel, ‘Responsibility,’ put us in mind of a conjurer whose performance we witnessed many years ago at a little tin theatre up country. The curtain rose upon a stage bare except for a small table. On the table there were an egg, a glass of water, a fan—and a pistol. The conjurer walked rapidly on to the stage, and without so much as a bow or a good evening, he seized the pistol and fired. This was by way of capturing our attention; our attention was caught. Whereupon, after roundly denouncing those of his profession whose intention it was to hold us in suspense and deceive us, he swore [141] that with him there was positively no deception. What he proposed to juggle with lay upon the table plain to see—an egg, a glass of water and a fan. But ‘pray do not imagine … he for his part absolutely refused to promise … if we were fools enough to suppose …’ Away he flew into rapid, extravagant speech, never pausing for one moment, but now and again in the thick of it, when the fun was at its highest, seizing the pistol and firing a shot or two. Until suddenly—down came the curtain. Up it rolled again. There were the egg, the glass of water, and the fan, untouched, unaltered.


  On page 1 of the introduction the hero of Mr. Agate’s novel rushes on to the stage and seizes the pistol. On page 2 he cries: ‘I hate to hold you, sir, in suspense: a dénouement which depends upon the element of surprise is essentially a disappointment at the second reading—and who is the writer who will be content with a single taste of his quality? … So I lay my cards on the table. They consist of a sorry hero, a mistress adored and abandoned, and a son’ …


  And then—away he flies through forty-four pages of introduction plentifully sprinkled with pistol shots—faster and faster, until on page 339 down comes the curtain, the performance is over, and there are the cards lying on the table—the sorry hero, the mistress adored and abandoned, the son—untouched, unaltered.


  Well, what matter? Is not this soliloquy brilliant enough positively to exhaust our capacity for attending? What should we have done if, plus the pistol shots, Mr. Agate had juggled with a plot as well? Nevertheless we are left with the queer suspicion that there is some deception after all. We are not his enemies, neither are we dumbfounded and dismayed by the excessive novelty of his opinions, nor can we discover any need for him to exhort us to ‘calm yourselves, good readers.’ Why, then, does the hero think it necessary to shout so loud, to be so defiant, so sure we are bound to disagree with him, so scornful whether we do or whether we don’t, so eager to [142] shock us, so determined to stand no nonsense from us—why does he, in fine, protest so much?


  This manner of his sets us wondering what it is all about—what it all amounts to. It sets us searching for the real Edward Marston without his table and his audience. If we were led to expect no more than entertainment our search would not be justified, for there are parts of ‘Responsibility’ which are entertainment of a very high order; but the author, if we read him aright, flies a great deal higher. His hero is not content to take life as it comes; he goes towards it urgently, loving, hating, wanting ‘to know a million things,’ but accepting nothing. It is never merely a question of Edward Marston living in Manchester in the ’nineties; it is the case of Edward Marston v. The Universe. It is a brave theme, but the author’s treatment of it is a deal too confident to be successful. He cannot resist his hero’s passion for display. And this passion is so ungoverned that we cannot see the stars for the fireworks.


  (January 16, 1920.)


  []


  The Stale and the Fresh


  
    All Roads Lead to Calvary — By Jerome K. Jerome


    Invisible Tides — By Beatrice Kean Seymour

  


  ‘All Roads Lead to Calvary’ is another novel. It is not more; it is one of that enormous pile of novels…. ‘Are they fresh?’ ‘Yes, baked to-day, Madame.’ But they are just the same as those that were baked yesterday and the day before—and the day before that. So much flour, a sprinkle of currants, a smear of sugar on the top. Melancholy, melancholy thought of all those people steadily munching, asking for another, and carrying perhaps a third one home with them in case they should wake up in the night and feel—not hungry, exactly—but ‘just a little empty.’


  Joan Allway comes to London to be a journalist. She [143] meets a great many people. She has an immediate success, first with a series of articles on Old London Churches and then with Sermons, which are published every Sunday in a famous paper, the editor making it a condition that her photograph appears at the head of each. For she is a great beauty. She falls in love with a married man who may well be Prime Minister one of these days, if the breath of scandal never blows him into the mire. He turns to her for help, for with all her beauty and womanliness she has a Man’s Mind. And then, because his pitiful wife, who paints her face and wears a wig and tries to smoke cigarettes, attempts to poison herself, so that her husband and Joan may be happy, Joan makes the great sacrifice. Comes the war. Again she loves—this time the editor who found her ‘Old London Churches’ had the Stevensonian touch. She is a nurse. She goes to France. She cuts off her hair and puts on man’s uniform and really sees what a front-line trench is like. And comes home, and is found by the editor turned airman, ‘beneath the withered trees beside the shattered fountain.’ Here is the last mouthful:


  
    ‘Perhaps you are right,’ she admitted. ‘Perhaps that is why He made us male and female: to teach us to love.’


    A robin broke into a song of triumph. He had seen the sad-faced ghosts steal silently away.

  


  Mrs. Seymour’s first novel, ‘Invisible Tides,’ is of a very different quality. It has its weaknesses, but it is full of feeling. If the author were not so conscious that she is writing a novel, she would be a great deal more successful. She is over-anxious to fit all together, to explain, and to make us part of that little world which she has found so passionately interesting. The early part of the book, which describes the childhood of the hero, Hilary Sargent, and of the heroine, Helena, is, to our thinking, unimportant. Hilary is quite a nice little boy, and his mother, telling him about the man who wrote ‘Treasure [144] Island,’ is an attractive mother, but even the tragedy when this same gay young mother drowns herself does not really affect the later life of Hilary. As to Helena’s childhood, it is the familiar childhood of our young person who is shaping to be a heroine. She is ‘not understood’; she is ‘difficult’; her mother wishes she were more like other girls. But when these two meet, in spite of Mrs. Seymour’s leaning towards sentimentality, they do become individual, and we are convinced that they love each other. The war enters into their lives, and from this moment there is a great quickening of the emotion, and the description of how these two lives are laid waste is very moving. With the war, all the pretty, delicate, ‘quaint,’ fanciful flowers that grow too thickly in Mrs. Seymour’s garden and that she is far too ready to make into garlands wherewith to adorn her pages, are withered. We feel it is unbearable for her to see them gone, but we assure her that the hardy roots which remain are those she ought to cultivate.


  (January 16, 1920.)


  []


  Amusement


  
    Sir Limpidus — By Marmaduke Pickthall

  


  ‘Come hither, all who love a merry jest!’ cries the small boy who discovers that Limpidus Fitzbeare has made no end of an ass of himself. His words might be taken as Mr. Marmaduke Pickthall’s advice to his readers while he unfolds, with immense gusto and high spirits, the tale of one whose success in life was the result of his quite remarkable talent for doing and saying the asinine thing. And the asinine thing is, in this connection, the right thing, the sound thing, the kind of thing which stamped an Englishman as superior to the whole rest of the world, as a being whose life was divided (and rightly divided) between enjoying his vast preserve, England, and keeping the foreigner, the outsider, and the man whom one did not know, in his rightful place.


  [145] Sir Limpidus Fitzbeare was born at Clearfount Abbey in the ’sixties under a cloudless sky, and he might be said to have basked his life through in the same brilliant weather. He was the heir to vast estates; his income was seventy thousand pounds a year, and his excellent father, Sir Rusticus, so ordered his constitution that by the time he came of age he was capable of enjoying to the full these by no means paltry advantages. From a ‘priver’ he passed to the famous old school which, in his father’s words, ‘takes the corners off a man and forms him on the proper pattern for an Englishman of our condition who doesn’t want to be stared at in the streets of London.’


  A fellow who has not been through it is handicapped in life, especially one who has been brought up by women who give too much importance to religion…. You’ll find out what is done by people of your sort, and learn to do it naturally. You’ll learn to put religion, art, learning and literature, and all such matters in their proper place, and not attach too much importance to ’em….


  It was while there that his remarkable talent for discovering the right thing first pushed into the light, and, the conditions being perfectly congenial, grew at such a rate that by the time he was ready for Cambridge, it had attained to its full height. Indeed, such was its power that he became absorbed into it—part of it—and could not be seen, except for a moment or two, for its flowers and leaves and fruits. So that in spite of Cambridge, London, the diplomatic service, a seat in Parliament, fame, lovely women, and finally a place in the Cabinet, he remained the boy he was, walking in the middle of the street ‘with a certain swing, the chin in air, the elbows raised and managing a tightly-rolled-up umbrella in a certain way.’


  Had the perfect weather continued, we see no reason why Sir Limpidus should not have been one of the most successful Prime Ministers England has ever had. But, [146] alas! a year or two before the war the glass began to fall, and there was such an ugly look in the political sky, such a disagreeable sense of an impending storm, that he and his colleagues welcomed wholeheartedly the Supreme Diversion.


  Mr. Marmaduke Pickthall’s energy never flags. He carries his book along at a great pace, yet he misses nothing on the way that will give point to his story. But—time—time! Have we the time to spare for it all? Once we have been given the sum—once we have added it up and found it comes to ‘Sir Limpidus’—have we the time to go on proving and proving it, and finding, with a chuckle that lasts through two hundred and fifty-four pages, that ‘the answer is always the same’?


  We are the children of an ungracious and a greedy age. Perhaps it is not so much that we are difficult to amuse, but we are quickly tired. Repetition—the charm of knowing what is coming, of beating the tune and being ready with the smile and the laugh at just the right moment, no longer has the power to soothe and distract us. It wakes in us a demon of restlessness, a fever to break out of the circle of the tune, however brilliant the tune may be.


  (January 30, 1920.)


  []


  Portrait of a Child


  
    Coggin — By Ernest Oldmeadow

  


  We have more than once entertained a suspicion that Mary hated her little lamb and could not bear the way it persisted in running after her, rocking along on its little grey-white legs, stopping dead for a moment, and then rocking along again. As to the time when it followed her to school, we imagine that really was the last straw, and no doubt she joined the other children laughing and sporting at sight of the silly little thing standing in the doorway with its blue bow and its mild eyes…. But of [147] late years we have been called upon to play the pet lamb to so many young authors that the tables are turned—so much so that our bleat is become a positive groan of dismay when Mary or her little brother drags us off to school. And if that school be moreover a public school, and the child a well-fed, chubby little child fresh from the bosom of his upper middle-class family—if we are called upon to share once more the feelings of the new boy—why, then we are hard put to it not to turn into lions and devour our leaders.


  But Mr. Oldmeadow makes no such demands on behalf of his little hero, Harry Coggin, aged ten years and eleven months, son of William Coggin, marine-store dealer, the Canal Bank, Bulford-on-Deme. It is true Harry does go to school and he is a new boy, but there his resemblance to those other children ends. This strange, extraordinarily attractive little personality is Mr. Oldmeadow’s discovery, and from the moment we meet him talking to George Placker, we are prepared to follow him to school or anywhere he may like to take us.


  Coggin is an only child. His father calls himself a marine-store dealer, but he is in fact a rag-and-bones man, and—the time being 1851, and school inspectors unknown plagues—his son is more or less a working partner in the firm. But among the rubbish there were often torn books and papers, and these attracted little Coggin—so much so that he got a man at the sawmills to teach him to read for a shilling, paid for out of his pocket money of one penny a week. Having learned to read he becomes his own schoolmaster, and at the time he talks to George Placker at the canal-side he knows enough to be eligible for the Samuel Robson Scholarship which would admit him to the Bulford Grammar School. Placker is the leader of the atheists, Chartists, infidels and traitors in the town, and he determines that Harry Coggin shall win that scholarship to spite the governing classes and give the rich a fright.


  So the unprecedented thing happens. Harry enters for [148] the scholarship; is examined, in the absence of the headmaster, by the rector, and, in the face of the most violent opposition on the part of the same headmaster and three-fourths of the town, the rector judges him the successful candidate. There follows a strange, deep disturbance in the town, and all caused by little Coggin, with his white face and large grey-blue eyes, his boots that are much too big, and his clothes that are too heavy. He is thrown by Placker and Company into the quiet pool, and great, widening ripples flow away and away from him, and are not quietened when the book ends. But it is Coggin who matters—Coggin, meeting the rector the morning after the scholarship and explaining that he taught himself writing and Latin.


  What made you skip the first declensions? … And why did you skip the cardinal numbers? … and you seem to have passed over the fourth conjugation of verbs.


  In his desire to be deferential Coggin rose from his seat and stood beside the pile of planks:


  I am very sorry, sir (he said). I could not learn the parts of the book you mention because these pages were torn out…. When books come to our yard my father lets me look at them, and if they are very old and torn I can keep them. My Latin grammar has no covers, but I think it would be a very good one if eleven pages were not torn out….


  The novel as a whole lacks proportion. The closing scenes, with the rector for principal figure, are far too drawn out; they are, to our thinking, a grave blemish. The author throws all restraint to the winds, and indulges in such an outpouring of sentimentality that it is a wonder his hero is not submerged. But the waters do not touch him, and he remains in our memory a child unlike other children, a careful, solitary little figure, forlorn on the fringe of life.


  (January 30, 1920.)


  []


  The Easy Path


  
    [149] Full Circle — By Mary A. Hamilton

  


  There is no doubt that the author of ‘Full Circle’ has faced her difficult subject with courage and sincerity. But it is the novelist’s courage, the novelist’s sincerity. These are good, sound, familiar weapons which in a world of turn-tails and sentimentalists we cannot affect to despise, but it is just because her handling of them is so dexterous that we find ourselves wishing to Heaven that Mrs. Hamilton would throw both away and begin all over again without them. It is, we realise, a rude measure to propose, for it would mean the sacrifice of the charming composition of her novel; and this would not be easy for an author whose mind delights in a sense of order, in composing for each character and scene the surroundings that are appropriate and adequate to it. What is the result? The result is another extremely able novel, written with unerring taste and sentiment, well informed, interesting…. It is a great deal better than the average novel—but is that enough? Just for the reason that in taking the easy accepted path Mrs. Hamilton has looked towards the difficult one, we say it is not enough and that ‘Full Circle’ is by no means the novel it might have been.


  Her difficult subject is this. Here we have the Quil-hamptons, a family of brothers and sisters, passionately united by the tie of blood and by their affection for a beautiful home. They are met together on the occasion of the eldest sister’s marriage, and the meeting is overshadowed by the fact that they realise the time has come when the ‘home life’ must end and they must go their various ways and risk losing themselves in life. We are made to feel that in their case the risk is by no means small. Spontaneous, rich, gifted, original creatures that they are, they are, somehow, a shade too fine for life; there is a doubt whether, at the last moment, the habit to withdraw, to seek shelter, will not prove too strong. Of [150] them all, Bridget is the one who, the others feel, is most likely to win through and be happy. Staying with them is a Socialist friend of their brother Roger, one Wilfred Elstree. This strange creature is a herald (but against all the rules carrying a trumpet) whom life has sent to parley with them on the eve of the battle. Bridget not only listens; she goes over to him. She accepts life as her swell friend as personified in rough, crude, harsh, hideous, selfish Elstree. At his touch her blood catches fire; at his glance she swoons. They live together until he tires of her and throws her away, to snatch from Roger’s arms a little doll of a creature, and, after breaking her, to disappear for four years. On his reappearance he asks Bridget to marry him, but she begs him to wait for six weeks, and at the end of that time he is, of course, engaged to another. Now, if Bridget had really loved Elstree, if he had not been such an out-and-out ranting, roaring stage-Socialist, if their relationship had been important, and yet there had been in his nature some queer brutal streak, some lack of imagination which drove him to seek in another only the means of renewing himself—if Bridget had recognised this and yet won through…. But Love? We have a most convincing account of her physical reactions, of her enjoyment of him and the anguish she suffered when he left her and she waited for the bell to ring—for a letter—a sign—hoped and gave up hope. But Love? Why, on his reappearance after four years Mrs. Hamilton sacrifices the feelings of her heroine to a description of the room by firelight in which Elstree is sitting. Fatal gift of the pen, fatal sincerity of the novelist! How can we believe in Bridget unless we have the whole of her? How can we accept the fact that she did win through if we are not told to what?—if we are put off, cleverly, indeed, with a description of the fascination of London?


  We realise in writing this we are too severe upon the author, but it is her fault. If she did convey the impression that she might have written ‘Full Circle’ from [151] within, how can we be content with her view of it from without?


  (February 6, 1920.)


  []


  Promise


  
    Gold and Iron — By Joseph Hergesheimer

  


  Mr. Joseph Hergesheimer is a writer whose few books have been hailed by the generous critic as masterpieces of their kind. Perhaps it is owing to the fact that he comes from America that their praise has been more formal, less familiar, less—may we say?—avuncular than that which they are accustomed to bestow upon our very own young men. In the latter case, it is their habit upon the appearance of a first novel, however superb they may consider it, to acknowledge the fact that the writer is a young writer. ‘These young men have grown up in our midst. They have attended our schools, they have been to our universities and come down. While we do not dispute their genius for one moment, we question whether the finest flower, the ripest fruit is yet within our hands.’ But Mr. Hergesheimer has been allowed no youth. They have been to the woods for him already; they have returned with an armful of those strange branches that look and smell like laurel, and there is nothing more to be said except to say it over again.


  Nevertheless it is just this quality of ‘promise’ which we venture to think he possesses. It is more noticeable than ever in the stories collected under the title ‘Gold and Iron.’ These three stories are all most obviously the work of a writer who feels a great deal more than he can at present express. They are in form very similar. In the long, slow approach to the ‘crisis,’ he writes well and freely; he takes his time, one has the impression that he feels, here, at this point he is safe, and can afford to let himself go. But when the heart of the story is reached, when there is nothing left to depend upon—to cling to— [152] then he is like a young swimmer who can even swim very well, disport himself unafraid and at ease as long as he knows that the water is not out of his depth. When he discovers that it is—he disappears. So does Mr. Hergesheimer. But watching sympathetically from the bank, we hope the disappearance is only temporary.


  (February 6, 1920.)


  []


  Simplicity


  
    Shepherd’s Warning — By Eric Leadbitter


    Eli of the Downs — By C.M.A. Peake

  


  The author of to-day who chooses to write a peasant novel sets himself a by no means easy task. We have grown very suspicious of the peasant ‘as he is seen,’ very shy of dialect which is half prophecy, half potatoes, and more than a trifle impatient of over-wise old men, hot-blooded young ones, beauties in faded calico, and scenes of passion in the kitchen while the dinner is hotting up or getting cold. The psychological novel, the novel of manners and what we might call the experimental novel, inspires no such distrust; its field is wide, there would seem to be no limit to the number of its possible combinations, and we have not that strange sense that the author has committed himself to a more or less limited and determined range of experiences. There is, moreover, in the latter case, no temptation to overemphasize the relation of the peasant to the earth; to make of him a creature whose revolutions are so dependent on the seasons that it is impossible for him to fall in love out of May, or to die except at the year’s end. But more difficult still to resist is the inclination to overstep the delicate boundary between true simplicity and false. True simplicity is hard, reluctant soil to cultivate, and the harvest reaped is small, but it wants but a scatter of seed flung broadcast over the false light soil to produce an appearance of richness, of growing and blowing which mocks the patient effort of the honest cultivateur.


  [153] Mr. Eric Leadbitter’s latest book, ‘Shepherd’s Warning,’ is, however, an example of the peasant novel wherein these several difficulties are overcome. They cease, indeed, after the first few pages, to have any reality in the reader’s mind. In this extremely careful, sincere piece of work, the author makes us feel that he knows every step of the ground he treads, and that his familiarity with it prevents him from wasting time over anything that is not essential to the development of his story. There is not a moment’s hesitation; Mr. Leadbitter moves within the circle of his book, easy, confident, and yet in some curious way impressing us as one who is very reticent and not given to exaggeration. He would rather let things speak for themselves, and tell their own tale. What is it all about? It is the life story of Bob Garrett, a farm labourer, from the moment he reaches the top of the hill until—down, down, slowly down—he is an old man with just strength enough to creep into the sun and call his cat. It is an account of how his three orphaned grandchildren, who live with him, grow from little children to young people in the prime of life. It tells how little Sally Dean, whose father murdered his wife because she was a bad woman with wandering blood and wild ways, grew up with the curse on her and went to the bad herself, and, fascinating Bob Garrett’s two grandsons, made one marry her that her unborn child, by another man, might have a father. Sally is the wild strain in the book; the thing that can’t be accounted for, that seems to be good for nothing; she is the lovely poisonous weed that Bob Garrett can’t abide to see growing among his plants, and yet he cannot stamp it out. She feels herself that she ought not to be as she is; but there it is, she can’t get away, she can’t make herself different, she must live. And we are shown how little by little she is accepted, and with that acceptance she changes in spite of herself; she is no longer an exotic running dark and bright in the hedges for any man to gather.


  As the story moves, changes, deepens, gathering new life [154] into it, and yet keeping the old, reaching out toward new issues, and then accepting those new issues as part of it, so the village, Fidding, goes through an identical experience. When Bob Garrett is head ploughman and the finest worker on the farm, it is a self-contained, solid, old-fashioned little place and remote even from the nearest town, Pricehurst. But gradually, like Bob Garrett, it becomes inadequate to the needs of the restless rising generation. They do not sweep it away, but they ignore it until it falls into the background, a small bundle of ancient cottages with nothing but the traces of their former pride and solidity. But what is there in New Fidding to compare with Old Fidding, where every man could have told you his neighbour’s garden down to a row of radishes, and where, in spite of their differences, they were held together by an implicit acceptance of life; but not of ‘the fever called living’?


  ‘Eli of the Downs’ is another novel that has its roots in the English country-side, but Mr. Peake is a writer who has not yet succeeded in putting a rein on his ambitions. In his eagerness to make a great figure of Eli he cannot resist picking him out, even when he is a very small one and scarce more than knee high, and overloading him with all the ornaments which are handed down as the heirlooms of childhood extraordinary. He hears tunes, sees colours, has a vision in church.


  
    ‘I did see it, grandmer,’ he ended….


    ‘And what then, deary?’


    ‘I … I don’t know. I fink … I came back.’

  


  Even though years afterwards, in a Japanese temple, his vision comes true, we highly suspect that ‘I came back.’ But this fault, which is apparent in the first pages of the book, persists throughout. The author, unlike Mr. Leadbitter, cannot leave his characters to speak their mind; he must speak it for them, and even reinforce their statements with a kind of running commentary and explanatory notes which are very tiring to keep up with. He seems, [155] until he carries his simple shepherd overseas and sets him among highly embroidered scenes and persons, to expect our attention to flag. In that he is right, but the chief cause of our fatigue is precisely this habit of endeavouring to capture and recapture it. But the truth is that ‘Eli of the Downs’ ought to have been a short story of—certainly not more than five thousand words. We do not wish to be unkind to Mr. Peake; but we wish he would be a little less kind to himself, wish that he would slay a great many of his sheep and let us have one uninterrupted view of the shepherd.


  (February 13, 1920.)


  []


  Orchestra and Solo


  
    Peter Jackson — By Gilbert Frankau


    The Dark River — By Sarah Gertrude Millin

  


  In the old untroubled days before the Great Hunting, when London—Heart of Empire—still allowed her sleeping children to be served with meat and drink by spies, murderers, pimps and panders, before the Spirit of England was awake, while yet the Sea, which is England’s mother, and Thames, who is the father of England (‘and these twain mate in London Pool for all the world to see’), were the playground of youth, in—let us be honest—the stale old days before 1914, Peter Jackson was a cigar merchant with an almost passionate interest in cigarettes, and Patricia, his wife, was his pal. Not more than that? Reason cried (for she was the daughter of Dr. Heron Baynet, brain specialist, Harley Street, who had taught her to think): ‘Is not that enough?’ Instinct whispered ‘No.’ They had three thousand a year, a house in Lowndes Square, five servants, two children, a governess. Life was made up of family parties, theatre-going, a summer holiday, mornings at home and afternoons at the skating rink, and yet—and yet—all was not well with Patricia. She was thirty, and she wanted something more. As for Peter, he was too absorbed in business to [156] think of Life. He thought in terms of cigars, he dreamed in cigarettes. It was not that money quâ money mattered so much—it was that Peter Jackson could not bear to be a failure. ‘Weaklings to the wall, to the strong man the fruits of his brain….’


  But while Patricia, still unaware of matehood denied, wondered, and the tide in Peter’s affairs rose and rose, the ‘Beasts in gray, murder, rape and plunder in their swinish eyes,’ came out of their lair and roared so that civilization might hear. For a month and three days Peter Jackson refused to answer the ‘eternal Questioning,’ tried to ignore ‘the khaki blossoming now like a brown flower at every street corner.’ But one evening, after dinner, after telling his wife a little of what giving up the cigarettes would mean to him, he made her see—‘her eyes kindled at the prospect’—that he must go. And from that moment Patricia’s problem was solved, her cup was full and brimming. For now she loved him utterly, beyond friendship. ‘At a word she had become his mate, his woman to do with as he would.’ But from Peter Jackson these things were hidden.


  On the strength of having been at one time Corporal Jackson of the Eton Dog-potters Peter got a commission, and gradually, with a man’s job to his hand, the city faded. He became absorbed in the care of his men.


  … These men! For of the officers one does not write. The well-educated, the well-off, the comfortable classes must needs defend the country from which they draw their riches and their education, and he who did not do it—voluntarily, without compulsion or fear of compulsion—whatever his fancied responsibilities to his profession, to his business, to his house, to his women or his children, is surely anathema maranatha, the moral leper, the pariah among his kind….


  Can we not hear, dear reader, an echo of the applause which the Peters and Patricias of that time would have lavished upon such words?


  [157] Nevertheless, throughout the year’s training before he left for France, Peter was troubled by business; there was a big drop on the cigars, and, bitterer still, the cigarettes had to go. Patricia saw his suffering.


  She suffered, and suffered damnably…. She even grew to resent her own children, their perpetual ‘Daddy’s going to France to kill Germans.’ But neither the mate nor the mother in Patricia flinched as pal or as playmate; she did her duty, laughter on her lips, gold head high.


  Mr. Gilbert Frankau has called his novel a romance of married life. But why not of war—dreadful, bloody, glorious, stinking, frightful, magnificent war? The middle of his novel is, if one examines it, nothing but a roaring hymn in praise of killing, for killing is the Job of Jobs. True, poor bloody Tommy was blown to bits, men went mad, died in their thousands, filled the lamentable night with their shrieks and groans, but according to Mr. Frankau they died a man’s death, and little children to-day, who look with wistful eyes upon their father’s sword, may be taught to hope.


  His hero came out of it with shell shock, neurasthenia, the fear of consumption, a broken man, enfin—but only for the time. In the country house that Patricia had ‘made’ for him, thanks to Heron Baynet, brain specialist, he soon recovered, and, cigars and cigarettes thrown to the winds, fell in love with his wife. The war had been unto him and unto that woman whom he took for his mate a cleansing fire. And (courage, mes enfants, courage) in a vision that comes to Peter’s cousin God promises that:


  Never while earth endured would the Beast utterly perish: for God had created the Beast [Germany] even as he had created Man [the Allies] to subdue the Beast. Without this menace of the Beast, man’s finest attribute—the very manhood of him—would atrophy. He would become flabby, emasculate; and in his flabbiness he would perish….


  [158] Well, Mr. Frankau knows his public and we know it too. ‘Peter Jackson’ will go the round of that vast family the Hun-Haters, and the men will say: ‘Stout chap, that writing fellow,’ and the women: ‘My dear, it is too marvellous for words—it brings all the old thrill back again.’ But we find ourselves wishing that he had kept his talent in a napkin rather than put it to such uses.


  To read ‘The Dark River’ is, after so much wind and brass, to listen to a solo for the viola. Running through the book there is, as it were, a low, troubled throbbing note which never is stilled. Were that note more deliberate—not louder, or more forced, but, musically speaking, firmer—it would be a great deal more effective. This low, throbbing note is essential to Mrs. Millin’s novel; and we must be very certain it is there, for though the story plays above and below it, that which gives it significance and holds our attention is the undertone. Perhaps a novel is never the novel it might have been, but there are certain books which do seem to contain the vision, more or less blurred or more or less clear, of their second selves, of what the author saw before he grasped the difficult pen. ‘The Dark River’ is one of these. Very often, when Mrs. Millin just fails to make her point, we feel it is not because she does not appreciate the point that is to be made, but because she is so aware of it herself that she takes it for granted on the part of the reader. It is a fascinating, tantalizing problem, how much an author can afford to leave out without robbing the characters of the ‘situation’; but that is not quite Mrs. Millin’s difficulty; she has rather misjudged a little what she has ‘put in.’


  The scene of the novel is South Africa, and the first nine chapters describe the life of John Oliver, diamond digger. It may seem, as the story unfolds itself and is found to be not so much concerned with John Oliver as with the Grant family, and Alma Grant in particular, that these chapters are disproportionately long, but Mrs. Millin knew what she was about when she wrote them. [159] They give a sudden view of a country and of an experience that the Grants could not understand, even though they lived in its very midst. But the heart of the book is Alma Grant and how she, who seemed so made for life, somehow just missed life, just missed the fineness of everything. This girl waiting, at first because she could so well afford to wait—the best was bound to be kept for her—and then gradually realizing that, after all, others had pushed in front of her, they were choosing and taking and sharing, until there was nothing for her—nothing but Van Reede—is an unusual and fascinating character.


  (February 20, 1920.)


  []


  Mystery and Adventure


  
    The Death of Maurice — By Barry Pain


    The Ancient Allan — By H. Rider Haggard

  


  In the publishers’ announcement which accompanies ‘The Death of Maurice’ there is a suggestion that the reader may well be surprised to find that a humorist is capable of writing a really well-designed and cleverly worked-out mystery novel. But we should have thought that humorous writing depended almost entirely for its success upon the author’s sense of design, and his ability to give it adequate expression. He, of all writers, cannot afford to leave anything en l’air, anything to the imagination, for it is not to the imagination that he makes his appeal, but to the reader’s sense of fancy and delight in invention. With all due respect we might liken him in the world of letters to the music-hall artist in the theatrical world, whose performances appear to be spontaneous, accidental almost, whereas there is not an action, movement, glance which is unrelated to the expert whole.


  ‘The Death of Maurice’ is a very good example of the high level of Mr. Barry Pain’s technical accomplishment. From the opening chapter it might almost be said to ‘play itself,’ so easy and sure is the author’s touch, and yet he has [160] guarded against monotony by giving us a great deal more of real characterization than is usual in such stories. Who killed Maurice Carteret is never a tragic question; it is not even a startling one. A moment or two after his death, his friend, while he waited for the man-servant to fetch the police, heard, beyond the garden, someone playing the flute—a fragment of ‘Solveig’s Song.’ It was a still, clear night. Maurice lay dead on the garden path, and then there came the sound of the flute. Who killed Maurice Carteret? Who could it be playing the flute? It is not that these questions seem to fall hard on one another in the mind of the reader; but they seem to be of precisely equal importance and interest. They suggest that there is, in either case, a little problem to be solved, and, if you are sufficiently interested in human nature to care to study the widely different reactions of a certain circle of people to either of these questions … ‘come with me, dear reader,’ says Mr. Barry Pain.


  Thus, very cleverly, the author keeps us in two minds. While we accompany him on his search he presents each character in so intriguing a way that we forget what we are after until, the moment our curiosity is fully aroused, we are made aware that, after all, our real business is to find the murderer. Is the murderer ever really found? And who was it, finally, who played the flute? Some readers will find a perfectly satisfactory answer to both these questions, but others will be left wondering.


  ‘The Ancient Allan,’ Sir Rider Haggard’s new novel, is a far simpler variety of the pastime novel. It opens on a familiar note:


  Now, I, Allan Quatermain, come to the weirdest (with one or two exceptions perhaps) of all the experiences which it has amused me to employ my idle hours in recording here in a strange land, for after all England is strange to me.


  This is the kind of thing to settle down to when the destination is Devonshire, if it is not Cornwall; but, alas! [161] it needs—it dreadfully needs—the flying interruptions outside the carriage window—the mysterious interruptions of people’s sandwiches—the indignant emotion aroused by the tea-basket, and the blissful sight of the train making a great scallop round the blue edge of the sea—to enable us to swallow such a very dusty dose of ancient Egypt.


  Here is battle, murder and sudden death, wheels within chariot wheels, villains and heroes and black slaves, who in their land were kings; here is the mighty battle with the crocodile, the torture of the boat—all the ingredients that once upon a time, only to get a whiff of, knew us hungry. But nowadays, to read of how one was placed in an open boat and another boat put on top, so that only the head and hands remained outside—to be launched on a river and allowed to linger—awakes no response in us at all.


  (February 27, 1920.)


  []


  A Party


  
    Uncle Lionel — By S.P.B. Mais

  


  Has it ever happened to the reader to be ushered into a room where there are a large number of persons who know one another so well, so incredibly well, who are upon such charming, familiar terms that he would imagine they had been at one golden time all babies together in a common nursery, leaping about in the firelight while good Nanny prepared their baths? It is not the most comfortable experience for the stranger. Man may be an adaptable creature, but to slough off a skin, acquire a protective colouring, equip himself with a hood and sting or velvet paws, is not an affair of five minutes. The only possible adjustment in the circumstances is to adopt an air of keen animation and plunge—listening, taking it all for granted, knowing it all inside out. The reader to whom this has happened will remember, perhaps, how he smiled until he felt himself in yellow stockings cross-gartered; how, [162] finally he was conscious of that air of animation withdrawing from him, beam by beam, until it set in his bosom like a declining sun.


  ‘Uncle Lionel’ puts us in mind of this experience, but with the difference that this time we are buttonholed by the person who really does know more about everybody else than they could know about themselves, though he is for ever telling us in the same breath that this world is not his world any more than it is ours. This estrangement is valuable because it frees him from the necessity of explaining ‘why.’ These are the facts—make of them what you please—and if you must have a Kaiser to hang, there is always the modern spirit lurking over there in the corner and calling the tune.


  So we find ourselves in the midst of Patricia and Michael and Joan and Renton and Phyllis and Wreford and Hélène and Trefusis, and where they met each other or how long they have known each other we cannot make out. Suffice it that they are all talking at once and squabbling and going off with one another, and falling in and out of love for no earthly reason we can discover. There is no plan and Michael and Patricia are only more prominent than the others because they are more extravagant. Who is Patricia? A collection of ugly, shrewish, slangy remarks delivered at Michael, who adores her, and has the habit of disappearing—to be discovered by Uncle Lionel in surroundings that are of a decidedly Russian blend. But they have no more body or soul than the rest of their ‘set.’ Again we find ourselves wondering at the author’s patience—nay, it is more than that—at the ease with which he can amuse himself, for that he is roundly, soundly amused from cover to cover is plain to see. For him there are still traces of dew upon the old story of innocent little Phyllis taken to Brighton by the villain, only to find out at the last possible moment that his bedroom key is the same as her bedroom key. It is sorry fun to watch Mr. Mais gathering this shop-soiled old flower with quite an air and putting it in his pages. But we should [163] have been prepared by the remark of a minor heroine a little earlier:


  
    ‘Hélène,’ snorted Beatrice, ‘do preserve some sense of decency.’


    ‘But I shall. We’ve thrashed it all out. We’re going to have strings and strings of babies….’

  


  It is a nice question which of these two emotional moments is the more faded.


  But come, let us slip away. The party is still going on. The party is going on for ever; but so, thank God, are the sky and the moving sea.


  (February 27, 1920.)


  []


  On the Road


  
    Pilgrims of Circumstances — By G.B. Burgin

  


  ‘Pilgrims of Circumstances’ is Mr. Burgin’s fifty-ninth novel. We have not read the fifty-eight which preceded it, but, if we may judge by this one, the author is not concerned with anything more serious than to amuse, or, perhaps it were truer to say, to distract his readers. For a long acquaintance with pastime novels forces us to make the distinction between amusement and distraction. By far the greater number of them aim at nothing more positive than a kind of mental knitting—the mind of the reader is grown so familiar with the pattern that the least possible effort is demanded of it, and yet this ravel of wool is just enough to keep one from facing those grim uncomfortable creatures who are only too ready to stare one out of countenance.


  O Life! why is it that so many of thy children are homeless, for ever doomed to have a little time to spare between the stages of the tedious journey? What can they do? They cannot spend the time staring out of windows. Is there nothing to go to see or hear or buy? Are there no books? Up and down the miles and miles [164] of bookstalls range the uneasy travellers. There are so many books that the cities are darkened, the country is buried, the sky is blotted out by them. And somewhere on the shelves there are Mr. Burgin’s fifty-eight novels, and a hand hovers, slipping in the fifty-ninth.


  ‘It must be wonderful to write novels,’ says somebody. ‘It must be the most wonderful feeling, even if you don’t take it desperately seriously, to be able to sit down and first create a small world of your very own, where anything can happen that you choose to let happen, where the most enchanting beings can meet one another. There needn’t be a soul in it whom you don’t want; you can just, being God, remove people by one of those dreadfully unfair “Acts of God.” I think the moment you sit down to a fresh notebook and decide whom you’ll have and where you’ll put them must be more thrilling even than sitting down to a Bulb Catalogue….’ Well, let us see whom Mr. Burgin, after fifty-eight essays, has chosen: … the comic landlady, the swearing parrot, the ranting old actor roaring of Shakespeare and whiskey glasses, the handsome young man whom the bright girl loves, but whom the reckless beautiful woman, married to a brute of a husband, adores.


  
    … ‘Mrs. Pipples, I’m not sure, but I think I’m on my legs again.’


    ‘I’m glad to hear it, sir. And though I’m a widow woman as says it, you don’t offen see such legs as yours, sir.’


    … Polly screaming another comprehensive oath that would have delighted the soul of a buccaneer.


    … Said the Wreck sarcastically … ‘I have a devilish thirst upon me which is but partially slaked.’


    … She turned for a moment, faced him, then walked slowly down the mossy path, an occasional sunbeam filtering … upon her beautiful face and equally beautiful hair.


    … ‘Take me away from him. I would be your [165] slave, your mistress, anything to get away from the awful degradation of my present life.’

  


  Breathes the reader who, furnished with these quotations, could not imagine ‘Pilgrims of Circumstance’ for himself? But that is not the question. Come, let us begin at the beginning and go on to the end, and then stop. Let us discover that there are even two comic landladies and the second is called Mrs. Wanks, and she lives at daggers drawn with Mrs. Pipples. Let us hear how the parrot uses ‘un’oly langwidge’ to the butcher. Softly—softly, dear reader, and perhaps by the time we have finished, and if we are still waiting, Mr. Burgin will have made the grand choice again, and his sixtieth volume will be ready for our empty hands.


  (March 19, 1920.)


  []


  ‘My True Love Hath My Heart’


  
    A Man’s Honour — By Violet M. Methley

  


  Underneath the price of this novel there is a blue hand sinister pointing to the words: ‘Read first turn-over of cover.’ We are obedient, and here is the cream: Valentia Carland, misunderstanding husband, follows him England, Ceylon. Native rising; hunted like wild animals in tropical woods by native prince; end, happiness cost sister’s life, heroic self-sacrifice. Fine story finely told, great ability, tense situations, thrilling, grim, interesting….


  What is the misunderstanding between Valentia and Charles? In seeking for the answer we are confronted once again by the Law by which all popular novelists are governed, and it is—whatever comes in at the door, let the door but be shaken, the handle rattled, a voice heard without—Love flies out of the window. It would seem there is no other adventure in life but hunting the sweet terrible boy. Shall we be amazed then if one or the other of his captors, their first fine fatigue over, tiptoes [166] to the window and softly opens it? Alas! we are so far from the world of faëry to-day that the only satisfactory ending to our stories is—‘they lived unhappily ever after.’ They never became King and Queen and lived in the castle beyond the blue mountains. Always, at the last moment, some happy accident awakened his suspicions or hers, and away flew Love and the chase began all over again.


  Who of us can believe that Valentia Carland, cutting roses in the old-world garden, singing ‘in a low, sweet voice’ the old-world song, blushing and burying her face in the flower-filled basket, regardless of possible thorns in the old-world way, was only terrified by that sharp report like the crack of a whip shattering the peace of the afternoon? She never for a moment feared anything but the worst.


  
    His heart in me keeps him and me in one,


    My heart in him his thoughts and senses guide.

  


  The words, she felt, described exactly what she and Charles were to each other, and then ‘bang’ and she rushed into the parlour to find her husband and her sister struggling together for the possession of the newly-fired revolver. What had happened? Little shrill hysterical Letty cried that Charles had tried to kill himself. Is that true? He will not say ‘Yes,’ and he will not say ‘No.’ Then, of course, it is true.


  ‘Don’t you understand that I would rather have found you dead—yes, rather that!—than know you to be so utterly callous—utterly heartless, as you are!’


  Any woman a shade less blissfully married might, at least, have asked her husband if he were unhappy or had lost his fortune, but there were too many roses in Valentia’s garden, and so she flings the window open and out flies Love.


  Charles’s regiment is ordered to Ceylon. Before he leaves he feels it his duty—after all, he is her husband—to explain to Valentia that he was not trying to commit [167] suicide; it was Letty. Oh, her burning scorn that he should try to shield himself behind a helpless girl! There is nothing to be done but to let him go to Ceylon without so much as ‘good-bye,’ and when he is gone and Letty has explained that his story was the true one, to follow him there and ask his pardon. But by the time she arrives at Colombo, Charles has gone with an expedition to Kandy, and by the time she has followed him there he has met with a femme fatale, and as Valentia raises the curtain over the door of his room he stoops to kiss ‘the smiling provocative lips.’ As if this were not enough, at this point the native prince enters upon the scene and begins his evil, unsleeping pursuit of her; and then, until the end of the book, we are in the thick of horrid native warfare, grim enough in all conscience, culminating in a hideous massacre and a blood-curdling description of death by the elephant. At the darkest hour the native prince demands that Valentia shall be given him and Charles set free as payment. But Letty goes instead, kills herself before the Old Spider has caught her, and before Charles, rushing into the Private Apartments, kills him.


  And as, no doubt, always happens, with the dead still unburied, the ‘indescribable’ horrors scarcely a day old, Valentia and Charles shut the door and shut the window again, and vow that they and Love shall dwell together until….


  (March 26, 1920.)


  []


  Short Stories


  
    The Clintons, and Others — By Archibald Marshall


    The Surrender, and Other Happenings — By Mary Gaunt


    A Bit at a Time — By Dion Clayton Calthrop

  


  In our infant days we never thought to charge the teller of the story with being in league with the Dustman. [168] They were two separate visitors, and the former was our friend, and the latter, who never failed in coming, was our enemy, but a gentle enemy. True, the teller of the tale always saw him coming long before we did, and informed us it was no use ‘going on’ ages—it seemed—before the soft poppy-dust descended. Still, we imagined that he hated to be overtaken as much as we did, and was trying his utmost, as we were, to ward off the fatal blow.


  But with ‘The Clintons’ Mr. Archibald Marshall is Dustman to his own stories. They flow along so gently and so smoothly that the reader’s mind is put to sleep, and asleep it stays while one episode merges into another. There is not a single jar or jolt in the whole book; there is not even an angle or a sharp outline. All is gently blurred as though we floated at twilight on a placid river through venerable English meadows, with many an ancient home of England half-glimpsed through the trees. For Mr. Marshall takes an especial delight in lingering over the mildly exquisite problems of family pride and family tradition, in tracing the fine inevitable line that divides your aristocrat from your common man, and in noting with almost a sympathetic shiver of apprehension what must happen when that line is invaded. ‘Kencote,’ ‘In That State of Life,’ ‘The Squire and the War,’ all belong to this kind; and even ‘Audacious Ann’ depends for its full success upon the fact that the little lady is high-born. The other two stories—one about a builder and the other about a disappointed bookkeeper—are so subdued in tone, we gain the impression that the author is determined to keep them in their place. He is lenient with them because they are poor, plain folk; the builder is not to blame because he puts up ‘abominations of desolation’ where the old houses used to stand—he knows no better; and the meek bookkeeper, sorrowing over one blot on the fair page of the great ledger, is a pitiful example of the ‘small man’ … ‘Thus the stream glideth.’


  Far different is the climate of ‘The Surrender, and Other Happenings.’ In these exciting stories it is not [169] only we who are kept awake; the characters sleep at their peril. If they are not fighting snow, there is a pack of timber-wolves, or an African swamp, or a mob of furious Chinamen or a horde of savages to be overcome. Mrs. Gaunt’s method is—more or less—to think of an extraordinary background, double it, add one man, multiply by one terrible danger, keep on multiplying, subtract all possible means of escape, draw a line, add one absolutely unexpected means of escape and one sweet gentle girl. The result is extremely readable, for the author is far more interested in the surroundings of her stories than in the characters themselves—and so are we.


  … Forty-five degrees below, perhaps it was more than forty-five degrees below, and he spat because he had read somewhere that spittle would crack as it hit the ground at fifty degrees below. But there was a sharp little sound almost under his nose, and he stood still for a second. It had cracked in the air! What did that mean? Nanook looked up at him gravely….


  If such trimmings as these be provided the plainest of plain stories will content us. But does it really matter so little whether one loses one’s toes or whether one doesn’t? Mrs. Gaunt’s heroes seem to shed them as light-heartedly as the Pobbles.


  Mr. Dion Clayton Calthrop has chosen a happy title for the finest, best assorted tales contained in ‘A Bit at a Time.’ One cannot see the play for the chocolate box, but he must be a sweet-toothed reader who does not quarrel with the quality of the sweets, or who does not find the row of war-time specialities positively nauseating. Here is a small ‘humorous’ sample from the diary of an American airman:


  If I’d found a Hun then I’d have boiled him alive in bread sauce and trussed him with red-hot skewers, tied him down to a white ants’ nest and put a jug of water out of his reach.


  Another shake of the box produces the war-time bride:


  [170] If you had put a pink rosebud to bed in silk handkerchiefs and put golden foam for hair, and a crumpled leaf for a hand, you could get nothing fairer.


  It is the confectioner’s mystery that, though the one should be so hard and the other so soft, the flavour of both these samples is identical.


  (April 2, 1920.)


  []


  Two Modern Novels


  
    An Imperfect Mother — By J.D. Beresford


    Two Sisters — By R.H. Bretherton

  


  Mr. Beresford and Mr. Bretherton, two of our more thoughtful writers, turning from the crowded noisy town where everybody knows everybody else, and there is not a house to be had or even a room that is bare of associations, turning equally from the vague outlines and spaces of the open country, have chosen to build their new novels in what might be called the Garden City of literature. It is only recently that the possibilities and the attractions of this desirable site have been discovered by the psychoanalysts, and the houses are still scattered and few, but there is no doubt as to its dawning popularity with the novelists. They do not seem to mind the chill hygienic atmosphere of a Garden City; the gardens in which poor Adam and Eve never could find a hiding-place from the awful eye of God or man; the asphalt roads with meek trees on either side standing up, as it were, to an ‘artistic’ dance; the wire receptacles ready to catch the orange or banana peel of some non-resident savage, and the brand-new exposed houses which seem to breathe white enamel and cork linoleum and the works of Freud and Jung, which seem to defy you to find in them a dark corner or a shadowy stair, which seem to promise you that there never shall be a book upside down on the shelves or an unclaimed toothbrush in the bathroom, or a big summer hat—belonging to whom?—on the top of the wardrobe, or a [171] box under the bed. All is ‘carefully thought out,’ ‘arranged for,’ all is in admirable order, and we imagine Mr. Beresford and Mr. Bretherton throwing open the doors of their new houses and declaring them ready for inspection….


  ‘An Imperfect Mother’ is an account of the youth and early manhood of Stephen Kirkwood, a pleasant, diligent boy whose ambition is to be a successful builder. His father is a bookseller; he has two sisters, one with spectacles and one without, and his imperfect mother is an artist. She plays the piano, she has a charming talent for telling little stories, and she is—we are told—gay, laughing, beautiful in a way that shocks the staid cathedral city of Medboro’. Up to the time the story opens she and Stephen have been, it is suggested, all in all to each other, but now she has fallen in love with the organist and her heart is divided. Stephen, too, smiled upon by the fourteen-year-old Margaret Weatherby, feels the stirring of a new affection, and thus it happens that when his mother puts his loyalty to a final test he fails her and she runs away from home. It is only later that we realize the significance of the scene when Stephen follows her, begs her to come back—and she laughs. Her cruel, hysterical laughter shocks him profoundly, and she lets him go.


  Seven years pass and Stephen, highly successful in the building trade, is sent up to London to supervise a £150,000 job on the Embankment. There, in his loneliness, he seeks out his mother, and relations of a kind are renewed. But at the very moment of their meeting Margaret Weatherby reappears and again smiles…. There is a repetition of the old conflict under a new guise. His mother, again on the point of running away, turns to him; but this time he is in love, and this time when he shows his heart to Margaret, she it is who laughs hysterically, cruelly. This is not to be borne, and in Stephen’s despair he flings the problem at his mother. Why does he mind so much? Now we have the explanation. She remembers how when he was ‘a little bit of a toddling [172] thing’ he had got into one of his rages with her, and she had laughed, wildly, hysterically, cruelly, until he banged his head against the wall to stop her and had ‘a kind of fit.’ This has left a dark place in his mind, and it is this that accounts for his extreme susceptibility to callous laughter…. But, continuing the explanation, she tells him that the second time she laughed it was a sign of her despair. ‘I couldn’t keep you off. That laugh was the best effort to defend myself.’ And—doesn’t he now see that Margaret’s laughter had the same meaning? He does, and his imperfect mother brings them together, even though she realizes that in so doing she loses Stephen for ever. But has she ever had him? Mr. Beresford does not allow us one single glimpse of their life together, in the early days, and in the ‘seven years after’ meeting there is not a trace of real emotion. At his mother’s demand to know why he wanted to know her we are told Stephen ‘plunged into essentials.’ This is a very cold plunge and, as far as we can see, a useless one. He brings nothing from the vasty deep. And does that explanation, which is intended, evidently, to warm and light up the whole pale book, do anything more than reveal its essential emptiness? The house is not furnished at all; nobody lives there. We should not be surprised if Mr. Beresford had written ‘To Let’ on the last page….


  In the opening chapters of ‘Two Sisters’ the temperature is still depressingly low. There were two sisters; one was Ethel and one was Nell. Ethel was very, very good, but a prig; Nell was very, very bad and painted her face and waved at soldiers in passing trains, but she was not a prig. Ethel was married to Jim, a very architectural architect, and a modern house with all conveniences, but Nell was not married. ‘Oh, Nell, why are you so wicked?’ ‘Don’t bother me, Ethel!’ ‘You must not talk to Ethel like that,’ says Jim. This goes on for a long time. Then the father of the two sisters loses all his money, and Nell goes away to start a music school and so help to keep her parents in their old home, but Ethel [173] refuses to help them because they will not give up the old home. ‘Can Ethel be a little cold-hearted?’ thinks Jim, and is ashamed of the thought. Nell, finding herself with a Bohemian brother and sister for partners, discovers that she is not really fond of wickedness. She turns over a new leaf and becomes, in no time, a pattern young woman. But when her female partner decamps and leaves her alone in the house with Leonard, Ethel interferes.


  Up to this point we have been led so gently and by such easy stages, that it is surprising to find Mr. Bretherton means to make an example of that priggish Ethel. Virtuous matron that she is, she refuses to believe in Nell’s transformation, and after accusing her of living in sin, because the same roof sheltered her and Leonard, Ethel ruins her sister’s character by making her accusations public. To the pure all things are impure, and poor Nell has only to return home, ill and shattered as a result of Ethel’s campaign, for the virtuous sister to diagnose her illness as ‘going to have a baby.’ Oh, how the reader hates Ethel when she makes her discovery known to her mother and to the family doctor, and how disappointed he is when the doctor lets Ethel off so lightly after all! Even Jim, the architect, when he appreciates the full extent of his wife’s guilt, is not really angry. He could not be angry. There is, as it were, no place for him to be angry in. The author himself is in the same dilemma. Having placed Ethel in the Garden City and the modern house, he must, at all costs, keep her within bounds. And so we find ourselves positively ashamed of our little spurt of rage and only too ready to believe that Ethel will learn to be—not more charitable in future—but a great deal more careful!


  (April 9, 1920.)


  []


  Butterflies


  
    [174] The Black Curtain — By Douglas Goldring

  


  If we may know an author by the books he writes we should not hesitate in saying that Mr. Douglas Goldring’s hobby, enthusiasm and passion is collecting superficialities. He is revealed in ‘The Black Curtain’ as an ardent and highly successful hunter. For there are displayed in its pages not only all the ‘common’ ones—particularly large, fine specimens in an excellent state of preservation—but a complete set of those superficial opinions and ideas which enjoyed a brief flutter in the art circles of London between the years 1913 and 1920. These are the cream of the collection, and although we remember seeing them in a cloud over Chelsea, over Bloomsbury, over Soho, it does not lessen our astonishment that the author should have captured them so successfully, pinned them down, made of them such a great, brave show. His characters are compact of them.


  Here is the Russian revolutionary, with the blue eyes of a child and the short black beard of a fanatic, crushing strength, crushing sweetness out of his violin, talking of the earth as ‘my mother’s breast,’ crying the stranger ‘friend,’ appearing and disappearing in the Russian way we have learned to accept, making the discovery—and announcing it—that human beings are like sheep, their true leaders are shepherds and their enemies may be compared to wolves, and plucking out of the air at the appropriate moment that steaming glass of tea with a slice of lemon floating in it. It says much for the superficiality of the hero, Philip Kane, writer, cosmopolitan, a little weary of Barcelona and Madrid, Vienna and Paris, that he should be at first glance entirely overwhelmed by Ivan Smirnoff. Years of foreign travel, loneliness, wrestling with and overcoming ‘inward dissatisfactions,’ and the development of ‘that rich inner life in which [175] alone there was peace’ had left him unprepared for the encounter. They might have met in the Oxford train rather than the funicular from Tibidabo…. Is it not strange that a ‘citizen of the world’ who ‘was, he felt, equipped at all points for the battle to preserve his own freedom against the world’s encroachments,’ who believed in the ideal of human brotherhood, who was ‘rid of many early prejudices,’ should on the occasion of that meeting with Smirnoff ‘first, dimly, realize that the common people who worked with hand and brain were not quite so contented as, to the careless eye, they looked’?


  But Mr. Goldring is very tender to his hero and does not seem to find it strange at all; he leads him out of the wilderness, via Paris, into the heart of London. The time has come, we are given to understand, when Philip Kane must live. ‘He was filled with the impatience of the trained athlete eager to be put to the test’ … Anne Drummond, her bobbed head bent over two boxes with the word ‘Fuller’s’ printed on them, is the first human being he meets among the tiresome would-be Bohemians. When the absurd pictures are handed round she looks up with a grin and says she likes peppermint creams best. But at heart she is a Socialist, an internationalist, a scarlet revolutionary, desperately sincere, spontaneous, ‘with a hint of fresh sexuality,’ longing to live for the people, to dedicate her life to the Cause, to go to the Venetian Ball, to smoke cigarettes. No wonder he finds her a ‘joyous enigma.’


  Holy matrimony and the toddling feet of a bevy of little strangers? Heaven forbid. The snare was too obvious.


  And so they love and are happy, except for those intervals when Philip ponders over the idea of ‘that monstrous figure round which the London pleasure-maniacs revolved … that invisible altar on which they were pouring their libations of dry Monopole. When would the great idol [176] become thirsty again for a salt and crimson wine?’ This, bien entendu, is the cue for the Great War, and he stalks on while Philip calls him ‘humbug’ and points the finger of scorn at indifferent England. But Anne is tossed to the monster, and the end of it all finds Smirnoff and our hero contemplating the ‘red Dawn—cold, terrible, relentless, but bearing with it the promise of the new day.’ If the reader shuts his eyes at this point he will have no trouble in imagining the last superficiality.


  ‘Come, my friend,’ said Smirnoff … ‘let us rest now, for we must work.’


  (April 16, 1920.)


  []


  Kensingtonia


  
    A Remedy against Sin — By W.B. Maxwell

  


  The author who sets out deliberately to write a novel with a purpose must content himself with being a little less than an artist, a little more than a preacher. To accept life, and by thus accepting it to present us with the problem—that is not his chief concern. He is the brilliant lawyer who is bound to look at life from the point of view of his case—who cannot therefore afford to inquire into the evidence that would make the guilty less guilty, or, always with the success of his case in mind, to despise the ridiculous excess of painting the lily and throwing a perfume on the violet.


  In ‘A Remedy against Sin’ Mr. W.B. Maxwell has chosen to obscure his talents under a wig and gown that he may deliver a tremendous attack against the monstrous injustice of our present divorce laws. His description of the ‘typical’ upper-middle-class family, of which the heroine, Clare, is the younger daughter, is very skilful and amusing. As we read of old Mrs. Gilmour drifting through her large, desirable family residence, always looking for something, or wondering what she has lost or forgotten or ought to have remembered; as we encounter full-blown Emily, the married daughter with the hard [177] laugh and chaffing ways, and all the various members down to Clare, the young girl, just ‘out,’ whom nobody wants—who fits in nowhere, we feel it could hardly be better done. It is an admirably painted portrait of what we might call an old-fashioned modern family. Then comes the adventurer, Roderick Vaughan, who makes up his mind to win Clare, and because she is lonely and vaguely unhappy and feels herself unwanted, he succeeds to the extent of her running away from home one afternoon and putting herself under his protection. The young man, trading upon the family sense of honour and horror of anything approaching a scandal, plays his cards so cleverly that they are forced to acknowledge him and to arrange for a fashionable wedding, even though he is almost a complete stranger and they know nothing of his past or his present and ignore the fact that he is vulgar, ill-bred and loud. Now, of course, comes the awakening for the poor heroine, and Mr. Maxwell spares her nothing. She is married to a beast, a bully, a torturer, and there is no escape. Up to this point we must admit that ‘A Remedy against Sin’ is a great deal better than the majority of novels. The character of Roderick Vaughan—his disposition, which is, as it were, a series of bounds and rebounds—the whole temper and feeling of the book, place it far above the average. But then, more or less suddenly, we are conscious of the purpose.


  Clare, from being an innocent, rather charming creature, changes into a martyr; she disappears, and is from henceforth a soft cheveril conscience, submissive to her lord, boundlessly forgiving, less than the dust, in fact, beneath his chariot wheels. We cannot imagine a more effectual goad to a bold bad man than the sight of so great meekness. The purpose becomes dreadfully clear. There is a child—of course there is a child—delicate, tender, born to wring our hearts and die. And as the book sets, the shadow of the Divorce Court grows larger and larger, darker and darker. Of course, the case is defended. Women of England—ye who have the vote[178]—of course Roddy wins, and there is naught for the lily-white, white-as-snow Clare but to go out into the dark, a branded woman, with her innocent friend, a ruined man, at her side.


  But—hold! Why did Clare’s family let her marry the man? Why, having married, did she submit? Which was her greater tragedy—the loss of her innocence or seeing her name in the newspapers? And if the opinion of the lady shoppers in Sloane Street mattered so awfully—what was her worth? Why, when the case was decided against her, did not her strong, splendid friend say: ‘Look here, darling, if people are so vile, let’s go away and leave them to their vileness and be gloriously happy together’? Instead of which, she pinned on an hysterical hat and raved about being his mistress and ‘they went out into the darkness hand in hand.’ It is 1920, ladies and gentlemen! If we must have a novel with a purpose, let our novelist remember. Let him send them into the light hand in hand—with Kensington behind them for ever!


  (April 23, 1920.)


  []


  Alms


  
    The Marbeck Inn — By Harold Brighouse


    Lighting-up Time — By Ivor Brown

  


  No, no; our case is not really as desperate as this great number of authors would seem to believe. We are not standing on the back-door step with an empty bag, ready for anything as you may care to part with, sir; we are not sitting at the window of the dead drawing-room, wondering whether the couple on the opposite pavement is engaged or married or likely to be engaged and married. It is true that we have a lean and hungry look, but, oh, that our sympathetic entertainers would realize it is not to be changed by the crusts and the leavings they are so boundlessly willing to bestow! Nothing will satisfy us [179] but to be invited as guests to the whole rich banquet—but to feel that our host is, for the wonderful time, our new discovered and yet mysterious friend.


  We open novel after novel, we turn page after page, and there are the authors rummaging in dusty cupboards, turning over heaps of discarded garments to find something to fling at us; but our pity for their misguided impulse is shot with suspicion at the sight of so much cheerfulness. Can it be—is it possible that they are enjoying themselves? We can understand the noble satisfaction derived from the performance of an act of charity, but the confidence, the buoyancy, the assurance which is the keynote of these novels is different and tempts us to cry, ‘Danger.’ It is so fatally easy, in giving away what one does not need, to delude oneself that the gift really, after all, is no mean one—to find as one brings it into the light and dusts it down and hands it over a quite surprising freshness and newness. How otherwise are we to account for the ‘air’ with which Mr. Brighouse and Mr. Ivor Brown present their heroes, Sam Branstone of ‘The Marbeck Inn’ and Peter Penruddock of ‘Lighting-up Time’?


  Now Sam Branstone was the son of a railway porter and a strong, silent mother. He lived in a mean street in the city of Manchester. In Chapter I. we are told how, through his saving a boy’s life, the father of the rescued boy gives Sam his first start in life by sending him to the Grammar School. He is ambitious, and his mother is ambitious for him.


  You are to picture Anne, with her forty years of a working woman’s life behind her, wrestling with algebra and trigonometry, blazing a trail for Sam to follow. It was heroic, and by some mental freak, successful…. Day after day, in the intervals of cooking, cleaning, washing, she studied the text-books which so puzzled him…. She had no education in particular, nothing but a general capacity and a monstrous will….


  [180] So with his mother’s aid he succeeds at school, and leaves to enter the office of an estate agent.


  Meantime, he grew in knowledge of the world, and education came to Sam, not in the cloistered freedom of the Isis, but where in Manchester he went collecting rents…. His eye for the main chance had always a useful squint which could see money round the corner as well as on the straight high road….


  In course of time Sam falls in love with Ada, ‘whose intimate clothing was flannelette,’ and marries her against his mother’s will. He makes money by scoring off persons, institutions and things, and finally owns a publishing business. The mud of Manchester, we are told, is thick upon him. Enter Effie, a real woman who determines to save him, to rid him of the mud and to reveal him a sparkling Sam, which she accomplishes by taking him away with her to the Marbeck Inn, sacrificing herself to him, and making him bathe in pools and rivers and tarns and all places where water is, that the physical act of cleansing may be unto him a symbol. She succeeds, but not before there has been a struggle between the lawful wife of Sam and his mother, who reappears upon the scene to wrestle with more complicated algebraical problems. And the end is Marbeck Inn again with the prospect of an infant Samuel.


  ‘There you are. That’s Sam. That’s Sammy Branstone for you,’ cries Mr. Brighouse, handing us this lifeless figure in a frock coat with a moustache that droops over his mouth. ‘And there’s Anne. There’s Sam’s mother. There’s a woman for you,’ he declares, setting down before us a pair of elastic-sided boots, an umbrella and a black bonnet. But his generosity does not stop at that. He goes on measuring yard upon yard of Manchester goods until—we had rather go empty-handed away than burdened with such a parcel.


  Mr. Ivor Brown’s charitable dole takes the form of a theatrical novel. It tells how Peter Penruddock took pity [181] on Mary Maroon, an actress whose success was on the wane, and engaged himself as her advance agent for a tour in the provinces. We have no doubt, of course, that the tour is going to be a remarkable success, owing to the remarkable ingenuity of Peter. There will be occasional setbacks: Monday nights which are ‘frosty,’ little difficulties among the company, occasional displays of the familiar theatrical jealousy, and so on. We are not in the least surprised when a Lord appears on the scene, but we are mildly surprised at his immense importance in the author’s eyes. There is also an Honourable Cynthia who has had a family scrap with her papa and is come to Peter for a job.


  
    ‘I wasn’t constructed for use. You see, I was educated at a most frightfully expensive school…. I believe it cost hundreds to get through the doors….’


    ‘Did you get your money’s worth?’


    ‘I learned comportment,’ she said, and, putting her legs against the fireplace, lit another cigarette.


    ‘Not a blue stocking then?’


    ‘No, black milanese. Of course the price is awful, but then the cheap ones ladder straight away.’

  


  Here is a typical example of Mr. Brown’s humour. After sampling it the reader will not be surprised to know he makes play with tinned salmon and boarding-house ham and a bottle of stout, and that there is a comic liftboy and …


  But enough. Were we the beggars that these authors and their kind suppose us to be, we should not weep and make our moan for what we lack, but for what is ungrudgingly, unblushingly thrust upon us.


  (April 30, 1920.)


  []


  Mrs. Humphry Ward’s Last Novel


  
    [182] Harvest — By Mrs. Humphry Ward

  


  If we attempt to analyse the feeling of respect with which we regard the large body of conscientious work produced by Mrs. Humphry Ward, we find that it springs from the fact that the angel who handed her the pen was never other than the ‘stern daughter of the voice of God.’ She recognized the problems with which her generation was faced; she felt it was her duty so to state, so to explain those problems that men and women who were thrown into confusion at the thought of strange ideas and theories escaping from their cages and running loose in society should be comforted and calmed by the spectacle of many a noble man, many a gracious lady bringing them to heel, teaching them to bear harness and to carry them up heights too steep for the pedestrian, too narrow for the easy carriage.


  In her early novels and in those of her prime we are never for a page unconscious of the deliberate task which she has set herself; the plot, the story, is the least important thing. What is important is the messages that her characters have to deliver; she sees herself, we fancy, as the person at the great house, receiving these messages and translating them to the eager, inquiring crowd about the gates, and then—returning to the library. For who can imagine Mrs. Humphry Ward away from that decorous apartment, that discreet and dignified room with its heavy door shutting out the unmeasured tones of existence, its high windows letting in the pale light of the English country? Here she interviewed Life, polished and agreeable Life with an intellectual brow, an easy carriage, thoughtful eyes; ardent, rebellious Life, Diana in a plumed hat ready to die for the Cause; timid, underfed Life, coughing behind a thread glove; and honest, [183] stupid Life, twisting a cap, grinning and pulling a forelock. The light gleams upon the books and upon the table with its paper and pens. One by one, or so many of them together in a prearranged order, the figures enter, yield the information they are expected to yield and depart, or are, more properly, removed, conducted, seen off the premises, with a quiet firm sentence or two….


  But the inaudible and noiseless foot of Time passed and repassed, and the problems which had seemed to her so worth the solving seemed to dissolve, and with them her intense intellectual efforts. With the disappearance of the rich difficulties came the unbaring of the plot. She seemed to see how weak it was, how scarcely it held, and her later books rely upon the story. They are failures for this reason. She had no idea of what happened to those people when they had left the library; her imagination was poor—her sympathy did not extend beyond a kind of professional sympathetic interest.


  The modern world came streaming through the library, making all sorts of strange demands, ceaseless, careless, changing even as she watched it. And the spectacle of the no longer youthful, of the woman tired and unflagging, trying to keep pace with the mood of the moment, is not without pathos.


  She cannot be judged by ‘Harvest.’ It is a plain mystery novel; it bears the impress of her desire to emerge from the library and to walk in the cornfields—in the new land which is war-time England. But she is unhappy in such surroundings, and her serenity is gone.


  (May 7, 1920.)


  []


  Pressed Flowers


  
    A Lost Love — By Ashford Owen

  


  This little book was first published in 1854. In the monograph which precedes it we are told by the author how she was not above the age of twenty-four when she [184] wrote it, and how it brought her famous friends and fame. Browning, Tennyson and Swinburne she kindled; as to the Carlyles, she gives us not only a glimpse of them ‘at home’—was ever a couple more spied upon?—but a view of Carlyle, alone, in the South of France, standing, as it were, in flowery fields, in the shadow of lemon trees, and shaking his fist at the bare mountains—‘those starved pantries.’ If ‘A Lost Love’ had been a gentle carrying on of the monograph, if it had been permitted us to go on turning over the author’s album, listening to her account of where the sprig of holly was pulled, and who was by when she gathered the aster, we should have found it more beguiling than the formal, rather dark little novel which kind hands have brought into the light again.


  It is pleasant to think of the grave young girl choosing a pen to her liking, sitting down in her grave young way, and steeling herself for the great moment when the hero, brilliant and flashing creature, asks his affianced bride whether she cannot yet make up her mind to call him by his Christian name; it is pleasant, but the pleasure is a trifle pale. We read of the uncomfortable house where Georgy Sandon lived and made brown-holland covers for her nagging aunt, and went on a visit to a house where she met the most perfect man who ever took a young girl down to dinner; we read of how she ran away to London and was found by that same young man outside a pastrycook’s, where she had been for a glass of water, and of how he carried her to his mother’s house, where she begged most pitifully to be allowed to go to Brighton before she swooned away. And while we follow the course of their loves we realize that ‘it is not to be.’ The charmer whose letter has never reached James Erskine reappears and Georgy makes the supreme renunciation. We are not spared her pining away and dying, leaving James Erskine’s only present to her to his little daughter; we are not spared the child’s running up to her papa to show the bright thing and his touching the fair curls while memories … memories….


  [185] These are pressed flowers: the fashion for them is no more. They are not to be laughed at or condemned, but we have too little time to languish over them. Nevertheless, now and again, when Miss Ashford Owen forgot how solemn a thing it is to be a writer and to know all there is to know about Love and Death, she gives us a delicious little scene, as when Constance Everett runs up and down the passage in her ravishing little nightcap.


  (May 7, 1920.)


  []


  Mr. Mackenzie’s Treat


  
    The Vanity Girl — By Compton Mackenzie

  


  We will not deny that we have had our doubts before. We have imagined that too many pastries went in at the door and too much conversation came out of the window; but with ‘The Vanity Girl’ there can scarcely be more than one mind about the matter—Mr. Compton Mackenzie has set the pot boiling and invited all the flappers in the United Kingdom to tea. It is not so easy at any time to make the pot boil, even when the author is content with a delicate crackle or two, a handful of sparks, a jet of quick flame—and the whole ending in half-a-dozen bubbles and a plume of waving steam. But here’s a great ‘wessel’ filled with heavy cream and slow-melting chocolate slabs, and here’s, while they slowly dissolve, such a spread of pastry and general jamminess and stickiness that ’tis a sight, as Betsy might declare, ‘to make the Evings themselves look down!’ Nothing is missing; we hardly dare think how those mock appetites will be gorged, or of what Mr. Mackenzie, with his talent extraordinary for producing chocolate-pot boilers, will have left to put upon the table next time.


  It was our fortune some time ago to overhear the following conversation:


  
    ‘Is that a new one, dear?’


    ‘Well, yes, dear, I suppose it is.’


    [186]


    ‘How far have you got, dear?’


    ‘Chapter twenty-seven.’


    ‘Make room, dear; let’s read the synopsis.’


    ‘Oh, that’s not new, dear. That’s just the same as usual.’

  


  The heroine of Mr. Mackenzie’s novel is too beautiful for words—hair, teeth, ankles, figure, style—all are perfect. Her mother is meek, her father is horrid; she is the eldest of a family of nine, and they live in the wilds—Oh, those wilds—of West Kensington. We are told that Norah is clever, but she is not real enough to be clever; perhaps she has a little maid—Pert, Sly,—call her what you will, who is willing to do the answering back, and the getting on. Her friend Lily’s mother—who has ‘a complexion like a field of clover seen from a passing train’ and ‘a coiffure like a tinned pineapple’—dies, so Lily is free to go on the stage with Norah. On page 54 Lily and Norah, whose stage name is Dorothy Lonsdale, find themselves in the train from Manchester to Birmingham, and Sylvia Scarlett is in the same carriage with them. Oh, what a surprise for Mr. Mackenzie’s readers! However, it is Dorothy’s book this time, and not Sylvia’s. Soon, beautifully soon, they arrive at Oxford, and there is the tall young man ‘whose immediately conspicuous feature was a pair of white flannel trousers down the seams of which ran stripes of vivid blue; but when he was introduced to Dorothy as Lord Clarehaven she forgot about his trousers in the more vivid blue of his name.’ We are given almost four whole pages of Debrett to blow our excitement into flame, and then Dorothy goes back to London and makes a new friend, Olive, and the two share a flat in Half-Moon Street which is provided for them by a very great man of high rank, who does not make love to them, but likes to have a little simple girlish gaiety to turn to when he gets tired of … Buckingham Palace. And then Clarehaven returns, and Olive puts into Dorothy’s head the amazing notion that he might marry [187] her. ‘“But why not?” thought Dorothy in bed that night, “He’s independent … Countess of Clarehaven,” she murmured…. The title took away her breath … and it seemed as if the very traffic of Piccadilly paused in the presence of a solemn mystery.’


  Of course, after the usual trouble, she marries him, and is in no time the idol of his family, of the ancient villagers, retainers, and the M.F.H. We have a sample of every kind of delicious triumph a young girl from West Kensington could dream of, to Tony in pink silk pyjamas and Dorothy ‘in a déshabille of peach bloom,’ and for background the dark panelled walls. The coming of the child provides a very orgy of emotion, even to … ‘The grace and beauty with which she expressed her state [compared with most women] was that of a seedling daffodil beside a farrowing sow.’ And then the confinement, and the child is born dead, and the husband turns gambler and gives up the cards for horses, and loses all, and she has a miscarriage, and he goes to the war and is killed, and she finds herself with child again, and this time all is well, and she marries the man who had always loved her and had purchased Clarehaven from her husband….


  In whatever contempt Mr. Mackenzie may hold his public—how is it possible that he should dare to invite them to partake of such sickly food? We should not waste space upon so pretentious and stupid a book were it not that we have believed in his gifts and desire to protest that he should so betray them.


  (May 14, 1920.)


  []


  A Woman’s Book


  
    The Book of Youth — By Margaret Skelton

  


  ‘The Book of Youth’ is one of those novels which appear from time to time and set the critic wondering what it is in its essential quality that makes him feel so impatient on the one hand and so anxious to deal gently [188] with it on the other. We are impatient with its sentimentality, its quaint, impossible views of the relationships between man and woman, and its determination that through woman only the wicked world will be saved. We find very hard to bear this trick of simplifying everything, not by making clear, but by faintly blurring—not by taking away, but by adding to. And is it easy to tolerate the author’s love for her heroine?—that soft boundless love which sees everything about her glorious, and almost makes us feel that no one woman should ever see another woman cry. We have remarked, in these novels, that the hero is never over-strong. He is an artist, in most cases—a poet, a musician, a painter—and he is pale, with ‘queer’ eyes, easily pleased, easily hurt—a child. We would put our hand upon our heart and swear that he has a tragic, humorous mouth.


  For all that, it is difficult to remain cold before the author’s enthusiasm. This is her book, these are her people; she is having, as it were, so much the time of her life in describing it all that our withers are wrung at the thought of saying a too-unkind word. If ‘The Book of Youth’ had been half as short; if Miss Margaret Skelton had been content with lakes instead of seas, and storms that threatened rather than broke; if Monica had possessed more of a sense of humour and less of a bubbling laugh—why, then it would not have been ‘The Book of Youth.’ Many thoughts great and small are stalking through the land. We are informed by the cultivated minds of our day that this is no time for artists. Unless a man is willing to sell his soul he will never have the wherewithal to feed and clothe his poor body. We are told also that we are on the eve of a literary renascence. True, no star has been seen in the sky, but the roads are thronged with shepherds. This is the moment of attention. There never has been such a curious hour, when to-day is not. There was yesterday—there may be to-morrow, but we are assured that is as much as any man dare say.


  But Miss Margaret Skelton and her sister writers will [189] go on producing longer and longer books of their kind, with many a serious chapter in them about sex and social evils, and slumland, and ‘the storm that broke over Europe,’ for ever and ever.


  (May 14, 1920.)


  []


  A Japanese Novel


  
    An Adopted Husband. — Translated from the Japanese of Futabatei by B. Mitsiu and Gregg M. Sinclair

  


  The introduction to this charming novel seems to have been written with the express purpose of assuring us that it is a very serious work of art and that, whatever absurd eggshell notions we may have of life in Japan, they will be broken for ever by this presentation of modern Japanese domesticity. It is even suggested that the problem stated is not by any means unlike one of our own…. There is at any rate a jealous wife, a weak husband, an annoying mother-in-law, a stupid servant, and a very gentle lovely girl who is the wife’s sister and, fatally for her own and the husband’s peace of mind, lives with this family. But there, it seems to us, the resemblance ends—if it has ever really existed. For the persons of the story are caught in the delicate net that is flung over their lives and are only seen through its meshes. Their loves, their sufferings, their jealousy and their anger are all somehow exquisite, touched with faëry, and wonderfully, beautifully remote from the commonplace complications of our London and provincial novelists. Consider, for instance, Tetsuya, coming home from his lecturing at the University and being met by his sister-in-law.


  She caught sight of him, put her lamp by her side, placed her delicate hands on the floor, the muslin-delaine sleeves hugging her forearms, and bowed her head; a ribbon of some colour indistinguishable at night fluttered; and her decidedly fair neck appeared [190] through the screen of some back hair. She said, ‘I am glad to have you home again.’


  It were impossible not to become deeply enamoured of this exquisite little creature, Sayo-Ko, and there is in the description of her love for Tetsuya a grace, a lightness of touch, as though the author were afraid of her vanishing under his pen. And poor little Tetsuya, so cruelly treated by his wife and mother-in-law, plays the lover with a kind of awkward grace which makes us smile as though he were a doll. What could be more delicious than the description of their first meeting in the little ‘room of six mats’ above a shop that he has taken for her?


  
    He entered the store, saying ‘Pardon me.’


    The landlady with good sense called from the bottom of the stairs, ‘Miss, he’s come.’ She then stepped aside and Tetsuya began to climb; it was not an easy task…. ‘Please be careful,’ said the landlady, from below.


    ‘All right …’ But his posture did not look at all right. He reached the top with great difficulty, and found waiting at the entrance of the room—Sayo-ko.

  


  Later, they decide to go out for the evening.


  
    ‘To-day let us return to our school-days and have whole-hearted fun.’


    Sayo-ko was pinning her plush shawl with a butterfly buckle. She smiled. ‘All right; I will be a romping girl.’


    ‘Romping?’ Tetsuya exclaimed, in a sudden flush of joy. ‘Capital. If you will be a romping girl I will be’—he could not find a corresponding word—‘I will be riotous.’

  


  The temptation to quote from ‘An Adopted Husband’ is very great, but it is not fair to a novel which is, like so few of our English novels, seen as a whole, and then worked out—so we gain the impression—with deliberate and [191] fastidious care. We could not for the life of us take the tragic happenings tragically—and perhaps we are not meant to, for the author keeps putting little touches as though he too smiled at the little creatures who were caught in such an unpleasant storm, whirled about, so cruelly separated and sent flying in all directions. But let us not convey the impression that ‘An Adopted Husband’ is not a serious work of art—it is. But after a long rolling on the heavy seas of our modern novels the critic feels as though he had stepped into a blue paper boat and was sailing among islands whose flowery branches overhang the water.


  (May 21, 1920.)


  []


  An Enigma


  
    Passion — By Shaw Desmond

  


  Well, if the truth were known—are we not curious about everybody we meet? What do we mean when we say that he or she does not interest us? ‘A bore, a frightful bore, I shouldn’t care if I never set eyes on him again.’ But how many of us would run away if the rejected one suddenly proposed to tell us what he had never before told anybody—the real, true story of his life? … We are wary, aloof, and on our guard—Heaven forfend we should be heard crying, like Whitman, ‘Passing stranger, you do not know how longingly I look upon you’—nevertheless human beings, ever mysterious and strange, are our passion….


  One might turn to us and say: ‘What a feast you must have nowadays, when every third book that is written is a confession!’ And every author who does confess is consumed with the desire to leave nothing untold—to take us over the house of his being as it was in the beginning and is now, without any preparations that might create in our minds a false impression of orderliness or comfort.


  Here is Mr. Shaw Desmond, for instance, simply [192] determined, we feel, from the very first paragraph, to let nothing of importance pass. From the moment he cut his ‘pringling’ teeth—in his grandmother’s blue-veined hand—we shall have the whole of him. We shall brood with him over the time when he was not long out of tartan frocks and ‘his mind was virgin; ductile; expansive; fluid to the impress of the Power beyond.’ He will have us cry with him: ‘Why did it change? Why should sclerosis infiltrate the soul-arteries as Time, the silter, the cramper, the definer, does his work?’ Why? Why? These questions go running through the book, losing their way, for certain, were it not for the three main passages into which they are directed—passages and sets of chambers which Mr. Shaw Desmond inhabits one after the other and which are called Love and Money and Power.


  For according to our author it is not possible to tell a human story unless one adopts some such system of division. The whole house cannot be occupied at once; some rooms are bound to be shuttered and dark while the others are in use. He almost asks us, in fine, to forget their existence, while we make our prodigious, solemn rummage in those of the moment. The result is depressing in the extreme. We feel as though we have been conducted over a house wherein three young gentlemen of promise have been attacked by, dreadfully suffered from, and finally died of three youthful complaints. There is not a black pin to choose between their agonies, but—alas the day!—why are they recorded by the author with such dark and fearful relish? Even in the moments of more or less relief, when the poor three-in-one hero very shakily takes the air, apes lurk behind the innocent trees, and girls with the paint dripping on their cheeks in ‘encarmined lines.’


  ‘Passion’ fails for the reason that so many of these novels of confession fail. Our curiosity about human beings, our longing to know the story of their lives springs from the desire to ‘place’ them, to see them in their [193] relation to Life as we know it. But Mr. Shaw Desmond and his fellows are under the illusion that they must isolate the subject and play perpetual showman. He has the key, the inventory, the plan for everything. ‘Turn to the right, Ladies and Gentlemen, and you will observe me at the age of sixteen “battling with the after-appetite” and dashing out “nefariously into the powdery face and black humorous eyes of Mr. Belomo … to … spend a whole sixpence on a madeira cake.”’ To your left you have me ‘haunted by the sex-shadows that Sherlingham had sterilized’ … No, the voice is too loud, the gesture too crude. Better a half-truth, beautifully whispered, than a whole so solemnly shouted.


  (May 21, 1920.)


  []


  Two Novels


  
    Madeline of the Desert — By Arthur Weigall


    The Lonely House — By Mrs. Belloc Lowndes

  


  Of these two novels the first only is by an inexperienced hand. In the way in which it is written—in its composition—the author has been at no great pains to discover a path that is less trodden than the familiar, popular route. We glance at the opening sentence and read: ‘The blazing orb of the Egyptian sun had passed behind the rugged hills of the Western Desert when Father Gregory, tall and gaunt …’ And then here follows a description of the retreat which he has made for himself and other souls in need of peace and—enter the heroine, ‘beautiful beyond the ordinary conception of beauty,’ riding a donkey, smoking a cigarette in a long amber holder, with something of the Russian Hussar, something of the boy and yet something ‘essentially feminine’ in her appearance. Her white slender hands are like those he has seen in the Florentine paintings of the Madonna. She has, of course, come to tell him the story of her life, while the light changes from gold to grey, the smoke rises from the evening fires, and the shepherds return [194] with their flocks. She is, of course, very naïve, very bitter, very indifferent as to what the end will be. Her mother was an English dancer in a café in Port Said; her father, so they told her, an Irish revolutionary. At sixteen she ran away with a kind man, who, kinder still, died, and left her a fortune. So she came to London, educated herself, played the Magdalene in a pageant, and then drifted—drifted. Now she is sailing down the Nile with an Italian Prince. Why does she tell him all this? Because she has heard him preach in London, because she wants him to look at her as he looked at his congregation then, ‘with all that blessedness in your face. Oh, man, don’t you see that I’m miserable, miserable? …’


  This for the hardened reader is a by no means promising beginning. And when, a few days later, the holy man receives a letter from her telling him she intends to commit suicide in Port Said, and we are informed at the same time that his nephew has arrived from England and is occupying a room on the same landing as she; when we are forced to trace his growing fascination for the half-gay, half-tragic girl, which culminates in his rescuing her from the moment of despair when she tries to throw herself over the balcony, and to listen to his ‘God sent me to you just in time,’ we feel that our worst fears are realized. Here is a new novel that never was new—a new carriage hitched on to the same old engine, making the same journey, stopping at the same stations and running into the same sunset. But no, this first novel cannot be dismissed so lightly. Under its appearance of superficiality there is a quite unusual and remarkable understanding of the character of Madeline. However absurd it may seem in this workaday world, it is nevertheless true that there are these little delicate creatures who drift through life until they fall in love as she fell in love with the rescuer. She fell in love and she was born again. The description of her relationship with this ordinary, rather stupid young Englishman is entirely convincing. We wish that Mr. [195] Weigall had been content to write their story without introducing the labour party and their absurd, extravagant behaviour. As to Madeline’s speechmaking and public appearances—they seem to us irrelevant. In our opinion he should have concentrated on the story of her relationship with Robin and developed the highly amusing character of Daisy Jones. In fact, he should trust himself more and free himself from the idea that a novel is not furnished if it does not contain all the furniture mentioned in all the catalogues.


  The case of Mrs. Belloc Lowndes is very different. She belongs to yesterday, and her latest novel is written with such expertness that we feel it were impossible that anything could have been described differently. She has her certain rules; she follows them and she arrives at a certain conclusion. There is something determined and resigned in her manner which reminds us of your carver who has carved chickens for the past—how many—years. There is only one question which suggests itself to the admiring reader. How seriously does she mean us to take these dreadful murders? How shocked are we expected to feel by the spectacle of Lily, that ‘delightfully pretty, happy-hearted, simple-natured, old-fashioned English girl,’ on her way to the English church and finding her way barred by the decomposing body of a very nice man whom she had dined with only a short time ago? Whenever incidents of this kind occur, the author has a trick of saying that never in all her life would Lily forget—this or that tragedy of the moment. Wouldn’t it be a trifle surprising if she did? The story is simple. Lily is sent to stay with some relations who are not really relations at their villa above Monte Carlo. The household is three in number—Aunt Cossy, the Count, her husband, and an ancient servant, Cristina. From the moment of her arrival we are prepared for the worst, but Lily can face mystery after mystery without having the slightest suspicion that she is living with arch-criminals. Their habit is to invite wealthy men to dinner, give them [196] delicious food, drug them, and then take them off to some quiet spot, shoot and bury them. In this way their son, a young man of fashion in Roman society, is kept supplied with pocket money. If Lily had not gone to stay at the villa, ten to one they would never have been discovered, unless the trio had become so careless about disposing of the bodies that they had left them like fallen fruit under the trees. Their lack of precaution is one of the most entertaining features of the book. For the reader is entertained and thrilled throughout. His suspicions being awakened from the moment the Countess told Lily she could only have a boiled egg and a piece of bread on her arrival, his eyes are big to see something sinister in everything—even in the bath towel with a hole in it that the heroine finds, later, is used for drying the dishes. Perhaps, after all, this discovery, for the modest young girl, is more dreadful than the finding of that dead body.


  (May 28, 1920.)


  []


  Looking on


  
    One after Another — By Stacy Aumonier

  


  It would seem nowadays that there is some readjustment going on in the general mind between the importance of feeling and the importance of thought. Was feeling ever simple? We doubt it, and yet we find some of our younger writers looking back upon it as something which it was not impossible to live by in other times, but which, owing to the immense complication of modern existence, has been proved inadequate. They remind us, in fact, dismally enough, of a party of men who realize that unless something is done, and done pretty quickly, they will find themselves winter-bound, ice-bound. So this is no time for feeling; they must think a way out. But what is the use, to your artist at any rate, of thought that is not the outcome of feeling? You must feel before you can think; you must think before you can express yourself. [197] It is not enough to feel and write; or to think and write. True expression is the outcome of them both, yet a third thing, and separate.


  ‘One after Another’ is a novel which lies as it were half way between the two. Now it inclines towards feeling, and now towards thought. And so it divides and subdivides. It is rich and poor, cold and hot, dull and deeply interesting. There are moments of fusion, as, for example, the death of Laura, which give us a glimpse of this book as it might have been, and set us wondering what other author to-day is capable of such sincere and powerful work. But the impression of the whole is of something which has just not succeeded.


  There are times when Mr. Aumonier’s hero reminds us of that strange character in Tchehov’s story ‘My Life.’ He is, in the same way, obedient to Life, and content to be used. Some things move him, and move him profoundly at the time, but the feeling that everything passes is his strongest feeling of all. He begins life as the son of a publican in Camden Town and brother to the famous Laura, a dark, passionate girl who is determined to live, to have a career, to escape from all that she dislikes through music. At the end of his life-story we feel that he is still the son of that simple, living father, that all that has happened to him has been a kind of prolonged looking-on at the queer people who came and went. But Laura has, in some strange way, become the dark, passionate music in which she desired to lose herself.


  (May 28, 1920.)


  []


  A Model Story


  
    The Third Window — By Anne Douglas Sedgwick

  


  It takes but a page or two of Mrs. Sedgwick’s new book for the reader to be aware that she has chosen to set herself a delicate, difficult task. The form of ‘The Third Window’ is that of a prolonged short story, and she has [198] divided it into ten parts—ten stages of a story that begins in pale high silvery light and ends in darkness. In the problem the author has chosen, and in her manner of stating it, there is something essentially modern. Indeed, so strongly does the reader feel this that he can hardly imagine it being written yesterday or to-morrow; it is to-day—Spring, 1920. One might even go so far as to say that it is exquisitely, eminently fashionable. But what is our emotion as we lay the book down—what effect has it produced upon us? Has it quickened our perception, or increased our mysterious response to Life? Do we feel that we have partaken of the author’s vision—that something has been revealed that we are the richer for having seen? Is there ever one single moment when it seems to us that she herself, for all her careful control, is borne away so that she is as unconscious of her audience as are we of the stage and the setting? … The door shuts upon us without a sound; we walk on velvet. There is never a jarring note, or one clash of colour that was not intended. What should be polished is revealed and beautifully spaced; yet is our attention never challenged. So discreet, so watchful is the light that we play with the idea that it has been captured by the author and made to do her bidding.


  Nothing is missing; there are even real flowers, wind-flowers in glasses showing their rosy stems; there is even a sock with the needles left in and a morsel of embroidery lying on a citron-and-white striped chintz chair in this model story. Even without the people the setting is—is it not?—charming, highly civilized, suggesting in all its appointments and perfections a background for a drama in which high reserves will take the place of simple avowals. But here we pause. Here we begin to wonder whether real people could survive these surroundings. We remember finding ourselves in the boudoir of a model flat, and hearing our companion whisper in the voice that is reserved for those occasions: ‘No, it won’t do, it won’t do. If he put down his gloves the whole scheme would [199] come tumbling about their ears. And supposing she took off her hat…. The risk—the risk!’


  There are three characters in ‘The Third Window,’ two women and a man. Very carefully Mrs. Sedgwick draws them for us—Antonia, the young war widow, tall, pale and opulent, with the mark on her eyelid that looked like the freaking of some lovely fruit; Bevis, her husband’s friend, thin, wasted, one-legged since the war; and Miss Latimer, sister of the dead man, the virgin who will at all costs keep the lamp he treasured so fondly on earth still burning for him and for him alone. The third window is the window that overlooked the flagged paths, the ancient cedar, the white fritillaries planted by Malcolm, and the fountain he loved to stand beside. It was when Antonia confessed her dread of that window and of seeing the ghost of Malcolm there that Bevis asked her to marry him. And the day after she told him fully of her fear that there should be immortality, her fear or her delight—either, both. Bevis ‘believes,’ and their happiness, which is on the point of dawning, clouds over. Miss Latimer is certain, when Antonia questions her. Finally, in a queer, half-desperate, half-defiant mood, Antonia persuades them to play at table-turning, and, naturally with Miss Latimer as the medium, the fatal message is rapped out. Two days later, after a long talk with her lover, after Bevis has had a white, blazing, baring scene with Miss Latimer, Antonia kills herself. She cannot face the difficulty. And we have Miss Latimer, like a priest, very content with the sacrifice, and the twice-broken man…. Here is a plot, you see, which has great possibilities. There are, if one might say so, the bones of a real problem in such a situation. But we do not think Mrs. Sedgwick has faced it. For all her cleverness and brilliance and faintly exotic vocabulary will not help her to make living, breathing, human beings out of these three portraits to fit a scene. They do fit it; indeed, they are so enveloped and enfolded that the scene and the tragedy close over their heads.


  [200] Let us give a small sample of Mrs. Sedgwick’s way of writing. Antonia suspects Bevis of seeing in her ‘induced emotions.’


  I rather like induced emotions in you…. They suit you. They are like the colour of a pomegranate, or the taste of a mulberry, or the smell of a branch of flowering hawthorn; something rich, thick and pleasingly oppressive.


  In our opinion this is ‘model’ conversation as well.


  (June 4, 1920.)


  []


  A Springe to Catch Woodcocks


  
    Potterism — By Rose Macaulay

  


  In this new novel by Miss Macaulay it is not only her cleverness and wit which are disarming. It is her coolness, her confidence, her determination to say just exactly what she intends to say whether the reader will or no. We are conscious, while the dreadful truth escapes us, of a slightly bewildered feeling, of, almost, a sense of pique. After all, what right has the author to adopt this indifferent tone towards us? What is the mystery of her offhand, lightly-smiling manner? But these little, quick, darting fishes of doubt remain far below our surface until we are well into the book; we are conscious of them, and that is all. The rest of us is taken up with the enjoyment of ‘Potterism,’ with the description of the Potter Press and what it stands for. It is extraordinarily pleasant to have all our frantic and gloomy protestations and furies against ‘Potterism’ gathered up and expressed by Miss Macaulay with such precision and glittering order—it is as though she has taken all those silly stones we have thrown and replaced them with swift little arrows. ‘How good that is, how true!’ we exclaim at every fresh evidence of Potterism and every fresh exposure of a Potterite…. But then there is her plot to be taken into account. It [201] is very slight. She has simply traced a ring round the most important, the most defined anti-Potterites and Potterites. Potterism is the strongest power that rules England to-day; the anti-Potterites are that small handful of people, including ourselves, whose every breath defies it. And what happens to them? Here those small fishes begin to grow very active, to flirt their fins, flash to the surface, leap, make bubbles. This creates a strange confusion in our minds. For the life of us we can’t for the moment see, when all is said and done, which are which. Is it possible that we ourselves are only another manifestation of the disease? Who has won, after all? Who shall say where Potterism ends? It is easy to cry: ‘If we must be flung at anything, let us be flung at lions.’ But the very idea of ourselves as being flung at anything is an arch-Potterism into the bargain.


  (June 4, 1920.)


  []


  Echoes


  
    The Tall Villa — By Lucas Malet

  


  
    ‘But I haven’t been alone.’


    And even this meagre morsel of confession eased; so that there she would, how gladly, have let things rest. For all the encompassing of a thorough and detailed confidence sprang glaringly into evidence directly her cousin made that attemptedly rallying answer: ‘Not alone, darling Fan? So very much the better—but how exciting! And who, if I’m not too impertinently inquisitive in asking, was your much-to-be-envied guest?’


    ‘Ah, my dear, if I could tell you,’ Frances, after an instant’s hesitation, said as she rose, all of a piece, to her feet….

  


  This quotation from ‘The Tall Villa,’ though nicely typical of the author’s latest style of writing is, we assure the reader, a by no means extravagant example. For the [202] first fourteen pages we are not particularly conscious of any peculiarity, but then with a sentence that finishes: ‘so that there really remained to her, as means of locomotion, only bus, Underground, the elusive taxi or her own slender, high-instepped feet,’ this vague reminiscent perfume, as the author might say, begins to unbottle itself. On page forty-one the odour is become so pungent that we do not know whether to laugh or to cry. The heroine, startled by a sound which she takes for a pistol shot and her husband for a motor tyre, is in his arms. He is observing her eyes which are wide open.


  Not as he felt that they foolishly or affectedly stared, least of all stared at him—he could, indeed, have put up with a far larger share of their glances, which were notably exquisite just now to his thinking—but searched, looking through, rather than at, all objects presented to them, as though striving to wrest an answer, wrest knowledge, from some not readily penetrable medium.


  This is the second short novel within the past three weeks which is an experiment in the manner of Henry James, but while Mrs. Sedgwick dipped her pen with a kind of fastidious caution in the outer edge of the illustrious ink-pot, our present author finds restraint extremely difficult. We are not certain even now whether she means us to take her au grand sérieux. Her Frances Copley, poor pale lady in her silver and greys, playing the piano every afternoon to the ghost of an exquisite young man who haunts her drawing-room, is far too shadowy to be real, and Charlie Montagu, the bloated monster who has assisted her husband, slapping his thigh and crying ‘Congrats,’ is immensely too substantial to be anything but a bad caricature. And yet the last page, ending on a note of high tragedy, contains one convincing paragraph which the author could hardly have written if she had not meant us to be carried away.


  (June 11, 1920.)


  []


  A Norwegian Novel


  
    [203] Growth of the Soil — By Knut Hamsun

  


  It is difficult to account for the fact that ‘Growth of the Soil,’ the latest novel by the famous Norwegian writer, is only the second of his works to be translated into English. Knut Hamsun is no longer young; he has fulfilled his early promise and his reputation is assured, and yet, except for ‘Shallow Soil,’ which was published some years ago, we have had nothing but the echo of his fame to feed upon. Perhaps this is not wholly lamentable. How often we find ourselves wishing that we had the books of some writer we treasure to read for the first time, and if the novel before us is typical of Knut Hamsun’s work—as we have every reason to believe it is—there is a feast before us. Here, at least, are four hundred and six pages of small type excellently translated, upon which we congratulate the Norwegian publishers and the translator, whose name does not appear.


  If ‘Growth of the Soil’ can be said to have any plot at all—any story—it is the very ancient one of man’s attempt to live in fellowship with Nature. It is a trite saying when we are faced with a book which does renew for us the wonder and the thrill of that attempt that never was there a time when its message was more needed. But solitude is no cure for sorrow, and virgin country will not make anyone forget the desolation he has seen. Such a life is only possible for a man like the hero, Isak, a man who has known no other and can imagine none. Nevertheless, there remains in the hearts of nearly all of us an infinite delight in reading of how the track was made, the bush felled, the log hut built, so snug and warm with its great chimney and little door, and of how there were animals to be driven to the long pastures, goats and sheep and a red and white cow. In the opening chapter of ‘Growth of the Soil,’ Knut Hamsun gives us the picture [204] of an immense wild landscape, and there is a track running through it, and we spy a man walking towards the north carrying a sack.


  This or that, he comes; the figure of a man in this great solitude. He trudges on; bird and beast are silent all about him; now and again he utters a word or two speaking to himself. ‘Eyah—well, well …’ so he speaks to himself. Here and there, where the moors give place to a kindlier spot, an open space in the midst of the forest, he lays down the sack and goes exploring; after a while he returns, heaves the sack on his shoulders again, and trudges on. So through the day, noting time by the sun; night falls, and he throws himself down on the heather, resting on one arm….


  The man is Isak. It is extraordinary, how, while we follow him in his search for the land he wants, the author gives us the man. His slowness and simplicity, his immense strength and determination, even his external appearance, short, sturdy, with a red beard sticking out and a frown that is not anger, are as familiar as if we had known him in our childhood. It is, indeed, very much as though we were allowed to hold him by the hand and go with him everywhere. The place is found; the hut is built, and a woman called Inger comes from over the hills and lives with him. Gradually, but deeply and largely, their life grows and expands. We are taken into it and nothing is allowed to escape us, and just as we accepted Isak so everything seems to fall into place without question. ‘Growth of the Soil’ is one of those few novels in which we seem to escape from ourselves and to take an invisible part. We suddenly find to our joy that we are walking into the book as Alice walked into the looking-glass and the author’s country is ours. It is wonderfully rich, satisfying country, and of all those who dwell in it, gathered round the figures of Isak and Inger, there is not one who does not live. At the end Isak is an old man and his life is ebbing, but the glow, the warmth of the book [205] seems to linger. We feel, as we feel with all great novels, that nothing is over.


  (June 11, 1920.)


  []


  []


  The Books of the Small Souls


  
    The Later Life—The Twilight of the Souls—Doctor Adriaan. — By Louis Couperus. Translated by Alexander Teixeira de Mattos

  


  Those of us who are seriously interested in contemporary fiction cannot afford to disregard these admirably translated novels by the famous Dutch author. It is stated in an explanatory note that they can be read independently and separately, but that is, we think, to miss the peculiar interest of Mr. Couperus’ achievement. True, the first book, which was published some years ago and which bears the covering title of the series ‘Small Souls,’ may be considered as complete in itself, but it is also the key to these three that follow after; and although apart from them, it may and it does strike us as very brilliant, very sensitive and amazingly vivid and fresh, it is only when we look back upon it and see it in its rightful place in relation to the others that we recognize the full significance of the qualities we admire.


  We do not know anything in English literature with which to compare this delicate and profound study of a passionately united and yet almost equally passionately divided family. Little by little, by delicate stages, yet without any preliminary explanations or reserves, we are taken into the very heart of the matter. The troubling question which would seem to lie so heavy upon the pen of many a modern writer: ‘How much can I afford to take for granted? How much dare I trust to the imagination of the reader?’ is answered here. We are too often inclined to think it may be solved by technical accomplishment, but that is not enough; the reason why Mr. Couperus can afford to dismiss the question, to wave [206] it aside and to take everything for granted, is because of the strength of his imaginative vision. By that we mean it is impossible in considering these books not to be conscious of the deep breath the author has taken; he has had, as it were, a vision of the Van Lowe family, and he has seen them as souls—small souls—at the mercy of circumstance, life, fate. He has realized that that which keeps them together, the deep impulse which unites them through everything, is apprehension. The real head of the family, the grim, ghostly shadow whose authority they never question, is Fear. So, as we speak of the idea underlying a poem, we may say that fear is the idea underlying these novels. If we listen deeply enough we can hear this unquiet heart of the Van Lowe family throbbing quickly, and it is because it is never for a moment still that the author succeeds in keeping our interest passionately engaged. We are constantly aware of the vision, the idea; it is the secret that he permits us to share with him, and in the end it seems to give way to a deeper secret still.


  In the first of these four great glimpses of the Van Lowe family the home is already empty. Some of the children are married with families of their own, and all are scattered, but the mother still has the power of calling them all under her wing every Sunday evening; and here it is that we meet them all quickened, all stirring because Mamma has asked them to take back Constance, a sister who disgraced them and who has just come back from abroad because her homesickness was worse than she could bear. She has come back because she cannot exist without family life, that precious exchange of tenderness and sympathy, intimacy and ease. Her sin was that years ago, in Rome, she betrayed her elderly husband with a young Dutch nobleman, and there was a divorce. But he has been her husband for years and their son is now a big boy: Constance imagines that all is long since forgotten and forgiven. Her own family, her own sisters and brothers, could not nourish a grudge against her. In their reaction [207] to her presence among them we have the measure of the Van Lowe family, and we learn too that her real reason for returning was not her love of them all, but that she had failed to find happiness in her second marriage and was not strong enough to face unhappiness alone.


  It is astonishing with what power and certainty the author gives us, in this book, the whole complicated Van Lowe family, how he suggests their weakness under their apparent strength, their wastefulness under their apparent reserve. Paul, the exquisite, with his mania for order, and his sense of the exquisite wasted upon ties and the arrangement of his wash-hand stand; Ernst, who lavishes his pity and sensitiveness upon ancient pots and books; Dorine, whom nobody wants, spending herself upon things that do not matter, and Constance, with her longing to be loved thwarted by her jealousy and pettiness. Apart from them all there is Addie, Constance’s little son, who looks at all that is happening with his grave, childish eyes and sees them as they are. This little boy, who is ten years old in the first book and is the Doctor Adriaan of the last of the series, is the hero, if hero he can be called. It is through him that Constance is received back into her family, and it is he who prevents his mother and father from making a tragedy of their lives. Until the last book he seems to be quite untouched by the terror of life and the weakness of the others. But in ‘Doctor Adriaan,’ just when we imagine that if the burden is to be lifted it will be lifted by Addie, the famous young doctor, the healer, it is quite wonderfully suggested that he too has not escaped. He feels at times a sense of dreadful insufficiency. He does not feel strong enough to stand alone, and turns to his foolish, charming father for support.


  ‘The Later Life’ is concerned almost entirely with the blossoming of a late love between Constance and a man as old as she, side by side with the very first early love of one of her nieces, Marienne. Under the spell of her feelings Constance becomes young again, but she does not become [208] a girl again. Marienne, with her recklessness and her small laugh like a shake of silver bells, is cruel and violent. She must be happy; she will be happy. But Constance enters into a silent kingdom where everything is illusion and the air breathes peace. But the end, again, is like a question; it is a chord struck softly which does not close the phrase, but leaves us wondering.


  In ‘The Twilight of the Soul’ the chief figure is of one of the brothers, Gerrit, a great bluff, burly, healthy brute of a fellow who is haunted by the feeling that there is a worm with legs eating up his marrow. He has a charming little wife, nine little children, and everyone knows him and loves and laughs at him, and there is that worm—confound it—burrowing away with its legs and licking up his marrow. This is an amazing, masterly study in pity and terror. It is the flaming intolerable core of the book, and round it, retreating into the same shadow as he, we have Ernst and Henri and old Mrs. Van Lowe. It is as though the menace that has threatened the family so long, the immense lukewarm family, is realized at last and the Lord spews them out of his mouth. Yet how lingeringly, with what an art are they spewed! It remains in ‘Doctor Adriaan’ to gather up all that are left and to put them in Constance’s care. But with them is Addie’s wife, a great insensitive young woman who has no patience with their tragedies and thinks them all half mad…. The Van Lowe family has fallen; Mathilda treads it under her heavy foot and it does not stir. Even Addie thinks it is time.


  But space does not permit us to deal with these books at length. There is an angle from which we seem to see them as the strangest landscapes, small, low-lying country swept continually by immense storms of wind and rain, with dark menacing clouds for ever pulling over and casting a weighty shadow that lifts and drifts away only to fall again.


  (June 18, 1920.)


  []


  A Prize Novel


  
    [209] Open the Door — By Catherine Carswell

  


  Out of the hundred manuscripts submitted to the publishers in their recent competition ‘Open the Door’ was chosen to receive the prize of two hundred and fifty pounds. The adjudicators are to be congratulated on their decision, for, while this novel is striking and unusual, it is eminently a serious piece of work and does not contain, in our opinion, those qualities which are necessary to a popular success. That is to say, it is head and shoulders above the class of books which are commonly called ‘best-sellers,’ it makes a genuine appeal to the intelligence as well as the emotions, and we do not doubt for an instant that it was inspired by the author’s love of writing for writing’s sake.


  But when Mrs. Carswell’s novel has been taken down from its small particular eminence and examined apart we must write more warily. ‘Open the Door,’ which is an extremely long novel—it has four hundred pages, that is, about one hundred and eighty thousand words—is an account of the coming of age of a young Scottish girl. By coming of age we mean, in this case, the moment when Life ceases to be master, but, recognizing that the pupil has learned all that is needful, gives her her freedom, that she may, in turn, give it to the man who holds her happiness in his keeping. So, from the age of thirteen to the age of thirty, we find ourselves—how is it best expressed?—in the company of Joanna Bannerman, her family, her friends and her lovers. We are told of the influences that hold back or help to unfold the woman in her; her thoughts, feelings and emotions are described with untiring sympathy and skill; but how much, when all is said and done, do we really know of her? How clearly is she a living creature to our imagination? She is receptive, easily led, fond of the country, especially fond of [210] birds, pools, heather, the seasons and their change, and, since she is almost constantly aware of her physical being, her sexual desires are strong.


  At eighteen, a little weary of fruitless emotion, a little dream-sick, the conviction had begun to force itself on Joanna that she was without attraction. For the past ten years she had lavished unreciprocated passion on individuals of both sexes….


  This persistent and deliberate search is perhaps peculiar to a certain character; but for the rest might not Joanna be anybody? We look in vain for the key to her—for that precious insight which sets her apart from the other characters and justifies their unimportance. The family group, for instance, is solidly stated, yet it is conveyed to us that of them all Joanna was the only one that really mattered, because she was the one that broke away. But we never felt her truly bound. And then the men—are they not the shadows of shadows? There is young Bob, who cries when he ought to have kissed her; her sensational Italian husband breathing fire, Pender, the man of the world, and in the background Lawrence, who without her ‘conceived of his life as a seed foiled of its consummation.’ They are men only in so far as they are male to Joanna female.


  All would be well, in fact, if the author did not see her heroine plus, and we did not see her minus. We cannot help imagining how interesting this book might have been if, instead of glorifying Joanna, there had been suggested the strange emptiness, the shallowness under so great an appearance of depth, her lack of resisting power which masquerades as her love of adventure, her power of being at home anywhere because she was at home nowhere. Mrs. Carswell has great gifts, but except in her portrait of Joanna’s fanatical mother, she does not try them. They carry her away.


  (June 25, 1920.)


  []


  Wanted, a New World


  
    [211] The Mills of the Gods — By Elizabeth Robins


    My Profitable Friends — By Arnold Palmer


    The Golden Bird — By Dorothy Easton

  


  Suppose we put it in the form of a riddle: ‘I am neither a short story, nor a sketch, nor an impression, nor a tale. I am written in prose. I am a great deal shorter than a novel; I may be only one page long, but, on the other hand, there is no reason why I should not be thirty. I have a special quality—a something, a something which is immediately, perfectly recognizable. It belongs to me; it is of my essence. In fact I am often given away in the first sentence. I seem almost to stand or fall by it. It is to me what the first phrase of the song is to the singer. Those who know me feel: “Yes, that is it.” And they are from that moment prepared for what is to follow. Here are, for instance, some examples of me: “A Trifle from Life,” “About Love,” “The Lady with the Dog.” What am I?’


  It does not appear from ‘The Mills of the Gods,’ however, that the question has ever troubled Miss Elizabeth Robins. The seven tales in this new volume are of a kind that might have appeared in any successful high-class magazine. They are wholesome, sentimental, and not so inconveniently thrilling that the train carries you past your station. Experience, confidence, and a workmanlike style—the author has all three, and they go far to disguise the hollowness beneath the surface, but the hollowness is there. There is not one of the seven which will stand examination. How is it that the author can bear to waste her time over these false situations which are not even novel? How can she bear to put her pen to describing the great-hearted, fearless, rude, swearing, murdering toughs who frequent the Golden Sand Gambling Hell at Nome? those types whom we know as if they had been our brothers, whose hats are off at the [212] word ‘Mother,’ and who shoot the cook who denies them a can of peaches. And then to add to them a little golden-haired innocent child whose father dies, and whom they adopt and send to Europe to finish her studies, and write to in their huge childish fists, telling her she is never to go out without her chaperone and they all send their love! Oh, Miss Robins! We are very, very weary of this kind of tale, and if we cannot refrain from smiling at the love story of the passionate Italian whom ‘his intimates in Italy and elsewhere’ called Satanucchio, it is not because we are amused.


  ‘My Profitable Friends’ contains a number of very clever sketches which ought to be more successful than they are. There is over them a strange breath of self-consciousness which blurs the effect of their sensitiveness and interrupts our attention, so that we have the uncomfortable and very cooling sensation that the author may at any moment be at hand to point out the subtleties. The book is not large, but it contains seventeen examples of his work; some of them are very slight, almost negligible, and perhaps it would have been better to cut down their number by half. On the other hand, it is interesting, when an author can write as well as Mr. Palmer at his best, to attempt to discover from the evidence what is his aim. We feel he has not yet made up his mind. In each story he makes it up again. His cleverness is indisputable; but when that matters to him a great deal less he will write a great deal better. At present he leans upon it—as in ‘Eve Follyhampton’—and it carries him to just before the end; but then, when he has to throw it away and jump, it is kinder not to look.


  It is Miss Dorothy Easton’s happy fortune to be introduced to the public by Mr. Galsworthy in the kindest possible little speech. He describes the sketches in ‘The Golden Bird’ as ‘little pictures, extraordinarily sensitive and faithful, and never dull.’ That is very just criticism, but it does not prepare the reader for the quality of the ‘little pictures.’ The writer gives us the impression of [213] being extremely young—not in the sense of a child taking notes, but in the sense that she seems to be seeing, smelling, drinking, picking hops and blackberries for the first time. She has a passion—there is no other word for it—for the English countryside. The people she meets she, in the frankest possible way, devours. There are still times when she mistakes sentimentality for feeling, and the little paragraphs at the end under the title ‘Moments’ are rather a painful instance of this. But at her best her feeling for nature is exquisite. And for such sketches as ‘An Old Indian’ and ‘From an Old Malt-House’ we have nothing but praise. But while we welcome her warmly, we would beg her, in these uncritical days, to treat herself with the utmost severity.


  (June 25, 1920.)


  []


  Mr. Conrad’s New Novel


  
    The Rescue — By Joseph Conrad

  


  The writer who has achieved more than a common popularity, who has been recognized as one of the very few whose place is not in the crowded and jostled front rank but a delightful airy perch among the mountains, is to be envied—and not to be envied. The distinguished position has its special drawbacks. Whether it is the effect upon him of the rarefied air, or of the dignified solitude, or of the cloud interposing and obscuring the smaller eminences, the valleys and the plains from his, at one time, eager gaze, we do not know, but the books which come down to us from the mountains are no longer the books they were. They are variations upon the theme that made him famous; they are ‘safe’ books, guaranteed to leave unchallenged the masterpiece that put him there. Who would tempt Providence twice? And so from timidity or pride, from poverty of imagination, or a high sense of his ‘unique’ duty, he continues to repeat himself, and it is only his memory which is in our flowing cups richly remembered.


  [214] Mr. Joseph Conrad is a remarkable exception to this lamentable case. Although he has long been recognized as one of our first writers to-day, he has never yet succeeded in satisfying our curiosity. We are always waiting for the next book, always imagining that in the new book he will reveal himself fully; there will come floating in, on a full tide, his passion for the sea, his sense of style, his spectacular view of the universe, his romantic vision of the hearts of men, and we shall have the whole of Conrad—his measure—the bounds of his experience. These are large demands, but we do not think there is any doubt that they are more than satisfied by the appearance of ‘The Rescue.’ This fascinating book revives in us the youthful feeling that we are not so much reading a story of adventure as living in and through it, absorbing it, making it our own. This feeling is not wholly the result of the method, the style which the author has chosen; it arises more truly from the quality of the emotion in which the book is steeped. What that emotion is it were hard to define; it is, perhaps, a peculiar responsive sensitiveness to the significance of everything, down to the slightest detail that has a place in his vision. Even in the sober low-toned beginning the author succeeds in conveying a warning as of an approaching storm; it is as though the silence was made to bear a mysterious implication. And in this heightened, quickened state of awareness we are made conscious of his passionate insistence upon the importance of extracting from the moment every drop of life that it contains, wherewith to nourish his adventure.


  For ‘The Rescue’ is supremely a novel of adventure in which Mr. Conrad has succeeded in blending the thrilling narrative of why Captain Tom Lingard of the brig ‘Lightning’ fails to keep his promise to recapture for the young Rajah Hassim and his sister Immada their stolen kingdom, and the equally thrilling narrative of the capture of Tom Lingard’s soul by a white woman. The scene is ‘the shallow sea that foams and murmurs on the [215] shores of the thousand islands, big and little, which make up the Malay Archipelago,’ and the strip of coast-line where the rival chiefs, Belareb and Tengga, have their settlements. We cannot but remark how shadowy the land appears throughout this book; it is as though the water were the natural element of man. We see the line of the coast like a dark wing; it is land ‘seen faintly under the grey sky, black and with a blurred outline like the straight edge of a dissolving shore’; or it is the dazzling vision of the settlements seen from the lagoon by Edith Travers…. ‘the flutter of the streamers above the brown roofs … the stir of palm groves, the black shadows inland and the dazzling white beach of coral strand all ablaze in its formidable mystery.’ Only on one occasion when Jaffir, the servant of princes, the messenger of great men, is described gliding and dodging through the jungle, ‘between the trees, through the undergrowth, his brown body glistening with sweat, his firm limbs gleaming like limbs of imperishable bronze through the mass of green leaves,’ do we lose the sensation that all is seen from the deck of the brig ‘Lightning,’ or of the old derelict vessel, the ‘Emma.’ As the sea appears to the landsman menacing and threatening, so does the land appear to Lingard. His strength depends upon his perfect knowledge of his little brig and upon a way of life which is, as it were, ruled by the tides.


  The friendship that existed between Lingard and the Rajah Hassim was the result of a fight ashore when the young chief came to the rescue just in time to save disaster. Both these noble natures recognized the bond that must exist for ever after between them. For their characters, and that of the Lady Immada, sister to Hassim, are such as to give to their adventure a richness and splendour far beyond success or failure. It is right that they should have become united, that the chivalry in Lingard should have responded to the shadowy call of high romance, for King Tom or Rajah Tulla, as he is known to Belareb and his followers, could not have [216] remained a trader. He is the embodiment of that virtue which—we are tempted to believe—Mr. Conrad ranks highest, Fidelity, and the world, even the world of sixty years ago, has no use for such a man.


  The drama, the conflict begins when an English yacht runs ashore upon some outlying shoals off the coast of Borneo and appeals to Lingard for help. It is, at this moment, most important to his enterprise that nothing shall interfere with his rendezvous with the chief Belareb, who has promised his aid in return for arms and ammunition. Moreover, he realizes that a yacht stranded on a mud-bank is in great danger from the natives. And so he sails to their rescue and offers to take the owner, Mr. Travers, his wife and solitary passenger on board until the danger is past. But Mr. Travers treats him as an impertinent adventurer and orders him off. That same night the two gentlemen, while taking a constitutional on a sandbank, are captured, and there is nothing for Edith Travers to do but to place herself in the hands of Lingard. These three English people are ‘the sort of people that pass without leaving footprints’; they are of the world, worldly. Travers himself is almost the Englishman of caricature, the bald-headed, red-faced, blustering, snobbish fool who imagines he can carry his castle on his back; D’Alcacer is a diplomatist, refined and dispassionate with an emptiness, a reserve that hides nothing at his heart. Each of them is in his way a falsity, an appearance, not a man, and when they are captured, in the magnificently decorative scenes where Lingard parleys with the Malays, the barbarians, in their mingled state and squalor and savagery, seem to blot them out of existence. But the woman, who is more false than either of them and emptier, is powerful. She is exceedingly beautiful. Tall, slender, all white and gold, with her strange air of aloofness and strength, with her strange silences, her gift for conveying with a glance an understanding and a sympathy which is almost god-like, she might herself represent Romance, but Romance in her world and not in [217] Lingard’s. She is the flower of corruption, the poisonous vine that can only feed upon the life of another. And Lingard is her perfect, willing prey. The only one who recognizes her for what she is, is the Lady Immada, but it is, from the very first glance that Lingard gives her, too late. Life, Fate chose that she should come sailing out of the blue, that she should wreck his desires and his ambitions and sail away again, leaving no trace upon the sky and sea.


  Why should this disaster have happened? It is to put the seal of greatness on ‘The Rescue’ that the author gives us no answer.


  (July 2, 1920.)


  []


  First Novels


  
    A Child of the Alps — By Margaret Symonds


    The Story of a New Zealand River. By Jane Mander

  


  We question whether anyone who has not himself written the eighty thousand-odd words realizes to the full the grim importance of the fact that a novel is not written in a day. In the case of the short story it is possible to give orders that, unless the house is on fire—and even then, not until the front staircase is well alight—one must not be disturbed; but a novel is an affair of weeks, of months; time after time the author is forced to leave what he has written to-day exposed to what may happen before to-morrow. How can one measure the influence of the interruptions and distractions that come between? How can one be certain of the length of time that one’s precious idea will wait for one? And then, suppose the emotional atmosphere is recaptured and the new link forged, there is always the chance that memory may play one false as to what is already written. The painter places his canvas on the easel; he steps away, he takes a long absorbed look, and it is all there before him from the first stroke to the last. But the author cannot [218] go back to Chapter I. and read again; he has no means of constantly renewing his knowledge of what he has actually written as opposed to what he has come to take for granted is there. And who shall say it is easy, in the final moment of relief and triumph, when the labourer’s task is o’er and he knows all, to begin to be critical on such a point?


  ‘A Child of the Alps’ and ‘The Story of a New Zealand River’ are two first novels which convey the impression that their authors were by no means sensible to the idea that there might be danger in the leisurely style. Miss Margaret Symonds, in particular, writes with a strange confidence; she has the reader’s attention caught and thrilled by her artless tale of the ‘strange child’ Linda. All flows along so gently, all happens so easily, that we almost feel that we are children lying in our little beds and submitting to the story that the kind grown-up is recounting. It is the story of a girl whose mother was English and whose father was Swiss, and of how her true self, which was Switzerland, fought with her false self, which was England, and of how her true self nearly succumbed, but was in the end the conqueror. Linda, the child of the Alps, is a real heroine; she is exceedingly beautiful, with black hair reaching to her knees, great sombre eyes and tiny hands, but in spite of all that Miss Symonds tells us of her external appearance and of the infinite number of her sense impressions she will not materialize. We admit her youthfulness; we realize it was her time of life to flit from flower to flower, from mood to mood, from sensation to sensation, but she is a shadow without a girl. How beautiful is Switzerland in the winter, in the spring! How divinely lovely is Italy! Sweet sights and pleasant smells, charming pictures of peasant life abound, until we find ourselves in the strange position of skipping the story for the sake of the scenery. England, according to Miss Symonds, is life in the dining-room window of a suburban villa with the coal-cart passing outside, and Italy and Switzerland are two heavens. [219] But this excessive simplification does not make a novel, nor should the fact that the novel is not written in a day make the author less conscious of the deserts of vast eternity that lie before us. It is, we repeat, as though we listened to this gentle, well-bred book, rather than read it, and we close it with the feeling that the unknown plants and flowers are far more real to us than the unknown people.


  The case of Miss Jane Mander is very different. Her ‘Story of a New Zealand River,’ which takes four hundred and thirty-two pages of small type to tell, has none of Miss Symonds’ sophistication, or European atmosphere. The scene is laid in the back blocks of New Zealand, and, as is almost invariably the case with novels that have a colonial setting, in spite of the fact that there is frequent allusion to the magnificent scenery, it profiteth us nothing. ‘Stiff laurel-like puriris stood beside the drooping lace fringe of the lacy rimu; hard blackish kahikateas brooded over the oak-like ti-toki with its lovely scarlet berry.’ What picture can that possibly convey to an English reader? What emotion can it produce? But that brings us to the fact that Miss Jane Mander is immensely hampered in her writing by her adherence to the old unnecessary technical devices—they are no more—with which she imagines it necessary to support her story. If one has the patience to persevere with her novel, there is, under all the false wrappings, the root of something very fresh and sturdy. She lacks confidence and the courage of her opinions; like the wavering, fearful heroine, she leans too hard on England. There are moments when we catch a bewilderingly vivid glimpse of what she really felt and knew about the small settlement of people in the lumber-camp, but we suspect that these are moments when she is off her guard. Then her real talent flashes out; her characters move quickly, almost violently; we are suddenly conscious what an agony, what an anguish it was to Bruce when he felt one of his drunken fits coming on; or The Boss reveals his extraordinary simplicity when [220] he tells his wife he thought she’d been unfaithful to him for years.


  But these serve nothing but to increase our impatience with Miss Mander. Why is her book not half as long, twice as honest? What right has she to bore her readers if she is capable of interesting them? It would be easy to toss ‘The Story of a New Zealand River’ aside and to treat it as another unsuccessful novel, but we have been seeking for pearls in such a prodigious number of new books that we are forced to the conclusion that it is useless to dismiss any that contain something that might one day turn into a pearl. What is extremely impressive to the novel reviewer is the modesty of the writers—their diffidence in declaring themselves what they are—their almost painful belief that they must model themselves on somebody. We turn over page after page wondering numbly why this unknown he or she should go through the labour of writing all this down. They cannot all of them imagine that this book is going to bring them fame and fortune. And then—no, not always, but a great deal more often than the cultivated public would believe—there is a sentence, there is a paragraph, a whole page or two, which starts in the mind of the reviewer the thrilling thought that this book was written because the author wanted to write. How is this timidity to be explained, then? One would imagine that round the corner there was a little band of jeering, sneering, superior persons ready to leap up and laugh if the cut of the new-comer’s jacket is not of the strangeness they consider admissible. In the name of the new novel, the new sketch, the new story, if they are really there, let us defy them.


  (July 9, 1920.)


  []


  The Old and the New Hand


  
    [221] The Foolish Lovers — By St. John Ervine


    The Great Leviathan — By D.A. Barker

  


  ‘You can’t expect a man to produce a masterpiece every time. He may not think much of this new book, himself. It’s possible that he was bound to turn one out this season….’ But this gentle rain from Heaven upon our indignation in no wise cools it. We do expect each novel that a man writes to be better than the last, to be in fact that novel that we had imagined from the promise of his first books he was capable of writing. A ‘masterpiece’ is, of course, exaggeration. It has come to mean (see any young author’s press notices) a novel which is not as other novels are. But, failing a sign, failing a few explanatory words, or a reproduction of the agreement, say, between publisher and author, which demonstrates how, willy-nilly, the thing had to be finished at a certain date, we shall go on treating each new book as the one that the author considers—or how could he honestly publish it?—an advance upon his last. That being so, the question arises how on earth Mr. St. John Ervine could have imagined ‘The Foolish Lovers’ to be a patch upon ‘Mrs. Martin’s Man.’ Not that the latter was a great book, but it had qualities which made it possible for one to understand the admiration it aroused. It had vitality, a spareness, a sharpness of outline, and, more important than any of these, the emotional atmosphere was sustained from cover to cover. But ‘The Foolish Lovers’ has nothing to commend it but a good beginning.


  While John Macdermott is a boy, living in the shop at Ballyards (which everybody knows is a town in Ulster) with his uncle William, a quiet, understanding man, a lovable ancient whose life is book-reading, and his passionate, hot-headed ‘Ma’—while he and they talk in the queer, nice, Irish way, and there is a smell of wet [222] earth and of turf fires and the cold smell of brackish water—we are not without hope. But John grows up and goes to London and becomes not a writer, not a young man, but a creature of pen and paper. Enter lodgings at Brixton, the cockney maid, the usual theatricals on the ground floor, the melancholy landlady and the old, old London herring across the trail for comic relief. Enter also, for love interest, a pair of blue eyes. Well, there is this to be said. The author appears to be as bored by this hired furniture as we are, and when at the end John and Blue Eyes are led by baby fingers back to the old home in Ireland he does not scruple to use all the old tags that go to make short work of a story. But why did he write it? Or rather, why did he give up writing it? Perhaps he would reply that what is not worth doing is not worth doing well. It is a possible explanation.


  We have no other novel of Mr. Barker’s to measure ‘The Great Leviathan’ by. For a first attempt it is a commendable piece of work, but it does not—if one may be permitted the expression—cut any ice. It is pleasantly written, and there are many happy touches, but we are never certain as to what it is that the author is after. If he was after nothing, but merely engaged in showing us these various sketches of Tom, we should understand him better. But there is the title, and scattered here and there are vague intimations that his chief concern is to show us how Tom escaped, or was injured by the monster, Society. We are led to suppose that the early knowledge gained of his mother’s unhappy marriage haunted him through his boyhood, and when he came to fall in love it was because of this that he refrained from making Mary his wife. But it is very unconvincing. Neither does the case of Mary, who was brave enough to live with him ‘in sin’ as she presumably considered it, ring true. The Mary he describes would not have cared a button for the opinions of the cabbies on the rank at the end of their road. And why in Heaven’s name, Mr. Barker, should those cabbies have known? Shall we be detestable [223] enough to say to the new author: ‘And now, having got so far, why not try your hand at something a great deal better?’


  (July 16, 1920.)


  []


  A Hymn to Youth


  
    The Happy Foreigner — By Enid Bagnold

  


  If Miss Bagnold had chosen that her heroine should lead the most sheltered and protected life that is left for a young woman to endure, we are confident that there would have blossomed within its narrow boundaries flowers as rich and as delicate as those which Fanny gathered on the strange roads of France. For she understands how it is vain to seek adventure unless there is the capacity for adventure within us—and if that is there, may it not be satisfied within four walls or the circle of lamplight? This generation assures us it may. Beauty looks in at the window. Experience knocks at the door. Why should one wander? Nevertheless, though the spirit of adventure may sing, may lament, exult, within our bosom’s cage, there are moments when the old longing comes over us to fare forth, to put ourselves to the test, to lose ourselves in other countries, other lives, to give what we have in exchange for what we want, and thus to acquire strange unfamiliar treasure. But these moments pass very quickly. Few are brave enough to recognize them. They pass, and the wonderful light quivers on the walls, is like a pool of silver in the lamp-shine, and Beauty mounts guard at the window and Experience stands with a drawn sword at the door. But this sad ending cannot happen to Miss Bagnold, for ‘The Happy Foreigner’ exists for a proof of how she ventured, and to tell how great was her reward. Here is the plot.


  Fanny, an English girl, goes to France at the end of the war and drives a car for the French Army. She falls in love, but it comes to nothing, and the end might be the [224] beginning. That is all. Who Fanny is, what her life has been up till the moment she is discovered for us ‘stretched upon the table of the Y.W.C.A.’ in Paris, on her way to Bar-le-Duc, we are not told. She remains from first to last an unknown young woman, secret, folded within herself, a ‘happy foreigner.’ She is almost without fear; nothing can overwhelm her or cast her down, because it is her nature, and unchangeable, to find in all things a grain of living beauty. We have the feeling that she is, above all, unbroken. Driving in the rain, in the darkness, in the snow, living in a paper cubicle, with the bright eyes of a rat peering at her, enduring cold and vile food, being covered in mud from head to foot—these things happen to her, but she passes them by. They do not matter. They are incidents on the journey, but they are not more. Praise be to Miss Bagnold for giving us a new heroine, a pioneer, who sees, feels, thinks, hears, and yet is herself full of the sap of life. ‘The Happy Foreigner’ ends upon a note of happiness:


  
    To-morrow I shall be gone. The apple blossom is spread to large wax flowers, and the flowers will fall and never breed apples. They will sweep this room, and Philippe’s mother will come and sit in it and make it sad. So many things will happen in the evening. So many unripe thoughts ripen before the fire. Turk, Bulgar, German,—Me. Never to return. When she comes into the room the apple-flowers will stare at her across the desert of my absence, and wonder who she is! I wonder if I can teach her anything. Will she keep the grill on the wood fire? And the blue birds flying on the bed? It is like going out of life—tenderly leaving one’s little arrangements to the next comer….


    And drawing her chair up to the table, she lit the lamp and sat down to write her letter.

  


  (July 16, 1920.)


  []


  Rather a Give-Away


  
    [225] Daisy Ashford: Her Book. — By the Author of ‘The Young Visiters’

  


  While realizing how difficult it must have been to resist—especially as the cupboard was not bare—we think that the author of ‘The Young Visiters’ has been unwise to respond to the greedy public’s desire for more. Her new book was bound to invite comparison with the other; it is not a patch on it; and, more than that, does it not remove a little of the bloom from what was surely the chief charm of the adventures of Mr. Salteena and Ethel—we mean their uniqueness? ‘The Young Visiters’ was funny enough in all conscience, but the source of its funniness was that it was such a find. As we read, the picture was before us of the little girl making it up, saying the absurd things over to herself before she wrote them down with a very special kind of relish, and putting in the stops afterwards, especially the exclamation marks, with a heavy hand. But when Miss Ashford tells us in the preface to this new book that the first story was ‘dictated to my father, who took it down faithfully word for word,’ it is a very different affair. Likewise when she tells us that portions of her sister’s story were dictated to her father and mother, ‘and I think the nurse had a hand in it too.’


  We do not doubt her sincerity for a moment, but was it possible for those grown-ups to refrain from getting all the fun they could from the amusing child; or could the child refrain, when she saw how they rolled their eyes, from playing down to them, from adding that couple of shrimps to the absurd enough afternoon tea? It is common and humiliating enough to see on the face of a baby a shade of contempt at the things these monsters titter and giggle over. ‘If you will think it is so very funny that I don’t happen to know how babies come,’ we [226] can almost imagine Angela Ashford saying, ‘I’ll write you a whole story about it,’ and she proceeds to compose, ‘The Jellus Governess.’ If we had not been told that nurse, especially nurse, helped with the writing out, we should have been more merry.


  Perhaps the most amusing passage in this new book occurs in the first story, ‘Love and Marriage.’ A young gentleman is on his way to see his beloved.


  
    Just as he was thinking of going up to her house he saw Norah Mackie and Evelyn Slattery coming along together.


    ‘Your friend,’ they said chaffingly, ‘is picking some old geraniums in the front garden.’


    Burke stared at them straight, and, putting out his tongue once or twice, walked on to find his darling pet.

  


  This, we feel, is a true contribution to the number of retorts one can make to a silly, and certainly intended to be rather insulting, remark of that kind.


  The remaining stories were written between the ages of eleven and fourteen. They are, for the most part, very dull, and dreadfully like the vast number of novels written by ladies whose intellectual life seems to remain for ever in its early ‘teens.’ But psycho-analysts, please note—it is surely strange for a child between these ages to occupy herself so passionately with the subject of courtship and marriage. The heavy, detailed descriptions of young gentlemen and their true loves read as though they were culled from the covers of servants’ novelettes—those shiny, coloured covers that appear to have a rich varnish on them. In our experience the female child between those ages would have held such horrors in high contempt.


  (July 23, 1920.)


  []


  The Luxurious Style


  
    [227] Linda Condon — By Joseph Hergesheimer

  


  If a novel is to have a central idea we imagine that central idea as a lusty growing stem from which the branches spring clothed with leaves, and the buds become flowers and fruits. We imagine that the author chooses with infinite deliberation the very air in which that tree shall be nourished, and that he is profoundly aware that its coming to perfection depends upon the strength with which the central idea supports its beautiful accumulations.


  But in the case of ‘Linda Condon’ we have the impression that the author has planted something that never has time to take root, for he cannot resist the temptation to deck it with immediate branches, to clothe it with a multiplicity of exotic splendours. These are all very well in the first part of the book to gaze upon, to smell, to compel our astonishment; but at the end, at the moment when the harvest is to be gathered—ah, then—at that final moment which should be all compact of richness, we are confronted with a little dried-up, withered skeleton. Linda Condon, a small, grave young person aged ten, with ink-black hair, blue velvety eyes, cheeks like magnolia petals and lips carnation-red, is the embodiment of Mr. Hergesheimer’s conception. There is that in her circumstances and in her behaviour which puts us in mind very vividly of Mr. Henry James’s little Maisie. Like her, for all her appearance of being adequate to the strange situation, Linda is innocent of all evil; with the same touching and confiding air of understanding everything, she accepts her surroundings. Life is a drifting from one odious hôtel de luxe to another, from one odious gentleman de luxe, who is mamma’s friend of the moment, to another. For Linda’s mother is a gay, golden-haired woman of pleasure, whose days are divided between the [228] mirror, eating, and railing against men, and whose nights are devoted to getting what she can from ‘the beasts,’ and keeping her spirits up with drink. She is a vivid representation of the warm-hearted, vulgar, over-blown animal with whom contemporary fiction has made us as familiar as we wish to be, and the touch or two of strangeness which is apparent is due to the author’s precision of detail. Until the age of fourteen Linda is her blind, adoring handmaid, but then, on an afternoon when her mother speaks to her ‘sensibly’ on the subject of marriage, she has for the first time a vague intimation of feelings which she cannot account for or explain away. These feelings recur, and the author reveals what we have called his central idea at a studio orgie, where in the contemplation of a cast of the Winged Victory side by side with a leering Chinese God it is explained to her that the one stands for the world of spirit and the other for lust. This time Linda is troubled with a rushing of wings and a feeling as if she were up among the stars.


  ‘I have left Lao-tze for Greece,’ said the sculptor to whom she confessed her vision, and she is his inspiration forthwith. It is through him that Linda discovers that she is not a living woman; she cannot love. It is as though, while she walked in the midst of those dangers that thronged her childhood, an icy finger had touched her, chilled her, so that she would always in experience and feeling remain a child. ‘This child I to myself shall take.’ But the Spirit of Beauty, in claiming her, has taken its revenge on life as well. True, the child (and now we mean that mystical child whom life is for ever threatening) has been saved, but only at the cost of keeping her a child for ever. This takes one hundred and fifty pages to tell—half the book. The scene has been any sumptuous hotel, and after the marriage of Linda’s mother, the house of a wealthy New York business man. There is no important difference between these settings. Either is equally rich in descriptive matter, and it is his passion for registering every pink-silk box of black [229] chocolates, every cocktail, bath extract, perfume, sugared fig, quilted bed cover, web of lingerie, that in our opinion at first obscures, and finally smothers, Mr. Hergesheimer’s central idea. Great brilliant chunks of this repulsive world of the very rich are hurled at us until Linda is scarcely visible, is pale as a pocket-handkerchief. And then, with the second half of the book, which tells of Linda’s marriage and later life, we have the uncomfortable sensation all this does not matter. It is not as though the author has anything more to tell us about Linda; he can only prove, with her marriage, her absence of feeling for her children, her lack of response to her husband, her vague repetition of the old dream of stirring wings, that thus it is and ever shall be. It is a great pity that Mr. Hergesheimer has not faced the difficulties of a more reluctant and a more precious harvest.


  (July 23, 1920.)


  []


  Hypertrophy


  
    Development — By W. Bryher

  


  This book is described as a novel; we should prefer to call it a warning. It is a solemn account of the dreadful fate that befell a young person for whom, at the age of four, ‘the morning was wistful with the half-expressed desire: “If only I could have lived in an age when something happened.”’ For this egg, imp, sprite, darling of a pigmy size, there are no such things as newborn blisses; her days passed, we are told, unpleasantly free from danger, and ‘she could never remember a time when she had not wanted to go to sea.’ Not in a sieve, with her feet on a piece of pink blotting-paper, nor on a door-mat with a white cotton umbrella for a sail, but in a fishing ship that moved ‘bird-like,’ dear reader, among ‘waves, dented blue or curved racing green.’


  Well, well, it is sad to consider what sentimental old creatures we must appear to the infants of to-day, timidly [230] asking them if they believe in children, much as thirty years ago they used to ask us if we believed in fairies. Children, indeed! Except for, between the age of five and seven, an unfortunate little affair over the ownership of a tricycle, a misunderstanding which might have culminated in disaster had not the Olympians intervened, there is no visible evidence that the heroine of ‘Development’ did not bid farewell to the childish state with her first bottle.


  ‘Actual existence,’ says the author, ‘is too complicated to do more than puzzle a child of eight. Nancy, in fact, was not aware that it existed.’ She found the ‘Iliad’ a great deal more to her taste, and such was her knowledge of life in Troy that ‘she could see it, feel it, till her days passed in a crashing of bronze, a clatter of sandals, till to have seen the sun-browned body of a warrior catch the light at the corner beneath the heavy perfection of his harness …’ would have surprised her a great deal less than the common things of day. Moments that she could spare from her books she passed in one or another museum in Florence and elsewhere, and we catch a wistful glimpse of her drawing aside the veil of years from the whole of antiquity, and cruelly, ruthlessly, throwing over charming Achilles for the fresher fascinations of modern-hearted Hannibal.


  ‘The train reeking of Europe rattled on.’ Our heroine at ten is on her way to Egypt. ‘Italy was wonderful, but Naples was still Europe, and Egypt meant Africa.’ What more is there to be said? Let these words suffice: ‘Of all Egyptian history nothing had impressed her sailor mind so much as the expedition to Punt, and was not the tomb of Hatasu herself on the other side of the river? Then there was Rameses, the epic of Pentaur, on the great Karnak wall.’ And so it goes on and on—this absurd autobiography of a poor little stuffed owl, with its beak or its nose in the air. It is all very well for W. Bryher to say that ‘her impressions poured into the white and rounded vase’ of her Nancy’s imagination, [231] ‘hot and clamorous with sweetness.’ Even if we knew what such a statement meant we should refuse to believe a word of it. It is not meet for little children to dig their sand-pies among the tombs, and Nancy at fourteen is an awful example of what such indulgence may end in. ‘From the delicate bloom of peach the spirit of childhood flushed to the tenderness of a wild rose, it was ready to be one with dream.’


  And then her shadowy parents emerged and thrust her into prison for three years where the girls wore white blouses, and were taught drill and nothing by elderly idiots who would not even understand her desire ‘to keep her art free from any taint of school.’ Follows another and a longer voyage to the beloved South of her childhood, and antiquity is recovered before the frescoes of the bullring and the cup-bearer. With the poetry of Verhaeren and Mallarmé and a touch or two of de Régnier, her mental bewilderment, to call it by no harsher name, is complete. Nancy recognizes that she is a writer born.


  But here we would notice a strange lament on the part of the heroine that she is not a boy. She deplores her long draggled skirt, the fact that, as a girl, she can only ‘write books woven of pretty pictures seen from a narrow window’; that she is sheathed in convention. There is also a nonsensical account of a female tea-party. But there is no longer any need for girls to wear draggled skirts or to sit at narrow windows or to scream and twitter; they have been running away to sea for years—the excuse will not serve. And although we are told she possesses ‘the intellect, the hopes, the ambitions of a man, unsoftened by any feminine attribute,’ what could be more ‘female’ than her passion for rummaging in, tumbling over, eyeing this great basket of coloured words? That she can find no use for them; that, lovely as they are, she has nothing to pin them on to, nothing to deck out in them; that la bonne Littérature, in fine, has not bid her bind her hair, is no great marvel. She has been to a [232] feast of languages ever since she was old enough to beat a spoon on the table.


  (July 30, 1920.)


  []


  A Foreign Novel


  
    Jenny — By Sigrid Undset

  


  Of course we know a great deal better, and laugh at our emotion and refer to it as a foolish weakness on the part of our poor dear heart—who is like the timid old-fashioned wife of that brilliant young surgeon, the mind—but for all that, there is something in the opera ‘La Bohème’ that sets us sighing…. Yes, yes, of course it was an impossible, unhealthy, draughty life, with all those stairs, and no electric light, and no bathroom, and no cooked vegetables! But the white walls, the bunch of violets in a glass, the long loaf and the bottle of wine in a cupboard, her hat and his coat hanging from two nails…. Sentimental nonsense—but there you are!


  The author of ‘Jenny’ has managed to capture this pale lilac sunlight, this youthful atmosphere so successfully that the glaring faults of construction are toned down. Her small group of Scandinavian students living in Rome, care-free, spending whole nights talking and whole days taking their fill of the sun and painting and eating and falling in and out of love, is excellently described. She can bring them together round a café table and make us realize how they are related to one another, how they react and respond, the quality of their group emotion; and she can part them, separate them, follow them one by one to that lighted attic where, solitary, they reveal the self that does not change. We are made to feel how the two women, Jenny and Cesca, for all that they are more important, richer, more sensitive than the men, are yet at the mercy of life, are in danger, just because they are women. And yet the book fails as a whole because Miss Undset has been content, as [233] it were, to uncover rather than discover Jenny. We should have known at the end why it was that, in giving herself to the man who she felt would be for ever a stranger, Jenny sins against the deepest impulses of her being—why, from that moment, Life would have nothing more to do with her. But this question, problem, which should be the living support of the novel, the author forgets, or allows to be smothered.


  (July 30, 1920.)


  []


  Esther Waters Revisited


  
    Esther Waters. — By George Moore

  


  Although conversation of the kind is seldom very fruitful, while young writers gather together it would be hard to find a topic more suited to their enthusiasm than ‘Who are, when all is said and done, our best writers to-day, and why do we think so?’ Present-day literature consists almost entirely of poetry and the novel, and when it is the latter which has been under discussion; when there has been a furious rage of condemning, admiring, prophesying, upholding; when all is over and the participants have distributed to their satisfaction the laurel and the bay, it is not uncommon to hear, from a corner, an American or a French voice upraised: ‘But what about Mr. George Moore?’ Of course; how strange! How difficult it is to explain how so distinguished a figure in modern letters comes to be forgotten! And even when we recall him to memory do we not see him dim, pale, shadowy, vanishing round this corner, disappearing behind that door, almost in the rôle of expert private detective to his novels rather than author…. This, too, in spite of his detachment and candour, taking into account the delighted retracing, retracking himself down, so to say, for which he is famous. We have no other writer who is so fond of talking of his art. So endless is his patience, so sustained his enthusiasm, we [234] have the feeling that he cannot refrain from confiding in the stupid public, simply because he cannot keep silent. And yet—there is the strange fact. While we are engaged in reading Mr. George Moore’s novels he is ‘there,’ but once they are put back on the shelves he has softly and silently vanished away until he is heard of again.


  The publication of a new edition of ‘Esther Waters’ provides an opportunity for seeking to understand this curious small problem. It is generally agreed that this novel is the best he has written, and the author himself has expressed his delight in it—‘the book that among all other books I should have cared most to write, and to have written it so much better than I ever dreamed it could be written.’ ‘Esther Waters’ is, on the face of it, a model novel. Having read it carefully and slowly—we defy anyone to race along or skip—from cover to cover, we are left feeling that there is not a page, paragraph, sentence, word, that is not right, the only possible page, paragraph, sentence, word. The more we look into it, the more minute our examination, the deeper grows our amazement at the amount of sheer labour that has gone to its execution. Nothing from: ‘She stood on the platform watching the receding train,’ until the last pale sentence, the last quiet closing chord is taken for granted. How is it possible for Mr. George Moore to have gained such precise knowledge of the servants’ life in Esther’s first place unless he disguised himself as a kitchen-maid and plunged his hands into the cauliflower water? There is not a detail of the kitchen and pantry life at Woodview that escapes his observation; the description of the bedroom shared by Esther and the housemaid Margaret is as complete as though the author were preparing us for some sordid crime to be committed there. And this intensely scrupulous method, this dispassionate examination is continued without a break in the even flow of the narrative. Turn to the page of the heroine’s seduction:


  The wheat stacks were thatching, and in the rickyard, [235] in the carpenter’s shop, and in the warm valleys, listening to the sheep-bells tinkling, they often lay together talking of love and marriage till one evening, putting his pipe aside, William threw his arm round her, whispering she was his wife.


  ‘Putting his pipe aside’! Could anything express a nicer control, a cooler view of the emotional situation? It is only equalled by: ‘Soon after thoughts betook themselves on their painful way, and the stars were shining when he followed her across the down, beseeching her to listen.’ It comes to this. There is not, in retrospect, one single page which is not packed as tightly as it can hold with whatever can be recorded. When we follow Esther to London here is the crown of the book. It is the London of that particular time preserved whole, a true ‘London of the water’s edge’—a London of theatres, music-halls, wine-shops, public-houses. And it is the scene of the struggle of Esther Waters to be a good woman and to bring up her child against fearful odds. The life of a general servant—how sordid, how vulgar, how ignoble! What a trapesing up and down stairs and a turning-out of ugly rooms! Mr. Moore spares us none of it, and when her ‘luck changes,’ and, married to the man who seduced her, Esther has a home of her own, it is the centre of a low-class gambling lot. Could all this be more faithfully described than the author has described it? Could it possibly be more complete, more probable? The technique is so even, it is as though a violinist were to play the whole concerto in one stroke of the bow.


  And yet we would say without hesitation that ‘Esther Waters’ is not a great novel, and never could be a great novel, because it has not, from first to last, the faintest stirring of the breath of life. It is as dry as the remainder biscuit after a voyage. In a word it has no emotion. Here is a world of objects accurately recorded, here are states of mind set down, and here, above all, is that good Esther whose faith in her Lord is never shaken, whose [236] love for her child is never overpowered—and who cares?


  In the last year Jackie had taken much and given nothing. But when she opened Mrs. Lewis’s door he came running to her, calling her Mummie; and the immediate preference he showed for her, climbing on her knees instead of Mrs. Lewis’s, was a fresh sowing of love in the mother’s heart.


  Do we not feel that to be the detective rather than the author writing? It is an arid, sterile statement. Or this:


  But when they came to the smooth wide … roads … she put him down, and he would run along ahead, crying, ‘Turn for a walk, Mummie, turn along,’ and his little feet went so quickly beneath his frock that it seemed as if he were on wheels. She followed, often forced to break into a run, tremulous lest he should fall….


  The image of the little feet on wheels is impossibly flat and cold, and ‘tremulous’ is never the word for Esther—‘trembling’ or ‘all of a tremble’—the other word reveals nothing. What it comes to is that we believe that emotion is essential to a work of art; it is that which makes a work of art a unity. Without emotion writing is dead; it becomes a record instead of a revelation, for the sense of revelation comes from that emotional reaction which the artist felt and was impelled to communicate. To contemplate the object, to let it make its own impression—which is Mr. Moore’s way in ‘Esther Waters’—is not enough. There must be an initial emotion felt by the writer, and all that he sees is saturated in that emotional quality. It alone can give incidence and sequence, character and background, a close and intimate unity. Let the reader turn to the scene where Sarah gets drunk because her horse has lost. It is a fearful scene, and so closely described that we might be at her elbow. But now Sarah speaks, now Esther, now William, and all is as cold and toneless as if it were being read out of that [237] detective’s notebook again. It is supremely good evidence; nothing is added, nothing is taken away, but we forget it as soon as it is read for we have been given nothing to remember. Fact succeeds fact, and with the reflection that Esther and her husband ‘fell asleep, happy in each other’s love, seeming to find new bonds of union in pity for their friend’s misfortune,’ the scene closes. Is that all? No wonder we forget Mr. George Moore. To praise such work as highly as he does is to insult his readers’ intelligence.


  (August 6, 1920.)


  []


  Throw Them Overboard!


  
    The Story of the Siren — By E.M. Forster

  


  The delightful event of a new story by Mr. E.M. Forster sets us wishing that it had not been so long to wait between his last novel and his new book. He is one of the very few younger English writers whose gifts are of a kind to compel our curiosity as well as our admiration. There is in all his novels a very delicate sense of the value of atmosphere, a fine precision of expression, and his appreciation of the uniqueness of the characters he portrays awakens in him a kind of special humour, half whimsical, half sympathetic. It is in his best-known novel, ‘Howard’s End,’ that he is most successful in conveying to the reader the effect of an assurance that he possesses a vision which reigns within; but in ‘Howard’s End,’ though less than elsewhere, we are teased by the feeling, difficult to define, that he has by no means exerted the whole of his imaginative power to create that world for his readers. This, indeed, it is which engages our curiosity. How is it that the writer is content to do less than explore his own delectable country?


  There is a certain leisureliness which is of the very essence of Mr. Forster’s style—a constant and fastidious choosing of what the unity shall be composed—but while [238] admitting the necessity for this and the charm of it, we cannot deny the danger to the writer of drifting, of finding himself beset with fascinating preoccupations which tempt him to put off or even to turn aside from the difficulties which are outside his easy reach. In the case of Mr. Forster the danger is peculiarly urgent because of his extreme reluctance to—shall we say?—commit himself wholly. By letting himself be borne along, by welcoming any number of diversions, he can still appear to be a stranger, a wanderer, within the boundaries of his own country, and so escape from any declaration of allegiance. To sum this up as a cynical attitude on the part of the author would be, we are convinced, to do him a profound wrong. Might it not be that his conscience is over-developed, that he is himself his severest critic, his own reader full of eyes? So aware is he of his sensitiveness, his sense of humour, that they are become two spectators who follow him wherever he goes, and are for ever on the look-out for a display of feeling….


  It was the presence of ‘my aunt and the chaplain’ on the first page of ‘The Story of the Siren’ which suggested the tentative explanation above. The teller of the story is in a boat outside a little grotto on a great sunlit rock in the Mediterranean. His notebook has dropped over the side.


  
    ‘It is such a pity,’ said my aunt, ‘that you will not finish your work at the hotel. Then you would have been free to enjoy yourself and this would never have happened.’


    ‘Nothing of it but will change into something rich and strange,’ warbled the chaplain….

  


  It would be extremely unfair to suggest that Mr. Forster’s novels are alive with aunts and black with chaplains, and yet those two figures are so extraordinarily familiar, that we caught ourselves unjustifiably wondering why there must always be, on every adventure, an aunt and a warbling chaplain. Why must they always be there in [239] the boat, bright, merciless, clad from head to foot in the armour of efficiency?


  It is true that in this particular story the hero escapes from them almost immediately. He and Giuseppe are left on a rock outside the cave, so that the boatman may dive and recover his notebook. But the mischief is done. All through the enchanting story told by Giuseppe after the book is rescued, we seem to hear a ghostly accompaniment. They ‘had been left together in a magic world, apart from all the commonplaces that are called reality, a world of blue whose floor was the sea and whose walls and roof of rock trembled with the sea’s reflections’; but something has happened there which should not have happened there—so that the radiance is faintly dimmed, and that beautiful trembling blue is somehow just blurred, and the voice of Giuseppe has an edge on it which makes it his voice for the foreigner: the aunt and the chaplain, in fine, are never to be wholly got rid of. By this we do not wish to suggest for one moment that the key of the story should be changed, should be pitched any lower. It is exquisitely right. But we do wish Mr. Forster would believe that his music is too good to need any bush.


  (August 8, 1920.)


  []


  A Holiday Novel


  
    X X X — By X.X.X. (X.X., 7s. 6d. net)

  


  Seated in one of those sealed, sumptuous interiors where the rich, unbridled furniture seems to have gone back to the jungle, and the illusion is heightened by the two immense ebony elephants in full trumpet on the giant sideboard, each bearing on his trunk—inexplicable anomaly—a minute white china vase containing a dead fern, the terrified eye fluttering over the deathly-white page of the illustrated something or other, the terrified ear on the qui vive for that discreet rustle which must be followed up the ominous stairs and into a chair which [240] would seem to have been designed as a smoking-room armchair for a skeleton, the entrapped mind all the time busy composing that sentence which should convey in a breath that we had not time to-day, and, indeed, had not come to have anything done, but just to be looked at in case—our attention was arrested by a winning little paragraph of advice which was intended for those of ‘our readers’ who had thought at all seriously of taking away a book with them to read on their holiday. It was distinguished by a note of quiet confidence, infinitely reassuring to a timid unaccustomed reader, to the effect that, provided the holiday was long enough, the print large enough, and the margins sufficiently wide, there was no reason at all why the entire book should not be finished before the hunt for the return half of the ticket began. It was hinted at that the book should have a serviceable cover to protect it from the ravages of wind, wave and tide—that it should not be read while swimming except in the case of a novice, when, an exciting chapter being agreed upon, the teacher should hold the book out of the water on a level with the patient’s eyes, and, walking slowly backward, draw him on, almost literally speaking. Should the book suffer from unexpected immersion (the book indeed!), a brisk drying in the open air, or failing this, on the outside of the bedroom window-sill (should the landlady have no objection), would soon set all to rights again. But while on the subject of accidents it further suggested that if the book should be buried, there is no cause for alarm; a spade should be quietly borrowed, the exact spot ascertained as far as possible, the sand gently removed so as to avoid any bruising of the cover, and upon recovery: ‘Hold the book by the two stiffened sides. Clap together. It is one of the famous charms of sand that it is so quickly and so cleanly capable of removal….’ In the case of a picnic, especially where portable liquids were carried, it was strongly advised to place the book, if the reader looked forward to a quiet half-hour with it under a tree while the little folks [241] wandered, on the top of the picnic basket, and, to prevent any fading or curling of the leaves, to make all snug with an old copy of yesterday’s newspaper.


  We were surprised to read that there were occasions when the presence of a book on a holiday made for selfishness, or perhaps thoughtlessness, rather. The example of reading at meals was given. To read at meals meant that the book was bound to be propped against something, and that something was almost equally bound to be an article of common use such as the cruet, the milk-jug, or even, in very thoughtless cases, a pot of jam. How often the writer had seen a retiring or shy nature’s enjoyment of the meal entirely spoilt by his choosing to go without rather than force himself to break the silence of the table, at the risk of a possible snub or glance of amusement as well. On the other hand, it is not wise to leave the book on the hall-stand or thrust into the stairs during dinner. A run up the stairs with it to one’s own bedroom may save many a long hour’s search for it, later, or even a more bitter disappointment still. Never read either directly before or after eating; after all, we have come away to give our digestions a rest; and, it is unnecessary to say, never read in bed. One may as well stay at home as risk one’s life with a strange lamp or candle. One word more. It is most unwise to take away an author who is not thor ughly well-known and liked. What could be more unpleasant than to find yourself on a rainy day, in seaside lodgings, with someone whom … what indeed?


  (August 13, 1920.)


  []


  Deader Than the Dodo


  
    Queen Lucia — By E.F. Benson

  


  ‘Lucia, with her enthusiasms and absurdities, is a delightful creature, worthy to rank with the immortal Dodo.’ These are the concluding words of that paragraph [242] on the paper wrapper which is to tempt the reader to open or not to open Mr. Benson’s new novel. It is a great many years since we read ‘Dodo.’ How immortal does it remain for us? Memory, with some reluctance and hesitation, dives and fetches up … a slim creature with a wasp waist preening herself before a mirror, Beethoven, a great, blond, Newfoundland dog of a man on watch beside a cradle, a hunting crop, and over all a high, rapid, ceaseless chatter which may or may not have sparkled then, but which the action of the years has dreadfully dulled…. But we did imagine that the ‘whole point’ of the novel, as they say, was the charm of Dodo. The author and the reader agreed—did they not?—that she was a delightful creature, with her enthusiasms and absurdities. Lucia, however, in spite of that paragraph, is an extremely unpleasant elderly cat, with eyes ‘like round buttons covered in black leather,’ and ‘hard, neat undulations of black hair.’ Let us take the reader into our confidence. We believe there has been some extraordinary confusion on the part of the author and the publisher and the characters, with the result that the lady to whom the paragraph applies is not Lucia at all, but her rival in the case, the opera-singer, who whistles on her fingers, calls her men friends ‘my dear,’ and tells them not to blush when they mention the fact that babies are born. We are prepared to eat our pen that it is she who is Dodo revived, but how aggravating and tiresome it is that the question should be raised, for at each fresh appearance of Lucia we find ourselves looking for the likeness, and at each new vulgarity of the opera-singer’s we find ourselves recalling the resemblance.


  There is the fact, however, that the author’s chief concern is with Queen Lucia and her little country town of a kingdom. The silly, vain creature living in her Elizabethan house, with her Shakespeare garden, her ‘amusing’ furniture and her tame cat of a husband who writes prose-poems, is described at immense length. Likewise her immense importance as a leader of culture, a [243] propagator of new ideas, an authority upon Music and the Arts, is drummed into our heads. For from the very first it is clear that Mr. Benson has no opinion of our heads at all. He does not even dream that we shall succeed in seeing his joke at first, but, once he has made it, rushes to try-try-try again as a matter of course. And what jokes they are!


  Then she looked at my pearls and asked if they were genuine. So I looked at her teeth, and there was no need to ask about them.


  Or:


  
    ‘Oh! it’s so diffy!’ said Lucia, beginning again. ‘Georgie, turn over!’


    Georgie turned over, and Lucia, counting audibly to herself, made an incomparable mess all over the piano.

  


  These are small particular stars. But the truth is that the whole book is one over-arching joke. Having succeeded, to his satisfaction, in making clear to us just how great a pretentious fool Queen Lucia was, the author proceeds to entertain us with the spectacle of her pride having fall after fall. The method is to spy upon the lady, to peep through the blind, over the wall, to snigger, to cry, ‘That served her right,’ ‘That was a nasty one for her,’ and ‘She won’t show her face after that in a hurry.’ Her subjects are the comic figures of every comic country town. There is the old lady with the ear-trumpet, the elderly Colonel who feels young, the elderly young ladies who are giddy and slap each other in their playful way. And if we add that they were—Queen and all—taken in by an Indian who pretended to be a great teacher, and was a brandy-drinking burglar in disguise, and afterwards by an elderly ruffian who pretended to be a Russian Princess and a Spiritualist—it will be plain to see what matter for mirth is here!


  But the dismallest feature of all is that Mr. Benson’s humour should have gone—not to the dogs, but to the cats.


  (August 20, 1920.)


  []


  Victorian Elegance


  
    [244] A Fool in her Folly — By Rhoda Broughton

  


  In the sympathetic short preface which Mrs. Belloc Lowndes has written for this, Miss Broughton’s last novel, she tells us that Miss Broughton was ‘curiously humble about her books. It was almost as if she was content to regard her literary gift as a kind of elegant accomplishment….’ Why should this astonish Mrs. Belloc Lowndes? It is delightful to think that the author should have been so nice a judge of her talent, for that, after reading ‘A Fool in her Folly,’ is precisely what we feel it to have been—‘a kind of elegant accomplishment.’ It is far from our desire to be lacking in respect for Miss Broughton’s memory; but why does Mrs. Lowndes trouble to quote the ‘acute modern critic writing for Americans’ when he declares that Miss Broughton ‘seemed to him the nearest thing [sic] in spirit to Jane Austen that we have had in recent times’?


  There can be no question of comparison between them. That Miss Broughton always put the best of herself into everything she did is undoubtedly true, but that she could have, even if she would have, put all of herself into anything that she did is quite a different matter. We do not think she had any such aim. There is, in this novel at least, a kind of deliberate sustained pose which is deeper than the manner of the tale-teller. Her delicate garrulity, the angle at which she gazes at the tiny storm there, where it tosses, at the bottom of one of Mamma’s delicate teacups; the quaintly flippant gesture with which she dismisses the ultimate disaster—all seem to say: ‘You see for yourself that I am not to be taken too seriously. It is only a story after all.’


  If we were certain of living to be as old as Abraham there is no reason why time should not be found for ‘A Fool in her Folly.’ But whirling at the rate we go (and [245] we seem to go faster and faster; we have had scarce time to greet the summer this year, and now the leaves are falling) it is difficult to recommend it to grown men and women. It is a girls’ book. Girls of all ages, from thirteen to eighty-five, will revel in it. It will not bear looking into; it will not tolerate any questions or interruptions. It must be taken whole, just as it is or not at all.


  Let us try to make our meaning clearer. ‘A Fool in her Folly’ is a story in the Victorian tradition, supposed to be related by an old lady of eighty. It tells how when she was a plump little partridge of twenty she ate of the forbidden fruits in her Papa’s library, and falling into a fever, half indigestion, half curiosity, as a consequence, determined to write a novel herself. It was to be a burning and mighty story of passion, its title was to be ‘Love.’ What she wrote we are not told. The tepidity, almost bordering on idiocy, of her family circle, their politeness, forbearance, gentleness and modesty towards one another, are excellently described, as is the scene between her parents and herself when the fatal manuscript is discovered. For her crime, and to save her family from being corrupted by her very presence among them, she is sent away to a widowed Aunt, and there, meeting a real live man, who is as wicked as he is handsome, she learns to live her book over again. This time she is saved by a friend of the Aunt’s and sent home—to spend the remainder of her life—i.e., sixty years—repenting. But what had she written? Either it was pestiferous balderdash or it was all nonsense. Either her parents were idiots or she was a little horror. And what happened between her and the villain thus to destroy her whole life? And was her mind a perfect sink or was she merely the victim of growing curiosity? All these questions are left dans le vague—in that dreamy, faint, dazed world where girls of thirteen and girls of eighty-five laugh and cry over the same book.


  (August 20, 1920.)


  []


  Hearts Are Trumps


  
    [246] Island Tales — By Jack London

  


  On the back cover of ‘Island Tales’ there is a list of thirty-four of Jack London’s books which are to be had in a cheap edition. To read the titles is to get a curiously vivid idea of their author, of not only the kind of thing he liked to write about, but even of the way in which he approached his subject. ‘Children of the Frost,’ ‘When God Laughs,’ ‘The Cruise of the Dazzler,’ ‘The Little Lady of the Big House,’ ‘A Sun of the Son’—they conjure up an impression of a simple-hearted teller of tales who has been up and down the world, who has a fondness for Nature in her extreme moods, and is by no means devoid of sentimentality. We feel as we glance down that long list that here was a genial, warm-blooded fellow, who liked a name to be a name, a snowstorm to be a snowstorm and a man to be a hero. He is one of those writers who win the affection of their readers—who are, in themselves the favourite book. But this very affection which he inspired is a something sentimental. That which prevented Jack London from ever being one of the real adventurers, the real explorers and rebels, was his heart; there was always the moment when his heart went to his head and he was carried away by passions which were immensely appropriate to the occasion, but which suffered from a histrionic tinge. Then his simplicity, smothered under a torrent of puffed-up words, obscured the firm outlines upon which his story relied, and we were left with the vaguely uncomfortable sensations of those to whom an ‘appeal’ has been made.


  Jack London at his best was the author of ‘White Fang.’ From the first chapter we step straight into the book. There is the immense snowy landscape, spread out unruffled, empty as far as they can see except for the sled, the straining dogs, the two tiny creatures who urge them [247] on, and, as the quick dusk thickens, the moving shapes of shadow which howl after them. In describing at length the hateful fight that went on and on, in making us watch with the tiny creatures and fear for them, in keeping the issue so uncertain that we cannot afford to take our eyes off those starving beasts for a second, the author prepares us for his story. For the first chapter is only a prologue—a taste of what wolves are like, a ‘now you know what wolves can be,’ which precedes the life-story from the birth to the fulness of years of that most beguiling animal, White Fang. White Fang, fat little cub, tumbling through the fourth wall of his mother’s cave and rolling in the sun, is hard to resist. The strange, especial tenderness that men and women feel for small animals is called forth by every fresh activity of this infant wolf, and it is astonishing to what extent he becomes for us an individual creature, a wolf that we could pick out from among other wolves. Only when the love-master (unfortunate, characteristic appellation) comes along and has succeeded in making a kind of Oberhund of him does the image begin to blur. There are no human beings in ‘White Fang,’ except those as seen through a wolf-dog’s eyes—simplifications of human beings, and that is why it is so successful.


  When we turn to ‘Island Tales’ we cannot help regretting that the gleaners have been so busy in the field where such a teeming crop has been reaped. For there is not a single story in it which is better than the average magazine supplies. True, his admirers would recognize them as having come from the Jack London shop; but they are machine-made, ready-to-read tales which depend for their novelty upon the originality of the Hawaiian ornament. It is a little sad to notice the effect of this ambrosial climate upon his style of writing. Words became hyphenated, bedecked, sentences were spun out until the whole reminded one of the wreaths—the ‘Leis’ or love-tokens—that the gentle savages love to hang about their necks. And then the Hawaiian greeting, ‘Arms around,’ as he describes it so often and with such [248] delight, was no antidote to his sentimentality. It would not, however, be fair to judge him by this book. But it does confirm us in the opinion that his salvation lay in wolves, snow, hardship and toil.


  (August 27, 1920.)


  []


  A Witty Sentimentalist


  
    In the Mountains — Anon.

  


  It is not difficult to decide who is the author of ‘In the Mountains,’[1] and the absence of difficulty is part of the proof that it is a good book. Individuality is hard to come by nowadays, and it covers a multitude of sins, as Uncle Rudolph found when he proposed (on about the last page) to Dolly. The sins to be covered by this author’s individuality are none of them very big ones—the worst being a trick of invoking the amorphous God of modern optimism to give an air of seriousness and weight to things that do not really need it. ‘Nothing in winter,’ she writes, describing her mountains, ‘but the ineffable cold smell of what, again for want of a better word, I can only describe as God.’ The God who comes in to help one out of a literary emergency is a fairly familiar figure nowadays; but we don’t like him any the better for that. And we like him the less when he interferes, as he occasionally does in this book, with the expression of an individuality we do like.


  And how delightful the author of ‘In the Mountains’ can be! To her wit and whimsy is added an irrepressible, palpable delight, which one can feel and share, in the airs and graces of writing. She has a delicate pen that lovingly shapes her phrase, and an instinct that keeps it true to experience, ‘as though one were writing a letter to somebody who loves one, and who will want to know, with the sweet eagerness and solicitude of love, what one [249] does and what the place one is in looks like.’ That is not the whole of her, by any means; there is a detachment and a touch of worldly wisdom added to a fond of femininity that make of her quite definitely an artist.


  Perhaps the most interesting thing about her equipment, her composition, her make-up, is the slight instability in the mixture of her elements. She is profoundly a sentimentalist, and her sentimentality keeps jumping out in spite of all the ironical detachment she can muster against it. She cannot really control it—‘God’ is merely one of its temporary disguises—and one cannot help speculating whether she would be a better writer if she could. It is the malign fate of writers with the gift of wit that we should always be asking them to be witty, that they should tighten the firmness of their exquisite control most sedulously there where they want to be free of it for a moment. In the sentimental vein the touch of the author of ‘In the Mountains’ seems a little less than secure.


  But amusing and entertaining books are so rare that we cannot leave this one with a grumble. The whole story of Miss Barnes and Dolly ‘Jewks’ and Uncle Rudolph (the Dean) is splendidly told, and there is a page at the beginning of that long episode, on the feminine theme that ‘what one has on underneath does somehow ooze through into one’s behaviour,’ which is inimitable. In the same genre, peculiarly this author’s own, is a little anecdote of her being discovered by her Swiss handyman, in the fancy dress of a devil, in the act of going into her bedroom to look for her tail. It is perfect.


  (August 27, 1920.)


  []


  Sussex, All too Sussex


  
    Green Apple Harvest — By Sheila Kaye-Smith

  


  ‘Green Apple Harvest’ is another of those Sussex-grown novels for which Miss Kaye-Smith has gained a [250] reputation. Its headquarters are a Sussex farmhouse; it wanders through Sussex lanes, fields, meadows, fairs; plays in and out of a Sussex public-house with Sussex farmers as broad as they are long for company; and notes the fact how in Sussex Summer follows Spring, Autumn comes after Summer, and lean old Winter with his beard of ice brings up the rear. As for the manner of speech in Sussex, it is here so faithfully recorded that words with double dots, double vowels, buzzing, humming words, words with their tails cut off, lean words grown fat and stodgy words swelled into dumplings lie so thick upon the page that the reader needs a stout pair of eyes to carry him through.


  The name of the farmhouse is Bodingmares. It is the home of the Fuller family—Faather and his second wife Elizabeth; Mary and Jim, two children of the first marriage, and Robert and Clem, two half-grown sons of the second. Mus’ Fuller is a grim ancient with ‘a mouth stretched into a line which might have been a smile if it had not been so thin and tragic.’ He worships at the Methodist Chapel.


  
    ‘Then you mean to tell me as you’re praaperly saved?’


    Bob wriggled in his chair.


    ‘I dunno.’


    ‘Wot d’you mean—You dunno as you’re saved? I tell you as there aun’t never no mistake about that. As the lightning shineth from one part of heaven to another…. Wot did you stand up for if you didn’t know as you were saved?’


    Robert filled his mouth quite full of pudding, and was silent.

  


  But Death and Miss Kaye-Smith remove him at a rattling pace on page 37. Thus his epitaph:


  The years of his health had been spent in brooding on heavenly things, but from the moment his last illness [251] began his mind seemed to concentrate on the small things of the sick-bed. His fight for life was entirely a matter of dose and diet, and his final surrender was not to the Everlasting Arms, but to his own fatigue.


  Now for Elizabeth. She is something weak, soft, a creature of physical charms…. It was (most surprisingly) ‘her hair flying dustily golden like pollened anthers’ that had snared old Mus’ Fuller. Within six months of his death she is married to Wheelgate, the postman, who takes her to Eastbourne for their honeymoon, thereby proving himself a man of more substance than Jim had supposed him to be, and afterwards to a home of their own, where she has bright chintzes and brasses, and spends the rest of her life cutting out youthful blouses. And exit Elizabeth.


  Mary and Jim may be dismissed, one as a spiteful voice, the other as a drawl. There remain Robert and Clem. Clem, the meek plodder, has black hair and yellow eyes. Otherwise his face is ‘just the face of a common Sussex lad, with wide mouth and short nose, and a skin of Saxon fairness under the summer tan.’ But Robert. It is he who gives the book its name.


  ‘Sims to me as Bob’s life lik a green apple tree—he’s picked his fruit lik other men, but it’s bin hard and sour instead of sweet. Love and religion—they’re both sweet things, folks say, but with Bob they’ve bin as the hard green apples.’


  So at long last we come to the hero. Rise up, rise up, young man! It is for you that Bodingmares, that shadowy farmhouse, and the shadowy family have been called into existence. Stand forth, your feet rooted in the dark soil of Sussex, your arms green branches, heavy honey-sweet blossom pushing through your breast. If this is the story of your lusty youth, your broken prime, your bitter harvest, let us, in Heaven’s name, have the truth…. But the florid young man in check breeches [252] and gaiters escapes Miss Kaye-Smith’s pen more effectually than all the rest. Violence does not make a man, yet it is the only attribute that the author grants him freely. We are told how at chapel a voice cried to him to stand up and testify, and because that voice made him feel a fool he determines to do all those things ‘as He doan’t hold with” to serve God out. So he goes after the gypsy girl Hannah—the old, old gypsy girl with her shawl and her feathery hat and her wild ways—and drinks and bets. But it is all in vain. God will not let him go and at the end Bob dies for His sake…. ‘I’ve got a feeling that if I go to the Lord God I’ll only be going into the middle of all that’s alive. If I’m wud him I can’t never lose the month of May.’


  ‘Green Apple Harvest’ is an example of what a country novel should not be. It is a novel divided against itself, written with two hands—one is the country hand, scoring the dialect, and the other is the town hand, hovering over the wild flowers and pointing out the moon like the ‘blown petal’ of a cherry tree. If the novel were ever alive it would be pulled to death between them.


  (September 3, 1920.)


  []


  Savoir-Faire


  
    Lady Trent’s Daughter — By Isabel Clarke

  


  Chapter One. ‘Miss Ardern had just laid aside her knitting because it was getting too dark to see comfortably…. The evening had followed upon a perfectly lovely day in early June. The morning had begun with a thick white mist…. And afterwards, when the sun had finally triumphed, there had supervened a golden day with just a hint of crispness in the air at first, but with sunshine that blazed prodigally for nearly a dozen hours…. And now the day was done.’


  These observations, which occur on page 1, set us dreaming. Just supposing that between two and three [253] the sky had become overcast, and it had looked very much like a shower, or, before luncheon, a nasty little wind had sprung up. How would the sympathetic reader have received such intelligence? Would his jaw have dropped? Would he have shaded his eyes with his hand a moment, murmuring, ‘This climate—this climate!’ Is this first page, in fact, a perfectly devilish piece of insight on the part of Miss Isabel Clarke, or, as this is her thirteenth novel, the result of long practice upon the human heart? Here we are, you see, introduced to Miss Ardern before we know it—the wretched business of presentation got over in the dusk, with her laying aside her knitting at the end of a perfect day. A perfect day—how softly it launches us, how easily we glide away on it! There had been that tiny moment of doubt, when the mist was so thick, just to urge our curiosity, but the instant dispelling of it captured our confidence. And pray do not overlook the delightfully—one might almost say cosy relationship that is established between us by ‘the evening had followed upon a perfectly lovely day … there had been just a hint of crispness.’ And underlying all this there is the dark, wicked certainty, the pungent relish to the mild dish, that this sort of thing is a great deal too good to last, and would not be mentioned, indeed, if the worst were not going to happen….


  What does happen is that Miss Ardern’s niece, who is fatherless, and whom she has brought up from babyhood, falls in love with a young man who is already engaged to her absentee mother. This, when the mother arrives on the scene, is, needless to say, very awkward, and might well have ended in catastrophe had not the happy ending intervened to unclasp the wrong hands and join for happy ever the right ones.


  (September 3, 1920.)


  []


  Letters


  
    [254] Verena in the Midst — By E.V. Lucas

  


  It is a fearful thing to have to lie in bed. To be sent to bed, to be commanded to stay there—to gaze from a little valley of humiliation, up, up to that ineffable brow that, wreathed with the mists of discretion and vacancy, bends over one…. To pipe: ‘When shall I be allowed to get up again?’ and to be answered by: ‘We had rather postpone our answer for the present.’ These are moments which set the soul yearning to be taken suddenly, snatched out of the very heart of some fearful joy, and set before its Maker, hatless, dishevelled and gay, with its spirit unbroken. For it is impossible to go condemned to bed in our grown-uppishness without recalling how favourite a remedy it was with our parents and nurses for a spirit that wanted breaking. There, naked between the sheets, prone when all the rest of the world is walking or leaping, conscious, to a hopeless degree, that it certainly isn’t for you that the clocks chime, the cups rattle, the lamps are lighted and the door-bell rings, one wages many a fierce battle. But the infants who emerge triumphant are, depend upon it, bound to be attacked by larger nurses and more unyielding parents later on, who will send them back to bed for another tussle, as though it were never too late to break….


  The case of Aunt Verena, the heroine of ‘Verena in the Midst,’ is, however, not all tragic. True, the ingredients are there. She has had a fall upon the ice which has injured her spine, and she must lie still for an indefinite period. And we are told, on page 3, that she lives normally ‘a hundred minutes to the hour.’ Nevertheless, and in spite of two occasions when we are given to understand that her courage failed her completely, her condition is not all tragic, because her spirit is not entirely unbroken. It is, in the most accommodating fashion for her family and friends, charmingly bent. Riches, leisure, [255] freedom from all responsibilities have not smothered her, and, on the other hand, an affair of the heart with an artist has prevented her from losing touch with the young and foolish. She is, therefore, sustained and fortified by friends and relations from the very moment her head touches the pillow. In giving us the pick of her postbag Mr. Lucas has chosen those letters which, read together, fit into one another and form a brightly patterned little story. We are reminded of a pleasant chintz—not too modern, and yet gay—the groundwork, a soft mignonette green, being Aunt Verena, the largest flower (which might be anything) being Mr. Richard Haven, a special splash of attractive colour for the ardent young nephew Roy, and a delicate little border for the nicely behaved amusing children. There are certain characters who are negligible or blurred; there is not one who changes when his part in the design recurs. With one letter from each of them you have the whole of them, and Aunt Verena remains, from first to last, tender and pale.


  ‘Verena in the Midst’ is not to be taken seriously. With the exception of the nephew Roy, who is quite amazingly made known to us, there has been, on the part of the author, no serious attempt at revelation. We never know the authentic thrill of reading a letter which is meant for the inward ear; we doubt very much if Aunt Verena had one. Mr. Richard Haven’s daily sentimental humours, each carrying a poem like a cut flower—poor flower—between its pages, bore us very heartily, and there is, over all, a kind of tameness, not to say a smugness, which lies heavy. But who shall fathom, who shall explain, the fascination of reading other people’s letters? Aunt Verena, well and hearty, living her own life in precisely these same circumstances, would not have a leg to stand on. But when she is in bed, at the mercy of her postbag, we can sit beside her and await with a great deal more than resignation the glimpse of another letter from poor, dear Louisa.


  (September 10, 1920.)


  []


  An Imagined Judas


  
    [256] The Autobiography of Judas Iscariot. — By Alfred Tresidder Sheppard

  


  ‘The Autobiography of Judas Iscariot’ is a strangely uneven, incalculable novel. The beginning, which tells of the childhood of Judas, is a series of violently seen, savagely felt incidents. There is his fight with the tiny boy who taunts him for being a bastard; then his capture by the robbers on the sea-coast, who try to drown him, his shivering childhood on the fringe of their camp, and his recapture by a rich Arab chieftain, travelling to Baghdad. Here, in the palace, he found favour in his lord’s eyes and lived in the harem until he was sixteen, and then, in another fit of rage, he killed the old eunuch, Hormisdas, and fled to Joppa.


  I looked upwards; the sky was black and ominous, and in a few seconds rain fell in immense drops. People on the quay scattered; there were left but a few beggars, clamouring for alms. Some were blind, some eaten away by leprosy; all were filthy. A man had been charming snakes; as his audience dispersed, he put the snakes and his reed into a silk bag, and went away cursing.


  From the chapter which begins with these words the narrative changes. It is more sustained, and the style settles into—if we may use the expression—a weary stride. It is a kind of half-swinging, half-loping gait, and it seems, somehow, to fit the restless, eager, doubting young Judas. The author makes us feel the tragedy of the man who is chosen for the crime, how he is, in spite of himself, for ever being prepared for his part, and half seeking to escape from it, and half lured on. What had his life been until he met Jesus but a schooling in how to destroy, how to betray, how to sell himself? And those strange moments when he sees himself as a rival of Jesus—is not he [257] too a wanderer, a sufferer infinitely weary, a man who would enter as a king into his own kingdom?—are very powerfully suggested. Judas is the dark mocking shadow of Jesus; the light maddens and exasperates him, and yet he cannot tear himself from it. The strongest bond of all, that of the saviour and the betrayer, binds them together.


  The mistake Mr. Sheppard has made is in allowing our view of this tortured creature to be interrupted so often by giving us his account of the events in the life of Jesus. Here, again, we encounter the strange, flat dullness which seems to brood over these stories when they are retold, and, although the author’s reason for introducing them is to show how Judas never could wholly accept their miraculous explanation, he buries his hero beneath them.


  (September 10, 1920.)


  []


  A Dull Monster


  
    Caliban — By W.L. George

  


  The first impression and the impression that abides after reading Mr. W.L. George’s latest novel is that it is so very late indeed. Six years ago, no eight years ago—no, ten—this kind of novel was the height of fashion. The model was new; it suited the young writers of those ebullient days. They could not resist making a copy for themselves, and looking back across the immense interval we picture them tricked out in it, we see them banded together as a kind of Fire Brigade, dashing off at an immense pace and clatter to put out, to destroy, to turn the hose upon, any solid sedate residence which was not and never could be on fire. It was still most amusing and almost novel in those days to laugh at Victorian furniture, to discuss endlessly the fashions of that period and to recall the comic ballads or the tender strains of ‘Come to me, Sweet Marie.’ Leg of mutton sleeves, bustles, what-nots and the fact that you must never stand anything on top [258] of the Bible provoked the merriest peals. There was a feeling in the air that life was such a game, such fun, such a lark, such a rag! And there was, above all, an idea, a kind of nebulous football of an idea which floated and bumped in everybody’s direction and simply asked to be kicked high and sent flying, that the thing to do was to ‘get down to it’ and to be bold. ‘Toujours de l’audace’—we actually said it then.


  The model upon which all these copies were fashioned survives, but it has become something of a curiosity. We do not admire it less than we did then—but it is impossible for us to recapture the emotional state in which it was presented to us then. To say that the war has changed our attitude to life is not a very useful thing to say, neither is it wholly true. But what it has done is to fix for ever in our minds the distinction between what is a fashion and what is permanent. In spite of all the nonsense that is admired and the rubbish that is extolled we do perceive a striving after something nearer the truth, something more deeply true among a few writers to-day.


  So it is with astonishment and not a little amusement that we observe appearing in the broadest daylight, complete to the confident eyebrows, the quaint figure of ten years ago—the rather smallish man, not handsome but immensely vital, the man who has thrust upwards, hitting, pushing, smashing the family solidities in Maida Vale, ‘three years before the first Jubilee,’ laying about him relentless and determined until he emerges finally into the blazing glare as the author of ‘Zip.’ Richard Bulmer (you mark the punch in the name) from his early youth discovers that what the world wants is Zip, and Zip is a patent food of his own invention which is to be eaten with every newspaper and magazine that he can lay hands upon. His method is to buy the paper, mix so much Zip with it as it will hold and—feed the greedy millions. The greedy millions are fed. Bulmer, rising by swift degrees to Lord Bulmer of Bargo is Lord Northcliffe’s [259] rival. He buys papers as other men buy cigars. He buys men, women, houses, Power, but slim, cool Janet, with her graceful untidy hair and her look ‘like warm snow’ he cannot buy. Not even when the war broke out and he rushed into Janet’s flat, and: ‘His brain was fumous, his speech was a lyrical song of slaughter. In mangled sentences he expressed ideas newborn, aspiration to honour for his country that was actually an aspiration to deeds. He grew breathless; his mouth was dry. He was in the grasp of an epic poem….’ Not even when ‘in silence, muscle against muscle, teeth clenched they fought each other, hard breathing, giving forth the muffled cries of effort,’ and Janet ‘clutched at her hair that was loosening, and pressed her other hand against his chin, bending him back as an arc.’ These cinemato-graphically contested episodes end in Janet’s marrying another (‘For a moment Atlas bent under the weight of earth’) and a final scene when our hero creeps back to his humming lair in Fleet Street and hears the boys cry his papers, while he murmurs that tag that used to end them in those days: ‘One doesn’t hitch on to anybody. One just messes about a bit in the middle of life and life sails away.’


  But why Caliban? What has this to do with Caliban? Shall Caliban come roaring out of his case with a gnawed copy of The Times at the wave of Mr. George’s wand? Caliban is far too real a monster to dance to the tune of ‘Hello Life.’ But there again—we recognize the bygone fashion. Of course it would be Caliban!


  (September 17, 1920.)


  []


  The Case of Mr. Newte


  
    The Extra Lady — By Horace W.C. Newte

  


  The case of Mr. Horace W.C. Newte is a strange one. In spite of the fact that three million pairs of eyes devoured ‘Sparrows,’ ‘The Extra Lady’ is, we confess, [260] the first of his novels that we have read. Brilliant paper covers on the bookstalls satisfied our curiosity by telling us (so we imagined) all there was to know in their would-be ensnaring sub-titles—‘The Story of an Unprotected Girl’ or ‘The Story of a Tense Human Passion.’ These conjured up a vision of certain theatrical posters of provincial melodrama—girls in the act of being chloroformed and spirited away in malignant-looking cabs by auburn-haired villains in check riding breeches, or, in the case of that Tense Human Passion, two tailors’ dummies—en costume de bal—embracing between a red lamp and a fan. But while we are aware that it is the fashion nowadays among our higher intelligentsia to find in these exhibitions something exquisitely amusing, we must confess, for our part, that to ‘discover’ them deliberately does seem to us to take the edge off their humour. And so we have passed Mr. Newte by.


  To read ‘The Extra Lady’ is, however, to realize that its author cannot be dismissed as a maker of melodrama. For some not easily discoverable reason he has chosen to cloak, to partly disguise his remarkable talent in the ‘regulation get-up’; he is the professional writer as one speaks of the professional actor—the real right-down ‘pro’ who knows the whole affair from A to Z and is never for a moment unconscious of his audience. And since what the great dependable public care about is ‘a good plot,’ a good sound plot they shall have with a happy ending at all costs—‘quite regardless,’ in fact.


  His performance is as good as his promise, but the affair, as they say, does not end there. Mr. Newte’s talents come issuing forth from that stage ink-pot, they seize on that flowing pen and impose their will upon it. There are chapters, scenes, episodes, in ‘The Extra Lady’ when a whole peculiar world—the world of Mr. Newte the artist—is shadowed forth, and we are made astonishingly aware of his possession and knowledge of it. His strange, fantastic figures whose lives are spent in the corridors of life, in the dressing-rooms, at the stage-door, whose sole [261] ambition is a good part, and yet whose reply to Mary’s question to poor Lehel: ‘Are you on the stage?’ would have to be his: ‘Infrequently—infrequently’ … refuse to be kept within bounds. They talk, they weep, they drink too much, they spend half their lives trying to find somebody who will listen to the secret (which eats them away and is yet their pride) of how they went on the stage and yet never need have gone. They are terrified of the future, but it is never out of their sight. Dark, lean, impoverished, it follows on their heels; it has a trick of leaping and suddenly rushing forward.


  If we followed Mr. Newte’s plan of pointing the moral, we should say that ‘The Extra Lady’ proved the danger of unselfishness when it is carried too far—it may be a form of weakness, an indulgence which will be the ruin of the lives it sets out to save.


  But a fig for Mr. Newte’s plan! Why can he not leave the moral alone? What he has very nearly succeeded in doing is giving us an imaginative study of a girl called Mary Bray, who is persuaded that she owes it to her family to go on the stage to ‘keep the home together,’ and who spends all the best years of her life gradually, terribly, giving way, learning the boundless extent of her folly and its everlasting consequences, and in the process becoming unfitted either to withstand those consequences or to accept them. If he had left her on the side of the road, crying bitterly, holding her shabby collapsible basket….


  How dare that motor-car come along with its eighty-thousand a year inside—how dare it! We should understand Mr. Newte if we knew.


  (September 24, 1920.)


  []


  Fishing as a Fine Art


  
    The Tragic Bride — By F. Brett Young

  


  After reading ‘The Young Physician’ in the winter of last year we were left with the feeling that the author’s [262] next novel would be very ‘significant’; it would show, it could not help showing which way he was going to travel and the degree to which he cared whether it was a question of his readers showing him the direction they preferred him to take. Did he realize how well he had described the relations between the small boy and his mother? There was, under that apparent simplicity, what appeared to be a very honest sincere attempt to face the great difficulty which presents itself to the writers of to-day—which is to find their true expression and to make it adequate to the new fields of experience. That Mr. Young did not succeed in this attempt did not surprise us. But what he did put a keen edge on our anticipation of the next time.


  Well, the next time has come and we are positively flung into the air along with the author, his line, bait, reel and all. What has happened? What waters are these to be fished? Let us, if we are after the tragic bride, be cast. But no! Our state is one of suspension from beginning to end. ‘The Tragic Bride’ is a fisherman’s reverie; and, fascinating as that may be to the fisherman, rich enough, complete enough to need no excuse; though he may return from it with the memory of a day’s exploration to satisfy him, we, who have been promised fish—wonderful enchanted fishes—are brought to the point of exasperation.


  If we had not been prepared so carefully for a prize most rare! But the opening pages are full of nothing but such a preparation. If we had been given a hint that after all the outing might have to be ‘all,’ even then we should not have felt cheated. But to follow and to follow and to follow—to listen, to attend, to be ever watchful, and then to have the chase complicated wilfully—so we feel by this time—is too much for the reader to bear. We remain Mr. Brett Young’s disappointed and disheartened admirers.


  (September 24, 1920.)


  []


  New Season’s Novels


  
    [263] A Tale that is Told — By Frederick Niven


    The Amorous Cheat — By Basil Creighton


    The Granite Hills — By C.E. Heanley

  


  The new season has begun, and again we open our papers to read what the reviewers have to say about the new novels. In spite of all the novels and all the reviews we have read, we confess the moment still thrills us. There are, we believe, majestic beings who can pass the new novel by without so much as a swerve, who can ignore the little stir it causes, who dare swear it to be ‘only another poor author having a fit’—and so to the Masterpieces. But who can be sure? Mightn’t it be—mightn’t it be—and the possibilities are so overwhelming—something brought from a far country, something never dreamed of, something new, marvellous, dazzling—changing the whole of life…. ‘But really!’ the poor author may cry, tossing a handful of cold water on our trembling, tiptoe flame. ‘Now it is you who are going too far in the other direction. Attention, consideration, an adequate appreciation of what I set out to do—well and good. But whoever said that I claimed my novel to be the startling, extravagant creature you would have it?’


  ‘Didn’t you?’ we hear ourselves answering. And then there is a pause, and we hear ourselves whispering, ‘No, I don’t suppose you did.’


  (And yet—when the idea was still an idea—before a word had been written—were there not mysterious moments when you felt that naught save a new world could contain your creations?)


  A glance at such reviews as have appeared, a careful reading of the three novels before us and the author’s protest is felt to be just. There is, at least in so far as these three novels are concerned, nothing new—or rather nothing that was not equally new last season and the season before that. They are new novels within the [264] limits imposed by the old. There is the plain fact, to be wondered at or not, as the reader chooses. But before we examine their merits, might we inquire a little further into this feeling that, in spite of such substantial evidence to the contrary, the novel which is not an attempt at nothing short of Truth is doomed? We are leaving out of account for the moment the pastime novel, but how are we to be expected to take seriously—as seriously as we take ‘War and Peace,’ for example—any work which appears to have engaged less than the whole passionate attention of its author? To be fobbed off, at the last, with something which we feel to be less true than the author knew it to be, challenges the importance of the whole art of writing, and instead of enlarging the bounds of our experience, it leaves them where they are.


  Now the prologue to Mr. Frederick Niven’s ‘A Tale that is Told’ promises a great deal. In it the teller of the tale gives us his reasons for writing it. They are the best reasons in the world: ‘Because I am interested.’ He continues: ‘I think the result is going to be a blend of what that young novelist, Mr. Hugh Walpole, calls “a case,” and at the same time partakes slightly of the qualities of the “slice of life” school…. What I am I shall not be able to hide even if I try. You will see me between the lines; you will discover me as I discover others to you….’ And his hero goes on to tell us how he has been haunted all his life by a feeling that it is only part of a greater life. The prologue ends thus: ‘… And I think the best beginning would be to tell how my father ate the sweetbreads shortly before we went for our holiday to Irvine.’


  Why should our spirits have fallen so woefully at those last words? Why should we have felt that in their familiar tones we had the whole capacity of the book? Nay, we venture to assure Mr. Niven that, the opening chords given, there is scarce a reader of The Athenæum who could not pipe a very fair version of the occasion. It is, as he gives it to us, a charming interlude, full of delicate [265] degrees of tone, the accents nicely stressed, the touch sustained. And in it his whole book is contained. The family rises from the table, it goes about its appointed ways. It scatters—the father dies. And all these things happen to the accompaniment of just that blend of sentiment and truth which accompanied the sweetbreads. But that hint of the greater life lies buried in the prologue. It is as though the author realized its importance, and yet could find no other place for it in his quiet book than in the churchyard.


  ‘The Amorous Cheat’ is the second book of an author whose name is unfamiliar to us. It is accomplished skating over thin emotions; it is highly skilled revolving and turning in champagne air. The author is positively never at a loss for a fresh caper, and the train who follow in the wake of Edward and V. is made up of figures who are pleasantly unusual and lightly fantastic. But there is a dreadful feeling throughout that if the air were to become one whit less brightly cold, not only the ice would melt. The tragedy does not happen; the ice holds; but in spite of our admiration at such a display of virtuosity we are more fatigued than is complimentary. If only Edward and V. would be still for a moment; but that is just what, for the purposes of ‘The Amorous Cheat’ they cannot be.


  There remains a first novel—‘The Granite Hills’—by a writer whose youth looks out of every chapter. The scene is Cornwall; the matter is high passion. Both are so like other examples of their kind that we might almost call them typical Cornish ware. The hills, the granite stones, Curnows and Trevales, splits, cream and boiled leg of pork—these are all in the setting. And then there is the gently bred girl who is poor and marries the young farmer for the sake of what he can buy her, and has scarce learned to repent before the handsome stranger of her own class comes along and woos her with talk of Iseult. There is the tragedy averted and the slow building of a real heroine at one with the aforetime hostile sea and moor [266] and granite and splits and cream, and the last paragraph dissolves, bathed in sunset light. ‘The Granite Hills’ is naïve because it is a first novel, and it is neatly put together; the turnings are neat, the seams are fair. But we wish the author would cut out a whole new pattern for herself next time.


  (October 1, 1920.)


  []


  Entertainment—and Otherwise


  
    The House by the River — By A.P. Herbert


    Larry Munro — By G.B. Stern


    The Fourth Dimension — By Horace A. Vachell

  


  Hundreds of years hence, we venture to prophesy, the curtains will divide and discover a young man in a check suit with a bow-tie much too big for him and a straw hat much too small, standing with his back to a glade of yellowing beech trees and reddening bracken and saying: ‘A friend of mine came home late one night—early one morning, I should say—and his wife’s mother happened to be staying with them at the time. I ought to hare mentioned that he hadn’t been married longer than you might have expected…. What are you laughing at?’ Yes, they will be laughing, and at the word ‘twins’ the laughter will swell into a roar. For—and the reasons are many and curious, and well worth inquiring into—it is the melancholy fact that precious little is needed to amuse and divert people. They are ready to accept almost anything, and really, there are times when it seems that the staler the entertainment the more successful it is likely to be…. Let the song be—not the same song we heard last time, but a ‘new’ one so like it that we know just when to laugh and beat. Let us be able to recognize the heroine the moment she tosses her bright head, and grant us the flattering sensation of never being taken in by the dark but too good-looking young man. The effect upon popular fiction of this easy acceptance is to fill the [267] book-shelves ninety times nine with the old, old story. After all, if the public is content, why bother to give it the new, new story? And why, when success is so easy, not have it and hold it from this time forth for evermore? It is not as though the pastime novel were out to tell the truth and nothing but the truth.


  At this dismal juncture we should like to introduce an exception; it is ‘The House by the River’ by Mr. Herbert. Here is a novel which does set out deliberately to be an amusement and a distraction, and, at the same time, its author has succeeded in giving a wonderfully vivid and convincing portrait of a certain ‘type’ of young man—one Stephen Byrne, a young man who has the great misfortune to murder the housemaid almost by accident when he is alone with her in the house one evening. We heartily commend this book to the readers of The Athenæum; it is excellent entertainment, and it is, in a way not quite easy to define, ‘something new.’ How far does Mr. Herbert intend to deceive us with that high-spirited and rather ordinary beginning? And then, little by little, just when we imagine we begin to see what the picture is like, with a stroke here, a stroke there, a sharpening of this line, an accenting of that—all is changed. Stephen Byrne and his wife Margery emerge—real, brilliantly seen—in the case of Stephen indeed, diabolically real. You see Mr. Herbert’s method is to change nothing, alter nothing, present Life in a cultured little back-water just as it is—rather delightful, rather vain—to keep the surface, in fact, untroubled and yet broken with charming little emotions. And then, just as we are caught in the glow from some old-world dining-room window, we are permitted to see what is inside that ideal house for a poet, and there is the poet strangling the housemaid. The affair was easy enough to explain. He had dined very well, he had come home in a glow himself, and, full of vague kindling feelings, he had watched the sun set over the river. Then, because he was not in the humour for writing and there was no one to share his emotion with [268] him, he felt vaguely dissatisfied, and drank a glass of port just as Emily came downstairs, rosy and uncommonly pretty after her warm bath. He said fatuously, ‘Had a nice bath, Emily?’ and ‘he put one arm round her as she passed, lightly, almost timidly.’ Then he did a thing he had never done before—kissed the housemaid—and she screamed; and the scream startling him back to reality and a consciousness of the neighbours, … ‘Playfully almost, he put his hands at Emily’s throat.’ But the idiotic girl would take it seriously, would make a noise, bit his hand, maddened him, so that when he let go she was dead.


  What would you do if you, a successful young poet, with a delightful wife, charming home, delicious little-daughter-and-her-rabbits, and a golden future, found yourself in such an incredibly unexpected ‘hole’? Couldn’t you act well enough, lie convincingly enough to deceive the stupid world? And mightn’t the fact that you were an imaginative writer be an immense help? It nearly saved Stephen Byrne, but then the temptation to see the thing from the writer’s point of view, to ‘use it’ as copy (changed, of course, out of all knowledge, disguised as a romance of chivalry with Emily buried most beautifully, most movingly in a lonely lake instead of thrust into a sack and tipped into the Thames), was too strong for Stephen. He yielded and was undone. As to having murdered Emily, that in itself, Mr. Herbert’s pen makes us feel, was the kind of thing that might happen to any man. It’s the fuss afterwards that matters—the law—hanging—the last morning’s breakfast—that can’t be got over …


  ‘Larry Munro’ is for other readers. Is this Miss G.B. Stern the author of ‘Children of No Man’s Land’? In that novel she packed so many talents that it would not hold together; it flew apart and was all brilliant pieces, but in this! Larry Munro, we repeat, and once again Larry Munro. That is all there is to be said for it. Miss Stern herself strings a quantity of more or less bright [269] little beads in between, but they are scarcely visible for the flashing, all-a-quivering Larry Munros of which her chain is composed. It is not stupid—it is silly; not clever—but bright; and it is so sentimental that it makes the reader hang his head.


  ‘Within three days she was in the thick of it, slightly befogged but happy. She had told herself she was an outsider, beyond the pale that encompassed these smart London folks. It astonished her how easy it was to get on with them.’ This is your country mouse arrived at the Castle to help the Duchess with her theatricals. ‘Amongst the guests who were not concerned … might be found a Cabinet Minister, a famous doctor and a hanging Judge.’ That hanging Judge, who appears from time to time in novels without his black cap, strikes the key for us. Mr. Vachell plays the familiar tune. It is entirely without surprises.


  (October 8, 1920.)


  []


  Observation Only


  
    The Captives — By Hugh Walpole

  


  If an infinite capacity for taking pains were what is needed to produce a great novel, we should have to hail Mr. Walpole’s latest book as a masterpiece. But here it is—four parts, four hundred and seventy pages, packed as tight as they can hold with an assortment of strange creatures and furnishings; and we cannot, with the best will in the world, see in the result more than a task—faithfully and conscientiously performed to the best of the author’s power—but a ‘task accomplished,’ and not even successfully at that. For we feel that it is determination rather than inspiration, strength of will rather than the artist’s compulsion, which has produced ‘The Captives.’ Still, while we honour the author for these qualities, is it not a lamentable fact that they can render him so little assistance at the last—can give him no hand [270] with this whole great group of horses captured at such a cost of time and labour, and brought down to the mysterious water only that they shall drink? But, alas! they will not drink for Mr. Walpole; he has not the magic word for them; he is not their master. In a word, for all his devotion to writing, we think the critic, after an examination of ‘The Captives,’ would find it hard to state with any conviction that Mr. Walpole is a creative artist. These are hard words; we shall endeavour to justify our use of them.


  But first let us try to see what it is that Mr. Walpole has intended to ‘express’ in his novel—what is its central idea. ‘If this life be not a real fight in which something is eternally gained for the universe by success …’ It is, we imagine, contained in these words of William James. A real fight—that is the heart of the matter—and waged in this life and for this life that something may be eternally gained. Maggie Cardinal, a simple, ardent creature with a passion to live, to be free, to be herself and of this world, is caught as she steps over the threshold of her Aunt Anne’s house in a burning, fiery trap. Maggie is, we are told over and over, a child of nature, ignorant, simple, rough, but with a loving heart. She has a persistent feeling, however, that she is different from all the rest of the world, and that she will never belong to anyone. Her nineteen years of life have been spent in the wilds with a disreputable father. But at his death she is captured by her Aunt Anne and by the fanatic religious sect to which her Aunt belongs. The head of the Kingscote Brethren is Mr. Warlock, and Martin, his son, is the second captive. Maggie’s father and Maggie’s aunt are determined, with all the passion of their fanatic souls, to offer these two to God when he descends, as they believe he may do at any moment, in his chariot of fire. Hence their cry, torn from them, to be free—to be allowed to fight in this world; hence their struggle. But when, after endless complications and separations, they are released from their fiery bonds, what happens? What has been the [271] significance of all this to them? We are led to believe that both of them are conscious, while they are fighting the world of Aunt Anne and Mr. Warlock, that, nevertheless, they do acknowledge the power of some mysterious force outside themselves—which may … some day … what? We are left absolutely in the air. Maggie and Martin, together at last—Martin, a broken man, and Maggie happy because somebody needs her—are not living beings at the end any more than they are at the beginning; they will not, when Mr. Walpole’s pen is lifted, exist for a moment.


  But apart from the author’s failure to realize his idea, the working out of ‘The Captives’ is most curiously superficial. Mr. Walpole acts as our guide to these strange people, but what does he know of them? We cannot remember a novel where we were more conscious of the author’s presence on every page; but he is there as a stranger, as an observer, as someone outside it all. How hard he tries—how painfully he fails! His method is simply to amass observations—to crowd and crowd his book with figures, scenes, bizarre and fantastic environments, queer people, oddities. But we feel that no one observation is nearer the truth than another. For example, take his description of Aunt Anne’s house. The hall, we are told, smelt of ‘damp and geraniums,’ on another occasion of ‘damp biscuits and wet umbrellas,’ on another of ‘cracknel biscuits and lamp oil.’ What did it smell of? And how many times is hissing gas mentioned to make our blood creep? The disquiet pursues us even to the sordid lodgings in King’s Cross, where the hall is lighted by a flickering candle, and yet Maggie, in the filthy little sitting-room, presses the bell for the servant-maid. But above all let us take Maggie. She has read practically nothing—‘that masterpiece, “Alice in Wonderland,”’ and ‘that masterpiece, “Robinson Crusoe,”’ ‘The Mysteries of Udolpho,’ and certain other books. But ‘the child (for she was nothing more),’ as the author countless times assures us, was totally ignorant. Yet [272] entering her aunt’s drawing-room for the first time, and stumbling: ‘They’ll think me an idiot who can’t enter a room properly,’ she reflects. This is a highly sophisticated reflection, surely. And she takes a taxi, pays a call, knows just how to address the London maid at the door—behaves, in fact, like a perfect lady. Yet ‘it is a sufficient witness to Maggie’s youth and inexperience’ that she is startled and amazed by a cuckoo clock. She did not know such things existed! Again, would that girl notice how much stronger and firmer her uncle’s thighs looked when he came to see her in London—would she notice too, at a moment of dreadful stress, the size and plumpness of her husband’s thighs ‘pressing out against the shiny black cloth of his trousers’? Are these her observations? No, they are the literary observations of the author. And above all, is it possible that the greenest of young persons would trust the gay, saucy Miss Caroline Smith? In describing Maggie’s relation to Caroline, Mr. Walpole appears to have relied on Dickens for his female psychology and his manner; but Dickens is a false friend to his heroine. And who could have taught Aunt Anne’s parrot ‘Her golden hair was hanging down her back’? And why should Mr. Warlock, in the aunt’s drawing-room, ask Maggie to ‘forgive’ his speaking to her—as though they had met at a pillar-box? And who can accept her marriage with the Reverend Paul, in the ‘shadow of whose heart’—for all her physical horror of him—she ‘fell into deep, dreamless slumber’?


  Thus do we receive shock after minute shock, each one leaving us chillier. But in spite of it all, the feeling that remains is the liveliest possible regret that Mr. Walpole should have misjudged his powers—so bravely.


  (October 15, 1920.)


  []


  ‘Some New Thing’


  
    [273] Three Lives — By Gertrude Stein

  


  Miss Gertrude Stein has discovered a new way of writing stories. It is just to keep right on writing them. Don’t mind how often you go back to the beginning, don’t hesitate to say the same thing over and over again—people are always repeating themselves—don’t be put off if the words sound funny at times: just keep right on, and by the time you’ve done writing you’ll have produced your effect. Take, for instance, the first story of the good Anna who managed the whole little house for Miss Matilda and the three dogs and the underservant as well. For five years Anna managed the little house for Miss Matilda. In those five years there were four under-servants. ‘The one that came first….’ She was succeeded by Molly; and when Molly left, old Katy came in every day to help Anna with her work. When Miss Matilda went away this summer ‘old Katy was so sorry, and on the day that Miss Matilda went, old Katy cried hard for many hours…. When Miss Matilda early in the fall came to her house again old Katy was not there.’ At last Anna heard of Sally.


  If the reader has by this time settled himself, folded his hands, composed his countenance and decided to stay, we can assure him that Miss Gertrude Stein will not disappoint him. She will treat him to the whole of the good Anna’s life from her arrival in America until her death, and to the whole of the gentle Lena’s life from when her kind but managing aunt, Mrs. Haydon, brought her to Bridgepoint until her death also—and in between these patient, hard-working, simple German lives there is the life of the negress Melanctha. Now that simple German way of telling about those simple German women may be very soothing—very pleasant—but let the reader go warily, warily with Melanctha. We confess we read a [274] good page or two before we realized what was happening. Then the dreadful fact dawned. We discovered ourselves reading in syncopated time. Gradually we heard in the distance, and then coming uncomfortably near, the sound of banjos, drums, bones, cymbals and voices. The page began to rock. To our horror we found ourselves silently singing:


  Was it true what Melanctha had said that night to him? Was it true he was the one who had made all this trouble for them? Was it true he was the only one who always had had wrong ways in him? Waking or sleeping, Jeff now always had this torment….


  Those who have heard the Southern Orchestra sing ‘It’s me—it’s me—it’s me’ or ‘I got a robe’ will understand what we mean. ‘Melanctha’ is negro music with all its maddening monotony done into prose; it is writing in real rag-time. Heaven forbid Miss Stein should become a fashion!


  (October 15, 1920).


  []


  Ask No Questions


  
    The Romantic — By May Sinclair


    The Last Fortnight — By Mary Agnes Hamilton


    The Headland — By C.A. Dawson-Scott


    The Passionate Spectator — By Jane Burr

  


  It is not possible to doubt the sincerity of Miss Sinclair’s intentions. She is a devoted writer of established reputation. What we do deplore is that she has allowed her love of writing to suffer the eclipse of psycho-analysis. To try to explain—for the author to stand to one side and point out the real difficulties—is that what she sees as her task? But all these four novels might be called studies in explanation. We do not know if the reader will find them as profoundly disconcerting as we have done, but in any case we trust he will not take it amiss if we offer that [275] ‘little advice’ which, as they say, hurts no one. To begin with—in order to read these novels at all it is absolutely essential that the reader should make his mind a perfect blank. If he starts remembering other books he has read, murmuring over great names, recalling scenes that were brighter, freer, words that were longer even—he may count his time lost. If he looks up to wonder whether people are like this, he may never look down again. If the meaning of what he reads is as plain as the nose upon his face, that is not the moment to feel impatience; it is the moment to attend humbly and patiently to the psycho-analytical explanation of that meaning or that nose. But to our muttons.


  ‘The Romantic’ is a study of a coward. John Conway falls in love with Charlotte Redhead:


  
    ‘Would you like to live with me, Charlotte….’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘I mean—live with me without that.’

  


  He explains:


  
    ‘Because—you don’t understand, Charlotte—if I know a woman wants me, it makes me loathe her.’


    ‘It wouldn’t, if you wanted her.’


    ‘That would be worse. I should hate her then if she made me go to her.’

  


  Now Charlotte has already experienced physical love. She is just free of her ‘immense unique passion’ for Gibson Herbert.


  Even then there was always something beyond it, something you looked for and missed, something you thought would come that never came. There was something he did. She couldn’t remember…. She saw his thick fingers at dessert, peeling the peaches.


  This being so, she is content to share life with John ‘without that.’ But even before the war breaks out her suspicions are being awakened by his curious behaviour [276] when a cow is calving, and again when they are all but run down by a motor-car. Also she has three dreams about him. They are on a farm together; he likes farming.


  Wounding the earth to sow in it and make it feed you…. Seeing the steel blade shine, and the long wounds coming in rows; hundreds of wounds wet and shining.


  Then the war came with its larger opportunities, which he straightway embraces. Charlotte and John go out to Belgium—he in charge of motor ambulances, she as a chauffeur. And there it is gradually revealed to her that he is a coward, a bully, a brute. Gradually—but Dr. McClane, commandant of the McClane Corps, which shared their mess, had spotted John as a degenerate from the first moment. It was his business so to do; he was a psychotherapist. And every fresh proof of John’s brutality is only what he expected. When the coward is shot in the back and dead, and Sutton, another member of the Corps, proposes marriage to Charlotte and she tries to explain that it is impossible because of the war, he (Sutton) believes it is the dead man between them and asks Charlotte to get McClane to explain John’s soul. McClane does. He explains how John was forced to behave like that to readjust his power, as the psychoanalysts say. He explains how Charlotte’s dreams were her ‘kicking against’ John. How John’s ‘not wanting that’ was because ‘he suffered from some physical disability.’ He was afraid of women. In fact, he analyses John for Charlotte so that her mind may stop ‘the fight going on in it between your feeling … and your knowledge of him.’ When he has finished:


  Then what she had loved was not John Conway, what she had hated was not he. He was this Something, tremendous and necessary, that escaped her judgment. You couldn’t hate it with your loving or hating or your ceasing to love and hate….


  [277] But before we leave ‘The Romantic,’ we should point out Charlotte’s obsession by her sexual experiences. First she wondered what the guests at the inn would think if they ‘knew.’ Then she ‘had to tell’ Gwinnie. Then she ‘had to tell’ John. Then she ‘had to tell’ Sutton. But why? That is another little problem for Dr. McClane.


  Reader, do you remember a pianoforte solo which was extremely popular fifteen years ago? It was called ‘La Faute de la Pluie.’ Mingled with the dark bass there was a most pitiful treble and a recurring ‘cry,’ which we took at the time for a chime of bells, but which in the light of Mrs. Hamilton’s novel we are inclined to think was the voice of a lost kitten. Mrs. Hamilton as good as tells us that if the weather had not been so dreadful—if it had stopped raining—if her heroine had been less drenched, sopping, wringing wet—if there had been no kitten—her tragedy might never have happened. Here is the story.


  A mother and son, deeply attached to each other, combine to ruin the life of the son’s wife. The conspirators are slightly common; the wife is exquisitely bred. It is therefore necessary—as the psycho-analysts would say—that to readjust their power they should torture her. So she is bullied, insulted, stormed at, scorned, and doors are slammed in her face. If this were not enough—when the poor creature rescues from death a lame white kitten which, she even goes so far as to explain, is not so much a kitten to her as a symbol of her own misery, they fling it into the water-butt. Whereupon, haunted by its cries, Pauline flings herself after—but into ‘the canals.’ And there is Peace. If the reader’s mind were a shade less blank, he might feel a mild surprise at the husband’s going to bed in a room which he shares with his wife and not noticing that she is not in her bed. True, Mrs. Hamilton has been at pains to let slip that the beds were not side by side—but even so. Nay, more, he wakes, gets up in the morning, and does not notice that—either her bed has not been slept [278] in or Susan has been in and made it! A trifle careless, surely, even for a heartless man.


  Let us turn to Mrs. Dawson-Scott and the Red Pen-dragons, that ancient Cornish family that had, ‘like an apple, a spreading brown patch, a patch of decay.’ But we must let the quotations speak for themselves. There are no hard words in this novel, and there are an immense number of dots; they are so many and so frequent that we believe they must mean more than we have understood.


  Cornwall. Old Mrs. Pendragon is dead.


  
    ‘It was the suddenness …’


    ‘You must of course believe …’


    ‘You would, but perhaps not at once.’


    ‘To sketch her dead face would help. Yes …’

  


  Thus Roma Lennox, who had been the old lady’s companion.


  Cornwall. Roma sees the ploughman, Tavis Hawke, ‘the man who brought the bread into being …’


  Cornwall. Richbell Hawke in her kitchen.


  
    When baby came!


    … If baby were to come to-day … to-morrow, she need not worry. Plenty of food in the house … from snout to tail, pig’s meat was good.

  


  Reader, pray, your attention here! Baby has come!


  Her gesture—bent head, curving body, smile—was ineffable. Eve, mother of all living, had looked like that when the Lord God, still walking—though it was no longer Eden—in the cool of the evening, had lifted the tent flap and asked to see her first-born.


  Was it—could it have been the same evening?


  But about that spot. Hendre Pendragon, the son, knew it was there.


  Like splashes of red-hot paint on a midnight background, the deeds he had done…. Done them secretly, in corners, in holes. Such a dull existence…


  [279] To readjust his power—as the psycho-analysts would say—he decides to marry Roma, who consents, until she realizes she loves the ploughman and belongs to him.


  Wonderful! And so simple. No argument needed or possible. A plain duty which spelt happiness. Such utter bliss….


  But Hendre Pendragon? Happily for her, ‘man and dog went down together into the raging sea.’ Just in time!


  Miss Jane Burr is out to explain love—‘the glow of passion.’ ‘I want to tell if I can how that glow was awakened in me.’ She wants to tell her sorrowing sisters that if an attractive gentleman gives them a bouquet of lilies-of-the-valley or ‘a five-pound box of Shaw & Page candy,’ there is no reason why they should not thank him just as adequately as he and they may wish. Why not? Her heroine guarantees there is no feeling of guilt next morning. And it is a thousand to one their husbands are doing just the same.


  But Miss Jane Burr and her explanation disgust us.


  (October 22, 1920.)


  []


  The Silence is Broken


  
    A Gift of the Dusk — By R.O. Prowse

  


  It does not matter how many times Life has been compared to a journey; there comes a day when each of us makes that comparison for himself and wonders at the mysterious fitness of it. In the confusion and immediate pressure of modern existence we are borne along, we are carried and upheld until we are half persuaded that we could not escape if we would. Then, suddenly—as though it had all been a dream—the crowd vanishes, the noise dies away, and the little human creature finds himself alone, with time to think of his destination. Well, perhaps the moment need not be grim. Perhaps you will [280] not so dreadfully mind that invisible hand touching you so lightly, that soundless voice whispering so gently: ‘But of course you realize that sooner or later the train is going to rush into a black hole, the ship is going to sink out of sight of land.’ And you really won’t read next morning that ‘We regret to announce the death of …’; you really won’t know, as the last man swings on the box and the horses break into a decent trot, whether it is an adorable wet day—with the sky a waterspout, a soft roaring in the trees, and the first jonquils shaking with flower—or an adorable fine day—when just to walk in the sun and shade is enough. And all your belongings, your cold clothes, all the things you arrange so carefully and love to look at and handle—they will be free once more. Your books … the library of the late…. Other fingers will rub out the marking under that line and the ‘How true!’ in the margin. A strange voice, which I swear to you, cross my heart, you won’t hear, will say: ‘I do wish people didn’t write in their books.’


  After all—who does think so childishly? Who really minds his own death? True, it would be very interesting, very amusing to see what happens to this or that. But—kindly remove your hand, kindly stop whispering—we flatter ourselves we shall be true to our appearance unto the last. And if you don’t mind—we are rather busy—another time, perhaps—Good-bye. Or if the little human creature happens to be an artist he does listen. Is not ‘That Life hath an Ending’ one of the eternal themes for the artist? Yet there is a great, vast difference between a recognition that the destination cannot be escaped and the knowledge that it is upon you. The artist may put on the black cap and condemn himself to death, but he does not say when the sentence is to be carried out. He may terrify himself—and we do not mean it lightly—by crying: ‘I shall never see this almond tree again.’ But even in his cry of despair there is hidden his belief in the beauty of other almond trees.


  But if judgment has been passed upon him, if it was a [281] Harley Street specialist who wore the cap and tossed off the sentence—ah, then, for the very first time, it is revealed that the Future is contained in the Present. We live that we may live. However rich the present may be, it is a preparation. The writer no sooner finishes his book than he begins to discover what he wants to say. The painter puts the last touch to his picture, thinking that next time he will start off at that last touch. We believe, in spite of the youngest novelists, that lovers see their children in each other’s eyes…. What is the Present when the Future is removed, when life is haunted, not by Death in the fullness of time, but by Death’s fast-encroaching shadow?


  In his new novel, ‘A Gift of the Dusk,’ Mr. Prowse tells us the answer. He does not spare us; he tells ‘everything—everything.’ And yet we are so book-hardened to-day, there is a danger that this book may, to the casual glance, seem other than it is. It cannot be read by the clock. Have we time for such novels? Ah, have we time for any others? ‘A Gift of the Dusk’ was created to satisfy the author’s desire to tell the truth about his own secret world. It is written in the form of a confession, but the hero, Stephen, might not equally well have confessed to a priest. It is—how shall we explain it?—as though his two selves were transposed. The self which is silent (and yet is never silent) emerges and speaks to that other self in you. It is strange to think of these ceaseless conversations that never languish or fail. We look at our friend, and it were thrilling enough to know what he was thinking of. How much more thrilling to know what he—the secret he—is saying! And here, in ‘A Gift of the Dusk,’ we listen to Stephen, the exile from health put into prison in a Swiss Sanatorium:


  One tries still to fancy that one is here by some chance of travel, to flavour the experience with some lingering taste of adventure. One tries to fancy one is a little different from the others. They belong to the [282] place; they are part of it; they are an essential part of the intense impression it conveys; they could not really belong anywhere else! But oneself … I look at my letters on the table.


  But very gradually that sense of separateness leaves him; the background of the past fades away. Whatever our surroundings are—however strange and terrible they may be—it is human nature to try to adjust ourselves to them; even to establish our claims to them, for however short a time. Even so, Stephen is drawn into the lamentable life of ‘Château d’Or.’ The peculiar tragedy of the consumptive is that, although he is so seriously ill, he is—in most cases—not ill enough to give up the precious habits of health.


  Perhaps if one were worse, if there were still fewer things one could do, if the tide of one’s powers had fallen to a still lower ebb, one might suffer less from the ache of this inner desolation.


  Thus the small stricken company, living its impersonal life together among the immense mountains, is for ever mocked by the nearness of those things which are forever out of reach. Even if they recovered: ‘Shall we ever again have quite the free run of the world?—we who have carried in our hearts, if not in our hands, the misery of the warning rattle.’ It is not easy to be heroic in such circumstances; it is infinitely harder to remain true to one’s secret self—to one’s vision, or dream. But Stephen succeeds; he discovers how to bear the ‘silence’; it is to surrender to it:


  After which I had a conception more intimate still: I had a sense of my oneness with it. I had an intensified sense of living, as if I had entered into mystic relation with that inner permanence and continuity of things, which for me—at this moment, at least—would be the meaning of life everlasting…. There came to me like a draught from the deep wells of being a return of energy and strength and will.


  [283] But ‘A Gift of the Dusk’ is not only a record of suffering—a revelation, rather of how one is alone in one’s agony; there grows out of this sorrowful soil a friendship with a fellow-sufferer, Mary Rolls. It is the gift that each receives. What a moment to clasp hands with love! But the beauty of their relationship is that, although every dreadful circumstance is against them, it is untouched. Had they met elsewhere the outward show would have been different, but that which was essential—their deep sense of intimacy, of companionship, their belief in a kingdom shared—would have been the same. Almost, at this point, we would beg for a little less than the truth—almost we would have the author lift his book from the deep shadow which—nevertheless—so wonderfully sustains it. But Mr. Prowse knows better.


  
    ‘Stephen—I want so intensely to live!’


    It was the cry of cries—a cry from the depth of my own life as well as from the depth of hers.


    ‘I, too,’ I murmured.


    ‘Ah, you!’


    ‘Yes, I too, my dear, I too!’


    We said no more for some time. We remained silent and still and near: our nearness was the one sure possession that we had, but at least we knew we should have it to the end.

  


  These are the closing words of a memorable novel.


  (October 29, 1920.)


  []


  A Batch of Five


  
    Lady Lilith — By Stephen McKenna


    The Adventurous Lady — By J.C. Snaith


    The Widow’s Cruse — By Hamilton Fyfe


    Inisheeny — By George Birmingham


    The People of the Ruins — By Edward Shanks

  


  In stating that ‘Lady Lilith’ is only Part I. of a trilogy which has for covering title ‘The Sensationalists,’ [284] Mr. McKenna passes a vote of confidence in his powers as an entertainer which we should be sorry to have to second. He is doubtless perfectly right in believing there is a public ready to lap up Part II. and Part III., but it is not the kind of fact we are proud to acknowledge. For Mr. McKenna has chosen to cater for those persons who have an insatiable appetite for the spicy crumbs that fall from the rich man’s table—whose supreme happiness it would be, not to have to wait until the feast is over, but to be under the table or behind the door, all the time. Oh, to know more details! To have a fuller, completer account of what goes on when the press is excluded and the Court is not sitting! To hear what they were saying when that photograph was taken! Oh, to be told by one who really knows…. And here is the cue for Mr. McKenna; here is where he steps in with such a feast of old champagne corks, soiled gloves, ends of ‘goodish cork-tipped Turkish Régies’ and the like that, even without Lady Barbara Neave, daughter of Lord Crawleigh, ‘little Barbara,’ ‘Babs darling’ to her friends, ‘the haggard Venus’ to other friends and Lady Lilith to Val Arden, the table groans. But she is, after all, the occasion of the feast, the dish of the evening. Take any famous young Society beauty, daughter of one of the ‘great’ families, who at the age of seventeen has been everywhere, met everybody, read everything; who can sing, dance, play better than any professional; give her that fatal charm which knocks the stoutest of us off our legs; let her be so thin, hollow, white-cheeked, ring-eyed, that we ‘would not be surprised to hear she was consumptive’; let her be so wild, so untamed, so reckless that no man or woman can hold her; dip her in and out of poker-parties, scandals, coroners’ courts, heavily scented mysterious tea parties—and you have Lady Lilith. She is the Social Paragraph blown into two hundred and ninety-four pages.


  If Mr. McKenna’s novels were witty, amusing, an aspect of the Human Comedy, or just nonsense—or even [285] melodrama—we should not protest. But to butcher his gifts to make a Snob’s Banquet is surely a very lamentable pastime. It would be interesting to know whether he has—a dozen, say—readers of his own sex.


  With Mr. J.C. Snaith we continue to dwell in marble halls. His ‘Adventurous Lady’ is the daughter of a Marquis who changes places in the train with a poor little mouse of a governess. So that the governess goes to the Great House as Lady Elfreda, and the other goes to The Laurels as Miss Girlie Cass. Of course they were the same height, the same size; of course nobody at the Great House had ever met the Marquis’s daughter, and being for the most part newly-rich (and insufferably stupid), they had no familiar standard by which to judge Girlie. And she had Pikey, Lady Elfreda’s maid, a griffon of a female, who nevertheless was determined not to let the honour of the family suffer. The adventures are very little adventures and dreadfully dull. How poor Girlie was forced by Pikey to take off her woolly combinations and to submit to having her toe-nails cut before putting on the ravishing clothes of the other, does not, we confess, move us deeply. How the governess superbly ‘squashed’ her employers and won the heart of their guest, the General, does not surprise us. We knew it was bound to come; we knew Lord Duckingfield with his £60,000 a year was bound to marry the governess. We wished very much that Mr. Snaith had not bothered to tell us, especially when we remembered other and very different books of his.


  Why is it that a spiritualist séance is—always the same séance? There are the same questions, the same medium, the same little awkwardness about the fee.


  
    The table gave no answer, but swayed a little, suggesting uneasiness and indecision.


    ‘Repeat,’ said Lewis in a low voice, and Florence asked her question again. The result was the same.


    ‘The spirit,’ announced the medium, ‘wishes to [286] make some statement. Call out the letters of the alphabet, please.’


    ‘A-B-C-D …” began Lewis, and went on until he got to ‘S,’ the table rapping after each letter.

  


  We have read this kind of thing so often that it produces no impression at all. And yet Mr. Hamilton Fyfe in ‘The Widow’s Cruse’ leads us to this scene as though the very heart of the joke were hidden in it. The truth is that by summoning the spirit of Everard he has caused his never-too-substantial novel to vanish into the vague. The idea which might have filled a story was never big enough for a novel; it had to be stretched very thin indeed to be made to cover such an expanse; it is many a time and oft at breaking-point before the final catastrophe. Florence, fluffy little tame cat of a woman, had never loved or understood Everard. When he died she was only too willing to marry Lewis Dane. But Dane discovered some manuscripts of his dead friend which, when published, raised such a flame of interest that Florence preferred to shine and to warm herself in the rosy reflected glow as ‘the well-known widow’ rather than to remarry. More, she reconstructed her late married life and posed as her husband’s inspiration. Another woman disputes her claim, but Florence triumphs. Those little women always do—in their own little way—but it is hardly enough to make a book about.


  Time is killed very softly, very mildly, by Mr. Birmingham. There is scarce enough of the sweet poison in ‘Inisheeny’ to render him unconscious, even. He nods while Mr. Birmingham’s hero explains how he was in the orchard teaching his nephew Tommy to spray the pear trees with soap and water—but the old fellow needs a more potent charm to carry him past the nodding stage. Mr. Birmingham is famous, and rightly so, for his unfailing sense of humour. But his humour lacks temperature; it stands too often at normal. ‘Inisheeny’ would be a pleasant, nicely-rounded tale of an island off the coast of [287] Ireland and a charming elderly parson and a professor and a boat and a girl and a boy—if only it were a little less mild. We are asked to take too much for granted. Now the professor might have been well worth listening to, and the parson might have been a whimsical semi-philosopher—but they don’t talk. Instead of a long delectable conversation while they rock in the boat together, we are given an account of how Tommy and the girl ate biscuits and golden syrup. This episode should have provided a passing chuckle, to be followed by: ‘True,’ said the professor, ‘but according to Salmacius …’ They order these things better in Anatole France.


  The time could not be riper for Mr. Shanks’ novel of the English Revolution—and after. But is not ‘after’—the year of our Lord 2074—a trifle too far ahead? But having accepted the fact that Jeremy Tuft has remained in a state of suspended animation for so long, we do expect Mr. Shanks to do something better with him than to let him fall in love. A book of this kind is easy and delightful to plan, but extremely difficult to write. If Mr. Shanks had tapped a rich vein of invention and described existence as a thousand times more difficult, he would have set himself an easier task than this attempt to conjure up an England in which the railways are ceasing to run, and the window-panes have turned green again, and the huge and crudely spiced dishes are passed round the table. At England’s head is the Speaker, an ancient who aspires to manufacture guns, and Mr. Shanks gets a little fun out of the idea. But it is the Speaker’s daughter, and she has grown so dear— so dear to Jeremy Tuft, who cheats us of further adventures, and smooths the author’s path for him. Love never changes. And yet—why is it that in all romances of this kind the females should be so formidable? One thinks of the Lady Eva, for instance, in her gown ‘straight from neck to hem,’ as at least nine foot high. And though she is a noble, selfless, loyal creature, strong as a lion and gentle as a lamb—what a terrifying bedfellow!


  (November 5, 1920.)


  []


  The Magic Door


  
    [288] Adam of Dublin — By Conal O’Riordan


    Forgotten Realms — By Bohun Lynch

  


  These two novels have this in common—each is an attempt to re-enter the kingdom of childhood. We confess we are not of those who think all is to be gained by letting the children write for themselves. Poetic peeps from the perambulator, revels among rattles, and picture exhibitions which consist of houses smoking furiously at the chimneys and the behinds of little black cats sitting in front of the fire are very diverting now and again, but how far they restore to us our vision of that other time is quite a different matter. How shall a child express what is for us the essence of childhood—its recognition of the validity of the dream? It is implicit in the belief of the child that the dream exists side by side with reality; there are no barriers between. It is only after he has suffered the common fate of little children—after he has been stolen away by the fairies—that the changeling who usurps his heritage builds those great walls which confront him when he will return. But to return is not to be a child again. What the exile, the wanderer, desires is to be given the freedom of his two worlds again—that he may accept reality and live by the dream. And therefore the childhood that we look back upon and attempt to recreate must be—if it is to satisfy our longing as well as our memory—a great deal more than a catalogue of infant pleasures and pangs. It must have, as it were, a haunting light upon it.


  Let us take, for instance, Mr. O’Riordan’s novel ‘Adam of Dublin.’ It is the story of a little boy’s life from the age of eight to the age of twelve, yet it is told in such a way that, in spite of the intense vividness of Adam’s personal adventures, they become for us a symbol of the adventures of the child spirit in this bungled world. If ever reality looked loweringly upon a little child, that [289] child was Adam; but what power has it over him? For the moment it is real as the nightmare is real; it is, almost, part of the nightmare, like his father’s porter bottle; it is as quickly escaped and forgotten:


  He went to sleep and dreamed that her ladyship was something between a unicorn and a road-roller, with several tails, to each of which was tied a flaming sardine-tin, and as many heads, crowned by helmets of that fashion affected by the Dublin Metropolitan police. Her ladyship had run him down in Mountjoy Court, and … was about to put him into one or more of the sardine-tins when he woke with a scream, was soundly chastised by Mr. Macfadden with the fortunately convenient porter bottle; and, after he had recovered from the shock, fell into a peaceful and refreshing slumber.


  And yet if we consider what place it is that Adam escapes into, what is the nature of his other world, it again seems to be contained in reality. The difference is that in the one he is a stranger, in the other—the world in which he prays to ‘Holy Mary her Virgin,’ and kisses Caroline Brady in the tunnel, and reads, by the light of his bull’s-eye lantern, Mr. Yeats’ or Mr. Keats’ poem ‘The Beautiful Lady Without Thankyou,’ or sits in Josephine’s lap while he kisses her—he is at home.


  What do we mean when we speak of the atmosphere of a novel? It is one of those questions exceedingly difficult to fit with an answer. It is one of those questions which, each time we look at them, seem to have grown. At one time ‘emotional quality’ seemed to cover it, but is that adequate? May not a book have that and yet lack this mysterious covering? Is it the impress of the writer’s personality upon his work—the impress of the writer’s passion—more than that? Dear Heaven! there are moments when we are inclined to take our poor puzzled mind upon our knee and tell it: ‘It is something that happens to a book after it is written. It droppeth [290] like the gentle dew from Heaven upon the book beneath.’ Or to cry largely: ‘You feel a book either has it, whatever it is, or hasn’t it.’


  But to be so positive—as one is in the case of ‘Adam of Dublin’—about the presence of something so elusive is disconcerting. Let us, however, understand it to mean; among so many dead novels it is a delight to hail one that is so rich in life. For whatever else atmosphere may include, it is the element in which a book lives in its own right. In peopling the two worlds of Adam with appropriate and inappropriate inhabitants there are infinite possibilities for the creative activity of the author. The character of Mr. Malachy Macfadden, the drunken tailor, is a fearful joy to the reader if it is not to his son, and so is that of his somewhat sinister godfather, Mr. Byron O’Toole. As to Father Innocent Feeley, Adam’s spiritual adviser, we defy the reader to resist him or his conversation on the top of the tram with Adam regarding the infallibility of the Pope and the infallibility of the Almighty. Adam himself is one of those small boys (why are they always boys?) who occur from time to time in literature to trouble our hearts. Mr. O’Riordan has but discovered a new name for him—and a new place. For throughout this novel one is never forgetful of the background of the city of Dublin; the author presses all his power and charm of writing to the service of ‘what is believed to be the fairest, if not the most extensive, kingdom in Europe.’ His success is so notable that we grudge mentioning his moment of failure. But it is there in Chapter Twenty-eight, when he carries his little hero into Bohemia. Why was this account of a club meeting written? We fear the reason was that the author could not resist the temptation of a portrait or two, but his hero’s life is at stake while he sketches. However, there is so much good to remember that, having mentioned the bad, we can afford to forget it. It is the measure of Mr. O’Riordan’s powers of fascination that we should be so conscious of any weakening of their spell.


  [291] ‘Forgotten Realms’ is as different a novel as possible, yet, as we have stated, the intention of the author is the same. But Mr. Lynch has chosen a more difficult approach. His hero is a grown man, the husband of a sensible, managing wife, the father of a young family, who is impelled, suddenly, to leave his home and familiar surroundings at the beck of childish memories, to set out ‘as a child might in imagination, to discover, to observe lovely things, to seek adventure.’ The first chapter when he is discovered lying in the grass is a very remarkable one. In a way it may be said to mark the curve of Philip’s journey for us. As he lies there, looking and listening, he is suddenly conscious that the ‘intensely practical modern world has dropped away from him,’ far enough for him to question which was to be desired—constant occupation and forgetfulness or the treasuring of time for contemplation—for coming near to the heart of things:


  Or was it that moments of intense vision came only by rare chance? Was it not rather an attitude of mind that the perplexities, the unwise activities of usual existence threatened to destroy? Such moments held a child’s attitude towards the universe, induced a child’s vision. Children were much nearer to the secret.


  And thus he is led to look back with longing upon the time when the ‘magic door’ was not shut for him, and the purpose of his journey is revealed. Might one then in after years, after searching and much pain, find one’s way back to it, and would they open it when he came again?


  Forward, therefore, his feet carry him into unknown beautiful country, while his mind is for ever seeking the frontiers of its ancient kingdom. And it is only when he has given himself up to the search that he realizes how deep is his restlessness, how urgent his desire to recapture the secret resting-place of his soul.


  We pass by almost imperceptible nuances from the one [292] adventure to the other; they merge, they are enfolded, they are blended with exquisite skill. We share each fresh prospect as it unfolds before Philip the man, while at the same time we are gathering wild roses with Philip the little boy, or waiting with him in the drawing-room for his father to come home. But gradually the search becomes more difficult; it narrows, and it changes from the reconciliation of childhood and manhood to a deliberate attempt to solve a mystery. In the unending story of adventure which the lonely child Philip made up for himself there was another figure, a wonderful companion, a boy to whom he was ever constant, about whom there could never be any illusion. When he recalls how, as a youth in London, he saw the face, the form of his dreams, he recognized it and ‘guessed at a possible ending to his magic tale’ (what does Mr. Lynch mean there?). And finally we are told that Philip is not setting forth in freedom after all; he has heard that his dream companion is in this part of the country, and he is come in search of him. This is a very curious disappointment for the reader, but there is a greater in store for him. It is contained in Philip’s memories of his mother. She changes, gradually, under the imposition of this ‘real plot,’ from an extremely sensitive, sympathetic figure to a poor creature under a curse that, until it is revealed to us, raises our most fearful speculations.


  Let us own that there is a point at which we lose all touch with Mr. Lynch, and we simply do not know what he would have us understand. Here is this beautiful writing, this thoughtful, serious style, so chastened and yet so supple—but what does it hide? What is the mystical meaning? Ah, there we imagine Mr. Lynch thinks to have caught us. But we do not think it will do. So long as they are kept apart psychology and mysticism are sweet friends. But put them to hunt together and they turn and rend each other.


  (December 11, 1920.)


  []


  Old Writers and New


  
    [293] Manhood End — By Mrs. Henry Dudeney


    Quiet Interior — By E.B.C. Jones

  


  Whatever faults Mrs. Dudeney may possess, she cannot be accused of having kept her talent hid in a napkin. Rather, we receive the impression that the cry of rapture with which she hailed this treasure to be hers has never ceased sounding through her books. It rings again in ‘Manhood End,’ and the note is as high, as astonished, as delighted as ever. Never did a writer gloat more openly over a sweet possession; never was a writer more persistently agog to play with it. But a talent is not—as Mrs. Dudeney seems to believe—a kind of glorified toy. One may perhaps play with it—but warily—as one would play with a young lion without a keeper rather than a mechanical canary. That is not, however, nor has it been, Mrs. Dudeney’s way, and the result is that after eighteen novels, after so prolonged a diet of hard bright seed, chickweed and sugar lumps, nothing remains of her lion but the colour of his feathers—he is turned into a very canary of canaries. As such he shakes, shrills, quivers, flirts through ‘Manhood End’ without a break, without a pause, until we cannot hear the characters speak. When they do they partake of the general jerkiness. Even the plot itself is affected, and hops from perch to swing until the reader is dizzy. The scene is Sussex—a tiny village between Chichester and the sea. ‘If there was a coquette in the whole land of England it was this flat, sheltered bit of South Country—laughing, weeping, just as it chose.’


  The time is forty years ago. Freddy Rainbird, Rector of Streetway, calls himself a priest, and does not believe in marriage until he meets Sophia Lulham. Their courtship consists of conversations which culminate in a toasting party by firelight.


  
    [294] He watched her scramble up when her slice of bread was toasted. She buttered it, then, laughing again, sat down.


    ‘We’ve got to feel for our mouths, haven’t we? But mine’s so big there’s no risk of missing.’

  


  This curious statement, which might very well have ‘pierced through their perfect hour,’ did not prevent him from proposing. And they were married, and such was the intensity of their passion for each other they talked like this. Rainbird was in his dressing-room.


  
    She went mischievously to the door and spoke through the keyhole.


    ‘Bad boy! you’re not washing yourself. There isn’t any splashing.’


    He did not answer. She spoke again.


    ‘Freddy! you are false, you are neglectful. You said you wanted to kiss my arms, and yet you went off without even shaking hands.’

  


  After five years she had tired of this capriciousness, of ‘bubbling … with a hundred little springs of fascination.’


  ‘Why didn’t we have children? If there’d been a baby waking up to be fed! If little Johnny had a pain in his tummy; if Jane wouldn’t go to sleep…. I shouldn’t have played the fool down here .. with you two men if I’d had a nursery. Don’t you see?’


  So off she goes with a lover, and stays away for five years. Then she reappears and makes the coffee in her bewildering, charming way, and just when she is about to be bored again the baby saves her. But it isn’t a strong baby.


  
    She looked up wistfully. ‘I haven’t done it quite properly, Freddy. I’m never perfect. There’s always some sort of a flaw.’


    ‘What flaw?’ he seemed puzzled.


    ‘This.’ Her fingers moved on the fast emptying bottle.

  


  [295] After its death she runs again—to the East—to Bond Street—to anywhere. And her final return is to a broken Freddy who drinks coffee made from ‘some stuff in a tin.’ They die soon after, while planning another honeymoon.


  It is melancholy to remember, when laying aside ‘Manhood End,’ how, years ago, when the canarification of her talent was still far from complete, we looked forward to a new book by Mrs. Dudeney.


  The price of novels is a mystery. Why is it that some publishers are compelled to print their books on grey, black-haired paper, to squeeze them between the covers that used to contain ‘ninepennies’ in the old days and to price them at nine shillings, when Mr. Cobden-Sanderson can produce a volume so attractive in appearance as ‘Quiet Interior’ at eight? And do some publishers imagine that the reading public is really tempted by paper-covers which remind one of those dread platefuls in English teashops known as ‘mixed pastries’? We are certain that the book which is adorned with the enigmatic couple or the anaemic girl in coloured margarine and plaster-of-paris on a white icing background starts its career with a severe handicap. It has to prove that it is not what it appears to be, and that is very difficult when the appearance is vulgar, for in that case the chances are the reader will not even begin to listen. How often we have heard the scornful: ‘Don’t bother to open it; it looks the most awful rubbish’! Whereas Miss Jones’ novel in a blue linen-faced cover with the title in plain lettering attracts one immediately. It looks like a novel that is well worth reading, and in this case the author is not deceived after a closer investigation.


  ‘Quiet Interior’ is the study of the temperament of an unusual, fastidious girl in surroundings which we vaguely term modern. Her home is in London; her parents are wealthy; her friends are artists and musicians and gay young people who go to parties and dances. She is in fact an emancipated daughter in an upper middle-class [296] family—but not too emancipated for her to possess in a high degree that subtle quality called ‘charm.’ One might say her whole claim to acceptance lies in its possession, but of what it is composed—that is the problem that the author has set herself to solve. Claire Norris is not a simple character. She is one of those who are ‘precious—but not generally prized.’ Her feeling for life is exquisite; she is capable of rare appreciations, rare intensities—but for some mysterious reason life withholds its gifts from her. They go to lesser people who deserve them less and do not so greatly care. Why should this be? What has she done that she, who could cherish so beautifully, should be left empty-handed? The moment in her life when this question becomes urgent is the moment which is revealed here. There is a young man living in the country, farming his land; his name is Clement. He is shy, difficult, a being apart, himself. With the adorable faith of young persons and children, Claire turns to Life and cries: ‘I know what I want. I want Clement. Give him to me.’ But Life explains Clement is not for her; he is for her pretty sister Pauline. And Claire must be a good girl and not spoil her sister’s pleasure by showing that she minds, but put on a bright face and behave as though nothing has happened. Instead of rebelling she is gravely obedient, but while renouncing Clement she discovers that she has lost one world only to gain another—her inner world, the kingdom of the spirit. Claire realizes that up till now she has lived on the borders of that world; she has never been of it. Yet, because its shadow rested upon her, she was, for all her love of it, strange to the world of reality. Now that she has made her choice, even her suffering grows light. Nothing can touch her; she is in harmony with life.


  The psychology of Claire is sufficiently realized for us to feel the importance of this revelation to her. She strangely compels our admiration by the quality of her adventure. But this whole novel is carried beyond the [297] bounds of commonplace by its distinction of style. We feel that the author has tried to keep faith with Truth rather than with Truth’s ugly and stupid half-sister, Frankness. Her heroine is, of course, the full-length portrait upon which she has lavished her finest care, but Pauline, Henriette and Lucien and Hilary—all are real and convincing. For a first novel it is remarkably well constructed. The weakest part is the beginning. It reads as though the author were determined that we should fall in love with her heroine on the spot. ‘She is like this and this and this,’ we are told. It is only, in fact, when the author has forgotten all about us that Claire begins to emerge. And again there are moments when the author wastes her energy, as it were, over the details; she does not always distinguish between what is fascinating and what is essential. This is an important point. For there are many writers—alas! how many!—who can describe a frock, a conversation, a supper party, or a room as well as she.


  (November 19, 1920.)


  []


  A Set of Four


  
    The Countess of Lowndes Square; and Other Stories — By E.F. Benson


    Just Open — By W. Pett Ridge


    A Man of the Islands — By H. de Vere Stacpoole


    Colour Blind — By S.P.B. Mais

  


  Mr. Benson is a writer to whom, one imagines, everything comes in useful. He is a collector of scraps, snippets, patches, tid-bits, oddments, which give him such a great deal of pleasure that it is with the utmost confidence he displays his little collection to all the other guests in this immense rambling, very noisy and overcrowded hotel. He knows himself to be—his behaviour is that of—a favourite guest. ‘Mr. E.F. Benson is so popular—so entertaining.’ And so in his easy, effortless [298] way out comes another book. Here, he even explains, you’ve got cats, cranks, spiritualistic séances, blackmailers—choose whichever you like; there’s something for everybody. So down drops the knitting; the cards are put away; the picture paper is concealed behind a cushion for another time, and ‘The Countess of Lowndes Square’ is no doubt discovered to be just like Mr. Benson—most entertaining this time.


  Reader! We are the forlorn guest on these occasions. We are that strange-looking person over in the corner who seems so out of everything and never will mix properly. Spare your knitting-needle; put up your paper-knife, sir. Do not stab us. It is not our fault that we look grim. It isn’t pleasant to be bored. Will you believe us when we say we love smiling, we love to be amused? We always think, until faced by these occasions, that it takes too little to make us smile. But there is an atmosphere of bright chatter, of quick, animated glare which is warm South to Mr. Benson and his admirers while it freezes our risible folds.


  … I had been asked by telephone just at luncheon-time as I was sitting down to a tough and mournful omelette alone, and I naturally felt quite certain that I had been bidden to take the place of some guest.


  Or listen to the ‘adorable Agnes Lockett’:


  … If Mrs. Withers had told me any more of what the great ones of the earth said to her in confidence, I should either have gone mad or taken up a handful of those soft chocolates and rubbed her face with them.


  But it is perhaps hardly fair to take to pieces what the author himself calls ‘digestible snacks.’ This, we venture to suggest, should have been the title of the volume. And would it not be an admirable idea if there were a covering title for stories of the author’s own description? ‘Snacks’ for instance, could hardly be improved upon. ‘Digestible Snacks’ is illuminating; it tells us exactly what we are buying.


  [299] We speak thus openly, for Mr. Benson confesses that in his opinion ‘the short story is not a lyre on which English writers thrum with the firm delicacy of the French, or with the industry of the American author.’ He opines that if the ten best short stories in the world were proclaimed they would be French stories; while if the million worst were brought together, they would be found to be written in America. Chi lo sa? as d’Annunzio’s heroines were so fond of murmuring. But our eye wanders to the small green volumes of Turgeniev and Tchehov. Russia is evidently torn out of Mr. Benson’s atlas.


  A word as to the wrapper. It is of a young lady in a white dress with very flowing hair. Behind her is the Egyptian night; before, a pack of gibbering (in the story they are most particularly apish) apes. But the illustrator has drawn French poodles instead. This makes it very hard to understand why she looks so frightened.


  ‘Just Open,’ by Mr. Pett Ridge, is adapted for a railway journey on which the train stops at all the stations—one of those journeys when one is constantly rearranging one’s knees, saying one does not mind at all having the golf-clubs thrown on to one’s paper of violets, and swearing that it is not—and never was, thank God!—one’s copy of The Daily Mirror on the floor. In these surroundings dips are all the reader is fit for, and dips are all that the author provides—they are sketches of little people who, entangled for ever in the net of circumstance, are yet alive enough to make some protest when they feel an extra jerk. There is a slight commotion, a swimming together, a lashing of tails, a wriggle or two. But it lasts only a minute; with the turn of the blank page there is calm…


  The old theatrical star is tempted to go to see the show one night, and she is recognized and taken behind the scenes and made much of. Again she lifts the glass to her lips, but there is no wine. Just a breath, a sweetness—a memory that she sips—and then all is over. Well—mightn’t that be a marvellous story? Isn’t it one of the [300] stories that we all keep, unwritten, to write some day, when we have realized more fully that moment, perhaps, when she steps out of the theatre into the cold indifferent dark, or perhaps, that moment when the light breaks along the edge of the curtain and the music sinks down, lower, lower, until the fiddles are sounding from under the sea? … But Mr. Pett Ridge gives us his version of it as though he expected it to be read between nine forty-five and ten-thirteen.


  ‘Poor old soul!’ we presume his admiring reader thinks, slapping her book together and asking her neighbour if he would mind not sitting on her coat any longer as this is her station and she can’t afford to jump bodily out of her coat on to the platform? But is that tribute enough? Does that content the author? We wonder because there are ‘hints’ in several stories that lead us to believe he could, if he would, tell it all so differently.


  Mr. de Vere Stacpoole, to judge by ‘A Man of the Islands,’ still believes he has only to shake a coral island at us to set us leaping. But we have cut our teeth on it so dreadfully often. We have counted the cocoanuts, discovered the square bottle half-buried in the deserted beach, and fished the lagoon of its last false pearl. The only episode that arrested our attention in this book was when Sigurdson saw the front end of Pilcher down on the coral, scrabbling along on its hands like a crab.


  He’d been bitten off below the waist by a shark that had took him just as a child takes a piece of candy and bites it in two!


  What a degradation is this when nothing less fearful will draw us to the ship’s side! As to that slender, dark girl with the scarlet hibiscus flower behind her ear and her hand lifted in the familiar ‘Come to Motuaro’ gesture—she makes us almost inclined to signal ‘full steam ahead’ for the opposite direction. It is not enough to know that the fate of that great, strong man lay in those small, scented hands. What did he feel about it? Did he feel [301] anything? Did they talk together? What did they share? How was his love for her different from his love for a white girl? … Or, if the question is all of the scenery, let us feel the strangeness of it. Sigurdson is a Dane. Did he have more of the feelings of an exile? Here, indeed, is our whole point about coral islands, dark blue seas and crescent beaches pale as the new moon. We will not be put off with pictures any longer. We ask that someone should discover the deeper strangeness for us, so that our imagination is not allowed to go starving while our senses are feasted.


  There remains ‘Colour-Blind,’ a new novel with an old hero, by Mr. S.P.B. Mais. The hero is still that unsympathetic figure, the amorous schoolmaster.


  She was mine, all mine for the taking! In that moment of triumph I forgot everything but the glory of her … but the moment passed and I braced myself to meet my great temptation. ‘Margey, dear,’ I began as gently as I could, ‘it won’t do. Think.’


  This is followed by little dinners ‘on the strict Q.T.’ with the fair Evelyn in a yellow osprey—to be followed again by the blackboards and Smith minor next morning.


  But it is not until little Joan, fragile in her pyjamas, crept into his arms that Jimmy knew the greatest night of his life. Here is Mr. Mais at his brightest, best, most fanciful.


  Jimmy has rung for the chambermaid, who came in ‘smiling.’


  ‘We’re going to have our breakfast in bed as a special treat,’ I said. ‘Grown-up people don’t think it a treat because the crumbs get all mixed up with their bed-clothes, but that’ll be all the greater fun for us. We’ve run away, and we want to do all the things we shouldn’t be allowed to do at school.’


  Was the chambermaid still smiling at the end of that [302] speech, we wonder, and didn’t she guess the hero’s vocation without his telling her he had run away from it?


  (November 26, 1920.)


  []


  Friends and Foes


  
    Personal Aspects of Jane Austen — By M. Austen-Leigh

  


  It seems almost unkind to criticize a little book which has thrown on bonnet and shawl and tripped across the fields of criticism at so round a pace to defend its dear Jane Austen. But even with the undesirable evidence before us of the stupidity, nay, the downright wickedness of certain reviewers, we cannot help doubting the need for such a journey. True, Jane Austen exists in the imagination as a writer who has remained wonderfully remote and apart and free from the flying burrs of this work-a-day world, and it does come as a surprise to learn that so-called friends of hers have said these dreadful things. But, begging Miss Austen-Leigh’s pardon—who cares? Can we picture Jane Austen caring—except in a delightfully wicked way which we are sure the author of this book would not allow—that people said she was no lady, was not fond of children, hated animals, did not care a pin for the poor, could not have written about foreign parts if she had tried, had no idea how a fox was killed, but rather thought it ran up a tree and hissed at the hound at the last—was, in short, cold, coarse, practically illiterate and without morality? Mightn’t her reply have been, ‘Ah, but what about my novels?’ Though the answer would seem to us more than sufficient, it would not satisfy Miss Austen-Leigh. Her book is proof to the contrary. Each of these charges can be met—and they are met, though, to be quite candid, it is somewhat quaintly, at times. Take, for instance, the ‘baseless accusation that she always turned away from whatever was sad.’ It cannot, says Miss Austen-Leigh, be allowed [303] to pass unnoticed. And she cites a family letter written by Mr. Austen on the occasion of a young friend’s having been invited to their house to have her attack of measles there: ‘She wanted a great deal of nursing, and a great deal of nursing she had,’ the nurses being Jane, her sister Cassandra and their friend Martha Lloyd. Well, that may go to prove that Jane was willing to face an unpleasant ordeal and to play her part, but we should not like our belief in her tenderness to depend on it. Does it not sound just a little grim? Might not a timid mind picture patient and pillows being shaken together; and, as to escaping one’s medicine, Cassandra and Martha to hold one down, and Jane to administer something awfully black in a spoon? …


  Then, again, someone having said that sermons were wearisome to her, Miss Austen-Leigh contradicts him triumphantly with Jane Austen’s own words, ‘I am very fond of Sherlock’s Sermons, and prefer them to almost any.’ But stare at that sentence as we may, we cannot see an enthusiasm for sermons shining through it. It sounds indeed as though Sherlock’s Sermons were a special kind of biscuit—clerical Bath Olivers—oval and crisp and dry. And while we are on the subject of religion we would mention Miss Austen-Leigh’s theory of the novels. It is, we think, quite a new one:


  Every one of them gives a description, closely interwoven with the story and concerned with its principal characters, of error committed, conviction following, and improvement effected, all of which may be summed up in the word ‘Repentance.’


  What could be simpler? Yet we had never thought of it before.


  But to return for a moment to the foes of Jane Austen. In the majority of cases they are routed in the completest fashion. No one, after reading of her paternal descent from the county family of Kentish Austens or of her maternal descent from the Leighs—a notable ancestor [304] being Thomas Leigh, who in 1558 had the honour of receiving and preceding Queen Elizabeth, ‘carrying the sceptre before her Grace when she first entered the City to take up her residence in the Tower’—no one could dare say again that she was not qualified to write of the English gentry. And he would be an obstinate fellow who would persist in describing Jane Austen’s disposition as calm, unemotional, passionless, after having read her notes written at the age of twelve, in an old copy of Oliver Goldsmith’s ‘History of England.’ These fiery outpourings are the pleasantest reading of all, and we are exceedingly grateful to Miss Austen-Leigh for printing them for us. They do, indeed, revive Jane Austen’s own voice; we can separate them from the comment. For the truth is that every true admirer of the novels cherishes the happy thought that he alone—reading between the lines—has become the secret friend of their author.


  (December 3, 1920.)


  []


  Family Portraits


  
    In Chancery — By John Galsworthy


    The Age of Innocence — By Edith Wharton

  


  In his latest novel, which is a continuation of the Forsyte Saga, Mr. John Galsworthy gives the impression of being in his real right element. There is a peculiar note, a mixture of confidence and hospitality, struck in the first chapter, which seems to come from the happy author warming himself at a familiar hearth. Here, in the very bosom of the Forsyte family, if any man is at home, he is that man. Its ramifications have no terrors for him; on the contrary, the quick, searching, backward glance he takes before setting out upon this book is yet long enough to be a kind of basking which extends to the cousin furthest removed.


  A swollen flood of novels has flowed under the bridge since the days of our enthusiasm for ‘The Man of Property’—that large family piece, admirably composed, [305] closely packed, and firmly related to a background which was never decoration only. ‘In Chancery’ is less solid as a whole—the shell-pink azaleas escape the control of Soames’ conservatory and flower a trifle too freely, as they are also a trifle too shell-pink; the tone is softer. It is not because the author is regarding his subject from another angle, but because all that remains from the deep vein of irony in ‘The Man of Property’ is a faint ironic tinge. In ‘The Man of Property’ what the author made us feel the Forsyte family lacked was imagination; in this new novel we feel it still, but we are not at all certain the author intends us to. He has, as it were, exchanged one prize for another—in gaining the walls he has lost his vision of the fortress. It is a very great gift for an author to be able to project himself into the hearts and minds of his characters—but more is needed to make a great creative artist; he must be able, with equal power, to withdraw, to survey what is happening—and from an eminence. But Mr. Galsworthy is so deeply engaged, immersed and engrossed in the Forsyte family that he loses this freedom. He can see Soames and James and the two Bayswater Road ancients with intense vividness; he can tell us all about them—but not all there is to know. Why is this? Is it not because, au fond, he distrusts his creative energy? There is no question of a real combat between it and his mind; his mind is master. Hence we have a brilliant display of analysis and dissection, but without any ‘mystery,’ any unplumbed depth to feed our imagination upon. The Forsyte men are so completely life-size, so bound within the crowns of their hats and the soles of their shoes, that they are almost something less than men. We do not doubt for a moment that it has been the aim of the author to appeal to the imagination; but so strong is the imposition of his mind that the appeal stops short at the senses. Take, for example, the character of old James Forsyte. Is it not amazing how he comes before us so that we see him, hear him, smell him, know his ways, his tricks, his habits as if [306] he were our grandfather? Yet when we think of him—is it as standing at the window of his house watching the funeral of the old Queen, watching his own funeral and the funeral of his time—or as having his few last hairs stroked by Emily with a pair of silver brushes? These events should be of equal importance, at least; but they are not; the hair-brushing is easily first; and the author dwells on it with loving persistence until he almost succeeds in turning James into a lean, nervous, old, old, dog. Or take the occasion when young Val Dartie came face to face with his father, drunk, in the promenade of a music-hall. Before going out that evening he had asked his mother if he might have two plover’s eggs when he came in. And when he does return, shocked, wretched, disenchanted with life, we find our concern for him overshadowed by those two plover’s eggs laid out so temptingly with the cut bread and butter and ‘just enough whisky in the decanter,’ and left to languish on the dining-room table. But perhaps these instances are too simple to illustrate our meaning. Let us examine for a moment the figure of Soames Forsyte, who is the hero of ‘In Chancery.’ His desire to have a son makes him divorce the faithless Irene and thus free himself to marry a healthy young Frenchwoman, the daughter of a restaurant keeper. Now Soames, the passionate, suppressed human animal desiring Irene still because she is unattainable, but satisfying himself with the French girl at the last is as solid, as substantial as a mind could make him, but he is never real. He is flesh and blood with a strong dash of clay—long before he is a tormented man; and flesh and blood and clay he remains after the torment is on him. But there never comes that moment when the character is more than himself, so that we feel at the end that what should have happened to him never has happened. He is an appearance only—a lifelike image.


  But when we have said that ‘In Chancery’ is not a great novel, we would assure our readers that it is a fascinating, brilliant book.


  [307] In ‘The Age of Innocence,’ a novel of the early seventies in New York, we receive the same impression that here is the element in which the author delights to breathe. The time and the scene together suit Mrs. Wharton’s talent to a nicety. To evoke the seventies is to evoke irony and romance at once, and to keep these two balanced by all manner of delicate adjustments is so much a matter for her skilful hand that it seems more like play than work. Like Mr. Galsworthy’s novel it is a family piece, but in ‘The Age of Innocence’ the family comprises the whole of New York society. This remote, exclusive small world in itself is disturbed one day by the return of one of its prodigal daughters who begs to be taken back as though nothing had happened. What has happened is never quite clear, but it includes a fabulously rich villain of a Polish Count who is her husband and his secretary, who, rumour whispers, was all too ready to aid her escape. But the real problem which the family has to face is that Ellen Olenska has become that mysterious creature—a European. She is dangerous, fascinating, foreign; Europe clings to her like a troubling perfume; her very fan beats ‘Venice! Venice!’ every diamond is a drop of Paris. Dare they accept her? The question is answered by a dignified compromise, and Ellen’s farewell dinner-party before she leaves for Paris is as distinguished as she or the family could wish. These are what one might call the outer leaves of the story. Part them, and there is within another flower, warmer, deeper, and more delicate. It is the love-story of Newland Archer, a young man who belongs deeply to the family tradition, and yet at the same time finds himself wishing to rebel. The charm of Ellen is his temptation, and hard indeed he finds it not to yield. But that very quality in her which so allures him—what one might call her highly civilized appreciation of the exquisite difficulty of her position—saves them from themselves. Not a feather of dignity is ruffled; their parting is positively stately.


  But what about us? What about her readers? Does [308] Mrs. Wharton expect us to grow warm in a gallery where the temperature is so sparklingly cool? We are looking at portraits—are we not? These are human beings, arranged for exhibition purposes, framed, glazed, and hung in the perfect light. They pale, they grow paler, they flush, they raise their ‘clearest eyes,’ they hold out their arms to each other ‘extended, but not rigid,’ and the voice is the voice of the portrait:


  ‘What’s the use—when will you go back?’ he broke out, a great hopeless How on earth can I keep you? crying out to her beneath his words.


  Is it—in this world—vulgar to ask for more? To ask that the feeling shall be greater than the cause that excites it, to beg to be allowed to share the moment of exposition (is not that the very moment that all our writing leads to?), to entreat a little wildness, a dark place or two in the soul?


  We appreciate fully Mrs. Wharton’s skill and delicate workmanship; she has the situation in hand from the first page to the last; we realize how savage must sound our cry of protest, and yet we cannot help but make it; that after all we are not above suspicion—even the ‘finest’ of us!


  (December 10, 1920.)


  []


  Aaron’s Rod — By D.H. Lawrence


  There are certain things in this book I do not like. But they are not important, or really part of it. They are trivial, encrusted, they cling to it as snails to the underside of a leaf—no more,—and perhaps they leave a little silvery trail, a smear, that one shrinks from as from a kind of silliness. But apart from these things is the leaf, is the tree, firmly planted, deep thrusting, outspread, growing grandly, alive in every twig. All the time I read this book I felt it was feeding me.


  (A note in K.M.’s copy of the book, 1922.)


  []
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  [The text follows the first Constable & Co. edition.]


  INTRODUCTION


  This final collection of Katherine Mansfield’s literary remains needs some explanation. The explanation is simple. About a year ago, for medical reasons, it appeared imperative that I should lose no time in tidying up my affairs. I turned my hand first to Katherine Mansfield’s papers, because her handwriting is very difficult, and it seemed unlikely that anyone but myself would be able to decipher them. Being temporarily incapacitated from other work, I employed myself in transcribing all the unpublished fragments of her writing that I could find, and arranging them in chronological order.


  It is possible that I attach an exaggerated importance to these. But since I had the same misgiving when I originally gathered together her Journal, which European opinion has received as a minor classic, I feel that I must trust to my instinct again, and again hope that what is precious and inimitable to me may be so to others. The situation has changed in this respect that there are now many people in many different countries—in France, perhaps, above all others—who take a peculiar personal and loving interest in all that pertains to Katherine Mansfield. In their eyes, I know, this book needs no apology.


  It would have been more satisfactory, perhaps, if the various elements of this Scrapbook could have been distributed in new editions of her books—the new journal entries in her Journal, the few finished stories in the volume Something Childish, the fragments in an enlarged Doves’ Nest; but, in the first place, that would have been very unfair to those who possess the existing editions of these books, and secondly, this seemingly haphazard arrangement, though on a larger scale, is singularly like that of one of her own notebooks—ordinary French school cahiers, mostly—in which finished and unfinished stories, quotations, odd observations, intimate confessions, unposted letters, and stray sentences are crammed up like some rich thievery. Except in point of legibility this scrapbook is, in fact, more like one of her own notebooks even than her published Journal.


  And it has seemed to me that there is a manifest completeness about most of the fragments which are included here; few indeed even of the pieces which I know to be unfinished (in the sense that Katherine intended or hoped to continue them) make that impression upon me. In the case of the majority of the pieces printed here, where there is no such external indication, I find it impossible to decide whether they are or are not finished. When Katherine was very young she was addicted to short pieces which she romantically called “vignettes”, or “cameos”. Those which have survived of these early pieces are not worth printing. But it is evident to me that, as her gifts matured, her original bent towards the short piece was confirmed and vindicated. Her power of presenting a complete situation, or conveying an entire atmosphere, in a transparently simple page or paragraph became remarkable, indeed.


  Therefore I doubt whether the epithet “unfinished” can validly be applied to more than one or two of these fragments. And for another reason, too. As I have hinted in a note towards the end of this book, Katherine “saw” and wrote, in flashes. Sometimes the flashes were relatively long, sometimes very short indeed. But of steady and equable composition there is no trace in her manuscripts, nor in my memory of her at work. When the full tide of inspiration came, she wrote till she dropped with fatigue—sometimes all through the night, in defiance of her illness.


  With regard to the unpublished letters, I had to abandon my original intention of including a number of them in this volume. They are so numerous, and stand so much in need of other letters for elucidation, that no other course is practicable but to prepare a new edition of the letters as a whole. This I hope to do, if my power of work is restored to me, in the course of 1940.


  J. Middleton Murry.


  Larling, June 1939.


  P.S.—I gratefully acknowledge the kindness of the following in allowing me to print Katherine Mansfield’s quotations from books of which they own the copyright: the author and the publisher of that remarkable and neglected book Cosmic Anatomy, “M.B. Oxon” and Messrs. J.M. Watkins; Messrs Macmillan and the representatives of the late Thomas Hardy for the verses from The Collected Poems of Thomas Hardy; and Messrs. Heinemann for passages from Mrs. Constance Garnett’s translations of Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Dostoevsky’s The Idiot and The Possessed, and Tchehov’s Letters.


  []


  1905–1913


  About Pat.


  [1] In the days of our childhood we lived in a great old rambling house planted lonesomely in the midst of huge gardens, orchards and paddocks. We had few toys, but—far better—plenty of good strong mud and a flight of concrete steps that grew hot in the heat of the sun and became dreams of ovens.


  The feeling of making a mud pie with all due seriousness, is one of the most delicious feelings that we experience; you sit with your mixture in the doll’s saucepan, or if it is soup, in the doll’s wash-hand basin, and stir and stir, and thicken and ‘whip’, and become more deliciously grimy each minute; whilst the sense of utter wickedness you have if it happens to be on clean pinafore days thrills me to this hour.


  Well I remember one occasion when we made pies with real flour, stole some water from the dish by the dog’s kennel, baked them and ate them.


  Very soon after, three crushed, subdued little girls wended their way quietly up to bed, and the blind was pulled down.


  At that period our old Irish gardener was our [2] hero. His name was Patrick Sheehan. On Sunday he wore gloves with real ‘kid backs’, and a tie-pin made out of a boar’s tusk. Every morning I went across to the feed-room where he cleaned father’s boots, and always at a certain stage of the proceedings, I would say, “Oh please, Pat, don’t!” He invariably replied that “nothing else at all gave them such a fine gloss”. He used to hoist me up on to the table, and recount long tales of the Dukes of Ireland whom he had seen and even conversed with. We were most proud of our gardener having rubbed shoulders with Ireland’s aristocracy, and in the evening when Pat was at tea in the kitchen we would steal out and beg him to show us the manners of the people in Ireland. Standing in a row, hand in hand, we would watch while Pat put some salt on his knife, tapped it off with his fork, the little finger of his right hand well curled, in a manner which seemed to us ingenious enough for the first Lords of the land.


  Pat was never very fond of me. I am afraid he did not think my character at all desirable. I professed no joy in having a bird in a cage; and one day committed the unpardonable offence of picking a pumpkin flower. He never recovered from the shock occasioned by that last act of barbarism. I can see him now, whenever I came near, nodding his head and saying, “Well now to think! It might have become the finest vegetable of the season, and given us food for weeks.”


  Pat’s birthdays occurred with alarming frequency. We always gave him the same presents[3]—three sticks of Juno tobacco and three cakes of hoky-poky. The presentation took place in the back-yard, and he sang us a wonderful Irish song, of which we never guessed any more than the phrase, “I threw up me hat”. It seemed to be the one definite remark throughout.


  He considered it a duty to propose to each cook who came to the house, making them the offer of himself, the gloves with the ‘kid backs’, and the boar-tusk tie-pin whenever the occasion demanded. They never by any chance accepted him, and I am sure that he never expected them to do so.


  Every afternoon he used to brush his old brown bowler hat, harness the mare and start for town, and every evening when he had come home it was my delight to wait till he had unharnessed the mare, then to be lifted on to her back, and start at a jogging trot through the big white gates, down the quiet road and into the paddock. There I waited until Pat came swinging along with the milk pails.


  On those late evenings he had wonderful stories to tell of a little old man no bigger than his thumb with a hat as high as the barbed-wire fence, who in the night crept out of the creek, climbed up the blue-gum tree, picked some leaves from the topmost branches, and then crept down again.


  “You see,” Pat would say, his dear weather-beaten face as grave as possible, “it’s from blue gums that you get eucalyptus, and the old man suffered from cold, living in such dampness.”


  On those evenings, too, I had my first lessons in the mysterious art of milking, but try as I would [4] I could never obtain more than a teacupful. On several occasions the ignominy of this reduced me to tears, but Pat would say, “You see, she’s such a keen old cow is Daisy. Having had children of her own, she knows how much you ought to have, and how much more would give you indigestion.” I was always much comforted. Pat had a wonderfully young heart. He entered into our pleasures with as much zest as we did ourselves. I played a game which had no end and no beginning, but was called ‘Beyond the Blue Mountains’. The scene was generally placed near the rhubarb beds, and Pat officiated as the villain, the hero, and even the villainess, with unfailing charm.


  Sometimes, to make it more real, we had lunch together, sitting on the wheel-barrow turned upside down, and sharing the slice of German sausage and a bath-bun with loaf sugar on it.


  On Sunday mornings Pat, in the full glory of a clean shirt and corduroy trousers, took us for a walk in the great pine plantation.


  He, childishly, used to collect gum and carry it in a corner of his handkerchief. For years afterwards I believed that those trees just grew for the old witches of the woods, who used their needles in making the big, big umbrella over our heads, and all the dresses of the flowers, basting their nice, fine, blue-sky calico with the gum thoughtfully provided for them….


  When we left that house in the country and went to live in town, Pat left us to try his luck in the goldfields. We parted with bitter tears. He presented each of my sisters with a goldfinch and [5] me with a pair of white china vases cheerfully embroidered with forget-me-nots and pink roses. His parting advice to us was to look after ourselves in this world and never to pick the flowers out of the vegetable garden because we liked the colour.


  From that day to this I have never heard of him.


  (1905.)


  The Grandmother.


  
    Underneath the cherry trees


    The grandmother in her lilac printed gown


    Carried Little Brother in her arms.


    A wind, no older than Little Brother,


    Shook the branches of the cherry trees


    So that the blossom snowed on her hair


    And on her faded lilac gown


    And all over Little Brother.


    I said “May I see?”


    She bent down and lifted a corner of his shawl.


    He was fast asleep,


    But his mouth moved as if he were kissing.


    “Beautiful!” said the Grandmother, nodding and smiling.


    But my lips quivered,


    And looking into her kind face


    I wanted to be in the place of Little Brother,


    To put my arms round her neck


    And kiss the two tears that shone in her eyes.

  


  (1909.)


  Along the Gray’s Inn Road.


  Over an opaque sky grey clouds moving heavily like the wings of tired birds. Wind [6] blowing: in the naked light buildings and people appear suddenly grotesque—too sharply modelled, maliciously tweaked into being.


  A little procession wending its way up the Gray’s Inn Road. In front, a man between the shafts of a hand-barrow that creaks under the weight of a piano-organ and two bundles. The man is small and greenish brown, head lolling forward, face covered with sweat. The piano-organ is bright red, with a blue and gold “dancing picture” on either side. The bundle is a woman. You see only a black mackintosh topped with a sailor hat; the little bundle she holds has chalkwhite legs and yellow boots dangling from the loose ends of the shawl. Followed by two small boys, who walk with short steps, staring intensely at the ground, as though afraid of stumbling over their feet.


  No word is spoken; they never raise their eyes. And this silence and preoccupation gives to their progress a strange dignity.


  They are like pilgrims straining forward to Nowhere, dragging, and holding to, and following after that bright red, triumphant thing with the blue and gold “dancing picture” on either side.


  (1910.)


  Sunday Lunch.


  Sunday lunch is the last of the cannibal feasts. It is the wild, tremendous orgy of the upper middle classes, the hunting, killing, eating [7] ground of all the George-the-Fifth-and-Mary English artists. Pray do not imagine that I consider it to be ever so dimly related to Sunday dinner. Never! Sunday dinner consists of a number of perfectly respectable dead ladies and gentlemen eating perfectly respectable funeral bakemeats with all those fine memories of what British beef and blood has stood for, with all that delicate fastidiousness as to the fruit in season, and the eternal and comfortable pie. Sunday lunch is followed by a feeling of excessive excitement, by a general flush, a wild glitter of the eye, a desire to sit close to people, to lean over backs of chairs, to light your cigarette at someone else’s cigarette, to look up and thank them while doing so. And above all there is that agitating sense of intimacy—that true esprit de corps of the cannibal gathering. Different indeed is the close to the Sunday dinner. It has never been known to come to a decided finish, but it dies down and dwindles and fades away like a village glee singing Handel’s “Largo,” until finally it drops into sofas and chairs and creeps to box-ottomans and beds, with illustrated magazines, digesting itself asleep until tea time.


  The Society for the Cultivation of Cannibalism waxes most fat and kicks hardest (strictly under the table) in Chelsea, in St. John’s Wood, in certain select squares, and (God help them) gardens. Its members are legion, for there is no city in this narrow world which contains so vast a number of artists as London. Why, in London [8] you cannot read the books for the authors, you cannot see the pictures for the studies, you simply cannot hear the music for the musicians’ photographs. And they are so careless, so proud of their calling, “Look at me! Behold me, I am an artist!” Mark their continued generosity of speech—“We artists; artists like ourselves.” See them make sacrifice to their Deity—not with wreath or garland or lovely word or fragrant spices. They will not demand of her as of old time the gift of true vision and the grace of truth. “Ah, no,” they say, “we shall give her of ourselves. The stuffs of our most expensive dresses, our furniture, our butcher’s bills, our divorce cases, our thrilling adulteries. We men shall have her into the smoking-room and split her sides with our dirty stories, we women shall sit with her on the bedside brushing our side curls and talking of sex until the dawn kisses to tearful splendour the pink rose of morning. And we shall always remain great friends, for we shall never tell the truth to each other.”


  From half-past one until two of the clock the cannibal artists gather together. They are shown into drawing-rooms by marionettes in black suits and foreign complexions. The form of greeting is expansive, critical and reminding. Hostess to female cannibal: “You dear! How glad I am to see you!” They kiss. Hostess glances rapidly over guest, narrows her eyes and nods. “Sweet!” Raises her eyebrows. “New? From the little French shop?” Takes the guest’s arm. [9] “Now I want to introduce you to Kaila Scarrotski. He’s Hungarian. And he’s been doing those naked backs for that café. And I know all about Hungary, and those extraordinary places. He’s just read your ‘Pallors of Passion’ and he swears you’ve Slav blood.” She presses the guest’s hand, thereby conveying: “Prove you have. Remember I didn’t ask you to my lunch to wait until the food was served and then eat it and go. Beat your tom-tom, dear.” When male meets male the greeting is shorter. “Glad you came.” Takes guest aside. “I say, that French dancing woman’s here. Over there—on the leopard skin—with the Chinese fan. Pitch into her, there’s a good chap.”


  The marionette reappears. “Lunch is served.” They pay no attention whatever to the marionette, but walk defiantly into the dining-room as though they knew the fact perfectly well and had no need of telling. They see themselves, still with this air of immense unconcern and a sort of “Whatever you give me to eat and the forks and knives thereof will not surprise me, I’m absolutely indifferent to food. I haven’t the faintest idea of what there is on the table.” And then quite suddenly, with the most deliberate lightness, a victim is seized by the cannibals. “Suppose you’ve read Fanton’s ‘Grass Widower’?” “Yes.” “Not as good as ‘The Evergreen Petals’.” “No.” “I did not think so either.” “Tailed off.” “So long-winded.” “Fifty pounds.” “But there were bits, half-lines you know, and adjectives.” The knife pauses. “Oh, but have you read his [10] latest?” “Nothing. All about ships or something. Not a hint of passion.” Down comes the knife, James Fanton is handed round.


  “I haven’t read it yet.” “Not like ‘The Old Custom’.” “Well, it can’t be as good.” “… Writing in the Daily Mail …” “Three to four thousand a year.” “A middle-class mind, but interesting.” The knife wavers. “But can’t keep the big mould for more than a paragraph.” His bones are picked.


  This obvious slaughter of the absentees is only a preliminary to a finer, more keen and difficult doing to death of each other. With kind looks and little laughs and questions the cannibals prick with the knife. “I liked your curtain-raiser fearfully. But when are you going to give us a really long play? Why are you so against plot? Of course I’m old-fashioned. I’m ashamed. I still like action on the stage …” “I went to your show yesterday. There were the funniest people there. People absolutely ignorant—you know the kind. And trying to be facetious, not to be able to distinguish a cabbage from a baby. I boiled with rage …” “But if they offered you eighty pounds in America for a short poem, why ever didn’t you write it?” “I think it’s brave of you to advertise so much, I really do, I wish I had the courage—but at the last moment I can’t. I never shall be able.”


  With ever greater skill and daring the cannibals draw blood, or the stuff like blood that flows in their veins.


  [11] But the horrible tragedy of the Sunday lunch is this: However often the Society kills and eats itself, it is never real enough to die, it is never brave enough to consider itself well eaten.


  (1912.)


  []


  1914


  January.


  [12] (At the top of accounts beginning Tea, Chemist, Marmalade.)


  
    Tea, the chemist and marmalade—


    Far indeed to-day I’ve strayed,


    Through Paths untrodden, shops unbeaten,


    And now the bloody stuff is eaten.


    The chemist, the marmalade and tea,


    Lord, how nice and cheap they be!

  


  
    Tips and fares and silly femmes


    Have skipped about my day like lambs,


    And great their happiness increased


    Since I am the one who has been fleeced!

  


  “‘In Russia’, Tchehov said to Gorky, ‘an honest man is a sort of bogey that nurses frighten children with’. It is wonderful how like Gorky Tchehov talked when he talked to Gorky.” (George Calderon.)


  I’d like to follow that ‘lead’.


  The Toothache Sunday.


  Ah, why can’t I describe all that happens! I think quite seriously that L. and I are so extraordinarily interesting. It is not while the thing [13] is happening that I think that, but the significance is near enough to bite its heels and make me start, too. Have I ruined her happy life? Am I to blame? When I see her pale and so tired that she shuffles her feet as she walks when she comes to me—drenched after tears; when I see the buttons hanging off her coats and her skirt torn—why do I call myself to account for all this, and feel that I am responsible for her? She gave me the gift of herself. ‘Take me, Katie. I am yours. I will serve you and walk in your ways, Katie.’ I ought to have made a happy being of her. I ought to have ‘answered her prayers’. They cost me so little and they were so humble. I ought to have probed my own worthiness of a disciple. Yes, I am altogether to blame.


  Sometimes, I excuse myself: ‘We were too much of an age. I was experimenting and being hurt when she leaned upon me. I couldn’t have stopped the sacrifice if I’d wanted to’—but it’s all prevarication. To-night I saw her all drawn up with pain, and I came from J.’s room to see her crouched by the fire like a little animal. So I helped her to bed on the sofa and made her a hot drink and brought her some rugs and my dark eider-down. And as I tucked her up, she was so touching—her long fair hair—so familiar, remembered for so long—drawn back from her face that it was easy to stoop and kiss her, not as I usually do, one little half-kiss, but quick loving kisses such as one delights to give a tired child. “Oh!” she sighed, “I have dreamed of this.” (All the while I was faintly revolted.) “Oh!” she [14] breathed, when I asked her if she was comfortable. “This is Paradise, beloved!” Good God! I must be at ordinary times a callous brute. It is the first time in all these years that I have leaned to her and kissed her like that. I don’t know why I always shrink ever so faintly from her touch. I could not kiss her lips.


  Ah, how I long to talk about it sometimes—not for a moment, but until I am tired out and have got rid of the burden of memory. It is ridiculous in me to expect J. to understand or to sympathize; and yet when he does not and is bored or hums, I am dreadfully wretched—mainly perhaps because of my own inability to enchant him.


  … Lifted her poor face all stained and patched with crying.


  Her body was obedient, but how slowly and gravely it obeyed, as though protesting against the urge of her brave spirit.


  There was no sound in the room but her quiet breathing and the fluttering rush of the fire and the sting of the rain on the glass. Outside, lights appeared at one and then another window. The sky was grey and folded except for one lane of pale red fringed with clouds.


  Content to stand outside and bathe and bask in the light that fell from Katie’s warm bright windows, content to listen to the voice of her darling among other voices and to look for her darling’s gracious shadow.


  (March.)


  [15] The Last Friday. To-day the world is cracking. I am waiting for J. and L. I have been sewing as Mother used to sew—with one’s heart pushing in the needle. Horrible! But is there really something far more horrible than ever could resolve itself into reality, and is it that something which terrifies me so? In the middle of it I looked out and saw the workmen having lunch. They had lighted a fire and sat on a board balanced between two barrels. They were eating and smoking and cutting up sandwiches.


  Sleeping House.


  She lay in bed, still, straight, her hands clasped above her head, her lips faintly parted, and her eyes wide open.


  Now all the doors were shut in the house, and now Mr. Derry had wound up his watch and leapt into his side of the bed, lying down straight, the sheet to his chin, beside his frail wife.


  Her little face, framed in springy light hair, lay pressed in the pillow; her hands, half hidden in the long frilled sleeves, were folded over the quilt.


  “Reading?”


  “Yes, dear.”


  He turned out the light and was asleep like a shot. She would have fallen asleep too, but her heart was a little ‘dicky’. It would not go quite fast enough, and that made breathing so difficult. “If I could only take a long deep breath” … She [16] closed her eyes and a tiny line appeared between her brows and she drew in the air in little sips. “No, it’s not worth while disturbing Henry to get my heart mixture. He’s been so wonderfully good and patient, loathing these affairs as I know he does.” Full of love she listened to his strong even breathing. “My darling!” In some strange way the sound of Henry’s breathing eased her, oh, soothed her wonderfully….


  Now Vera read the last verses appointed for that night by the Bible Society, “For he mightily convinced the Jews and that publickly, showing by the scriptures that Jesus was Christ,” and put the hand-painted Jerusalem-lily book-marker in her Bible and blew out the candle and tried not to remember “La faute des roses” but to think over what she had read until she fell asleep, and Mary decided not to bother about plaiting her hair that night but curled up and hugged her and began to dream almost before she fell asleep. In fact, she answered “Yes, very exciting” out loud in the dream and it woke her and she had to go to sleep all over again.


  In his little room at the back Hans sat in his shirt on the edge of the bed, eating some patties, a leg of chicken and a chunk of almond jelly out of a napkin stained with claret spread on his knees. He had had supper with the women servants, but these were his pickings.


  “Ha! Ha! das war lustig!” He munched and licked his fingers. He felt an oily glow all over him. Then he lay down and began to snore, [17] tossing about in his sleep. His toes stuck out from the blanket like a comic picture.


  The servants lay side by side in the narrow iron bed. Cook blew out the candle and sighed and settled.


  “I must say I do feel lively,” said Zaidee and tittered a bit. “You know that young fellow who gave us the glad eye. He’s a farm boy. Gave him the rough side of my tongue, I did. See ’is tie? Lord! Flashy, I called him. Keep off it! Flashy, I said. He did look silly.”


  But Cook hadn’t seen his tie. She had been too busy bending over the oven. Yes, that was her job. She never got a sight of anything, and small thanks too. Where would they be without her, she’d like to know? For she saw herself bending over the oven, stooping over the table, cutting things—bringing things out, slaving, never looking up and everybody laughing and having jokes round her. But she was frightened of answering Zaidee crossly. If you answered a person crossly and they died in the night you were to blame for ever afterwards. She was always believing things like that.


  “Oh, life, I am tired!” said Cook and turned to the wall.


  Now everybody in the house was asleep except Eleanor. “I shall never go to sleep again.” She clasped her arms over her head. She had a strange feeling that she floated, floated in the dark. Her eyes shone. She could not stop smiling and she could not grow calm. “Calm—yes, I must grow [18] calm.” But it was impossible. “I shall never grow calm again.” Her heart beat Philip, Philip, like a bell ringing in the alarm of battle. Yes, love was a battle. All confusion and excitement—a breathless, desperate thing. Looking into the future, Eleanor saw only Philip and herself, young and strong and shining, fighting the whole world, and crying and crying to each other “We have won”. No, that didn’t matter. It was the fighting that counted. “I have been a dark feeble thing, like a house lighted with one candle; but now there is a fire in every part of me, and I am strong, my love, my dear!”


  There was no sound in the house any more nor any light save where the moon shone on the floors and ceilings, on the dismantled supper table, gleaming on the mirrors and the fading flowers. Silence hung over the garden, but the garden was awake. Its fruit and its flowers filled the air with a sweet wild scent. White and grey moths flew over the silvery branches of the syringa bushes. On the dark camellia trees flowers were poised like white and red birds.


  So still and mysterious appeared the house under this old changeless light of moon, it seemed that the music and the dancing night had happened hundreds and hundreds of years ago. They who lay so quietly in it might never wake again.


  December 18, 1914. That decides me, that frees me. I’ll play this game no longer. I created the situation—very well, I’ll do the other thing with moderate care,—and before it is too late. That’s [19] all. He has made me feel like a girl. I’ve loved, loved just like any girl,—but I’m not a girl, and these feelings are not mine. For him I am hardly anything except a gratification and a comfort. Of course, G. doesn’t know me through him. He doesn’t know me himself—or want to. I submit, that’s true. But I’m not Colette, nor even Lesley. Jack, Jack, we are not going to stay together. I know that as well as you do. Don’t be afraid of hurting me. What we have got each to kill—is my you and your me. That’s all. Let’s do it nicely and go to the funeral in the same carriage, and hold hands hard over the new grave, and smile and wish each other luck. I can. And so can you. Yes, I have already said Adieu to you now.


  Darling, it has been lovely. We shall never forget—no, never. Goodbye! When once I have left you I will be more remote than you can imagine. I see you and G. discussing the extraordinary time it lasted. But I am far away, and different from what you think.


  []


  1915


  [20] March. Cet héros aux cheveux longs qui, pendant des heures entières, gratte avec sa canne dans le sable; or, ayant besoin de vivre, crache un peu de sang, et, avec un long regard larmoyant mais satisfait, écrit le mot Finis sur la même sable grattée.


  Like the old saints on some cathedral, décollés, but with crowns hanging over their collars.


  I wrote twice that I should return to England on Tuesday. I nearly told the concierge. To-day it does not seem to matter. Perhaps because of the fact that J. never once says that he longs for me, is desolate without me—never calls me. He has been to me the being that in a solitary world held my hand, and I his—was real among the shadows. But to-night he is not quite so real. My impatience et ma douleur must seem exaggerated to him. Shall I go back? It depends entirely on him. I will not write so often or so much. I have been a little absurd.


  (This old habit of ‘jotting’ has come back.)


  “Perhaps it is only upon the approach of an outside soul that another’s soul becomes [21] invisible, and if she be caught unawares she will not have time to disappear.” (Leon Shestov.)


  That is what Tchehov aimed at.


  “Sooner or later in all probability this habit will be abandoned. In the future, probably, writers will convince themselves and the public that any kind of artificial completion is absolutely superfluous.” (Leon Shestov.)


  Tchehov said so.


  The Apple-Tree.


  There were two orchards belonging to the old house. One, that we called the ‘wild’ orchard, lay beyond the vegetable garden; it was planted with bitter cherries and damsons and transparent yellow plums. For some reason it lay under a cloud; we never played there, we did not even trouble to pick up the fallen fruit; and there, every Monday morning, to the round open space in the middle, the servant girl and the washerwoman carried the wet linen—grandmother’s nightdresses, father’s striped shirts, the hired man’s cotton trousers and the servant girl’s ‘dreadfully vulgar’ salmon-pink flannelette drawers jigged and slapped in horrid familiarity.


  But the other orchard, far away and hidden from the house, lay at the foot of a little hill and stretched right over to the edge of the paddocks—to the clumps of wattles bobbing yellow in the [22] bright sun and the blue gums with their streaming sickle-shaped leaves. There, under the fruit trees, the grass grew so thick and coarse that it tangled and knotted in your shoes as you walked, and even on the hottest day it was damp to touch when you stopped and parted it this way and that, looking for windfalls—the apples marked with a bird’s beak, the big bruised pears, the quinces, so good to eat with a pinch of salt, but so delicious to smell that you could not bite for sniffing….


  One year the orchard had its Forbidden Tree. It was an apple-tree discovered by father and a friend during an after-dinner prowl one Sunday afternoon.


  “Great Scott!” said the friend, lighting upon it with every appearance of admiring astonishment: “Isn’t that a ——?” And a rich, splendid name settled like an unknown bird on the tree.


  “Yes, I believe it is,” said father lightly. He knew nothing whatever about the names of fruit trees.


  “Great Scott!” said the friend again: “They’re wonderful apples. Nothing like ’em—and you’re going to have a tip-top crop. Marvellous apples! You can’t beat ’em!”


  “No, they’re very fine—very fine,” said father carelessly, but looking upon the tree with new and lively interest.


  “They’re rare—they’re very rare. Hardly ever see ’em in England nowadays,” said the visitor and set a seal on father’s delight. For father was a self-made man and the price he had [23] to pay for everything was so huge and so painful that nothing rang so sweet to him as to hear his purchase praised. He was young and sensitive still. He still wondered whether in the deepest sense he got his money’s worth. He still had hours when he walked up and down in the moonlight half deciding to “chuck this confounded rushing to the office every day—and clear out—clear out once and for all.” And now to discover that he’d a valuable apple-tree thrown in with the orchard—an apple-tree that this Johnny from England positively envied!


  “Don’t touch that tree! Do you hear me, children!” said he, bland and firm; and when the guest had gone, with quite another voice and manner:


  “If I catch either of you touching those apples you shall not only go to bed—you shall each have a good sound whipping.” Which merely added to its magnificence.


  Every Sunday morning after church father, with Bogey and me tailing after, walked through the flower garden, down the violet path, past the lace-bark tree, past the white rose and syringa bushes, and down the hill to the orchard. The apple-tree—like the Virgin Mary—seemed to have been miraculously warned of its high honour, standing apart from its fellows, bending a little under its rich clusters, fluttering its polished leaves, important and exquisite before father’s awful eye. His heart swelled to the sight—we knew his heart swelled. He put his hands behind his back and screwed up his eyes in the [24] way he had. There it stood—the accidental thing—the thing that no one had been aware of when the hard bargain was driven. It hadn’t been counted in, hadn’t in a way been paid for. If the house had been burned to the ground at that time it would have meant less to him than the destruction of his tree. And how we played up to him, Bogey and I,—Bogey with his scratched knees pressed together, his hands behind his back, too, and a round cap on his head with ‘H.M.S. Thunderbolt’ printed across it.


  The apples turned from pale green to yellow; then they had deep pink stripes painted on them, and then the pink melted all over the yellow, reddened, and spread into a fine clear crimson.


  At last the day came when father took out of his waistcoat pocket a little pearl pen-knife. He reached up. Very slowly and very carefully he picked two apples growing on a bough.


  “By Jove! They’re warm,” cried father in amazement. “They’re wonderful apples! Tip-top! Marvellous!” he echoed. He rolled them over in his hands.


  “Look at that!” he said. “Not a spot—not a blemish!” And he walked through the orchard with Bogey and me stumbling after, to a tree-stump under the wattles. We sat, one on either side of father. He laid one apple down, opened the pearl pen-knife and neatly and beautifully cut the other in half.


  “By Jove! Look at that!” he exclaimed.


  “Father!” we cried, dutiful but really enthusiastic, [25] too. For the lovely red colour had bitten right through the white flesh of the apple; it was pink to the shiny black pips lying so justly in their scaly pods. It looked as though the apple had been dipped in wine.


  “Never seen that before,” said father. “You won’t find an apple like that in a hurry!” He put it to his nose and pronounced an unfamiliar word. “Bouquet! What a bouquet!” And then he handed to Bogey one half, to me the other.


  “Don’t bolt it!” said he. It was agony to give even so much away. I knew it, while I took mine humbly and humbly Bogey took his.


  Then he divided the second with the same neat beautiful little cut of the pearl knife.


  I kept my eyes on Bogey. Together we took a bite. Our mouths were full of a floury stuff, a hard, faintly bitter skin—a horrible taste of something dry….


  “Well?” asked father, very jovial. He had cut his two halves into quarters and was taking out the little pods. “Well?”


  Bogey and I stared at each other, chewing desperately. In that second of chewing and swallowing a long silent conversation passed between us—and a strange meaning smile. We swallowed. We edged near father, just touching him.


  “Perfect!” we lied. “Perfect—father! Simply lovely!”


  But it was no use. Father spat his out and never went near the apple-tree again.


  Maata.


  [26] They did not fall like leaves—they fell like feathers—fluttering and floating from the trees that lined the road. Who was it used to say that every leaf you caught meant a happy month? Rhody, of course. She saw Rhody, the tall school girl, break from the ‘crocodile’ when they walked in the Park, and run after the leaves, with big, far too big gestures, as though she expected the whole tree to fall into her arms. Rhody used to keep the leaves in her Bible, and take them out and hold them up to the light and gaze at them in Scripture lessons. And she always said she knew each one apart. Well, if she said so—she did. Just like her.


  The clock in the big Church struck five. But she did not hurry. Idle and happy she walked under the falling leaves. A sharp sweet scent was in the air, and a stronger, more wintry smell of damp earth. She could feel the mist on her eyelids and lips. The sensation of boundless strength and happiness flowed over her again. It was almost physical—her lungs felt like wings, she could fly away on a deep breath, light and strong.


  “Oh, I am glad. Now I am myself again—now I am quite safe,” she said, like a little child that wakes in its bed after a nightmare. And she thought: “If I could only remember always that under everything there is only this—that everything that is not this is on the surface and will not really matter in the end. What is life really? What is real and not real? Oh God!”


  [27] Came troubled sounds, familiar yet unreal, like the memory and the promise of sadness. They shook her heart. She did not want to listen. She could have listened for ever. Standing there in the dark she drifted away to that shadowy loneliness which sometimes seemed to her to be her only true life—the only changeless truth—the thing that she was never really certain was not reality after all. How extraordinary! She saw herself, all these last weeks, playing a part—being Maata—being herself, carefully caring for things that after all didn’t matter at all! Why only that afternoon—a minute or two ago, she had believed it all—and it was nothing, nothing.


  Fragment.


  “… Standing whistling for a taxi like a forlorn rooster piping before break of day … or that, although you did talk so amazingly about Stendhal, your hat was too small. Enfin, you are ridiculous in some way, and I am hurt, I am hurt.” I have not said a bit what I mean to say—it’s so difficult to explain—I’ve only hinted. Do you ever feel like that about the world? Of course, this sensitiveness has its reverse side, but that, for some extraordinary reason, has never anything to do with present people, but is nearly always connected with things. To-day, for instance, in my search for a lovely coloured rug, very bright and silky to touch, with perhaps a pattern of wild fruit [28] trees growing on the borders of a lake and gay-coloured beasts standing on the brink—for not more than fifteen shillings at the outside—I found myself in a carpet shop….


  The Dark Hollow.


  “You’re a sweet creature, aren’t you?” said Nina, getting on to a chair so that she would see her waist in front and behind in the little mirror. “What are you staring at the ceiling for? Money won’t fall through the ceiling on to the quilt, you know!” She got off the chair, and suddenly such a flame of rage leapt up in her that she trembled all over. “And you bloody well won’t milk me any longer!” she muttered. He did not move even his eyes. “I’ve done with you!” She jerked open a drawer, and grubbing among the bits of finery for a little black veil—“done with you,” she repeated. Just as she was going out of the door there came a sort of chuckle from the bed. “Toodle-oo!” said the voice. She flounced round and tossed her head. “What’s that? What’s that you say?” But he was staring at the ceiling again. She turned to go and the chuckle was repeated. “Toodle-oo!” mocked the voice. Her knees trembled so horribly that she could hardly walk down the five flights of dark winding stairs.


  It was dusk in the streets and a fine, misty rain was falling. The lights from the cafés and street lamps showed like great blurred splodges of blue and yellow. The traffic trailed up and down the [29] greasy road, and people, muffled up to the eyes, passed and repassed Nina, all going quickly to—somewhere or other. She too walked quickly, copying them, pretending. It was very cold. She felt the rain on her face and hands and then on her shoulders and knees. “And I haven’t even an umbrella!” Good God! that seemed the last straw. “Not even an umbrella!” She walked faster still, holding her handkerchief up to her lips. Where was she going to or what was she going to do—she had not the slightest idea. She would walk until she was tired, and then—her thoughts dropped into a dark hollow. But a faint voice came from the hollow: “This has happened to you before and will happen again and again—and again.” Oh, how tired she was! “I wonder where I am.” She stopped under the awning of a flower-shop and peered into the road. But how could she tell? “It’s a street, ma chérie, and that’s all there is to be said for it.” With a faint smile on her lips she turned and looked in at the flower-shop window. As she watched an arm was thrust among the flowers and a hand hovered over some bunches of violets, closing finally on the very smallest. “Someone’s busting the bank. I wouldn’t mind betting you the money I haven’t got, that’s a woman.” She was quite silly with tiredness. “Right, of course!” At that moment a girl came to the shop door with the violets tucked in her jacket and stood fumbling with the catch of her umbrella. Nina’s eyes widened. She moved nearer, staring. Was it? … it couldn’t be … yes, it was!


  [30] “Louise!” she cried.


  “Nina!” cried the girl in a charming, happy voice. “How extraordinary! Is it really Nina?”


  “Yes, really,” and Nina nodded, her eyes very big and black behind the lace veil.


  “But,” said Louise, “are you living here? Where are you going to, now?”


  She wanted to answer “Nowhere in particular,” but somehow—her voice had gone and she could only point to her throat with a strange, quivering smile.


  “What’s the matter? Are you ill?”


  She managed to whisper “A little bit tired,” and Louise saw big bright tears falling down her cheeks.


  “Come home with me,” she said quickly. “Come home with me, now. I live quite close to here.” She put her arm round Nina. “Child, you’re wet through! Don’t tremble so, you poor little thing. It’s just down this road and across the court—in here.” She half carried Nina up the stairs to the door of her flat. At the door Nina held back a moment.


  “Is there anybody …”


  “No,” said Louise, “no, dear, you needn’t see anybody. Come,” and she opened a door at the end of a narrow passage into a room half lit by an open fire. “Take off your things while I go and get the lamp,” said Louise.


  But Nina crouched down by the fire and her weeping changed to sobbing, to a dreadful half sobbing, half coughing that she could not stop. Without a word Louise knelt down. She took [31] off Nina’s hat, raised her a little and pulled off the wet jacket; she slipped down beside her and took Nina’s dark head on her lap and stroked her hair and her cheeks with firm, loving fingers. Ah! how good that felt! Her sobbing changed to long sighs, and finally she lay still with her eyes shut, her head pressed against Louise. ‘And she doesn’t even wear a corset. Quel courage!’ thought Nina.


  “Now you’re better, aren’t you? Are you feeling warmer?” said the kind, charming voice. Nina nodded and under her sleepy content her brain began to be busy with … what to tell Louise. She sat up, half opened her eyes and smiled shyly.


  “I’m dreadfully ashamed,” she said. Louise got up and leaned against the mantelpiece and looked at the fire.


  “Don’t bother to apologise,” she said, “and don’t bother to explain. You’d only—make up a story, you know, and neither of us would be any the wiser.”


  “Oh, no!” said Nina. “No, I shouldn’t, not to you. Why should I make up stories to you? But there’s nothing to tell,” she said—“nothing.” Louise put out her foot and kicked a piece of wood into sparks. In the quiet they heard the rain threshing against the window.


  “What I mean is,” said Nina, “there’s no sort of a story.”


  Louise was still silent; unseen by her Nina made a little grimace. ‘She thinks it will do me good to get it off my mind’, she thought, slyly. [32] “Louise,” she put her hand lightly on the other’s arm. “Let me tell you.” Louise nodded but did not look up. “Well, you know, after I left school,” said Nina, speaking in a low rapid voice, “I hadn’t any home to go to, you remember, I never really knew who my people were—some one paid for me—c’était tout. And, you heard, didn’t you? I went on the stage.”


  “Yes, I heard that,” said Louise.


  “I had—pretty good luck at first,” said Nina, “but then I got ill, and my voice went—and a hard time came,” she said. “And then you know, out of pure cowardice—yes, really—I couldn’t fight any more and I hadn’t the courage to—I married.” Louise turned her grave glance to her. “I didn’t love him a bit,” said Nina, shaking her head,—“just because I was afraid.”


  “All right, I understand,” said Louise. Nina looked away from her, her voice hardened.


  “And then—oh well, it served me right—he was a brute and my—” she just hesitated a second, “my baby died and I left him.”


  “Oh,” whispered Louise.


  “And I went on the stage again, and worked and had a bigger fight than before, because—I was—lonely in a different way, until—” she walked right away from Louise and over to the window and lifted the curtain and looked out—“until now,” she said and laughed shortly.


  “How do you mean?” said Louise.


  “Oh, my dear,” said Nina, very flippant, “I’ve been out of work six weeks. I’ve not got a sou. I’m so tired that the agents won’t look at [33] me, and now this afternoon, the crisis came. The landlady told me she’d let my room. She kept all the clothes I had left to pay for my rent—and turned me out with one shilling which I gave to the poor little chambermaid as I walked down the stairs. Pretty—isn’t it? And she turned me into the rainy court.” ‘Mon Dieu! have I overdone it,’ she thought. ‘Was the shilling a mistake? ’


  Said Louise, very thoughtfully: “I say, Nina, how old are you?”


  “Twenty-two,” said Nina. “Why?”


  “Well, you left school when you were sixteen and you’ve been married to a beast and had a baby and been earning your living for six years. Not exactly gay, is it?”


  Thank God, she had believed it all. “No, I don’t suppose it is,” said Nina.


  Another pause—“Well, what are you going to do now?” said Louise, and she came up to Nina and put her hand on the back of Nina’s neck and ruffled up her short black hair. “Stay with us for a while, will you?” she said, “and see how things turn out. Us is I and a man called David Field. We’ve been living together for the last three years.” She was very cool.


  “But—but how can I?” said Nina. “I don’t believe you realise, Louise. I haven’t anything at all. No clothes,” she said, “no money. I’m just as I am, I might be a kitten!”


  “Yes, I do realise that,” said Louise, “and I can quite understand you don’t want to be a [34] charity child. Well, you needn’t. But I’ve got a little money put by—there’s a tiny room here with a camp bed in it and you can pay me back whatever you cost me when you’re in luck again. That’s simple enough. It’s no good being sentimental when one is really in a tight place—is it? And, quite apart from that,” said Louise, “I’d like to have you. I think you’ve had a rotten time. I’d like to feed you up and make you happy and spoil you and turn you into the old Nina again.”


  “But Mr….” Nina hesitated.


  “Oh, David?” laughed Louise. “David’s all right. Don’t bother about him. Tell me what you want to do.”


  Nina said, very frankly, looking straight into Louise’s eyes—“I want to stay. You know I’ll pay you back. Yes, I want to stay.”


  “Good,” said Louise, “I’m glad. Now we needn’t talk about it again. Come away from that rainy window. I don’t know what you feel like, but I want some tea.”


  “Oh, look,” said Nina tragically, “look at my dress.” Her little dark-blue silk frock was stained with black patches of rain.


  “Take it off,” said Louise. “I’ll go and find you something to put on. Bother!” She looked at Nina standing in her short petticoat by the fire. “I’m too staid for you. You’re such a little beauty. You are a lovely little being.”


  “Oh,” Nina protested.


  “I’d like to wrap you up in David’s Chinese silk portière. Well—wait, I’ll find you something.”


  [35] They were spreading over the camp bed a red and white Indian cover when they heard the front door open and steps in the hall.


  “That’s David,” whispered Louise, smiling. “Stay here while I go and explain. You don’t mind?”


  “Of course not.” Nina curled up on the bed. She heard voices. “Hallo, Davy.” “Hallo, Lou. Hasn’t it been a rotten day?” “Yes, there’s a lovely fire in your room.” “Good, come on in and talk.” Then the sound of a door shutting.


  Quiet as a little cat crouched Nina. She scarcely seemed to breathe, but her eyes were busy, taking in every detail of her room—the low chair with its pretty striped pillows, the gold paper screen hiding the washstand, the black chest of drawers covered with a strip of Indian embroidery, the books, the long blue curtain drawn across the window. A lamp stood on the table by the bed. It had a green shade with tiny red apples painted on it, and she looked at her hands lying small and rosy in the ring of soft light. ‘I must come of a good stock,’ she decided. ‘My wrists and my ankles are so fine.’ A mysterious sense of well-being filled her. It did not matter how long this lasted. At any rate for the time she had dropped out of her own world and all its beastliness, and that was enough. Never look into the future or you will find the future is looking at you…. The funny thing was that Louise had believed her story—had taken it all so simply and naturally that Nina began to have a faint feeling [36] that it was true. She saw herself, little and brave, going to agent after agent. Quite plainly she saw the brute of a husband—there wasn’t any difficulty in imagining him, but even the baby was there, pale, with big solemn eyes, lying across her lap. ‘But the crying. I did not put that on. No, I could not help that. How I sobbed!’ she thought admiringly, and yawned and stretched herself, thinking of nothing at all, until Louise called, “Come and show yourself, Nina!”


  David sat down at the piano and struck a succession of quick light chords. He looked at Louise. “What shall I play?” he said, half petulantly, in the voice of a spoilt child.


  “Play the Sibelius Sonata.”


  “Do you want that?”


  She nodded, and he smiled at her and began to play. Louise lay back in her chair, her arms stretched along the sides and her hands drooping. In the dim light, her face with half-shut eyes was like a beautiful soft mask. She was very lovely lying and listening; but “I am happy. I am at peace with myself, I am safe …”—in the very way she breathed one could tell that of Louise.


  ‘It is love,’ thought Nina. ‘Of course, it is love that gives her that air. But what sort of love? What can there be in that conceited boy to keep one satisfied three years? She doesn’t mother him and … no, he’s not the grand bébé type. Is Louise frightfully passionate? Do those two when they are alone—Oh no, it isn’t [37] possible. And besides Louise had not the chic and the certainty for a really great affair. I do not understand them at all—at all—’ thought Nina, half angry, folding herself up in a corner of the sofa.


  David had come to the second movement, the slow movement that is based on a folk song and is so sad and so lovely. His proud head was tilted back a little the better to listen….


  []


  1916


  Notes for Prelude.


  [38] In the scurely, as Lottie says.


  Look out now, Rags! Don’t you touch that when I’m not here. If you put the tip of your finger into that, it ’ud wither your hand off!


  “We came over with Mum on the bus and were going to stay to dinner. What time is dinner at your new place?”


  “The same time as we always used to have it,” said Lottie. “When the bell rings.”


  “Pooh! that isn’t what time,” said Pip. “We always have our dinner hal’ pas’ twelve. Let’s go round to the kitchen and ask your servant what time yours is.”


  “We’re not allowed to go into the kitchen in the morning,” said Isabel. “We have to keep away from the back of the house.”


  “Well, Rags and I can, because we’re visitors. Come on, Rags!”


  But when they had passed through the side gate, opening with a big iron ring, that led into the courtyard, they forgot all about asking the servant.


  “What do you have for dinner?”


  [39] “The same as we always used to have,” said Lottie, “except we have cold milk instead of water to drink.”


  Mrs. Trout, she was a widow. Her husband had died five years before, and immediately upon his death, before he was cold, she had married again, far more thoroughly and more faithfully than she ever had married him.


  The Journey Home.


  The Aloe….


  Stanley Burnell: Beryl plays the guitar.


  The Samuel Josephs; the Journey and Supper; Bed for all. Dan; Burnell courting Linda; Mrs. Burnell and Beryl; Kezia; The Aloe.


  Stanley Burnell drives home; the Nursery; Beryl with a guitar; Children; Alice; The Trout sisters; Mrs. Trout’s latest novel; Cribbage; Linda and her Mother.


  Really thirteen chapters.


  They cut down the stem when Linda is ill. She has been counting on the flowering of the Aloe.


  That Woman.


  Sitting astride the bow window ledge, smelling the heliotrope—or was it the sea?—half of Kezia was in the garden and half of her in the room.


  [40] “Have you put down the Harcourts?”


  “Yes, Mrs. Phil and Mrs. Charlie.”


  “And the Fields?”


  “Mrs. and the Misses Field.”


  “And Rose Conway?”


  “Yes, and that Melbourne girl staying with her.”


  “Old Mrs. Grady?”


  “Do you think—necessary?”


  “My dear, she does so love a good cackle.”


  “Oh, but that way she has of dipping everything in her tea! Iced chocolate cake and the ends of her feather boa dipped in tea….”


  “How marvellously that ribbon has lasted, Harrie! Marvellously!”


  That was Aunt Beryl’s voice. She, Aunt Harrie and Mother sat at the round table with big shallow teacups in front of them.


  In the dusky light, in their white puffed-up muslin blouses with wing sleeves, they were three birds at the edge of a lily pond. Beyond them the shadowy room melted into the shadow; the gold picture frames were traced upon the air; the cut-glass door-knob glittered; a song—a white butterfly with wings outspread—clung to the ebony piano.


  Aunt Harrie’s plaintive, singing tones: “It’s very faded, really, if you look into it. I don’t think it can possibly stand another ironing.”


  “If I were rich,” said Aunt Beryl, “with real money to spend—not save” …


  “What about—what about asking that Gibbs woman?”


  [41] “Linda!”


  “How can you suggest such a thing!”


  “Well, why not? She needn’t come. But it must be so horrid not to be asked anywhere!”


  “But, good heavens, whose fault is it? Who could ask her?”


  “She’s nobody but herself to blame.”


  “She’s simply flown in people’s faces.”


  “And it must be so particularly dreadful for Mr. Gibbs.”


  “But Harrie, dear, he’s dead.”


  “Of course, Linda, that’s just it. He must feel so helpless, looking down.”


  Kezia heard her mother say: “I never thought of that. Yes, that might be … very maddening!”


  Aunt Beryl’s cool little voice gushed up and overflowed: “It’s really nothing to laugh at, Linda. There are some things one really must draw the line at.”


  Kezia and Tui.


  All that day school seemed unreal and silly to Kezia. Round and round, like a musical box with only one tune, went her mind on what had happened the evening before. Her head ached with trying to remember every little detail and every word. She did not want to remember—but somehow, she could not stop trying. She answered questions and made mistakes in her sums and recited “How Horatius kept the Bridge” like a little girl in a dream. The day [42] crawled by. “That was the first time I’ve ever stood up to him,” she thought. “I wonder if everything will be different now. We can’t even pretend to like each other again.” Bottlenose! Bottlenose! She smiled again remembering the word, but at the same time she felt frightened. She had not seen her father that morning. The Grandmother told her that he had promised not to mention the subject again. “But I didn’t believe that,” thought Kezia. “I wish it hadn’t happened. No, I’m glad it has … I wish that he was dead—Oh, what Heaven that would be for us!” But she could not imagine that sort of person dying. She remembered suddenly the way he sucked in his moustache when he drank and the long hairs he had on his hands, and the noises he made when he had indigestion—No, that sort of person seemed too real to die. She worried the thought of him until she was furious with rage. “How I detest him—detest him!” The class stood up to sing. Kezia shared a book with Tui.


  
    “O forest, green and fair,


    O pine-trees waving high,


    How sweet their cool retreat,


    How full of rest!”

  


  sang the little girls. Kezia looked out through the big bare windows to the wattle trees, their gold tassels nodding in the sunny air, and suddenly the sad tune and the trees moving so gently made her feel quite calm. She looked down at the withered sweet-pea that [43] drooped from her blouse. She saw herself sitting on the Grandmother’s lap and leaning against the Grandmother’s bodice. That was what she wanted. To sit there and hear Grannie’s watch ticking against her ear and bury her face in the soft warm place smelling of lavender and put up her hand and feel the five owls sitting on the moon.


  Mrs. Fairfield was in the garden when she came home—stooping over the pansies. She had a little straw basket on her arm, half filled with flowers. Kezia went up to her and leant against her and played with her spectacle case.


  “Sweetheart, listen,” she said. “It’s no good saying I’m sorry because I’m not. And I’m not ashamed either. It’s no good trying to make me.” Her face grew hard. “I hate that man and I won’t pretend. But because you’re more—” she hesitated, groping for the word, “more valuable than he is, I won’t behave like that again—not unless I absolutely feel I can’t help it, Grannie.” She looked up and smiled. “See?”


  “I can’t make you do what you don’t want to, Kezia,” said Mrs. Fairfield.


  “No,” said she. “Nobody can, can they? Otherwise it wouldn’t be any good wanting anything for your own self—would it? Aren’t the pansies pretties, Grannie? I’d like to make pets of them.”


  “I think they’re rather like my little scaramouch in the face,” said Mrs. Fairfield, smiling and pulling Kezia’s pink ear.


  “Oh, thank goodness!” sighed Kezia. “You’re [44] yourself again. We’ve made it up, haven’t we? I can’t bear being serious for a long time together. Oh my Grannie, I’ve got to be happy with you. When I go thinking of serious things I could poke out my tongue at myself.” She took Mrs. Fairfield’s hand and stroked it. “You do love me, don’t you?”


  “Of course, you silly billy.”


  “We-ell,” laughed Kezia. “That’s the only real thing, isn’t it?”


  “There are two bits of cold pudding inside for you and Tui,” said Mrs. Fairfield. “Run along and take it to her while I finish the ironing. I only came out while the iron was getting hot.”


  “You won’t be wretched if I leave you alone?” asked Kezia. She danced into the house, found the pudding and danced over to the Beads’.


  “Mrs. Bead! Tui! where are you?” she called, stepping over a saucepan, two big cabbages and Tui’s hat and coat inside the kitchen door.


  “We’re upstairs. I’m washing my hair in the bathroom. Come up, darling,” cooed Tui. Kezia bounded up the stairs. Mrs. Bead in a pink flannel dressing-gown sat on the edge of the bath, and Tui stood in torn calico drawers, a towel round her shoulders and her head in a basin.


  “Hallo, Mrs. Bead,” said Kezia. She buried her head in the Maori woman’s neck and put her teeth in a roll of soft fat. Mrs. Bead pulled Kezia between her knees and had a good look at her.


  “Well, Tui,” she said, “you are a little fibber. [45] Tui told me you’d had a fight with your father and he’d given you two black eyes.”


  “I didn’t—I didn’t,” cried Tui, stamping. “No one is looking after me. Pour a jug of water on my head, Mummy. Oh, Kezia, don’t listen to her.”


  “Pooh! it’s nothing new,” said Kezia. “You’re always lying. I’ll pour the water over your head.” She rolled up her sleeves and deluged Tui, who gave little moaning cries.


  “I’m drowned, drowned, drowned,” she said, wringing out her long black hair.


  “You have a lot of it,” said Kezia.


  “Yes.” Tui twisted it round her head. “But I shan’t be content till it is down to my knees. Don’t you think it would be nice to be able to wrap yourself up in your hair?”


  “What funny ideas you have,” said Kezia, considering Tui. “Mrs. Bead, don’t you think Tui’s getting awfully conceited?”


  “Oh, not more than she ought to,” said Mrs. Bead, stretching herself and yawning. “I believe in girls thinking about their appearance. Tui could do a lot with herself if she liked.”


  “Well, she doesn’t think about anything else, do you, Tui?”


  “No, darling,” Tui smiled.


  “Well, why should she?” remarked Mrs. Bead easily. “She’s not like you, Kezia. She hasn’t got any brain for books, but she’s real smart in making up complexion mixtures and she keeps her feet as neat as her hands.”


  “When I grow up,” said Tui, “I mean to be a [46] terri-fic beauty. Mother’s going to take me to Sydney when I’m sixteen—but I mean to be the rage if I die for it. And then I’m going to marry a rich Englishman and have five little boys with beautiful blue eyes.”


  “Well, you never know,” said Mrs. Bead. “And if you turn out into a raging beauty, Tui, I’ll take you to Sydney, sure. What a pity you couldn’t come too, Kezia.”


  “We’d make such an uncommon pair,” suggested Tui. Kezia shook her head.


  “No, Grannie and I are going to live by ourselves when I grow up, and I’m going to make money out of flowers and vegetables and bees.”


  “But don’t you want to be rich?” cried Tui, “and travel all over the world and have perfect clothes? Oh, dear, if I thought I was going to live all my life with Mummy in this piggy little house I believe I’d die of grief.”


  “Yes, that’s a good thing about you, Tui,” said Mrs. Bead. “Though you’re lazy like me, you want a lot to be lazy on; and you’re quite right, dearie, quite right. I made a great mistake coming to a little town like this. But then I’d got sick of things and I had enough money to keep us, and once I got the furniture in here I seemed to lose heart, somehow. You ought to have ambition, Kezia, but I think you’ll come on slower than Tui. You do keep skinny, don’t you,” said Mrs. Bead. “Why, Tui’s got quite a figure beside you.”


  “She hasn’t got any front at all, Mummy,” gurgled Tui. “Have you, chérie? Mummy, go [47] downstairs and make us some cocoa, and I’ll get dressed and come down to finish my hair at the fire.”


  Mrs. Bead left the two little girls. They went into Tui’s bedroom.


  “Look!” said Tui. “Doesn’t it surprise you? Mummy and I fixed it yesterday.” The shabby untidy little room had changed to suit Tui’s romantic mood. White muslin curtains made out of an old skirt of her mother’s adorned the bed, and everywhere Kezia looked there were pink sateen bows. Over the looking-glass, on the back of the chair, on the gas bracket and the four black iron bed-poles.


  “Why don’t you put a bow on each of the knobs of the chest of drawers,” said Kezia, sarcastically, “and round the washstand jug, too!”


  “Oh!” Tui’s face fell. “Don’t you like it, darling? We thought it was lovely. Mummy thought you’d think it fearfully artistic.”


  “I think it looks awful,” said Kezia, “and just like you. You’re off your head lately, Tui Bead.”


  “Really and truly you think so?” said Tui, making tragic eyes at herself in the looking-glass.


  “Yes. Besides, if I were you, I would mend my drawers first,” she answered, scorning Tui’s eyes.


  “I wonder what makes you so hard, hard, hard. You’re never nice to me now, Kezia.”


  “Yes, I am. But you’re so dotty. You seem to be getting all different.”


  “Darling,” Tui put her arm round Kezia’s waist, “in my heart I’m just the same. Feel my [48] hair. Do you think I’ve washed it successfully. Feel this bit. Is it silky?” Kezia gave it a pull.


  “It’s nearly as soft as you.”


  “Come along downstairs, you kids,” called Mrs. Bead. “And, Kezia, you can take a piece of my cocoanut cake to your Grandma. It hasn’t riz at all and it’s a little damp in the middle, but the ingredients are all the best quality.”


  It was dark when she left the Beads’. She went home by the front way through their weedy garden and out of the gate into their own. Hawk Street was quiet. All over the sky there were little stars and the garden with its white flowers looked as though it were steeped in milk. The blinds were pulled down in their house but lamplight shone from the sitting-room and she knew her Father was there. But she did not care.


  “What a lovely thing night is,” thought Kezia. “I wish I could stay out here and watch it.” She bent her face over the spicy arum lilies and could not have enough of their scent. “I shall remember just this moment,” decided the little girl. “I shall always remember what I like and forget what I don’t like.” How still and quiet it was! She could hear the dew dripping off the leaves. “I wonder,” she thought, dreamy and grave, looking up at the stars, “I wonder if there really is a God!”


  The Possessed.


  “‘Ha ha!’ Karmazinov got up from the sofa, wiping his mouth with a table-napkin, and came forward to kiss him with an air [49] of unmixed delight—after the characteristic fashion of Russians if they are very illustrious.”

  Not only Russians!


  “‘Surely you must see that I am in the agonies of childbirth,’ she said, sitting up and gazing at him with a terrible, hysterical vindictiveness that distorted her whole face. ‘I curse him before he is born, this child!’”

  This ‘vindictiveness’ is profoundly true.


  “There are seconds—they come five or six at a time—when you suddenly feel the presence of the eternal harmony perfectly attained. It’s something not earthly—I don’t mean in the sense that it’s heavenly—but in that sense that man cannot endure it in his earthly aspect. He must be physically changed or die. This feeling is clear and unmistakable; it’s as though you apprehend all nature and suddenly say, ‘Yes, that’s right.’ God, when he created the world, said at the end of each day of creation, ‘Yes, it’s right, it’s good.’ It … it’s not being deeply moved, but simply joy. You don’t forgive anything because there is no more need for forgiveness. It’s not that you love—oh, there’s something in it higher than love—what’s most awful is that it’s terribly clear and such joy. If it lasted more than five seconds, the soul could not endure it and must perish. In those five seconds I live through a lifetime, and I’d give my whole life for them, because they are worth it. To [50] endure ten seconds one must be physically changed. I think man ought to give up having children—what’s the use of children, what’s the use of evolution when the goal has been attained? In the gospel it is written that there will be no child-bearing in the resurrection, but that men will be like the angels of the Lord. That’s a hint. Is your wife bearing a child?”


  I know that.


  The Idiot.


  “Do you know that she may love you now more than anyone, and in such a way that the more she torments you, the more she loves you? She won’t tell you so, but you must know how to see it. When all’s said and done, why else is she going to marry you? Some day she will tell you so herself. Some women want to be loved like that, and that’s just her character. And your love and your character must impress her! Do you know that a woman is capable of torturing a man with her cruelty and mockery without the faintest twinge of conscience, because she’ll think every time she looks at you: ‘I’m tormenting him to death now, but I’ll make up for it with my love later.’”


  “She says to me: ‘Tell them I won’t marry you without that. When they’ve gone to [51] church, we’ll go to church.’ I can’t make out what it means, and I never have understood; she either loves you beyond all reckoning, or … If she does love you, why does she want to marry you to some one else? She says, ‘I want to see him happy,’ so she must love you.”


  Lines from Shakespeare.


  
    “When I was at home, I was in a better place;


    But travellers must be content.”

  


  
    “I like this place


    And willingly would waste my time in it.”

  


  
    “Dry as the remainder biscuit after a voyage.”

  


  
    “Out of this nettle danger


    We pluck this flower safety.”

  


  
    “But that the scambling and unquiet time …”

  


  
    “But when he speaks


    The air, a chartered libertine, is still.”

  


  “If you would walk off, I’d prick your guts a little in good terms as I may; and that’s the humour of it.”


  “Why the devil should we keep knives to cut one another’s throats?”


  “I cannot kiss; that’s the humour of it—but adieu.”


  March.


  [52] I must not go on thinking like this. My thoughts are all of Chaddie[1]—of our meeting on Monday, of what we shall say and how we shall look. I keep wondering what I shall do if the boat arrives in the middle of the night, or what I shall do if someone robs me while I am there. A thousand different thoughts. And what she will say, and if she will expect me. These thoughts fly through my head like mad things. They never finish; and then there is always the idea that I may, by some awful error, miss her—it isn’t possible—and what we shall do when we do meet. This is sheer sin, for I ought to be writing my book, and instead I am pretending here.


  But all these various things are really, really very difficult to keep up the fight against. And the desire for mid-day and an omelette is really awful. I’m hungry beyond words. An omelette—hot coffee—bread and butter and jam—I could cry at the very thought. Only you see, fool who is reading this, I went out awfully early. Before eight o’clock I was down in the village with my filet in my hand a-getting of the lunch and the dinner. And although it pleuvéd cats and dogs I marched about the land, and came back home a kind of hardened sinner.


  [53] For the petits pois, I really must confess,


  Were sinfully expensive and I couldn’t have bought less. I had to buy a demi-livre, and that’s by no means ample. By the time that they’ve been shelled and cooked, il ne reste plus qu’un sample.


  
    Twenty to twelve, says our old clock.


    It seems to talk and slyly mock


    My hunger and my real distress


    At giving way to wickedness.


    Oh, say a quarter! Say ten to!


    Whirr in the wheezy way you do


    Before you strike! But no!


    As I have frequently observed,


    All clocks are deaf—this hasn’t heard.


    And, as it is, grâce à my guiding,


    The brute is fast beyond all hiding.


    It is really only seven


    Minutes past a bare eleven!


    Now Jack’s got up and made a move …


    But only to the shelves above.


    He’s settled down. Oh, what a blow!


    I’ve still a good fifteen to go.


    Before the brute has chimed well,


    I may be dead and gone to hell.

  


  Later: But it wasn’t so bad as all that after all. I struck work, and we had no end of a good feed, and now it is two (by our clock), so I’ll knock off this rubbish and really settle down.


  An unposted letter.


  Dear Frieda: The new house [Higher Tregerthen] sounds very nice, and I am glad [54] to think we shall be there—all of us, together—this spring. Thank you for your letter, dear, but you really haven’t been right in judging us first the kind of traitors that you did. J. never would hear a word against Lawrence.


  “Spring comes with exquisite effort in England.” A.B.B. (?Anne Burnell Beauchamp, Katherine’s mother.)


  Sewing-Class.


  Why can’t I change my hair-ribbon on Wednesday afternoon? All the other girls are allowed to; and it can’t be because Mother really thinks I shall lose my best one. I know a way to tie a hair-ribbon so that it simply can’t possibly come off, and she knows I do, because she taught me herself.


  But “No”, says Mother. “You may put on your threadwork pinafore, but you may not put on your blue satin hair-ribbon. Your ordinary brown velvet one is perfectly neat, suitable and unobtrusive as it is. (Mother loves sentences like this.) I can’t help what all the other girls do. Have you got your thimble?”


  “Yes, Mother, in my pocket.”


  “Show it to me, dear.”


  “I said, Mother, it was in my pocket.”


  “Well, show it to me so that I can be perfectly sure.”


  “Oh Mother, why do you treat me like a [55] baby? You always seem to forget on purpose that I’m in my teens. None of the other girls’ Mothers …”


  Oh well, I’ll take my blue satin hair-ribbon in my pocket and change when I get to school. It serves Mother right. I don’t want to deceive her, but she makes me deceive her, and she doesn’t really care a bit—she only wants to show her power.


  It was Wednesday afternoon. I love Wednesday afternoons. I simply adore them. We don’t have any real school, only sewing class and elocution in the drawing-room for the girls who take private lessons. Everything is different on Wednesdays. Some of the older ones even wear Japanese silk blouses, and we change into our slippers and we all wash our hands at the lavatory basin in the passage. The ink-pots are put away by the monitors, the desks pushed against the wall. There is a long table down the middle of the room with two big straw baskets on it. The chairs are arranged in little groups. The windows are opened wide. Even the garden outside—with its beaten paths and its flowery bushes tumbled and draggled because the little ones will root under them for their balls—seems to change, to become real on Wednesdays. When we lift our heads to thread our needles the fuchsia is lifting and the camellias are white and red in the bright sun.


  We are making cheap flannelette chemises for the Maori Mission. They are as long as nightdresses, very full, with huge armholes and a plain [56] band round the neck—not even a lace edging. Those poor Maoris! they can’t all be as fat as these chemises. But Mrs. Wallis, the Bishop’s wife, said when she gave the newspaper pattern to the headmistress, “It is wiser to reckon on their being fat.” The headmistress laughed very much and told Miss Burton, our class mistress, but Miss Burton is very fat herself so she blushed frightfully—of course, it was pure spite on the headmistress’s part. Skinny little thing! I know she thinks she has got a lovely slim figure. You should see her pressing her little grey alpaca hips when she is talking to the curate before Scripture lesson.


  But even she is not the same on Wednesday afternoons. Her grey alpaca dress is adorned with a black tulle bow. She wears a tall comb in her hair, and when she’s not inspecting the sewing she sits at the end of the long table, her gold-rimmed eyeglasses hooked on her long peaked nose that has such funny little red veins at the end of it, and she reads Dickens aloud.


  Our class-room is very big. The walls are free, so are the window sashes and the doors; and all the girls sit in their little cane chairs, their faces showing above a froth of cream flannelette; on their heads their best hair-ribbons perch and quiver. Their hands lift and fall as they sew those Maori Mission seams. Sometimes they sigh or May Swainson sneezes. Ever since she had an operation on her nose she is always sneezing. Or Madge Rothschild, who wears a glacé silk petticoat, gets up and rustles to the table for [57] her scissors or some thread, or to ask if she has to turn down a selvedge.


  But all the same it is quiet in the room, it is very quiet; and when the headmistress reads Dickens aloud, there is something so fascinating in her voice that I could listen for years and years. She is reading “David Copperfield”. When there is a full-page illustration she passes the book round for us to look. One by one we put our sewing down. “Quickly, girls! Don’t dawdle over it!”


  How funny! The headmistress herself is exactly like one of those illustrations—so tiny, so spry. While she waits for the book to come back she sits polishing her eyeglasses on a handkerchief that is tucked between two hooks of her grey alpaca bodice. What does she remind me of? She reminds me of a bird and a donkey mixed….


  “Bring me that here to look at—will you, Katherine?”


  (March, 1916.)


  Rose Eagle.


  It was wonderful how quickly Rose Eagle forgot the first fourteen years of her life. They were nothing but a dream, out of which she wakened to find herself sitting on her yellow tin box in the kitchen of her ‘first place’, with a queer shaking in her hands and knees and the hot blood burning and tightening her cheeks. She and the yellow tin box might have been [58] washed through the back door into Mrs. Taylor’s kitchen on the last wave of a sea-storm—so forlorn and unfamiliar they appeared, and she turned her head from side to side as though she were sensing quiet and stillness for the first time….


  It was late in the afternoon of a hot December day. The sun shone through the drawn blind in long pencil rays of light, over the floor and the face of the dresser and a church calendar picture of a dreamy young Jesus with an armful of lambs; and facing her sat Mrs. Taylor, changing the baby who sprawled on her lap, waving his hands and blowing bubbles. Mrs. Taylor kept on talking to Rose in a vague singing voice. The clock on the mantelpiece ticked sharply and a tap in the scullery tip-tipped like stealthy footsteps.


  “Yes, m’m,” said Rose Eagle, and “No, m’m,” to all that Mrs. Taylor said.


  “You will share Reggie’s room, Rose. Reggie is my oldest boy. He is four and he has just started school. And now that you have come I’ll give up having baby at night—he keeps me awake so. You’re used to babies?”


  “Oh, yes, m’m!”


  “I really do not feel well enough to tell you your duties to-day,” said Mrs. Taylor, languidly sticking safety-pins into the gurgling baby.


  Rose Eagle got up and bent over Mrs. Taylor. “Here,” she said, “give ’im to me,” and as she straightened herself with the warm, fat lump in her arms, she felt frightened no longer. Baby Taylor [59] was to Rose Eagle the saucer of milk to the stray cat. The fact of acceptance proved resignation.


  “My word! what ’air ’e’s got!” said Rose Eagle, cuddling him. “It’s like black feathers.”


  Mrs. Taylor rose with her hands to her head. Tall and thin in her lilac cotton dress, she pushed back from her forehead the heaping black hair, with eyes half-shut and quivering lips.


  “My! you do look bad!” said Rose, relishing this performance. “You go an’ ’ave a lie down on your bed, m’m, an’ I’ll bring you a cup o’ tea in a minute. I’ll manage best ways I can.”


  She followed her mistress out of the kitchen, along the little passage, into the best bedroom. “Lie down! Take yer shoes off!” Mrs. Taylor submitted, sighing, and Rose Eagle tiptoed back into the kitchen.


  This story seems to lack coherence and sharpness. That’s the principal thing: it’s not at all sharp. It’s like eating a bunch of grapes instead of a grape of caviare…. I have a pretty bad habit of spreading myself at times—of over-writing and under-stating. It’s just carelessness.


  The New-born Son.


  
    So that mysterious mother, faint with sleep,


    Had given into her arms her new-born son,


    And felt upon her bosom the cherished one


    Breathe and stiffen his tiny limbs and weep.


    [60] Her arms became as wings, folding him over


    Into that lovely pleasance, and her heart


    Beat like a tiny bell: “He is my lover,


    He is my son, and we shall never part.


    Never, never, never, never—but why?”


    And she suddenly bowed her head and began to cry.

  


  “When he had finished with the album, Von Koren took a pistol from the whatnot, and screwing up his left eye, took deliberate aim at the portrait of Prince Vorontsov, or stood still at the looking-glass and gazed a long time at his swarthy face, his big forehead and his black hair, which curled like a negro’s….” (Tchehov: The Duel.)


  []


  1917


  The Lost Battle.[2]


  [61] Was it simply her own imagination, or could there be any truth in this feeling that waiters—waiters especially—and hotel servants adopted an impertinent, arrogant and slightly amused attitude towards a woman who travelled alone? Was it just her wretched female self-consciousness? No, she really did not think it was. For even when she was feeling her happiest, at her freest, she would become aware quite suddenly, of the ‘tone’ of the waiter or the hotel servant, and it was extraordinary how it wrecked her sense of security. It seemed to her that something malicious was being plotted against her, as though everybody and everything—yes, even to inanimate objects like chairs and tables—was secretly ‘in the know’—waiting for that ominous, infallible thing to happen to her which always did happen, and which was bound to happen to every woman on earth who travelled alone.


  The waiter prodded a keyhole with a bunch of keys, wrenched one round, flung the grey-painted door open, and stood against it, waiting for her to pass in. He held his feather duster upright in [62] his hand, as though it were a smoky torch he carried.


  “Here is a nice little room for Madame,” said the waiter insinuating. He flung open the groaning window, and unhooked the shutters, letting a cold shadowless light flow into the hideous slip of a room, with the Hotel Rules and the Police Regulations pinned over the washstand, and narrow shy furniture that looked as if it were afraid that one fine night the hotel walls would clap together like butter-pats and squeeze it.


  She crossed to the window and looked out over a court on to the back of another tall building with strangely crooked windows, hung with tattered washing, like the windows of a house in a comic picture.


  “A very nice little room for Madame,” said the waiter, and moving to the bed he slapped it and gave the mattress a pinch which did not seem to be merely professional. “Very clean, you see, Madame. Very comfortable, with electric light and running water.”


  She could hardly repress a cold shiver of horror. She said dully:


  “No, I do not like this room at all. And besides it has not got a good table. I must have a good table in my room.”


  “A table, Madame!” said the waiter, and as he straightened up, his very feather duster seemed to be printed on his blue linen apron like a big exclamation mark of astonishment. “A table! But Madame desires a bed? Madame desires a bed as well as a table, n’est-ce pas, Madame?”


  [63] She did not reply to the fool. “Show me a large room!” she said. As he took some sliding, gliding steps to the door, she had the fancy that he was about to waltz down the passage in a frenzy of delighted amusement.


  “Mais voilà une belle chambre!” said the waiter, stopping in front of another grey-painted door, and laying across the palm of his hand the bunch of jingling keys. He cocked his head on one side, selecting the right one. “But it’s dear, you understand. It costs six francs a day, and without breakfast. You understand, Madame? Six francs.” To make this perfectly clear he held up six keys arranged like a fan. At that moment she would have paid sixty just to be rid of that grinning ape, just to have the right to shut the door upon him.


  But it really was a very charming room—big—square—with windows on two sides. A white wall-paper, pink carpet and arm-chair, with a dab of faded white lace on the back, and a dab on either arm—yellow waxed furniture, and a table-cover of blue cloth. Very nice—very nice indeed. She put her hands on the table. It was steady as a rock.


  “Madame is pleased?” asked the waiter.


  “Yes.” She told him she would take the room, and he was to have her luggage sent immediately.


  When he had gone, and the door really was shut, she behaved quite wildly for a minute or two, and ran about, flinging up her arms and crying “Oh, oh!” as though she had just been rescued from a shipwreck or a burning house. [64] Between the charming net curtains, through one window she could see across a square to the railing of what looked like a park, full of yellowing trees. The other looked over a street of little cafés half-hidden under striped awnings, and enchanting little shops. One was a confectioner’s shop with a big white shoe in the window, filled with silver chocolates, and one was a florist’s. A woman knelt on the step; outside were flat yellow baskets of flowers. Then there was a tiny hat-shop filled with black hats and crepe veils. How tiny the people looked, as she peered down upon them—so squat and broad! They sauntered from side to side like little black crabs. Really, this room was almost perfect in this way—absolutely, scrupulously clean. She would be very happy there; this was exactly what she had imagined…. With flowers, with her books arranged, and one or two odd pieces of bright silk that she always travelled with, and her lovely embroidered shawl flung over the settee, and her writing things out on the table—really …


  There came a bang at the door, followed by a little red-haired boy staggering under the weight of her suit-cases. He was very pale, with big splashes of freckles on his nose and under his eyes, and so out of breath that he could not even ask her where she wanted the luggage put, but stood, his head craned forward, his mouth open, to suck in the unaccustomed air. She overpaid him, and he went away. But with the generous coin she seemed to have given to him all her [65] excitement and her delight. The door shut upon it; it was free. The sound of it died away.


  In the mirror she saw again that strange watchful creature who had been her companion on the journey, that woman with white cheeks and dark eyes and lips whose secret she shared, but whose air of stealthy desperation baffled and frightened her, and seemed somehow quite out of her control.


  She said to herself, as she stroked her muff, “Keep calm!” But it was too late. She had no more power over herself. She stammered: “I must, you know…. I must have love…. I can’t live without love, you know … it’s not …” At the words that block of ice which had become her bosom melted into warm tears, and she felt these tears in great warm ripples flowing over her whole body. Yes, she wept as it were from head to foot. She bowed herself over her darling familiar muff and felt that she would dissolve away in tears. It was all over—all over. What was all over? Everything. The battle was lost.


  (January, 1917.)


  Love-Lies-Bleeding.


  At half-past two the servant girl stumped along the narrow passage from the kitchen to the dining-room, thrust her head in at the door and shouted in her loud, impudent voice: “Well, I’m off, Mrs. Eichelbaum. I’ll be here to-morrow, Mrs. Eichelbaum.” Muffi waited until she heard the servant’s steps crunch down the gravel [66] path, heard the gate creak and slam, listened until those steps died away quite, and silence like a watchful spider began to spin its silent web over the little house. Everything changed. The white curtains bulged and blew out as though to the first breath of a mysterious breeze, blowing from nowhere; the dark furniture swelled with rich important life; all the plates on the sideboard, the pictures and ornaments, gleamed as though they shone through water; even the lilies, the faded lilies flung all over the green wallpaper, solemnly uncurled again, and she could hear the clock, ticking away, trotting away, galloping away … a rider with a dark plume round his hat riding on a white horse down a lonely road in the moonlight.


  Stealthy as a little cat Muffi crept into the kitchen, up the stairs into their bedroom and the children’s room, down again and into the study, to make sure that nobody was there, and then she came back to the dining-room and folded herself upon the shabby sofa before the window, her feet tucked under her, her hands shut in her lap.


  The window of the dining-room looked out on to a paddock covered with long grass and ragged bushes. In one corner lay a heap of bricks, in another a load of timber was tumbled. Round three sides of the paddock there reared up three new houses, white, unsubstantial, puffed up in the air like half-baked meringues. A fourth was being built; only the walls and criss-cross beams showed. Everything that afternoon was blurred with a thick sea mist, and somewhere in the [67] paddock, out of sight, a man was playing the cornet. He must have been walking about while he played, for sometimes the notes sounded loud and harsh, full of despair and threatening anger, sometimes they came from far away, bubbles of melancholy sound floating on the swaying mist.


  
    Ta-ta-ta


    Tiddle-um tiddle-um


    Ta tiddley-um tum ta.

  


  There was nobody to be seen and nothing to be heard except that cornet and the tap of hammers in the hollow house.


  “It’s autumn,” thought Muffi. Her lips trembled, tasting the mist and the cold air. “Yes, it’s autumn.”


  Not that she felt sad. No, she merely responded, just as she held up her face to the sun and wrapped herself together against the rain. It was not Muffi’s nature to rebel against anything.


  Why should she? What good would it do? She accepted life with cowlike female stupidity, as Max put it.


  “And you are like all women,” he would sneer. “You love to make men believe that you are rarer beings, more delicately attuned than they…. Nothing surprises me,” Max would squeak in a mincing voice, flirting his fat hand, “nothing alarms me, I knew that it was going to rain, I knew that we were going to miss the train, I knew that my children would catch cold. I have my celestial messengers. But any man old enough to shave himself knows that divine calm is simply [68] your lack of imagination, and that no woman ever feels anything—once she is out of bed.”


  The children loved their father when he began to talk like that. He would walk up and down the room, holding up his coat-tails for a skirt, laughing and jeering at women and at their imbecile unbelievable vanity…. The children used to sit at the table and bang with their fists and clap their hands and jump up and down. “Ah, Papa! Ah, my Papa! My darling clever little Papa!” Rudi would cry; but Katerina, who was eleven years old and quite a woman, realised that Papa really meant Muffi when he tiptoed and squeaked, and therein lay her joy.


  Muffi smiled too, and when Rudi, quite overcome, would fling himself upon her, crying breathlessly: “Isn’t it wonderful, my Papa?” she would answer: “Yes, he is wonderful.” What did it matter?


  
    Ta-ta-ta


    Tiddle-um tiddle-um


    Ta tiddley-um tum ta

  


  went the cornet. She had never heard it before. She hoped it was not going to be there every afternoon. Perhaps it was the sea mist that had brought it. What was the player like? He was an old man wearing a peaked cap and his grey beard was hung with a web of bright drops. She smiled; he stood before her, the cornet under his arm, wiping his face with a coloured handkerchief that smelt of tar…. Tell me, why do you play the cornet? … Now he was gone again, sitting [69] perhaps behind the heap of timber, far away, and playing more forlornly than ever….


  She stirred and sighed and stretched herself.


  “What am I going to do this afternoon?” thought Muffi. Every day she asked herself that question, and every day it ended in her doing just the same thing—nothing at all. In the winter she lay in front of the fire, staring at the bright dazzle; in summer she sat at the open window and watched the breeze skim through the long gleaming grass, and then those ragged bushes were covered with tiny cream flowers; and in autumn and winter she sat there too, only then the window was shut. Some days a sea mist covered everything, and other days the wild hooting south wind blew as if it meant to tear everything off the earth, tear everything up by the roots and send it spinning. She did not even think or dream. No, as she sat there, ever so faintly smiling, with something mocking in the way her eyelids lay upon her eyes, she looked like a person waiting for a train that she knew would not come, never would by any chance carry her away, did not even exist….


  During the afternoon the baker’s boy came and left a loaf on the kitchen window sill. The round basket on his back always reminded her of a snail’s shell. “Here comes the snail,” she would say. Three times a week an awful butcher, a man so raw and red and willing to oblige that she always felt if he hadn’t the pound and a half of steak she wanted he’d be quite willing to cut it off his own person and never notice the difference…. And very, very rarely, two shabby old nuns wheeling [70] a perambulator knocked at the door and asked her if she had any scraps or bits of things for the orphan children at Lyall Bay…. No, she never had, but she liked very much seeing them at her door, smiling so gently, their hands tucked in their sleeves. They made her feel so small somehow, so like an orphan child herself. One of them always did the talking, and the other kept silent.


  “You’re not married, are you?” asked the talkative nun on one occasion.


  “Oh, yes,” said Muffi.


  “Glory be!” cried the old nun, and seemed positively to wring her hidden hands in horror.


  “You’ve no children?” she asked, her old mouth falling open.


  “Yes, I’ve a little boy of seven.”


  “Mother of God!” cried the old nun, and that day they went away pushing the perambulator very slowly, as though it were heavy with the incredible news.


  Any time after five o’clock the children came home from school….


  Five o’clock struck. Muffi got up from the sofa to put the kettle on for their tea. She was bending over the kitchen stove when someone tapped on the window. Rudi. Yes, there he was tapping on the window, smiling and nodding. Ah, the darling. He was home early. She flew to the back door and just had time to open it … to hold out her arms and in he tumbled.


  “You’re early. You darling. You’re so beautifully [71] early,” she stammered, kissing and hugging him. How wet and cold his cheeks were; and his fingers, even his fringe was damp. For a moment he could not speak. He might have been a little boy picked out of the sea, so breathless and exhausted was he. At last he swallowed twice and gave a final gasping sigh.


  “I’m simply sopping from this mist,” he panted. “Feel my cap, Muffi. Drenched!”


  “Drenched,” said she, kneeling down to take off his reefer jacket.


  “Oh, I’m still so out of breath,” he cried, stamping and wriggling his way out of the sleeves. “I simply flew home.”


  “Let me jump you on the table and take off your boots, my precious.”


  “Oh, no!” He had got back his self-contained deliberate little voice. “I can take off my own boots, Muffi, I always do.”


  “Ah, no! Let me,” she pleaded. “Just this once. Just for a treat.”


  At that he threw back his head and looked at her, his eyes dancing.


  “Well, you have got funny ideas of a treat.”


  “Yes,” said she. “I know I have. Awfully funny ideas. Now the other foot, old man.”


  When she had finished, he sat on the table edge and swung his leg, pouting and frowning, and showing off just a tiny bit. He knew, as he sat there, that he was the most loved little boy in the world, the most admired, the most cherished. And Muffi let him know it. They were alone together so seldom; they could not afford to [72] pretend, to waste a moment. He seemed to realise that. He said: “Katerina will be home in a minute. I passed her on my way, dawdling along with that Lily Tar. I can’t stand Lily Tar, Muffi. She’s always got her arm round someone and she’s always whispering.”


  “Don’t bother about her,” said Muffi, as much as to say: “If Lily Tar dares to get in your way I shall see that she is destroyed instantly.” Lily Tar was gone. He looked down at his little red paws.


  “My fingers are so stiff,” he said. “I’ll never be able to practise.”


  “Sit down on the hassock here before the fire and give them a good warm.”


  “It’s very nice down here,” he decided after a moment. “I love being down low and looking up at things—don’t you? At people moving and the legs of chairs and tables and the shadows on the floor.” His voice tailed off, dreamy and absorbed. She let him be. She thought: “He is getting back to himself after that horrible rowdy school.” But a moment later the front door slammed and Katerina came into the kitchen.


  “Hullo!” said she, very airy. “Why did you tear home so, Rudi? Lily and I could not help screaming at the way you were rushing along.”


  “I heard you,” said Rudi. “I knew you meant me to hear, didn’t you?” At that she opened her big velvety eyes at him and laughed.


  “What a baby you are!”


  “But you did, didn’t you?” he protested.


  “Of course not,” she jeered. “We were laughing at something quite different.”


  [73] “But you just said you were laughing at me, Katerina.”


  “Oh, only in a way,” she drawled.


  Rudi jumped up. “Oh, Katerina,” he wailed, “why do you tell such awful stories?”


  Muffi’s back was turned, so Katerina made a hideous face at him and sat down at the table. All the while she was eating her tea Katerina could not help smiling her strange little cat smile. The lids fell over her eyes as though she were basking before some mysterious warm secret that she would never share with a baby boy. When she helped herself to jam, holding the jam spoon high up in the air and letting the jam fall in red blobs on her bread, Rudi hated her so much he gave a great shudder of horror and pushed back his chair. Again she opened those big pansy velvet eyes and again the wide surprised stare.


  “What is the matter, now?” asked Katerina.


  But that was too much for Rudi. He couldn’t understand it, no, he couldn’t. “Muffi, why does she do it? How can she?”


  But Muffi gave barely a sign. “Don’t tease him so, Katerina!” she said. She poured some warm water into a basin and gave Rudi a thin shave of soap. And as he washed his hands he turned to her….


  Strange Visitor.


  It was neither dark nor light in the cabin. The ring of the port-hole shone very bright and cold, like the eye of some huge dead bird. In that eye [74] you saw an immense stretch of grey, waving water—a vague sky above—and between, a few huge live birds flying so aimless and uncertain they didn’t look like birds at all, but like bits of wave, torn off, or just shadows.


  Shadows, too, birds of shadow, flew across the cabin ceiling—across its whiteness, iron girders, splashes of rust, big nails coated with paint, paint blisters. There was a strange gleam on the walls. A tiny day seemed to be breaking all on its own in the mirror above the washstand, and another tide rose and fell in the thick bottle.


  It was cold. The damp air smelled of paint and rubber and sea-water. The only thing of life in the silent cabin was the little doll-like curtain hanging at the port-hole. In the quiet it lifted—lifted—fluttered—then blew out straight and stiff, tugging at the rings. And then gently, gently, it fell again; again it folded, drooped, only to begin puff-puffing out once more, stretching out stiff, with only a quiver, dancing a secret dance as it were, while those birds of silence chased over the ceiling. The minute day deepened very slowly in the mirror, and in the thick bottle rose and ebbed the heavy tide.


  “… But, my dear child, it’s no earthly use simply to say that you’ve lost it. That won’t help you. How can it? You must stir yourself, rouse yourself—begin looking for it. It must be somewhere. Things don’t simply disappear, vanish into thin air. You know that as well as I do. Pull yourself together! Concentrate! Now, when did you last have it? When did you first [75] realise it was gone? When did you feel that terrific shock—that ‘Good heavens! where on earth …’? Don’t you know? You must remember that.


  “And o-oh! don’t mind my laughing, darling, but you look so tragic. I can’t help saying it is so exactly like you, so just the sort of thing that would be bound to happen to you of all people. One might almost say that you’ve been working up to it, don’t you know, all your life.


  “Lost, stolen or strayed. We shall have to advertise. Three shillings a line for the first two lines, and something enormous a word afterwards. You don’t think I’m cruel, do you, pet? Everything has its funny side, hasn’t it? And if one can bring one’s sense of humour to bear upon a thing, what can be better? Don’t you agree? Of course, I’m a philosopher. I don’t believe there’s a single thing we aren’t really better without. But I can’t expect you to agree with that. Cheer up! We’ve only one life after all. That’s cheap, I know—but you could not say a truer thing—not even if you were willing to spend millions on it.


  “If I were you, I should put it all out of my mind—make a fresh start—behave as though it was not. Ah, I know that sounds hard to you now, girlie. (You don’t mind my calling you ‘girlie’ and just patting your hand as I do? I enjoy it. And the tremor you can get on ‘girlie’! Marvellous!) But Time heals all. Not with his scythe, dear. No, with his egg-timer. My facetious way of saying his hour-glass. Ha! Ha! [76] Ha! … you hate me, I know. Well, I’m just going. But one day, if you are honest with yourself, you will remember, and you will say, Yes, she was right and I was wrong—she was wise and I was foolish.”


  The odious little creature, who had been sitting on the edge of the lower berth, drew on a pair of dirty white kid gloves, tucked her tail under her arm, gave a loud high cackle, and vanished.


  The figure on the bunk gave no sign. She lay on her back, her arms stretched down by her sides, her feet just touching the wooden rim at the end of the berth, the sheet up to her chin. Very pale, frowning, she stared at the spot where the little monkey had been sitting, shut her eyes, opened them, looked again—nobody was there. And the night was over. It was too late to expect anybody else.


  She shut her eyes again. A great loud pulse beat in her body. Or was it in the ship? In the ship. She had no body. She just had hands and feet and a head—nothing else at all. Of course, they were joined together by something, but not more than the stars of the Southern Cross were joined together. How otherwise could she feel so light, so light?


  There is no Answer.


  Certainly it was cold, very cold. When she opened her lips and drew in a breath she could taste the cold air on her tongue, like a piece of ice. But though she shivered so and held her [77] muff tightly pressed against her to stop the strange, uneasy trembling in her stomach, she was glad of the cold. It made her feel, in those first strange moments, less strange and less alone; it allowed her to pretend in those first really rather terrifying moments that she was a tiny part of the life of the town—that she could, as it were, join in the game without all the other children stopping to stare and to point at the entirely new little girl. True, there had been two seconds when she was a forlorn little creature, conspicuous and self-conscious, stuffing her luggage ticket into her glove and wondering where to go to next; but then, from nowhere, she was pelted with that incredible snowball of cold air, and she started walking away from the station, quickly, quickly …


  In all probability those simple people passing, so stout and red, those large, cheerful bundles with a friendly eye for her, imagined that she was some young wife and mother who had arrived home unexpectedly because she could not bear to be away another moment. And while she walked down the station hill quickly, quickly, she smiled—she saw herself mounting a flight of shallow waxed stairs, pulling an old-fashioned red velvet bell-cord, putting her finger to her lips when the ancient family servant (her old nurse, of course) would have cried the house about her, and rustling into the breakfast room where her husband sat drinking coffee and her little son stood in front of him with his hands behind his back, reciting something in French. But now [78] her husband grew long ears and immense bony knuckles, and now she was Anna, kneeling on the floor and raising her veil the better to embrace and clasp her darling Serozha.


  Which was all very well, but what a time and place to choose for this nonsensical dreaming! She had better find a café where she could have breakfast and devour the hotel list with her coffee. By now she was right ‘in the town’ and walking down a narrow street full of half-open shops. She bought a newspaper from an old hag squatting beside a kiosk, her skirt turned back over her knees, munching a mash of bread and soup, and was just going into a discreet ‘suitable looking’ café when she saw a lovely flower stall. The flower seller knelt on the pavement surrounded by a litter of flat yellow baskets. She took out and shook, and held up to the critical light bunch after bunch of round, bright flowers. Jonquils and anemones, roses and marigolds, plumes of mimosa, lilies-of-the-valley in a bed of wool, stocks of a strange pink, like the eyes of white rabbits, and purple and white violets that one longed not only to smell but to press against one’s lips and almost to eat. Oh, how she loved flowers! What a passion she had for them and how much they meant to her! Yes, they meant almost everything. And while she watched the woman arrange her wares in tin cups and glasses and round china jars she was strangely conscious of the early morning life of this foreign town. She heard it, she felt it flowing about her as though she and the flowers stood together on an [79] island in the middle of a quick flowing river—but the flowers were more real. And the crowning joy and wonder that she was perfectly free to look at them, to ‘take them in’ for just as long as she liked…. For the first time she drank a long heady draught of this new wine, freedom. There was no one at her elbow to say: “But my dear, this is not the moment to rave about flowers”—no one to tell her that hotel bedrooms were more important than marigolds, not a soul who simply by standing there could make her realise that she was in all probability in an abnormal, hysterical state through not having slept all night. So she drank the cup to the sweet dregs and bought an armful of mixed beauties and carried them into the café with her.


  They were heaped on the table beside her and their scent mingled with the delicious smell of the coffee, and the cigarette she smoked was too sweet, too exciting to bear. She almost felt that the flowers, in some fairy fashion, changed into wreaths and garlands and lay on her lifting bosom and pressed on her brow until she bent her head, gazing with half-shut eyes at the white ring of the cup and the white ring of the saucer, the round, white shape of the pot and jug and the four crossed pieces of sugar on the table, at the cigarettes, spilled out of a yellow wrapper, and her little hands, folded together, so mysteriously, as though they held a butterfly.


  
    “Daisy! Daisy! giv me your onze heures, do!”

  


  sang someone. She looked up. A young man [80] in a light tweed cap stood against the counter, playing with a black kitten. Except for the flat-footed old waiter who shuffled among the tables at the far end like a forlorn aged crab, she and the young man were quite alone in the café. The kitten was very tiny; it could not even walk yet. It knew all about what to do with the front half of itself, but its two little black legs were the trouble. They wanted to jump along, or to bound along in a kind of minute, absurd gallop. How very confusing it was! But the young man leaning over the counter and singing ‘Daisy! Daisy!’ hadn’t a grain of pity in him. He threw the kitten over, rolled it into a ball, tickled it, held it up by its front paws and made it dance, let it almost escape, and then pounced on it again and made it bite its own tail.


  
    “Giv me your onze heures, do!”

  


  he sang, in his swaggering, over-emphasised fashion. She decided he knew perfectly well that someone was watching and listening…. But how wonderfully at home he looks, she thought. How lazily, how lightly he leans and stretches, as though it were impossible for anything to upset his easy balance, and as though if he chose, he could play with life just as he played with the kitten, tumble it over, tickle it, stand it on its hind legs and make it dance for him.


  Quite suddenly the young man threw the kitten away, caught up his glass of dark purplish coffee, and facing her he began to sip and stare. Cool, cool beyond measure, he took his time, [81] narrowed his eyes, crossed his feet and had a good, good look at her. Well—why not? She took another cigarette, tapped it on the table, and lighted it, but for all her manner a malignant little voice in her brain warned her: “Keep calm!” She felt his eyes travel over her big bunch of flowers, over her muff and gloves and handbag, until they rested finally upon her, where she sat with her purple veil thrown back and her travelling cape with the fur collar dropping off her shoulders. Her heart beat up hot and hard; she pressed her knees together like a frightened girl and the malignant little voice mocked: “If you were perfectly certain that he was admiring you, you would not mind at all. On the contrary …”


  Then just as suddenly as he had turned he wheeled round again and stood with his back toward her. Again he began to sing:


  
    “Daisy! Daisy! giv me your onze heures, do!”

  


  Was it just her fancy or did she really detect in his shoulders and in his twanging voice, real, laughing contempt …? Wasn’t he singing again just to show her that he had looked and seen quite enough, thank you? But what did it matter—an insolent, underbred boy! What on earth had she to do with him! She tapped with her spoon for the waiter, paid, gathered up her flowers, her muff, her bag, and keeping her eyes fixed on the café door as though she was not perfectly certain whether it was the door or not, she walked out into the street.


  It had positively grown colder while she was [82] in that café. The sun was hidden for a moment behind a wing of cloud and the clatter and rattle of the morning traffic pouring over the cobbles sounded so loud and harsh that it bruised her nerves. How tired she was—very tired! She must find a room and escape from this street immediately. It was ridiculous to walk about like this after a racking night in the train. She longed to take off her tired clothes, and to lie in a hot bath smelling of carnation crystals. At the thought of gliding between incredibly smooth gleaming sheets she gave a nervous shiver of delight.


  “But what has happened to your blissful happiness of half an hour ago?” mocked the tiny voice. No, no, she wouldn’t listen! …


  If only she could get rid of this absurd bunch of flowers. They made her look ridiculous, feel ridiculous—feel like a gushing schoolgirl returned from a school picnic. What would the hotel people think when she arrived without any luggage but ‘simply’ carrying flowers?


  “Very touching! Dear me—really!” she stormed; “you might have waited!” If only she could find some place to throw them away!


  “Do not throw us away!” pleaded the flowers. No, she wouldn’t be so cruel. But how she hated them! And she hid them under her cape, like a lady in a melodrama trying to hide a baby, she thought, as she pushed through the swing doors of an hotel.


  Late afternoon. She woke, she opened her [83] eyes but did not move—did not move a finger. She lay so still that she tricked her body into believing that she was still asleep. All warm and relaxed it lay, breathing deeply and beating with slow, soft pulses….


  The Pessimist.


  After luncheon the weather was so enchanting (enchanting was the word that week-end; it had been brought from town by Moyra Moore and everybody was using it), the day was so perfectly enchanting that they wandered into the garden and coffee was served under the—yes, actually—spreading chestnut tree. The three Pekes and the baby Pekums who had just had their dinner of underdone steak mixed with a morsel of heart and the merest dash of liver, their favourite combination, started an intricate game of chase in and out of people’s ankles which was slightly bewildering. But nobody really minded except the Cabinet Minister who was terrified of being bitten; he shook his finger at the little loves and said, “Not so fast, my young friends!” in a would-be-playful tone that didn’t deceive a soul—least of all the Pekes.


  The hostess stood at the table pouring out the coffee. In her yellow muslin dress with a green silk hat, green stockings and black satin shoes, she felt wonderfully like a character out of the Russian ballet. She lifted the quaint pots with strange little angular gestures, and when she had filled a [84] thimble she held it up high in the air and cried “Coffee! Coffee!” as though she were summoning her little negro page.


  Moyra Moore, kneeling on the grass before a tulip,—she always knelt before the flowers she admired … could one do less?—murmured, “It’s quite as good as a Matisse. I mean the line is quite as strange. Real flowers are often so dreadfully cosy looking—don’t you think?” And the young gentleman of the moment, who was trying hard to live up to this, heard himself say—but could not stop himself—“Roses are very nice, aren’t they?”


  On the garden bench under the billowy tree sat a little lady with a fan and such a large comb in her hair that every time you looked at her it gave you a fresh small shock. Was it so big as that last time? … Beside her sat a fair woman smiling the trembling perpetual smile that hovers on the lips of young mothers; as a matter of fact she had just published her first novel. “It was just out,” as she told everybody, smiling into the distance as if she saw it being wheeled away in a white perambulator. And at the end of the bench a very dark young man stretched his legs and blew smoke rings. He was writing a play, “Freud Among the Ruins”, which was going to be accepted by the Theatre Society as soon as it was finished, though they had given him no definite date when it was to be produced, as yet … A very young poet hovered under the tree looking up through the branches. The hostess did wish he would sit down. One could not really look as vague as that. And besides it [85] would give the Cabinet Minister such a wrong impression.


  “Coffee, Spencer! Your coffee is here,” she cried playfully.


  What was there about the couple in cane chairs on the other side of the table that kept them just a little out of the picture? He was tall, lean, with a long, clean-shaven face that looked dreamy … And she was one of those women … one of those women who still exist in spite of everything. True, they are rare, but were they ever anything but rare? Where do they come from and what happens to them? Have they ever been young girls? Will they ever become old ladies? One cannot imagine them except between thirty and forty. They are exquisite, elusive, flawless-looking, with slow movements, perfect hands and perfect hair. When they travel, their luggage is a paper of parma violets or a few long-stemmed yellow roses, while in the background hovers the ideal maid with the russia leather dressing-case and the fur-coat lined with oyster brocade. Their jewel is pearls—pearl ear-rings—a string of pearls—pearls on their fingers. And the curious thing is that whatever they say—and they seldom say anything very remarkable—“I always sleep in my pearls,” or “I am afraid I know very little about modern music,” or “I always think it’s so clever to be able to write,”—one feels charmed and gratified—and even a little carried away. Why?


  “Dearest!” said Moyra Moore, coming over to the hostess and stroking her cheek with a poor [86] pale tulip. “Do tell me about the spreading chestnut tree! Was it before my time or after?”


  “Oh, you wicked child!” said the hostess, looking regretfully at the tulip.


  But the poet piped: “It was a poem by Longfellow!”


  At that the dark young man sat up suddenly and stopped making rings. “Goldsmith, please!” he said shortly, as though Goldsmith was a friend of his, and that really was a bit too steep.


  The young poet looked as if he were going to cry. “Oh, come now,” said the Cabinet Minister pleasantly. The hostess sighed with relief that they had begun to talk about something simple enough for him to join in. “Surely it was Longfellow. It was certainly Longfellow in my young days.” And because he was a Cabinet Minister, they all smiled knowingly as though he had said something quite amusing—all but the dark young man, who looked terrible.


  
    “Under the spreading chestnut tree


    The village smithy stands,”

  


  said the lady with the fan. “I’ve always wanted to ask, but I’ve never dared to. Was he the same smith as that dreadful harmonious one that one used to have to practise on the cold piano in the early mornings?”


  “But that’s by Handel,” murmured the lady novelist.


  The dark young man spoke again. “Haydn, please,” he said.


  [87] At that the Cabinet Minister looked quite distressed. What a bother it was! thought the hostess. They were really worrying him.


  “I am afraid,” he said, still quite pleasantly, “you’re not quite right in your facts. I fancy—in fact I feel quite certain on this point—the name was Handel.”


  But this time the dark young man refused to be subdued.


  “I thought that Samuel Butler had proved that Handel didn’t exist.”


  “Samuel Butler!” cried the Cabinet Minister. But he was obviously staggered. “Then how on earth—how on earth does he account for the Messiah?”


  “The Messiah!” cooed Moyra Moore, and waved the tulip like a wandering angel.


  But that was too much for the hostess. She ran to the rescue of the Cabinet Minister. “You must come, you must come and see my asparagus,” she pleaded. “It’s so wonderful this year.”


  The Cabinet Minister was delighted, and away they wandered.


  The little lady with the fan tinkled with laughter.


  “But—do look at his trousers!” she cried. “They are just like crackers. Chinese crackers after a funeral. If only the ends were cut into fringes!”


  The couple in the cane chairs stirred too. “Do you care …?” he murmured.


  “I should like to,” murmured she, and [88] they too wandered across the brilliant green lawn.


  “I wonder what they are saying about me,” said the tall man gloomily.


  The pearl lady opened her grey sunshade and smiled faintly. “It’s quite hot,” she said.


  At the words he put his hand to his head with a look of alarm. “Hot! My God, so it is! Do you mind waiting here for a moment while I get my hat?” And he said something about the heat being fatal as he strode away.


  She bent towards a huge creamy magnolia flower and smelled it with that distrait expression with which women smell a cake of soap or a sachet while waiting at the chemist’s shop.


  Back he came really adorned with a wide, silver-grey hat.


  “I’m afraid I don’t quite know,” said the hostess vaguely. “He used to ride with my brothers—years ago. I remember he once had an extraordinary accident—well, hardly an accident. But they were all dismounting and his foot got jammed in the stirrup. He’d no idea it was caught, and he fell off—exactly like the White Knight—and there he lay with one foot in the air …”


  “But how too odd for words!” said the lady with the fan.


  “And he doesn’t look the type those things happen to,” mused the lady novelist.


  “Did you notice at lunch he upset his wine?” said an animated young thing who seemed to [89] belong to nobody and to thirst to be adopted by somebody—anybody.


  “No! did he? How too tiresome!” wailed the hostess. “My lovely cloth!”


  “Yes, and he said,” cried the young thing, revelling in her success, “I dreamed last night I was going to do this …”


  At that moment there came a sharp pit-pat on the crown of his hat.


  “Good Lord!” he said. “A drop of rain. How extraordinary!” But when he took off his hat to see, he laughed bitterly. “That’s done it,” he said. “That’s finished it, completely.”


  And a tiny bird that had been perched on the tree just above their heads flew away and its wings sounded like breathless laughing.


  But the weather was still enchanting!


  Last Words to Youth.


  There was a woman on the station platform—a tall scrag of a woman, wearing a little round hat with a brown feather, that dropped in a draggled fringe over her eyes. She was dressed in a brown jacket, and a narrow brown skirt, and in her bare hand she clutched a broken-down-looking leather bag—the outside pockets bulging with—what looked like—old torn-up envelopes. Round her neck some indescribable dead animal bit its own tail: its fur standing up wet and sticky like the fur of a drowned kitten. Brown buttoned boots showed under the brown skirt and an end of white [90] petticoat dabbled with mud. The toss and tumble, the hurrying threading rush of movement left her high and dry. She stood as though she were part of the furniture of the station and had been there for years—an old automatic machine that nobody dreamed of slipping a coin into—or even troubled to glance at to find out what once it contained—whether a drop of white rose perfume or a cachet or deux cigarettes à la reine d’Egypte. Even the porters seemed to accept her right to stand there, and all the people clambering out of the train, the pale women bunched up in furs, stout unshaven men buttoned up in overcoats, simply did not see her, but met their friends and lovers and kissed and chattered and squabbled under her very nose.


  “There is something revolting about her, something humble and resigned—almost idiotic,” thought Marion, and she sat down on her hat-box, waiting for that mysterious porter, who had appeared and disappeared to find a truck, to trundle her things into the cloak-room. “I wish he would come—I’m cold—I really am quite dangerously cold.” She clutched her muff tight against her, to stop the strange trembling shivers that rippled over her whole body; but now she could not control two little muscles in her cheek bones that moved up and down like tiny pistons. “No, I never sleep in trains,” she said to nobody at all, “and, my dear, you have no conception of the heat in that carriage—the windows simply ran. There was a strange pale female opposite to me, all wrapped up in black shawls which she [91] called her chiffons. In the middle of the night when everybody was asleep she rooted among her baggage, spread a white handkerchief on her lap, produced what I tried to believe was the end of a cold rabbit, tearing at the little legs, cracking up the bones and swaying about in the swinging half-dark as she munched—like the portrait of a mad baby-farmer by that Belgian—what is his name? Wierz … Yes, it was a very sinister, blackish little meal,” said Marion, and she smiled, thinking with half-affected dismay, “Heavens! I seem to be haunted by mad women—that woman last night and now this mad one this morning. A mad woman at night is a sailor’s delight—a mad woman in the morning is a sailor’s warning,” and she looked up to see the draggled bird moving towards her. Yes, she certainly was very ominous indeed … Heavens! What was she wearing? How absurd! How preposterous! Pinned to her jacket a knot of faded ribbon set off a large heart-shaped ticket inscribed … “The representative of the Society for the Protection of Young Girls.”


  Life is not gay.


  … But at last she was conscious that a choice had to be made, that before dawn, these shadows would appear less real, making way for something quite different. There was no hesitation now. She simply knew that she wanted him near her, that he was to her the meaning of love and of [92] others—that without him all the world was as a little ball rolling over a dark sky.


  Dawn broke, long in coming. She lay in the bed on her back, one arm behind her head, a hand on the counterpane—the window became blue, then suffused with gold light, but when she looked at her watch she was horrified to find that it was only half-past five o’clock. Hours had to be got through somehow—hours and hours—and you must remember that time was not the sort of thing you could count on at the last to be faithful or to be just. Now it behaved as it liked—it had infinite capacities for lengthening out, for hanging on like a white ribbon of road under your two tired feet—oh, to have done with it! To run like a little child over the long white place, to be there and in his arms!


  She went over to the mirror, took off her cap, shook her hair—and once, adorably seeing his eyes watch her, she glanced over her shoulder and smiled—laughingly she powdered her face, rouged her lips, and traced with the tip of her finger her eyebrows. This was not Kezia, this being with …


  “An author’s vanity is vindictive, implacable, incapable of forgiveness; and his sister was the first and only person who had laid bare and disturbed that uneasy feeling, which is like a big box of crockery, easy to unpack but impossible to pack up again as it was before.” (Tchehov: Excellent People.)


  A Version from Heine.


  
    [93] Countess Julia rowed over the Rhine


    In a light boat by clear moonshine.


    The waiting maid rowed, the Countess said:


    “Do you not see the seven young dead


    That behind us follow In the waters shallow?


    (And the dead swim so sadly!)

  


  
    “They were warriors young and gay


    And on my bosom they softly lay


    And swore to be true. To plight our troth,


    That they should never be false to their oath,


    I had them bound Straightway and drowned.”


    (And the dead swim so sadly!)

  


  
    The waiting-maid rowed, but loud laughed she;


    It rang through the night so dreadfully:


    Till at the side the corpses dip


    And dive and waggle a finger-tip;


    As though swearing, they bow With ice-glistening brow.


    (And the dead swim so sadly!)

  


  The Scholarship.


  He was just in time. They were pulling down the blind in the Post Office when he burst in, pushing his way through the swing-doors with a kind of extravagant breast-stroke, and: “I can still send a telegram, can’t I?” he cried to snappy little Miss Smythe, who rapped out: “If it’s very important you may. Not otherwise!”


  [94] “Oh, it is important, frightfully!” said he, giving her such a radiant unexpected beam that it shook two faded old banners into her cheeks. But he did not notice. He wrote in his beautiful flowing hand which even in that blissful moment he couldn’t help admiring: Got it arrive by morning boat to-morrow cheers, and pushed it under the netting.


  “It will be off to-night, won’t it?” he asked, counting out a whole handful of pennies.


  “Yes, I’ll send it now,” said she, and her dry little pencil hopped over the form. “Is the last word cheese?”


  “Oh, no!” Again that beam lighting up the dingy little woman; even her Kruger-sovereign brooch seemed to glow with it. “It’s cheers,—three cheers, you know. Musical cheers—no, that’s wrong.”


  He was out again and swinging along the street (about two foot up in the air), swinging along the street that he’d never seen before. Glorious place! Such happy, splendid people hurrying home, their faces and hands a deep pink colour in the sunset light. Native women, big, dark and bright like dahlias, lolling on the benches outside the Grand Hotel. The carts and waggons, even the immense two-horse cabs went spanking by as though every horse’s head was turned towards home. And then—the shops—fruit shops, a flare of gold—fish shops, a blaze of silver! As for the smell coming off the flower jars that the florist was spraying before he carried them inside for the night—it really knocked you over! That [95] hand, too, hovering in the jeweller’s window—taking out the little boxes and trays. Just a hand—so mysterious, so beautiful! To whom could it belong? And then a rolling navvy bumped into him and said: “Sorry, my lad!”


  “My lad!” He wanted to fling his arms round the chap for it.


  Although there was everything to be done he couldn’t go home yet. He must walk this off a bit, he must climb a hill. Well, that wasn’t difficult. The whole place was nothing but hills.


  So he chose the steepest, and up and up he went, getting warm, then getting his second wind and simply floating on it to the very top—to a white painted rail against which he leaned and looked over.


  For the first time, yes, positively for the first time, he saw the town below him—the red-roofed houses set in plumy, waving gardens, the absurd little city-quarter, “built in American style”, the wharves, the tarred wharf-sheds, and behind these black masses two cranes, that looked somehow, from this distance, like two gigantic pairs of scissors, stuck on end. And then the deep, brimming harbour, shaped like a crater, in a curving brim of hills, just broken in the jagged place to let the big ships through.


  For a moment, while he looked, it lay all bathed in brightness—so clear—he could have counted the camellias on the trees—and then, without warning, it was dark, quite dark, and lights began to appear, flowering in the soft hollows like sea-anemones.


  [96] His eyelids smarted. His throat ached; he could have wept. He could have flung out his arms, and cried: “Oh, my darling, darling little town!” And all because he was going to leave it in a week’s time—because he was off to Europe and God knows—if he’d ever see it again!


  But instead of the fling he took a deep breath and in that breath he discovered how hungry he was. He was starving—quite faint with it. Marching down the hill his knees shook like an old woman’s.


  Down and down he went. There was nobody about now because it was supper-time. But the lighted houses in their plumy gardens were full of life; they could not hold so much. It broke from them, in voices and laughter, and scattered over the flowers and trees.


  “Children! Children! come in at once!” called a woman. And “Oh, Mother!” answered the children.


  Ah, how well he understood what they were feeling, poor little beggars! It was no time at all since he and Isobel had answered just like that.


  The garden gate was clammy and cold. As he walked up the path a bough of syringa brushed his face, wetting his cheeks and lips. And he smiled, with a strange little shiver of delight; he felt that the plant was playing with him….


  Two oblong pieces of light lay on the grass below the french windows of the dining-room. He leapt on to the verandah and looked in. There he saw his brother-in-law, Kenneth, sitting at the [97] table eating, with a book propped up against a glass jug.


  “Hullo—old boy!” said Henry.


  “Hullo!” said Kenneth, and he stared at Henry in the solemn absurd way that Henry loved. “You’re late. Had supper?”


  “Good God—no!” Henry came in and began wiping the dew and the pollen off his cheeks.


  “Been crying?” asked Kenneth. “Big boy hit you?”


  “Yes,” said Henry.


  “Lamb?” Kenneth’s glance wandered over the table. Finally he took a water biscuit, broke it in half, put one half in his book for a marker and began to carve. And Henry stood beside him, looking at the glorified table.


  It was an immense relief to have his hand on Kenneth’s shoulder. It rested him. But what was there so lovable about that little tuft of hair that always stood up and wouldn’t lie down on the top of Kenneth’s head? It was such a part of his personality. Whatever he said—there it stood—waving away. Henry gave the shoulder a hard squeeze. “I can imagine Isobel marrying him for that,” he thought.


  “Stir the mint sauce well,” said Kenneth. “All what Maisie calls ‘the nice grittay part’ is at the bottom.” Henry sat down, stirred and stirred and pushed the mint sauce away. He leaned back in his chair and tried not to smile, tried to carry it off, frowned at his plate and then said: “Oh, I heard this afternoon I’ve got that Scholarship.” He couldn’t resist it; he had to look up at [98] Kenneth who didn’t give a sign, but rubbed the side of his nose in a way he had.


  “Well,” he said finally, “I knew you would. It was inevitable.”


  Henry gulped.


  “Have a drink!” Kenneth pushed the glass jug across. “Don’t swallow the cherries. The stones disembody, settle in the appendix, fertilize and send out shoots which have, sooner or later, to be snipped off. When do you sail?”


  “A week from to-morrow.”


  Kenneth was silent. Then he opened his book and ate the book-marker.


  “This is all about whales,” he explained, blowing off the crumbs.


  “It’s extraordinarily unpleasant. I shouldn’t advise anyone to read it. There’s a description of sharks, too,—how when they are attacked—in the middle of the fight—they switch round and eat their own entrails—Sickening! … I suppose you wired Isobel.”


  “Yes, I’m going over to her by the morning boat. You know I promised, if this came off, that we’d spend our last week together.”


  “But what about packing—or aren’t you going to take anything? Just a change of socks and a rook rifle?”


  “I’m going to do all that to-night,” said Henry. And then he smiled a blissful, childish smile, “I couldn’t sleep, you know,” and reached over for the salad.


  “Look out for the cowcumber,” said Kenneth. “It sticks to the side of the vessel by some curious [99] process—of suction, I believe. Well—I’m coming across to the Bay to-morrow afternoon. It’s Saturday—you remember—or don’t remember. We’ll have the week-end together.”


  “That will be frightfully——” began Henry.


  “Only I wish to God,” Kenneth went on, “that I wasn’t reading this book. I’ll never be able to bathe again. The sea is simply teeming with horrors.” He got up and filled his pipe. “Don’t hurry. I’m going to smoke on the verandah.”


  But Henry couldn’t be left alone. Besides, he wasn’t hungry after all. He chose a big orange and followed after.


  They walked into the warm velvet dark and into another world. Kenneth stood with his hands in his pockets looking over the garden—at all those shapes and shadows built up in the air. As he stared they seemed to move gently, flowing together under a rolling wave.


  “Those gardens under the sea,” he murmured, “must be the very devil!”


  Henry sat on the verandah edge, eating his orange and looking at the clematis flowers. Wide open—dazzling they lay as if waiting in rapture for the moon. It was strange how frightfully they added to his excitement. He began to quiver all over. He thought, absurdly, “The top of my head feels just like one of those flowers,” and a hundred miles away Kenneth murmured:


  “Well, I’m glad it’s you who are going and not me. I’ve no desire at all to rush into this affair they call Life. No, my job is to hide in a [100] doorway, or squeeze under a porch until it is all over—only issuing forth—if I must issue forth—with Isobel for my Supreme Umbrella or Maisie for my small, coming-on, emergency umbrella—or ‘sunnyshade’ as she calls it. That’s the reason why I’m in favour of having large numbers of children—that they may be a kind of tent to me in my old age….”


  Henry went off to his packing. He got into his pyjamas just for the sake of coolness, for of course he wasn’t going to bed.


  But by one o’clock everything was done and his feet were cold, so he just sat up in bed and decided to smoke until it was time to get up. After one cigarette he lay down on his side, curled up, one hand under his cheek, thinking. He felt himself smiling down to his very toes. Yes, every little toe, now that it was warm, had a basking smile on it. And this was so ridiculous that he began to laugh, cuddling down, burying his face in the pillow. And away the little boat floated….


  []


  1918


  [101] January. “Better be imprudent moveables than prudent fixtures.” (Keats to Fanny Brawne.)


  A woman who is un peu âgée and has a youngish man in France shows very plain her jealousy and her desire to keep his attention from wandering. Even if he wants to sleep she takes his arm.


  I never feel so comfortable or at ease as when I am holding a pencil. Note that, and if you have an embarrassing moment …


  January 12. ‘Charming!’ thought Frances, smiling, as she pushed her way through the glass doors into the hairdresser’s shop. What she meant by ‘charming’ was her little hand in a white kid glove with thick black stitching, pressed flat on the pane of the swing-door a moment…. Madame behind the counter, smiled back at her, and ‘charming, charming! re-echoed in her smile and in her quick brilliant glance which flew over Frances from top to toe.


  “Georges is quite ready,” she cried. “If you will sit down a moment, I will call him,” and while she spoke her smile widened and deepened, until even her black satin dress, her rings, her locket, her jewelled combs seemed to catch a [102] ripple and to flash with it. Even the bottles and jars and bright mirrors of the hairdresser’s shop gave it back again.


  I shall certainly be able to write in a day or two if this goes on. I am not so wretched to-night.


  February 7. How immensely easier it is to attack an insect that is running away from you than one that is running towards you. The scuttling tribe! Spiders as big as half-crowns, with long gooseberry hairs!


  “Even though, as I now fear, to others it may be only an obscurity shed over things transparently clear.” This was a passage from the draft of an essay on J.D. Fergusson’s pictures, which was subsequently published under the title “The Daughter of Necessity”, in The Evolution of an Intellectual. When I picked up our common notebook on the following day, to make a fair copy of the draft, I found fear and clear underlined, and the following lines below:—


  
    Even though, as now I fear,


    It may to others make obscure


    Things that aforetime have been clear—


    Transparent.

  


  The passage was deleted.


  An Idea.


  Are you really, only happy when I am not there? Can you conceive of yourself buying [103] crimson roses and smiling at the flower woman if I were within 50 miles of you? Isn’t it true that then, even if you are a prisoner—your time is your own … even if you are lonely, you are not being ‘driven distracted’—Do you remember when you put your handkerchief to your lips and turned away from me—In that instant you were utterly, utterly apart from me—and I have never felt quite the same since. Also—there was the evening when you asked me if I still believed in the Heron[3]—isn’t it perhaps true that if I were ‘flourishing’ you would flourish—ever so much more easily and abundantly without the strain and wear of my presence. And we should send each other divine letters and divine ‘work’—and you would quite forget that I was 29 and browneyed. People would ask—is she fair or dark? and you would say in a kind of daze—‘Oh, I think her hair’s pale yellow.’ Well—well, it’s not quite a perfect scheme. For I should have to hack off my parent stem such a branch—oh, such a branch that spreads over you and delights to shade you and to see you in dappled light and to refresh you and carry you a sweet (though quite unrecognised) perfume.


  But it is not the same for you—you are always pale, exhausted, in an anguish of set anxiety, as soon as I am near. Now, I feel in your letters, this is going, and you are breathing again. How sad it is! Yes, I’ve a shrewd suspicion …


  [104] Of course M.L. will keep us one remove from each other; she’ll be a ‘help’ that way. Did you realise that, when you were so anxious to keep her? For of course, as you know, I’d have chucked her finally after the Gwynne night if it hadn’t been for your eagerness.


  (May 22. Looe.)


  The Quarrel.


  So he sat and smoked his cigarette, looking at the empty fireplace, the frill of paper inside the grate, and the irons, inside too, heaped in a bundle.


  “Put a match to them and get a blaze if you can, but that’s all the fire you’ll get in my house.” Very cheering. Very hospitable.


  But when the cigarette was three parts smoked, he thought miserably, “That’s just about what I feel like. That’s a complete picture of myself at this moment. It couldn’t be truer.”


  She sat at the table, her hands just touching the long paper of mixed flowers that the landlady had given her to take home. They were mixed—Canterbury bells, sweet Williams like velvet pincushions, irises, silly flaring poppies, snapdragons; and some roses that smelt sweetly lay half spoiled with green-fly. She was not going to take them home. She had no vases to fit them, and besides she didn’t want them. No, she would leave them in the rack of the railway carriage. If only some officious fool wouldn’t run after. “Excuse me, Madam, you’ve left your flowers….”


  [105] In a few hours the ugly room which did not belong to them or to anybody, would be emptied of them for ever, and to-morrow morning or this evening perhaps the card labelled apartments would be stuck in the window. After they had gone, the landlady and her grandson would come in and sneak and pry about, looking for pickings. Had they left anything? Nothing but half a bottle of thoroughly bad ink and—yes, that bowl of dog daisies and sorrel on the mantelpiece. She’d throw away that wild trash—she’d chuck the daisies into the dustbin and then empty the tea-leaves on to them while they were yet alive. And she’d say: “She was as nice and pleasant spoke a young woman as you could wish to find, but he was a cool, fish-blooded young man and terrible hard to please sometimes, I reckon. Oh, yes …” And then she’d worry whether she couldn’t have charged them a bit more for something they’d never had—and then they’d be forgotten.


  He threw the cigarette end on to the hearth and slowly turned towards her but didn’t look, saying in a cool unnatural voice, “Well, aren’t you coming out?” for it had been agreed between them before this last quarrel that when the packing was over they would sit on the beach for half an hour and then come back to tea and wait for the cab that was to take them to the station.


  That voice! How she hated it! And how it insulted her! How dare he speak to her like that! And the worst of it was it was so put on—so affected. He had a way—after they’d been [106] quarrelling, or even in the middle of a quarrel—of speaking down to her as much as to say: “Of course you haven’t understood a word of what’s happened, but this sort of thing—‘Shall we have tea?’—‘Shall we go out?’—you can understand and you can reply to.”


  She sat up and drew in her chin, making her throat very free and soft. She glanced with quick eyes and darted the words at him: “I’m certainly not going.”


  But he saw none of this. Very listless and tired, he rolled out of the chair and pulled on his hat. “Oh, very well, please yourself!”


  But she didn’t want to stay in that ugly room looking at those hideous flowers. The landlady would come in, too, and want to talk, and think it funny that she hadn’t gone with him. And she hated waiting by herself in this strange village, and she didn’t want him to be down there on the stony beach all alone—a little speck among all the others—unconscious of her, forgetting her. She didn’t trust him. He might do something idiotic. He might forget all about the time; he might hire a boat; say he rowed while the tea grew cold and the cab waited and she stood at the window in an anguish of exasperation—dying of it simply…. He was at the door.


  “Yes, I will come, after all.”


  Was he smiling? Had he known that she would “come round”? He gave no sign at all. Staring at the floor in the same listless, tired way:


  “I’ll wait here while you put on your hat.”


  “I’ve got it on,” said she.


  [107] And they passed out of the ugly room into the hideous hall. There the landlady caught them; she had the door of the kitchen open on purpose. Out she bounced.


  “Oh, Mrs. Tressle, I was wondering whether you care to take back a lobster. My cousin the fishmonger has just brought it across to be boiled and all …” She was back in the kitchen and out again with the strange red thing on a white dish—offering it to Miriam.


  Instead of helping her to get rid of this fool of a woman, instead of even doing his share, he sauntered out of the house and stood at the gate with his hands in his pockets, looking down the road, leaving it as usual all to her. This she realized beyond words while she was pleasant and gay and grateful to the landlady: “It’s awfully kind of you, Mrs. Trefoyle, but my husband …”


  “Don’t care for them,” said the landlady, smiling her knowing smile, which Miriam pretended not to see.


  “They don’t agree with him,” she said regretfully, making a little moue of regret at the loathsome red body in the dish. “I wish they did. It does look a beauty!”


  “Ah well, there’s likes and dislikes,” said the landlady, and Miriam went out to join him.


  It was hot and fine. The air quivered. You would have fancied the whole round world lay open like a flower to the sun, and behind everything, underneath all the little noises, there was a stillness, a profound calm, a surrender, so blissful [108] that even human beings were moved by it and walked along easy and confident. The cats lay asleep on the window sills, a row of seagulls perched on the roof tiles. Marble birds.


  Nobody saw the queer ugly child dragging between them, clutching a hand of each as they walked side by side down the road. Obstinate, ugly and heavy, their only child, the child of their love. The only thing that held them together and kept them alive to each other.


  He knew it. He felt it pulling. But just for the moment he did not care. As always happened after their quarrelling, folded in upon himself, sealed up, he died for the time being, like a sea anemone which has been prodded with a stone. He hadn’t even got to the stage where the stone is rejected. No, there it lay—and he covered it and was still.


  She, on the contrary, after the quarrels always felt so strong, so dreadfully full of life. She wanted to snatch the ugly brat up, to shake it and to cry: “See what you’ve made me bear. It’s yours. It’s all your fault! I never quarrelled with anybody before I met you. People used to say that I simply radiated happiness and well-being. And it was true, it was true! I was made to be happy and to make other people happy, and now you’re killing me—killing me. You won’t let me be myself even for a single moment. No, all you really want to do, your only real desire in life, is to drag me down—to make me somehow or other as wretched as yourself—to force me to [109] crawl to the office with you every day and endure the torture and crawl back again….”


  (June 9.)


  October. It is remarkable how much there is of the ordinary man in J. For instance, finding no towels in his room to-night, his indignation, sense of injury, desire so to shut his door that it would bring the house down—his fury in fact at having to look for the blasted things—all was just precisely what one would have expected of Father…. It makes me think again of the separation of the Artist and the Man.


  It’s like his Why is lunch late? as though I had but to wave my hand and the banquet descended. But doesn’t that prove how happy he would have been with a real wife!


  
    “’Tis thus:


    Who tells me true, though in his tale lay death,


    I hear him as he flattered.”

  


  “If I were to follow all your instructions and advice, I don’t think I should have any pleasure in life at all.”


  Why do people always put on such airs when they are saying Goodbye? They seem so exquisitely glad to be staying. Are they? Or is it envy?


  This is J.’s fountain pen and I don’t think much of it. It’s all on one side!


  
    The trees will toss their little leaves


    To mourn the loss of the new goldfinch.

  


  [110] “The insolence of wealth is a wretched thing, but the conceit of parts has some foundation.” (Dr. Johnson.)


  
    “A temporary poem always entertains us.”

  


  Dr. Johnson: “So does the account of the criminals hanged yesterday entertain us.”


  Criticism.


  “Nobody has the right to put another under such a difficulty that he must either hurt the person by telling the truth or hurt himself by telling what is not true…. Therefore a man who is asked by an author what he thinks of his work is put to the torture, and is not obliged to speak the truth; so that what he says is not considered as his opinion, yet he has said it and cannot retract his opinion.” (Dr. Johnson.)


  Self-depreciation.


  Dr. Johnson: “All censure of a man’s self is oblique praise. It is in order to show how much he can spare. It has all the invidiousness of self-praise, and all the reproach of falsehood.”


  Boswell: “Sometimes it may proceed from a man’s strong consciousness of his faults being observed. He knows that others would throw him down, and he had better lie down softly, of his own accord.”


  [111] Dr. Johnson: “It is thus that mutual cowardice keeps us in peace. Were one half of mankind brave and one half cowards, the brave would be always beating the cowards. Were all brave, they would lead a very uneasy life; all would be continually fighting; but all being cowards, we get on together very well.”


  Wine.


  S: So, sir, wine is a key which opens a box, and this box may be either free or empty.


  J: Nay, sir, conversation is the key; wine is a pick-lock which forces open the box and injures it. A man should cultivate his mind so as to have that confidence and readiness without wine, which wine gives.


  October 25. She has large appetites but they can be satisfied—except when we’ve really got her—herself somehow or other in the soup tureen. Then she could—Oh! she would eat for ever—and


  Try this little bit, Jones? Don’t you like it? What’s the matter with it? Hasn’t it got enough flavour—


  Caution.


  
    Said the snail,


    In delicate armour of silver mail:


    “Before too late


    I must know my fate,


    [112] I must crawl


    Along the wall,


    Succeed or fall.”


    Timid, cautious, one fine morn


    She put forth one quivering horn.


    Something bit her—


    No—hit her.


    She expired—


    No—retired.


    Two ants


    Carrying a grain of chaff


    Stopped to laugh.


    “Come out! Come out!


    That hit on the snout


    Was only a seed


    Blown by some weed.


    You haven’t begun


    To have any fun.”


    “But I’ve had my fright,


    That’s Life enough—quite!”


    Said the snail.

  


  (November, 1918.)


  The Butterfly.


  
    “What a day to be born!


    And what a place!”


    Cried the flowers.


    “Mais tu as de la chance, ma chère!”


    Said the wild geranium


    Who was very travelled.


    The campions, the blue-bells,


    The daisies and buttercups,


    The bright little eyebright and the white nettle-flower,


    And a thousand others—


    All were there to greet her;


    [113] And growing so high, so high,


    Right up to the sky, thought the butterfly,


    On either side of a little lane.


    “Only, my dear,” breathed an old snail


    Who was hugging the underside of a dock-leaf,


    “Don’t attempt to cross over.


    Keep to this side.


    The other side is just the same as this—


    Believe me—just the same flowers, just the same greenness.


    Stay where you are, and have your little flutter in peace!”


    That was enough for the butterfly.


    “What an idea! Never to go out into the open?


    Never to venture forth?


    To live, creeping up and down this side!”


    Her wings quivered with scorn.


    “Really,” said she, “I am not a snail!”


    And away she flew.


    But just at that moment a dirty-looking dog,


    Its mean tail between its legs,


    Came loping down the lane.


    It just glanced aside at the butterfly—did not bite—


    Just gave a feeble snap and ran further.


    But she was dead.


    Little fleck of cerise and black,


    She lay in the dust.


    Everybody was sorry except the bracken,


    Which never cares about anything, one way or the other.

  


  (November, 1918.)


  November. I confess that these last days my fight with the enemy has been so hard that I just laid down my weapons and ran away, and consented to do what has always seemed to me the final intolerable thing, i.e. to go into a sanatorium.


  [114] To-day, finally thinking it over, and in view of the fact that it is not, after all, so much a question of climate as of regime (there are very successful sanatoria in Hampstead and Highgate), I am determined, by my own will, to live the sanatorium life here.


  
    (1) Father shall have built for me a really good shelter in the garden where I can lie all day.


    (2) He shall also give us two good anthracite stoves.


    (3) I shall buy a complete Jaeger outfit for the weather.


    (4) I shall have a food chart and live by it.


    (5) This new servant releases L.M. who has consented to give her whole time to me—as a nurse.


    (6) Sorapure shall still be my doctor.


    I shall have a separate bedroom always and live by rule.


    You must have a bed in your dressing-room when the servant comes.


    (7) I shall not worry.

  


  You see, Jack, for the first time to-day I am determined to get well as Mother would be determined for me. If we are depressed, we must keep apart. But I am going through with this, and I want you to help me. It can be done.


  [115] Other people have done this in Hampstead. Why not I?


  Anything else, any institutional existence, would kill me—or being alone, cut off, ill with the other ill. I have really taken my courage up and I’m not going to drop it. I know it’s possible.


  []


  1919


  H.M. Tomlinson.


  [116] In The Athenæum, April 18, 1919, Katherine reviewed H.M. Tomlinson’s Old Junk under the title “A Citizen of the Sea”. The meaning of her title is given in the sentence: “We feel that he is calm, not because he has renounced life, but because he lives in the memory of that solemn gesture with which the sea blesses or dismisses or destroys her own.” The review concludes:—


  “He is alive; real things stir him profoundly. He has no need to exaggerate or heighten his effects. One is content to believe that what he tells you, happened to him and it was the important thing; it was the spiritual truth which was revealed. This is the life, changeless and unchanging, wonderfully conveyed to us in the pages of Old Junk. There is a quality in the prose that one might wish to call ‘magic’; it is full of the quivering light and rainbow colours of the unsubstantial shore. One might dream as one puts the book down that one has only to listen, to hear the tide, on the turn, then sweeping in full and strong.”


  But Katherine was dissatisfied with the review. She commented on it in her scrapbook:—


  “Too vague. Too much in the air. Un-telling. [117] Rebecca West beat me to a frazzle on the same subject. She got, in my school, 98 marks; I got 44.”


  Nevertheless, she pasted on the opposite page a letter of appreciation from H.M. Tomlinson. “I told J.M.M., and it is quite true, your review of my book was more to me than the Legion of Honour. And how finely the decoration was bestowed! When a reviewer who writes like that, can give so noticeable a tribute to another writer, the honour is more than doubled.”


  Perambulations.


  She told me she dreamed she took her darling to a publisher, and, having placed it upon the altar, she made obeisance and waited to hear if it should be found worthy in his sight for a sacrifice. And he asked her how old she was. She had to confess that, though she had seen him quite recently and they had spent a wonderful time together, she never would see Thirty again.


  “But, my dear madam,” said the publisher, wonderingly taking up her darling, “I understood you to say this was your first novel? Ah, perhaps you meant it was your last, on the ‘last shall be first’ principle. Hee-haw! Oh, I say—rather nice, don’t you think? Oh, neat—very neat! You writing people ought to come to us for a tip or two occasionally. What?”


  At his words, age—great age—descended upon her. She heard herself say in a prim, elderly [118] voice, “No, it really is my first novel.” And she held out her arms for her darling.


  Said he, handing it back to her, “You know, I should have had this fourteen or fifteen years ago. At your time of life, dear lady, you ought to be either writing your memoirs or crackin’ up the new generation. We’ve no use for anything in the creative line that’s not brought to market in the green ear. We can’t have enough of it.” And he waved her out of the temple, crying triumphantly, “‘The greener the ear, the sweeter the meat!’”


  At this she shivered so dreadfully that she woke up. “So you see,” she ended mournfully, “we are condemned for years to sentimental journeys in perambulators: more and more young men and maidens caught up as they lean from parental windows admiring the ‘sticky buds’, and strapped in and whirled off down the bright avenues and through the little back streets, up and down the City Road—of the hour—and in and out the Eagle—of the moment—in Life’s ramshackle old baby-carriage. And theirs is the only comment upon life, at present, shrill enough to be heard, and persistent enough to be wondered at.”


  “So the future of us and those like us is quite plain to me. We are doomed to pass these delicious hours of our fine flowering not only unwept (which doesn’t matter so much), but quite absolutely unhonoured and unsung—which does. The path upon which we linger is the path of the perambulator, too. Our one high excitement will be to stop the nurse occasionally and gush [119] over her incredible charge. You hear us—Didums manage to blow his little trumpet so loud? or to throw his pretty public school so far, or to put out her little tongue and hit our admiring fingers such a rap with her naughty macaw.”


  “And the worst of it is, every time we admire the child it will come back for more with such rapidity. It will merely be whisked round the corner and back again—bigger, brighter, bolder than ever…. Why are you staring at me?”


  I was looking, dearest, at your nose.


  “It is, isn’t it,” said she, stroking it with a finger, “a charming little nose? Every time I greet it in the glass I thank the Lord and my precious little mother for giving me hers and sparing me papa’s…. But why has it flashed upon your outward eye so particularly just at this moment?”


  “It seemed to me—fancy, perhaps … you haven’t hurt it in any way? You haven’t knocked it or caught it in anything, or blown it unmercifully—or—it’s ridiculous—it’s absurd—it must be an effect of light.”


  ……..?


  “But from where I am sitting it does look just the weeniest—teeniest—just the slightest shade—out of joint.”


  Perambulations was printed in The Athenæum, May 2, 1919. Katherine cut it out and commented:—


  “You seem to have a mania for ‘such’—a detestable word, and the weakest of links in a [120] chain—and ‘so’. You’d better stop playing that particular tune now: nous avons assez entendu sonner.”


  
    “Tom was literally rolling in wealth. He had, besides the things I have mentioned, twelve marbles, part of a jew’s harp, a piece of blue bottle-glass to look through, a spool-cannon, a key that wouldn’t unlock anything, a fragment of chalk, a glass stopper of a decanter, a tin soldier, a couple of tadpoles, a kitten with only one eye …” (Mark Twain: The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.)


    Not true!

  


  Sunset.


  
    A beam of light was shaken out of the sky


    On to the brimming tide, and there it lay,


    Palely tossing like a creature condemned to die


    Who had loved the bright day.

  


  
    “Ah, who are these that wing through the shadowy air?”


    She cries, in agony. “Are they coming for me?”


    The big waves croon to her: “Hush now! There-now-there!


    There is nothing to see.”

  


  
    But her white arms lift to cover her shining head,


    And she presses close to the waves to make herself small …


    On their listless knees the beam of light lies dead


    And the birds of shadow fall.

  


  Men and Women.


  
    [121] “I get on best with women,”


    She laughed and crumbled her cake.


    “Men are such unknown country.


    I never know how to take


    What they say, nor how they mean it


    And—oh, well they are so queer,


    So—don’t you know?—so—this and that.


    You know what I mean, my dear!

  


  
    “With women it’s so much simpler,”


    She laughed and cuddled her muff.


    “One doesn’t have to keep smiling—


    Now what have I said?—It’s enough


    To chat over nothing important.


    That is such a rest, I find,


    In these strenuous days, don’t you know, dear?


    They put such a strain on the mind.”

  


  Friendship.


  
    When we were charming Backfisch


    With curls and velvet bows


    We shared a charming kitten


    With tiny velvet toes.

  


  
    It was so gay and playful;


    It flew like a woolly ball


    From my lap to your shoulder—


    And, oh, it was so small,

  


  
    So warm—and so obedient


    If we cried: “That’s enough!”


    It lay and slept between us,


    A purring ball of fluff.

  


  
    [122] But now that I am thirty


    And she is thirty-one,


    I shudder to discover


    How wild our cat has run.

  


  
    It’s bigger than a Tiger,


    It’s eyes are jets of flame,


    Its claws are gleaming daggers,


    Could it have once been tame?

  


  
    Take it away; I’m frightened!


    But she, with placid brow,


    Cries: “This is our Kitty-witty!


    Why don’t you love her now?”

  


  “My cough is considerably better, I am sunburnt, they tell me I am fatter, but the other day I almost fell down and I fancied for a minute that I was dying. I was walking along the avenue with the prince, our neighbour, and was talking, when all at once something seemed to break in my chest, I had a feeling of warmth and suffocation, there was a singing in my ears, I remembered that I had been having palpitations for a long time and thought—‘They must have meant something, then.’ I went rapidly towards the verandah, on which visitors were sitting, and had one thought——that it would be awkward to fall down and die before strangers; but I went into my bedroom, drank some water and recovered.”


  (Tchehov’s letters: April 21, 1894.)


  (Ospedaletti, 1919.)


  [123] [The italicizing is Katherine’s: it means that Katherine had undergone Tchehov’s experience at the Casetta, in the autumn of 1919.]


  Lame Ducks.


  It is seldom that lame ducks are seen together. As a rule, so profoundly unaware do they appear to be of one another’s existence one is almost tempted to believe that a lame duck to a lame duck really is invisible. They may frequent the same cafés for years, attend the same studio parties, feed at the same restaurants, even sit with the same group round a table, but when the others get up to go, the lame duck’s way is with these—to the right—and the other—with those, to the left.


  I wish he would cross his legs and rest his hands on his knee. But no, he sprawls, his shoulders hunched, his hands stuffed in his pockets, staring at his feet. They do look very curious, pressed so flat against the curved floor of the cab; the toes turned in and the shoes appear for some reason to be made not of leather,—of gun-metal.


  
    “I dream that the dearest I ever knew


    Has died and been entombed.


    I am sure it’s a dream that cannot be true….

  


  
    Yet stays this nightmare too appalling,


    And like a web shakes me,


    And piteously I keep on calling,


    And no-one wakes me.”

  


  (Thomas Hardy.)


  The New Husband.


  
    [124] Someone came to me and said,


    “Forget, forget that you’ve been wed!


    Who’s your man to leave you be


    Ill and cold in a far country?


    Who’s the husband—who’s the stone


    Could leave a child like you alone?

  


  
    “You’re like a leaf caught in the wind;


    You’re like a lamb that’s left behind


    When all the flock has pattered away;


    You’re like a pitiful little stray


    Kitten that I’d put in my vest;


    You’re like a bird that’s fallen from nest.

  


  
    “We’ve none of us too long to live,


    Then take me for your man and give


    Me all the keys to all your fears


    And let me kiss away these tears.


    Creep close to me. I mean no harm,


    My darling! Let me make you warm.”

  


  
    I had received that very day


    A letter from the other to say


    That in six months—he hoped—no longer,


    I would be so much better and stronger


    That he could close his books and come


    With radiant looks to bear me home.

  


  
    Ha! Ha! Six months, six weeks, six hours


    Among these glittering palms and flowers,


    With Melancholy at my side


    For my old nurse, and for my guide


    Despair—and for my footman Pain,


    … I’ll never see my home again.

  


  
    [125] Said my new husband: “Little dear,


    It’s time we were away from here;


    In the road below there waits my carriage


    Ready to drive us to our marriage;


    Within my house the feast is spread


    And the maids are baking the bridal bread.”

  


  
    I thought with grief upon that other;


    But then why should he aught discover


    Save that I pined away and died?


    So I became the stranger’s bride,


    And every moment—however fast


    It flies—we live as ’twere our last!

  


  (December 8, 1919.)


  December 17. We had been for two years drifting into a relationship different to anything I had ever known. We had been children to each other, openly confessed children, telling each other everything, and each depending equally upon the other. Before that, I had been the man and he had been the woman, and he had been called upon to make no real efforts. He had never really ‘supported’ me. When we first met, in fact, it was I who kept him, and afterwards we had always acted (more or less) like men friends. Then this illness, getting worse and worse, and turning me into a woman and asking him to put himself away, to bear things for me. He stood it marvellously. It helped very much because it was a ‘romantic’ disease (his love of a ‘romantic appearance’ is immensely real) and also being ‘children’ together gave us a practically unlimited chance to play at life—[126]not to live. It was child love. Yes, I think the most marvellous, the most radiant love that this earth knows: terribly rare. We’ve had it. But we were not pure. If we had been, he would have faced coming away with me. And that he would not do. He would not have said he was too tired to earn enough to keep us here. He always refused to face what it meant—living alone for two years on not much money. He said, and three-quarters of him believed: “I couldn’t stand the strain of it with you ill.” But it was a lie, and a confession that all was not well with us. And I always knew it. Nevertheless, I played up, and truly even in October I clung to him still—still the child—seeing as our salvation a house in the country in England not later than next May and then never to be apart again. The letters ended all of it. Was it the letters? I must not forget something else. All these two years I have been obsessed by the fear of death.


  December. My life with J. I’m not inclined to relive. It doesn’t enter my head. Where that life was is just a blank. The future—the present—life with him is not. It has got to be lived. There is nothing in it. Something has stopped—a wall has been raised and it’s too recent for me to desire to go there even. Wait till it looks a little less new … is the feeling. I’m not in the least curious either, and not in the least inclined to lament.


  If one wasn’t so afraid—why should I be? this isn’t going to be read by Bloomsbury et Cie—[127]I’d say we had a child—a love-child, and it’s dead. We may have other children, but this child can’t be made to live again. J. says: Forget that letter! How can I? It killed the child—killed it really and truly for ever as far as I am concerned. But I don’t doubt that, if I live, there will be other children, but there won’t be that child.


  In the Bath.


  She liked to lie in the bath and very gently swish the water over her white jellified old body. As she lay there, her arms at her sides, her legs straight out, she thought: “This is how I shall look, this is how they will arrange me in my coffin.” And it seemed to her, as she gazed at herself, terribly true that people were made to fit coffins—made in the shape of coffins. Just then she saw her wet shining toes as they were pressed against the end of the bath. They looked so gay, so unconscious of their fate. They seemed really to be smiling all in a row—the little toes so small. “Oh!” She gave the sponge a tragic squeeze.


  Secret Flowers.


  
    Is love a light for me? A steady light,


    A lamp within whose pallid pool I dream


    Over old love-books? Or is it a gleam,


    A lantern coming towards me from afar


    Down a dark mountain? Is my love a star?


    Ah me! so high above—so coldly bright!

  


  
    [128] The fire dances. Is my love a fire


    Leaping down the twilight ruddy and bold?


    Nay, I’d be frightened of him. I’m too cold


    For quick and eager loving. There’s a gold


    Sheen on these flower petals as they fold


    More truly mine, more like to my desire.

  


  
    The flower petals fold. They are by the sun


    Forgotten. In a shadowy wood they grow


    Where the dark trees keep up a to-and-fro


    Shadowy waving. Who will watch them shine


    When I have dreamed my dream? Ah, darling mine,


    Find them, gather them for me one by one.

  


  []


  []


  1920


  January 15.


  
    [129] “But I was called from the earth—yea, called


    Before my rose-bush grew;


    And would that now I knew


    What feels he of the tree I planted,


    And whether, after I was called


    To be a ghost, he, as of old,


    Gave me his heart anew.”


    (Thomas Hardy.)

  


  January, Women walking across the fields to their men, idling in the swooning light, the sun trembling in the lemon-trees.


  In the stillness the sound of the birds. Why hath the Lord not made bun trees?


  Grey houses, red blinds, white mousseline curtains, and Oh! the replica within!


  When the soldiers bent to strip, their hair blew in the wind. This gave them such a defenceless, innocent appearance.


  I realized that I had been here before. There came a smell of wood and something dark, burnt out, and yet with a kind of glow still.


  The street so smooth and arched like the curves of thought, and up there walked sailors with their bundles, very like flies carrying their eggs in the hot sun.


  The trees at this hour look so full of leisure [130] and inclined to the earth as though they were in love with the shape of their own shadows.


  
    “How do you know, deep underground,


    Hid in your bed from sight and sound,


    Without a turn in temperature,


    With weather life can scarce endure,


    That light has won a fraction’s strength,


    And day put on some moment’s length,


    Whereof in merest rote will come,


    Weeks hence, mild airs that do not numb;


    O crocus root, how do you know,


    How do you know?”


    (Thomas Hardy.)

  


  Winter Bird.


  
    My bird, my darling,


    Calling through the cold of afternoon


    Those round, bright notes,


    Each one so perfect,


    Shaken from the other and yet


    Hanging together in flashing clusters!


    The small soft flowers and the ripe fruits—


    All are gathered.


    It is the season now of nuts and berries


    And round, bright, flashing drops


    In the frozen grass.

  


  The Letters of Anton Tchehov.


  
    “Here, as usual, he met with severe weather.”


    “Purely external causes are sufficient to make one unjust to oneself, suspicious and morbidly sensitive.”


    [131] “Better say to man ‘My angel’ than hurl ‘Fool’ at his head—though men are more like fools than they are like angels.”


    “I have always felt strange when people whose death was at hand talked, smiled, or wept in my presence; but here, when I see on the verandah this blind woman who laughs, jokes, or hears my stories read to her, what begins to seem strange to me is not that she is dying, but that we do not feel our own death, and write stories as though we were never going to die.”


    “My business is merely to be talented—i.e. to know how to distinguish important statements from unimportant, how to throw light on the characters, and to speak their language.”


    “It is better to put your colour on too faint than too strong.”


    “An incomprehensible impulse of defiance mastered me—that impulse which made me bathe from the yacht in the middle of the Black Sea and has impelled me to not a few acts of folly.”


    “There is no greater enjoyment in life than sleep when one is sleepy.”


    “When one is travelling one absolutely must be alone. To sit in a chaise or in a room alone with one’s thoughts is much more interesting than being with people.”


    [132] “So you like my story? Well, thank God! of late I have become devilishly suspicious and uneasy. I am constantly fancying that my trousers are horrid, and that I am writing not as I want to, and that I am giving my patients the wrong powders. It must be a special neurosis.”


    “Tolstoy denies mankind immortality, but my God! how much that is personal there is in it! The day before yesterday I read his ‘Afterword’. Strike me dead! but it is stupider and stuffier than ‘Letters to a Governor’s Wife’, which I despise.”


    “Noah had three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japhet. Ham only noticed that his father was a drunkard, and completely lost sight of the fact that he was a genius, that he had built an ark and saved the world.


    Writers must not imitate Ham, bear that in mind.”


    “A public confession ‘I am a sinner, a sinner, a sinner’ is such pride that it made me feel uncomfortable.”


    “Tolstoy! In these days he is not a man but a super-man, a Jupiter.”


    “From here, far away, people seem very good, and that is natural, for in going away into the country we are not hiding from people but from our vanity, which in town among people is unjust and active beyond measure. [133] Looking at the spring, I have a dreadful longing that there should be paradise in the other world. In fact, at moments I am so happy that I superstitiously pull myself up and remind myself of my creditors, who will one day drive me out of the Australia I have so happily won.”


    “When you depict sad or unlucky people, and want to touch people’s hearts, try to be colder—it gives their grief, as it were, a background, against which it stands out in sharper relief.”


    “I haven’t a halfpenny, but the way I look at it is this: the rich man is not he who has plenty of money, but he who has the means to live now in the luxurious surroundings given us by early spring.”


    “You may weep and moan over your stories, you may suffer together with your heroes, but I consider one must do this so that the reader does not notice it. The more objective, the stronger will be the effect.”


    “When one thinks of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina all these young ladies of Turgenev’s, with their seductive shoulders, fade away into nothing.”


    “The descriptions of nature are fine, but I feel that we have already got out of the way of such descriptions and that we need something different.”


    “Something in me protests: reason and justice tell me that in the electricity and heat [134] of love for man there is something greater than chastity and abstinence from meat.”


    “I, too, want ‘something sour’, and that’s not a mere chance feeling, for I notice the same mood in others round me. It is just as if they had all been in love, had fallen out of love, and now were looking for some new distraction.”


    “The thought that I must, that I ought to, write never leaves me for an instant.”


    “I think that nearness to Nature and idleness are essential elements of happiness; without them it is impossible.” …


    “I should like to meet a philosopher like Nietzsche somewhere in a train or steamer, and to spend the whole night talking to him.”


    So should I, old boy!


    “The object of the novel (one of Sinkiewicz’s) is to lull the bourgeoisie to sleep in its golden dreams. Be faithful to your wife, pray with her over the prayer-book, save money, love sport, and all is well with you in this world and the next. The bourgeoisie is very fond of so-called practical types and novels with happy endings, since they soothe it with the idea that one can both create capital and preserve innocence, be a beast and at the same time be happy.”


    “A man can deceive his fiancée or his mistress as much as he likes, and, in the eyes of a [135] woman he loves, an ass may pass for a philosopher; but a daughter is a different matter.”


    “They tell me to eat six times and are indignant with me for eating, as they think, very little.”


    “You complain that my heroes are gloomy—alas! that’s not my fault. This happens apart from my will, and when I write it does not seem to me that I am writing gloomily.”


    “I am going to build so as to have a place in which to spend the winters. The prospect of continual wandering with hotel rooms, hotel porters, chance cooking, and so on, alarms my imagination.”


    “The most important screw in family life is love, sexual attraction, one flesh; all the rest is dreary and cannot be reckoned upon, however cleverly we make our calculations.


    To marry is interesting only for love; to marry a girl simply because she is nice is like buying something one does not want at a bazaar solely because it is of good quality.”


    Compare: “I made some cheap purchases: if anything not wanted can be cheap.” (Crabb Robinson: June 26, 1820.)


    “You must once and for all give up being worried about successes and failures. Don’t let that concern you. It’s your duty to go on working steadily day by day, quite quietly, to [136] be prepared for mistakes, which are inevitable, for failures—and let other people count the calls before the curtain.”


    “The immense majority of people are nervous: the greater number suffer, and a small proportion feel acute pain; but where—in streets and in houses—do you see people tearing about, leaping up, and clutching at their heads? Suffering ought to be expressed as it is expressed in life—that is, not by the arms and legs, but by the tone and expression; not by gesticulation, but by grace.”

  


  The Flowering of the Self.


  When autograph albums were the fashion—sumptuous volumes bound in soft leather, and pages so delicately tinted that each tender sentiment had its own sunset sky to faint, to die upon—the popularity of that most sly, ambiguous, difficult piece of advice: “To thine own self be true” was the despair of collectors. How dull it was, how boring, to have the same thing written six times over! And then, even if it was Shakespeare, that didn’t prevent it—oh, l’âge d’innocence!—from being dreadfully obvious. Of course, it followed as the night the day that if one was true to oneself … True to oneself! which self? Which of my many—well, really, that’s what it looks like coming to—hundreds of selves? For what with complexes and repressions and reactions and vibrations and reflections, there are [137] moments when I feel I am nothing but the small clerk of some hotel without a proprietor, who has all his work cut out to enter the names and hand the keys to the wilful guests.


  Nevertheless, there are signs that we are intent as never before on trying to puzzle out, to live by, our own particular self. Der Mensch muss frei sein—free, disentangled, single. Is it not possible that the rage for confession, autobiography, especially for memories of earliest childhood, is explained by our persistent yet mysterious belief in a self which is continuous and permanent; which, untouched by all we acquire and all we shed, pushes a green spear through the dead leaves and through the mould, thrusts a scaled bud through years of darkness until, one day, the light discovers it and shakes the flower free and—we are alive—we are flowering for our moment upon the earth. This is the moment which, after all, we live for,—the moment of direct feeling when we are most ourselves and least personal.


  (July, 1920.)


  The Baby.


  Call for him once a week!


  “No!” he said, lowering his withered legs from the sofa and rubbing his knee-joints, “I’ll wait a bit yet before I’m called for.”


  She was pinning on her hat in the mirror above the mantelpiece, but when he said that, she turned round and stared—a long pin in her [138] hand. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” she said loftily.


  He sucked in his cheeks and rubbed away, blinking.


  Even as he thought this, he collapsed, he fell sideways on the pillows, and suddenly … in a voice that he had never heard before—a high, queer, rasping voice that got louder, angrier and shriller every moment—he began to cry.


  How beautiful little children are! I shall kneel before them and …


  “Beside old Semyon he looked graceful and vigorous, but yet in his walk there was something just perceptible which betrayed in him a being already touched with decay, weak, and on the road to ruin.” (Tchehov: The Schoolmistress.)


  August 8.


  A.B.B. (Anne Burnell Beauchamp: Katherine’s mother) died August 8, 1918.


  
    “How she would have loved


    A party to-day!—


    Bright-hatted and gloved,


    With table and tray


    And chairs on the lawn!


    Her smiles would have shone


    With welcomings … But


    She is shut, she is shut


    From friendship’s spell


    In the jailing shell


    Of her tiny cell.”


    (Thomas Hardy.)

  


  [139] August 9. I must ask Doctor Sorapure what is the immediate treatment for, and what are the symptoms of, fractured base.


  I cough and cough…. Life is—getting a new breath … And J. is silent, hangs his head, hides his face with his fingers as though it were unendurable. “This is what she is doing to me! Every fresh sound makes my nerves wince.” I know he can’t help these feelings. But, oh God! how wrong they are. If he could only for a minute, serve me, help me, give himself up. I can so imagine an account by him of a ‘calamity’. “I could do nothing all day, my hands trembled, I had a sensation of utter cold. At times I felt the strain would be unbearable, at others a merciful numbness …” and so on. What a fate to be self-imprisoned! What a ghastly fate! At such times I feel I never could get well with him. It’s like having a cannon-ball tied to one’s feet when one is trying not to drown. It is just like that.


  Bought and Paid for. A bouquet—all her expenses—sometimes only vegetables to bring away. Fortune-teller and crystal-gazer.


  The Dud. This is in Society. We know it all. Then Wyndham is his friend and in his trouble appeals to him—in vain. One mustn’t forget his writing-table, so exquisite, and his graceful style of reply. To write a letter was a little act of ritual…. His rooms are off Baker Street—Upper Gloucester Place, in fact.


  [140] August 19. J. let fall this morning the fact that he had considered taking rooms in D.’s house this winter. Good. Was their relationship friendship? Oh no! He kissed her and held her arm and they were certainly conscious of a dash of something far more dangerous than l’amitié pure. And then he considered taking rooms in her house. He said, “Doesn’t H. live there, too?” But H. never had the beginnings of such a relation with D. as J. knows. I suppose one always thinks the latest shock is the worst shock. This is quite unlike any other I have ever suffered. The lack of sensitiveness as far as I am concerned—the selfishness of this staggers me. This is what I must remember when I am away. J. thinks no more of me than of anybody else. I mean I am the same: the degree of his feeling is different, but it’s the same feeling. I must remember he’s one of my friends—no more. Who could count on such a man! To plan all this at such a time, and then on my return the first words: I must be nice to D. How disgustingly indecent! I am simply disgusted to my very soul.


  I’ve read this over to-day (December 8, 1920) and now I wouldn’t mind a straw if he went and lived there. Why on earth not? I don’t love him less, but I do love him differently. I don’t aspire to a personal life; I shall never know it. I must remind him to do so at Christmas.


  And again I read this over (June 6, 1921) and it seemed to me very stupid and strange that we [141] should have hidden from each other. By stupid I mean of course stupid in me to write such stuff.


  And again (July 24, 1921). Neither stupid nor strange. We both failed.


  A Dance at the ——.


  Is Life going to be all like this? thought Laura. And she lay down in bed and put her arms round the pillow, and the pillow whispered: “Yes, this is what Life is going to be like—only always more and more splendid—more and more marvellous!”


  “But supposing,” said Laura, speaking very fast and with the greatest possible earnestness, “supposing you were terrifically successful and were married to the person you adored, and you had every single thing you wanted,—and your first child was just born (that’s supposed to be a marvellous moment, isn’t it?), would you be really happier than you are now?”


  They stared hard at each other a moment.


  “I simply couldn’t be.”


  At his words Laura gave a beaming smile, a great sigh, and squeezed her brother’s arm. “Oh, what a relief!” she said. “Neither could I—not possible.”


  “Laura! Laurie! What are you doing up there? Come down at once. The N.’s have arrived!”


  [142] Laura stooped down and kissed her grandmother. “You’re by far the most beautiful girl in the rooms, my little precious!” she whispered.


  As Grandma passed on, the Major and Laura suddenly turned round to catch her eye. She raised her eyebrows in a very childish astounded way, and sucked in her cheeks. The old woman actually blushed.


  The Wordsworths.


  “All the Journals contain numerous trivial details, which bear ample witness to the ‘plain living and high thinking’ of the Wordsworth household—and, in this edition, samples of those details are given—but there is no need to record all the cases in which the sister wrote, ‘To-day I mended William’s shirts’, or ‘William gathered sticks’, or ‘I went in search of eggs’, etc., etc.” (W. Knight: Introduction to Dorothy Wordsworth’s Journal.)


  There is! Fool!


  “I went through the fields, and sat for an hour afraid to pass a cow. The cow looked at me, and I looked at the cow, and whenever I stirred the cow gave over eating.” (Dorothy Wordsworth.)


  “I have thoughts that are fed by the sun.” (Dorothy Wordsworth.)


  [143] It was Southey who made the charming remark that no house was complete unless it had in it a child rising six years and a kitten rising six months.


  Charles Lamb.


  
    “Dear Manning,—Certainly you could not have called at all hours from two till ten, for we have been only out of an evening Monday and Tuesday this week. But if you think you have, your thought shall go for the deed. We did pray for you on Wednesday night: Oysters unusually luscious—pearls of extraordinary magnitude formed in them. I have made bracelets of them—given them in clusters to ladies.


    Last night we went out in despite, because you were not to come at your hour.


    This night we shall be at home, so shall we certainly both Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday. Take your choice, mind I don’t say of one, but choose which evening you will not, and come the other four. Doors open at five o’clock. Shells forced about nine. Every gentleman smokes or not as he pleases. O! I forgot, bring the £10, for fear you should lose it. C.L.”


    A ‘darling’ letter!

  


  After the talk with D. there is a change. “He woke and still with his eyes closed he turned [144] and kissed her shoulder.” That’s a good beginning.


  I believe that D. has the secret of my recovery and J’s awakening. All that he spoke of yesterday … the terms were strange, but what he said was what she had known for a long time. He made the Casetta story plainer. I saw how it could be made to ‘fit’.


  But this short sketch for Boulestin must be extremely simple and yet decisive…. It must not be in even the slightest degree ‘thin’. If I can include the glittering sheep, the pond …


  [The sketch which Katherine then had in mind for M. Boulestin’s Keepsake apparently developed into “At the Bay.” It was not published in The Keepsake, to which she sent “The Black Cap” instead.]


  Twelfth Night. Viola.


  
    “If we should be a prey, how much ’twere better


    To fall before the lion than the wolf.”

  


  Some are born …, some achieve …, and some have … thrust upon them …


  At mid-day the Walking Club streamed through the ancient beautiful gates and clattered over the cobble-stones of the inn courtyard. They disturbed a great ring of blue and white pigeons pecking among the stones; away they flew with a soft clapping. (Second Helping.)


  [145] “Something to do with Lilacs—an old air of France.”


  
    Le temps des lilas et le temps des roses


    Ne viendra plus ce printemps-ci.

  


  The Persones Taie.


  He is a jabbere and a gabbere.


  I think the only thing which is really bad about me, really incurable, is my temper.


  “Courage, my darling!” But the soft word was fatal. Down fell her tears.


  “’Tis a morning to tempt Jove from his ningle.”


  The inaudible and noiseless foot of time.


  The word which haunts me is egocentric.


  Rising above all pain, and all infirmity—rising above everything.


  The little heads were like pink fondants in a girl’s lined chocolate-box.


  “You can invent anything you like, but you can’t invent psychology.” (Tolstoy to Tchehov.)


  At Mary Rose.


  “It’s something I know. I must have heard it.” Her head was bound with old purple grapes.


  The introductory music raking the hard soil [146] of our heart and preparing it for fairy seed. The voices of the singers were like celestial gargling.


  The Australian soldier rattles on the stairs. His whole manner and the loud voices. They should have been all vague and remote. The light should have been dim.


  “He’s very complicated, Barrie, but charming—oh, so charming! Modern—quite modern—the same author!”


  Act I. Sc. I. The clergyman is a little fantastic. The other man overacts. We’ll be good, won’t we? Fantastic.


  The scene on the island is terrific. It is a terrible idea. And as soon as it was over, the tea, the Maid of the Mountains. Quick, quick, quick! And the heads—the old heads and the young heads—“How he ever thought of it is beyond me!”


  “But they don’t progress, do they? They don’t go out into the world. Is that good for a country? … Oh, a lovely life! I should like my husband to be a farmer … But the natives are nice, aren’t they, when they are young?”


  “Touch and go the day of the attack. I got the orders by phone and scrambled off with them to my officer—putting a two-franc piece down my collar, inside my shirt for luck. We all sat together. I knew it was all up with me. So did Austen. Our number was up. The feeling of wastel My hand on the hilt of a revolver. You can always turn it on yourself….”


  A few days ago I went to see Mr. Barrie’s as-successful-as-ever play Mary Rose, and what impressed[147] me chiefly were the extraordinary efforts considered necessary to prepare the audience for something strange, something out of the common, something which does not happen every day in that block of residential flats over the way. To begin with, while the lights still glared, the orchestra banged the good old “Gondoliers” about our heads, to such good effect that the lady in front of me did pause, did say to her friend: “My dear, don’t I know that? Isn’t it Carmen?” And then, before the curtain rose, the shaded lights, one by one, fainted, failed, gave up their little souls, and left us in the dark exposed to a kind of emotional raking process by the violins and violas, whereby the hard stony soil of our reluctant hearts was broken up and prepared for the magic seed the wizard should scatter. Voices joined the instruments, wordless, rising and falling in what sounded to be celestial gargling….


  En Voyage. Four little boys, one minute, three larking. When the three ran on to the lines and tried to dash themselves to death, the little one obviously suffered tortures and did his best to drag them back again. I realized this would have been just the same if it had been deep water.


  An old man, an old woman, and a tiny boy in a cape. When the old woman disappeared, the ancient took the little boy with such tender care. He had a little pipe in his beard. It looked as though his beard were curling.


  Poplars springing in green water—red willows.


  Tea on the Train.


  [148] A man poked his head in at the door and said tea was served.


  “Tea! Dear me!” she fussed at once. “Would you care to go?… Shall we, do you think? On the other hand, I have some tea here. I’m afraid it will not be very good. Tea that is not fresh … and then there is that odd taste—what it is I do not know, but … Shall we care to try it?”


  “Might as well.”


  “In that case, dear, perhaps you would not mind lifting down my suit-case? I am sorry to say the tea is in there. Such a bother! These racks are so very high. I think they are decidedly higher than the English racks. Mind! Do take care! Oh!”


  He: “Ugh!”


  Finally, she spread out a piece of paper, put on it a little cup and an odd saucer, the top of the thermos flask, a medicine bottle of milk, and some sugar in a lozenge-tin. “I am very much afraid …” said she. “Would you like me to try it first?”


  He looked over the top of his paper and said drily: “Pour it out!”


  She poured it out, and gave him the cup and saucer, of course, while she gave the most uncomfortable little dripping cup in the world to herself and sipped, anxiously watching him. “It is so very …?”


  “Might be worse!”


  Fidgeting in her handbag, first she pulled out [149] a powder-puff, then a nice substantial handkerchief, and then a paper parcel that held a very large wedge of cake—of the kind known as Dundee.


  This she cut with a penknife, while he watched with some emotion.


  “This is the last of our precious Dundee,” said she, shaking her head over it, and cutting it so tenderly that it almost seemed an act of cannibalism.


  “That’s one thing I have learned,” said he, “and that is never to come abroad without one of Buszard’s Dundees.”


  Oh, how she agreed!


  And each taking a large wedge, they bit into it and ate solemnly with round astonished eyes like little children in a confectioner’s shop who are allowed to eat sitting up to the counter.


  “More tea, dear?”


  “No thanks.”


  She: “?” A glance. (I sympathise with her glance for reply.)


  “I think I will just have a cup,” said she gaily, so relieved to have a cup after all.


  Another dive into the bag and chocolate was produced.


  Chocolate! I had not realised before that chocolate is offered playfully. It is not a solemn food. It’s as though one thought it rather absurd. But then—who knows? Perhaps …


  “What?” said he, and peered over the paper. “No, no!” dismissing the chocolate.


  She had thought as much.


  [150] And having torn up little shreds of paper and wiped the cup and saucer and the knife clean, she packed it all tight again. But a final rummage in the bag produced an oval-shaped paper, which unwrapped was an egg! This sight seemed to fill her with amazement. But she must have known the egg was there. She did not look as though she had. Bright-eyed, her head on one side, she stared; and I fancied I heard an interrogatory clucking….


  Coleridge’s Table Talk.


  
    “It is intolerable when men, who have no other knowledge, have not even a competent understanding of that world in which they are always living, and to which they refer everything.”


    Hear! Hear!


    “Although contemporary events obscure past events in a living man’s life, yet, so soon as he is dead, and his whole life is a matter of history, one action stands out as conspicuously as another.”


    Totally wrong!


    “Intense study of the Bible will keep any writer from being vulgar in point of style.”


    In point of language.


    “I, for one, do not call the sod under my feet my country. But language, religion, laws, [151] government, blood—identity in these makes men of one country.”


    The sod under my feet makes mine.


    “‘Most women have no character at all,’ said Pope, and meant it for satire. Shakespeare, who knew man and woman much better, saw that it, in fact, was the perfection of woman to be characterless. Everyone wishes a Desdemona or Ophelia for a wife—creatures who, though they may not always understand you, do always feel you and feel with you.”


    Now you are being silly.

  


  Coleridge’s Lectures on Shakespeare.


  Stage Illusion.


  “Not only are we never absolutely deluded—or anything like it, but the attempt to cause the highest delusion possible to beings in their senses sitting in a theatre, is a gross fault, incident only to low minds, which, feeling that they cannot affect the heart or head permanently, endeavour to call forth the momentary affections. There ought never to be more pain than is compatible with co-existing pleasure, and to be amply repaid by thought.”


  That is superb. Tchehov v. Barrie. Think here of The Cherry Orchard, where orchard, birds, etc., are quite unnecessary. The whole effect of dawn is produced by blowing out the candle.


  
    [152] An author should “have felt so deeply on certain subjects, or in consequence of certain imaginations, as to make it almost a necessity of his nature to seek for sympathy—no doubt, with that honourable desire of permanent action which distinguishes genius.”


    “It is to be lamented that we judge of books by books, instead of referring what we read to our own experience.”


    “The second distinct cause of this diseased disposition of taste [i.e. perceiving strangeness in the language of the poetic drama where we should feel exultation] is the security, the comparative equability and ever-increasing sameness of human life.”


    No! No! No!


    “In his very first productions, Shakespeare projected his mind out of his own particular being, and felt, and made others feel, on subjects no way connected with himself, except by force of contemplation and that sublime faculty by which a great mind becomes that on which it meditates.”


    Thou hast said it, Coleridge!


    “Or again imagination acts by so carrying on the eye of the reader as to make him almost lose the consciousness of words,—to make him see everything flashed, as Wordsworth has grandly and appropriately said,—


    
      [153] Flashed upon that inward eye.


      Which is the bliss of solitude.

    


    And this without exciting any painful or laborious attention, without any anatomy of description, (a fault not uncommon in descriptive poetry)—but with the sweetness and easy movement of nature.”


    “There are men who can write passages of deepest pathos and even sublimity on circumstances personal to themselves and stimulative of their own passions; but they are not, therefore, on this account poets.”


    Oh, Coleridge!


    (October, 1920.)


    “It is my earnest desire—my passionate endeavour—to enforce at various times and by various arguments and instances the close and reciprocal connexion of just taste with pure morality. Without that acquaintance with the heart of man, or that docility and childlike gladness to be made acquainted with it, which those only can have who dare look at their own hearts—and that with a steadiness which religion only has the power of reconciling with sincere humility;—without this and the modesty produced by it, I am deeply convinced that no man, however wide his erudition, however patient his antiquarian researches, can possibly understand, or be worthy of understanding the writings of Shakespeare.”

  


  [154] Thou—thou art the man with whom I would speak. Should we mean the same by religion? We should not quarrel. (October 21, 1920.)


  
    “Hamlet’s wildness is but half false; he plays that subtle trick of pretending to act only when he is very near really being what he acts.”


    Profound.

  


  
    “Banquo:


    The earth hath bubbles, as the water has


    And these are of them:—Whither are they vanished?

  


  
    Macbeth:


    Into the air; and what seemed corporal, melted As breath into the wind.—Would they had staid!

  


  Is it too minute to notice the appropriateness of the simile ‘as breath’, etc., in a cold climate?”

  No; it’s perfect.


  Coleridge on Hamlet.


  “Anything finer than this conception and working out of a great character is merely impossible. Shakespeare wished to impress upon us the truth, that action is the chief end of existence—that no faculties of intellect, however brilliant, can be considered valuable, or indeed otherwise than as misfortunes, if they withdraw us from, or render us repugnant to [155] action, and lead us to think and think of doing, until the time has elapsed when we can do anything effectually. In enforcing this moral truth, Shakespeare has shown the fullness and force of his powers; all that is amiable and excellent in nature is combined in Hamlet, with the exception of one quality. He is a man living in meditation, called upon to act by every motive human and divine, but the great object of his life is defeated by continually resolving to do, yet doing nothing but resolve.”


  Who could understand that better than thou, Coleridge? I have no doubt that thou wert accusing thyself … And yet I wonder whether all great men, however developed their power of action, do not always think thus of themselves. They are ridden by the desire to act, and the performance is only the step to another … In another sense Fleance always escapes. (Or was that because Macbeth merely employed his murderers?) Be that as it may, Macbeth holds this phrase which has in it every faintest atom of the feelings of a writer: This restlessness of ecstasy.


  This book—Coleridge’s Essays and Lectures on Shakespeare—is certainly a great treasure. But I like to ‘record’ that there is much in it which was suited only to its time. I feel we have advanced very far since the days of Coleridge, and that he (because he is so restrained and handicapped by his audience) would have been far more enlightening about Shakespeare to-day.


  D.H. Lawrence.


  [156] I made these notes. Read them—will you?


  The Lost Girl: It’s important. It ought not to be allowed to pass.


  The Times gave no inkling of what it was—never even hinted at its dark secret.


  Lawrence denies his humanity. He denies the powers of the imagination. He denies life—I mean human life. His hero and heroine are non-human. They are animals on the prowl. They do not feel: they scarcely speak. There is not one memorable word. They submit to their physical response and for the rest go veiled, blind—faceless, mindless. This is the doctrine of mindlessness.


  He says his heroine is extraordinary, and rails against the ordinary. Isn’t that significant? But look at her. Take her youth—her thriving upon the horse-play with the doctors. They might be beasts butting each other—no more. Take the scene when the hero throws her in the kitchen, possesses her, and she returns singing to the washing-up. It’s a disgrace. Take the rotten, rubbishy scene of the woman in labour asking the Italian into her bedroom. All false. All a pack of lies!


  Take the nature-study at the end. It’s no more than the grazing-place for Alvina and her sire. What was the “green hellebore” to her? Of course, there is a great deal of racy, bright, competent writing in the early part—the ‘shop’ part. But it doesn’t take a writer to tell all that.


  [157] The whole is false—ashes. The preposterous Indian troupe of four young men is—a fake. But how on earth he can keep it up—is the problem. No, it’s not. He has “given way”. Why stop there?


  Oh, don’t forget where Alvina feels a trill in her bowels, and discovers herself with child. A trill. What does that mean? And why is it so peculiarly offensive from a man? Because it is not on this plane that the emotions of others are conveyed to the imagination. It’s a kind of sinning against art.


  Earth-closets, too. Do they exist, qua earth-closets? No. I might describe the queer noises coming from one when old Grandpa X was there—very strange cries and moans, and how the women who were washing stopped and shook their heads and pitied him, and even the children didn’t laugh. Yes, I can imagine that. But that’s not the same as to build an earth-closet because the former one was so exposed. No.


  Am I prejudiced? Be careful! I feel privately as though L. had possessed an animal and had fallen under a curse. But I can’t say that. All I know is: this is bad and ought not to be allowed. I feel a horror of it—a shrinking. But that’s not criticism.


  But this is life when one has blasphemed against the spirit of reverence.


  Cassandra.


  As Gertie the parlour-maid passed through the green-baize door that led from the kitchen regions, [158] she nearly dropped the tray of dinner silver she was carrying. For there, beyond the stairs, in the very middle of the big dim hall stood Miss Cassandra—Mrs. Brook—wearing a little black hat with a thick black veil, a long black cape, and clasping her hands as if she was praying. Oh, she did give Gertie a turn—coming on her so sudden, and all in black, too, and standing there so strange. But immediately she saw Gertie, Miss Cassandra came to life, darted forward and said in her sweet husky voice—the servants loved Miss Cassandra’s—Mrs. Brook’s—voice: “Oh, good evening, Gertie. Where is Mother?” “Good evening, Miss—Ma’am. In her room. She must have just about finished dressing.”


  “Is Father with her?” asked Cassandra, putting her hand on the banister.


  “No, Miss. It’s Wednesday. One of his late nights, you know.”


  “Oh, yes, I forgot.” Then Cassandra said quickly: “Where are the others?”


  “Miss Jinnie’s in the drawing-room and Mr. Jack’s in his dark-room.”


  “Thank you, Gertie. Then I’ll run up.”


  And run she did—skimmed rather, like a bird.


  She knocked at the big cream-panelled door and turned the glass handle.


  “Mother, it’s me. Can I come in?”


  “Cassandra!” cried her mother. “Do, darling. Of course. What a surprise! What a strange hour!”


  Mrs. Sheridan sat at the dressing-table, clasping[159] her pearls. As she spoke, she settled them, and drew down her daughter’s little dark head and kissed her. The black veil only came to Cassandra’s nose. Her mother noticed that her lips were hot, and through the thick mesh her eyes looked dark, enormous. But that meant nothing with Cassandra. The child had been to a concert, or she’d been reading, or star-gazing simply, or tracking down a crying kitten. Anything threw Cassandra into a fever.


  “Do you know how late it is, my child?” she said tenderly. “It’s just on dinner-time. And I thought Richard only got back to-day.”


  “Yes, he did,” said Cassandra. “This afternoon.” She gave a little gasp.


  “Then why didn’t you …?” Her mother broke off. “But before we begin talking, darling … You’ll stay to dinner, of course. I’ll just let cook know. She’ll be so furious if I don’t.” And she moved towards the bell beside the fireplace before Cassandra stopped her.


  “No, mother, don’t! I’m not stopping to dinner. I don’t want any dinner.” Suddenly she threw back her cape and with that gesture she seemed to reveal all her excitement and agitation. “I’ve only come to speak to you—to tell you something. Because I must—I simply must”—and here Cassandra clasped her hands as she had in the hall below—“confide in somebody.”


  “My precious child, don’t be so tragic!” said her mother. “You’re frightening me. You’re not going to have a baby, are you? Because I’m [160] no good at that kind of thing. What is it? And don’t begin crying if you can help it. It’s so exhausting!”


  She was too late. Cassandra had begun. Pressing her little handkerchief to her eyes, she sobbed. “I can’t talk in this room. I’m afraid we’ll be interrupted. Come into my old room, Mother!” And away she sped down the passage into her bedroom that was next to the nursery.


  The door of the cold, dim little room was shut behind them. Cassandra almost sprang upon her mother.


  “Mother!” she cried. “I’ve been betrayed. I’ve been wickedly, cruelly, deceived. Richard’s been false to me. But so false!” cried Cassandra, walking away from Mrs. Sheridan and shaking her little fist at the ceiling. “But so false! So utterly, abominably false!”


  “Child! What are you saying?” cried Mrs. Sheridan. She really was taken aback by this. “It can’t be true. Richard—of all people! How? When? With whom?”


  Instead of replying Cassandra ran back to her mother and, half-shutting her eyes, smiling like an actress, she declaimed in low passionate tones: “Dearest, you love me—still? Ah, my dear one,” pleaded Cassandra, flinging out her hand to her astonished mother. “Don’t forget to end each of our daily letters with ‘Yes, I love you still’ as well as ‘Bless you’, and don’t forget”—here Cassandra raised her hand—“do listen to this bit, Mother,” she implored—as though her mother [161] was not listening—“that though I bask, I gloat in the fact that I so perfectly understand your silence, I have a jigsaw of longing to hear you speak….”


  After this extraordinary oration Cassandra simply stared at her mother. Mrs. Sheridan really thought the child had become unbalanced.


  “But what does it mean?” she said. “Did you hear this? Did someone say it to him?”


  “No,” said Cassandra. She gave a little wave and almost laughed. “I found it—and it’s a mild specimen, my dear—in his collar-bag!”


  December. Peace of mind. What is peace of mind? Did I ever have it? It seems ‘Yes’, and yet perhaps that is only deception. But at Bandol, for instance, or even at Hampstead? Ah, who knows? The other will not give up his secret. What is it? He evades the answer. ‘I swear on my honour’. ‘Look here, I’m absolutely in the dark’. She cannot believe, and yet she has to believe. The letters disappear. All the other letters are left on the table, but not those. Why? I am to forget everything—to behave as though everything has not been. But I can’t. Because I don’t know what has been, I only know he denies a wrong (not an obvious wrong) which was committed. It must have been committed. People don’t write like that pour rien—de l’amitié pure. So whenever I look at him and whenever I am with him, there is that secret, and I can’t give him all I long to give him, nor can I rest in him because of it. I have no abiding place. Peace of [162] mind. Yes, I had it when I was first here. Yes, I had it fully when I wrote Miss Brill.


  No, I’ve been poisoned by these ‘letters’. How can he know someone so strange to me? to us? Not only know her, but cherish her?


  But the champagne was no good at all. It might have been water. I had to drink it because it was there, but there was something positively malicious in the way the little bubbles hurled themselves to the rim, danced, broke. They seemed to be jeering at me.


  I thought, a few minutes ago, that I could have written a whole novel about a Liar. A man who was devoted to his wife, but who lied. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t write a whole novel about anything. I suppose I shall write stories about it. But at this moment I can’t get through to anything. There’s something like a great wall of sand between me and the whole of my ‘world’. I feel as though I am dirty or disgusted or both. Everything I think of seems false.


  
    By all the laws of the M. and P.


    This book is bound to belong to me.


    Besides I am sure that you agree


    I am the English Anton T.

  


  (Written in 1917 on the fly-leaf of a volume of Tchehov’s stories belonging to J.M.M.)


  God forgive me, Tchehov, for my impertinence.


  (December 12, 1920.)


  [163] Longing. Madame Lavena.


  He kissed and kissed the dark sweet-smelling hand with the silver ring.


  Pa—pa! Pa-pa!


  (December 14, 1920.)


  “As soon as you speak of male and female—for instance, of the fact that the female spider, after fertilization, devours the male—his eyes glow with curiosity, his face brightens, and the man revives in fact. All his thoughts, however noble, lofty or neutral they may be, they all have one point of resemblance. You walk along the street with him and meet a donkey, for instance…. ‘Tell me, please,’ he asks, ‘what would happen if you mated a donkey with a camel?’ And his dreams! Has he told you of his dreams? It is magnificent! First, he dreams that he is married to the moon, then that he is summoned before the police and ordered to live with a guitar….” (Laevsky: in Tchehov’s The Duel.)


  Oh darling Tchehov! I was in misery to-night—ill, unhappy, despondent, and you made me laugh … and forget, my precious friend!


  (December 16, 1920.)


  []


  1921


  The New Year.


  [164] The last day of the old year was dull and cold. All day the light was weak and pale and smoky, like the light of a lamp when the oil is all but finished and the wick begins to burn. Everything looked shabby, even the trees—even the sky with its big grey patches. The church bells seemed never to stop ringing. The trams groaned, dragged past as if they expected every journey to be the last, and when there was no other sound, a little dog, tied up somewhere, began to yelp as young dogs do when they are frightened.


  New Year. When she reached home the New Year was there already, pale, mysterious, gentle and so timid. It lay in the folds of the curtains, in the shadows of the stairs—it waited for her on the landing. She undressed quickly, making as little noise as possible and quickly she plaited her hair. But as she parted the sheets it seemed to her that a single hand—the hand of the New Year—drew them down too, and after she was in bed, that gentle hand helped to cover her.


  Sophie Bean.


  What was there about that little house at the corner which made you feel sure a widow lived [165] there? In the tiny sloping garden there grew candytuft, mignonette, pansies, Star of Bethlehem. A narrow asphalt path led to the door. But there was something about the windows—something quenched, expressionless. They had nothing to hide, nothing to reveal; and there was something about the bell that made you know when you rang it that the door would not be answered at once. There would be an interval of strange, dead quiet, and then there would come a faint rustling.


  Sophie Bean sat at the dining-room window in her black dress, hemming pillow-slips. She was pale, but in the dusky room a whiteness came from the pillow-slips, like the whiteness of snow, and made her paler. Her hands moved slowly—something depressed her—but it had to be done. Nevertheless she very often put it down and looked out of the window at the drooping trees, the heavy trams chuffing along, and the people who passed by, stooping and hurrying as though there was a secret reason why they should not be seen.


  The Cat.


  To-day, passing the kitchen, the door was open. Charles sat up to the table darning socks. And there sat beside the ball of wool a large black cat with an old bow round its neck. When he took up the scissors, the cat squeezed up its eyes as if to say “That’s quite right”, and when he put [166] the scissors down it just put out its paw as if to straighten them, but then it drew its paw back, deciding that it wasn’t worth it.


  Keats’ Letters to Fanny Brawne.


  
    “When I have been, or supposed myself in health …”


    “How astonishingly (here I must premise that illness, as far as I can judge in so short a time, has relieved my mind of a load of deceptive thoughts and images, and makes me perceive things in a truer light),—how astonishingly does the chance of leaving the word impress a sense of its natural beauties upon us! Like poor Falstaff, though I do not ‘babble’, I think of green fields; I muse with the greatest affection on every flower I have known since my infancy—their shapes and colours are as new to me as if I had just created them with a superhuman fancy. It is because they are connected with the most thoughtless and the happiest moments of our lives. I have seen foreign flowers in hot-houses, of the most beautiful nature, but I do not care a straw for them. The simple flowers of our Spring are what I want to see again.” (February 16, 1820.)


    “Well, may you exclaim, how selfish to wish me to be unhappy. You must be so if you love me. Upon my soul, I can be contented with [167] nothing else. If you would really what is call’d enjoy yourself at a Party—if you can smile in people’s faces, and wish them to admire you now—you never have, nor ever will love me … I wish you seriously to look over my letters kind and unkind and consider whether the Person who wrote them can be able to endure much longer the agonies and uncertainties which you are so peculiarly made to create.” (May, 1820.)


    “They talk of my going to Italy. ’Tis certain I shall never recover if I am to be so long separate from you.” (July 5, 1820.)


    Oh, hear it!


    January 14. “To be happy with you seems such an impossibility! it requires a luckier Star than mine! it will never be.” (August, 1820.)


    “Nothing is so bad as want of health—it makes one envy scavengers and cinder-sifters.” (August 23, 1820.)

  


  These letters written during his fatal illness are terrible to one in my situation. It is frightening that he too should have known this mental anguish. And to read his letter to Fanny on page 180 [i.e. that of July 5, 1820]—nay worse, that in which he says she has no right to that kind of happiness if she loves him … “If you can smile in people’s faces, and wish them to admire you [168] now …” My God, does another soul on earth understand his torment as I do? That kind of thing—which she couldn’t see was impossible … What would he have said and felt at B’s letters? He would have felt what I felt. Let no man suffer so again! For mingled with all the known suffering is the anguish of despair because one is ill. How could anyone let such a thing happen to me at such a time? Or is it my ‘fate’ because I am ill? Do they treat me as posthumous already? Oh, the agony of life! How does one endure it? Oh, I have suffered too greatly. Nothing can take it away but one thing, and that I am—I feel in my soul—to be denied.


  (January, 1921.)


  Sunday, January 2. This afternoon is dreary, it is going dark, but I am waiting for somebody. Somebody will come in and not go again. He will stay to supper, sleep here and be here when I wake in the morning.


  January 8. I would like to hear J. saying ‘We’ll have the north meadow mowed to-morrow’, on a late evening in summer, when our shadows were like a pair of scissors, and we could just see the rabbits in the dark.


  January 18.


  
    There was a Mrs. Bristowe


    Whose other name was Susan;


    She had a badly twist toe


    And couldn’t get her shoes on.

  


  [169] January 30. J. accused me of always bagging his books as soon as he had begun to read them. I said: ‘It’s like fishing. I see you’ve got a bite. I want your line. I want to pull it in.’


  May 19.


  
    “Lone women like to empty houses perish.”


    (Marlowe: Hero and Leander.)

  


  
    “Far from the town (where all is whist and still,


    Save that the sea playing on yellow sand,


    Sends forth a ratling murmur to the land)


    My turret stands.”


    (Marlowe: Hero and Leander.)

  


  Lovely!


  Station Climatérique.


  “One tries still to fancy that one is here by some chance of travel, to flavour the experience with some lingering taste of adventure. One tries to fancy one is a little different from the others. They belong to the place; they are part of it; they are an essential part of the intense impression it conveys; they could not really belong anywhere else! But oneself….” (R.O. Prowse: A Gift of the Dusk.)


  “How much the knowledge that one is alive for other people helps one to feel alive oneself!”


  “That constant taking of leave which has haunted my secret thought.”


  War and Peace.


  [170] “‘Ho, ho, ho! ha ha! ha ha! Oh! oo!’ the soldiers burst into a roar of such hearty, good-humoured laughter, in which the French line too could not keep from joining, that after it seemed as though they must unload their guns, blow up their ammunition, and all hurry away back to their homes. But the guns remained loaded, the port-holes in the houses and earthworks looked out as menacingly as ever, and the cannons, taken off their platforms, confronted one another as before.”


  This is great art—this book. This is the real thing. It is a whole created world.


  The Little Princess in labour. “The most solemn mystery in the world was being accomplished.”


  Compare this beautiful gravity of feeling with our modern ‘birth’ scene. It’s not what I am suffering—it’s the ‘mystery’.


  The Thaw. “It looked as though the sky were melting, and without the slightest wind sinking down upon the earth. The only movement in the air was the soft downward motion of microscopic drops of moisture or mist. The bare twigs in the garden were hung with transparent drops which dripped on to the freshly fallen leaves. The earth in the kitchen garden had a gleaming, wet, black look [171] like the centre of a poppy, and at a short distance away it melted off into the damp, dim veil of fog.”


  “Life is everything. Life is God. All is changing and moving, and that motion is God. And while there is life there is the joy of the consciousness of the Godhead. To love life is to love God. The hardest and the most blessed thing is to love this life in one’s sufferings, in undeserved suffering.”


  
    “A spiritual wound that comes from a rending of the spirit is like a physical wound, and after it has healed externally, and the torn edges are scarred over, yet, strange to say, like a deep physical injury it only heals inwardly by the force of life pushing up from within.”


    That is true, master.

  


  
    “And Pierre had won the Italian’s passionate devotion simply by drawing out what was best in his soul and admiring it.”


    That is love.

  


  
    Pierre and Natasha. “When on saying good-bye, he took her thin, delicate hand he unconsciously held it somewhat longer in his own.”


    This is just what I understand, and so is this:—

  


  “A joyful, unexpected frenzy, of which Pierre had believed himself incapable, seized [172] upon him. The whole meaning of life, not for him only, but for all the world, seemed to him centred in his love and the possibility of her loving him.”


  
    “She only talked because she needed to exercise her lungs and her tongue. She cried like a child, because she needed the physical relief of tears, and so on. What for people in their full vigour is a motive, with her was obviously a pretext.”


    Like Polonius.

  


  Petya.


  
    “‘Ah, you want a knife?’ he said to an officer, who was trying to tear off a piece of mutton. And he gave him his pocket-knife.


    The officer praised the knife.


    ‘Please keep it, I have several like it,’ said Petya, blushing.”

  


  
    “Come, again. Strike up, my music. Come! …”


    My music!

  


  “I’m fond of sweet things. They are capital raisins, take them all.”


  
    Petya’s death. “And again in the helpless struggle with reality, the mother, refusing to believe that she could live while her adored boy, [173] just blossoming into life, was dead, took refuge from reality in the world of delirium….”


    All this is so true of Chummie … that …

  


  “For him only that is important to which he, Tolstoi, has set his hand; all that occurs outside and beside him, for him has no existence. This is the great prerogative of great men. And sometimes it seems to me—perhaps it is only that I would have it seem so—as though there were in that prerogative a deep and hidden meaning.” (Leon Shestov.)


  Snow.


  It fell so softly, so gently, it seemed to him that even tenderly it fell. It floated through the air as if it were sorry for something, and wanted to reassure him, to comfort him. Forget! forget! all is blotted out, all is hidden—long ago, said the snow. Nothing can ever bring it back, nothing can ever torture you again. There is no trace left. All is as if it never had been. Your footsteps and hers are long since covered over. If you were to look for her, you never would find her. If she were to come seeking you, it would be in vain. You have your wish, your wish! whispered the snow. You are safe, hidden, at peace—free.


  At that moment, upon that word, a clock struck one loud single stroke. It was so loud, so mournful, like a despairing groan, that the feathery [174] snowflakes seemed to shiver, to hesitate an instant, only to fall again faster than ever as though something had frightened them.


  The Café.


  The café was all but deserted. Over in the corner there sat a poor little creature with two loops of velvet in her hat that gave her the look of a rabbit. She was writing a letter. First she wrote a little, and then she looked up, and the two bows of ribbon seemed to pout, to listen. Then she crouched down again and scribbled another sheet. Again she looked up. The foxy waiter had his eye on her….


  In another corner sat a stout man with a swollen shabby black leather bag at his feet. He was yawning over a time-table, but occasionally he stopped and gave the black bag a little dig, a kick, as if to warn it that it was no good falling too fast asleep. They’d have to be off soon.


  Aah! Baah! aaah! baah! like thousands of tired sheep in the shearing pens at evening-time.


  And the gum-leaves, like tufts of cock’s feathers ruffled in the faint breeze.


  
    March 26. “A poem should not be something which the maker spins out of himself, but something external which he renders in verse as faithfully as possible. When Tennyson, for instance, wrote


    A million emeralds break from the ruby-budded lime, [175] he did not make it at all. The lime-tree made it; he just saw it.” (From an anonymous review.)


    Hénorme!

  


  April. Her face was like a marigold that insisted on keeping open too long.


  She looked about as big as a cottage-loaf in a pinafore.


  I said to Dr. Bouchage, when he wanted to examine my abdomen: “Oh, Doctor! Isn’t there anything I can keep to myself?” And he didn’t even smile!


  It is a curious fact that when a writer has attained to a certain eminence, we English cease to bother ourselves about him. There he is, recognised, accepted, labelled.


  Faint the light shines in the little window; it is easily put out.


  The Doctor.


  “I suppose, Doctor,” my patients are fond of saying,—for patients flatter their doctors, you know, just as much as doctors flatter their patients—“the reason why you look always so very stern in your car and never glance to the right or left is—that you know so many people. I mean if once you began to recognise anybody it would be—a—[176]a kind of royal procession from door to door. Too dreadfully boring!”


  I more than smile, I fling back my head, wrinkle my eyes and give my famous silent little laugh. Then I spring to my feet lightly, almost youthfully, incline towards the patient, take that confiding little hand in mine and say, as I press it reassuringly, “But it needs the most dreadful discipline, you know … sometimes. Goodbye!” And I am gone before the patient has done thinking, ‘Then he did see me that day—after all, I was right!’


  But the patient is wrong, of course. Not that it is a matter of any importance. But what really happens is—I emerge from the hotel, château, villa—whatever it is. The grey car is drawn up to the pavement edge, and the figure of Giovanni leaps to attention on the instant. I cross rapidly, pause one moment, my foot on the step, and not looking at Giovanni, but looking over his shoulder, give him the next address and then leap in, light an Egyptian cigarette, thrust my hands into my pockets, so as to be ready, at the first movement, at the very first gliding motion of the car, to relax, to lean back, to give myself up, to let myself be carried, without a thought, or a feeling, or an emotion….


  Oh, Bogey, I can’t help laughing at the hymns and prayers at your lecture.[4] Did you sing? I [177] feel you’d like (I’d almost swear to it) to be specially mentioned in a prayer. Did you kneel down? And all those rubber tikis showed on your shoes? Signes cabalistiques. I often used to think what a horror they would have given Robinson Crusoe. Oh, dear me! Did you have a hymn-book of your own, or half the parson’s?


  The Clinic Garden.


  Carriages are not allowed to drive up to the doors of the clinique because of the noise. They stop at the big iron gate. Then comes a little walk—on the level, it is true, but still quite a walk before the yellow glass porch is reached. But there is a compensation, if only the patients would realize it. On either side of the gravel are flower-beds full of purple and pink stocks, wallflowers, forget-me-nots and creamy freezias with their spears of tender green like the green of young bamboos. The front of the clinique is hung with heliotrope, banksia roses and pink ivy geranium. And there is such a coming and going of brown bees and white butterflies, the air smells so sweet, there is such a sense of delicate trembling life that, however ill anyone might be, it was impossible surely not to be cheered and distracted. “Look, look how lovely!” said the plain girl, pointing them out to her companion.


  But the young man in a black double-breasted jacket put his hands to his ribs and breathed a-huh-a-huh as if he were playing trains.


  [178] “How pretty they are—how very pretty!” said the sentimental old mother, wagging her head at them and glancing at her daughter.


  But the pale daughter stared back at her spitefully, very spitefully, and flung the end of her shawl over her shoulder.


  Now a bath-chair is pushed along, carrying an old man. In his stiff much-too-big overcoat, with his hat squeezed down to his ears, he looks marvellously like a Guy Fawkes.


  The nurse stops the chair and says “Flowers!” as one says “Flowers!” to a baby. But there is no response at all; she bridles and wheels it on again….


  Stupéfaction totale. I feel unable to do anything. It is a proof of the horribly soporific nature of the codeine mixture.


  A little book: Knockings at the Door. When she managed to blow the tissue-paper from the frontispiece, the author, with his hair parted down the middle, wearing a buttoned frock-coat and a turned-down collar, smiled at her almost too confidingly.


  [Katherine left Mentone for Montreux early in May, 1921.]


  June. I am in the middle of one of my Giant Coups. Yesterday evening I decided to look no longer for doctors in Montreux. In fact I felt the hour had come for something quite extraordinary. So I phoned Montana—asked Dr. Stephani to descend by funiculaire to Sierre and [179] meet me here at the Chateau Bellevue at 3 o’clock to-day—then engaged a car and started off this morning shortly after 9 o’clock. It is years since I have done such things; it is like a dream.


  Sierre: The room with Seven Doors. Each door is different, and the seventh is a very tiny little door. It opens into a cupboard painted white, with an arched top, sky blue, sprinkled with stars.


  The furniture, stern and dark.


  Unposted Letters.


  It’s like this. It’s no good my being here [at Sierre] any more. It’s too hot and the food has gone off. Also, I must tackle my affair seriously, you know. So I am going to Montana. Stephani says that he would far rather I went to him for a month at least so that he could keep my heart under his eye—or ear. Good. I agree. But there’s my Bogey. Will he go to a pension five minutes away for a month and visit me? As soon as I find out how the place suits me we can get a little châlet. I send you a p.c. of your pension, Stephani’s place is not a real live-or-dead sanatorium. He, of course, thinks you would like to be with me there. Why not? It is quite usual. But I say No to that, and I’m sure you agree. You’d hate it. So would I.


  Look here, my love and my dear,


  I’m not really up to chalets yet. This is what would be best of all. Do you agree? We go to [180] Montana. I go to Stephani’s for a month at least. You have a room at this Pension du Lac. Stephani can then keep his eye and his ear on me, and I can lie absolutely low for that month. Then, in the meantime, we have looked round and we take a chalet. Does that seem possible to you?


  By Moonlight. (To W.J.D.)


  Dinner was over. There was a whiff of Father’s cigar from the hall, and then the door of the smoking-room shut, clicked. Mother went rustling to and fro, to and fro—to the dining-room door, speaking to Zaidee who was clearing away, giving Hans who was helping Zaidee his orders for to-morrow—to the music-room speaking to the girls.


  “Francie darling, run upstairs and get me my cream feather boa, will you? My cream one. On the top of the tall wardrobe. Come here, child! How beautifully you have done your hair!”


  “Really, dearest? It was simply thrown up. I was in such a hurry….”


  “How mysterious it is that if one really tries to get that effect….”


  “Yes, isn’t it?”


  There came a soft chain of sound from the music-room, as though Meg had flung a bright loop and snared the dreaming piano.


  “We’re going to try over Francie’s new song,” said she. “This Life is Weary.”


  [181] “This Life is Weary!” cried Mother. “Oh, dear, is it another tragic one? I can’t understand why all these modern songs are so depressing. It seems so unnecessary. Why can’t one for a change …”


  “Oh, but it’s fascinating!” said Meg. “Listen!” And softly she played “This Life is We-ary.” “You can’t say you like Cupid at the Ferry better than that?”


  “I do,” said Mother. “I like songs about primroses and cheerful normal birds and … and spring and so on.”


  But Francie came floating down the stairs with the feather boa.


  “It wasn’t on the tall wardrobe, you little story,” said she, winding her Mother up in it. “It was among your hats. And then you always pretend to be so tidy and unlike us.”


  “If you don’t speak to me with more respect,” said Mother, “I shall go straight off and tell your Father. Thank you, darling child!”


  Francie’s little wooden heels tapped over the parquet floor of the music-room. “Shut the door while we’re practising, will you,—please, Mother?”


  The door shut and the piano seemed to have been waiting until it was alone with them, it burst out so passionately: “This Life is Weary.”


  Silence from the hall. Mother was still, her head bent, turning her rings. What was she thinking of? She looked up. The double doors on to the porch were open and the light in the glass lantern flickered faintly. Dreamily she went [182] over to the hall-stand and picked something up. “Why,” she murmured aloud, “is there always one odd glove? Where does it come from?”


  Down the passage, through the green-baize door that led to the kitchen regions, sailed Zaidee with her tray of trembling glass and winking silver and moon-white plates. And Hans followed with the finger-bowls, with the fruit-dishes and the plates piled with curls of tangerine peel and shavings of pineapple-rind.


  The last tray was carried; the heavy baize door swung to with a ‘woof’. There came a faint ghostly chatter from the kitchen. Very far away it sounded.


  Where was Laurie? He had gone straight off to his dark-room after dinner. She wouldn’t disturb him—no! But all the same Laura slid off the landing window-sill, parted the embroidered velvet curtains that hid her so beautifully, and coming on to the stairs leaned her arms along the banisters. What was she to do?


  
    “This Life is We-ary!


    A Tear—a Sigh!


    A Love that Chang-es!”

  


  sang Francie. And suddenly from that far-away kitchen there sounded a shrill little peal of laughter….


  How much bigger the house felt at night! thought Laura. All the lighted rooms and the passages that were dark and the cupboards and the front and back stairs. As to the cupboard under the stairs, Laura’s eyes widened at the very [183] thought of it…. She saw herself, suddenly, exploring it with a candle-end. There was the old croquet set, last year’s goloshes, the shelf of dead lamps, and the buffalo horns tied up with ribbons. It was like exploring a cave.


  Big—big and empty. No, not empty exactly, but awfully strange. For though the lights were up everywhere, through the open windows the darkness came flowing in from outside. It was the darkness that so gently breathed in the curtains, gathered in pools under the tables, and hid in the folds even of the coats down there in the hall. And the stairs! Stairs at night were utterly different to what they were by day, and people went up and down them quite differently. They were much more important, somehow; they might have led to anywhere.


  But just as Laura thought that, she had an idea that someone on the top landing was looking down at her. Someone had suddenly appeared from nowhere and with a brilliant round white face was staring! Oh, how awful! And it was shameful, too, to have such ideas at her age. She had decided the face was a Chinaman’s before she had time to look up. What nonsense! It was the moon shining through the top landing window. And now there were moonbeam fingers on the banisters. Laura walked up the stairs slowly, but for some reason she tried not to make a sound, and looking down at her satin shoes, she pretended they were little birds tiptoeing up a dark branch.


  “But now we’re at the top of the tree,” she [184] told them. And she stood with her head bent and her arms by her sides, waiting for someone….


  “It’s only because people don’t know she’s here that they don’t come,” thought Laura. “She is wearing a white tulle dress with a black velvet sash—very nice! Charming! I say, Laurie, introduce me to your sister!” And someone came forward, stroking his white kid gloves.


  Laura was so delighted she gave a little jump for joy, and forgetting all about her resolve, she ran across the landing, down the passage, past the American bathroom and knocked at the darkroom door….


  This isn’t bad, but at the same time it’s not good. It’s too easy. I wish I could go back to N.Z. for a year. But I can’t possibly just now. I don’t see why not in two years’ time, though.


  (June—July.)


  The Problem.


  “Do you think that marriage would be of any use to me?”


  His friend considered gravely. He frowned, knocked his pipe against his heel, and thrust out his underlip. “It depends,” said he, “very much on the woman.”


  “Oh, but of course,” said Archie eagerly.


  “Granted the right woman,” said Rupert [185] largely, “I can imagine it might immensely benefit you.”


  The problem is two friends, and a woman enters. One marries.[5]


  September. It’s nothing short of loathsome to be in my state. Two weeks ago I could write anything. I went at my work each day and at the end of each day so much was written. Whereas now I can’t say a word!


  The Vagabond.


  “The woman from upstairs has just been down to put her milk-can out. She was furious when she found me in the hall. She simply rounded on me; there’s no other word for it. Told me I ought to be ashamed of myself for waiting up for him, that it served me right if he came in later and later, that she’d be ashamed, at my age, not to know better. Little spitfire! I’m still trembling! And what right has she to say anything at all? She has none. She can’t understand. She’s a hard little thing! The very way she shut the door on the milk-can just now showed she had no feeling for anyone else.


  It’s a long time now since he started going out every evening. I can’t stop him. I’ve tried everything, but it is useless. Out he goes. And the horrible thing is I don’t know where it is he [186] goes to and who is he with? It’s all such a mystery. That’s what makes it so hard to bear. Where have you been? I’ve asked him and asked him that. But never a word, never a sign. I sometimes think he likes to torture me.


  But then I’ve got nobody else. I suppose that sounds strange. But I can say as truly as a girl in love: ‘He is all the world to me’.”


  Autobiography.[6]


  My literary career began with short-story writing in New Zealand. I was nine years old when my first attempt was published. I have been filling notebooks ever since. After I came to London I worked for some time for The New Age, and published In A German Pension in 1912. It was a bad book, but the press was kind to it. Later, I worked with my present husband, Mr. John Middleton Murry, editor of The Athenæum, but at that time editor of Rhythm and The Blue Review. In the past two years I have reviewed novels for The Athenæum, and I have written more short stories. Such a prolonged exercise ought to have produced something a great deal better than Bliss; I hope the book on which I am now engaged will be more worthy of the interest of the public. It is a collection of stories—one with a New Zealand setting in the style of ‘Prelude’. Several are character sketches of [187] women rather like poor Miss Ada Moss in the story ‘Pictures.’


  Harden your Heart.


  Claire replied most enthusiastically.


  “My dear, how extraordinary that we should be unbeknown within reach of each other after all this time! I shall love to come to tea on Sunday. It’s ages since I’ve had a real talk with a fellow-creature. I am lunching with a Mr. Beaver at the Royal and shall come on from there by tram. My carriage days are over! Lucky you, to have managed to snare a small villa. As soon as I can get the present people out I am moving into a minute one myself. I loathe hotels, and as to pensions …!


  Until Sunday alors. Lovingly

  Claire.


  P.S.—Hannah C. told me your news. Ought I to be sorry? I am, because you must have suffered. Otherwise I can’t help being wickedly glad that another of them has been found out!”


  Isobel read the letter over twice. It was curious how important letters became when you lived by yourself. They seemed to be somehow much more than written words on a page. They breathed, they spoke, they brought the person before you. And—was it fancy?—Isobel heard a sharp note in Claire’s gay childlike voice, and [188] a something careless—not careless exactly, reckless was more the word—that was quite new. And yet, after all, perhaps it was just her imagination. One dashed down a little note like that in some hotel writing-room with people asking for a loan of your blotting-paper or whether there was such a thing as an uncrossed nib in your pen-tray. But what could it be?


  “It’s so charming; it’s like a portrait: ‘Hat with a Feather’.”


  Claire turned pink with pleasure. She smiled a little special smile to suit the hat.


  “Really? I’m so glad you like it. I got it in,—of all places, my dear—Monaco. But I was motoring through one day with the David Shetlings and suddenly: There it was! You know how one recognizes a hat,—so strange, isn’t it? So I stopped the car, pinned it on and took my old one away in a paper bag.”


  “But I was thinking only the other night in bed, love is really absolute torment for anybody. One is never at peace, one is always thinking about the person, worrying over them, or being worried over, which is just as bad. Whereas now I have time for myself. I haven’t the constant feeling of a man in the background. Not that one doesn’t like a man in the background now and again,” said Claire, laughing and pulling at her fur. “But not seriously. Just a little affair to keep one keen on one’s appearance. Otherwise one is apt to get grumpy and eccentric.”


  [189] “But I can see, my dear,” said Claire, and she put her arms round Isobel and gave her a quick strained hug, “you’re not out of the wood yet. You’re still in danger. Oh, yes!” She slipped away from Isobel and pulled on her white suede gloves with quick little twitching tugs, looking down at her hands. Then she looked up, her eyes dead and cold, though her lips smiled. “You’ve got to harden your heart, my dear,” said Claire. “That’s the whole secret. Harden your heart! Keep it hard.”


  Isobel said something—it might have been anything—and went with Claire to the door. The day was over, the air blew cold, and under the light sound of Claire’s footsteps ringing on the gravel path to the road she heard the long slow pull of the cold sea.


  (July 23, 1921.)


  August. “Do you want to go home, want to go home, want to go home?” said she. Why she asked it so many times nobody will ever know.


  The first year their mother had a flat in London for the season Betty and Susannah met more people who were not relations in a fortnight than they had seen in the whole of their lives. Not that they were very old. Betty wore stockings in the winter, bathed herself and used a small knife to cut up her own meat, but Susannah was still small enough to sit on knees, to believe everything people said and to drink out of her christening mug.


  [190] “The smell of thyme shattered the silence as the scream of a hawk” …


  “The hot smell between her teeth … as she lay there damp and shivering!”


  It is impossible to ‘take in’ all these views and changes of light. The innocent girl who barely knew the word ‘obscene’ could not think in this fashion: “Was it merely as a potentiality that he obsessed her thoughts?”


  Emily Plack.


  The panting of the saw.


  “I was in the first stage of consumption, and was suffering from something else, possibly even more serious than consumption…. I was, day by day, more possessed by a passionate, irritating longing for ordinary everyday life. I yearned for mental tranquillity, health, fresh air, good food. I was becoming a dreamer, and like a dreamer, I did not know exactly what I wanted.” (Tchehov: An Anonymous Story.)


  Silence. Little children run in and out of this world, never knowing the danger; and sick persons feel it slowly building up about them, trying to thrust its way into the place of the other. That is why they have such a horror of being alone … anything to break the silence; and lonely people, rather than face it, walk the streets, gape at shows, drink.


  [191] Why did she put his chair in the window always? Sun or no sun, she stuck him in the window as if he had been a canary!


  (September.)


  October. The deep grudge that she has for me really is fascinating. She keeps it under for a long time at a stretch, but oh!—how it is there! To-night, for instance, in the salon we hated each other—really hated in a queer way. I felt I wanted her out of my sight; she felt that she must insult me before she went. It was very queer. It was peculiarly horrible. When she said, “I hope you are satisfied,” I had a real shrinking from her—something I never feel at other times. What is it? I don’t understand, either, why her carelessness and recklessness should be so repellent to me. When she tosses her head and says in a strange voice, “Oh, a lot I care!” I want to be rid of the very sight.


  
    “‘That’s how it is, old girl…. Kuzma Ionitch is gone … He said goodbye to me … He went and died for no reason … Now, suppose you had a little colt, and you were own mother to that little colt … And all at once that same little colt went and died … You’d be sorry, wouldn’t you?”


    The little mare munches, listens, and breathes on her master’s hands. Iona is carried away and tells her all about it.” (Tchehov: Misery.)

  


  [192] I would see every single French short story up the chimney for this. It’s one of the masterpieces of the world.


  N.Z. Honesty: The Doctor and his wife, Arnold Cullen, Lydia, and Archie.


  L. One Kiss: Arnold Alexander and his friend in the train. Wet lilac.


  N.Z. Six Years After: The wife and husband on the steamer. The cold buttons.


  N.Z. Aunt Anne: Her life with the Tannhäuser overture.


  L. Lives like Logs of Driftwood.


  N.Z. A Weak Heart: Edie and Ronnie.


  L. Widowed: Geraldine and Jimmie.


  N.Z. Our Maude: “What a girl you are!”


  The Washerwoman’s Children.


  
    [This is evidently the first form of the list of stories given in the introduction to The Doves’ Nest, and the following sentences belong to the first conception of One Kiss, which became Second Violin, but was never finished. They are interesting as an example of Katherine’s later method of composition. But it must be remembered that only one of these stories was finished, namely, The Washerwoman’s Children, which finally became the masterpiece, The Doll’s House. It is notable that this was added apparently as an afterthought to the list given above; it subsequently appears, with the title At Karori, in the fuller list dated October 27, 1921:—


    N.Z. At Karori: The little lamp. I seen it. And [193] then they were silent. Three days later the entry is completed with: Finito, 30. x. 21.


    This suggests that in fact Katherine’s inspirations were much more sudden and unexpected than she herself realized, and that she had to capture them quickly or they would escape her. Anyhow, the fact is remarkable that of nearly all her completed stories nothing but the stories themselves remain. Of these stories there are, generally, no notes, no alternative drafts, no ‘false starts,’ but only an original manuscript written at ever-increasing speed so that the writing towards the end is hardly more than a hieroglyph. In some cases there is a fair copy, with singularly little alteration.]

  


  One Kiss.


  And the friend opposite gazed at him thinking what an attractive mysterious fellow he was. And the train sped on….


  Flashy and mean….


  It was spouting with rain. Yet there was that feeling of spring in the air which makes everything bearable …


  The big sprays of flowers …


  He shot out his legs, flung up his arms, stretched, then sat up with a jerk and felt in his pocket for the yellow packet of cigarettes. As he felt for them a weak strange little smile played on his lips. His friend opposite was watching it. He knew it. Suddenly he raised his head; he looked his friend full in the eyes.


  “That was a queer thing to happen,” he said softly and meaningly.


  [194] “What?” asked the friend, curious.


  Alexander kept him waiting for the answer. Practised liar that he was, the …


  [The above appear to have been notes of the original ‘idea’ of the story. On another page, a beginning is made with the writing.]


  It happened that Alexander and his friend missed the Sunday morning train that all the company travelled by. The only other for them to catch so as to be at their destination in time for the rehearsal on Monday morning was one that left London at midnight. The devil of a time! And the devil of a train, too. It stopped at every station. “Must have been carrying the London milk into the country,” said Alexander bitterly. And his friend who thought that there was no one like him said, “That’s good, that is. Extremely good! You could get a laugh for that on the halls, I should say.”


  They spent the evening with their landlady in her kitchen. She was fond of Alexander; she thought him quite the gentleman.


  [In The Doves’ Nest, p. 174, will be found an entirely new beginning of the story: “‘I’ve a run of three twice, ducky,’ said Ma.”]


  The Skerritt Girl.


  On her way back to the garden Susannah sat down on the hall chair for a minute to take a [195] pebble out of her shoe. And she heard her mother say: “No, I can’t possibly do that. I can’t possibly turn that dear good Mr. Taylor out of the house simply to make room for this Skerritt girl.”


  It was a little difficult to explain the facts of the case to the Reverend Mr. Taylor, and Mrs. Downing hated having to do so. It seemed so unreasonable to ask him to turn out of the spare-room for the night for an unknown girl, when he was their regular guest, as it were, for the whole Synod, and so appreciative—poor lonely up-country man—of the spare-room double-bed. But there was nothing else to be done. In that extraordinary way men have, Harry, Mrs. Downing’s husband, had rung up from the office to tell her that a Netta Skerritt had called on him that morning as she was passing through Wellington on her way to Nelson, and though neither of the Downings had even seen her before, simply because her father and Harry Downing had known each other in the old days, Harry had immediately asked her to stay the night with them.


  At that moment Susannah herself came in from the garden. She leaned her elbow on the round walnut table, crossed her legs, and cupped her burning cheeks in her hands.


  “And you really won’t mind Susannah’s bed for the night, Mr. Taylor?” said Mrs. Downing anxiously, pouring him out a second cup of tea.


  “Not at all, Mrs. Downing. I shall be as [196] happy as a king,” said good cheerful Mr. Taylor.


  But Susannah’s eyes opened very wide. Her lips parted, she stared first at her mother, and then at Mr. Taylor’s black coat, gleaming collar, and big yellow hands.


  “Is Mr. Taylor going to sleep in my bed, Mother?” said she, astounded.


  “Yes, dear, but only for to-night,” said her mother, absently folding a piece of bread-and-butter. Mr. Taylor smiled his broad smile.


  Susannah imagined him lying in her bed, his head tilted back, snoring like he snored on Sunday afternoons. How awful!


  “With me?” she asked, horrified.


  Mother flushed faintly, and Mr. Taylor gave a loud snort that might have been laughter.


  “Don’t be such a silly little girl, Susannah. Of course not. You are going to sleep in the spare room with Miss Skerritt.”


  This was more mysterious still. Oh dear, why were grown-ups like this? She had only run in for a piece of bread-and-butter; she wanted to get back to the garden. And here they were sitting in this dark room. It looked very dark, and the white cups shone on the walnut table like lilies in a lake, after the bright outside.


  A moment later and there was nothing left of Netta Skerritt but a dint in the pillow and one long—much too long—blue-black hairpin gleaming on the pale carpet.


  Lucien.


  [197] Lucien’s mother was a dressmaker. They lived in the village with the big church down in the valley. It was a very big church, it was enormous; it had two towers like horns…. On misty days, when you climbed the hill and looked down and you heard the great bell jangle, it reminded you of a large pale cow. Lucien was nine years old. He was not like other boys. For one thing he had no father, and for another he did not go to school, but stayed at home all day with his mother. He was delicate. When he was very small his head had gone so soft, so soft, like a jelly, that his mother had had to clap two boards to it to prevent it from shaking. It was quite hard now, but the shape was a little bit queer, and his hair was fine, like down rather than real hair. But he was a good child, gentle, quiet, giving no trouble, and handy with his needle as a girl of twelve. The customers did not mind him. The big, blousy peasant women who came to his mother’s room to try on, unhooked their bodices and stood in their stays, scratching their red arms and shouting at his mother, without so much as a glance at him. And he could be trusted to go shopping. (With what a sigh his mother rummaged in the folds of her petticoat, brought out her shabby purse with a clasp, and counted and thumbed the coins before she dropped them into his claw!) He could be trusted to leave at the right houses large bulky newspaper parcels held together with long rusty [198] pins. On these excursions Lucien talked to nobody and seldom stopped to look. He trotted along like a little cat out-of-doors, keeping close to the fences, darting into the shop and out again, and only revealing himself fully when he had to stand tiptoe on the top step of the house and reach up for the high knocker. This moment was terrifying to him….


  The Sisters.


  Just as they reached the gate, Agnes turned back.


  “Where are you going to now, my dear?” said Gertrude quickly.


  “The sun’s so boiling, I must have my parasol.”


  “Oh, well, bring mine too, will you?” And Gertrude waited. In her pink dress, with one hand on the half-open gate, she felt like a picture. But, unfortunately, there was no one to see except the florid butcher spanking past in his yellow cart. Well, even a butcher is somebody, she thought, as Agnes came running back over the small blue gravel.


  “Thanks! It is boiling. I had no idea.”


  “Roasting—isn’t it?” said dark Agnes.


  And, putting up their parasols, off they sailed down the Avenue, on the way to the Misses Phipps to try on their new evening dresses. There they go, thought Gertrude, and there they go, thought Agnes,—the daughters of rich parents, young and attractive, one fair, one dark, one a [199] soprano, one a contralto, with all the really thrilling things in life still to happen to them. And just then Major Trapp on his big chestnut horse turned into the Avenue, and dashing past saluted them; and they both bowed, charmingly, graciously like swans.


  “He’s out very early,” said Gertrude.


  “Very!” came from Agnes.


  “I’ve not got my hat too far forward, have I?” asked Gertrude anxiously.


  “I don’t think so,” answered wicked Agnes.


  By great good fortune the tram was empty. The sisters had it all to themselves. Feeling grand, down they sat in one of the small wooden pens. The conductor blew his whistle, the driver banged his bell, the fat small horses started forward and away they swung. Merrily danced the pink bobbles on the fringes of the cotton blinds, and gaily the sunlight raced under the arched roof.


  “But what on earth am I to do with this?” cried Gertrude, gazing with exaggerated scorn and horror at the bouquet which old Mr. Phipps had cut and bound together so lovingly.


  Agnes screwed up her eyes and smiled at the unearthly white and gold arum lily and the dove-blue columbines. “I don’t know,” said she. “You can’t possibly cart it about with you. It’s like a barmaid’s wedding bouquet.” And she laughed and put her hand to her glorious coil of thick hair.


  Gertrude tossed it on to the floor, and kicked it under the seat. Just in time, as it happened.


  [200] Vaihinger: Die Philosophie des Als Ob. How comes it about that with curiously false ideas we yet reach conclusions that are in harmony with Nature and appeal to us as Truth?


  It is by means of, and not in spite of, these logically defective conceptions that we obtain logically valuable results. The fiction of Force: when two processes tend to follow each other, to call the property of the first to be followed by the other its “force”, and to measure that “force” by the magnitude of the result (e.g. force of character). In reality we have only succession and co-existence, and the “force” is something we imagine.


  Dogma: absolute and unquestionable truth.


  Hypothesis: possible truth (Darwin’s doctrine of descent).


  Fiction: is impossible but enables us to reach what is relatively truth.


  The myths of Plato have passed through these three stages, and passed back again, i.e. they are now regarded as fiction.


  Why must thinking and existing be ever on two different planes? Why will the attempt of Hegel to transform subjective processes into objective world-processes not work out? “It is the special art and object of thinking to attain existence by quite other methods than that of existence itself.” That is to say, reality cannot become the ideal, the dream; and it is not the [201] business of the artist to grind an axe, to try to impose his vision of life upon the existing world. Art is not an attempt of the artist to reconcile existence with his vision; it is an attempt to create his own world in this world. That which suggests the subject to the artist is the unlikeness to what we accept as reality. We single out—we bring into the light—we put up higher.


  []


  1922


  The Little Frog.


  [202] “Presently in the scale of complexity we find a higher power in charge which coordinates the activity of a mass of cells, moving one and stopping another for ‘reasons’ beyond the cognizance of the individual cells. A very extraordinary demonstration of such higher control can be made in the case of the frog. If part of the brain of a frog be removed he goes on living, but has become an automaton. Placed on a level board he sits there until he dries up. But if the board is gradually lifted, so that his position becomes unstable, he walks up the board and at length sits on the end, climbing down the other side if the lifting is continued beyond the vertical.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Poor little frog! He breaks my heart.


  Climbing down.


  “We live, so far as it is possible for us to do, in the isolated world of ‘conscious mind’ and the associated phenomenal world of sight. A blinded man changes his world, a deafened man [203] only loses a few trifles in the one he knows. It is useless for a man to hope for any mystic expansion of consciousness till he can use such as is at present potentially in his reach. In fact the real expansion of consciousness is this taking up of possessions within our reach. We have in evolution ‘climbed up’ our spinal cord (as physiology shows) and sit in our head and look on the outside of everything; we have now to climb down again and learn to see all the numerous insides as well.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Psycho-Analysis.


  “It appears that the true function of psycho-analysis is to change faith to understanding through the medium of analysis whereby we reach knowledge. But it is more than questionable whether this is what many psycho-analysts are doing. For there is the other road, very similar in appearance, by which the fusion of faith and belief results in intellect and where the birth is into the lower instead of into the higher worlds.”


  “It is true that the days of considering thought to be a secretion of the brain, as bile is of the liver, are past (partly, no doubt, because were this so the calorimeter would show it!); but the latest of the sciences, namely, psycho-analysis, seems to have returned perilously near to this position.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Dream Personalities.


  [204] “I have long recognised some of the ‘people’ met in dreams as personifications of the different ‘personalities’ in ‘myself’, as is accepted by psycho-analysis. But there are other ‘people’ to whom this does not apply, unless we are prepared entirely to change the meaning which we give to ‘personalities’, ‘myself’, and all such words.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Sexual Preoccupation.


  “It is quite beyond question that the sexual preoccupation of the present day is utterly bad, and whether it be in the way of gratification or repression holds the mind fixed in a most undesirable attitude…. So long as men and women are unable to think of anything but sexual gratification when within sight of one of the other sex, the condition is obviously deplorable.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  W.R . is a mixture of W.L. George, Disraeli and Mrs. Henry Dudeney.


  January 28. The Nation and Athenæum came. I have a deep suspicion of B. He is horrid, and I feel he is going to attack me. It’s a prophetic feeling. There was an article on psycho-analysis so absurd, ugly and ridiculous that it’s difficult to understand how any editor could have let it [205] pass. J. read me his review of Orage; it seemed to me brilliant. He has improved out of all knowledge. I don’t think he has any idea how he has found himself lately. All sounds so easy—so to flow off his pen, and that hard dogmatic style has quite gone. He is a real critic.


  Denn jeder sieht und stellt die Sachen anders, eben nach seiner Weise.


  (1) To escape from the prison of the flesh—of matter. To make the body an instrument, a servant.


  (2) To act and not to dream. To write it down at all times and at all costs.


  What is the universal mind?


  Kratu smara Kritani smara Kratu smara Kritanismar. (From the Isha Upanishad.)


  February 7. My mind is not controlled. I idle, I give way, I sink into despair. And though I have ‘given up’ the idea of true marriage now (by the way, what an example is this of the nonsense of time. One week ago we never were nearer. A few days ago we were fast. And now I feel I have been away from J. for months. It’s true I cannot bear to think about the things I love in him … little things. But if one gives them up they will fade) I am not complete as I must be.


  February 8. A day passed in the usual violent agitation, such as J. only can fling me into. Now, [206] he will come. There’s no stopping him. But it’s put down to my wanting him. He is absolutely entangled in himself, as usual. First, my novel wouldn’t, then it would. Never was such a (coin a word) shell-fish! I hate this in him. It’s low to put it all down to me, too. And when he chooses to find tears, he’ll find them. There wasn’t a suspicion of a tear. In fact, this whole possible devastating affair which nearly kills me—revolts me too. His very frankness is a falsity. In fact it seems falser than his insincerity. I’ve often noticed that. Went to that flat with the “girls and Uncle”. The view outside. Showing off the bedroom. “Voilà la chambre!”


  February 9. Have got a bad chill…. L.M. has been noble about this looking for flats, for she is worn out, and she absolutely does not complain once. Just goes and does it all. I have fever and feel as though I’ve got a very bad attack of chill coming on. Nothing makes me ill like this business with J. It just destroys me….


  February 10. J. arrived early in the morning, with a letter for me never to be forgotten. In half an hour it seemed he had been here a long time.


  The New Baby.


  At half-past ten the yacht steamed into the Sound, slowed down…. “Hullo!” said someone. “We’ve stopped.” For a moment, and it seemed [207] like a long moment, everybody was silent. They heard the crying of the little waves from the distant beach, the soft moist breath of the large wind came flowing gently over the dark sea. And, looking up at the sky, one fancied that those merrily burning stars were telling one another that the yacht had anchored for the night.


  Then, “Come on, girls!” cried the genial old Mayor. And Gertrude Pratt began to bang out The Honeysuckle and the Bee on the squat tiny little piano. As the whole party had sung the same song every night for the past three weeks, the noise was considerable, but very pleasant. It was an extraordinary relief after the long dazzling day to lie on deck and put all one’s heart into


  
    I love you dearly, dearly and I


    Want you to love me….

  


  You couldn’t say these things. And yet you felt them. At least—the ladies did. Not for anybody in particular but for everybody, for the lamp even, hanging from the deck-awning, for Tanner the steward’s hand as it stroked the guitar. Love! Love! there was no escaping it. It was all very well to pretend to be interested in other things, to look through the glasses, to ask the Captain intelligent questions as you stood on the bridge, to admire Mrs. Strutt’s marvellous embroidery….


  There were exquisite small shells to be found on these beaches, a small greeny-blue kind, coral spirals, and tiny yellow ones like grains of maize.


  [208] They asked them questions, had a good look at everything, ate the fruit, or whatever they were offered, and took photographs. If there was a swing—and there was usually an old-fashioned one, hanging from a branch in the orchard—the girls got the men to push them, and they flew, their gossamer veils streaming, while the Mayor sat out on the verandah talking to their host, and the older ladies had a quiet chat somewhere within doors.


  “We … my wife, that is …” But it would not do. He began to smile and it seemed he could not smile … simple … childish … yes. “As a matter of fact our first kid turned up this morning at half-past three. A fine boy.”


  The Mayor stopped and dug his umbrella into the sand. He didn’t quite grasp it for the moment. “You mean—was born?” said he.


  “That’s it,” said the other, nodding.


  “Great Scott!” said the mayor, and he turned back and called his wife. “Mother! they’ve got a new baby!”


  The flowers in the garden look like it. So do the little wet shells on the beach. So does the house. All seems to breathe freshness, peace. I especially see those shells—so naive-looking.


  “Take them!” he said gently, and bending down he ruffled the leaves and began to gather the fruit.


  “Stop! Stop!” she said, shocked. “You’re cutting them all. You’ll have none on the bush.”


  [209] “Why not?” he said simply. “You’re welcome!”


  And they came away thinking “What a life!” All very well to land there for an hour or two on a glorious morning, but imagine being stuck there, month in—year in, year out—with nothing to look at but the sea, with for one’s greatest excitement—getting fresh ferns for the fireplace! “Christ! what a life!” thought the men, pacing up and down the deck waiting for the lunch-bell, and “My dear, just imagine it!” thought the ladies, powdering their noses in the flat cabin mirrors. And lunch in the bright saloon, with the port-holes open and the stewards flying to and fro in their linen jackets, always seemed particularly good afterwards.


  (February 26, 1922.)


  Artistic Experience.


  “It is automatic knowledge we want, not intellectual…. We should few of us have our eyes intact if we left them to our intellect to guard. When man opens his ‘consciousness’, not his ‘thinking consciousness’, to the direct contacts he will not need to ‘think’ what he wants to do, he will follow naturally the push or flow of cosmos. He will have become automatic in the way in which a gyroscope is automatic, and will tend naturally to those ‘points’ in cosmos where the burden is heaviest and the experience most full, as our bodies do.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Death as Deluge.


  [210] “The happening is clearly understandable if we remember, to begin with, that the earthly body is only the shell—the clay with which the framework of the real ‘body’ is coated. The little flood in the man’s own little cosmos begins to rise; he flies to the mountains, taking with him his household goods, but leaving his house behind him, which, bereft of his care, crumbles and is a lodging for worms. The flood follows; on he climbs, throwing away his possessions, till at last, almost naked, he reaches a place of safety, where he stays till the little deluge is over. When the waters retire he comes down, gathers together such of his goods as he can find, builds a new home, and starts life again in the ‘state into which it has pleased God to call him’.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Images of Truth.


  “The craze for phallicism is as tiresome as Sun Myths and Golden Boughs. They are all true in their own octave, and foolish when transferred to the wrong octave. But there is no escape from this so long as man thinks himself to be only a bifid radish. All our condescension in permitting to the ancients the use of poetic licence is entirely misplaced. All the things which a poet describes if he is a real poet, are quite as real as brick walls and railway trains.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Analogy.


  [211] “Analogy is one of the most valuable instruments that we have. By well-chosen analogy we can make shift to think on matters which are beyond our grasp until such time as we can throw the analogy aside, having replaced it by some mind-form special to the matter. Each time that we do this we have made a step towards the evolution of reality.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  An unposted letter.


  I feel as though I have become embedded in this hotel. The weeks pass and we do less and less, and seem to have no time for anything. Up and down in the lift, along the corridors, in and out of the restaurant—it’s a whole, complete life. One has a name for everybody; one is furious if someone has taken ‘our table’, and the little gritty breakfast-trays whisk in and out unnoticed, and it seems quite natural to carry about that heavy key with the stamped brass disk 134. I am 134, and Murry is 135.


  Oh, dear—I have so much to tell you, so much I would like to write about. Your last enchanting letter has remained too long unanswered. I wish you could feel the joy such letters give me. When I have finished reading one of your letters, I go on thinking, wishing, talking it over, almost listening to it…. Do feel, do know how much I appreciate them—so much more than I can say!


  [212] I must reply about “Ulysses”. I have been wondering what people are saying in England. It took me about a fortnight to wade through, but on the whole I’m dead against it. I suppose it was worth doing if everything is worth doing … but that is certainly not what I want from literature. Of course, there are amazingly fine things in it, but I prefer to go without them than to pay that price. Not because I am shocked (though I am fearfully shocked, but that’s ‘personal’; I suppose it’s unfair to judge the book by that) but because I simply don’t believe….


  My Darling.


  Well, who could have believed it—who could have imagined it? What a marvellous, what a miraculous thing has happened! I’m trembling, I feel quite … But I mustn’t get too excited; one must keep one’s sense of proportion. Be calm!


  I can’t. I can’t! Not just for the moment. If you could feel my heart! It’s not beating very fast, not racing, as they say, but it’s simply quivering—an extraordinary sensation—and if I am quite sincere, I feel such a longing to kneel down. Not to pray. I scarcely know what for. To say ‘Forgive me!’ To say ‘My darling!’ But I should cry if I said it. My darling! My darling! Do you know I’ve never known anyone well enough to call them that. It’s a beautiful word, isn’t it? And one puts out one’s hand when one [213] says it and just touches the other … No, no. It’s fatal to think such things. One mustn’t let oneself go.


  Here I am—back in my room. I should like to go over to the window and open it wide. But I daren’t yet. Supposing he were looking out of his and he saw; it might seem marked. One can’t be too careful. I will stay where I am for the present until my—my excitement dies down a little. No. 134. That is the number of my room. I only realized at that moment that I am still holding my big flat door-key. What is his number? Oh, I have wondered that so often. Shall I ever know? Why should I? And yet what has just happened….


  If a flash-light photograph had been taken at that moment, or a fire had broken out, and we had been unable to move and only our charred bodies found, it would have been the most natural thing in the world for people to suppose we were—together. We must have looked exactly like the other couples. Even his reading the newspaper and not speaking to me seemed to make it more natural….


  This tenderness, this longing. This feeling of waiting for something. What is it? Come! Come! And then one goes out, and there are new leaves on the trees, the light shakes on the grass and everywhere there is a gentle stirring.


  I have never been very good at imagining things. Some people have so much imagination. They make up long stories about the future.


  [214] May 28. It seems so much more real now than when I last wrote. Then I felt that at any moment I would be whisked back into my cage; and every time I went out, I wondered if I should have to turn back. But it’s marvellous how soon one accepts blessings. Curses one never gets used to.


  Comme il faut.


  At precisely the right moment, neither too early nor too late, their large blue car, which was exactly like all the other cars, turned in at the iron gates, scrunched over the small gravel and came to a stop under an immense glass porch. Their behaviour then and the moment after was perfect. Unhurried, even a little reluctant, they got out. She stood staring, with no expression whatever in her blue eyes, over the heads of those who were already established at the garden tables; and he looked faintly contemptuous, bored, and as if determined to stand no nonsense from the dog-like fawning waiters.


  Normal or Average?


  
    “The failure of Lombroso and his followers, as Max Nordau, to understand the position comes from the mistaken view that man is a simple and not a compound thing. Admitting the definition of degenerate, viz. ‘that which cannot fulfil its function in the world and propagate itself’, a body may well be degenerate [215] and yet ‘better value’ to a psyche which is not bent on propagating bodies than a most eugenic body which cannot detect any but the sexual aromas of the world. Degeneracy means in fact a departure from the ‘normal’, a word which has done more harm to modern thinking than has almost any other conception, for it seems to have escaped notice that it means only ‘average’. Many who feel some kind of pride in being normal, or a moral obligation to remain so, would have no wish to be classed as average.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


    Most interesting!

  


  Reincarnation and Heredity.


  “Some of the difficulties of reconciling heredity and reincarnation would, I think, be removed if it were recognised that many of the habits and tricks which are looked upon as disproving reincarnation since they are taken as clear evidence of heredity (as, too, of the identity of a ‘ghost’ with a departed man), are entirely physiological, or at any rate of a very low grade on the psychological scale, and have little if anything to do with the reincarnating ego, being dependent on Soma.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Gods and Devils.


  “It is an important fact, which is often forgotten, that the essential for existence, on whatever [216] level we consider it, is struggle. Life is manifest by change, and growth; Death by change in the opposite direction, so to speak. Struggle leads either towards unity or diversity, and the one we call God, the other the Devil, though they are both the same Absolute. Man has climbed towards God by crushing his vessel of matter towards the Devil, but has left with it in return that ‘odour of the ointment’ by which it will some day be directed in its climb when the hour strikes. Just as there are many grades of gods, so too of devils. The greatest of these is the All-Mother…. Without which there would be no Cosmos. The latest is, perhaps, Jehovah; for each God, after we have passed him on the way, marks for us a stage towards our starting-point, not our goal, and hence comes one of our difficulties. Man being actually a complex machine of many parts, for each of these parts the god and devil of the moment is different, and in accepting as we do that Intellect shall rule the Community we have set up an impossible state of things.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Mr. Rendall and the Cat.


  As old Mr. Rendall sat at the window with the rug over his knees, with his spectacles, folded handkerchief, medicine and newspaper on a little table beside him—as he sat there, looking out, he saw a large, strange cat bound on to the fence and jump right into the very middle of his lawn. Old [217] Mr. Rendall hated cats. The sight of this one, so bold, so care-free, roving over the grass, sniffing, chewing at a blade of something as though the whole place belonged to it, sent a quiver of rage through him. He shifted his feet in the felt slippers, his hands lifted, trembled, and grasped the knobs of his chair.


  “Tss!” he said, glaring spitefully at the cat. But it was a small feeble sound. Of course, the cat did not hear. What was to be done? His yellowish old eyes glanced round the parlour for something to throw. But even supposing there had been something—a shell off the mantelpiece, or a glass paper-weight from the centre table, surely old Mr. Rendall knew he could no more throw it at the cat than the cat could throw it back at him.


  Ah, the hateful beast! It was a large tabby with a thin tail and a round flat face like a penny bun. Now, folding its paws, it squatted down exactly opposite the parlour window, and it was impossible not to believe that its bold gaze was directed expressly at him. It knew how he hated it. Much it cared. It had come into his world without asking, it would stay as long as it chose and go again when the fancy seized it.


  A cold snatch of wind raked the grass, blew in the fur of the tabby, rattled the laburnum, and sent the kitchen smoke spinning downwards on the stony little garden. High up in the air it seemed to old Mr. Rendall that the wind was against him, too, was in league with the cat, and made that shrill sound on purpose to defy him.


  Spring in Tyrrell Street.


  [218] On a fine spring morning, one of those delicious spotless mornings when one feels that celestial housemaids have been joyfully busy all through the night, Mrs. Quill locked the back door, the pantry window, and the front door, and set off for the railway station.


  “Good-bay, wee house!” said she, as she shut the gate, and she felt the house heard and loved her. It was not quite empty. In her bedroom, in his cradle, Chi-chi lay sleeping his morning sleep. But the blind was down and he was so beautifully trained. She counted on him not waking up until she was back.


  At that hour, all the little houses in Tyrrell Street basked in the radiant light; all the canaries, in their little houses hanging from the verandah poles, sang their shrillest. It was difficult to understand how the infants in perambulators who shared the verandahs with the canaries slept through the din. But they apparently did; no sound came from them. Up and down spanked the important-looking bright yellow butcher’s cart, and in and out of the back gates went the baker’s boy with his basket clamped to his back like a big shell.


  It had rained in the night. There were still puddles—broken stars—on the road. But the pavement was beautifully dry. What a pleasure it was to walk on the nice clean pavement!


  Proof.


  [219] “There is no proof, though there may be what is called a mathematical proof, that 2 and 2 make 4, except to continue adding them together until we get tired of hoping for any other result, and even then a Lobatschewski may step in and show that our assumed certainty is only true as a special case, after we have (unconsciously) fixed the limits within which we will work. Any other proof than that of experience, e.g. a mathematical one, is only an extension from this proof of experience, and merely says when 2 and 2 make 4, 4 and 4 make 8.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  The Sheridans.


  It was late afternoon when Mrs. Sheridan, after having paid Heaven knows how many calls, turned towards home.


  “Thank Heaven, that’s all over!” she sighed, as she clicked the last gate to, and stuffed her little Chinese card-case into her handbag.


  But it was not all over. Although she hadn’t the faintest desire to remember her afternoon, her mind, evidently, was determined she should not forget it. And so she walked along seeing herself knocking at doors, crossing dim halls into large pale drawing-rooms, hearing herself saying, “No, she would not have any tea, thank you. Yes, they were all splendidly well. No, they had [220] not seen it yet. The children were going to-night. Yes, fancy, he had arrived. Young and good-looking too! Quite an asset! Oh dear no! She was determined not to allow any of her girls to marry. It was quite unnecessary now-a-days, and such a risk!” And so on and so on.


  “What nonsense calling is! What a waste of time! I have never met a single woman yet who even pretended to like it. Why keep it up then? Why not decide once and for all? Mock-orange …” And Mrs. Sheridan woke out of her dream to find herself standing under a beautiful mock-orange bush that grew against the white palings of old Mr. Phillips’ garden. The little sponge-like fruits—flowers? which were they?—shone burning-bright in the late afternoon sun. “They are like little worlds,” she thought, peering up through the large crumpled leaves; and she put out her hand and touched one gently. “The feel of things is so strange, so different, one never seems to know a thing until one has felt it—at least that is true of flowers. Roses for instance,—who can smell a rose without kissing it? And pansies, little darlings they are! People don’t pay half enough attention to pansies.” Now her glove was all brushed with yellow. But it didn’t matter. She was glad, even. “I wish you grew in my garden,” she said regretfully to the mock-orange bush, and she went on, thinking, “I wonder why I love flowers so much. None of the children inherit it from me. Laura perhaps. But even then it’s not the same. She’s too young to feel as I do. I love flowers more than people, [221] except my own family, of course. Take this afternoon, for instance. The only thing that really remains is that mock-orange.”


  But this is not expanded enough, or rich enough. I think still a description of the hour and place should come first. And the light should fall on the figure of Mrs. S. on her way home. Really I can allow myself to write a great deal—to describe it all—the baths, the avenue, the people in the gardens, the Chinaman under the tree in May Street. But in that case she won’t be conscious of these things. That’s bad. They must be seen and felt by her as she wanders home…. That sense of flowing in and out of houses—going and returning—like the tide. To go and not to return. How terrible! The father in his dressing-room—the familiar talk. His using her hair-brush—his passion for things that wear well. The children sitting round the table—the light outside, the silver. Her feeling as she sees them all gathered together—her longing for them always to be there. Yes, I’m getting nearer all this. I now remember S.W. and see that it must be written with love—real love. All the same, the difficulty is to get it all within focus—to introduce that young doctor and bring him continually nearer and nearer until finally he is part of the Sheridan family, until finally he has taken away Meg … that is by no means easy….


  Now her white glove was all brushed with yellow. But it did not matter. She was glad, [222] even. “Why don’t you grow in my garden?” she said regretfully to the mock-orange bush. And she went on thinking, “I wonder why I love flowers so much. I love them more than people—except my own family, of course. But take this afternoon, for instance. The only thing that really remains is that mock-orange. I mean, when I was standing under that bush, it was the only moment when I felt in touch with something. These things are very difficult to explain. But the fact remains I never feel that need of anybody—apart from Claude and the children. If the rest of the world was swept away to-morrow …”


  Return again! Come—it was an agony to Mr. Sheridan to be late, or to know that others were late. It had always been so. Talking with his wife in the garden—the stillness, the lightness, the steps on the gravel—the dark trees, the flowers, the night-scented stocks—what happiness it was to walk with him there! What he said did not really matter so very much. But she felt she had him to herself in a way that no other occasion granted her. She felt his ease, and although he never looked at what she pointed out to him it did not matter. His ‘very nice, dear!’ was enough. He was always planning, always staring towards a future…. ‘I should like later on.’ But she—she did not care in the least; the present was all she loved and dwelt in….


  I have been thinking over this story this morning. I suppose I know as much about it now as I shall know. So it seems. And if just the miracle [223] happened I would walk into it and make it mine. Even to write that, brings it all nearer. It’s very strange, but the mere act of writing anything is a help. It seems to speed one on one’s way … But my feet are so cold.


  The excitement began first thing that morning by their father suddenly deciding that, after all, they could have champagne. What! Impossible! Mother was joking!


  A fierce discussion had raged on this subject ever since the invitations were sent out, Father pooh-poohing—and refusing to listen, and Mother, as usual siding with him when she was with him: (“Of course, darling: I quite agree”) and siding with them when she was with them: (“Most unreasonable, I more than see the point”). So that by this time they had definitely given up hope of champagne, and had focussed all their attention on the hock cup instead. And now, for no reason whatever, with nobody saying a word to him—so like Father!—he had given in.


  “It was just after Zaidee had brought in our morning tea. He was lying on his back, you know, staring at the ceiling. And suddenly he said: ‘I don’t want the children to think I am a wet blanket about this dance affair. If it’s going to make all that difference to them; if it’s a question of the thing going with a swing or not going with a swing, then I’m inclined to let them have champagne. I’ll call in and order it on my way to the Bank.’”


  “My dear! What did you say?”


  [224] “What could I say? I was overcome. I said: ‘That’s very generous of you, Daddy dear’, and I placed the entire plate of cut bread and butter on his chest. As a kind of sacrifice to the darling. I felt he deserved it, and he does so love those thin shaves of bread and butter.”


  “Can’t you see the plate,” cried Laurie, “gently rising and falling on his pyjama jacket?”


  They began to laugh, but it really was most thrilling…. Champagne did make all the difference—didn’t it? Just the feeling it was there gave such a different … Oh, absolutely!


  Baby Jean.


  There are certain human beings on this earth who do not care a safety-pin whether their loved one is beautiful or pretty or youthful or rich. One thing only they ask of her, and that is that she should smile.


  “Smile! Smile now!” their eyes, their fingers, their toes, and even their tiny jackets say. In fact, the tassel of little Jean’s cap, which was much too big for him and hung over one eye with a drunken effect, said it loudest of all.


  Every time his mother swooped forward to put it straight, it was all she could do not to lift him out of the pram and press him—squeeze him to her shoulder while she rubbed her cheek against his white cheek, and told him what she thought of him.


  Jean’s cheeks were white because he lived in a [225] basement. He was, however, according to his mother, a perfectly healthy child, and good—lively. He had merry, almost cunning, little eyes.


  “Smile!” said Jean’s eyebrows, which were just beginning to show.


  On a perfect spring afternoon he and his mother set out for the Jardins Publiques together. It was his first spring. A year ago he had been of course much too young—six months only!—to be in the open air for any length of time. Even now his mother wheeled him out in the teeth of his grandmother’s awful prophecies and the neighbours’ solemn warnings. The open air is so weakening for a baby and the sun, as everyone knows, is very, very dangerous. One catches fever from sitting in the sun, colds in the head, weeping eyes. Jean’s Gran, before daring to face its rays, plugged her ears with wool, wrapped herself round in an extra black shawl, gave a final twist which hid her mouth and her pale beaklike nose, and pulled black woollen mitts over her cotton ones. Thus attired, with a moan of horror, she scuttled away to the bread shop and, having scuttled back, she drank something blue out of a bottle as an extra precaution….


  How much wiser to sit inside at the open door with Jean so that he could be whipped back into the kitchen if he sneezed or became flushed. But no! There was a wicked recklessness about Jean’s mother. First she had made up her mind to buy a pram, and she had bought one second-hand. [226] Then she had set her heart on taking Jean to the Jardins Publiques. And here they were!


  It is lovely in the public gardens; it is full spring. The lilac is in flower, the new grass quivers in the light, and the trees, their delicate leaves gold in the sun, stand with branches outspread as if in blessing.


  Up the main path go Jean and his mother. She is extremely proud of him, and she is proud of herself for having managed to bring him there. The wheels of the pram squeak and this delights her, too, for she thinks everyone will notice it and look at Jean. But nobody does. Mothers, nurses, babies, lovers, students go by in a stream. A little boy tugs his grandfather’s hand. “Run!” he says. “Run!” And they stagger off together. It is hard to say which will fall down first.


  But all this is absolutely mysterious to little Jean. First, he looks one side; then he looks the other. Then he stares at his mother, who nods and says “Cuckoo!” But how does “Cuckoo” explain anything? For a moment he wonders if he ought to cry. But there seems to be nothing to cry about—so he jumps up and down instead and tries to burst out of some of the tight hot little coats and shawls that are half-smothering him. The heat in the pram is terrible; he is sitting on a blanket, a broad strap cuts across his legs, and on either side, at his feet, and behind his head, there are large newspaper parcels which contain his mother’s mending.


  “Are you hungry? Are you hungry? Hungry? [227] Hungry?” asks his mother as she wheels the pram over to a bench and sits down. Jean is never hungry. But he takes the biscuit that she shows to him, nibbles it, and stares at the grass on the other side of the low railing.


  The Office Boy.


  After a succession of idle, or careless, or clumsy, or unwilling little boys had passed through the office, after horrid little boys that the typists couldn’t bear to come near them—“Stand further off, please!”—or clumsy young idiots who tripped on the Boss’s doormat every time they came to him with a message—the appearance of Charlie Parker on the scene was more than relief, it was hailed with positive pleasure by everybody. His mother was good old Ma Parker, the office cleaner, whose husband, a chimney sweep, had died in a chimney! Really—the poor seem to go out of their way to find extraordinary places to die in! Charlie was the eldest of goodness knows how many little P’s. So many, in fact, that the clergyman’s wife, who was tired of delivering parcels of flannelette at the tiny house with the black brush over the gate, said that she didn’t believe Mr. Parker’s death had made the slightest difference to Mrs. Parker. “I don’t believe anything will stop her. I am sure there has been a new one since I was there last. I think it has become pure habit and she will go on and on—eating into the Maternity Bag,” said the clergyman’s [228] wife crossly. “I confess, my dear, I find you slightly difficult to follow,” said her husband.


  Well, if they were all like Charlie it wasn’t greatly to be wondered at. What trouble would he have given his mother? He was one of those children who must have been a comfort ever since he found his legs. At fourteen he was a firm, upstanding little chap—on the slender side, perhaps—but quite a little man, with bright blue eyes, shining brown hair, good teeth that showed when he smiled—he was always smiling—and a fair baby skin that turned crimson when the typists teased him. But that wasn’t all. He was so neat, so careful of his appearance—so—brushed and combed! There was never a speck on his blue serge suit. When you looked at his tie you wanted to smile, you could see how solemnly that knot had been drawn just so. Beams came from his hair and his boots, and his childish hands were a deep pink colour as though he’d just finished drying them.


  From his first day at the office Charlie found his place, as though he had been dreaming all his life what he would do when he was an office boy. He changed the blotting paper on the desks, kept the inkpots clean and filled, saw that there were fresh nibs, carried wire baskets of letters from the typists’ room to the Boss, to the acting Manager, to Mr. Tonks of the wholesale order department, went to the post office, bought immense quantities of different kinds of stamps, asked the various callers who it was they wished to see, answered [229] the store-room telephone,—and at four o’clock when Miss Hickness, the head typist, had boiled a kettle on the electric heater she was so proud of, he took in the Boss’s tea.


  A knock at the door.


  “Come in!”


  Enter Charlie, with the tea-tray, very serious and yet trying not to smile. He walks so straight that his knees rub together and if as much as a saucer clatters, he draws in his breath and frowns….


  “Ah, Charlie!” the Boss leans back. “That my tea?”


  “Yes, Sir”—and very carefully the tray is lowered and a pink hand reaches out and ventures to move back a paper or two. Then Charlie stands upright like a soldier on parade, and glaring at the sugar as if he dared it to take wings and fly, he says: “Have you everything you want, Sir?”


  “Yes, I think so, Charlie,” says the Boss, easy and genial.


  Charlie turns to go.


  “Oh, one moment, Charlie!”


  And the little boy turns round and looks full at the Boss, and the Boss looks back into those candid innocent eyes. “You might—you might tell Miss Walker to come in to me in half an hour.”


  “Very good, Sir!” says Charlie. And he is gone. But the Boss pours out his tea and the tea tastes wonderfully good. There is something especially crisp about the biscuits too, and there’s [230] no doubt afternoon tea is refreshing—he’s noticed it particularly lately….


  It was extraordinary the difference one little boy made in the office, “’E couldn’t be made more fuss of if ’e was a little dog,” said the storeman. “It’s like ’aving a pet in the ’ouse, that’s what it is.”


  And he was right. To have someone who was always eager and merry and ready to play. Someone to like you when saying silly things if you wanted to. Someone who—if you did say a kind word—as good as jumped in the air for joy. But why wasn’t he spoilt? That was what the typists couldn’t understand. But everybody went out of the way to be nice, to be kind to him—when even the Boss made a fad of him why didn’t he become an odious little horror?


  Mystery…. However …


  One October afternoon, blustery, with a drizzle of rain …


  … Once they’re found out—once the taint’s discovered—you might as well try and get rid of a touch of the tar-brush.


  … “No,” he thought, staring at a drowned leaf that bobbed against the edge of the cup, “it’s no good. It won’t work. Charlie must go.”


  … And now, thinking over Charlie’s cleanliness and cheerfulness and good temper, it seemed to him that it had all been acting. An astonishing example in so young a boy of criminal cleverness. What else could it have been? Look how, [231] even after he had been forgiven and the whole thing wiped out, after he’d been allowed to get off scot free …


  This story won’t do. It is a silly story.


  The Dressmaker.


  One advantage in having your clothes made by Miss Phillips was that you had to go through the garden to get to the house. Perhaps it was the only advantage, for Miss Phillips was a strange, temperamental dressmaker with ever a surprise up her—no, indeed—in your own sleeve, for you. Sleeves were her weakness, her terror. I fancy she looked upon them as devils, to be wrestled with but never overcome. Now a body, once she had tried it on first in newspaper, then in unbleached calico and finally in the lining, she could make a very pretty fit to the figure. She liked to linger over her bodies, to stroke them, to revolve round them, hissing as was her wont, faintly. But the moment she dreaded came at last.


  “Have you cut out the sleeve, Miss Phillips?”


  “Yes, Miss. I ’ave—one moment, Miss. If you please!” And with a look half peevish half desperate, the strange funnel-shaped thing was held up for your arm to thrust into.


  “The armhole is very tight, Miss Phillips.”


  “They’re wearing them very small this seasing, Miss.”


  “But I can’t get my hand near my head.”


  [232] “Near your red, Miss?” echoed Miss Phillips, as though it was the first time she had ever heard of this gymnastic feat being attempted. Finally, she repinned it and raised it on the shoulder.


  “But now it’s much too short, Miss Phillips. I wanted a lo—ong sleeve … I wanted a point over the hand.” Points over the hand always seemed to me, still seem to me, excessively romantic.


  “Oh, Miss!” The tiny scissors then went ‘sneep—sneep’, like a bird on a cold morning, cut out a brown paper cuff and Miss Phillips pinned it on with fingers that trembled; while I frowned on the top of her head and even made faces at her in my rage. Her hair was so strange. It was grey, all in little tufts. It reminded you of a sheepskin hearthrug. And there were always threads, minute triangles of stuff, pieces of fluff sticking to it. It didn’t want brushing, I thought, so much as a good sweeping and a shake out of the window. In person Miss Phillips was extremely thin and squeezed in so tight that every breath creaked, and in moments of emotion she sounded like a ship at sea. She invariably wore the same black alpaca apron, fitted on her left breast—oh, how cruel, how sinister it looked to me!—with a tight little red plush heart pierced all over with needles and pins, and a malignant-looking safety-pin or two to stab deeper——


  “If you please, Miss, while I unpin you …” Her small hard hands flew up, pinched, gripped like claws. She had a thin nose with just a dab of [233] red on the tip as though some wicked child with a paint-brush had caught her sleeping.


  “Thank you, Miss Phillips. And you’ll let me have it on Saturday?”


  “I’ll send it for certain, Miss,” hissed Miss Phillips through a bristling mouthful of pins.


  While I dressed in front of the long mirror that had spots at the side like frosted fingerprints, I loved to discover again that funny little room. In the corner by the fire-place stood the ‘model’ covered in red sateen. Its solidity ended at the hips in wire rings that reminded you of an egg-beater. But what a model it was! What shoulders, what a bosom—what curves, and no horrible arms to be clothed in sleeves, no head to be reached up to. It was Miss Phillips’ God. It was also, I decided, a perfect lady. Thus and thus only do perfect ladies appear in the extreme privacy of her apartments. But above all it was god-like. I saw Miss Phillips alone, abstracted, lavishing her stuffs upon that imperturbable altar. Perhaps her failures even were to be excused. They were all part of a frenzy for sacrifice….


  At Putnam’s Pier.


  As the little steamer rounded the point and came into the next bay, they noticed the flag was flying from Putnam’s Pier. That meant there were passengers to bring off. The Captain swore. They were half an hour late already and he couldn’t [234] bear not to be up to time. But Putnam’s flag, cherry-red against the green bush on this brilliant morning, jigged gaily, to show it didn’t care a flick for the Captain’s feelings.


  There were three people and an old sheep-dog waiting. One was a little old woman, nearing seventy perhaps, very spry, with a piece of lilac in her bonnet and pale lilac strings. She carried a bundle wrapped in a long shawl, white as a waterfall. Beside her stood the young parents. He was tall, broad, awkward in a stiff black suit with banana-yellow shoes and a light blue tie, and she looked soft and formless in a woollen coat; her hat was like a child’s with its wreath of daisies, and she carried a bag like a child’s school-kit, stuffed very full and covered with a cloth.


  As the steamer drew near, the old sheep-dog ran forward and made a sound that was like the beginning of a bark, but he turned it off into an old dog’s cough, as though he had decided that the little steamer wasn’t worth barking about. The coil of rope was thrown, was looped; the one-plank gangway was spanned across, and over it tripped the old woman, running and bridling like a girl of eighteen.


  “Thank you, Captain!” said she, giving the Captain a bird-like, impudent little nod.


  “That’s all right, Mrs. Putnam,” said old Captain Reid, who had known her for the last forty years.


  After her came the sheep-dog, then the young woman, looking lost, and she was followed by the [235] young man, who seemed terribly ashamed about something. He kept his head bent, he walked stiff as wood in his creaking shoes, and a long brown hand twisted away, twisted away at his fair moustache.


  Old Captain Reid winked broadly at the passengers. He stuffed his hands in his short jacket, drew in a breath as if he was going to sing. “Morning, Mr. Putnam!” he roared. And the young man straightened himself with an immense effort and shot a terrified glance at the Captain. “Morning, Cap’n!” he mumbled.


  Captain Reid considered him, shaking his head. “It’s all right, my lad,” he said. “We’ve all been through it. Jim here”—and he jerked his head at the man at the wheel—“had twins last time, hadn’t you, Jim?”


  “That’s ri’, Cap’n,” said Jim, grinning broadly at the passengers. The little steamer quivered, throbbed, started on her way again, while the young man, in an agony, not greeting anyone, creaked off to the bows, and the two women—they were the only women on board—sat themselves down on a green bench against the white deck-rail. As soon as they had sat down, “There, Mother, let me take him!” said the young woman anxiously, quietly. She tossed the kit away.


  But Gran didn’t want to give him up.


  “Now don’t you go tiring yourself,” said she. “He’s as nice as can be where he is.”


  Torture! The young woman gave a gasp like a sob.


  [236] “Give him to me!” she said, and she actually twitched at her mother-in-law’s sleeve.


  The old woman knew perfectly well what she was feeling. Little channels for laughter showed in her cheeks. “My goodness gracious me!” she pretended to scold. “There’s impatience for you.” But even while she spoke she swung the baby gently, gently into its mother’s arms. “There now!” said Gran, and she sat up sharp and gave the bow of her bonnet strings a tweak, as though she was glad to have her hands free after all.


  It was an exquisite day. It was one of those days so clear, so still, so silent, you almost feel the earth itself has stopped in astonishment at its own beauty.


  The Morality of Death.


  “I believe I have always had a sort of grudge, in my heart of hearts, against the moral superiorities—I’ve had a mean little wish to get even with them. And it has come to me, in these last days, that Death has a sort of grudge, too. He makes them seem less important. He puts them in their right place. While, on the other hand, he makes you discover a place, a large and beautiful place, for the things we dread and despise: for humiliation and cowardice, for weakness and suffering and fear. I like to fancy that, for Death, life means things like [237] these at least as much as it means the others.” (R.O. Prowse: A Gift of the Dusk.)


  Symbolic Action.


  “The Temple in Jerusalem is the body of Man. This equation of ‘real’ places and actions with ‘mystic’ ones is no doubt incomprehensible from our ordinary point of view; but when an Entity is of sufficient magnitude, or sufficiently identified with the Great or Magical World, his actions become identical with what we call happenings of nature, and such happenings, great or small as suits the occasion, become inextricably woven into his life. A ‘casual’ event in the outer worlds becomes a truly symbolic act, which means one in which two lines of events are ‘thrown together” for the moment.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  The Lost Christ.


  “The doctrines of the Church may be divided into two parts; one deals with data so transcendent as to be for ever uncomprehendable by the intellect of man; the other with data so material that to the trained intellect they are distasteful, and give real satisfaction only to the most easily satisfied of the unintellectuals. The third part which should be present in all complete religious doctrines is lost, and it is the most important of the three, at any rate [238] for the present moment, as it is the vital one—in fact, it is the Christ. Some will perhaps understand this better if they consider the first as symbolized by St. John, the second by St. Peter, and the third by St. Paul.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  The Bondage of Love.


  “The verse from Galatians which is rendered ‘By love serve ye one another’ seems to be taken always as if it read ‘Render service to one another for love’. The word translated ‘serve’ means, at bottom, ‘to be a slave’, and the real translation of the verse is ‘Be in bondage to one another by love’, which is quite a different thing. In fact, this is another example of an immediate reality being converted into a mediate formality, just as we have converted Joy into ‘charitable’ almsgiving.” (Cosmic Anatomy.)


  Sunday at Home.


  Why should Sunday be so different to every other day? Why should the air, the sky, the clouds be different? Why should the dew take so much longer to dry on the bluish grass and how do the birds know it’s Sunday? One can understand it in the town where all the shops are shut and the trams don’t run until church time—but in the country—that stillness, that brightness, [239] that sense of joyful ease…. Where does it come from?


  “Ting-a-tan! Ting-a-tan! Ting-a-tan-tan-tan” rang very faint from the little tin church over the hill. It sounded rather charming from a distance. They never dreamed of going any nearer. She washed her hair on Sunday mornings if the weather was fine; if it was wet she cleaned her white kid gloves. And he lay in a long chair on the verandah and read something or other. There had been a time when she had always come to dry her hair in the sun on the verandah. She stood in her white kimono against the big blue plumbago, looking solemn and fanning that flag of hair, until he put down his book and drawled lazily, “I say what a lot! How jolly it looks!” There had been a time when she had always pinned helpless exhausted-looking gloves to the verandah poles to air, while he murmured: “They look like absurd little mice.” But that was over. Nothing had been said, but both of them understood why.


  Mountain Hotel.


  Behind the hotel—à deux pas de l’hôtel, as the prospectus said—there was an immense stretch of gently rising turf dotted with clumps of pine and fir trees. Beyond was the forest, threaded with green paths and hoarse, quick-tumbling little streams. Dark blue mountains, streaked with white, rose above the forest, and higher still there [240] was another range, bright silver, floating across the still, transparent sky.


  What could be more pleasant, after the long terribly cold winter, than to sit outside on a fine spring afternoon and to talk, slowly, softly, at one’s ease? Nothing has happened, and yet there seems so much to say. In the winter one can go for weeks without saying a word more than is necessary. But now, in the warmth and light, there is such a longing to talk that it is hard to wait for one’s turn…. It was hot in the sun. Auntie Marie had a newspaper over her head; Auntie Rose a handkerchief. But little Anna’s father, whose hair was thick like fur, refused to cover himself. They sat, the three of them, in a row on cane chairs outside the back door of the hotel and little Anna danced, now before them, now behind, now from side to side, like a gnat.


  Little Anna and her father had come up from the valley by the funicular to spend the day with the Aunties who owned this immense, airy hotel with its wide windows and wooden balconies and glassed-in verandah lounge. What! all this was owned by these two insignificant little grey-haired creatures in their black stuff dresses. They themselves seemed to realise how dreadfully inappropriate it was, and hurriedly explained in almost a horrified whisper that it had been left to them. And as they could never sell it or let it they tried to make a living out of it. But very, very few people came. It was too quiet for young people. There was no dancing, no golf, nothing on earth to do but to stare at the view. And, [241] thank Heaven, they hadn’t come to that yet! And it was too quiet for old people. There was no chemist, no doctor within call. As for the view, when one did stare at it one felt inclined to whimper—the mountains looked so cruelly unsympathetic.


  I seem to have lost all power of writing. I can think, in a vague way, and it all seems more or less real and worth doing. But I can’t see any further. I can’t write it down. Sometimes I think my brain is going. But no! I know the real reason. It’s because I am still suffering from a kind of nervous prostration caused by my life in Paris. For instance, those interviews with the dentist. If anyone else—anyone with imagination—had realised what I suffered, they would have known I was really at the end of my strength. And that the strain of keeping going, of brushing my clothes, of making the constant, renewed effort, and talking to Brett, coughing…. Bogey was perfectly marvellous. But watching him do everything was really nearly as tiring as doing it oneself. And then, on other journeys, look at the care I had taken of me—everything was spared. There was nothing to do but to keep still. This time I felt at the mercy of everything. Tchehov, by the way, felt this disenchantment, exactly. And who would not feel it who lives with a pessimist? To keep another going, is a million times more tiring than to keep oneself going. And then there is always the feeling that all falls on stony ground. Nothing is nourished, watched, cherished. He hears. It gives him a [242] vague sense of life, and then it passes away from him as though it never had been, and he …


  (June, 1922.)


  Tchehov’s Last Letters.


  
    “I am torn up by the roots, I am not living a full life, I don’t drink, though I am fond of drinking; I love noise and don’t hear it—in fact, I am in the condition of a transplanted tree which is hesitating whether to take root or to begin to wither.” (February 10, 1900.)


    So am I exactly.

  


  
    “I live on the ground floor.”


    (June 12, 1904.)

  


  “My health has improved. I don’t notice now as I go about that I am ill; my asthma is better, nothing is aching.” (June 16, 1904.)


  
    “I confess I dread the railway journey. It’s stifling in the train now, particularly with my asthma, which is made worse by the slightest thing.”


    “I like the food here very much, but it does not seem to suit me; my stomach is constantly being upset. Evidently my digestion is hopelessly ruined. It is scarcely possible to cure it by anything except fasting—that is, eating nothing, and that’s the end of it. And the only remedy for the asthma is not moving.” (June 28, 1904.)


    Who reads between the lines here? I at least. K.M.

  


  November.


  [243] [The following list of words and phrases, for which she sought the Russian equivalent, is eloquent of the discomforts which Katherine deliberately endured at the Gurdjieff Institute at Fontainebleau.]


  
    I am cold.


    Bring paper to light a fire.


    Paper.


    Cinders.


    Wood.


    Matches.


    Flame.


    Smoke.


    Strong.


    Strength.


    Light a fire.


    No more fire.


    Because there is no more fire.


    White paper.


    Black paper.


    What is the time?


    It is late.


    It is still early.


    Good.


    I would like to speak Russian with you.

  


  []


  Uncollected Texts


  by

  Katherine Mansfield


  
    Uncollected Texts


    []


    Enna Blake


    A Happy Christmas Eve


    The Pine-Tree, The Sparrows, and You and I


    Die Einsame (The Lonely One)


    One Day


    Your Birthday


    Vignettes


    Silhouettes


    In the Botanical Gardens


    In a Cafe


    Study: The Death of a Rose


    Almost a Tragedy: The Cars on Lambton Quay


    The Education of Audrey


    Mary


    A Fairy Story


    The Festival of the Coronation.


    Love Cycle.


    A Marriage of Passion.


    At the Club.


    Puzzle: Find the Book.


    Green Goggles.


    Tales of a Courtyard


    Spring in a Dream.


    Sunday Lunch


    The House


    Old Cockatoo Curl


    Old Tar


    Autumns.


    Stay-laces.


    Fragments.


    Alors, je Pars.


    Living Alone.


    E. M. Forster.


    Beware of the Rain!


    “L. M.’s” Way.


    Cephalus.


    In Confidence.


    The Common Round.


    A Pic-nic.


    Miss Elizabeth Smith.


    A Dream


    Père de famille


    Inconsequence


    ‘Don’t you think it would be marvellous’


    The Cook’s Story


    Confidences

  


  [The texts from the magazines New Age and Rhythm follow their magazine publication; all others: The Edinburgh Edition of the Collected Fiction of K.M., Edinburgh Univ. Press 2012.]


  Enna Blake


  ‘Oh, mother, it is still raining, and you say I can’t go out.’ It was a girl who spoke; she looked about ten. She was standing in a well-furnished room, and was looking out of a large bay window. ‘No, Enna dear,’ said her mother, ‘you have a little cold and I don’t want it made worse.’ Just then the gong rang for luncheon and they went into the dining-room. In the midst of this meal the maid came in with the letters; there was one for Enna and one for Mrs Blake. As it had stopped raining after lunch, they all went outside, where Enna seated herself in a shady nook and began to read her letter. It was a note from Lucy Brown, to ask her and her mother to spend a few weeks holiday with her at her home at Torquay. Enna was delighted and ran to ask her mother.


  And so it happened that next morning they got into the train that bore them to Torquay. When Enna was tired of looking out of the window she lay back in her seat and knew nothing more until she heard the porter shout ‘Torquay’.


  Lucy was on the platform to welcome them. ‘I am so glad you have come,’ she said, ‘mother thought your music might prevent you.’ They had a pleasant drive to Sunny Glen; it was nine o’clock at night when they reached it and so they were told to go to bed at once, which Enna willingly did.


  The next day was very fine. Mrs Brown proposed that they should go ferning. So soon after breakfast they started. ‘It seems just the day for enjoying one’s self,’ said Lucy, as they climbed the hill. ‘Yes,’ Enna answered, ‘today is much nicer here than in London.’ At about twelve o’clock the two girls sat on a log and ate their dinners. ‘I think it would be very nice to get some moss,’ Enna said; so off they trudged. The girls spent a very happy day, and got a great many nice ferns and some beautiful moss. And that night Enna said she thought it was the nicest day she had ever spent in the country. The next day was very wet so they had to stay indoors, but they made cakes, scones, ginger-nuts and other dainties for a party she meant to have the day after next. At about eight o’clock that night a box came directed to Lucy in her uncle’s hand. On opening it she found a darling little kitten; it was pure white except for a black spot on its neck. Lucy was delighted, and played with it all the rest of the evening.


  The third day of Enna’s stay was very pleasant. The girls went for a ride in the morning, and visited some girl friends of Lucy’s in the afternoon. When they had had tea a gentleman came to see Mrs Brown and amused them for the rest of the evening. And indeed the weeks flew by too quickly, but when the holidays did come to an end, Enna thought it was the happiest holiday she had ever had.


  [High School Reporter, August 1898]


  []


  A Happy Christmas Eve


  The town clock was striking half-past twelve, and a sigh of relief came from the children in the little schoolroom at the Courteneys’ house. ‘I am glad lessons are over,’ said Grace the eldest one. ‘I could not learn today.’


  ‘Well,’ said Fanny, ‘let’s be quick and gather the books together and tidy the room, for mamma said she wanted to see us after the morning’s lessons.’


  The room was soon tidied and the children ran into the study to see their mother.


  ‘Good morning, my darlings,’ said Mrs Courteney, laying down the book that she had been reading. ‘As you break up today, I am going to take you with me to town, to get the presents for our tree.’ For the Courteneys were going to have a tree for the poor children that year.


  ‘How lovely,’ said the children, dancing about the room in their glee. ‘Will we go directly after dinner, mamma?’


  ‘Yes, I think so, darlings, and now run to nurse and get ready for dinner.’


  What a busy afternoon they had, buying small things and large things of every sort and description. They were thoroughly tired when they reached home, and very glad to get to bed. It was to be Christmas Eve in a week, and as the tree was to be shown that night they had to be rather quick.


  The next morning when they awoke the first thought was of the presents they had bought. ‘I wonder if they have come,’ said Harold to his favourite, Beth, ‘do you think they will have?’ ‘I think so,’ said Beth, ‘mamma will be very quick.’


  I will pass over the next few days and will resume my story on the morning of the day before Christmas. The day dawned clear and bright, and the children were up at a very early hour. ‘I have never felt more happy before,’ said Harry, giving Fanny’s arm a squeeze; ‘but there is the breakfast bell; we must hurry.’ It was impossible to keep silence at breakfast time, they chatted all the while about the tree.


  ‘What are we going to do this morning, mamma,’ said Grace. ‘Going for a long walk, darling, to work off your spirits.’ They had a long pleasant walk and when they came back, the noises that came out of the study were wonderful. ‘Oh, dear! I do want to look so; but then it would spoil all the fun,’ said Beth.


  Such a funny crowd it was that came that night, ragged and dirty, but having a look of curiosity on their faces. When they had all come, the study door was thrown open and the Christmas tree was seen in all its splendour. I wish I could have let you see the delight on the faces of the children. Really it was a sight to behold. The tree was loaded with sweets, fruits and presents and there was a present for everyone besides the sweets. Then there were games, supper at which the children ate very heartily, more games, and then they went home. When the guests had gone the children sat alone in the study talking over the events of the evening.


  Soon their mother came in, looking very tired. ‘Well, Children,’ she said, ‘how have you enjoyed yourselves?’ ‘Mamma,’ they answered, ‘it is the happiest Christmas Eve we have ever had.’


  [High School Reporter, April 1899]


  []


  The Pine-Tree, The Sparrows, and You and I


  He was a tall, stately pine-tree. So tall, so very tall, that when you stood underneath and looked right up through the branches you could not see the top. How very fond you were of that pine-tree. We used to go and see it every day. He sang the most beautiful songs and told the most lovely stories; but he always seemed a little sad, somehow. You could not understand why for days and days, until one morning I discovered quite by accident—poor, dear old pine-tree. No little bird had ever built a nest in his branches. All the other trees had two and three, but no bird ever seemed to come near this one. We decided it must be a very unfashionable quarter for birds, yet there was no reason why it should be. A dear little rippling stream ran quite near it and laughed all day long. But yet no birds came near him.


  One day when we were sitting under an old apple-tree in the garden, you pointed with your finger to a little husband and wife sparrow who had evidently gone out house-hunting. They looked tidy and very respectable; so we thought what a good idea it would be for them to build in the pine-tree. We went back to the house very quickly, and while you got a nice crumby piece of bread I wrote a little letter. Then I tied it on to the bread with one of your little blue hair ribbons, and hand-in-hand we walked back to where the sparrows were sitting. Yes, they were still in just the same place, so we put the bread down quite near them, and then walked away with our heads in the air as though we knew nothing about it.


  The next morning, very early, you and I went to the old pine-tree. Your little legs were going along so fast that it made me quite dizzy to look at them. Long before we came to the place I had to carry you—you had such a terrible stitch! At last we caught sight of him. His branches were all waving and his head was high in the air. When he saw us he bowed most graciously, but very proudly. I stole along ever so quietly with you in my arms, and, sure enough, there were the sparrows sitting in the branches. They did not seem at all shy, and how glad we both were. The old pine-tree looked just like you do when you have had a cold bath and Mummy has put you in a clean starched frock, and a petticoat that sticks out all round. You look as though you never made mud pies in your life and would rather die than tread in the puddles.


  After that visit we came regularly every day with hay and feathers and little bits for their nest, and at last it was finished. The old pine-tree simply sang the whole day now. He never was sad. You said he always seemed to be singing ‘hymns of gladness’, and I think you were right.


  One night when you were in bed and asleep, Mummy and I went for a walk all by our own selves, and suddenly we found we were standing under the old pine-tree. He was not looking half so proud that night, but very, very tender and loving. The moon shone down through the branches and we could see the little nest and suddenly we heard a little ‘cheep, cheep’. Just a weeny-teeny sound. Then Mummy and I knew that there must be some little baby sparrows, so we came home just as fast as we could, wishing that morning would come, so that we could tell you. How excited you were, and how quickly Mummy dressed you. When we did come to the pine-tree, you kept one little hand over my mouth (I had you on my shoulder) so that I would not say a word. We listened for a long long time, and heard them saying ‘cheep, cheep’. We would have stayed all day, I think, if I had not managed to whisper a little breath whisper that I was going to sneeze. Then you made me run, because you knew how loud my sneezing was. When we reached home your cheeks were like roses, and your eyes were shining like stars, and you tried to tell Mummy so much in one breath that I thought you would burst. We did not go and see them again all day, but when the dew had begun to fall, and the little shadow boys were coming out of school, and the air smelt full of roses, Mummy and you and I went. Mummy had hold of one of your hands and I had hold of the other, and we jumped you over all the big stones, till you shouted with laughter. All the way home I played horses with you on my back, and poor Mummy’s hair nearly came down, we ran so fast. You told me it had got soft with washing, just as though she sent it to the laundry.


  Late that night, when I was locking the windows, and Mummy was lighting the bedroom lamp, a huge big grandfather storm came. He shook the house ’mensely, and woke you right up. I found you underneath the bed-clothes, crying and looking so red and hot. I got you a clean ‘hanky’ and a drink, and asked you if you were crying because you were frightened, and you said No-o-o, and the tooth glass shook so in your hand that I thought the water would spill.


  ‘Have you got a pain, darling’ I said.


  ‘No-o-o-o’ you said, crying much harder. ‘Its about zem poor ’icle spawows.’ I sat right down on the bed and felt like Mummy feels when the cook says she’s going to leave, ‘dinner-party or no dinner-party.’


  We went to see them the first thing next morning. Alas! As soon as I saw our old friend, I knew something must be the matter. He was crying and moaning—and then—and—then, you found three little dead sparrows. Poor, poor little darlings. You held them in your pinafore, and I quite forgot Mummy would be cross.


  That afternoon we had a little sad funeral. We buried them under the old pine-tree, and you planted a geranium flower on their grave.


  [Queen's College Magazine, December 1903]


  []


  Die Einsame (The Lonely One)


  All alone she was. All alone with her soul. She lived on the top of a solitary hill. Her house was small and bare, and alone, too.


  All day long she spent in the forest, with the trees and the flowers and the birds. She seemed like a creature of the forest herself, sometimes.


  She walked with a swift, silent tread. She spoke to no one. No one spoke to her.


  At night, it was said, she walked by the sea, and that once a fisherman had heard her singing. He told of how she was clothed in shining raiment, and that the sea-gulls fluttered around her as she sang.


  Yes, it was true. All night she spent by the ocean, by the great tall rocks. Her hair hung loose and streamed out behind her like a veil. Her face was white, white as her dress, and her eyes were like misty stars. She sang with her arms outstretched to the sea. Sang with a passionate longing, a wild, mad entreaty. Sometimes she knelt upon the sand, the tears streaming down her face, and ever she sang the same song:—


  
    ‘All, all alone, God, yes, all alone,


    No one at all, God, I pray and moan.


    Take me, Father, I cannot stay;


    God, my God, can’st hear me pray?


    All, all alone, God, yes, all alone,


    No one to hear me cry and moan.’

  


  Thus she would sing all through the night, and when the dawn began to come, she would hasten back to her cottage. Her feet scarce seemed to touch the grass, and there was no trace of her past agony in her face.


  One night, after her song had been madder and wilder, she suddenly felt a great calm steal over her, and she lay down on the sands, her head in her hands, and her bosom heaving. She felt that all was coming to an end. All her loneliness was passing. How weak and exhausted she was as she stole home! Time after time she had to pause and rest.


  In the forest, in the forest, silence had cast a spell over all things. She plucked a great bouquet of daffodils and snowdrops, and tenderly held them to her, and tenderly kissed their fresh spring faces.


  She did not sing at all, but sat silent, expectant, and wondering, till her flowers faded and withered in her hands.


  The sun sank lower and lower. It hung like a great red ball over the sea, and then a sudden fear smote her heart. She feared the silence and the darkness and the forest. Could she reach her cottage before the sun went down? She sprang to her feet and fled swiftly along. Her hands became torn with the brambles. Often she fell, but ever struggled to her feet again.


  • • • • • •


  No! it was hopeless. The sun had gone. Darkness had come. ‘I am afraid,’ she cried aloud.


  No answer save the rustle of the leaves, and the echo of her cry. Then she knew she must go to the sea. She tried at first to keep away, but something impelled her, pushed her, almost carried her. By the time she had reached the beach the moon had risen, and the great fear was dying in her heart. She sank down, and watched the sky in silence. There was a broad silver pathway on the sea, and she watched it, fascinated. Suddenly on the horizon appeared a boat, a white, wonderful boat. It seemed to be fashioned of moonshine, and she saw it come nearer and nearer, cutting its way without sound across the path of the sea. Slowly she rose, slowly she walked towards it. Then—ah, then!—she saw the Figure waiting for her, with his arms outstretched, and his lips smiling, and a wonderful light flooding him.


  She ran towards the sea, and waded far out to meet him. It was cold—very, very cold!


  Now the water was creeping, higher to her waist, and now it was at her throat. She could barely stand. ‘Take me,’ she cried piteously, and looking up she saw—the boat and the figure had gone.


  ‘I must go back,’ she cried, sobbing, ‘back to the land. I shall be drowned. Help me, God!’ She started hurriedly, and her foot struck a sharp hidden rock.


  • • • • • •


  Then a great wave came, and there was silence.


  [Queen's College Magazine, March 1904]


  []


  One Day


  The sun streamed through the night nursery window, and woke them up, Jinks, Beggles, and Baby Luls. ‘Morning’ they cried cheerfully, as they always did in the game called ‘Night’ which they played in the nursery with the blinds down, all snugly tucked under the tablecloth.


  Jinks sat up, the frills of her ‘nighty’ perked up round her face like the petals of a daisy. ‘Where’s Isabel Marion?’ she said. She looked under the pillow and under the quilt, and then Beggles hopped out of his little white bed in the corner and joined the search. Baby Luls lay still placidly and looked on.


  ‘She was lyin’ in my arms last night’ said Jinks, a worried little maternal expression on her face. Beggles sat on the edge of the bed and swung his legs. Jinks turned to baby Luls.


  ‘You might help us’ she said crossly, ‘Beggles is lookin’ for her and he’s only an uncle, so you might as you’re an aunt and a godmother.’


  Baby Luls yawned, then sat up quickly. ‘O’ she said, in a funny, little voice, ‘I’m sittin’ on Isabel Mawion.’


  Jinks’ eyes grew big with horror. ‘A relation’ she gasped, ‘I’ll not let you be an aunt again, only a second removed cousin.’ Then in came mother.


  ‘Such a glorious day’ she said nodding brightly. ‘Bath’s ready, Jinks, hurry up and soap yourself well. Fly along, dear, if you only knew what it’s like in the garden.’


  Jinks sprang to the ground, screwed up her plait into a tight little knob with one hairpin, seized her towel, and telling Luls to come in five minutes, she skipped off. Mother came and sat on Beggle’s bed and smoothed his hair.


  ‘Let’s all have a beautiful day’ she said softly, ‘and be very very happy and good. I’ll give you a surprise this afternoon.’


  ‘O’ cried Beggles, cuddling her.


  ‘Sweet mummy’ said Baby Luls, as she ran to join Jinks.


  ‘I must go and finish dressing, sunbeam’ said mother, never stirring however. ‘I wonder if all mummys is as good as you’ said Beggles. ‘Do English chul’ren, an’ French chul’ren, and little black chul’ren have the same kinds?’


  Mummy smiled happily. ‘Perhaps they have not got the same little girls and boy.’


  ‘Such a cold bath’ cried Jinks and Luls, in chorus, performing a strange and wonderful dance in their ‘nighties’. ‘I wented a—huh—a—huh—a—huh, every time Jinks squeezed the sponge on me neck’ Luls shouted. They heard Beggles whistling ‘Down by the Swanee River’ and splashing furiously. Beggles whistled like a blackbird in the bath. When he came back Jinks and Luls were at the petticoat stage.


  ‘Funny thing, I can’t find me shirt’ he said sitting down despairingly. ‘All me other clothes is here, but mummy left it on the table ’cause she had to mend it.’ Luls suddenly turned pink and sat down on the floor to put on her socks. Jinks and Beggles had their second search party for that morning. ‘It’s just ’systerious’ they said.


  ‘Why Luls is cryin’’ Beggles exclaimed.


  ‘O, O’ said that wretched little mortal. ‘I’ve been and putted Beggles’ shirt on meself.’ They laughed so much that Mummy came in to hurry them up. Beggles’ hairdressing took a long time.


  ‘I don’t know why’ he said, ‘but mummy one hand shakes and the comb wobbles so, it won’t go right…’


  ‘Um’ said Luls, ‘I kin smell hot scones.’ They took hands and raced down the stairs.


  Daddy sat reading the paper in the nursery, and they rushed at him with enthusiasm.


  ‘One game of engines before breakfast’ they entreated.


  ‘Well, just one’ said daddy.


  The garden was full of sunshine. The birds were all singing. Everything seemed to have blossomed in the night. ‘Now you hold on to the back of my coat’ said daddy to Beggles. ‘Now Jinks hold Beggles’ belt, and you hold Jinks’ pinafore, baby. Ready—go—off. If anyone breaks this lovely train the game is over.


  Oh how exciting it was. Father started quite slowly but got faster and faster, till they flew shrieking round and round the tennis court.


  ‘Go on, daddy’ they cried. ‘I feels like a tiger in “Little Black Sambo”’ Luls gasped.


  Mummy came to the doorway.


  ‘Breakfast at the next station’ she said. They steamed majestically into the nursery.


  After breakfast daddy had to go to office. They all stood on the front steps. Handkerchiefs and ‘good-byes’ were as fervent and numerous as though he was leaving home for a year.


  ‘Bring me back a pony, daddy’ Jinks cried.


  ‘Me too’ from Beggles.


  ‘An’ me barley sugar’ piped Luls, hopping on one leg.


  ‘Bring back yourself, dear’ mother said smiling.


  They watched till he was quite out of sight.


  ‘Now let’s go an’ play shipwrecks’ suggested Beggles.


  ‘There’s a huge Apollinaris case in the back yard. We’ll drag it round to the Dead Sea.’


  They found the case in the coal-house, and pushed, and pulled, and groaned till they reached their destination—a strip of waste ground where docks and long straggling grass grew in profusion.


  ‘Now for provisions’ said Jinks, climbing through the pantry window. Beggles and Luls followed. Mummy was baking buns. She gave them each one handful of currants, two lumps of sugar, and a water biscuit.


  ‘That will keep us for months’ they assured her. They slipped everything into Luls’ sun-bonnet.


  … A few minutes later, three Englishmen armed to the teeth were seen stealing round the Jungle. They seemed to be rather inconvenienced by numerous oceans, which they swam with great exertion and puffing. Suddenly, from behind a giant fuchsia bush they caught a glimpse of a tomahawk. A fierce battle ensued, ending in the complete victory of the English.


  ‘One man wounded’ said Beggles, with great satisfaction, viewing Jinks’ knee.


  ‘Wet me hanky under the tap, and bring a geranium leaf’ said the victim.


  She sat in the bottom of the boat and Beggles doctored her. First he laid on the cool leaf, which they believed was used by the ancient Britons for medicinal purposes, and then tightly bound round the handkerchief. The rest of the morning they cruised round Fiji, had a look at Queen Victoria, an unimportant fight off the coast of China, and arrived home in time for lunch.


  They had fish for lunch and a great pineapple. Mummy thanked them fervently for having brought her back such useful presents from their wanderings.


  ‘I boughted the pineapple in India’ said Luls, coaxing a piece into her spoon, with a fat little thumb.


  ‘O, Luls, no,’ said Beggles, ‘I shot it off a tree in Ceylon.’


  ‘Both wrong’ cried Jinks. ‘The Prince of Wales wrapped it in a bit of newspaper an’ said “there, take it to y’er mummy.”’


  ‘Well, it’s very good’ said mummy. ‘And this afternoon we are going to the hills for a long walk.’


  ‘May I take Isabel Marion?’ said Jinks hastily. Mummy assented.


  ‘Not the pwam’ Luls pleaded. ‘Please not the pwam, Jinks. You always wheels it over me feets.’


  ‘She’s gettin’ too old for the pram’ said Jinks meditatively.


  ‘Besides, I buried a poor little rabbit in the last babies’ blanket, and the mattress has got no more insides left. Beggles and I will hold her hands.’


  Isabel Marion, decked in festive array, formed one of a very merry party. She literally swung along at a great pace several feet from the ground, supported by Jinks and Beggles, who held her by her little pink kid hands. They reached a hollow in the hill—‘The City of Imagination’ mummy called it—and there they sat and told stories. When her turn came, Baby Luls grew very fidgety, fanned her hot face with her pinny, carefully pulled up her socks, and then said: ‘Once there was a little girl, and her mummy gave her the slipper and she died, and was buried with flowers on her grave, Amen’ she said breathlessly.


  Tea was over. Daddy had come home. Mummy and he were having supper, and the babes were in the nursery, having a concert. Jinks had turned up the edge of the tablecloth, and was playing the piano with vigour. Beggles was playing the violin with a headless wooden horse (it had such a flat neck for his chin, he said), and bowing in a reckless and magnificent fashion with Isabel Marion’s parasol. Luls was playing the organ on the verandah of the doll’s house. It was exhausting work, but they entered into it heart and soul. Jinks’ little hands twinkled up and down the keyboard, and she sang ‘Up into the Cherry Tree’ with variations, and a violin and organ obligato, with distinct success.


  Mummy and daddy came in and heard their last piece of poetry. They stood in a row. It was called ‘O think what George Adolphus did’. It was a strong moral lesson, and they delivered it most gravely, with their eyes fixed sternly at mummy and daddy. One little polka round the table, with mummy playing ‘My mother said that I never should’ and then daddy gave Luls a pick-a-back up to bed. They were so tired. Mummy came and tucked them up and cuddled them.


  ‘Had a nice day?’ she whispered.


  ‘O, so lovely’ they murmured.


  ‘Pleasant dreams, my popsies’ said daddy.


  ‘Same to you’ said the sleepy little voices.


  Then a little squeaky voice piped ‘Doodnight, G’anny.’


  ‘That’s that sweet little Isabel Marion’ said Jinks.


  [Queen's College Magazine, July 1904]


  []


  Your Birthday


  What! It can’t be six o’clock. Dear, dear, how time flies. What about someone’s bedtime? If I were you I should be just longing to go, for tomorrow is your birthday, and the sooner you get to sleep, the sooner the fun will begin. Well, if you have a story, it must be a ‘weeny’ one. Snuggle up close … quite comfy?


  Once upon a time when you were quite small—only four years old—you had a birthday. You don’t mean to say that you have forgotten? What a baby!


  The day before Mummy and I went out and bought you a rocking-horse, and ordered you a cake with icing on the top, and four real candles, and a lovely frill of pink paper to go round it. Next morning, very early, I woke up feeling someone stroking my face and begging me to wake up. Why, I thought, it can’t be that baby! It was. If it had not been your birthday, I would have made you go right back to bed, but you looked so excited, and jumped about so, I let you creep under the clothes and play ‘rabbits’. I was the old father rabbit with a bone in my leg, and you were the mother rabbit, while the pillow was the shockin’ baby rabbit. It would fall out of bed, and you had to jump down and rescue it and talk to it, while I lay still and told you what to do. Of course I could not move because of that bone in my leg. That’s an awful thing some very old people have.


  All the morning you went riding on the new rocking-horse, and when you were the milkman you even had a spot of real milk in the doll’s saucepan. Oh, it was fun! In the afternoon, after you had been dressed for the party, Mummy and I let you play quite alone in the dining room. There was a big, big cupboard in there where all the birthday things were put ready for the tea.


  You were very quiet for a long time, and then you came into the drawing room where we were sitting. ‘What a hot little girl’ I said. You did not speak, but went to the window and began to sing ‘Oh dear, what can the matter be’. But you could not get it right. Then you sat down very still with one finger in your mouth. The little clock on the piano struck three. You looked up.


  ‘When are they coming?’ you said.


  ‘Who, dear?’


  ‘All the peoples!’


  ‘Why, very soon. Have you got tired of waiting?’


  You said nothing for a minute, and then you suddenly ran forward and buried your head in Mummy’s lap.


  ‘I don’t want a party’ you said.


  For a moment Mummy and I could not say anything, we were so surprised. At last when I had got some breath back,


  ‘Don’t want a party?’ I said. ‘Don’t you want presents and games, and little friends to come and see you, and real tea? Don’t you want birthday cake with pink and white icing? Wait until you see it!’


  ‘No, no’ you said. ‘Hate birthday cake.’ I really felt as though I was going to fall off the sofa. Mummy asked if you felt ill.


  ‘Yes’ you said, shakily. ‘Fink I’ve caught a measle’.


  Mummy asked if you would like to go to bed. You seemed so glad about it that I had to carry you upstairs right away. Poor Mummy had to go and tell Mary Ann to say to all of the party: Miss Baby’s compliments, but she has suddenly become ill, and hopes that her little friends will be able to come again some other day.


  We undressed you quickly and popped you into bed. Still you looked ill. ‘Don’t you feel any better, little one?’ I whispered. You wiggled down under the bedclothes, and I heard you crying.


  ‘Never mind’ Mummy said, ‘we’ll have the party another day just the same. The cake will keep.’ You cried much louder.


  ‘Don’t want any cake’ you said.


  ‘Oh, but you will when you are better’ Mummy said.


  A sudden thought struck me. I went out of the room, down to the dining room, and—opened the cupboard. Yes, there was the cake, but oh, where was the lovely pink and white icing off the top? Why was the frilly thing all torn, and the candles lying on the floor? Then, because I was a Daddy I understood. I went to the door and called Jane. ‘Please hide that cake somewhere or give it to the policeman’ I said. I went back to the nursery. ‘Baby,’ said I, ‘I have something to tell you.’ You grew hotter and hotter. ‘The birthday cake is—lost’ I said.


  ‘It can’t be’ said Mummy.


  ‘Well, it is;’ and I nodded my head like this.


  ‘Poor darling, what a disappointment’ said Mummy, kissing you … About two minutes after you sat up.


  ‘Funny thing’ you said, ‘but all my pain’s gone.’


  —————————————


  That is all. So you say it may have been a little mouse? Well, may be.


  Sometimes (let me whisper) I think it was a baby. You don’t think so? …


  What, you say it was a Daddy! … I’m shocked …


  Good-night, Little Precious. Say a monster big prayer for me.


  [Queen's College Magazine, December 1904]


  []


  Vignettes


  I


  Away beyond the line of the dark houses there is a sound like the call of the sea after a storm—passionate, solemn, strong. I am leaning far out of my window in the warm, still night air. Down below, in the Mews, the little lamp is singing a silent song. It is the only glow of light in all this darkness. Men swilling the carriages with water; their sudden, sharp, exclamations; the faint, thin cry of a very young child, the chiming of a bell from the church close by—these are the only other sounds, impersonal, vague, intensely agitating.


  It is at this hour and in this loneliness that London stretches out eager hands towards me, and in her eyes is the light of knowledge. ‘In my streets’ she whispers, ‘there is the passing of many feet, there are lines of flaring lights, there are cafes full of men and women, there is the intoxicating madness of night music, a great glamour of darkness, a tremendous anticipation, and, o’er all, the sound of laughter, half sad, half joyous, yet fearful, dying away in a strange shudder of satisfaction, and then swelling out into more laughter.’ The men and women in the cafes hear it. They look at each other suddenly, swiftly, searchingly, and the lights seem stronger, the night music throbs yet more madly.


  Out of the theatres a great crowd of people stream into the streets. There is the penetrating rhythm of the hansom cabs.


  Convention has long since sought her bed. With blinds down, with curtains drawn, she is sleeping and dreaming.


  Do you not hear the quick beat of my heart? Do you not feel the fierce rushing of blood through my veins?


  In my streets there is the answer to all your aching and cryings. Prove yourself, permeate your senses with the heavy sweetness of the night. Let nothing remain hidden. Who knows that in the exploration of your mysteries you may find the answer to your questionings.


  II


  I lean out of the window. The dark houses stare at me and above them a great sweep of sky. Where it meets the houses there is a strange lightness—a suggestion, a promise.


  Silence now in the Mews below. The cry of the child is silent, even the chiming of the bell is less frequent, no longer so persistent. But away beyond the line of the dark houses is a sound like the call of the sea after a storm. It is assuming gigantic proportions. Nearer and nearer it comes—a vast incontrollable [sic] burst of sound.


  And in its essence it is the faint, thin cry of the very young child. It is the old, old cry for the moon that rises eternally into the great vastness.


  I lean from my window in the tower. Through the stillness comes the hushed sound of the fountain. I fancy I can hear the rose petals in the garden falling softly.


  In the crude white moonlight a field of blue cabbages on my right shimmers like a cold sea. And before me, and round me, the beech woods rise, strong, black, and alluring. If I lean out far, and listen very intently, I hear a sound like the muttering of the darkness, the half-stifled breathing of the summer night. It is the heavy, indolent river slipping dreamily through the wide fields, and the luscious tangle of sweet rushes.


  High among the beech woods stands the old castle, a mammoth skeleton, a vast, yawning, forsaken tomb, in whose grey shadows the sweet body of romance lies—long dead.


  There is a light step in the garden below. It is Monsieur le Musician. Lantern in one hand, fiddle case in the other, he is strolling homeward from the cafe in the village. Riding through the village this evening I saw him seated at one of the green tables drinking much beer, and laughing loudly with Nicholas, the gardener, and Hans, the waiter.


  Now he is a dream figure, stepping into the night picture with singular appropriateness of expression. I hear him softly whistling the opening bars of Max Bruch’s D Minor Concerto. And a moment later he is gone.


  A sudden faint breeze passes through the garden, and a wave of vague, agitating, bitter, sweet memories enwraps my heart in a darkness profound, inexplicable, silent.


  III


  Oh! this monotonous, terrible rain. The dull, steady, hopeless sound of it. I have drawn the curtains across the window to shut out the weeping face of the world—the trees swaying softly in their grief and dropping silver tears upon the brown earth, the narrow, sodden, mean, draggled wooden houses, colourless save for the dull, coarse red of the roof, and the long line of grey hills, impassable, spectral-like.


  So I have drawn the curtains across my windows, and the light is intensely fascinating. A perpetual twilight broods here. The atmosphere is heavy with morbid charm. Strange, as I sit here, quiet, alone, how each possession of mine—the calendar gleaming whitely on the wall, each picture, each book, my ’cello case, the very furniture—seems to stir into life. The Velasquez Venus moves on her couch, ever so slightly; across the face of Manon a strange smile flickers for an instant, and is gone, my rocking chair is full of patient resignation, my ’cello case is wrapt in profound thought. Beside me a little bowl of mignonette is piercingly sweet, and a cluster of scarlet geraniums is hot with colour.


  Sometimes through the measured sound of the rain comes the long, hopeless note of a foghorn far out at sea. And then all life seems but a crying out drearily, and a groping to and fro in a foolish, aimless darkness. Sometimes—it seems like miles away—I hear the sound of a door downstairs opening and shutting.


  And I listen and think and dream until my life seems not one life, but a thousand million lives, and my soul is weighed down with the burden of past existence, with the vague, uneasy consciousness of future strivings.


  And the grey thoughts fall upon my soul like the grey rain upon the world, but I cannot draw the curtain and shut it all out.


  A year ago we sat by the fire, she and I, hand in hand, cheek to cheek, speaking but little, and then whispering, because the room was so dark, the fire so low, and the rain outside so loud and bitter.


  She, a thin, little figure in a long, soft black frock, and a string of amethysts round her white throat.


  Eventually it grew so cold that I dragged the blanket from the bed, and we wrapped ourselves up in it, smiling a little and saying, ‘We feel like children on a desert island.’ With one hand she held the rough, gaily-striped thing up to her chin; the other hand lay in mine. We talked of fame, how we both longed for it, how hard the struggle was, what we both meant to do. I found a piece of paper, and together we wrote a declaration vowing that in the space of one year we should both have become famous. And we signed the paper and sealed it; then, dedicating it to the gods, dropped it into the fire. For the moment a bright light, and then a handful of ashes. By and bye she fell softly asleep, and I gave her my share of the blanket, and arranged the sofa pillow in her low chair. The long night dragged coldly through, while I watched her, and thought, and longed, but could not sleep.


  To-day, at the other end of the world, I have suffered, and she, doubtless, has bought herself a new hat at the February sales. Sic transit gloria mundi.


  [Native Companion, October 1907]


  []


  Silhouettes


  It is evening, and very cold. From my window the laurestinus bush, in this half light, looks weighted with snow. It moves languidly, gently, backwards and forwards, and each time I look at it a delicate flower melody fills my brain.


  Against the pearl sky the great hills tower, gorse-covered, leonine, magnificently savage. The air is quiet with still rain, yet, from the karaka tree comes a tremulous sound of bird song.


  In the avenue three little boys are crouched under a tree smoking cigarettes. They are quite silent, and though terrified of discovery, their attitudes are full of luxurious abandon…. And the grey smoke floats into the air—their incense, strong and perfumed, to the Great God of the Forbidden.


  Two men pass down the avenue, talking eagerly…. In the house opposite are four beautiful squares of golden light…. My room is almost in darkness. The bed frightens me—it is so long and white. And the tassel of the window blind moves languidly to and fro. I cannot believe that it is not some living thing …


  It is growing very dark. The little boys, laughing shrilly, have left the avenue.


  And I, leaning out of my window, alone, peering into the gloom, am seized by a passionate desire for everything that is hidden and forbidden. I want the night to come, and kiss me with her hot mouth, and lead me through an amethyst twilight to the place of the white gardenia …


  The laurestinus bush moves languidly, gently, backwards and forwards. There is a dull heavy sound of clocks striking far away, and, in my room, darkness, emptiness, save for the ghost-like bed. I feel to lie there quiet, silent, passively cold would be too fearful—yet—quite a little fascinating.


  [Native Companion, November 1907]


  []


  In the Botanical Gardens


  They are such a subtle combination of the artificial and the natural—that is, partly, the secret of their charm.


  From the entrance gate down the broad central walk, with the orthodox banality of carpet bedding on either side, stroll men and women and children—a great many children, who call to each other lustily, and jump up and down the green wooden seats. They seem as meaningless, as lacking in individuality, as the little figures in an impressionist landscape.


  Above the carpet bedding, on one hand, there is a green hedge, and above the hedge a long row of cabbage trees. I stare up at them, and, suddenly the green hedge is a stave, and the cabbage trees, now high, now low, have become an arrangement of notes—a curious, pattering, native melody.


  In the enclosure the spring flowers are almost too beautiful—a great stretch of foam-like cowslips. As I bend over them, the air is heavy and sweet with their scent, like hay and new milk and the kisses of children, and, further on, a sunlit wonder of chiming daffodils.


  Before me two great rhododendron bushes. Against the dark, broad leaves the blossoms rise, flame-like, tremulous in the still air, and the pearl rose loving-cup of a magnolia hangs delicately on the grey bough.


  Everywhere there are clusters of china blue pansies, a mist of forget-me-nots, a tangle of anemones. Strange that these anemones—scarlet, and amethyst, and purple—vibrant with colour, always appear to me a trifle dangerous, sinister, seductive but poisonous.


  And, leaving the enclosure, I pass a little gully, filled with tree ferns, and lit with pale virgin lamps of arum lilies.


  I turn from the smooth swept paths, and climb up a steep track, where the knotted tree roots have seared a rude pattern in the yellow clay. And, suddenly, it disappears—all the pretty, carefully-tended surface of gravel and sward and blossom, and there is bush, silent and splendid. On the green moss, on the brown earth, a wide splashing of yellow sunlight. And, everywhere that strange, indefinable scent. As I breathe it, it seems to absorb, to become part of me—and I am old with the age of centuries, strong with the strength of savagery.


  Somewhere I hear the soft rhythmic flowing of water, and I follow the path down and down until I come to a little stream idly, dreamily floating past. I fling myself down and put my hands in the water. An inexplicable, persistent feeling seizes me that I must become one with it all. Remembrance has gone—this is the Lotus Land—the green trees stir languorously, sleepily—there is the silver sound of a bird’s call. Bending down, I drink a little of the water. Oh is it magic? Shall I, looking intently, see vague forms lurking in the shadow staring at me malevolently, wildly, the thief of their birthright? Shall I, down the hillside, through the bush, ever in the shadow, see a great company moving towards me, their faces averted, wreathed with green garlands, passing, passing, following the little stream in silence until it is sucked into the wide sea …


  There is a sudden restless movement, a pressure of the trees—they sway against one another—It is like the sound of weeping …


  I pass down the central walk towards the entrance gates. The men and women and children are crowding the pathway, looking reverently, admiringly, at the carpet bedding, spelling aloud the Latin names of the flowers.


  Here is laughter and movement and bright sunlight—but, behind me—is it near, or miles and miles away?—the bush lies, hidden in the shadow.


  Notes


  [Native Companion, December 1907]


  []


  In a Cafe


  Each day they walked down Bond-street together, between the hours of twelve and one, and turned in at the Blenheim Cafe for lunch and conversation. She a pale, dark girl, with that unmistakable air of ‘acquaintance with life’ which is so general among the students in London, and an expression at once of intense eagerness and anticipated disillusion. Life to a girl who had read Nietzsche, Eugène Sue, Baudelaire, D’Annunzio, George Barres, Catulle Mendes, Sudermann, Ibsen, Tolstoi, was, in her opinion, no longer complex, but a trifle obvious. He was slightly taller than she with the regulation ‘stoop’ and heavy walk, and the regulation wide hat and soft tie. But to her he walked in a great light, and she knew that genius had traced the laurel wreath round his brows.


  Each day they sat at the same table in the left-hand corner—she with her elbows on the table, her chin in her hands, watching him while he talked. And sometimes he criticised the people. Then she would throw back her head, and make the most keenly witty remarks; but for the most part it was Art, Art, Art, and youth, scarlet youth, and mortality, and life, and the Ten Deadly Conventions—with a glorious irresponsibility, an intoxicating glamour.


  ‘Life in its widest, fullest sense is granted to artists only,’ he would say, running his white hands through his hair, ‘and in our brains we create the most eloquent, the most fertile images. I can derive exquisite pleasure from the simplest things—the very soot on my dressing-table, a heavy morbid tone on the white.’


  ‘Oh! now. Oh!! now—nonsense,’ she would interrupt, her voice full of affectionate remonstrance. ‘My dear, you are viewing life from a hyper-sensitive aspect…. Can we afford one portion of red currant jelly between us? I have ordered it, so you must…. Look at the colour—nom d’un chien, how beautiful. How much better to have it for two-pence, instead of possessing a wife in an apron to cook it for you. And you would have to ‘stone’ the currants, and then, perhaps, the result would not ‘jell’. Listen to my technicalities—domestic instinct, you see. I shall marry an English clergyman yet, and have you to stay for the weekend to compose voluntaries for the Early Service.’


  He shouted with laughter. ‘My dear girl, you won’t do that. I always connect the Church with dispensing tea and buns on the lawn, and festooning graves, and making little shawls for you and the parishioners to wear on your respective heads in the passages. No, I assure you, it is not your vocation.’


  And one day, when they had talked together in this strain, she leaned across the table, her face flushed suddenly. ‘Do you think I shall ever marry?’ she said.


  For a moment he sat silent, staring into the mirror opposite. Then he turned to her, and she imagined she read in his face all that had never been there for her, and never would be.


  ‘I am sure you will,’ he said.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Question not the prophetic utterance.’


  She pulled the little bunch of violets from the front of her coat, and began playing with the flowers, shaking them out, and loosening the threads. She knew the danger of the conversation, but the suspense was sickening her. If she could feel a little more certainty….


  ‘Do you think I should make a good wife?’


  ‘That depends.’ He stirred his coffee thoughtfully. ‘Yes; why not? Interesting, certainly, beyond doubt; and who could do better than marry a problem? Misunderstanding keepeth Love alive.’


  ‘I believe that, too,’ she said, ‘and yet, somehow, it’s abominable. Oh! how I want and want things which are out of the question.’


  ‘But not a husband, surely?’


  ‘I hardly see myself settling down to sentimental domesticity and discussing the price of mutton.’


  ‘Ah! now you are being foolish. You know that marriage need not mean that. Mine won’t. And I certainly shall marry.’


  ‘Oh! oh! oh!—then there are years of bachelorhood ahead of you, extravagant and reckless one.’ A sudden tremendous happiness seemed to have sprung to birth in her heart. ‘Oh! this adorable life,’ she said. ‘Oh! the infinite possibilities. Listen; can’t you hear London knocking, knocking?’


  He looked at her, and suddenly found her beautiful, with her intensely magnetic expression and the violets against her face.


  He bent forward, and whispered the simplest request; yet it seemed to carry a subtle, unmistakable, joyous significance.


  ‘May I have your violets to keep?’


  ‘They are yours,’ she said, and the touch of his fingers thrilled her.


  They sat in silence for a few minutes. He was annoyed at having yielded to a sudden sentimental impulse, and felt, somehow, that she had expected it of him. He felt a light hand on his shoulder, and, looking up, smiled at the Fellow Student.


  ‘Well?’


  ‘There is a rehearsal of your Fantasie at the Aeolian Hall at two o’clock. Come, quickly.’


  He sprang up and shook hands with her across the table. ‘Till to-morrow,’ he said, ‘au revoir,’ and took the Fellow Student’s arm.


  Once outside, the wind was bitterly cold. ‘Nice weather for playing,’ said the Fellow Student. ‘Keep your hands warm.’


  He dropped the violets on to the pavement, and thrust his hands into his coat pockets. The Fellow Student began relating an adventure of a slightly unscrupulous character, and he laughed and continued laughing all the way down the street.


  • • • • • •


  When the two men had left, she took a slip of paper from her pocket, and wrote a date. She was conscious of never having felt so entirely happy before. So, in a dream, she threaded her way past the tables. The little violinist, who had so often played the Wienawski ‘Legende’ for her, smiled as she passed, and she had a sudden impulse to shake hands with him. Out in the cold street—what did the cold matter? A great fire was hugging her heart.


  It had been raining. She looked down at the pavements, and saw the violets, knew them immediately—realised swiftly what had happened. She felt herself grow white to the lips. Then, very deliberately, she kicked the flowers into the gutter; and she, too, laughed, and continued laughing all the way down the street.


  • • • • • •


  Thus is the High Torch of Tragedy kindled at the little spark of Sentiment, and the good God pity the bearer.


  [Native Companion, December 1907]


  []


  Study: The Death of a Rose


  It is a sensation that can never be forgotten, to sit in solitude, in semi-darkness, and to watch the slow, sweet, shadowful death of a Rose.


  Oh, to see the perfection of the perfumed petals being changed ever so slightly, as though a thin flame had kissed each with hot breath, and where the wounds had bled the colour is savagely intense … I have before me such a Rose, in a thin, clear glass, and behind it a little spray of scarlet leaves. Yesterday it was beautiful with a certain serene, tearful, virginal beauty; it was strong and wholesome, and the scent was fresh and invigorating. Today it is heavy and languid with the loves of a thousand strange Things, who, lured by the gold of my candlelight, came in the Purple Hours, and kissed it hotly on the mouth, and sucked it into their beautiful lips with tearing, passionate desire.


  … So now it dies … And I listen … for under each petal fold there lies the ghost of a dead melody, as frail and as full of suggestion as a ray of light upon a shadowed pool. Oh, divine sweet Rose. Oh, exotic and elusive and deliciously vague Death.


  From the tedious sobbing and gasping, and hoarse guttural screaming, and uncouth repulsive movements of the body of the dying Man, I draw apart, and, smiling, I lean over you and watch your dainty, delicate Death.


  [Triad, July 1, 1908]


  []


  Almost a Tragedy: The Cars on Lambton Quay


  He told himself that he had managed that rather neatly—in fact he felt quite proud as he followed her through the turnstile. There was not very much time to do it in, certainly, but he still thought that there might be enough—the time it took to walk from Kelburne Avenue (where they left her mother) to the time when they would arrive at the Government station, where several of her friends would be waiting to see her off. During those minutes (not walking too slowly since they had left rather late) he must explain why he had acted so curiously the day before, and try to come to a definite understanding. With some girls, of course, the time would be too short, but Constantia was quick in the up-take, and not, he thought, disposed to be unfriendly. Naturally, she would expect an explanation, but some reasonable one would satisfy her.


  A little cluster of people blocked the way to the Quay. He steered her past them, and when they were fairly going along the wide street he began.


  ‘Oh, I wanted to tell you one thing, Miss Harrison.’ She turned inquiring eyes on him.


  ‘I wanted to say how it—’


  ‘Burr, bz-z-z-z, whoo-oo-oo …’ said a tramcar, thundering past.


  He waited patiently till speech was again possible, and found that she was telling him brightly about Miss Roch’s sister. Miss Roch was the heroine of yesterday’s episode and it seemed that Constantia had a great admiration for her sister. The little story ended pleasantly, and he began again. ‘Er, as I was saying, Miss Harrison, I wanted to tell you—’


  Burr-r-r-r went another car, and before its noise had mitigated it was joined by a car from the opposite direction, clamouring along the Quay with a deafening half roar, half sob.


  It was her voice again that tested the comparative silence. ‘You were going to tell me, Mr Hayste, that you had tried to get that book I wanted, weren’t you? It was awfully good of you to trouble, but please don’t bother any more. I have it now. By the merest chance Mr—’


  Brr-r-r-r … oo-oo … bang … bump—


  He inclined his ear and tried to catch the name of the man who had been so fortunate, but though he could see that she was shouting it at him, not a word could he distinguish, and as he waited she shook her head with a pretty gesture of despair, and abandoned the attempt.


  ‘It was really very good of him, wasn’t it?’ she said when the turmoil ceased, ‘because he had only overheard what I said to you, but he thought he had seen it the day before I went to look.’


  He? Not for worlds would Hayste have asked who he was. He knew too well; his heart told him. But he would explain; he must explain, and hurry too, for now they were past Woodward Street.


  ‘I am afraid we shall be late,’ she said, hastening her steps.


  Br-r-r-r … whoo-zoo-oo … bang …


  A procession of cars came up the Quay, drowning their voices as they passed.


  ‘Confound these cars,’ he said to himself. He said it aloud, but that didn’t matter. He crossed the road, which made no difference, as the cars go down the centre, and it was only so much waste time, since one cannot talk at a crossing.


  Burr … yaha! … Have at you! … boo-hoo …


  ‘It would not do to try and converse in this street, would it?’ she asked with that brightness he found so difficult to appreciate under the circumstances, and he noticed distressfully that they were passing the Supreme Court. Hardly any time left now.


  ‘I wanted to tell you why I left so hurriedly yesterday,’ he said in a lull, the words tumbling over each other.


  ‘To tell me? Why?’ her pretty eyebrows went up.


  Only two blocks left now, the long stretch past the Government Buildings, and the next. ‘Oh,’ she cried, as a car br-r-r-r past. ‘There are Nancy and Eileen. See they are getting out at the next stopping place to wait for us.’


  Only this one block, and nothing said. Distraction!!


  He stood still and looked at her. It was for a moment like the dreadful calm after a tornado. ‘Constantia,’ he said, rapidly, earnestly, ‘I love you with all my heart. Will you marry me?’


  Br-r-r-r … whoo-hoo … bz-z-z … the strenuous life … yah … oo-hoo … A reprieve! A reprieve! No, bang, bump!


  Three trams were passing. Constantia nodded.


  [Dominion, December 23, 1908]


  []


  The Education of Audrey


  ‘Now, when, in the name of fortune, am I to see you? I have a thousand things to show you, and as many again to talk about, but not the slightest desire to come and interview you in a boarding-house, or to take you out to tea. Come and see me this afternoon, and give me your advice upon my wholly charming room. I have been in London a month, and twice we have met—once at a concert, where you looked daggers at me, once at a restaurant, where you did not look at me at all. Just wire me, dear. I’m hungry for you, here, this very minute with me. Are you coming?—Max.’


  Audrey smiled. She stood by the open window, looking out upon the street, the note in her hand.


  It was Saturday morning, and full of sunshine. She watched the fugue-like course of hansoms, and four-wheelers and automobiles. A man wheeling a barrow full of shining, waving palms in terra-cotta jars, passed by. Just under her window a boy was singing:


  
    ‘Ladies fair, I bring to you


    Sweet lavender with spikes of blue.’

  


  in a fresh, rough, vigorous voice. His basket was full of little bunches of the fragrant dainty blossom. Audrey felt she would like to buy it all, crush it in her hands, bury her face in it, absorb it.


  At the corner pillar-box a postman shovelled the collection of white envelopes into a canvas bag….


  Again she read the note in her hand. A faint flush spread over her face. She walked over to the dressing-table, leaned her elbows on the table, her chin in her hand, and nodded to the mirror face:


  ‘We’ll go, my dear, and enjoy ourselves, and wear our best clothes. But, first, kindly send a wire at the post office.’ She pulled a fur cap, gloves, and long soft coat from her wardrobe, and, as she stood buttoning her collar, the street sounds floating up, the autumn wind stirring the blinds, she laughed softly.


  ‘I am the happiest woman on this earth,’ said Audrey. ‘I have youth—Oh, divine youth,’ she beat her gloved hands together, ‘and my beautiful voice, and freedom, absolute liberty.’


  For days rain had been falling over London with a steady monotonous persistence. Now, in this sunshine, she felt intoxicated. It was sparkling and golden, and enchanting, like champagne.


  Lying in her bed that morning, she had felt all through her that wonderful sense of power, of complete confidence in herself, that happiness which always followed her successful concerts. And when she had come back from her bath, her hair, all wet, hanging round her face, she had run over to the piano and sung, ‘Softly Awakes my Heart’, and almost frightened herself with the golden sounds.


  Now, a letter from Max, and the prospect of an adorable afternoon.


  She almost ran down the street. A child, bowling a great hoop, skipped past her. ‘It is an uncomfortable thing,’ sighed Audrey, ‘to possess a spirit that persists in hoop-bowling at my mature age, when the flesh must plod the pavestones of convention.’


  She wired to Max merely ‘I come’, and went back to her rooms with her arms full of chrysanthemums, yellow and rusty red, with a flaming setting of Cape-gooseberry flower.


  ‘What can I wear?’ said Audrey, later, brushing her black silk-like hair, and arranging it round her face in puffs and curls. ‘Max is so intensely critical about clothes, and I mean to look beautiful.’ She decided upon a Liberty dress of mauve face-cloth, trimmed with dull violet buttons, and a beaver hat of the same colour, with a long curled feather. She took a hansom to No. 9, East-square, and told the driver to call for her at 5.30; it was then a quarter after 4.


  A sudden breeze in the Square caught the leaves of the plane trees, burnt a bright golden and a dull brown, and whirled them into the air like a flock of magic birds. Two floated on to her muff, and she held them against her cold face as she mounted the steep flight of stairs.


  Max opened the door, and she gave him both her hands, and the two little golden leaves. ‘See,’ she said, ‘I am bringing you summer!’


  ‘Oh, Audrey, this is fine. Come along into the smoking-room—this way.’ He pushed aside the heavy purple portière.


  The room was full of gloom, but vivid yellow curtains hung, straight and fine, before the three windows. Tall wrought-iron candlesticks stood in the corners. The intense whiteness of the candles suddenly brought back a memory of Saint Gudule at dusk, and Audrey caught her breath.


  There were prints of beautiful women on the walls, and the graceful figure of a girl holding a green shell in her arms stood on one of the tables. There was a long low couch upholstered in dull purple, and quaint low chairs in the same colour. The air was full of the odour of chrysanthemums, the blossoms arranged in pewter bowls on the mantelshelf, and bookcases and tables. At the far corner of the room there was a great Blüthner piano.


  Audrey gave Max her coat and furs and long gloves. She sat on the low lounge, her feet tucked under her, a big leather cushion at her back.


  ‘Max, what a fascinating room!’


  ‘I thought you’d like it,’ he said, stirring the fire, and then flinging himself into a great chair facing her.


  ‘Well, I’ve got you at last.’


  ‘Silly boy, not to have hailed me before. I couldn’t fly a flag out of my window to attract you.’


  Max leaned forward, impulsively—‘Do you realise how long it is since we have seen each other?’


  ‘Oh, let me see—four years.’


  ‘Yes, and I cannot realise that we have ever been apart.’


  ‘Oh, Max! Do you remember our parting?—that terrible place; you had to catch the evening boat. I walked down to the ferry with you along the road. I had no shoes and stockings on—do you remember? And the wind. You had proposed to me that afternoon with unqualified success on the back verandah, and we tried to kiss each other before the boat went, but the wind blew all my hair across my face.’ Audrey flung back her head and laughed. ‘Oh, what children!’ she said. ‘I watched that ship put out to sea; you stood by the rail, waving me a little friendly greeting. I was crying, without a handkerchief. I remember going back to my room, kneeling by the window, looking up at the fierce sky, and praying, “Oh, God, keep him, keep him!”’ Audrey laughed again, this time a little bitterly. ‘And this morning I got my first letter from you.’


  Max got up, and walked over to the fireplace. He stood looking into the glowing coals. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘go on.’


  ‘Are you enjoying it?’ said Audrey, ‘How very good and how very rare for a man to hear this! And after the absolute sense of my nearness had worn off, it was easy to put the whole episode away. You realised, and how wisely, that you must not be distracted. You thought of me in weak moments as “poor little girl”, or when your pictures failed you as “dear little girl”. Oh, how much I owe you!’ cried Audrey. ‘Can it ever be repaid?’


  Max faced her swiftly—‘What?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I owe you almost everything. You see, Max, for a little while I did worship you, lived in a strange passionate dream of you and of me, believed that love between man and woman was the only thing in the world, instead of a lion in the path I’ve conquered and walked over. Then grandfather died, and I kissed his dead face. I woke and came to Paris. I have all his money, you know, and slaved, and now’—


  There was silence in the room. Then Audrey spoke again.


  ‘Love,’ she said, ‘is a means to the end. You must have gone through all the abandonment of love. You must have been bruised and scarred by his mighty fetters. You must have been tossed upon the very sea of passion, and if you can escape free in body and soul, there lies before you such a wide wind-swept waste of freedom, such promise of happiness in this freedom that you run forward, your arms outstretched to take the whole world into your embrace.’


  Max took a green suède case from one of the tables. He sat down on the lounge beside Audrey. ‘Do not think for a moment,’ he said, seriously, ‘that I should question such philosophy. I am going to show you some of my work.—Want a cigarette?’


  ‘Please.’


  He handed her his case. Then he showed her a collection of sketches—‘This is where I spent last summer, Audrey … and a winter there … I call this “The Poet’s House”. Observe the great broken branch of the cedar tree that shadows half the picture. Can’t you feel the mystery, the morbid imaginings, the exotic, feverish fancies, the long nights?’


  ‘Oh, how good!’ said Audrey.


  ‘Here is “The Spirit of Music”,’ said Max. It was a portrait of herself, singing—wild-rose tinted cheeks, shining eyes, her hair in two long braids.


  ‘When did you do this?’ she asked.


  ‘Oh, about a year ago, when I was a little “off colour”, you know.’


  Audrey pushed the sketch away from her.


  ‘Do not laugh at me,’ she cried.


  ‘Oh, but why not? How can the laughter of a mere man disturb the freshness of your wind-swept spaces? But, look, Audrey, here is the “Mystic Garden Scene” I wished to show you.’


  Audrey stared at the picture in silence. Then—‘You are a genius, Max.’


  ‘What arrests you immediately in my work?’


  ‘Oh, of course, a certain almost fierce concentration. Your touch is the very quintessence of power.’


  ‘If you are to become an artist, Audrey, that is the secret. Art demands of her disciples absolute slavish obedience, complete surrender of everything in the years of their apprenticeship. But when those years are passed, we know that the time has come to “realise one’s nature perfectly”—then to create. Do you understand me? You see, my dear girl,’ he continued lighting another cigarette, ‘your experience of life is based upon—forgive me—a little literature and a great deal of morbid imaginings.’ He crossed the room and lit the four candles upon the piano. ‘Come and sing for me.’


  Audrey felt intensely angry, also, that her splendid happiness was slipping from her. ‘Oh, do not talk like this,’ she said, seating herself at the piano, and looking up at Max: ‘I have bought the experience that I possess with the very gold of my youth.’


  Max laughed gently. ‘Sing now,’ he said, ‘we can talk again afterwards.’ He leaned across the piano and watched her. Her beautiful voice filled the room. She sang song after passionate song. And he thought: Could anything be more fascinating than to teach this beautiful child that she might so live her life, that each song she sang would be the crystallisation of a wonderful experience?


  The music ceased. Audrey looked out of the window. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘it is pouring with rain, and quite late. Please bring me my coat and furs.’ She drew on her gloves; he helped her into her coat. Her hands trembled so much that she could not fasten the collar.


  ‘Here, let me,’ said Max. He could feel that she was shivering, and looking at her, he saw the pallor of her face. Her eyes were strangely bright, her under-lip quivered.


  ‘What is the matter, child?’


  ‘Oh, I do not know,’ she said, moving towards the door. The room had become quite dark now, the silver rain beat softly upon the windows.


  ‘Audrey,’ said Max, ‘Audrey, you child, don’t you know, dear, that you have not spent one atom of the gold of your youth, that you are still walking along the little white road of childhood, fighting lions with your fairy wand?’


  ‘I have been happy.’


  ‘Why are you crying?’


  ‘Do you know how I feel?’ she said painfully—‘as though my philosophy was a thing for sunshine and daylight—and, it is raining now. You have made me believe Max, that I have been playing with life. Yet, I have been happy.’


  ‘Yes, as a child is happy. Ah, there are heights and depths in Art and Life that you have never dreamed of, Audrey. If you could only realise what might belong to you! You are playing on the outskirts of a forest filled with beautiful scarlet flowers. One day, sooner or later, if you want to fulfil your destiny, someone will take you by the hand and lead you there, and you will learn.’


  Silence again in the dark room … the silver rain beat against the window.


  She suddenly turned towards him and stretched out her hands—‘Teach me, Max,’ said Audrey.


  [Evening Post, January 30, 1909]


  []


  Mary


  On poetry afternoons grandmother let Mary and me wear Mrs. Gardner’s white hemstitched pinafores because we had nothing to do with ink or pencil.


  Triumphant and feeling unspeakably beautiful, we would fly along the road, swinging our kits and half chanting, half singing our new piece. I always knew my poetry, but Mary, who was a year and a half older, never knew hers. In fact, lessons of any sort worried her soul and body. She could never distinguish between ‘m’ and ‘n.’


  ‘Now, Kass—turmip,’ she would say, wrinkling her nose, ‘t-o-u-r-m-i-p, isn’t it?’


  Also in words like ‘celery’ or ‘gallery’ she invariably said ‘cerely’ and ‘garrely.’


  I was a strong, fat little child who burst my buttons and shot out of my skirts to grandmother’s entire satisfaction, but Mary was a ‘weed.’ She had a continuous little cough. ‘Poor old Mary’s bark,’ as father called it.


  Every spare moment of her time seemed to be occupied in journeying with mother to the pantry and being forced to take something out of a spoon—cod-liver oil, Easton’s syrup, malt extract. And though she had her nose held and a piece of barley sugar after, these sorties, I am sure, told on her spirits.


  ‘I can’t bear lessons,’ she would say woefully. ‘I’m all tired in my elbows and my feet.’


  And yet, when she was well she was elfishly gay and bright—danced like a fairy and sang like a bird. And heroic! She would hold a rooster by the legs while Pat chopped his head off. She loved boys, and played with a fine sense of honor and purity. In fact, I think she loved everybody; and I, who did not, worshipped her. I suffered untold agonies when the girls laughed at her in class, and when she answered wrongly I put up my hand and cried, ‘Please, Teacher, she means something quite different.’ Then I would turn to Mary and say, ‘You meant “island” and not “peninsula,” didn’t you, dear?’


  ‘Of course,’ she would say—‘how very silly!’


  But on poetry afternoons I could be no help at all. The class was divided into two and ranged on both sides of the room. Two of us drew lots as to which side must begin, and when the first half had each in turn said their piece, they left the room while Teacher and the remaining ones voted for the best reciter. Time and again I was top of my side, and time and again Mary was bottom. To stand before all those girls and Teacher, knowing my piece, loving it so much that I went in the knees and shivered all over, was joy; but she would stand twisting ‘Mrs. Gardner’s white linen stitched,’ blundering and finally breaking down ignominiously. There came a day when we had learned the whole of Thomas Hood’s ‘I remember, I remember,’ and Teacher offered a prize for the best girl on each side. The prize for our side was a green-plush bracket with a yellow china frog stuck on it. All the morning these treasures had stood on Teacher’s table; all through playtime and the dinner hour we had talked of nothing else. It was agreed that it was bound to fall to me. I saw pictures of myself carrying it home to grandmother—I saw it hanging on her wall—never doubting for one moment that she would think it the most desirable ornament in life. But as we ran to afternoon school Mary’s memory seemed weaker than ever before, and suddenly she stopped on the road.


  ‘Kass,’ she said, ‘think what a s’prise if I got it after all; I believe mother would go mad with joy. I know I should. But then … I’m so stupid, I know.’


  She sighed, and we ran on. Oh, from that moment I longed that the prize might fall to Mary. I said the ‘piece’ to her three times over as we ran up the last hill and across the playground. Sides were chosen. She and I, as our names began with ‘B’, were the first to begin. And alas! that she was older, her turn was before mine.


  The first verse went splendidly. I prayed viciously for another miracle.


  ‘Oh, please, God, dear, do be nice! … If you won’t—’


  The Almighty slumbered. Mary broke down. I saw her standing there all alone, her pale little freckled face flushed, her mouth quivering, and the thin fingers twisting and twisting at the unfortunate pinafore frill. She was helped, in a critical condition, to the very end. I saw Teacher’s face smiling at me suddenly—the cold, shivering feeling came over me—and then I saw the house and ‘the little window where the sun came peeping in at morn.’


  When it was over the girls clapped, and the look of pride and love on Mary’s face decided me.


  ‘Kass has got it; there’s no good trying now,’ was the spirit in the rest of my side. Finally they left the room. I waited the moment until the door was shut. Then I went over to Teacher and whispered:


  ‘If I’ve got it, put Mary’s name. Don’t tell anybody, and don’t let the others tell her—oh, please.’


  I shot out the last word at her, and Teacher looked astounded.


  She shook her head at me in a way I could not understand. I ran out and joined the others. They were gathered in the passage, twittering like birds. Only Mary stood apart, clearing her throat and trying to hum a little tune. I knew she would cry if I talked to her, so I paid no attention. I felt I would like to run out of school and never come back again. Trying not to be sorry for what I had done trying not to think of that heavenly green bracket, which seemed big and beautiful enough now to give Queen Victoria—and longing for the voting to be over kept me busy. At last the door was opened, and we trooped in. Teacher stood by the table. The girls were radiant. I shut my mouth hard and looked down at my slippers.


  ‘The First Prize,’ said Teacher, ‘is awarded to Mary Beetham.’ A great burst of clapping; but above it all I heard Mary’s little cry of joy. For a moment I could not look up; but when I did, and saw her walking to the desk, so happy, so confident, so utterly unsuspecting, when I saw her going back to her place with that green-plush bracket in her hands, it needed all my wildest expostulations with the Deity to keep back my tears. The rest of the afternoon passed like a dream; but when school broke up Mary was the heroine of the hour. Boys and girls followed her—held the prize in their ‘own hands’—and all looked at me with pitying contempt, especially those who were in the secret and knew what I had done.


  On the way home we passed the Karori bus going home from town full of business men. The driver gave us a lift, and we bundled in. We knew all the people.


  ‘I’ve won a prize for po’try!’ cried Mary, in a high, excited voice.


  ‘Good old Mary!’ they chorused.


  Again she was the center of admiring popularity.


  ‘Well, Kass, you needn’t look so doleful,’ said Mr. England, laughing at me; ‘you aren’t clever enough to win everything.’


  ‘I know,’ I answered, wishing I were dead and buried.


  I did not go into the house when we reached home, but wandered down to the loft and watched Pat mixing the chicken food.


  But the bell rang at last, and with slow steps I crept up to the nursery.


  Mother and grandmother were there with two callers. Alice had come up from the kitchen; Vera was sitting with her arm round Mary’s neck.


  ‘Well, that’s wonderful, Mary,’ mother was saying. ‘Such a lovely prize, too. Now, you see what you really can do, darling.’


  ‘That will be nice for you to show your little girls when you grow up,’ said grandmother.


  Slowly I slipped into my chair.


  ‘Well, Kass, you don’t look very pleased,’ cried one of the tactful callers.


  Mother looked at me severely.


  ‘Don’t say you are going to be a sulky child about your sister,’ she said.


  Even Mary’s bright little face clouded.


  ‘You are glad, aren’t you, dear?’ she questioned.


  ‘I’m frightfully glad,’ I said, holding on to the handle of my mug, and seeing all too plainly the glance of understanding that passed between the grown-ups.


  We had the yellow frog for tea, we had the green-plush bracket for the entire evening when father came home, and even when Mary and I had been sent to bed she sang a little song made out of her own head:


  ‘I got a yellow frog for a prize,


  An’ it had china eyes.’


  But she tried to fit this to the tune of ‘Sun of My Soul,’ which grandmother thought a little irreverent, and stopped her.


  Mary’s bed was in the opposite corner of the room. I lay with my head pressed into the pillow. Then the tears came. I pulled the clothes over my head. The sacrifice was too great. I stuffed a corner of the sheet into my mouth to stop me from shouting out the truth. Nobody loved me, nobody understood me, and they loved Mary without the frog, and now that she had it I decided they loved me less.


  A long time seemed to pass. I got hot and stuffy, and came up to breathe. And the Devil entered into my soul. I decided to tell Mary the truth. From that moment I was happy and light again, but I felt savage. I sat up—then got out of bed. The linoleum was very cold. I crossed over to the other corner.


  The moon shone through the window straight on to Mary’s bed. She lay on her side, one hand against her cheek, soundly sleeping. Her little plait of hair stood straight up from her head; it was tied with a piece of pink wool. Very white her small face, and the funny freckles I could see even in this light; she had thrown off half the bedclothes; one button of her nightdress was undone, showing her flannel chest protector.


  I stood there for one moment, on one leg, watching her asleep. I looked at the green-plush bracket already hung on the wall above her head, at that perfect yellow frog with china eyes, and then again at Mary, who stirred and flung out one arm across the bed….


  Suddenly I stooped and kissed her.


  [Idler, March 1910]


  []


  A Fairy Story


  It was the old story of the woodcutter’s daughter, but he was by no means a prince.


  The woodcutter had found him, one year, in the beautiful spring weather, lying in a daisy-pied meadow, sucking his thumb, and his rosy limbs warm with sunshine.


  ‘Tut,’ said the woodcutter, ‘here is the very playmate for my baby daughter.’


  He was certainly an unsophisticated old man, with no eye to the future. But he had been brought up on fairy tales and felt, keenly, the necessity, the duty, of acting his part. So he folded the baby man-child in his arms and walked home.


  The woodcutter’s wife was not pleased.


  ‘Fie upon your Grimm and your Andersen,’ she cried, ‘go, read in the books of Ibsen and of Shaw, and learn the error of your ways,’ and she burnt his supper of fried onions.


  But she took the lovely, sleeping, baby from her husband and clad him in a little woollen vest of her daughter’s—infancy is deliciously unconventional—and put him on the hearthrug, where the other child sprawled lazily, and blinked at the fire.


  While the woodman’s wife washed the dishes, the woodcutter sat in a corner, silent, but not unhappy. Presently he fell asleep and dreamed that he journeyed again to the meadow where the child had been found, and there on the very spot shone and flamed a wonderful Crown of Gold.


  ‘This is just as it should be,’ he heard himself saying. He bent down to take it in his hands, and it was only a ring of yellow buttercups. Then a wind came and scattered the petals far and away over the world.


  The woodcutter awoke. His wife had put the babies to bed in the square, brown crib that stood against the wall—they were smiling in their sleep.


  She sat beside them, fashioning baby clothes out of her new cambric skirt, evidently reasoning, like a wise woman, that it is far, far safer to offer the other cheek to fate, without any fuss or nonsense.


  So they grew out of babyhood and into childhood together, the Boy and the Girl.


  The little hut on the top of the hill was filled by day with happy, rippling laughter.


  The Girl was slender and dark eyed, with fine straight brows, and long silk-like hair.


  He was shorter than she, far slower in his movements, pale faced and blue eyed, with a mop of the lightest flaxen curls.


  ‘You are like a baby bird in a nest,’ the Girl would say, rumpling his hair with both hands.


  And when they were seven years old the woodcutter’s wife taught them their letters, how to count beads in a little steel frame, and how to embroider kettle-holders with canvas backs.


  The Girl learnt eagerly—she seemed hungry for knowledge. When lesson time came, with flushed cheeks and shining eyes, she sat on a stool at her mother’s feet, and—‘tell me more,’ she would always say—‘and next, mother, and next?’


  But the Boy would remain silent, staring in front of him, dreaming.


  The woodcutter’s wife was an exceptional woman; she was very ‘up’ in everything. She had once lived a whole year in Bayswater, W., and had gone regularly to the pit of the Court Theatre, and taken a course at the Polytechnic, and she had sat in the same ’bus with George Bernard Shaw, and once seen Mr. G.K. Chesterton riding in a hansom. These little things cannot fail to leave their impress upon character; they had stirred in her ideals, ideas, vague longings which took fierce life in her daughter. Why she had married the woodcutter was always a little vague. She was a plain woman with a shining complexion, and wore obtrusive hair-nets; then her skirt-supporter invariably parted from her blouse. Perhaps these facts, and the woodcutter’s dreaming disposition, explain the matter.


  On winter evenings, when the cheerful domesticated fire roared appropriately up the chimney, the woodcutter used to lift the Boy on his knee, and ‘whisper.’ For the first time in his life he felt understood and appreciated. He told him all Grimm and the story of the ‘Wild Swans’—the Boy hid his face and wept—the story of ‘Old Luk-Oie,’ and ‘The Goloshes of Fortune,’ and the ‘Red Shoes.’


  And to the Boy, Karen was far more real than the Girl who sat by the woodcutter’s wife and learnt words of three syllables.


  ‘Father,’ he would whisper, when the stories were over, ‘I saw ten elves and a hundred fairies fly out of the vegetable dish at dinner.’


  Then the old man would hold him fast and tell him that two snails poked their tongues out at a slug on the garden path that very afternoon.


  ‘Mother,’ said the Girl, ‘what is independence?’


  Ah, she was certainly very advanced indeed.


  They were twelve years old when the Wanderer came to spend the summer with them. He rented the little front bedroom, and brought with him a knapsack of clothes and two great cases of books.


  And the woodcutter’s wife fed him on leeks and brown bread, and fresh walnuts, and on Sundays and Thursdays he had a little lime juice with his water. At three o’clock every morning he weeded out carrots in the garden, and the Girl, peering out of the window, heard him singing softly as he worked, ‘Here with a loaf of bread beneath the bough.’


  He must be very hungry, she thought sympathetically.


  At this time she had read all Shakespeare and ‘Lycidas’ and ‘Paradise Lost,’ and Dickens, and ‘The Lady of the Lake.’ Her mother had read to her ‘You never can tell,’ ‘The Doll’s House’ and ‘Aglavaine and Selysette’.


  The Boy was reading ‘What the Moon Saw,’ and worshipping the ground she trod upon.


  One afternoon the Girl walked into the Wanderer’s room. He was sitting on the bed writing a letter, his writing-pad on his knee. That is a horrible occupation, but the table had the inevitable deformed leg failing.


  The Wanderer was irritable—he had tied a belt tightly round his waist, he had inhaled the perfume of two cabbage-roses, but the gnawing feeling remained unpacified.


  ‘Well?’ he said sharply, as the Girl stood by the door.


  ‘I want to look at your books,’ said she.


  He glanced at her curiously. Her wonderful face gleamed strangely at him, from billow and billow of white pinafore.


  ‘I’m—I’m quite exceptional,’ she said, hastily, “I’m very advanced.’


  ‘Oh, are you?’ said the Wanderer.


  ‘Don’t think of what I look like; as Mr. Shaw says, ‘You Never can Tell.’


  ‘Hang thee, sweet wench,’ said the Wanderer, ‘come along here—you know the “Open Sesame” and I’ll show you the books.’


  And two hours later, they were, both sitting on the floor—And he was reading her Omar Khayyam, and she was looking into Arthur Symons.


  Then a new life began for the Girl. She, too, weeded carrots, and ate leeks and brown bread, and talked to the Wanderer.


  And he told her of London, of Spain, of Paris, of Brussels, and again London.


  And he taught her his ethics of life, and that unselfishness signifies lack of Progress—and that she must avoid the Seven Deadly Virtues. And she printed a little text, and hung it above her washstand—‘The strongest man is he who stands most alone.’


  When the bracken was turning golden, and the days becoming short and cold, the Wanderer packed his knapsack and left them.


  But he gave the Girl his books, and with them a little card bearing his name and address.


  ‘When the time comes,’ he said, ‘this will always find me.’


  She did not understand, but she sewed the card inside her pocket, and kissed the Wanderer on both cheeks.


  Winter came early that year.


  The Boy began working with the Woodcutter. They left home each morning, with their lunch in a paper bag, and, through the day, they lived in an Enchanted Land—the Boy was a Prince and the Girl, at home, a Princess in her castle.


  He was very, very happy.


  She had begun reading seriously. The Woodcutter’s wife never allowed her to touch the housekeeping or the dishes—‘You must be very advanced’ she always said, ‘you must find other things to do.’


  And the Wanderer did not forget her. He sent her a post-card of Maxim Gorki, and a little book ‘The Virgins of the Rocks’; she did not understand it, but it gave her beautiful dreams.


  One night, the following summer, the Girl sat on the doorstep watching the stars, and the Boy, beside her.


  ‘Boy,’ she said, ‘What are you going to do?’


  ‘I am going to find the world,’ he cried, standing up, and stretching out his thin arms to the moon, ‘And you—Girl?’


  ‘I am going to find myself,’ the Girl answered. She put her hand into her pocket, and pressed the Wanderer’s little card.


  ‘Oh, the world,’ said the Boy—‘the people, the great battles, the wide streets, the castles, the dragons and the hidden places. All are to belong to me. I am going to be so famous that when I ride past on my white horse, the people will point at me crying, “See, there he goes, the boy who has found the world; the boy who has conquered the world.” And I shall sit in a bower made out of my laurel wreaths, and you shall be the queen and hold my hand. And I shall never be old, and always be beautiful.’


  ‘Do wisdom and beauty walk hand in hand?’ said the Girl. She sat with her chin pillowed on her hand, and wondered.


  A breeze shook the rose-bush above the door, and, round them, floated a flutter of white petals.


  ‘See, summer snow,’ said the Boy, catching at them.


  But the Girl suddenly sprang to her feet and flung her arms round his neck, and held his head against her little breast.


  Then she ran into her room and locked the door. And the moonlight fell upon the text above the washstand. ‘The strongest man is he who stands most alone.’


  • • • • • •


  So two years passed.


  Then the woodcutter’s wife died.


  She had been sitting at the table, cutting the leaves of ‘A Wife Without a Smile,’ when her heart stopped beating.


  And the woodcutter, true to his vocation, died also. They were buried in a churchyard, miles away.


  When the Girl and the Boy came back from the funeral, to the silent hut, the Boy put his hand into the Girl’s and said, ‘Now we two are left. I must begin to learn to find the world. I must read all the books that have been written, and find what all truly great men have said, to prepare myself. And you shall mend my clothes, Girl, and cook my little meals.’


  But the Girl shook herself free and laughed, and ran from him down the hill, down the road to a little railway station. And she travelled all the way to London, with the wanderer’s card unpicked from her pocket and clasped in her hand.


  And when she had reached Liverpool Street Station a policeman showed her the way.


  He lived in a great house. She was almost nervous when she was shown into the lofty drawing room, but the Wanderer had not changed.


  She ran to him, her face aglow.


  ‘Oh, teach me to find myself,’ she said. ‘I have come to learn.’


  So the Wanderer taught her many things. She was so exceedingly beautiful that he found pleasure in doing so.


  Later she acted in great dramas, and when she rode in her carriage, in beautiful ‘Doucet’ gowns, all the people pointed at her, and cried, ‘See, there she goes—the Girl who has found herself, the Girl who has conquered the world.’


  But in her bed, at night, she thought of the Boy in the little hut on the hill, and cried.


  Left alone, the Boy was, at first, dazed with agony and surprise.


  ‘Ah, I understand,’ he said, ‘she could not stay with such a great simpleton. Wait till I have found the world.’


  So he sent to Mudie’s for cases of books, and he spent all his days and half his nights, reading. He became slower than ever in his movements, his face paler; but ‘I have not so long to wait now,’ he said. ‘Soon I shall be ready.’


  And he wrote for more books and more books, until every room in the hut was full, and they were heaped in great piles up to the ceiling. And one night, as he sat by the fireplace a great mountain of books, from the mantel-piece above, fell on him and killed him. It was very terrible.


  ‘Ah,’ said the poor Boy, as he lay dying, ‘if the Girl would only come now, and hold my head just once against her little breast.’ Then he died.


  And there crept into the room a worn-out, bent old ghost, who lifted up the Boy’s frail body, and laid him on a bed. An old ghost, who moaned and muttered about the ‘Little Sea Maid’ and ‘The Snow Queen,’ as he smoothed the Boy’s hair.


  Then he recklessly, savagely, pulled down all the roses—for it was summer—that grew above the door and spread them over him. And he lighted a little candle at the feet and at the head, and left the Boy—alone.


  That afternoon the Girl had been acting in a great Matinee.


  When it was over the Wanderer came round to her dressing room.


  ‘Girl,’ he said, ‘you have found yourself—now marry me.’


  But she shook her head and ran past him into her motor brougham.


  ‘Drive to Liverpool Street Station,’ she said.


  It was past midnight when the train reached the same little railway station.


  The Girl felt that she could not run fast enough up the steep hill.


  She saw the lights from the woodcutter’s hut.


  ‘Oh, I have been a fool,’ cried the Girl, ‘I do not want myself, and I do not want the world, but just the Boy, the Boy.’


  She sobbed as she ran.


  Then she came to the door—there were no roses, and the bush was all mangled and torn. She lifted the latch, ‘Boy, Boy,’ she said.


  Silence.


  She walked in, past the sitting room—it was difficult to pick her way, she stumbled often—the books were so numerous—and into her little bedroom.


  And the bed was heaped with white roses. A candle burned at the head and a candle at the feet.


  ‘So this is where it ends,’ said the Girl.


  She knelt softly by the bed.


  Above the wash-stand she saw the faded text—‘The strongest man is he, who stands most alone’—she lifted the sheet, and the Boy, as of old, smiled at her.


  All his flaxen hair was spread upon the pillow.


  ‘Oh, my dear,’ said the Girl, kissing him on the mouth—and her heart broke.


  • • • • • •


  They were buried in a great meadow—daisy-pied—where the sun shone warmly.


  And the morning after, when some children came with dahlia heads in little glass jam jars, a miracle had happened.


  The grass grew green upon the little mound, and round it a wide crown of golden buttercups.


  ‘Oh, look, look, how beautiful!’ they cried.


  But a wind came and scattered the petals far and away over the world.


  [Open Window, December 1910]


  []


  The Festival of the Coronation.


  (With apologies to Theocritus.)


  
    Gwennie: Hallo, old dear!

  


  Tilly: I’d given you up. Come into the kitchen and have some tea. We’ll never be able to get a cup out.


  Gwennie: Even the A.B.C.’s are closed.


  Tilly: Squatty-vous.


  Gwennie: Heavens, this rushing! I couldn’t find a solitary ’bus or even a taxi—nothing in the streets but old scraps of newspaper and stray policemen. It’s quite uncanny—a sort of Sunday without church bells.


  Tilly: I know. The arrival of the postman seemed almost indecent. I got up this morning with a feeling of “early Communion” in the air. I’d never be able to live in London if it wasn’t for the noise.


  Gwennie: Pop on your things and let’s start. I read in the “Daily Mail” the procession will be wonderful.


  Tilly: In the “Daily Mail” everything is wonderful. Do you think I dare risk my best hat?


  Gwennie: Doubtful. I’ve come out in rags. Trimmed this hat before I got into bed last night. The red velvet’s off a cushion cover, my dear, and I picked up the cornflowers for 2¾d. a bunch years and years ago.


  Tilly: You’re one of those people who never need good clothes. O, you know what I mean. And the hat’s sweet—awfully ducky and appropriate…. Where is my key? I lose the key of this flat simply through trying to find it.


  Gwennie: Tilly, that skirt suits you down to the ground. Tell me, how much material is there in it?


  Tilly: Two yards round, and it’s all the fault of “Mary.” I hadn’t worn more than a yard and a half for months.


  Gwennie: You poor darling. And I’m convinced she won’t be happy until she’s put the Court into crinolines.


  Tilly: Are you ready? Half a minute. I’ll just put the milk-can out before I shut the door. (They go out.) Gracious! There isn’t even a tram! We’ll have to walk all the way to the Tube: you can positively count the people. Perhaps the Coronation has been postponed after all at the last moment. Ask a policeman our quickest way to The line of route. Say “Officer,” it makes them so much more attentive.


  Gwennie: Officer, what is the shortest way to reach the crowd?


  Policeman: Tube to Piccadilly. No—there’s nobody at Piccadilly now. Try Dover Street.


  Gwennie: Thank you. (To Tilly) Let’s cross over here. Isn’t it all ghastly? I feel as though we were treading on graves.


  Tilly: I’ll take the tickets. What’s that official staring at us for? He’ll split his face in half if he yawns like that. Really, you’d think they were running the Tube especially for our benefit. I am glad you came. I’d be terrified alone.


  Gwennie: Isn’t it nice to be able to read all the advertisements in comfort? Look at that one—for Beeney’s new novel “Love and the Death’s Head” … “Brimming goblets of humour. Tipped with the salt foam of never malicious satire” …. it sounds rather fascinating.


  Tilly: Here’s the train. I can’t get into a perfectly empty carriage. There are two men in that “smoker.” Jump on.


  Gwennie: I don’t like the look of them. Keep a tight hold on your bag when we get out. How they stare! Now they’ve started humming at us.


  Tilly: Oh, they’re harmless—humming is complimentary. The serenade dies very hard…. Take my arm when we get out and keep as close as possible in the crowd. If you get your arm stretched out, a push from behind, and it would be broken.


  Gwennie: Arrived! Do look at the barricades—like a Russian siege—and that angelic horse with the leopard skin on his back. But where are the people? Ask a policeman what time the crowd is expected.


  Tilly: Officer, if we get through the barriers shall we be able to come out again when the crowd arrives? (To Tilly.) He won’t answer. I think he’s asleep.


  Policeman: These ’ere barricades won’t be used, mum.


  Gwennie: O, there are some people this side—quite a little party—and three more horses. Let’s wait and see what happens. I adore listening to other people’s conversation. (From a window above a piece of brown paper floats on to Gwennie’s hat.) Gracious me! How dangerous! If that had struck one of the horses they’d have stampeded. What ever shall I do with it?


  Voice: Make it inter a ball an’ stand on it.


  Gwennie: Pooh, that’s smart! I don’t think this is at all amusing. Ask a policeman what time the procession passes.


  Tilly: Officer, will the procession be here soon?


  Policeman: ’Alf past two.


  Tilly: And it’s not nine o’clock yet. I’m going. Let’s try Piccadilly. It’s coming on to rain—we’ll be more sheltered in the tube.


  Gwennie: Yes, and Appenrodt’s may be open. I’m beginning to have a sinking sensation.


  Tilly: We’ll never be able to get in…. Here’s a whole live workman in the Tube, Gwennie. I’m getting the giggles.


  Liftman: ’Ullo Bill, out to see the troops?


  Bill: Wot troops?


  Liftman: Coronation!


  Bill: Huh! I’m off to work, I am.


  Gwennie: Did you ever! How dark these passages are…. I wonder if the procession has started.


  Tilly: Where is Piccadilly Circus? These flags make the buildings quite unfamiliar…. Why, we’re there, Gwennie.


  Gwennie: O, do look at that old man riding round the fountain on a tricycle. Pathetic! Or do you think he’s a member of the Secret Police?


  Tilly: No, he looks to me like a German tourist. Shall we go and have a sandwich? There’s not a soul in the café.


  Gwennie: Fed I must be! Then supposing we go to Oxford Circus and walk from there to Chancery Lane—we’d be near home.


  Tilly: I’m quite willing to try. Does the King wear his crown on the return journey?


  Gwennie: No, an ermine thing, I believe, rather like a black and white spotted bathing cap…. I’ll pay, dear. You must let me—it’s my shout to-day, because I asked you to come with me. (They go out.)


  Tilly: It’s raining again. I’ll tell you an unromantic fact. I’ve got a corn on my little toe, and this weather simply makes it shoot…. Isn’t it a comfort to be with a woman and feel able to say those things? I’d just as soon go about with a woman as with a man.


  Gwennie: Well—I—don’t—know.


  Coster (wheeling a barrow): Try an apple for that faice.


  Tilly: Rude beast! Isn’t it Kipling who says the East End never ought to come West? I quite agree.


  Gwennie: Come home to lunch with me. Are you keen on beef? I’ve got a delicious piece, cold, and some pickles. We could have a lie down afterwards.


  Tilly: I’d love it. It seems to me that on occasions like this the best thing to do is to remain quietly in the house and wait for the evening papers.


  [New Age, June 29, 1911]


  []


  Love Cycle.


  [… Now it came to pass that four of these Sweet English Singers were gathered together in one place. And they took counsel together as to how and in what manner they should beguile a Vacant Half Hour. “For,” they agreed, "it is written, or at any rate we believe, that the feeblest chirrup, that the song too faint even to stir the Back Hairs of God is better than the shortest silence.” And I dreamed that the names of these singers were written in a book in the order of their singing, and that it was commanded me to set them down. And they stood in a fair, sweet line and they sang.]


  Soprano: Miss Katherine Tynan.


  
    Spring i’ the wood!


    And the aconites frail


    Gold all a’ tremble


    In this wild gale.


    The snowdrop, the daffodil, hyacinth flower,


    Posy the earth in a colourful shower.


    Spring i’ the wood!

  


  
    Love i’ the wood!


    And my love all pale,


    White limbs a’ flutter


    In this wild gale.


    “Do you care?” “Would you dare?” and “I know a sweet bower.”


    So I whispered my love in that riotous hour.


    Love i’ the wood!

  


  Contralto: Mrs. E. Nesbit.


  
    Now leaps the sun on his own spears and dies!


    Across the passionate sky his red blood flies;


    The roses crush their mouths upon the breeze


    That woos them, and Dusk threads among the trees.

  


  
    So leapt my love upon her virgin drouth,


    So stained and passionate scarlet her young mouth;


    She crushed upon me all her swooning grace


    In silence—and her dark hair hid her face.

  


  Tenor: Mr. Wilfrid Gibson.


  
    Ah, no, Beloved, the air is chill,


    We dare not climb th’ accustomed hill,


    We dare not gaze o’ th’ familiar sea,


    And Autumn’s skeleton minstrelsy


    Jigs i’ the bone of the leafless tree.

  


  
    No, ah Beloved, thy mouth is cold;


    We dare not kiss as we kissed of old;


    I dare not gaze in the well-known eyes;


    My shivering spirit might surprise


    An answering shiver, that barren, dies….

  


  Bass: Mr. Laurence Housman.


  
    Howl, wind! Thud, hail!


    Drive, rain, upon a naked world!


    Weave thy pale pall, snow.


    (Ah, God, then, is it always so?


    Must the year die, must the year go?)


    The storm clouds shudder, the old winds blow.


    And life is oblivion—hushed.

  


  
    Break, heart! Beat, hands!


    Drive, tears, upon my with’ring breast!


    She lies more pale than any snow.


    (God, God, then, is it ever so?


    And must I stay, and must she go?)


    Despair—tossed, spent, I wait below


    And mourn my restless rest.

  


  [New Age, October 19, 1911]


  []


  A Marriage of Passion.


  On the stroke of nine o’clock Mr. and Mrs. De Voted took their places on either side of the drawing-room fire, in attitudes of gracefully combined hospitality and unconcern, Vivian De Voted wearing a black beard and black velvet jacket buttoned over his Bohemian bosom, his lady in a flowing purple gown embroidered in divers appropriate places with pomegranates and their leaves. The long room was decorated in that shade of blue known and loved by our youngest poet bloods as ineffable; the ceiling was black, having a gold crescent over the grand piano, and the gold-plush curtains shrouding three windows were meant to convey—I quote Vivian De V.—something of the desert’s dusty glare and the somewhat somnolent richness of eastern light-languor!


  “Doesn’t the room look beautiful,” sighed Mrs. De Voted, caressing the little tables and chairs and couches as though she loved them and would fain take them all to her vast expanse of pink bosom. “While I remember, do be careful, dear, not to let anybody sit at the table with crystallised violets; I’m keeping it; for the girls. Mirabelle sent me a card this morning saying their colour scheme was to be violet.” Mr. De Voted took a black silk handkerchief from his pocket, shook it, blew his nose upon it, and replaced it. “By the way,” said he, “you might ask me to sing ‘Loosen Your Girdles, Ye Rosebuds’; my voice is very good—I tried it in my bath this evening.” There was a ring at the front door bell, followed almost immediately by a little fluttering rush, and Miss Mirabelle and Miss Ambergris, the two unmarried sisters of Mrs. De Voted, laughing and upbraiding each other with the delicious innocence of Herrick virgins.


  “We haven’t taken off our outside ta-tas yet,” cried Mirabelle. “But we just ran in to kiss Sister and Big Brother and say we were the first.” “How heavenly you look, Angel,” cooed Ambergris. “Did Vivian design it?” “Well, it’s partly Vivian and partly some fifteenth century South Kensington Museum tapestry.” “I got the inspiration from that line; it is full summer now,” said Vivian, and he smiled and laid his hand a moment on the back of his wife’s neck. “It suits her ample beauty.” “Oh,” said Mirabelle clapping her hands, “have the babes gone to seep-sum-bye yet? Don’t say they have!” “Selysette’s cutting her teeth—she’s been asleep for hours; and Rose Mary and Madeleine are both in the Land of Nod, but Vivian is going to bring down Cedric first for a moment when everybody’s arrived—just one round the room on his shoulder.” “I adore babies.” Ambergris the innocent becoming warm—“Best of all to bath them and feel the little things squiggling about on my lap: they’re nicer than pussies.”


  Another ring at the door-bell and the prettiest dismay on the part of the girls. “Fly!” cried Mrs. De Voted; “slip through Vivian’s study and leave your things in our room. Look, that’s where you’re to sit—by the crystallised violets.” They flew, and a maid announced “Mr. Carrington Faber.” He was tall and lean, with a habit of caressing his chin as though to make certain he had one. Greetings over—“Do you know,” he cried, “the shadow cast by the tree to the left of the street-lamp upon the blind of your kitchen window?” They did not know. “It’s quite wonderful. Japanese, you know, with a touch of Sime and just a suggestion of Aubrey Beardsley in the tassel. I’ve been watching it for ages. In fact, I knocked off a little thing to it,” he shrugged and smiled; “borrowed a pencil from a policeman and wrote it on my cuff—had nothing else with me.” He dreamed over to an electric light and shot out his tablets. “Oh, yes, it’s here right enough.” "Do read it,” said Mrs. De Voted. “Fancy! the kitchen window!”


  Carrington Faber looked up gravely. “It’s quite short, you know, Japanese style. I think I’ll call it ‘Autumn’:—


  
    ‘A wild goose honked.


    My soul flew into the ashy bosom


    Of the furthest star


    And faded, shivering….’”

  


  “Mr. and Mrs. Vane Catchpole,” announced the maid, and two forlorn creatures, who appeared to have issued from a cupboard undusted and unshaken, shook hands with the De Voteds. “Didn’t see you at my lecture last Friday, Catchpole.” Vivian De Voted shook a perfectly kept finger at him. “No, no—unfortunately,” replied the little man, wrinkling up his face as though he felt a spider’s web upon it. “I meant to turn up, but the wife had one of her nervous headaches—psychic they are. What was the theme?” “‘The Infant at Nature’s Fount, or Shall the Modern Mother Suckle?’” “Oh, yes, yes, I recollect.” Mr. Catchpole frowned, pursing his lips: “Very interesting indeed. And Vital. But poor Min was quite laid low, and when those attacks come on the only thing I can do is to sit by her and read her statistics. Sounds queer, don’t it? But she says they remove the ache from the sub-conscious by quickening the nerve centres of the objective mind.”


  Mrs. De Voted, confidentially to Mrs. Catchpole, “No use at all, my dear, unless you lie down immediately after taking it. I’ve used it for years and about a month ago I gave it to my friend Mrs. Ffork Carving—they’re coming this evening, the Ffork Carvings—of course, it’s the rarest thing for them to go out in the evenings, but Mr. Carving and my husband are so intimate—really, like two boys together—and Vivian is writing a series of articles for Mr. Carving’s latest venture on ‘Fruit Diet and the Birth Rate.’”


  The girls made their reappearance in violet dresses with their arms and a silver scarf entwining. They sat on a little couch and fed each other with violet petals, the which artless game so ensnared Mr. Carrington Faber that he hung over the back of their couch and cried them pre-Raphaelite, to be rewarded by Mirabelle with a sweetie—(she called him “my big white pony,” and let him eat the morsel from the palm of her hand). Madame Seduction and Mr. Hering Bohn were announced. “You darling, darling Pet,” gurgled Madame Seduction, turning first one powdered cheek and then the other to be kissed. “And how’s your beautiful big husband? I’m going to sing you the loveliest song to-night—all about the passions of two married lovers. No, but tell me truly—do you still adore each other?” Mrs. De Voted caught the lapels of Vivian’s coat. “Are you tired of your wife?” she asked, gently shaking him. The company felt the tension of the moment—was silent—thrilled. It is not every day that one can witness a passion which had endured for nine full years, and was still—again I quote Mr. Vivian De V. in lighter vein—“on the wax with no hint of waning.” He caught her face in his hand: “I am still thy worshipper,” he boomed.


  “Mr. and Mrs. Ffork Carving.” “How do you do, Mrs. De Voted?”—“So pleased, Mr. Carving.” “Glad to see you, Carving”—“Well, De Voted! I’m afraid we’re a little late; the fact is—if I may plead not only freedom but truths of speech—our maids were out to-night, and I had to fasten my wife’s hooks between the paragraphs of to-morrow’s leader.” Appreciative laughter. “Oh, Fford, darling, how can you?” from her. “Well, you’d better retort by telling them I’ve never knotted my own ties for the last—let me see, dare I say how long we’ve been married?” “No,” she cried, “certainly not”—and she said to Mrs. De Voted: “Come away from these men—I want to tell you something. I’ve entirely given up heating soup for Ffork in the evenings. Horlick’s Malted Milk, my dear, after he’s in bed.” But Vivian pursued them and, apologising, whispered in his wife’s ear. “Oh, very well,” said she, “your baby boy.” He retired a moment reappearing with Cedric on his shoulder—Cedric in a flannel nighty with his hair in a cockatoo curl. Oh, rapture of the ladies! Oh, despair of them when Cedric, catching sight of Madame Seduction’s red silk gloves, howled with fury and hid in his father’s beard. “All right, my lamb; all right, my poppet. I’ll have to take him away, mother,” shouted Mr. De Voted above the storm. “Yes, darling, please”—and when the door was shut—“Cedric worships his father; it really is quite extraordinary. He won’t look at other people or go near them, but he responds to his father’s touch like a little—a little——” “sensitive plant,” suggested Carrington Faber.


  “The mentality of young children is as significant to me as the mentality of young gods,” said De Voted, reappearing with his beard freshly brushed. “What about some music? I say, Bohn, will you accompany Madame Seduction?” “Delighted!” The gentleman bowed and unfastened the lady’s music-case which lay on the piano. “What shall I sing?” she said, standing behind him and breathing faintly down his neck. “Whatever you like”—and he whispered: “You look adorable to-night.” “Do I?” she murmured. "Are the red gloves a success?” “Irresistibly evil. You are like a poison-flower growing in some stagnant jungle!” “Ah, you dear man, thank you for that,” and swaying forward she leaned her bosom against his shoulder. “If these horrid people were away I think I could sing to-night, but I’m in the mood for such passion—and they don’t understand it, you know.” “I can feel it: you’re all woman, to-night—half cat, half snake, wholly tigress. Be careful, I’m intoxicated!”


  She had a triumph: She sang the room into such a state of inflammability that Carrington Faber reeled over to the piano, and drooping against it like a long yellow and black Iceland poppy, recited his latest poem to Mirabelle:—


  
    Breath and bosom aflame


    At a name:


    Mirabelle, Mirabelle.


    Mouth and eyes agape


    At a shape,


    Hands of me body-warm


    At a form:


    Mirabelle, Mirabelle.


    On the shores of my heart


    The pink feet dancing.


    From the seas of Desire


    The mad waves glancing


    At spoil so entrancing,


    Foam in their swell:


    Mirabelle, Mirabelle, Mirabelle.

  


  The emotion was too profound for applause, and Mrs. De Voted informed Mrs. Ffork Carving that “they met at our house. Vivian and I have been watching them for months. He says that he is sure the symptoms are genuine and serious. We are so longing for the final understanding to be come to under our roof.” “Isn’t your husband going to sing?” inquired the other. “I’ll ask him.” she called across the room. “Darling!” “Yes, dearest!” “Can we have ‘Loosen Your Girdles, Ye Rose Buds ’?” “Certainly, pet”—and he stood in an attitude of indolent Eastern grace. In the pause of the first verse, eyeing his wife, he observed her shiver—and whispered, “Draught?” in tones of agony. “No,” she protested, and when the song was over reproached him: “You know I always shiver when you sing; it’s—it’s emotion.” Ffork Carving pulled his wife’s ear. “I know one little girl who ought to be thinking of bed,” he said, playfully. “Oh, Ffork!” “Well, who said they hadn’t closed their eyes at five o’clock this morning? You can’t deny it, darling.”


  “Supper is served,” announced the maid, reinforced by a young foreigner in a dirty shirt from the Tottenham Court Road.


  The girls refused to be separated at supper—they would stay together; and do you know what they learned in the summer?—to coo like two doves—quite a little conversation, too swell to listen to! “Listen, Mr. Carrington Faber—sometimes we keep it up for hours.”


  Madame Seduction bit into a peach; the juice ran through her fingers. “O-o-h,” she pouted, “what am I going to do with this poor wet hand?” And Hering Bohn dried it. “My dear, no hansom—’bus—at corner,” flustered Mrs. Vane Catchpole to her lord, who nodded, wiping a spot of consommé from his waistcoat. “Ffork, you’re not to touch salmon at this hour,” said Mrs. Ffork. “We men are the veriest slaves,” Ffork smiled at De Voted.


  When the ladies retired to the De Voteds’ room to re-wrap themselves in coats and scarves and powder their noses and steal an invisible hairpin or two, they had the benefit of seeing yet another sign and token—of feeling yet another thrill. For pink-shaded lights glowed in the bedroom and the big pink velvet bed was unfolded like “a great rose,” said childlike Ambergris. A fire burned on the hearth—and there was even a suspicion of pink silk and ribbon and lace. Marriage! Mirabelle shook Carrington Faber’s arm in the hall, of her own accord, and pressed it—the little dear!


  The De Voteds watched the departing party from their door-step—he with his arm about her, she leaning upon him—the light from the hall strong on their loving forms, and above, through closed curtains, the pink light of their sacred shrine.


  Mrs. De Voted, as the door closed, gave a little yawn. Vivian helped her up the stairs.


  [New Age, March 7, 1912]


  []


  At the Club.


  Viewed from the drawing-room door, the members of the “Advanced” presented a fantastic appearance, for they crouched in chintz-covered armchairs, their heads only being visible, for all the world like a company of garish snails browsing on the Brussels roses. One man stood in an upright position guarding the fire, his eyes following a little maidservant who wandered familiarly among the tables, turning over newspapers and magazines as though they were pieces of bread in the process of toasting. Voice from a lady decorated with red quills: “Oh, they’re much worse abroad.” Tense companion: “Are they?” “My dear, you can’t go out of your hotel in comfort. Followed everywhere. And the eyes! There is really only one word to describe them.” “But,” leaning forward, “I suppose they never make any definite …?” The red quills quivered. “Of course they do. I was walking underneath a railway bridge …”—followed a whisper proper, on receipt of which the tense companion fell back into her chair. “No!” “Perfectly true, my dear; you can imagine my horror.” She took up a cigarette and smiled at it. “He was frightfully good-looking.” “What type?” asked the tense companion, feigning indifference. “Oh, dark—you know—awfully passionate! Foreigners are good-looking; I rather like the way Russians have of parting their beards down the middle, don’t you?” A lady in a grey motor veil approached the masculine fireguard. “So sorry to hear about poor dear Mamie,” she said, in a voice of great satisfaction. “Hey? What’s that? Oh, she’s all right,” answered the fireguard, taking some eyeglasses from a waistcoat pocket and blowing on them. “Do her good. Cure her indigestion. Last time she was there she never had a touch of it until that wretched ‘welcome breakfast’ at the Holborn. Girl got excited—stodged, and started the whole game again.” The motor veil looked damped, but said nothing. “By the way - saw your husband at the club last night: he’s looking very white about the gills. I told him about those charcoal biscuits again, but he doesn’t seem keen on ’em; says they stick to his teeth.” She murmured confidingly: “Harry hasn’t any teeth of his own, you know. They’re very good, aren’t they?” He looked in the eyeglasses, and looked thunderstruck. “By Jove, you do surprise me! That’s an astonishing thing! But that seems to me to simplify the biscuit trouble. He could take them out afterwards and pour the tap over ’em. What?” “I hardly consider that suggestion appropriate or feasible,” she said. And she thinned her lips and drifted away from him towards a copy of “Votes for Women.” “Did you hear that man by the fire?” whispered one of two young green things without collars; “aren’t men extraordinarily coarse? Fancy having to—to share a room with a person who might grate on your soul like that.” “Yes, but I wouldn’t. At any rate, I’ve always decided ever since I was about fifteen to have separate beds. Have you read Masefield’s last poem? Isn’t it marvellous?” “Yes, simply wonderful. Did you sec that picture of him? I don’t know why, but it reminds me of a dandelion.” “Oh, my dear, how wonderful of you. I never thought of it before, but I can sec it immediately you say so. Quite ordinary in a way, and yet with a sort of glowing beauty in it.” “Not ordinary. I’d rather say wilful. There is only seed cake in this tray. Do you hale it?” “Not me!” exclaimed an elderly lady with a moustache. “They think they have but they haven’t, and I don’t think they ever will. As our lovers they are too occupied in getting us into their arms; as our husbands they arc too busy in endeavouring to escape from our legalised embraces: they never see us in a normal state at all. Supposing we don’t succumb to or pursue their fascinating qualities their pride is hurt and we’re voted cold-blooded or physiological freaks.” She sat up and punched a leather cushion. “The fact is, sex is the only weapon we’ve got, and the sooner we realise that the better. Acceptance isn’t subservience. As the slave ministers to his master so must we make man minister to our needs. I ’m all against this suppression of the subject. The pangs of sex are as natural and as inevitable as the pangs of hunger.” “Oh, but Mrs. Cartwright,” said a Bright Creature, that almost reaches the Oriental standpoint. We can’t lie about on Persian pillows nowadays and kiss our loves between mouthfuls of Turkish delight. Men can choose to realise it or not, but we’re on the battlefield as surely as they are—all of us—here, for instance!” she waved her glove, embracing by gesture the entire room. “Why,” cried a Laughing Voice, “‘just imagine if we sat here in chintz-covered chairs and talked about nothing but men all the afternoon. Pooh, they’re not worth it! Preposterous idea!”


  [New Age, March 7, 1912]


  []


  Puzzle: Find the Book.


  Among the galaxy of autumnal literary friends and strangers spread over shelf and work-table and floor of my sanctum for evening relaxation and the more sober duties of the newspaper reviewer none has so deeply impressed me with the artistic significance and the peculiar beauty of our time as Professor Rattyscum’s lavishly illustrated book of travel: “From Sewer to Cathedral Spire.” The work opens as is fitting and fashionable nowadays with a dedication to Mrs. Rattyscum, to whom we are indebted for the generous profusion of “quarter and half-quarter tone” water-colours. It is not without reason that I quote the Professor’s words in their short entirety:—


  
    “While I did write, thy busy fingers, dabbler,


    Painted the page;


    The verdant prattle of thy child-heart, babbler,


    Sweet’ning the sage


    Words of my virile tongue


    As herbs are hung


    In juicy breast of roasted farmyard gabbler!”

  


  Voila! (as our great-hearted Charles Dickens was so fond of exclaiming after his journey to Paris in the early ’seventies) there you have the man—the writing hand, the tender eye, and the sardonic, albeit wholesome, twist of the lip! There is something of a divine swoop in the Professors immediate grip of you; in the way he leads you from the figure of Mrs. Rattyscum painting, perhaps, some intimate corner of the Sahara, to the dining-table, to the roasted bird or the willow pattern dish set in a little mat of pale yellow straw. Gleam of silver, gloss of napery, hoarded splendour of the dust-covered wine bottle, bloom of the fruit in season…. “Both so equally beautiful,” we might fancy him saying. “For the modern artist refuses to find—nay, cannot find—one jot of difference between the beauty of spiritual things and the beauty of the earth, earthy….”


  Perhaps an even more forcible example of this modern vision is found on page 076, “Street Idyll in Wang-Thang.” He gives a detailed and extremely powerful description of the beating of a girl-child in the open roadway, who, finally escaping her persecutor, leaves on the pavement the handkerchief with which she has stilled her weeping. A boy, who has observed the whole scene “with infinite compassion” possesses himself of the “cambric trifle” and thrusts it into his breast pocket…. “Ah, and why not? Surely the tear-stained handkerchief of the little beloved on the paving-stone is as lovely as the first rain-washed flower in the milk-white meadows of Paradise.”


  It is natural, in the reading of this volume, that the thoughts should fly off to the tragic figure of Heinrich Heine, and it is true that there is a resemblance; Heine is the invalid brother of the Rattyscum family. Small doubt that had he been blessed with the Professor’s physique and the permanent pillow of a chaste’s wife’s lap the fruits of his bitterness might have temperately mellowed. It is difficult to imagine the laughing apostle of “Welt-Schmerz” rising to the primitive splendour of this conception. The Rattyscums, on leaving London, are unable to pass through Chancery Lane as the road is “up” and thronged with labourers. Here is the Professor’s note: “And I thought God Himself was to be pitied in that He created the world alone and could not remark the sturdy beauty of workmen in His pay, nor rejoice in their swinging poise, nor inhale through His Omnipotent nostrils the good, rich smells of tar and pitch.”


  One is tempted to quote endlessly, but the book must be bought and held to be appreciated. In this restricted space I can give only the cup without the cold water, the quiver without the arrows. You must deepen over the pages until your very eyes seem to fasten on to this vivid colour, to shapen in it—until you fancy that the book might glow in the dark—you might rise from your bed and see it phosphorescent, luminous, afloat on your table.


  Permeating and penetrating every sewer, lighting upon and uplifted by every Cathedral spire of every country where such things are—and where such things are not finding their just equivalent in intimate probing of the psychology of the cannibal heart on the one hand, or writing in rainbow prose the lonely loveliness of mountains at sunrise on the other, Professor Rattyscum girdles the earth with his pen point for the reader’s delight, stirring and keeping ever in motion those twin well-springs of laughter and tears. For who can help but laugh—and we, ourselves are laughing as we write—at the Professor’s encounter with a young, recently converted and flannelette-clad cannibal girl in a mission school in New Guinea, who folded her hands, and raising her great black eyes exclaimed: “Me lovee Jesus; Jesus my boy.” Yet hardly has one recovered before the Professor suggests the ultimate truth of their naïve statement, i.e., the personal appeal of the carnate Christ to the feminine temperament.


  And, to finish with the taste of the Professor strong and sweet in the mouth, I quote from chapter 137, “Wallowings”:—


  “For the true realist must fain love the swine—the rough-silvered back, the round, bright eyes, like berries twinkling under the eyebrow hedge, the solemn monotone of the snorting snout. Gladly before them he scatters his pearls, laughing, fiery-bosomed, as Nature herself does not hesitate to scatter over the meanest of her creatures dew from the rose of morning.”


  [New Age, June 13, 1912]


  []


  Green Goggles.


  
    “Green goggles, green goggles,


    The glass is so green….”


    (Russian Folk Song.)

  


  The servant girl, wearing a red, sleeveless blouse, brought in the samovar. “But it is impossible to speak of a concrete ideal,” thought Dimitri Tchernikofskoi. “In the first place, concrete is a composition. It is not a pure substance. Therefore it must be divided against itself.” “There is a gentleman in the passage,” bawled the servant girl. Dimitri Tchernikofskoi disguised his nervousness by frowning deeply and plucking at the corners of his collar, as though the starch were permeating his skin and stiffening the throat muscles. “Show him in,” he muttered, “and”—he closed his eyes for a moment—“bring some cucumbers.”


  “Even so, Little Father.”


  A young man, wearing a bear-skin coat and brown top boots, entered the room. His head was completely covered in an astrachan cap, having enormous ear-flaps, and his pale, kind eyes smiled timidly from behind a pair of green goggles. “Please to sit down,” said Dimitri Tchernikofskoi; and he thought: “How do I know those eyes? Are they green? Da, if they were green I should not know them, I feel that they are blue. Lord help me! I must try to keep calm, at all events.” The young man sat down and pulled his coat over his knees. Twice he opened his mouth and twice he closed it. A round spot of red, about the size of a five-rouble piece, shone on his cheek-bones. Dimitri Tchernikofskoi fumbled in his waistcoat pocket for his watch, and then he remembered that he had pawned it three months before—or sold it, he could not remember which—to Ivan Dvorsniak. And he saw again the little evil-smelling shop and the grotesque, humped figure of the Jew, bending over a green-snaded lamp, weighing the watch on the index finger of his right hand. He fancied he heard it ticking quite sharply and distinctly. Then he realised it was the voice of the young man. “My name is Olga Petrovska.” "Eh? What’s that? What’s that you are saying?” Olga Petrovska raised her band. “Please do not speak so loudly. You must remember we are only on the fifth floor, and the servant girl may be listening in the basement.” Her brilliant grasp of the technique of the house calmed him. He waited for her to explain. “I came to see you,” she said, “because I could not stay away, Dimitri Tchernikofskoi. I am leaving Russia to-night, and I felt that I owed it to you to explain my reasons. For I shall not return—at least, not for a long time. And—people speak so falsely. Truth must be first-hand.” Her words fell upon his soul like flakes of snow; he counted them—one, two, three, four—wondering, grimly, how large his soul was, how many flakes it would take to cover it completely. “Why are you going?” he asked gently. The young girl stiffened. “I am going because they will not arrest me. Think of it! I have killed five officials, I have kidnapped the children of three noblemen—and look at me!” She stretched out her arms, lifting her bosom so that it strained the buttons of her coat. “Ah, it is shameful-shameful! I do not mind about the noblemen, but the children”—she suddenly spoke in French—“je sais ce que je dis; even the noblest soul does not care to have three children thrust upon him without …” She paused, and for the first time in his life Dimitri saw her smile. It caught his heart; it was miraculous, as the unfolding of a lily on a desolate sea. His emotion was so terrible that he turned up his coat collar and began to pacc the room. Olga Petrovska continued speaking: “But that is all over now. Da, da; I am free again.” “But,” stammered the unfortunate man, pouring out a glass of tea and thoughtlessly stirring into it a spoonful of peach preserve, “what have you done with the children?” “Now that was quite simple. I borrowed this suit from a young coachman, then I hired a sleigh, and, having carefully labelled the little ones with their correct names and addresses, I drove them to the chief Post Office. They were very good. Only Ani cried a little—the darling—she bit off the fingers of her gloves and her hands grew quite cold. When we arrived I told them to wait for me while I posted a letter, and I simply disappeared round a corner. They are bound to be found, you know.” she added confidently. His admiration for her knew no bounds. Taking a book from a shelf covered in black “American” cloth,” bound in red cotton, he turned the pages feverishly. “The women of Russia do not only bear children, they keep them alive,” he read. Yes, that was deep! Olga Petrovska removed her cap. He sat down opposite to her and searched her face: the red colour had faded, giving place to green shadows cast by the goggles. “Where are you going?” She did not know. All she knew was that, like all of them, “she was going on.” “But,” he cried, “you must take a ticket, Olga Petrovska.” With a quick movement she seized his hands and bent her face over them. He felt her tears falling—her tears on his hands. “Ah,” he thought, with fierce, intense joy, “they must never be washed again. They are purified. They must never know sweeter water.” “Sometimes,” she whispered, “it seems to me that the universe itself is nothing but an infernal machine hurtling through space and destined to shiver”—a crack of laughter, harsh as blood, burst from her lips—“the hosts of heaven.” He did not answer; he was infinitely troubled at this. In the silence they heard the serrant girl wiping down the stair rails with a greasy rag. Olga raised her head. “Have I white hairs?” The fringe of her stiff black hair was covered in fine white snow-crystals. “They will melt, Olga Petrovska.” At that she laid her cheek a moment against his hands. “What a child you are,” she murmured; “I did not mean that.”


  And suddenly all that he had imagined and thought and dreamed—the values and revalues and supervalues of good and evil, his hopes, his ambitions—faded away. He knew only one thing. He must go with this woman. That settled, action became easy. He drew his handkerchief from his pocket and spread it on the table. She watched him. He went over to the washstand and, taking a toothbrush and a half-used cake of some yellowish soap, he wrapped them neatlv in the handkerchief. “What are you doing?” she asked, vaguely troubled. “Come,” he said, “it is time.”


  [New Age, July 4, 1912]


  []


  Tales of a Courtyard


  I.—Early Spring.


  We seem to have been up since early morning. We seem to have been astir and busy like people preparing for something pleasant—a feast or a wedding party. As the postman stumbled down our stairs this morning he bawled to the servant girl: “That chestnut tree is a mass of buds this morning. I tell you, it’s a mass.” We heard him. We opened the windows. He must have told the other three houses for windows flew up and heads came through to stare at the chestnut tree with the sticky buds shining in the sun as though coated with honey. The chestnut tree grows in the middle of the court. There is a stone bench round it where the children chatter and scuffle by day and where the old people sit in the evening time, very quiet and close, counting the stars shining through the leaves as though the chestnut tree were their own fruit tree growing in a moonshiny orchard. On dark, warm nights the boys and girls meet there. They are quieter than the old people. We leaned far out of the windows. We shouted and laughed. “Good morning—yes, the postman spoke the truth.” “Yes, indeed the sun is shining, praise the Lord.” “Now the warm days won’t be long.” “That tree will be green before we can take off our coats.” “Oh, my soul, what a winter it has been!” Only the old people were silent. They stood at the windows, nodding to one another, and sipping the air. Each moment the sun grew warmer. It fell on our starved hair and lips and hands like kisses. It made us drunk with joy. “It’s going to be a fine year: the spring has started early. That’s a sign.” “One has a chance when the sun shines.” “We’ll be sitting outside within a week.” “I must alter Marya’s cotton pelisse.” “As for me I never cough in the summer.” “You know that’s a very fine tree, even as trees go.” We talked like rich people; we preened ourselves like birds. Suddenly some one shouted. “Hoo! I say, look at the students’ window.” The Russian students had a room in the top floor of the biggest house. Three of them shared it—two men and a girl. They were scarcely ever seen, except behind the window, pacing up and down and talking with great gestures, or at dusk half running across the court. They were desperately poor. We had not seen them all through the winter. To-day their window was closed. A coat hung across it. The sleeves of the coat must have been pinned to the walls. It looked very strange as though trying to shield the room from our view. It made us angry. “Now that’s a disgraceful room,” bawled a woman. “Pretty goings on there must be inside there.” “We don’t want to see their filthiness.” “Nice thing for a girl to live with two fellows and no curtain on the window.” “Garr! who’s seen them lately?” And a child yelled, laughing, “perhaps they’re all dead.” The high little squeaking voice silenced and frightened us suddenly quiet. After all why shouldn’t they be dead. Nobody went near them. And the window closed down and the coat stretched across it wasn’t natural on a day like this. You never knew what students might do. The girl always looked funny, too. A wind blew into the court shaking the boughs of the chestnut tree. The long shadow of it quivered on the stones. And then while we gloomed and wondered the door of the biggest house opened. The Russian girl came out. She wore a black jersey and a skirt up to the knees. She blinked and peered at the light like a little animal. When she saw the people leaning from the windows she drew back—just for a moment, then she set her lips and walked out of the shadow. She looked at nobody. She kept her dark eyes fixed on the chestnut tree and the shining buds. And at the sight of her we leaned out, laughed, shook and screamed with laughter, holding our sides. Dead—were they! God in Heaven, that was good! The swine—they’d take some killing. “Look at her. There she goes!” And we jeered and pointed at the swollen distorted body of the girl moving through the sunlight.


  II.—The Following After.


  That’s enough—that’s enough! he shouted. He sprang from his seat, pulled his coat from the door peg and began dragging it on. For a moment she was so amazed and terrified that she could not speak. Then she stuttered “where are you g-going to, Mark?” “Gar-r!” he cried, throwing up his arms. “I’m going to end the whole bloody business.” He turned to her. She saw his face, grey and quivering. With the effort not to cry his face looked distorted; he stood grimacing at her. “Mark! Mark, come here! Mark—listen!” He was gone. She heard his steps clatter down the stone stairs. She heard the outer door rattle and burst open and slam to. She ran to the window and saw him crossing the court in the falling snow—running, with head bent, and making wide foolish gestures as he ran. It was not until he was out of sight that the whole world changed. It died the moment he disappeared. Yes, that was the court, with the three white houses, and the white chestnut tree and the ground white and thick under the snow. And behind her the clock on the shelf was ticking and the fire bars clinking in a dead room. All—gone, all gone, all—gone! ticked the clock. Her heart beat to it, but faster. She began walking round the room on tiptoe keeping time to the ticking of the clock and then keeping time to her heart until suddenly she brushed against his indoor jacket hanging on the door peg. She flung her arms round it. She buried her face in it. Long dry sobs dragged from deep in her body, shaking and tearing. “Darling! darling, darling!” she sobbed, walking to and fro. And then she stood upright and tossed her head. “I cannot bear this. I must go and find him.” She flung a shawl over her head and ran from the room.


  It was cold outside: the air smelled of ice. And the snow shook over, blinding, persistent. Lamps were lighted in the road. On either side the road seemed to wind away for ever, white with yellow pools. She had never seen a road like that before. The crazy thought jagged in her brain—it’s like a white sauce with spots of melted butter. Some one laughed—very close beside her—down her own throat. Terrified, she started to run and she did not stop running until she came to the bridge where she and Mark used to linger on their way home, leaning over the parapet and watching the fairy fishes in the water—the long, wavering lights. To-night the river was dark. It was dead. So were the fairy fish. She dug her nails against the stone parapet and called out “Mark, Mark!” and again the long dry sobs dragged from deep in her body, shaking and tearing. Suddenly she saw some one walking towards her from the other side of the bridge. With swift, light steps he came. It was Mark. He did not speak to her—but he smiled upon her and beckoned her to follow. She followed him down a long street and past great houses, and through a frozen park, up and down, in and out of doorways, through little squares, past high walls and towering buildings—often she longed to cry to him to stop, but her mouth and chin were frozen and she could not catch up to him however hard she tried—she just could not touch him and beg him to wait a moment. On and on. She saw him raise his head and she looked up and saw that the sky was light. They were crossing a little court. They passed through a door up some stairs into a room. The room was touched with the pink light of morning. Mark lay on the bed—straight and still. She was so tired that for a moment she thought it was the sunrise staining the pillow so red.


  III.—By Moonlight.


  Feodor was passionately fond of poetry. He had written some pieces himself from time to time and he was resolved to write a great many more. “Just wait a bit,” he would say, “Just wait until I get enough money to go off into the country with nothing to do but lie in a field all day, or sail in a little boat on a river and sleep in a haystack as snug as a bee in a hive. I’ll come back with enough poems to last you a lifetime. Once I get the money.” … But it seemed quite impossible that Feodor should ever have any money at all. Each day, from nine o’clock in the morning until seven o’clock in the evening, he stood outside a large drapery establishment and swung the door to the right for customers to enter and swung the door to the left for customers to pass out. He was tall and dark. He wore a bright blue coat with red trimmings and a cap of black patent leather. Sometimes the same ladies would go in and out of the shop several times in the day. But they made no impression on Feodor. In the evenings he walked by the river or strolled through the town until it was late. Then he went home to his tiny room at the top of the house and lay down on his bed, staring at the ceiling until he fell asleep.


  One summer night he came out of the street into the courtyard. The moon was shining and the tops of the houses shone like silver. The houses themselves, half in light, half in shadow, looked as though they were draped in velvet. White like marble shone the courtyard and the chestnut tree stood like an immense bird with green wings in the pool of its own shadow. Feodor breathed deeply with delight. He walked over to the chestnut tree and sat down on the little stone bench, folding his arms. He was not alone there. An old man with white hair sat at the other end of the bench, crouched forward, his hands held between his knees. Feodor glanced at him once and then forgot about him. He began composing a poem. A feeling of divine happiness possessed him; his heart seemed to expand as he breathed. Suddenly he saw the old man fumble in a pocket. He brought out something wrapped in a linen handkerchief and laid it on his knees. With infinite care he slowly parted the folds of the handkerchief and Feodor saw a book bound in parchment and tied with purple silk ribbons. He moved a little nearer the old man, who untied the ribbons and spread the book open. The pages were printed with large, black letters. Each page had a blue letter at the top embroidered in gold and by the bright moonlight it was quite easy to read what was written. Feodor moved nearer still. Then he saw that each page was a poem. He leaned over the old man’s shoulder and read for himself poems such as he had never dreamed of—poems that sounded in his ears like bells ringing in some splendid tower—like waves beating on warm sands—like dark rivers falling down forest-clad mountains. The old man suddenly put his hand over the page and turned to Feodor. His lips and his eyes smiled but his face drenched in the white light of moon looked unreal, like a face gleaming through water. “So you like poetry, young man,” he said, in a gentle, sad voice. Feodor nodded twice without replying. Still smiling the old man looked him up and down. “Strange,” he muttered, “Strange.” He took up his book and he began to read aloud. Without moving, scarcely breathing, his eyes dark and shining, Feodor listened to the old man. A long time passed until the last poem was read and the old man closed the book and tied again the faded silk ribbons and laid it on the bench beside him. Silence fell between the two. Feodor slowly came to consciousness of his surroundings, and with this consciousness to the realization of his own poverty and helplessness and of his own longing for a different life—of his craving to go away from the city—far away—into that country place with fields and rivers and big yellow haystacks. “And soon it will all be too late,” he thought, “soon I shall be sitting on this bench—an old man with white hair—but with no book of poems—with empty hands I’ll be sitting here, and all will be over.” He began to breathe sharply and painfully as though he had been running a very long way, and tears gushed into his eyes and flowed down his trembling face. The old man paid no attention. He sat smoothing the book under his hand as though it were a little animal, and talking to the book as though it were a little child. “My own, my treasure, core of my heart, I will not part with thee. They think I am a fool because I am old, but all my years I have longed for thee and thou art mine for ever. Sell us this, they say, sell us this and you shall be a rich man for a year. Bah! I spit in their faces. No one shall buy thee. Thou art my all in all until the end.” It was like a knife—the quick thought stabbing him. The book is valuable. Now’s your chance. He recoiled in horror. No, there were things a fellow did not do—steal from an old man was one. But what can the old man do with it. He must be nearly a hundred years old. An old brain is too feeble to feel a loss. How can I get it? Ha! that’s the question. One can’t fight an old man…. Perhaps if I told him—if I explained he might give it to me—no, I’m mad to think that. Yet he must have taken a fancy to me. Why did he start reading aloud? The memory of the poems and of the old man’s voice made it impossible again for him to think of taking the book. Ask him for it—that’s what he’d do. He turned to the old man. “You say your book is valuable,” he said politely. “That’s interesting.” The old man’s head was sunk on his breast. He was asleep. Soft as a cat Feodor seized the book and crept away from the chestnut tree—across the court—up to his tiny room.


  “I have done the right thing—that’s certain. To-morrow I shall sell it, and to-morrow evening I shall be gone from here forever.” He put the book under his pillow and went to bed.


  Feodor could not sleep. Hours passed—slowly passed. His bed was hard as a dry field. And the darkness moved as he moved, breathed to his breath, watched him with a swarm of narrow eyes. Finally he got up, lit a candle and taking the book crept downstairs with it. “If the old man is not there I shall keep the book—I shall have to keep the book—but if he is there I shall put it back again or give it to him.” He was perfectly confident that the old man would not be there. He’d have gone hours ago. But this was a good idea of his, otherwise he’d never have rested in peace again. He slipped the bolt of the door and as the door opened he saw in the deep shadow the old man still there—under the tree. Feodor went back to his room—threw the book into a corner and fell fast asleep.


  Maria Schulz ran down the passage. Her face was red, her hair tumbled. “What’s the matter,” shouted Feodor. “There’s an old man,” said Maria. “The police are in the courtyard now. An old man—found on the bench this morning, dead and cold as a stone.”


  [Rhythm, August 1912]


  []


  Spring in a Dream.


  I sat at the table writing letters. In a corner of the room, beside the stove, Konrad and the Little Father were playing “sixty-six.” It was very warm in the room. On a long bench, before the side windows, there were pink and brown chrysanthemums growing in a china trough. They seemed to be expanding before my eyes in the autumn sunshine that streamed over everything—their patterned leaves painted a grotesque shadow on the floor—a shadow that seemed too delicate and fine for the heavy room, the massive furniture and our health and laughter. It quivered as though longing to go back and hide among the petals of the plants.


  Curious fancy, this, the terror of captive shadow. For a moment I wanted to write about it to F. Instead, I told him that Gertrud had baked a “zwetschgentorte” to await his arrival, that twice the Little Father had been caught in the act of stealing a piece; it was beautiful, and covered with the thick sort of sugar that he loved!


  Michael’s couch was drawn up before the front windows. He alone was silent. He lay back, his knees covered with a little quilted rug, reading the newspaper, and frowning at the pages. I caught the other two watching him, we three glanced at one another, smiled and nodded superciliously. We knew that any moment we might be the victims of an outburst—a tirade against Russia—denunciation of Germany—that it would end in a storm of tears and maudlin sentiment until I got up and dried his eyes and said: “But Michael dear, truly it is not so bad as you think—wait a little.” Then, exhausted, he would leave us in peace. “Michael is much weaker,” I wrote to F., “and so difficult to manage. You could not believe it to be the same boy who climbed over the roof with us and threw stones down the Police Prefect’s chimney—then was so adorable to the Police Prefect, do you remember, that he asked us all to supper. How long ago that is! The Little Mother is the only one of us who does not lose patience with him. After all, he ought to realize that we have so short a holiday at home and no time to be eternally sympathetic. Konrad and I let off steam by long walks only to come back and find the Little Father in tears because he was not allowed to lose his temper and Michael had been so idiotic.”


  I paused and nibbled the penholder.


  “Blood of a dog,” cried the Little Father. “How many devils have you got among the cards—you wretched fellow.”


  “Youth against age,” laughed Konrad. He beckoned to me. “Come over and look at these cards.”


  I went. Standing beside him I put my arms round his neck, rested my chin on his shoulder and watched the play. He had the most amazing luck, kept rubbing his head against my cheek and chuckling.


  “Tak-Tak,” the Little Father spitting out the word.


  The newspaper rustled to the floor. We glanced carelessly at Michael—outburst presumably postponed. He was lying back on the couch, his eyes closed.


  The door opened and the Little Mother came in, her apron gathered up in one hand, her round face red with excitement.


  “After the gale last night,” she said, “the orchard is full of fruit, one cannot walk a step. And such a fine crop, see children!”


  She spread out her apron and showed us the great apples and pears. She tumbled them on to the table; started polishing them one by one.


  “You must spend the whole afternoon gathering them. Dimitri can’t stoop because of his back, but it will do you young things good to stretch yourselves a little.”


  “Mother,” said Michael. He sat up. “Give them to me, I’ll polish them. I’ve got a clean handkerchief. Put them on the quilt here.”


  She suddenly bit her lip, the tears started to her eyes. I saw that she felt she had been unkind in speaking so before the invalid. With trembling hands she carried the fruit to him and then, not trusting herself to speak, hurried from the room.


  Michael’s persistent frown deepened. We all felt uncomfortable, and the Little Father, throwing down his cards asked Konrad to go with him, and help poultice the horse. I gathered up my writing things, but felt a decent interval must elapse before I left Michael alone.


  He picked up an apple and held it in the palm of his hand.


  “I know what tree you grew on,” he said. “You’re one of the ‘pink all through’ sort. Father thrashed me once for cutting my name on the bark of that tree.”


  I sat staring in front of me. I noticed that the sun had moved round the corner of the house.


  Michael’s voice: “And these pears, there’s the bench round that pear tree where we used to have tea after school in the summer. I carried the samovar for Gertrud. Once I carried the cups, and dropped them all. We used to have to fish out the little pieces of leaf and petal before we drank…. I helped Dimitri cut the orchard grass one year—I smelt of it for days. I remember, at night, the trees in the moonlight looked as though they were standing in pools, sometimes like immense white birds; there was that cherry tree we always called the stork….”


  He gathered all the fruit up and sat with his hands spread over it. He began to cry, very slowly, the tears dripping down his face—


  And now the sun, shining through the front windows painted on the bare floor the shadow of Michael with his lap full of fruit.


  [Rhythm, September 1912]


  []


  Sunday Lunch


  Sunday lunch is the last of the cannibal feasts. It is the wild, tremendous orgy of the upper classes, the hunting, killing, eating ground of all the George-the-Fifth-and-Mary English artists. Pray do not imagine that I consider it to be ever so dimly related to Sunday dinner. Never! Sunday dinner consists of a number of perfectly respectable dead ladies and gentlemen eating perfectly respectable funeral bakemeats with all those fine memories of what the British beef and blood has stood for, with all that delicate fastidiousness as to the fruit in season, of the eternal and comfortable pie. Sunday lunch is followed by a feeling of excessive excitement, by a general flush, a wild glitter of the eye, a desire to sit close to people, to lean over backs of chairs, to light your cigarette at some one else’s cigarette, to look up and thank them while doing so. And above all there is that sense of agitating intimacy—that true esprit de corps of the cannibal gathering. Different indeed is the close to the Sunday dinner. It has never been known to come to a decided finish, but it dies down and dwindles and fades away like a village glee singing Handel’s “Largo,” until finally it drops into sofas and chairs and creeps to box-ottomans and beds, with illustrated magazines, digesting itself asleep until tea time. The Society for the Cultivation of Cannibalism waxes most fat and kicks hardest (strictly under the table) in Chelsea, in St John’s Wood, in certain select squares, and (God help them) gardens. Its members are legion, for there is no city in this narrow world which contains so vast a number of artists as London. Why, in London you cannot read the books for the authors, you cannot see the pictures for the studios, you simply cannot hear the music for the musicians’ photographs. And they are so careless—so proud of their calling. “Look at me! Behold me, I am an artist!” Mark their continued generosity of speech—“We artists; artists like ourselves.” See them make sacrifice to their Deity—not with wreath or garland or lovely words or fragrant spices. They will not demand of her as of old time the gift of true vision and the grace of truth. “Ah, no,” they say, ‘‘we shall give her of ourselves. The stuffs of our most expensive dresses, our furniture, our butcher’s bills, our divorce cases, our thrilling adulteries. We men shall have her into the smoking room and split her sides with our dirty stories, we women shall sit with her on the bedside brushing our side curls and talking of sex until the dawn kisses to tearful splendour the pink rose of morning. And we shall always remain great friends for we shall never tell the truth to each other.”


  From half-past one until two of the clock the cannibal artists gather together. They are shown into drawing rooms by marionettes in white aprons and caps or marionettes in black suits and foreign complexions. The form of greeting is expansive, critical and reminding. Hostess to female cannibal: “You dear! How glad I am to see you!” They kiss. Hostess glances rapidly over guest, narrows her eyes and nods. “Sweet!” Raises her eyebrows. “New? From the little French shop?” Takes the guest’s arm. “Now I want to introduce you to Kaila Scarrotski. He’s Hungarian. And he’s been doing those naked backs for that café. And I know you know all about Hungary, and those extraordinary places. He’s just read your ‘Pallors of Passion’ and he swears you’ve Slav blood.” She presses the guest’s hand thereby conveying: “Prove you have. Remember I didn’t ask you to my lunch to wait until the food was served and then eat it and go. Beat your tom-tom, dear.” When male meets male the greeting is shorter. “Glad you came.” Takes guest aside. “I say, that French dancing woman’s here. Over there—on the leopard skin—with the Chinese fan. Pitch into her, there’s a good chap.” The marionette reappears. “Lunch is served.” They pay no attention whatever to the marionette, but walk defiantly into the dining-room as though they knew the fact perfectly well and had no need of the telling. They seat themselves, still with this air of immense unconcern, and a sort of “Whatever you give me to eat and the forks and knives thereof will not surprise me, I’m absolutely indifferent to food. I haven’t the faintest idea of what there is on the table.” And then, quite suddenly, with most deliberate lightness, a victim is seized by the cannibals. “S’pose you’ve read Fanton’s ‘Grass Widower!’” “Yes.” “Notas good as the ‘Evergreen Petals.’” “No,” “I did not think so either.” “Tailed off.” “So long-winded.” “Fifty pounds.” “But there were bits, half lines, you know, and adjectives.” The knife pauses. “Oh, but have you read his latest?” “Nothing. All about ships or something. Not a hint of passion.” Down comes the knife, James Fanton is handed round.


  “I haven’t read it yet.” “Not like ‘The Old Custom.’ Well, it can’t be as good.” “… Writing in the Daily Mail…” “Three to four thousand a year.” “A middle-class mind but interesting.” The knife wavers. “But can’t keep the big mould for more than a paragraph.” His bones are picked.


  This obvious slaughter of the absentees is only a preliminary to a finer, more keen and difficult doing to death of each other. With kind looks and little laughs and questions the cannibals prick with the knife. “I liked your curtain-raiser frightfully. But when are you going to give us a really long play? Why are you so against plot? Of course I’m old-fashioned. I’m ashamed. I still like action on the stage …” “I went to your show yesterday. There were the funniest people there. People absolutely ignorant—you know the kind. And trying to be facetious, not to be able to distinguish a cabbage from a baby. I boiled with rage… “But if they offered you eighty pounds in America for a short poem, why ever didn’t you write it?” “I think it’s brave of you to advertise so much, I really do, I wish I had the courage—but at the last moment I can’t. I never shall be able.”


  With ever greater skill and daring the cannibals draw blood, or the stuff like blood that flows in their veins.


  But the horrible tragedy of the Sunday lunch is this: However often the Society kills and eats itself, it is never real enough to die, it is never brave enough to consider itself well eaten.


  THE TIGER.


  [Rhythm, October 1912]


  []


  The House


  Rain came suddenly from a swollen sky and with it a cold, whipping wind blowing in her face. She buttoned her coat collar, thrust her hands into her pockets, and head bent, battled on.


  Another day ended! Darkness was pouring into the world like grey fluid into a greyer cup—no amethyst twilight this, no dropping of a chiffon scarf—no trailing of a starbroidered mantle … a sense of smudging over—that was all. Fallen leaves spattered the pavement. Still over wall and house-front the Virginia creeper draggled her tousled tresses. And the cold wind was full of the shuddering breath of winter.


  Rain fell faster—a downpour now. She had no umbrella … remembered leaving it behind the office door … so stupid—careless. With a hat, too, that ‘spotted’!


  And then, looking up, she saw an iron gate swinging idly on its hinges leading to a stone house placarded ‘To be Let or Sold,’ with a wide, empty porch covered in by a creeping plant and a little glass partition. She decided to wait there a moment to see if the weather showed any signs of passing over. Also she was suddenly and unaccountably tired … to sit on that top step just a moment … the wind seemed to take all your breath—and so cold, to eat into your bones.


  What a piece of luck! An old basket chair in one corner of the porch! She sat down, felt the bottom of her skirt, soaked already, lifted up her foot and made a little grimace at the burst shoe, half laughing. Her veil was sticking to her face—there was no more abominable. sensation—and this parcel was pretty—madeira cake sodging through the brown paper—oh, very pretty indeed.


  She stripped off her gloves and sat, hands folded in her lap, looking up at the green blistered door, and a little octagonal lamp hanging over the doorway. Found herself staring at the lamp … now where had she seen it before? What trick of memory … had she seen it? She remembered so well hearing a girl saying ‘An octagonal lamp over the doorway—that settles the question!’ …


  Too tired to remember. Rain seemed to be falling now so violently that it must wear itself out in a moment, she decided, leaning her head against the wall….


  Quick, light steps down the street, the iron gate swung open, a man strode up the gravel walk, up the steps, taking a key from his pocket. A tall thin man in a fur coat, with an immense umbrella hooked over one arm, flowers in his hand, and a long oddly shaped box.


  She sat up hastily, the basket chair creaking. What could he be doing there at this hour—a House Agent—a purchaser? And at the sound of the basket chair he wheeled round.


  ‘Good heavens, you ridiculous child,’ he said, peering through the gloom. ‘Marion, we’re too old to play “hide and seek”—no, not too old, darling, but too cold. Or have you lost the last key and Alice has gone stone-deaf, or …’ his laughing voice ended in real laughter; he caught hold of her hand, ‘Ups-a-daisy, Honey, and I want my tea.’ A rose colour sweetened her tired face into bloom.


  ‘I was just waiting,’ she faltered, ‘such a strange effect in the darkness—and autumn rain and falling leaves in the hollow darkness—you know?’


  He put his arm round her, together they crossed the threshold.


  The hall was full of firelight with a lovely scent of logs burning. The flames seemed to leap up to meet them—to show them again that fascinating hall—to light the pictures—the pottery—old oak settles—their ‘Bruges’ brass and the standard rose-tree in its green tub.


  The grandfather clock struck six.


  ‘We’re late,’ said the man laconically, taking up a pile of visiting-cards, handing them to her, ‘Testifying to your youth and beauty, my child. Do ask Alice to hurry tea; I’ve got caverns and wet feet and ail sorts of horrors. Will you take long to change?’


  She was unbuttoning her coat when she suddenly remembered with thankfulness that she had left the ‘madeira’ cake on the verandah.


  ‘Five minutes,’ she said, pushing a bell, then, as the maid appeared, ‘tea in the library, please, and we would like some toasted buns.’


  ‘Yes, Madam.’


  The maid stepped forward, taking their wet coats. Marion sat down and the girl removed her rubbers. ‘I lighted the fire in your bedroom at five o’clock, Madam.’


  When she had gone Marion stood up and looked across at the man who stood before the fire kicking a piece of wood into place with his boot, sending up a little shower of sparks.


  ‘Don’t do that, darling,’ she said, ‘be good and go and take off your wet things’—she caught him by the arm—‘this coat’s quite damp, and, my child, look at the mud on your trousers.’


  He looked down.


  ‘Do you mean to say I’ve to change before tea,’ he protested.


  ‘Right away, now,’ she slipped her arm through his. Together they slowly walked up the broad stairs. How beautiful the faded tones of the Japanese prints lining the staircase wall, in this faded light! And how mysterious the great Buddha on the half-landing, set about the creeping plant they called ‘orchidaceous.’


  A fire, too, on the landing, showing on warm rugs, low couch and little flat Persian pillows; from their room she saw a reflected brightness.


  She paused just a moment—her lip quivering—John led her in.


  ‘What a fire,’ he cried, ‘if Alice wasn’t such an angel you’d be bound to think she had an intimate acquaintance with the place where angels do truly fear to tread.’


  Marion went on to the oval mirror, unpinned her hat and veil, threw them down on a chair and looked round, smiling.


  ‘Do run away like a good boy and get ready!’


  ‘Oh, I feel I haven’t seen you for a thousand years,’ he came up behind her, drawing her head on to his shoulder, putting his arms round her neck, and catching her hands.


  ‘Look at yourself, you beautiful woman,’ and then, suddenly whispering, ‘When I look in the mirror, so, and see you—know that this is no dream, that through the years, I have but to look to find you, always there, my darling, and every time it seems to me, more beautiful—more adorable, I wonder what I can have done … why this is my portion—this life with you. Baby,’ he cried, suddenly laughing, and pulling the pins from her hair, ‘you don’t look more than sixteen! You ought to be ashamed of yourself and you—the …’


  She turned round, slipped her arms round his neck and buried her face on his shoulder.


  ‘Oh, John, when I am away from you, my body aches for this, it’s resting place—for the pillow of your heart. I never feel safe further from you than this; you hold the anchor to this drifting being. In the security of your arms, dearest, I am—’ her voice suddenly broke a little, ‘such a willing prisoner.’


  He held her to him, trembling.


  ‘I cannot hold you close enough,’ he said, ‘I shall never make you feel my love which grows in the giving—a Faery purse, the more I give—the more I have to give—and all that is mine so all yours—just mine that it may the more truly belong to you.’


  ‘Oh, husband,’ she suddenly laughed, releasing herself, ‘and people question miracles … fly along, dear.’


  ‘Well.’ he said, reluctantly, ‘can I leave the door open?’


  ‘Yes of course. Do go.’


  His dressing-room led from their bedroom. When he was gone she pushed back the loosened masses of her hair, and looked round her. At the great bed, the heavy rugs, and curtains drawn across the windows and patterned with pomegranate trees. The low mantelpiece was covered in photographs—Roger, Frank, Virginia, Otto, Valerie with her new baby.


  She glanced at the shelf of books just above their bed, bound in white leather, with the ‘Crane’ design, and everywhere flowers and a confusion of fascinating perfumes—jars and little odd-shaped cases on her dressing-table.


  ‘Marion,’ John’s voice from the next room—she heard him pouring water into a basin. ‘I’ve had such a day.’


  ‘Have you, dear,’ brushing her long hair, and gazing tremulously at the flushed girlish face that smiled back at her.


  ‘Yes. Do you know the sort of day when everybody seems a bore, and yourself the greatest.’


  ‘Oh, I know … horrid.’


  ‘And then I had no lunch … just tore round the corner and bolted something.’


  ‘I do wish you would not over-work like that.’


  He was speaking between splashes.


  ‘But two new people came in this evening, darling, and asked for the benefit of your humble servant’s genius.’


  ‘Goody-o—that’s fine, John. Did you see anything of Roger?’


  ‘No; he ’phoned me, though; he’s coming round this evening to play with …’


  ‘Oh, I’m glad,’ she cried, quickly interrupting; her fingers trembled with the fastenings of her grey chiffon gown.


  ‘And, Marion—Oh, the Lord! I’ve lost a slipper again; the brute’s hiding under the bed—darling, we must ask two more people to that dinner; we’d forgotten—the Simpsons!’


  ‘My dear—so we had.’


  Mechanically she opened a little box and took out a long silver chain set with opals.


  ‘What a blessing you remembered; we’d have been in their black books for ever.’


  ‘I know—how about the work to-day?’


  ‘Finished, finished—I’ll read you some after dinner. Don’t ask my opinion; I’m still at the cackling stage, the successfully-laid-for-all-the-world-to-see stage. Are you ready?’


  ‘Yes. May I come in?’


  ‘Do, Boy dear.’


  He had changed into a lounge coat, and on his feet he wore extraordinary Japanese stork-embroidered slippers. He sat on the edge of the bed, swinging one foot and whistling. A low clear note struck from downstairs.


  Standing on the landing this time she noticed a little gate at the foot of the next flight of stairs, and the walls were covered in brilliant posters—French, Belgian, English, Italian, and, too, a little picture of a boy in blue trousers standing in a daisy field.


  John paused.


  ‘Shall we go up a minute,’ he said.


  ‘Oh, afterwards,’ she answered, hurriedly.


  Each time he mentioned the … each time she felt he was going to speak of their … she had a terrible, suffocating sensation of fear. If that should prove untrue, if that should prove its dream origin—and at the thought something within her cried out and trembled.


  ‘Oh, well,’ he said, ‘later. Perhaps it’s better not to disturb …’


  ‘Much better,’ said Marion.


  In the library a rose-coloured lamp lighted the round table holding the tray with its delicate china and silver. The soft sound of the kettle, the great leather chairs—yes, even the smell of the toasted buns—every moment created in her a greater happiness.


  ‘One small lump of sugar,’ carefully selecting it for his cup. ‘Did you remember to bring home cigarettes?’


  ‘In the hall with my flowers for you. I brought a surprise for …’


  ‘Bring the flowers, dear. I’m just greedy for them this weather. Um—how good the tea is.’


  They sat almost silently, one on either side of the table, drinking their tea—eating—occasionally looking up, smiling, and then looking into the fire—each occupied with thoughts, perfectly content—rested after the long day,


  ‘Why does lamplight shed such peace?’ he said, in a low tone: ‘it so shuts us in together; I love a lamp.’


  And again, as she leaned forward to light her cigarette at the little silver fire-breathing ‘Devil’s Head’—‘Marion.’


  ‘Yes, John.’


  ‘What makes me almost laugh, times, is that the novelty never ceases. I feel each day is our first day together.’


  ‘Oh, it is the sense of “home” which is so precious to me—it is the wonderful sense of peace—of the rooms sanctified—of the quiet permanence—it is that which is so precious after——’


  In the silence she heard the sweet sound of the rain against the window.


  John put down his cup and lighted a cigarette.


  ‘Let’s go up. I’ll race you to the top of the house.’


  ‘I can’t run in this long gown.’


  ‘Well, wait a minute—my parcel’


  He brought from the hall the oddly shaped box.


  ‘I won’t undo the string—half the excitement gone——’


  So again they went up the stairs, and together, and this time through the little gate.


  Her heart was beating in her throat—her hands were cold—a curious sensation in her breast and arms—but the fear vanished when she saw the old nurse at the top of the stairs putting away linen into a green cupboard.


  ‘Yes, sir, he’s in the day nursery.’


  John opened the door and Marion, swaying forward, saw the child banging the wooden head of a Dutch doll on the floor, and singing to himself. He wore a blue pinafore, tan socks and black patent leather slippers fastened with a strap and button.


  ‘Darling,’ she cried, swooping down upon him. ‘Little son!’


  The child cried ‘Mummy, Mummy,’ and clung to her dress, She sat in a low rocking-chair and held him on her lap. Oh, the comfortable feeling of the child in her arms, against her breast! John was explaining something marvellous about the odd-shaped box. She twined one of his curls round her finger—felt the little neck-band of his pinafore—a tiny frown between her brows—to see if it were too tight—he moved his head as though it was not quite comfortable, and then, out of the box came another bear, a black one with a white nose! The child slipped off her lap, and went over to the toy-cupboard to show his treasure to the rest of the ‘Teddy family.’


  ‘An’ you’ve got to shake hands, an’ you’ve got to give him a nice kiss, an’ you’ve got to say “thank you, dear Daddy,” I never did see such a nice daddy.’


  The man looked over at the woman, she was rocking to and fro, a sweet brightness in her eyes.


  ‘Sometimes,’ she whispered, ‘I think my heart will break for joy.’ ‘Oh, Daddy—do be a gallopin’ pony.’


  John went down on hands and knees—the child clambered on to his back.


  ‘I don’t know which is the younger of you,’ she cried. ‘John, I’ll have to knit you a little pair of kneecaps…’


  Suddenly as she watched them, she heard her name being called from the lower part of the house. Whose voice was that? What, what was he doing there—yes, it was he. Something within her seemed to crash and give way—she went white to the lips. Oh, please God, they would not hear until she had silenced that voice.


  ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


  But they were almost too gay to notice.


  ‘Marion … Marion … Marion!’


  Please God, she could stop that voice.


  Down the stairs she ran into the hall. Where was it coming from—calling and calling she wrung her hands. Once listening, she heard the high, laughing voice of the child.


  ‘Marion … Marion … Marion!’


  From the porch. Yes, it came from the porch. She pulled the heavy door open—wind and rain rushed in upon her—out into the porch she stepped—and the door banged to behind her. It was dark and cold … and … silent… cold.


  • • • • • •


  ‘I seen ’er come up ’ere last evening—thinkin’ she was a friend of your missus.’


  ‘What she come to front door for then—with the airy steps. Look out, wot’s in that bag, Take care, you leave that bag alone—… there’ll be a clue there … Bags and things, they always let the cat out.’


  ‘Go on; it’s a madeiry cake and all sodgin’ through the paper … Why don’t they ’urry-up?’


  ‘They’ll be ’ere soon … ain’t she young, too … Look ’ere, ’er veil’s slipping off.’


  ‘You leave ’er alone—you’ll ketch it when they know.’


  ‘Oh, Lord, it’s fallen off… Oh, Lord, I seen ’er before. I remember ’er face as pline as yestiday. She come with a young feller to look over this ’ouse. I’ll bet you anythink yer like it’s ’er. It’s ’er alright—Thet’s ’er face; she gave me ’arf a crown and they stayed foolin’ round and me ’anging on their ’eels and listening to them fixin’ up nurseries and rose-trees and turkeys carpets, ’er ’anging on ’is arm.’


  ‘You’d better look out what yer say. It’ll go down.’


  ‘I can’t ’elp it; people ain’t got no right to go around dyin’ as if they owned the ’ole plice. It’ll be called ’aunted now. Oh, Lord, it’s ’er, straight, the names they called me too. St. Peter and H’Eros and ’Yman—it’s like yestiday. And when ’e’d gone, she comes back, laughin’, and says—‘We ain’t got enough money to furnish a cottage,’ she says, ‘we’re just dreamin’ true,’ she says, ‘and ’ere’s half a crown, Peter dear.’ I never ’eard people laugh the way they did—and she, so set on this ’ere lamp …’


  ‘It’ll always be empty now.’


  ‘Yes, always empty now …’ere They come!’


  [Hearth & Home, November 28, 1912]


  []


  Old Cockatoo Curl


  ‘Well, now, what have you written down?’ said Adrian, standing behind her and digging his chin into her round little shoulder. Kitti straightened out the paper.


  ‘Pound of bread, some herrings, packet of hairpins, cheese and—do you want pickled cucumbers, Adrian?’


  Adrian clapped his hand to his forehead.


  ‘Heavens above—hold on! You’ve forgotten cigarettes again. Look here, darling, I must have cigarettes, I haven’t smoked—’


  ‘For the last half-hour,’ she laughed, and she bent over the writing table and printed ‘cigarettes’ in thick, black letters, with the stump of an old pencil, grave as a child, the tip of her little pink tongue showing.


  It was a delicious day, warm and sunny with a little wind that seemed to leap at Kitti like a friendly dog, ruffling and tumbling her. She could taste the sun in her mouth. Pink colour flew in her cheeks—she had to run. Laughing and rosy she danced in and out of the shops, and she carried away the parcels like a child with an armful of presents. But the brown fur round her neck, that ridiculous fur which Adrian called the ‘puppy dog’s tail’, would persist in flying loose in the wind until finally she stopped to knot it—stopped in front of a yellow shop with bright green shutters and a green sign swinging, ‘Yelski, Cigarette Maker’—the letters seemed to laugh at her. ‘Da, I’d nearly forgotten again,’ and she turned to go into the shop. But the doorway was quite filled by a very fat man, wearing a white coat and waistcoat. His immense, shaven face was perfectly serious, the eyes bulged, the mouth was half open. She thought she had never seen anything so funny. His head seemed to wake out of his clothes—yes, he looked just like a baby with its head out of bed. Even to the Cockatoo curl! Her eye caught his. With preposterous gravity he moved from the doorway and bowed to Kitti, and she bit her lip to keep from laughing outright as she went into the shop. The fat man squeezed his way behind the counter. She felt his eyes upon her as she took out her tiny red purse and counted the money she had left over.


  ‘I want some very nice cigarettes, but really good ones,’ she said emptying the contents of the red purse into a glass dish on the counter. The tinkling woke the fat man with a start and a smile spread slowly upward over his face. He looked at the money and then at her.


  ‘Yes,’ she dimpled, ‘it’s all I’ve got, every penny.’


  ‘Well, Mam’selle, I think we can manage.’


  The cigarettes were arranged in yellow boxes behind the counter. With infinite caution the fat man took down several, glanced at the contents and put them back again. Finally he selected a big, yellow leather box, parted the silver papers, and held the cigarettes to Kitti to smell. She bent over them and sniffed.


  ‘These are cigarettes!’ he rolled the word over on his tongue.


  ‘Oh, but they smell most frightfully expensive,’ said she, opening her eyes at him.


  ‘Not at all, not at all.’ He blew into a little paper bag. ‘I think we can manage it,’ said the fat man again.


  Her red purse, lying on the counter, caught his eye.


  ‘One moment.’ The fat man padded to the back of the shop, stooped to rummage in a cupboard and emerged with a red box. He placed it beside the purse with an air of triumph. ‘Quite a little artistic scheme,’ he wheezed.


  ‘Oh, thank you very much indeed,’ said Kitty, ‘r-really very good of you.’


  He accompanied her to the door, he hoped that she would honour him again.


  Kitti flew breathless up the stairs and into their room. Adrian sat at the table pretending to work. She threw her parcels among his papers and books and kissed the top of his head.


  ‘Ah-ha! what have we here?’ said Adrian. ‘You little monkey, you’ve been spending my long lost fortune.’


  ‘Not at all, they were as cheap as cheap. I bought them from a fat man with a Cockatoo curl.’


  Adrian sat on the edge of the table. He lit a cigarette, inhaled, half closing his eyes.


  ‘Ah, these are cigarettes.’


  ‘Why, that’s what the fat man said,’ she laughed.


  But Adrian was serious.


  ‘Look here now, joking apart, what did you pay for these, puss cat?’


  ‘Fifty kopecks.’


  ‘But there are a hundred here.’


  ‘I know, fifty kopecks.’


  ‘Oh, don’t be silly.’ Adrian flicked the ash. ‘These cigarettes cost a rouble a hundred at the very least.’


  ‘I’m not being silly. I’m telling the truth.’


  He caught hold of her, pulled a curl of her hair.


  ‘Have it your own way,’ he teased, ‘but you know you really are a little liar!’


  • • • • • •


  Through the swing doors of the University poured the students at noon. They leapt down the steps, books under their arms, laughing and shouting. Dmitri and Ian caught sight of Adrian, and Ian made a rush at him and leapt on his back.


  ‘Coming home, old man?’


  ‘Yes.’


  The three walked off arm-in-arm.


  ‘My God! I want a smoke; give us a cigarette, my dear,’ said Ian. Dmitri had none—Adrian just three.


  ‘Last us down the street. Keep your eye open for a shop. Here’s a light.’


  They swung on down the street, until Ian suddenly stopped short.


  ‘Steady on! You’ve been having a birthday present from your grandmother. These cigarettes cost a fortune—I haven’t had such a smoke for months. Where did you get them?’


  ‘I didn’t,’ Adrian smiled. ‘Some of Kitti’s work’—he spelt out the name on the paper, ‘Y-e-l-ski’—‘and she says they cost fifty kopecks a hundred.’


  ‘Oh, ho! that’s very good.’ Dmitri and Ian laughing. ‘Three roubles a hundred, more likely.’


  Adrian shrugged, looking very pleased.


  ‘Psiacrow! here’s the very shop.’


  Dmitri gave the two men a tug. They were standing opposite the yellow shop with the green shutters and the swinging sign.


  ‘Adrian, you’ve got the money.’


  ‘Here goes.’


  Adrian dashed in, leaving Ian and Dmitri playing leap frog, flying across the road.


  ‘And your pleasure?’


  A very fat man leaned over the counter.


  ‘I want some cigarettes; same quality as I’m smoking.’


  ‘Oh, yes; two roubles a hundred,’ said the fat man, with intense satisfaction.


  ‘Don’t give me a hundred,’ said Adrian hastily; ‘fifty’ll do.’ He rejoined the others, shaking his head over the paper bag. ‘Just as I thought,’ he grimaced.


  ‘Oh, you’re a lucky dog, you are,’ said Ian and Dmitri.


  He swarmed up their stairs four at a time. Kitti, in a pink pinafore, opened the door. He hugged and kissed her.


  ‘It’s all up now, you are a little liar.’


  ‘I am? What do you mean?’


  ‘Two roubles a hundred, you little darling. Look here,’ suddenly serious, he tugged the bag out of his pocket. She looked at them in amazement.


  ‘Oh, they can’t be the same cigarettes, Adrian.’


  ‘No good pretending, I’ve seen the fat man, Cockatoo curl and all.’


  Kitti shook her head at him.


  ‘But, Adrian, r-really I only paid fifty.’


  She pouted, she flushed, looked as if she was going to cry. ‘Don’t you believe me?’


  Adrian laughed.


  ‘You won’t do it again,’ he mocked.


  At that she tossed back her hair and stamped.


  ‘But I will, this very minute, before dinner, now.’ She held out her hand. ‘Give me fifty kopecks.’


  ‘Oh, Kitti, don’t be a baby; I’m hungry.’


  ‘Give them to me.’


  ‘Oh, very well.’


  He handed her the money.


  ‘Where’s your purse, you little fraud.’


  ‘There on the table; you can keep it.’


  And Kitti was gone.


  • • • • • •


  ‘Adrian! Adrian!’


  He had left the door open; he heard her laughing voice. He ran into the passage and leant over the banisters.


  ‘What?’


  ‘I’ve got them—a whole hundred—and only fifty kopecks.’


  She came up the stairs, waving the red box at him.


  ‘Well I’m damned!’ said Adrian.


  • • • • • •


  It was a grey day, an ugly day. The yellow shop looked grimed and dusty. Cold wind tormented the creaking sign, and blew through the opening door. The fat man standing behind the counter drummed with his podgy fingers on the glass case. He had a fit of the shivers. He shook like jelly. It was nerves. It was that sign creaking. He was growing thinner. His flesh was goosy. Cold draughts of air crept about him where there had been no room before. Through the window of the door he saw figures pass, wavering as in water. And the sign creaked. Ugh! that creaking….


  But at the thought of Kitti he felt himself fill out and grow warm. Ah, what a little beauty she was. Fine—you could pull her through a ring. And the way she laughed—laughed with every bit of her. Why, even her money laughed on the counter. And didn’t she enjoy laughing. You could see her taste it, running her tongue over her lips. The fat man braced himself. Yes, that was what a man wanted—a little woman to laugh and make him feel alive. She’d sit in the back room behind the glass door, and drum with her little red heels on the floor. Why, that was poetry—the first poetry he’d ever made. He grinned and straightened his tie. He’d tell that to her one day. Yes, yes; and customers would come in, and he’d say to them: ‘Excuse me, I think I hear my wife calling.’ And he’d put his head round the glass door and say to her, ‘Not now, darling; I’m busy,’ just long enough to see her delicious little pout. And then he’d look over the top and see her cooking—soups, cream soups, with fresh eggs in them. Dejected, he put both hands inside the top of his trousers and flapped them emptily like the fins of a fish. He’d fill that out again pretty soon. A business man had no dignity without a stomach. That was all very well, but he hadn’t told her yet. He’d have to get that over. He’d do it that very day. It was nearly time she came in. He saw himself taking both her hands very gravely and kissing them. ‘Kitti, I love you.’ Now his arms were round her. She felt like a frightened bird. He was leading her behind the counter, showing her the little back room. His gestures were magnificent. Here they would have a table, big enough for a family to dine off. She’d grow pink over that to her ears. There’d be a sofa here for them to sit on in the evening. They might even run to a piano, with their photographs in wedding clothes on the top of it.


  The door swung open. Kitti tripped in, so quickly and lightly she might have been blown by the wind; and there she stood asking for cigarettes. He felt the blood flow in his face. He reached for the box with clumsy, shaking fingers, and knocked it down.


  ‘Oh, dear me,’ said Kitti, ‘r-really, that is too bad.’


  Before he could stoop, she had run behind the counter and was kneeling on the floor.


  He stood absurd and helpless. There was no room for both of them to kneel behind the counter.


  He looked down at her and saw her shoulders shaking. They were shaking as though she was laughing at something. He stepped to the other side of the counter, and leant over, watching those shaking shoulders. When she stood up, her face was very serious. As he stepped back behind the counter she came to the front again. It was like playing a game.


  ‘No, not this afternoon. I can’t tell her after this.’ Instead he said, ‘You’ll kill yourself, if you smoke so many cigarettes, mam’selle. Never have I known a young lady smoke so many—no, nor a man either. A hundred a day, week in, week out. It’s impossible.’


  ‘Well, you see,’ said Kitti, putting on a glove, ‘they’re so cheap, and I’ve such a lot of friends.’


  Her words hurt him. The fat man knotted and snapped the string viciously.


  • • • • • •


  The fat man’s face was very red. He was kneeling on the counter delicately balancing a tall pyramid of red boxes. There was a big roll of red velvet on the counter, too, to be festooned round his shop window. The morning sunlight streamed over the red boxes, over the fat man, and over a pillar swathed yesterday in yellow velvet, but now dismantled. But it was all right; it would be ready by the afternoon by the time she came. Just as he poised the last red box he heard the door; but did not dare to look round. Suddenly he heard Kitti’s laugh. He sat back on his heels like a huge bear.


  ‘But so early,’ he stammered, ‘I never expected … nothing’s ready….’


  Self-conscious and crestfallen, he climbed slowly from the counter on to a chair and so to the floor.


  ‘But it doesn’t matter,’ said Kitti. ‘I can’t stay. I want one thousand cigarettes, please.’


  ‘Eh, what’s that? What’s that?’ said the fat man.


  She explained, speaking very fast. Her voice was excited.


  ‘You see, we’re—I’m going away tomorrow. The University closed yesterday. I’m going into the country for months and months.’


  He seemed to crumple like a pricked balloon. He managed to say, ‘You’re a student, then?’ He felt he was going to cry.


  ‘Well, not exactly.’


  Laughter trembled in her throat. With pressed lips and breathing noisily the fat man made up the package, and pushed it across the counter. ‘Good-bye,’ said she.


  He turned and walked into the little back room. He was thinking very quickly now, and hard—hard, as his hand clenched on the table like a white ball. He’d have to write to her—and, what’s more, send the letter by messenger. In a bouquet of flowers. Red flowers—and this idea was so beautiful to him that he wanted to cry again. But he must be firm. After all, this was a crisis. The letter written, the fat man struggled into his coat and went out, locking the shop door. After all, there was no real custom that afternoon, now. His chin began to tremble. He mustn’t think.


  ‘I want some red roses,’ he said to the florist; ‘five roubles’ worth.’


  It seemed to him a grim and terrible idea to buy the roses with the money she had given him.


  ‘And this note to be pinned with the flowers and sent express.’


  Out in the street again the fat man felt quite faint. He felt as though he was walking on feathers. He hadn’t the vaguest idea where he was going. He wanted a drink—that would set him right—a nerve-bracer. He turned into the big café opposite the University. Inside the café were little partitions. ‘Loose-boxes’ the students called them. He made his way to one of them, feeling very miserable among the excited crowd. He ordered some vodka and sat leaning against the wooden partition. He was almost tired; he must have dozed away some time; and then the words ‘red roses’ shocked him awake. The café was emptier now, but from behind the partition rose wave upon wave of laughter, and cries of, ‘No; let Adrian read it.’ ‘Pass it round here.’ ‘Dear, God; it’s too funny.’ And then he heard a woman’s voice.


  ‘Be quiet, you boys. Adrian will tell it.’


  The voice was Kitti’s.


  ‘Old Cockatoo Curl has done us proud for months and months. Why, Ian and Dmitri, you were with me that day we bought the cigarettes; the day I first saw him. Every single day since then Kitti’s been getting one hundred cigarettes for fifty kopecks, instead of a couple of roubles. And the reason, my children—Old Cockatoo in love with Kitti—which is all to his credit. Who wouldn’t be? Look at her. We’ve sold you these same cigarettes for months at one twenty-five—and dirt cheap. Kitty bought as many as we dared. We’ve all lived like lords on old Cockatoo’s passion. Here’s to the Fat Man! The grand finale happened to-day. I sent Kitti this morning to buy a thousand cigarettes. She’d hardly got to the top of the stairs when up came a messenger staggering under a bunch of roses—tons of ’em—the fattest roses you ever saw. Just look at them. Observe, also, my children, this declaration of passion. A genuine human document. Pass it round, gentlemen.’


  High and clear above the shouting of the men rang Kitti’s laughter. The fat man could bear no more. He pushed back his chair—stumbled like a wounded bull.


  ‘Oo-oh, oh! Stop! Look! There he goes.’


  Kitti clutched at Adrian and pointed with her roses to the stumbling figure.


  It silenced them.


  Kitty stared at the drooping roses.


  ‘I don’t think it’s funny at all.’


  [T.P.'s Weekly, December 27, 1912]


  []


  Old Tar


  Old Tar must have begun building his house when he was about five years old. Every Sunday morning after church his father and he, hand in hand, went for a bit of a stroll while Mother got dinner, up the new road, through a barbed-wire fence, and on to the great green shoulders of Makra Hill. There they sat down on the blowing grass and pink ‘fairy trumpets’ or on the white and yellow daisies and dandelions, and while his father had a chew of tobacco, Old Tar (who was very young Tar indeed then) sat quiet and strained his little panting chest against his tight Sunday clothes. Far below, the sea ran with a crashing laugh up Makra beach and slipped back again, stealthy, quiet, and gathered together and came again, biting over the rocks and swallowing the sand. They could snuff it in their nostrils and taste it on their lips. There was nothing to be seen to left or right of them but other hill-tops bounded by dark, high masses of bush. Behind them there was the new road leading to Wadesville, and a further drop to the township, Karori; but all that was hidden, and might have been the length of days away. ‘By gum!’ the old man would mutter, lifting his worn head. ‘It’s a durn fine place … it’s a place to shake yer lungs out in—yer know, boy, my Pap bought this from the Maoris—he did. Ye-es! Got it off Ole Puhui for a “suit of clothes an’ a lookin’-glass of yer Granmaw’s.” My stars! He had an eye! Larst thing the ole man says to me was—“James,” ’e says, “don’t you be muckin’ about with that bit of land top of Makra Hill. Don’t you sell it. ’And it on,” ’e says, “to you an’ yours.”’ ‘Wot d’you mean?’ asked the little boy one day, sitting, his legs straight out, making finger gloves of the fairy trumpets. ‘Why, wot I mean is—when I’m put away it’ll be yours. See?’ ‘Wot—all this?’ cried the little boy, frightened, clutching the hill, as though he expected it to jump away with him on its back, like a great green camel.


  ‘All this!’ echoed the father, solemn. ‘All yours—once you’re through the fence.’ Nothing more was said until dinner. He sat with his bib round his neck, drinking tinned soup with Worcester sauce. ‘Pop,’ he said, ‘I’m goin’ to build an ’ouse on my hill. Big as…’ and he stretched his arms wide.


  Tar was an only child. His father was fifty when he was born, and his mother forty-three. They were strict, upright people, owners of the Wadesville general store and post office. They did brisk business, and every Saturday night Tar helped his father fasten the wooden shutter on which was printed ‘Closed in God’s name. Those whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth.’ He was brought up so severely that his animal spirits never bubbled at all, and he lived in a sober manner, behind his mother’s skirts and his father’s counter. The first thing that he remembered was that Sunday morning when his father told him Makra Hill would be his, and the telling took such strange hold of him that there was no room in his mind for anything else. All his plans and plots, all his games and dreams were of what he would do when he had it, and of the fine house he’d build. Sometimes it would be bigger than Government House in Wellington, with its hundred bedrooms and fine red carpets, with palm trees growing out of them, and other times it would be a little house, just room enough to hold him and ‘something to set’. Then it would be a farm with all animals on it—even white pigs. At fourteen his father put him behind the counter—a little, pale, freckled boy, with a flop of black hair falling into his eyebrows. After the shop was shut he’d pull off his apron and get a hunk of bread and jam and be off at a run, not stopping to take breath or to look this side or that until he reached the windy hill with the brimming sea below. Every stone of the hill he thought he knew; every pocket and cranny he marched over, lord and master. Swelled up with pride he’d dig with his heel: ‘I’ll have me front door here, and the rain tanks here, under the balcony scuppers.’ And on winter nights in the iron chapel when the rain beat with a million hammers on the roof and walls, and the preacher with a stuck-out beard boomed, ‘An’ the mountains shall skip like r-rams and the little hills like young sheep,’ something jumped in Tar, like a flare in the dark. He saw himself running away from the place and through the fence on the top of it. And the Day of Judgement was come and the hill leaping….


  When Tar was twenty his mother died. She was chopping up a candle-box in the backyard, and suddenly the tomahawk fell from her hand and she dropped. Just like that. Not a word. He thought quick, ‘If it’d been Pop I’d have had my hill—here,’ and hid away the money she left him and began to save every penny for the house. He married at thirty a quiet girl who bossed him. And the business grew and grew, and by-and-by they were well off. They had to add a room now and again at the back of the shop for the children. ‘Oh, why can’t you build a nice place somewhere, Father?’ the wife used to scold. ‘You wait, my girl,’ said Tar, his eyes suddenly fierce. At last, when he was fifty, and his father ninety-five, the old man stretched out, creaked his bones, and died. That was on a Sunday night. Monday morning, Old Tar hitched the buggy and drove off to Karori, like a man drunk or to his wedding-feast. He wore his best black suit, he cut at the trees as he passed, and greeted people with a grin and a chuckle, and stopped at the builder’s. ‘Look ’ere, Mr. Stubbs. Will you come back with me? There’s a piece of ground I want to show you. I’ve decided to build.’ Not until they were half-way home he remembered to tell Stubbs the old man had gone.


  All Wadesville and Karori watched the building of Tar’s house. Parties drove up to see it, and picnicked on the piles of yellow, sweetsmelling wood. The store brimmed over with customers, and Mrs. Tar, in black, with her troop of black alpaca children, turned into a fine lady, and talked of nothing but the hinconvenience she’d suffered living in the shop for the sake of her ’usband’s father and his sentimentalness. Old Tar, after one day’s burst of excitement, kept his grim joy to himself. But he was mad inside, so hot that he felt all the hard years in him melting away. He spent half the day with the workmen, and a great big barn began to grow out of the scooped and jagged hole dug in the side of the hill. It grew quickly. The stairs were up. The flooring was done upstairs. He could creep up at evening to the front room and look through the window-hole at the sea. He would go up and take a lantern and walk from room to room, silent as a cat, feeding his delight…. And at last it was finished. Old Tar’s house, painted white with green ‘pickings’, reared up ready at the top of the hill. ‘We’ll make a party an’ all go up this evening,’ said his wife, ‘an’ have a fair look’. ‘No you don’t,’ said Old Tar.


  ‘I got to be there. Business. Measuring. I got to have my ’ead quiet. You kin go termorrow.’ She shrugged and obeyed. Tar left the shop early. The setting sun was drawing from the earth the strong, sweet scents of day. There was no wind; just a breeze rippled over the grass and shook the manuka flowers, like tiny white stars down the yellow clay banks of the new road. He walked slowly. No need to get through the fence—the fence was down and carted away. Heavy ruts were carved in the side of the hill, and there was a path to the front door strewn already with a load of white shells. The big white house, with all its hollow eyes, glared at Old Tar.


  ‘It’s big,’ he thought, and he said as though he prayed, ‘Oh, Lord, it is big!’ The builders had left the key under the verandah. He felt and found it, and let himself in. At first the house was very still, then it creaked a little, and he heard a tap drip. It smelt strongly of paint and varnish and fine ripe wood. A pencil ray of sun shone across the stairs. As he watched, it shifted and disappeared. The sun had set. Old Tar, tip-toe in his creaking boots, walked through his dream, up and down, in and out, prying like a woman, conscious as a lover, wondering and touching things, and knocking them with his knuckles to hear how thick they sounded. At last he felt a bit tired. He sat down on the stairs. It had begun to grow dusky. The shadows of the door lay across the front hall, sharp and long. He took off his hard hat and leaned his head with the boyish flop of hair against the stair-rail. In the quiet he heard the sea beat, beat up, and then he heard the wind, very slow, snuffling round the house like a lonely dog. ‘Ooh Hee! Oooh Hee!’ it sounded. ‘A rare, sad noise,’ thought Old Tar, shaking his head to it. ‘Sounds as if it’d lost something an’ couldn’t find it again.’ ‘Lost for evermore,’ and the sad words fell into his quiet heart and started strange, uneasy ripples. Sitting by himself like that, he felt queer and frightened, somehow. ‘Ooh Hee! Ooh Hee!’ sounded the wind, rattling the window sashes. ‘Tain’t like it used to sound up here,’ he thought. ‘Tain’t like it was in the old man’s time.’ ‘Shake out yer lungs, me lad,’ he heard old Pop say. Clear as a dream Old Tar saw his Pop and himself sitting where the house stood now, he with the pink, sticky flowers in his fingers, the hill shining and the sea shining below. And then, like a man in a dream, he took off his boots, and stole down into the hall, out of the house. It was getting darker every minute. Thin clouds flew over an ashen sky. The grass between his feet, Old Tar stepped back from the house and looked up at it. He saw in the dusky light the pits the workmen had dug in his hill. He saw the great trampled patches the timber piles had made, and he saw, between him and the sea, the white house perched, the big white nest for his wife and her brood on the top of his hill. As though he saw it for the first time. Old Tar muttered in a strange voice, ‘Wot’s it doing there—wot’s it for?’ and ‘Oh, Lord, wot ’ave I done—wot ’ave I done, Lord?’ A long time Old Tar stood there, while the dark sifted over him and the house paled and stretched up to the sky. His feet seemed to freeze into the cold grass of the hill, and dark thoughts flew across his mind, like clouds, never quiet, never breaking.


  [Saturday Westminster Gazette, October 25, 1913]


  []


  Autumns.


  I.


  There were two orchards belonging to the old house, One, that we called the ‘wild’ orchard lay beyond the vegetable garden; it was planted with bitter cherries and damsons and transparent yellow plums. For some reason it lay under a cloud; we never played there, we did not even trouble to pick up the fallen fruit; and there, every Monday morning, to the round open space in the middle, the servant girl and the washerwoman carried the wet linen; grandmother’s nightdresses, father’s striped shirts, the hired man’s cotton trousers and the servant girl’s ‘dreadfully vulgar’ salmon pink flannelette drawers jigged and slapped in horrid familiarity.


  But the other orchard, far away and hidden from the house, lay at the foot of a little hill and stretched right over to the edge of the paddocks—to the clumps of wattles bobbing yellow in the bright and the blue gums with their streaming sickle-shaped leaves. There, under the fruit trees the grass grew so thick and coarse that it tangled and knotted in your shoes as you walked and even on the hottest day it was damp to touch when you stooped and parted it this way and that looking for windfalls—the apples marked with a bird’s beak, the big bruised pears, the quinces, so good to eat with a pinch of salt, but so delicions to smell that you could not bite for sniffing…


  One year the orchard had its Forbidden Tree. It was an apple discovered by father and a friend during an after-dinner prowl one Sunday afternoon.


  “Great Scott!” said the friend, lighting upon it with every appearance of admiring astonishment: “Isn’t that a——?” And a rich, splendid name settled like an unknown bird upon the little tree.


  “Yes, I believe it is.” said father lightly. He knew nothing whatever about the names of fruit trees.


  “Great Scott!” said the friend again: “They’re wonderful apples. Nothing like ’em—and you’re going to have a tip-top crop. Marvellous apples! You can’t beat ’em!”


  “No, they’re very fine—very fine,” said father carelessly, but looking upon the tree with new and lively interest.


  “They’re rare—they’re very rare. Hardly ever see ’em in England nowadays,” said the visitor and set a seal on father’s delight. For father was a self-made man and the price he had to pay for everything was so huge and so painful that nothing rang so sweet to him as to hear his purchase praised. He was young and sensitive still. He still wondered whether in the deepest sense he got his money’s worth. He still had hours when hee walked up and down in the moonlight half deciding to “chuck this confounded rushing to the office everyday—and clear out—clear out once and for all.” And now to discover that he’d a valuable apple tree thrown in with the orchard—an apple tree that this Johnny from England positively envied.


  “Don’t touch that tree. Do you hear me, children!” said he bland and firm; and when the guest had gone, with quite another voice and manner:


  “If I catch either of you touching those apples you shall not only go to bed—you shall each have a good sound whipping!” Which merely added to its magnificence.


  Every Sunday morning after church father with Bogey and me tailing after walked through the flower garden, down the violet path, past the lace-bark tree, past the white rose and syringa bushes, and down the hill to the orchard. The apple tree—like the Virgin Mary—seemed to have been miraculously warned of its high honour, standing apart from its fellow, bending a little under its rich clusters, fluttering its polished leaves, important and exquisite before father’s awful eye. His heart swelled to the sight—we knew his heart swelled. He put his hands behind his back and screwed up his eyes in the way he had. There it stood—the accidental thing—the thing that no one had been aware of when the hard bargain was driven. It hadn’t been counted on, hadn’t in a way been paid for. If the house had been burned to the ground at that time it would have meant less to him than the destruction of his tree. And how we played up to him, Bogey and I, Bogey his scratched knees pressed together, his hands behind his back, too, and a round cap on his head with ‘H.M.S. Thunderbolt’ printed across it.


  The apples turned from pale green to yellow; then they had deep pink stripes painted on them, and then the pink melted all over the yellow, reddened, and spread into a fine clear crimson.


  At last the day came when father took out of his waistcoat pocket a little pearl pen-knife. He, reached up. Very slowly and very carefully he picked two apples growing on a bough.


  “By Jove! They’re warm” cried father in amazement. “They’re wonderful apples! Tip-top! Marvellous!” he echoed. He rolled them over in his hands.


  “Look at that!” he said. “Not a spot—not a blemish!” And he walked through the orchard with Bogey and me stumbling after, to a tree stump under the wattles. We sat, one on either side of father. He laid one apple down, opened the pearl pen-knife and neatly and beautifully cut the other in half.


  “By Jove! Look at that!” he exclaimed.


  “Father!” we cried, dutiful but really enthusiastic, too. For the lovely red colour had bitten right through the white flesh of the apple; it was pink to the shiny black pips lying so justly in their scaly pods. It looked as though the apple had been dipped in wine.


  “Never seen that before,” said father. “You won’t find an apple like that in a hurry!” He put it to his nose and pronounced an unfamiliar word. “Bouquet! What a bouquet!” And then he handed to Bogey one half, to me the other.


  “Don’t bolt it!” said he. It was agony to give even so much away. I knew it, while I took mine humbly and humbly Bogey took his.


  Then he divided the second with the same neat beautiful little cut of the pearl knife.


  I kept my eyes on Bogey. Together we took a bite. Our mouths were full of a floury stuff, a hard, faintly bitter skin,—a horrible taste of something dry…


  “Well?” asked father, very jovial. He had cut his two halves into quarters and was taking out the little pods. “Well?”


  Bogey and I stared at each other, chewing desperately. In that second of chewing and swallowing a long silent conversation passed between us—and a strange meaning smile. We swallowed. We edged near father, just touching him. “Perfect!” we lied.


  “Perfect—father. Simply lovely!”


  But it was no use. Father spat his out and never went near the apple tree again.


  II.


  Suddenly—dreadfully—I wake up. What has happened? Something dreadful has happened! No—nothing has happened—it is only the wind shaking the house, rattling the windows, banging a piece of iron on the roof and making my bed tremble. Leaves flutter past the window, up and away; down in the avenue a whole newspaper wags in the air like a lost kite and falls, spiked on a pine tree. It is cold. Summer is over—it is autumn—everything is ugly. The carts rattle by, swinging from side to side; two Chinamen lollop along under their wooden yokes with the straining vegetable baskets—their pigtails and blue blouses fly out in the wind. A white dog on three legs yelps past our gate. It is all over! What is? Oh, everything! And I begin to plait my hair with shaking fingers, not daring to look in the glass.


  Mother is talking to grandmother in the hall.


  “A perfect idiot! Imagine leaving anything out on the line all night in weather like this…‘Now my best little Teneriffe-work tea-cloth is simply in ribbons! What is that extraordinary smell? It’s the porridge burning. Oh, Heavens—this wind!”


  I have a music-lesson at ten o’clock. At the thought the minor movement of my Beethoven begins to play in my head, the trills long and terrible like little rolling drums … Marie Swainson runs into the garden next door to pick the ‘chrysanths’ before they are ruined. Her skirt flies up above her waist; she tries to beat it down, to tuck it between her legs while she stoops, but it is no use—up it flies. All the trees and the bushes beat about her. She picks as quickly as she can, but she is quite distracted. She doesn’t mind what she does—she pulls the plants up by the roots and bends and twists them, stamping her foot and swearing.


  “For Heaven’s sake keep the front shut. Go round to the back,” shouted someone.


  And then I hear Bogey:


  “Mother, you’re wanted on the telephone. Telephone, mother. It’s the butcher!”


  How hideous life is—revolting, simply revolting … And now my hat-elastic’s snapped. Of course it would, I’ll wear my old red tam and slip out the back way. But mother has seen.


  “Matilda! Matilda! Come back im—me—diately! What on earth have you got on your head? It looks like a tea cosey. And why have you got that mane of hair on your forehead?”


  “I can’t come back, Mother. I’ll be late for my lesson.”


  “Come back im-me-diately!”


  I won’t. I won’t. I hate Mother. “Go to Hell,” I shout, running down the road.


  In waves, in clouds, in big round whirls the dust comes stinging, and with it little bits of straw and chaff and manure. There is a loud roaring sound from the trees in the gardens, and standing at the bottom of the road outside Mr. Bullen’s gate I can hear the sea sob: “Ah… Ah… Ah-li!” But Mr. Bullen’s drawing room is as quiet as a cave. The windows are closed, the blinds half pulled, and I am not late. The-girl-before-me has just started playing Mac Dowell’s “To an Iceberg.”


  Mr. Bullen looks over at me and half smiles.


  “Sit down,” he says. “Sit over there in the sofa corner, little lady.”


  How funny he is! He doesn’t exactly laugh at you… but there is just something… Oh, how peaceful it is here. I like this room. It smells of art serge and stale smoke and chrysanthemums… there is a big vase of them on the mantelpiece behind the pale photograph of Hubenstein… à mon ami Robert Bullen… Over the black glittering piano hangs ‘Solitude’—a dark tragic woman draped in white sitting on a rock, her knees crossed, her chin on her hands.


  “No, no!” says Mr. Bullen, and he leans over the other girl, puts his arms over her shoulders and plays the passage for her. The stupid—she’s blushing! How ridiculous!


  Now the-girl-before-me has gone; the front door slams behind her. Mr. Bullen comes back and walks up and down, very softly, waiting for me. What an extraordinary thing! My fingers tremble so that I can’t undo the knot in my music satchel. It’s the wind… And my heart beats so hard I feel it must lift my blouse up and down. Mr. Bullen does not say a word. The shabby red piano seat is long enough for two people to sit side by side. Mr. Bullen sits down by me.


  “Shall I begin with scales?” I ask, squeezing my hands together. “I had some arpeggios, too.”


  But he does not answer. I don’t believe he even hears… and then suddenly his fresh hand with the ring on it reaches over and opens Beethoven.


  “Let’s have a little of the old master,” he says.


  But why does he speak so kindly—so awfully kindly—and as though we had known each other for years and years and knew everything about each other.


  He turns the pages slowly. I watch his hand—it is a very nice hand and always looks as though it had just been washed.


  “Here we are,” says Mr. Bullen.


  Oh, that kind voice—Oh, that minor movement! Here comes the little drums…


  “Shall I take the repeat?”


  “Yes, dear child.”


  His voice is far, far too kind. The crotchets and quavers are dancing all up and down the stave like little black boys on a fence. Why is he so… I will not cry—I have nothing to cry about…


  “What is it, dear child?”


  Mr. Bullen takes my hands. His shoulder is there—just by my head. I lean on it ever so little, my cheek against the springy tweed.


  “Life is so dreadful,” I murmur, but I don’t feel it’s dreadful at all. He says something about ‘waiting’ and ‘marking time’ and “that rare thing a woman,” but I do not hear. It is so comfortable… for ever…


  Suddenly the door opens and in pops Marie Swainson, hours before her time.


  “Take the allegretto a little faster,” says Mr. Bullen, and gets up and begins to walk up and down again.


  “Sit in the sofa corner, little lady,” he says to Marie.


  • • • • • •


  The wind, the wind! It’s frightening to be here in my room by myself. The bed, the mirror, the white jug and basin gleam like the sky outside. It’s the bed that is frightening. There it lies, sound asleep… Does Mother imagine for one moment that I am going to darn all those stockings knotted up on the quilt like a coil of snakes. I’m not. No, Mother, I do not see why I should… The wind—the wind! There’s a funny smell of soot blowing down the chimney. Hasn’t anybody written poems to the wind?


  “I bring fresh flowers to the leaves and showers” … What rubbish!


  “Is that you, Bogey?”


  “Come for a walk round the esplanade, Matilda. I can’t stick this any longer.”


  “Right-o! I’ll put on an ulster. Isn’t it an awful day.”


  Bogey’s ulster is just like mine. Hooking the collar I look at myself in the glass. My face is white, we have the same excited eyes and hot lips. Ah, we know those two in the glass. Goodbye, dears, we shall be back soon!


  “This is better, isn’t it?”


  “Hook on,” says Bogey.


  We cannot walk fast enough. Our heads bent, our legs just touching, we stride like one eager person through the town, down the asphalte zigzag where the fennel grows wild and on to the esplanade. It is dusky—just getting dusky. The wind is so strong that we have to fight our way through it rocking like two old drunkards. All the poor little pahutukawas on the esplanade are bent to the ground.


  “Come on, come on! Let’s get near”. Over by the breakwater, the sea is very high. We pull off our hats and my hair blows across my mouth, tasting of salt. The sea is so high that the waves do not break at all: they thump against the rough stone wall and suck up the weedy, dripping steps. A fine spray skims from the water right across the esplanade. We are covered with drops; the inside of my mouth tastes wet and cold.


  Bogey’s voice is breaking. When he speaks he rushes up and down the scale. It’s funny—it makes you laugh—and yet it just suits the day. The wind carries our voices—away fly the sentences like little narrow ribbons.


  “Quicker—quicker!”


  It is getting very dark. Id the harbour the coal hulks show two lights, one high on a mast, and one from the stern.


  “Look, Bogey! Look over there!”


  A big black steamer with a long loop of smoke streaming, with the portholes lighted, with lights everywhere, is putting out to sea. The wind does not stop her; she cuts through the waves, making for the open gate between the pointed rocks that leads to… It’s the light that makes her look so awfully beautiful and mysterious… We are on board, leaning over the rail arm in arm.


  “…Who are they?”


  “…Brother and Sister.”


  “Look, Bogey, there’s the town. Doesn’t it look small! There’s the post-office clock chiming for the last time. There’s the esplanade where we walked that windy day. Do you remember? I cried at my music lesson that day—How many years ago! Goodbye, little island, goodbye…”


  Now the dark stretches a wing over the tumbling water. We can’t see those two any more. Goodbye, goodbye—Don’t forget… but the ship is gone, now.


  The wind—the wind!


  [Signature, October 4, 1915; signed Matilda Berry]


  []


  Stay-laces.


  Mrs. Busk: I do hope I’m not late, dear, but I’ve just had my hair washed, and you know what that means for me. Even with that huge electric thing with the elephant’s trunk for the air to come through it takes hours and hours to dry. The man said to-day he had never seen longer or thicker hair.


  Mrs. Bone: …!


  Mrs. Busk: On the contrary. Good Heavens! I’d give anything on earth to get rid of it. You see, I can’t do it fashionably; I can’t pack it away and scrape it all up into a wisp like you can, darling… You’ve cut one little military side-whisker since I saw you…. Awfully dinky! But you ought to put a spot of spirit gum under it to make it lie flat on your cheek. Otherwise, it doesn’t look the real thing. I mean it doesn’t look intentional in the slightest. Well, you see, I didn’t notice it myself until just this moment, and I’m awfully observant, as you know… New hat, too, isn’t it?


  Mrs. Bone: …?


  Mrs. Busk: Oh, sweet! Oh, perfectly sweet little absurdity! I love its weeness and the way it perches. Oh, my dear, imagine if we could have seen one of these hats two years ago. How we would have screamed! .. Oughtn’t that one of yours be worn a little further over the face. I mean, rather more over one eye? Try it. Oh, no, darling, not as much as that… A little more to the right—a little tug to the left—now just a shade further off your head. Thai’s alright. I mean that will do until you get to a glass.


  Mrs. Bone: … I …!


  Mrs. Busk: Oh, no, not a bit conspicuous. But if I were you, I’d try wearing it with the back to the front. That ducky little bird thing is lost at the back, and I believe you are one of those rare women who can wear a bird over your nose.


  Mrs. Bone: …


  Mrs. Busk: We had better take a penny ’bus. Oh, how I do loathe getting on ’buses—keep close to me. It’s no good your getting on if I don’t, dear. Look at that enormous man in front of me—just look. And he simply won’t move. He simply won’t make any effort to get out of my way. Don’t push so, please. Pushing won’t help you. Who is pushing like this?


  Lady in Grey: Let me pass, please. Kindly move to one side, and let me assist my Mother on to the bus. My Mother is an in-va-leed. Carefully, please. A lady wishes to get by. Move quite to one side, please. Do not suffocate an in-va-leed lady!


  (The ’bus goes off).


  Mrs. Busk: How ridiculous! How absurd—behaving as though it was a shipwreck. She should have waited for an empty ’bus. She can’t be in a hurry if the Mother reallv is an invalid. Which I’m not at all sure of. Look! What do you think? Right at the bottom of the ’bus…. Perfectly well and strong, I should say. Of course, her head wobbles; but, then, whose head wouldn’t at that age? No. I’m not suspicious by nature; in fact, I’m not suspicious enough; but, at the same time, women like that….


  Stout Lady: You have heard about poor Muriel?


  Friend: Oh, my dear, not another! Why the last is not more than ten months old. Why does she have them like this one after the other? And she is so young, and she was so pretty—such a sweet, slight figure. And that pokey little passage of her flat continually jammed up with a hideous pram. It is too bad, and especially at a time like this, when everything is so frightfully expensive, and there is always the chance of the nurse failing you at the last moment. When docs she expect?


  Stout Lady: Nothing of the kind.


  Friend: What do you mean, dear? I thought you said quite definitely a moment ago.


  Stout Lady: Nothing of the kind. (Mysteriously.) She was operated on yesterday morning.


  Friend: Oh, how dreadful! Oh, what ever for?


  Stout Lady: A frightful operation. She was two hours under the chloroform, and the surgeon had to Stand On A Chair.


  Friend: But what ever was it, dear?


  Stout Lady: Internal, of course.


  Friend: But, what, love?


  Stout Lady (triumphant): I cannot possibly tell you in a ’bus.


  Friend: How too frightful. Whisper!


  Stout Lady: Im-possible!


  Conductor: Selfridge’s! Sel-fridges.


  Mrs. Busk: Jump, dear, jump. It’s easy to see you’re not a Londoner. Wasn’t that fearfully interesting? I wonder what it really was. But such extraordinary things do happen nowadays, that I don’t see why she couldn’t say it, even in a ’bus. I thought the war had done away with the idea that (here was anything you couldn’t speak about. I mean the things one reads in the papers, and the wounded Lhat one even secs in the streets have made such a difference, haven’t they? I love the wounded, don’t you? Oh, I simply love them. And their sweet blue and red uniforms are so cheerful and awfully effective, aren’t they? I can’t think who thought of that bright red tic against that bright blue. It’s such a note, isn’t it? … Let me see, what is it I really do want to see first!


  Mrs. Bone: …!


  Mrs. Busk: It’s always the same at this shop. It’s always packed. I was only saying to Cecil at breakfast this morning that I really think it’s awfully bad taste to go on buying just as usual at a lime like this. Don’t you? He absolutely agreed. Of course, there are necessary things that you simply can’t do without—like corsets, for instance. Do you know where the corset department is in this place? Ask that woman in blue with the earrings. Aren’t the assistants extraordinary here? I mean lots of them arc university women, or (laughters of very wealthy men—stockbrokers, you know, whose thing-ma-bobs have fallen so dreadfully since the war started. That woman in blue—really—you might see her photograph in the “Sketch.” Which is the Corset Department, please?


  Acid Lady: Ask an assistant. I am trying on a hat.


  Mrs. Busk: Good Heavens! What an awful mistake! But, really, she had something of the shop assistant about her, hadn’t she? The earrings—and lhat enormous coloured comb….


  Sweet Thing: Corsets, madam?


  Mrs. Busk: Yes. I want to see some corsets that fasten down in the front.


  Mrs. Bone: …!


  Mrs. Busk: Oh, my dear, haven’t you seen them? They’ve been in the newspapers for weeks. They lace down the front with just a little bit of elastic to give you a grip just where you want it. I should think they would be a very good idea, and so easy to get in and out of.


  Sweet Thing: We are selling a lot of this model, madam. You see it has the slashed hip as well, and it washes beautifully. In fact, it is far better after it has been washed. Some of our clients wash them even before they put them on. They wash so beautifully.


  Mrs. Busk: Really! But is there any advantage in washing them immediately?


  Sweet Thing: Oh, no advantage, of course, madam, except, of course, that they do, as I say—wash beautifully. And here is another style a little higher, to grip the bust as well as the hips and the back.


  Mrs. Busk: Does that wash, too?


  Sweet Thing: Well, not as well as the first I showed you. And here is a French model, madam. Sweet, isn’t it, with two little forget-me-nots on each side of the front.


  Mrs. Busk: How is that for washing?


  Sweet Thing: We couldn’t guarantee the flowers from fading, madam.


  Mrs. Busk: Oh, wouldn’t you, really? What a pity. It’s the only pair that I really like very much. I think, then, I’d better leave it and think it over. Thank you. It’s no good gelling them if they are really not reliable. Good-morning.


  Mrs. Bone: …!


  Mrs. Busk: Neither do I, my dear. I’ve never had a pair washed in my life. How extraordinary! I never thought of that. But perhaps it is just as well. I don’t think it is a good idea to have them fastening down the front. You see, I don’t see what is to prevent little blobs of flesh from poking through the holes. One is so much softer in front than at the back.


  Mrs. Bone: …!


  Mrs. Busk: Yes, that’s what I thought. The support would be a great comfort. Shall we go back and have another look? I didn’t feel we exhausted the problem a bit, did you? The girl wasn’t really helpful—with all that rubbish about washing or not washing.


  Mrs. Bone….


  Mrs. Busk: A very good idea. We’ll go up to the palm court, have a quiet lunch, and go back after. The thing to do at lunch is to order two sixpenny dishes, and each have half of the other’s… Look at that enormous Indian creature in khaki…. Do you think you could ever be attracted by a dark man? I mean. Oh, you know….


  [New Age, November 4, 1915]


  []


  Fragments.


  Alors, je Pars.


  It is astonishing how violently a big branch shakes when a little bird has left it. I expect the bird knows it, and feels immensely arrogant…. My dear, yon cannot imagine the way he went on when I said I was going to leave him. He was quite desperate! … But now the branch is quiet again. Not a bud has fallen, not a twig has snapped. It stands up in the bright air, steady and fine, and thanks the Lord that it has got its evenings to itself again.


  Living Alone.


  Even if I should, by some awful chance, find a hair upon my bread and honey—at any rate, it is my own hair.


  E.M. Forster.


  Putting my weakest books to the wall, last night I came across a copy of Howard’s End, and had a look into it. But it’s not good enough. E.M. Forster never gets any further than warming the teapot. He’s a rare fine hand at that. Feel this teapot! Is it not beautifully warm? Yes, but there ain’t going to be no tea.


  Beware of the Rain!


  Late in the evening, after you have cleared away your supper, blown the crumbs out of the book that you were reading, lighted the lamp, and curled up in front of the fire—that is the moment to beware of the rain. You are conscious of a sudden hush. You open your eyes wide. What’s that? Hullo, it’s raining! Reluctant at first, and then faster and faster, tapping against the window, beating on the door, comes the rain. The air seems to change; you are so aware of the dark flowing water that your hands and cheeks grow cold. You begin to walk up and down. How loud the rain sounds! You catch sight of yourself in the mirror, and you think that you look very plain. You say to that plain creature in the wavy glass: “I am twenty-eight, and I have chosen, but absolutely deliberately chosen, to live quite alone for ever.” The creature in the glass gives a short laugh and says: “C’est pour rire, ça.” But yon reply severely: “Don’t speak French if you’re English; it’s a vulgar habit.” Now there are quick steps coming up the garden path, stopping at the door. Someone is coming. But nobody knocks. Again there are steps and again that pause as though someone felt for the wet door-knocker in the dark. You are sure that somebody is there. Nobody. You remember that the kitchen window is wide open. Run up and shut it. Is the rain coming in? No, not really. You lean out a moment. Two tittle roof gutters flow into the garden. In the dark they sound like two women sobbing and laughing, talking together and complaining and laughing, out in the wet garden. One says: “Life is not gay, Katherine. No, life is not gay.” But now the rain is over. The lamp-post outside, yellow in the light, with a spray of shining tree across it, looks like a very bad illustration out of a Dickens novel. Yes, it is quite over. You make up the fire and squat before it, spreading our your hands, as though you had been rescued from a shipwreck, and just to be alive and safe were bliss enough.


  “L.M.’s” Way.


  “L.M.” came to see me the other evening; she brought me some oysters. Oh! I said, the smell of them reminded me so of a little café in Marseilles. And how well I remembered one particular evening! Just then I looked up. “L.M.’s” face had changed—became curiously blank and then serious and distressed. “One moment, dear,” said she; “I must fly and pay a little visit.” She flew, and came back all smiles and readiness. “Yes, dear, one evening in the little café,” said she, composing herself. But while she was away it occurred to me that something of this kind invariably happened whenever I wished to describe anything to her….“Would you just wait, dear, while I get a hanky?” Or, “Shall I put on a lump of coal before you begin?” Or, “Shall I just dash up to the kitchen and put the kettle on?” … Then, “About the little café, dear. Do go on!” “No; I’ve forgotten.” Very distressed: “Oh, you haven’t! Not really.” “Yes, absolutely. Have you washed your hair lately? It’s such a pretty colour—like lager beer.” “No, I haven’t washed it for ages. I must, though. It’s coming out in handfuls, simply.” Which is the correct reply according to the Book of Female Conversations?


  Cephalus.


  “‘Certainly,’ he replied, with a smile, and immediately withdrew to the sacrifices.” What an admirable exit! I can always see his eyebrows and the way he inclined his head as he spoke. And these three words, “with a smile,” give the last perfect words. They seem to imply that he knew so very well what they were in for…. I have been re-reading the Republic, walking up the ample, difficult staircase, taking breath upon the little landings, struggling up the narrow ways. At the top one does, quite finally, once and for all, tread on the stair that isn’t there. Yes, but one’s foot rests on something.


  [New Age, April 19, 1917]


  []


  In Confidence.


  (Five young gentlemen are having no end of an argument in a big, shadowy drawing-room. They are tremendously at their ease. One is playing with the ears and kissing the top of the head of a blue Persian cat, two are sitting on the floor hugging their knees, the fourth sprawls on a sofa, one leg doubled under him, cutting a French book with a jade paper-knife, and the fifth droops over the gleaming grand piano. Marigold is curled up in a black chair. Now and again she murmurs “How true that is" or "Do you really think so?” Isobel sits on the arm of her chair, smiling faintly.)


  4th Gentleman: But look here, all I wanted to say is that the lack of prudery in France merely seems to me to prove that the French do believe that man is au fond a rational animal. You don’t dispute that, do you? I mean—well—damn it all! their literature’s based on it. Isn’t it?


  2nd Gent.: And that, according to you, explains why they seek their inspiration, their very inspiration, in realism. Does it?


  4th Gent. (superbly): Of course it does. Absolutely. How else are you going to explain it?


  1st Gent.: Then a nation that’s “got prudery,” as the Americans would say, is a nation that believes man is not a rational animal?


  5th Gent. (very bitterly): There are things, say the English, which are not to be talked about. Fermez la porte, s’il vous plait.


  3rd Gent. (greatly excited): But look here—half a minute—don’t go too fast; this is damned interesting. Now we really are getting at something. If what you say is true, then prudery is a step towards real art—what? For what do we mean by prudery? Prudery is false shame, the negative to real shame, which again is, as it were, the negative to reverence. Reverence being the positive quality, the thing that great art’s got to have—what?


  5th Gent. (extremely bitterly): I heard a good bit of Bowery slang the other day. (With a strong Yankee drawl): Put sand on your boots, kid; you’re sliding.


  4th Gent.: Oh, shut up. If you don’t want to talk, go and play croquet. Yes, that’s what I was more or less driving at.


  2nd Gent.: And that, according to you, explains why the English seek their inspiration, their very inspiration, in idealism, does it?


  4th Gent.: Precisely. And also why the English must of necessity beat the French at this art game all the time.


  1st Gent.: Therefore it’s all a question of values—a sense of moralities….


  3rd Gent.: And puts the stopper finally and irrevocably on old man Kant—what?


  (They burst out laughing. Under cover of their laughter Marigold (lays her hand in Isobel’s lap): “Shall we slip away?” Isobel smiles assent.)


  (In the hall.)


  Marigold (puts her arms round Isobel and lays her head against Isobel’s shoulder): Oh, I couldn’t have stood that for another moment; could you? Aren’t men extraordinary? Don’t they ever grow out of that kind of thing? No; never. They have an insatiable hunger for hunting after something that nine out of ten women would have captured without troubling to lift a finger. Too absurd! They remind me of those big woolly dogs who love to pretend to lose and pursue and bark after and chase and root out the bone you’ve thrown under their very noses. What on earth makes them do it? Vanity, my dear, and the masculine delight in showing off. Can’t you see them in about an hour’s time thumping their tails and licking their chops and saying more or less aloud: “Well, we had a pretty stiff argument!” Bother them! Let’s forget them. Look at the heavenly afternoon that we’re wasting. Won’t you come out for a little walk with me? I don’t seem to have had you to myself a moment yet. And there are so many things I want to ask you. (Isobel smiles.)


  Marigold: I’ll just run up and put on a hat, and you must, too, darling. The sun is so strong, and you are not to get any more freckles on your nose, you bad child! The freckles that you have got are very charming—very sweet; but you can have too many, don’t you think? And I never can see why one should look like a milkmaid simply because one lives in the country; can you? I’ve got some lovely cream; I’ll give you a little to put on to-night.


  (They separate. Marigold goes up to her room, powders her face, smears a little rouge on her lips and a little black on each eyelid; puts on a string of big green beads and takes them off again; puts on a string of huge yellow beads and takes them off again; puts on a string of carved stones and lets them lie. Pins on an immense straw hat that looks to have been pelted with its little bunchcs of cherries, and ties it under her chin with some wide tulle. Says to the person in the glass: “Emma, Lady Hamilton," and then bends her head forward and shoots out her under-lip a little, and murmurs: “Mrs. Siddons.” The person in the glass agrees. Roots in a drawer full of dead white gloves, and drifts downstairs.)


  (On the road to the village.)


  Marigold: Oh, the relief to be out in the sun and among simple ardent things like fields and trees and cattle. But you’re not very fond of the country, are you? My dear, why should you be? You feel more yourself in cafés and restaurants and among crowds of people, and I feel more at home in wet woods and dim fields or walking by the sea. Neither is more right or higher than the other. It’s just a question of one’s own individual psychology; don’t you agree? And, curiously enough, about ten years ago I had just the same feelings that you have—the same burning curiosity about life, the same desire to experience everything, no matter what, even to throw myself away rather than be out of anything. I think that all women of personality are bound to go through that phase—for it is a phase, Isobel, at any rate for women of real personality. And I am sure the moment will come to you as it did to me when you won’t be able to understand what on earth you saw in that kind of life … when the things of the spirit … when one is so infinitely content to have Shelley for a friend rather than .. You know what I mean? (Isobel smiles.)


  Marigold: Of course, I don’t know at all what your life is. It may be tremendously rich; I have an idea that it is. Curious, isn’t it, how little we do know of each other. Do you know me at all? How hard it is to break the ice and melt towards each other as one does so long to melt—doesn’t one? Why are we so shy of each other? Have you real intimate women friends? I am sure you haven’t. And is it for the same reason that I haven’t either? One simply can’t get over this feeling of distrust, and Heaven knows one has cause enough to feel it. Women are such traitors to one another, aren’t they? One can feel that one is everything to another woman, her dearest friend—her closest—and the most commonplace little man has only to come along and lift a finger for her to betray you, to let you down! It’s very strange and awfully distressing, too—don’t you feel? For, after all, Isobel, one does not always want to have one’s hand held by a man, does one? And women might be so wonderful together…. I often feel I could appreciate a woman far better than any man could—understand her so exquisitely—sympathise so perfectly. But where is the woman who wants my friendship? Who will confide in me? … Let us stand for a minute under this lovely tree. It might be the one that Blake saw the angels in. (Isobel looks up into the branches, and smiles.)


  Marigold: Perhaps you and I are going to be great friends—what do you feel? Sometimes I think you like me—sometimes I am not so sure. Strange little secret person! Do you think that anything you could tell me about your life and your experience could shock me? You would not, my dear. I burn to know and sympathise and understand. I feel so strangely that we two are very alike in a way. At any rate, we will have courage, Isobel, and that is very rare. Perhaps we even want the same things. What do you really want to happen, Isobel? What do you want from life? (Isobel shakes her head, and smiles.)


  Marigold: Yes, you do; but you still shrink a little. You are still a little bit wild with me. Ah, my dear, you have no need to be. Trust me—you really may! It’s getting late; we must rush back for tea. It’s been lovely—lovely, this talk; hasn’t it? Cleared the air so, and made everything so simple and ardent. The heavenly sky full of little Poussin cherubs. Isobel, dearest!


  (They arrive.)


  Maid: I’ve just taken in the tea, m’m.


  Marigold (pressing Isobel’s hand): Run and take off your shoes. I must go and feed the famishing horde.


  (In the dining-room one young gentleman hovers over the table; one wasp over the jam-pot.)


  Marigold (holding back a curtain with one hand: a portrait by Manet, she decides): Where are the others?


  Young Gentleman: The others have all gone for a walk; they followed you over the fields.


  Marigold: Oh, we missed them! Isobel will be down in a moment; she’s just changing her shoes. Do you like her? Very attractive, don’t you think?


  Young Gentleman: Well—I find it rather a trial, don’t you know, to keep at that level.


  Marigold (looks at him a long moment too sweetly for words): Do you, really? That comforts me. I had thought it must have been my fault. (In confidence.) We have had the most “intense” talk you can imagine. I tried to listen with my mind, but all the while I have been feeling my soul, like one of those little air balloons at the end of a string, tugging and pulling to be off … simply to float away into the blue and bob against nothing. (Unties her hat strings, throws her hat away, and runs her flashing fingers through her hair.) I feel quite worn out. No; I shall not ask Isobel again in the summer; Isobel is a winter friend. One can sit down and tackle her then with even a kind of appropriate enthusiasm as one wades through a suet pudding! I’m very wicked to talk like this…. But you know I never feel that her seriousness is quite sincere—do you? I often feel that if a man were to absolutely ignore it and were to approach her really cleverly …


  (Isobel enters.)


  Marigold: Ah, here you are, dearest. Sit by me. Lovely you look in that black scarf; doesn’t she?


  Young Gentleman (with his mouth full of scone): Lovely.


  (Isobel looks at her tea, and smiles.)


  [New Age, May 24, 1917]


  []


  The Common Round.


  Eight o’clock in the morning. Miss Ada Moss lies in a black iron bedstead, staring up at the ceiling. Her room, a Bloomsbury top floor back, smells of soot and face powder and the paper of fried potatoes she brought in for supper the night before.


  Miss Moss: Oh dear, I am cold. I wonder why it is I always wake up so cold in the mornings now. My knees and my feet and my back—especially my back; it’s like a sheet of ice. And I always was such a one for being warm in bed in the old days. It’s not as if I was skinny—I’m just the same full figure that I used to be. No; it’s because I don’t have a good hot dinner in the evenings. (Pageant of Good Hot Dinners passes across the ceiling, all of them accompanied by a bottle of Nourishing Stout.) Even if I were to get up now and have a sensible, substantial breakfast…. (Pageant of Sensible, Substantial Breakfasts, but shepherded by an enormous, white, uncut ham. Miss Moss shudders and disappears under the bed clothes. The Landlady bounces in.)


  Landlady: Letter for you, Miss Moss.


  Miss Moss (far too friendly): Oh, thank you very much, Mrs. Pine. It’s very good of you, I’m sure, to take the trouble.


  Landlady: No trouble at all. I thought perhaps it was the letter you’d been expecting.


  Miss Moss (brightly): Why, yes; perhaps it is. (Puts her head on one side, and smiles vaguely at the letter.) I shouldn’t be surprised.


  Landlady: Well, I should, Miss Moss, and that’s how it is. And I’ll trouble you to open it, if you please. Many is the lady in my place as would have done it for you and been within her rights. For things can’t go on like this, Miss Moss; no indeed they can’t. What with week in week out and first you’ve got it and then you haven’t and then it’s another letter lost in the post or another manager down at Brighton but will be back on Tuesday for certain—I’m fair sick and tired and I won’t stand it no more. Why should I, Miss Moss, I ask you, at a time like this with prices flying up in the air and my poor dear lad at the front? My sister Eliza was only saying to me yesterday—Minnie, she says, you’re too softhearted. You could have let that room time and time again, she says, and if people won’t look after themselves in times like these, nobody else will, says she. She may have had a college education and sung at West End concerts, she says, but if your Lizzie says what’s true, she says, and she washing her own wovens and drying them on the towel-rail, it’s easy to see where the finger’s pointing. And it’s high time you had done with it, says she.


  Miss Moss (tears open letter. Reads: “Dear Madam,—Yours to hand. Am not producing at present, but have filed photo for future ref.—Yours truly, Backwash Film Co.”): Well, Mrs. Pine, I think you’ll be sorry for what you said. This letter is from a manager asking me to be there with evening dress at ten o’clock next Saturday morning.


  Landlady (swoops and secures letter): Oh, is it? Is it, indeed!


  Miss Moss (who can’t get out of bed because her nightdress is slit down the back): Give me back that letter. Give it back to me at once, you bad, wicked woman! Give me back my private letter.


  Landlady: So it’s come to this, has it? Well, Miss Moss, if I don’t get my rent at eight o’clock to-night, we’ll see who’s a bad wicked woman—that’s all. And I’ll keep this letter. (Mysterious.) It will be a pretty little bit of evidence. (Sepulchral.) My lady! (Bounces out.)


  Miss Moss: Cockroach! That’s what she is. She’s a cockroach. I could have her up for snatching my letter—I’m sure I could. (Begins to dress.) Oh, if I could only pay that woman, I’d give her a piece of my mind that she wouldn’t forget. I’d tell her off properly. (Sees herself in the glass; gives a vague smile and shakes her head.) Well, old girl, you are up against it this time, and no mistake. (The person in the glass makes an ugly face at her.) You silly thing! Now what’s the good of crying: you’ll only make your nose red. No; you get dressed and go out and try your luck—that’s what you’ve got to do. (Roots in vanity bag.) I’ll have a nice hot cup of tea at an A.B.C. shop to settle me before I go anywhere. I’ve got one and threepence. (Shakes the bag and turns it inside out.) Yes; just one and three. (A stout lady in blue serge, with a bunch of artificial “parmas” at her bosom, a black hat covered with purple pansies, white gloves, boots with white uppers, and a vanity bag containing one and three, sings in a low contralto voice:

  “Sweet-heart remember when days are forlorn

  It al-ways is dark-est before the dawn.”

  But the person in the glass makes a face at her, and Miss Moss goes out.)


  (At the A.B.C. Dozens of chairs perch on the table. A waitress is doing her hair.)


  Waitress (to Cashier): My boy came home on leave last night.


  Cashier: How topping for you!


  Waitress: Yes, wasn’t it. He brought me a sweet little brooch. Look, it’s got “Dieppe” written on it.


  Cashier: Oh, I say—how topping!


  Waitress: Yes, isn’t it. O-oh, he is brahn! Hullo, I said; hullo, old mahogany!


  Cashier: Oh, I say—you are a treat!


  Miss Moss: Can I have a cup of tea, Miss?


  Waitress (very surprised): Oh, we’re not open yet. (To Cashier): Are we, dear?


  Cashier: Oh, no!


  (Miss Moss goes out.)


  Miss Moss: I’ll go to Charing Cross. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. But I won’t have a cup of tea. No; I’ll have a coffee. There’s more of a tonic in coffee. Cheeky, those girls are! Her boy came home last night; he brought her a brooch with “Dieppe” written on it….


  Taxidriver: Look out, Fattie; don’t go ter sleep!


  Miss Moss: No; I won’t go to Charing Cross. I’ll go to Kig and Kadgit. They’re open at nine. If I get there early Mr. Kadgit may have something by the morning’s post…. I’m very glad you turned up so early, Miss Moss. I’ve just heard from a manager who wants a lady to play … I think you’ll just suit him. I’ll give you a card to go and see him. It’s three pounds a week and all found. If I were you I’d hop round as fast as I could. Lucky you turned up so early! …


  (At Kig and Kadgit’s.)


  Char.: Nobody’s here yet, Miss.


  Miss Moss: Oh, isn’t Mr. Kadgit here? Well, I’ll just wait a moment, if I may.


  Char.: You can’t wait in there, Miss. I ’aven’t done the room yet. Mr. Kadgit’s never ’ere before eleven thirty Saturdays. Sometimes he don’t come at all.


  Miss Moss: Dear me—how silly of me! I forgot it was Saturday.


  Char.: Mind your feet, please, Miss.


  (At Beit and Bithem’s.)


  Miss Moss (knows everybody; very gay): Hullo! Here we are again.


  Saucy Boy (playing the banjo on his walking-stick): Waiting for the Robert E. Lee.


  Miss Moss: Mr. Bithem here yet?


  Chorus: Oh, he’s been here for ages. We’ve all been waiting for more than an hour.


  Miss Moss: Dear me! Anything doing, do you think?


  Saucy Boy: Oh, a few jobs going for South Africa, you know. Hundred and fifty a week for two years.


  Chorus: Oh, Mr. Clayton, you are weird! Isn’t he a cure? Oh, Mr. Clayton; you do make me laugh! Isn’t he a comic!


  Dark, Mournful Girl: I just missed a lovely job yesterday. Six weeks in the provinces, and then the West End. The manager said I would have got it for certain if only I’d been robust enough. He said if my figure had been fuller, the part was made for me.


  Miss Moss (very indifferent): Oh, dear, that was hard lines. And what was it, if I may ask?


  D.M. Girl : Oh, no good to you, my dear. He wanted someone young, you know—a dark Spanish type—my style, but more figure, that was all.


  (Mr. Bithem appears in his shirt sleeves.)


  Mr. Bithem: Look here, ladies; it’s no good waiting this morning. Come back Monday; I’m expecting several calls on Monday.


  Miss Moss (desperate): Mr. Bithem, I wonder if you’ve heard from ….


  Mr. Bithem (who has seen her hundreds of times): Now let me see—now who are you?


  Miss Moss: Miss Ada Moss.


  Mr. Bithem: Oh, yes, yes; of course, my dear. Not yet, my dear. Now I had a call for twenty-eight ladies to-day, but they had to be young and able to hop it a bit—see? And I had another call for sixteen—but they had to know sand-dancing. Look here, my dear, I’m up to the eyebrows this morning. Come back on Monday week; it’s no good coming before then. (Pats her fat back.) Hearts of oak, dear lady; hearts of oak!


  (North-East Film Company.)


  Miss Moss: What a crowd! Anything special on?


  Juvenile: Didn’t you know, dear? There was a call at nine-thirty for “attractive girls.” We’ve all been waiting for hours. Have you played for this company?


  Miss Moss: No; I don’t think I have….


  Juvenile: They’re a lovely company to play for. A friend of mine has a friend who gets thirty pounds a day…. Have you arcted much for the fillums?


  Miss Moss: Well, I’m not an actress by profession; I’m a contralto singer. But things have been so bad lately that I’ve been doing a little.


  Juvenile: It’s like that—isn’t it, dear!


  Miss Moss: I had a splendid education at a College of Music, and I got a silver medal for singing. I’ve often sung at West End concerts. But I thought, for a change, I’d try my luck….


  Juvenile: Yes; it’s like that—isn’t it, dear!


  (Cinema Typist enters.)


  Typist: Are you waiting for the North-East call?


  Chorus: Yes.


  Typist: Well, it’s all off. I’ve just had a ’phone through.


  Voice: But look here—what about our expenses?


  Typist: Oh, you weren’t to have been paid. The North-East never pay their crowds.


  (At the Bitter Orange Company.)


  Miss Moss: Can I see the producer a moment, please?


  Lovely Lady: Fill up the form!


  Miss Moss (reads): Can you aviate—high-dive—drive a car—buck jump—shoot—…


  (In the Square Gardens.)


  Miss Moss (takes out mirror to powder her nose. The person in the glass makes a hideous face at her. Has a good cry.): Well, that’s over. It’s one comfort to be off my feet. And my nose will soon get cool in the air… It’s very nice in here. Look at the sparrows. Cheep! cheep! How close they come. I expect somebody feeds them. No; I’ve nothing for you, you cheeky little things…. Café de Madrid…. My goodness, what a smack that child came down. Poor little mite. Never mind—up again! By eight o’clock to-night…. Café de Madrid. I could just go in and sit there and have a coffee—that’s all. It’s such a place for artistes, too. I might just have a stroke of luck…. A dark handsome gentleman in a fur coat comes in with a friend, and sits down at my table. “No, old chap; I’ve searched London for a contralto, and I can’t find a soul. You see, the music is difficult; have a look at it.” “Excuse me, I happen to be a contralto, and I have sung that part many times.” Extraordinary! “Comeback to my studio, and I’ll try your voice now.” … Ten pounds a week! Why should I feel nervous? It’s not nervousness. Why shouldn’t I go to the Café de Madrid? I’m a respectable woman—I’m a contralto singer. And I’m only trembling because I haven’t had a great deal to eat to-day. … “A nice little piece of evidence, my lady.” … Very well, Mrs. Pine. Café de Madrid. They have concerts there in the evenings. “Why don’t they begin?” “The contralto has not arrived.” "Excuse me, I happen to be a contralto; I have sung that music many times.”


  (In the Café.)


  (A very stout gentleman, wearing a very small felt hat that floats on the top of his head like a little yacht, flops into the chair opposite.)


  Stout Gentleman: Good evening.


  Miss Moss: Good evening.


  Stout Gentleman: Fine night.


  Miss Moss: Yes, very fine. Quite a treat, isn’t it?


  Stout Gentleman (to waiter): Bring me a large whisky. (To Miss Moss) What’s yours?


  Miss Moss: Well, I think I’ll take a brandy, if it’s all the same.


  (Five minutes later.)


  Stout Gentleman (leans over the table and blows a puff of cigar smoke full in her face): That’s a tempting bit of ribbon.


  Miss Moss (blushing until a pulse at the top of her head that she never felt before pounds away): I always was one for pink.


  (Miss Moss, to her great surprise, gives a loud snigger.)


  (Five minutes later.)


  Stout Gentleman: Well, am I goin’ your way, or are you comin’ mine?


  Miss Moss: Oh, well, that depends…. (She sails after the little yacht out of the café.)


  [New Age, May 31, 1917; incorp. in Pictures]


  []


  A Pic-nic.


  (THE EVENING BEFORE).


  (Miranda Richmond, laden with parcels, is fighting her way out of the tram).


  Miranda: Oh, dear, it’s simply impossible. People won’t move. They seem to be hypnotised. Let me pass, please. Excuse me. I want to get out. Now, I dropped one; I knew I should.


  (A young man picks it up. It is Andrew Gold, the artist).


  Miranda (to herself): What a surprise! I never noticed him. (Smiles sweetly.) Thank you so much.


  Gold: I’m getting out, too. Don’t worry. I’ll give it to you when we’re safe ashore.


  (In the streets. The lamps are just lighted. A fine evening).


  Miranda: Now give me that wretched parcel. What a relief to be out of that car. I didn’t notice you until you came to my rescue.


  Gold: No? I got in when you did. I knew you didn’t see me. You were awfully deep in thought.


  Miranda (who had been wondering whether it was safe to fry that fish, or if it had better be boiled): Was I? Heaven knows what I was thinking about. My horror of crowds, I expect…. I’ve just two fingers for the parcel.


  Gold: Please let me carry it. I am going your way. Give me some more. Give me this, and this and this.


  Miranda: Yes, I will, then. I hate parcels. I am always on the point of simply throwing them away. (Sees herself, a charming, naughty child, throwing them away, and stamping an adorable little foot.)


  Gold: Ha! I know what this one is. It’s a pineapple.


  Miranda: Yes, I love pineapples—don’t you? Not only the taste, but the colour and shape of them—their solidity. They are so really barbaric—don’t you think? (A pause.) The first painting I ever saw of yours was a dish of nectarines and black grapes. (Smiles.) I never forgot it.


  Gold: Oh, yes. I think I know the one you mean. (Doesn’t he, just!) Awfully glad you liked it. It was one of my favourites. I had rather a feeling that I had brought it off.


  Miranda: Well, this is my gate. (They stop.) Isn’t it a divine evening!


  (Little Dickie in the garden gathering snails in a tin pail).


  Dickie: Mummy! Mummy!


  Miranda (charmingly tender): Well, my little sweet.


  Dickie: Jennie is awfully cross. She been waitin’ an’ waitin’ for that fish.


  Miranda (hands him a wettish paper bag): Run with it into the kitchen, my precious. (To Gold): I’m not going to ask you to come in. Houses are so absurd on a night like this—aren’t they. Stifling! One only wants to walk about and breathe the lovely air.


  Gold (ardently): I only wish you would.


  Miranda (shakes her held, smiling into his eyes): Alas! (Has a happy thought): We’re all going for a pic-nic to Days Bay, to-morrow. Won’t you come?


  Gold: But I’d love to.


  Miranda: Do, then. Good-bye (shyly) until to-morrow.


  Gold (fervently); Until to-morrow. (Stands bareheaded until she disappears.) My God! She’s a gorgeous woman. She’s wonderful. And to think she’s wasted on that ass of a Richmond. She’s such an amazing type, to find in a place like this. Awfully primitive. Extraordinarily barbaric. (He sees himself in a strange country, dressed as a hunter, striding back to the camp fire at evening. A woman crouches over the fireglow.)


  Woman: Andrew!


  Hunter: Miranda!


  (On the wharf by the ferry boat. The women look quite charming in their summer dresses, with wide hats and coloured parasols; the men, very disreputable in old flannel trousers and sweaters. Dear little Dickie rushes up and down the gangway, tumbles over coils of rope, balances himself on one leg on the edge of the wharf, piping:—“Look at me. Look! Look what I’m doing now!”)


  Mrs. Hill: Who are we waiting for? Aren’t we all here? Oh, your husband’s not come yet, has he?


  Miranda: No, he had to go to the office first. But he promised to be here in good time.


  Mrs. Hill: Oh, he does have to work hard—doesn’t he! What a shame it is! My dear, why on earth has Mrs. Barker brought her mother? She’s such an old bore; she always wants to do what everybody else does. She actually bathed last year, my dear, in an immense chemise. And do you see what she’s carrying over her arm? An air-cushion. Isn’t she too disgusting


  Miranda: Dreadful. I wish Frank would come.


  Mrs. Hill: Good gracious! Look who’s coming. Andrew Gold. My dear, who ever can have invited him? I’m sure I didn’t.


  Miranda: I haven’t the least idea.


  Mrs. Hill: But how mysterious. He’s evidently come for the pic-nic. I wonder who invited him. I must ask. (She rushes away and asks each separate lady.) It really is too mysterious for words.


  Gold (Comes up to Miranda. Raises his hat, and is just about to speak, when the siren blows a terrific blast).


  Mr. Hill (taking command): Now, then—all aboard! We can’t wait any longer. Come on, everybody. Stow the lunch-baskets on the upper deck.


  Mrs. Hill: But poor Mr. Richmond, Harry!


  (Cries of “Here he is! Here he comes! Don’t pull up the gangway!” Frank Richmond dashes down the wharf, and leaps on board, panting and perspiring.)


  Richmond: By Jove, that was a narrow shave. I couldn’t manage to get away a moment before. Morning, everybody! Grand day! (Shouts to Captain.) Let her go, Captain! (He feels triumphant; he feels like a King’s Messenger arriving.) Had to answer an important letter by this morning’s mail. Just managed to get it off in time.


  Old Mrs. Barker (with great relish): He’ll catch his death of cold out on the water in that state of per-spir-ation.


  Richmond (very hearty): Oh, don’t you mind me, Mrs. Barker. I can afford to take a risk or two at my age.


  Hill (to Richmond): Just a word, ole man. (Leads him away mysteriously): Have a nip of whiskey. I’ve got a drop of the very best. How’s that—eh?


  Richmond: O.K., ole man. I say, who invited that chap, Gold?


  Hill: Deuce knows. Bit of a wet blanket—isn’t he?


  Richmond: I can’t stick the fellow. He’s one of those lop-eared artist chaps. Slippery as an eel. Never know when you’ve got him.


  Gold: How lovely she looks under that yellow umbrella. The Yellow Umbrella—portrait by Andrew Gold. One thousand guineas. And sold the day the exhibition opened … What on earth have I been doing ever since I came to this rotten little town? I never seemed to see her until last night when she made that remark about the pineapple. She’s utterly unlike all the women here. I must get her to myself for a bit. I must talk to her. Why can’t we give these people the slip when we get off the boat…. Would she?


  Miranda: Isn’t it a divine morning?


  Gold (looks a trifle dashed): Er—yes.


  Miranda (perceiving it): I don’t know if you are like me. I really feel that climate is almost the only thing that matters. If the sun comes out one expands and becomes a human being, and—anything seems possible. And when the sun goes in I want to creep into a hollow tree and die….


  Gold (enthusiastically): I understand absolutely what you mean. Yes, I am just like that myself. I feel more and more strongly….


  Dickie: Mummy, kin I have a be-nana?


  Miranda: Not now, darling; run away. (To Gold): Yes, so do I. Everything else seems to be such a false complexity. People seem to take a huge delight in denying the simple richness of life—don’t you feel?


  Gold: But of course I do. It’s so extraordinary that you should say that. It’s my creed, absolutely.


  Dickie: Mummy, why can’t I have a be-nana now?


  Miranda (hands him one as if it were a lily): Run and play with Bobbie Hill, sweetheart. (To Gold): And, after all, one’s life is lived in such strange places, that one is simply forced to cling to what is really ultimate … The sun, the sea—the earth (laughs) they’re the only Gods I pray to.


  (They lean over the side).


  Gold: You must be very lonely here.


  Miranda (looks at him, smiling bravely); Yes, I am. Very lonely.


  Gold: Couldn’t we escape from these people after we arrive, and have a real talk—(very low)—you and I?


  Miranda (simply): I should like to.


  (They arrive.)


  Mr. Hill (still in command): Come along, now, everybody. Bathing is the first item on the programme. You ladies can undress behind the rocks, and we’ll go among the sand hills.


  Miranda: I don’t think I’ll bathe, Frank.


  Richmond: Why, of course, you will, my dear girl. What the hell’s the good of a pic-nic if you’re afraid of getting your feet wet.


  Mrs. Hill: Oh, Mrs. Richmond! We won’t bathe if you don’t.


  Young Mrs. Barker: No, indeed, we won’t.


  Mr. Hill: Now, then, Mrs. Richmond, don’t spoil the party.


  Miranda (to Gold): Later, then…..


  Gold (bows and makes for the sand hills).


  (In the water).


  Miranda (swims away from the others: Gold follows): Isn’t it divine! (To herself): Why on earth do I keep on saying “divine”? That’s the third time since I met him last night.


  Gold: Try and escape from the others when this is over. Will you?


  Miranda (to herself): I feel as light as a feather. How lovely it is to be lifted, lifted by these lovely waves. (She cries to him: like a mermaid, she thinks): Yes, I will escape. I will! (To herself): What a good thing it is that I can swim so well. For I do swim very well. So smoothly and gracefully. We are like creatures of another world, he and I. For surely, I am in my way an artist, too. He makes me feel one. It is strange how when I am with him, everything I see seems to turn into a picture. What is going to happen? What does it matter…. I will escape—I will!


  (A cold hand clasps her ankle and drags her under).


  Richmond: Ha! Ha! Ha! That gave you a good surprise, didn’t it. Ha! Ha! Ha! Did you see that, Hill?


  (After the bathe).


  Hill: Now, then, ladies, look sharp. Don’t mind your back hair. We’re all married men, except Gold, and he’s an artist, and don’t count. Get a move on with those sandwiches.


  Miranda: Oh, what am I doing among these vulgar people? I never realised until to-day how far, far away I was from them. Why can’t we simply disappear? I, too, feel that we’ve something to say to each other. He makes me feel so myself in the truest sense….


  Mrs. Hill: Will you butter, Mrs. Richmond, while I mustard, or will you mustard, while I butter?


  Miranda: Certainly, Mrs. Hill.


  (They have lunch).


  Mr. Hill (opening bottles): Now, then, ladies. We’ll soon have you twinkling.


  Richmond: Pass your glass along, Gold. I suppose you’re accustomed to this kind of thing. Pic-nic every day of the year, if you want one—what. By Jove, you can’t think what it means to a chap like me, who spends his life sweating in an office—eh, Hill?


  Old Mrs. Barker (tartly): I’ll have an-other glass of wine.


  Young Mrs. B. (warningly): Mother!


  Gold: Will you have an almond-biscuit, Mrs. Richmond? Try and escape after this—will you?


  Miranda (meaningly): Yes, I will!


  (After lunch).


  Miranda: What a wonderful view there must be from the top of that hill. (Very skittish.) I’m going up there.


  Gold (very gay): May I come, too, Mrs. Richmond?


  Miranda: Yes, if you promise not to faint by the way.


  (They go).


  Mrs. Hill (to young Mrs. B.): Now I know who asked young Mr. Gold.


  (They climb).


  Miranda (standing on the top of the hill, facing the wind): Oh, it’s perfectly div—wonderful!


  Gold: I should like to paint you, just like that.


  Miranda (archly): Well, why don’t you?


  Gold: Seriously?


  Miranda (gravely): I’d be only too proud.


  Gold: Let us sit down here. Thank God we’ve escaped. Mrs. Richmond—Miranda!


  (Old Mrs. Barker crashes through the bushes).


  Old Mrs. B. (trumpeting): Well, I wasn’t so far behind you, after all. I always was one for pre-cip-i-tous hills!


  (At tea).


  Dickie: Daddie, there’s a sailor coming at us.


  Richmond: Great Scott! So there is. What the dickens can he want!


  Sailor: Captain says we’ll have to start at once. There’s a big storm blowing up.


  Gold: Let us escape from the others on the boat. We must talk.


  Miranda: Yes, I will. I will.


  Mr. Hill: Now, then, ladies and gentlemen (etc., etc.)


  (On the boat).


  Gold: They won’t follow us here. My God if they do, I’ll kill the first person who comes along. Miranda!


  Miranda (turning pale): I can’t stay here; one feels the motion so.


  (The boat rocks, quivers, dives. It gets very cold).


  Gold: Let us stand behind a funnel. Miranda!


  Miranda (paler): I can’t stay here. There is such a smell of oil.


  (The boat gives a tremendous roll. Miranda is hurled across the deck against the railing. Gold disappers).


  Miranda (sobbing): Why doesn’t somebody look after me. Why am I always utterly alone!


  (Two minutes later).


  Miranda: Oh, Frank, why didn’t you come before? I’m all alone. I feel horribly ill. I’m so cold.


  Richmond: Great Scott! I thought Gold was looking after you. My poor little pole cat, you are a sight! Here, take my coat. I don’t want the damned thing. Come over here. Sit down. You won’t feel the motion so much. Lean on me. That’s right. Your poor little hat’s all crooked. That’s the ticket.


  Miranda (feeling death is near): Where is our Dickie?


  Richmond: Old mother Barker’s got him. He’s all right.


  Miranda (a trifle warmer): Isn’t it dreadful!


  Richmond: Oh, nothing much. Bit of a swell on.


  Miranda (to herself). He really is brave. And he holds me so beautifully. I don’t feel the motion half so much. I like leaning against him. And he gave me his coat—without a thought—so simply—beautifully even. Yes, beautifully. (A trifle warmer): Frank.


  Richmond: Yes?


  Miranda: Do you remember I used to call you Big Bear?


  Richmond: No. Clean forgotten.


  Miranda: I love him even for that—for forgetting. (To Richmond): Is there any danger?


  Richmond: Good Lord, no, little woman. Can I get you anything? A nip of whiskey?


  Miranda: No, no, don’t move. Stay there. Hold me. Don’t let me go. Don’t leave me. (Feels his shoulder shake): Are you—laughing?


  Richmond: I’m wondering what you’ll feel like when this is all over, old girl.


  Miranda (fervently; the past a dream): Just as I do now!


  Richmond (sees Hill appear. Tips him a wink and leans over Miranda): There—there—little woman. Nearly there, now!


  [New Age, June 7, 1917]


  []


  Miss Elizabeth Smith.


  There is no doubt but that Miss Elizabeth Smith was exceedingly remarkable. De Quincey informs us that she made herself mistress of the French, the Italian, the Spanish, the Latin, the German, the Greek, and the Hebrew languages. She had also a considerable knowledge of the Syriac, the Arabic, and the Persian, was a good geometrician and algebraist, and an expert musician, had an accurate knowledge of perspective, drew from nature, and manifested an early talent for poetry.


  But to my mind her crowning wonder was the currant tart. We are informed how that, after her family’s fortunes had fallen, and she and her mother were accompanying her father’s regiment, they arrived, late one pouring wet night, at an Irish cabin. It was dirty, narrow, and unfurnished, except for a miserable fragment of iron rod which had been left by way of a poker…. What did Elizabeth do? She laughed, she assumed an apron, and “so varied were her accomplishments that in no long time she had gathered together a very comfortable dinner for her parents, and amongst other things a currant tart, which she had herself made in a tenement absolutely unfurnished of every kitchen utensil.”


  This indeed is staggering! It is almost awe-inspiring! When I consider all the commodities and preparations which are essential to the making of the simplest tart—let alone a currant one—I am forced to the conclusion that Miss Smith’s act partook of the miraculous.


  Did she strike some portion of the kitchen with the iron rod and cause the currant tart to issue forth? … No. I am persuaded that it sprang, fully baked, out of the head of this young Minerva!


  [New Age, December 13, 1917]


  []


  A Dream


  K.T. and her sister were walking down a road that was bounded on one side by a high hill and had on the other a deep ravine. So deep was the ravine that the cliffs at its base shone like the points of teeth, sharp and tiny. Her sister was very frightened and clung to her arm trembling and crying so K.T. hid her terror and said, ‘It is alright. It is perfectly alright.’ She had a little black fur muff slipped over one hand. Suddenly there came driving towards them a chariot like the one in her blue Latin book, drawn by six stumpy horses and driven by a charioteer in a skull cap. They came at a furious gallop but the charioteer was calm, a quiet evil smile dyed his lips.


  ‘Oh K.T. Oh K.T. I’m frightened’, sobbed her sister.


  ‘It’s quite alright, it’s perfectly alright,’ scolded K.T. But as she watched the chariot a strange thing took place. Though the horses maintained their tearing gallop they were not coming towards her and her sister but were galloping backwards while the charioteer smiled as though with deep satisfaction. K.T. put her little black muff over her sister’s face.


  ‘They’re gone, they’re quite gone.’ But now the deafening clatter came from behind them like the sound of an army of horsemen in clashing armour. Louder and louder and nearer and nearer came the noise.


  ‘Oh K.T. Oh K.T.,’ moaned the sister, and K.T. shut her lips, only pressing her sister’s arm. The noise was upon them—in a moment—now.


  And nothing passed but a black horse as tall as a house with a dark serene rider in a wide hat gliding past them like a ship through dark water and gliding importantly down the hill. The sight was so fearful that K.T. knew she dreamed. ‘I must wake up at once’, and she made every effort to shut her eyes and shake away the scene—but it would not go. She tried to call and she felt her lips open but no sound would come. She shouted and screamed without a sound until at last she felt her bed and lifted her head into the burning dark of the bedroom.


  … lifted her poor face all stained and patched with crying. Her body was obedient but how slowly and gravely it obeyed as though protesting against the urge of her brave spirit. There was no sound in the room but her quiet breathing and the fluttering rush of the fire and the sting of rain on the glass.


  Outside lights appeared at one and then another window. The sky was grey and folded except for one lane of pale red fringed with little clouds.


  Content to stand outside and bathe and bask in the light that fell from Katie’s warm bright windows, content to listen to the voice of her darling among other voices and to look for her darling’s gracious shadow.


  [Journal (definitive edition), 1954; written 1914]


  []


  Père de famille


  This family began very modest with Mamma, extremely fat, with a black moustache and a little round toque covered with poached pansies, and the baby boy, bursting out of an English tweed suit that was intended for a norfolk but denied its county at the second seam. They had barely settled in their places and pinched every separate piece of bread in the basket and chosen the crustiest when two young men in pale blue uniforms with about as much moustache as mother appeared at the doorway of the restaurant and were hailed with every appearance of enthusiasm by Sonny who waved a serviette about the size of a single bedsheet at them. Mother was embraced; they sat down side by side and were presently joined by an unfortunate overgrown boy whose complexion had enjoyed every possible form of Frühlingserwachen and who looked as though he spent his nights under an eiderdown eating chocolate biscuits with the window shut and reading L’Histoire des Petits Pantalons pas tout à fait fermé.


  Five single bedsheets were tucked into five collars. Five pairs of eyes roamed over the menu. Suddenly with a cry of delight up flew Mamma’s arms—up flew Sonny’s. The two young soldiers sprang to their feet, the étudiant came out in no end of a perspiration as a stout florid man appeared and walked towards them. The waitress hovered round the table delighted beyond words at this exhibition of vie de famille. She felt like their own bonne. She felt she had known them for years. Heaven knows what memories she had of taking M. Roue his hot water, of being found by M. Paul, looking for his shirt stud on his bedroom floor on her charming little hands and her still more delicious knees.


  [Journal (definitive edition), 1954; written 1915]


  []


  Inconsequence


  ‘Did M. wear a grey dressing gown with a dark red piping,’ she asked. ‘No, he was dressed.’


  ‘Oh! Then I suppose he was very dressed, he always is.’ That made her think, suddenly, of another friend of his—a young fattish man who, wore spectacles and was extremely serious with a kind of special fatness that she had noticed went with just that kind of seriousness. She saw him standing by a wash table drying his neck, and she saw his braces—tight, and the neckband of his shirt.


  His hair was, as usual, too long.


  She smiled.


  ‘How awful S. must be without a collar.’


  ‘Without a collar.’ He looked at her; he almost gaped.


  ‘Yes, in a shirt and trousers.’


  ‘In a shirt and trousers,’ he exclaimed. ‘I’ve never seen him in them.’


  ‘No—but—oh—well—’


  He positively fixed her at that.


  ‘How extraordinarily inconsequential you are!’


  And all in a minute she was laughing.


  ‘Men, she said, men are——’


  And she looked out of the window at the tall poplar with its whispering leaves, with its beautiful top gold in the last sunlight.


  On the wall of the kitchen there was a shadow, shaped like a little mask with two gold slits for eyes. It danced up and down.


  [Journal (definitive edition), 1954; written 1918]


  []


  ‘Don’t you think it would be marvellous’


  ‘Don’t you think it would be marvellous,’ she said, ‘to have just one person in one’s life to whom one could tell everything?’ She bent forward, put down her cup, but stayed bent forward touching the spoon against the saucer. She looked up. ‘Or is it just childish of me—just absurd to want such a thing? … All the same,’ she leaned back, smiling, ‘childish or not, how wonderful it would be—how wonderful! to feel, from this person, this one person I really don’t need to hide anything.


  ‘It would be such heavenly happiness!’ she cried, suddenly, ‘it would make Life so …’ She got up, went to the window, looked out vaguely and turned round again. She laughed. ‘It’s a queer thing’ she said, ‘I’ve always believed in the possibility, and yet—in reality … Take R. and me, for instance.’ And here she flung back in a chair and leaned back, still she was laughing but her body leaned to the chair as though exhausted. ‘I tell him everything. You know we’re—rather different from most people. What I mean is—don’t laugh!—we love each other simply tremendously—we’re everything to each other! In fact, he’s the one person on earth for me—and yet,’ and she shut her eyes and bit her lip as though she wanted to stop laughing herself: ‘try, try try as I can, there’s always just one secret—just one—that never can be told, that mocks me.’ And then for a moment she lay still …


  [Journal (definitive edition), 1954; written 1918]


  []


  The Cook’s Story


  R’s first husband was a pawnbroker. He learned his trade from her uncle with whom she lived and was more like her big brother than anything else from the age of thirteen. After he had married her they prospered. He made a perfect pet of her, they used to say. His sisters put it that he made a perfect fool of himself over her. When their children were fifteen and nine he urged his employers to take a man into their firm—a great friend of his, and persuaded them—really went security for this man. When Ralph saw the man she went over cold. She said, ‘Mark me you’ve not done right. No good will come of this.’ But he laughed it off. Time passed—the man proved a villain. When they came to take stock they found all the stock was false; he’d sold everything. This preyed on her husband’s mind, went on preying, kept him up at night, made a changed man of him, he went mad as you might say, over figures, worrying. One evening, sitting in his chair—well it was very late—he died of a clot of blood on the brain.


  She was left. Her big boy was old enough to go out but the little one was still not more than a baby: he was so nervous and delicate. The doctors had never let him go to school.


  One day her brother-in-law came to see her and advised her to sell up her home, and get some work.


  ‘All that keeps you back,’ he said, ‘is little Bert. Now I’d advise you to place a certain sum with your solicitors for him and put him out—in the country.’


  He said he’d take him. I did as he advised. But funny! [I] never heard a word from the child after he’d gone. I used to ask why he didn’t write and they said when he can write a decent letter you shall have it—not before. That went on for a twelvemonth and I found after he’d been writing all the time, grieving to be took away and they’d never sent his letters. Then, quite sudden, his uncle wrote and said he must be taken away. He’d done the most awful things—things I couldn’t find you a name for—he’d turned vicious, he was a little criminal! What his uncle said was I’d spoiled the child and he was going to make a man of him—and he’d beaten him and half starved him and when he was frightened at night and screamed he turned him out into the new forest and made him sleep under the branches.


  My big boy went down to see him. ‘Mother, he says, you wouldn’t know little Bert. He can’t speak. He won’t come near anybody. He starts off if you touch him; he’s like a little beast.’ And oh dear! the things he’d done. Well, you hear of children doing those things before they’re put into orphanages but when I heard that and thought it was the same little baby his father used to carry into Regents Park bathed and dressed of a sudden morning, well, I felt my religion was going from me.


  I had a terrible time trying to get him into an orphanage. I begged for three months before they’d take him. Then he was sent to Bisley. But after I’d been to see him there—in his funny clothes and all—I could see his misery. I was in a nice place at the time, cook to a butcher in a large way in Kensington, but that poor child’s eyes—they used to follow me—and a sort of shivering that came over him when people went near.


  Well, I had a friend kept a boarding house in Kensington. I used to visit her and a friend of hers, a big well set up fellow, quite the gentleman, an engineer who worked in a garage, came there very often. She used to joke, say he wanted to walk me out. I laughed it off until one day she was very serious. She said ‘you’re a very silly woman. He earns good money; he’d give you a home and you could have your little boy.’ Well, he was to speak to me next day and I made up my mind to listen. Well, he did and he couldn’t have put it nicer.


  ‘I can’t give you a house to start with,’ he said, ‘but you shall have three good rooms and the kid and I’m earning good money and shall be more.’


  A week after he come to me, ‘I can’t give you any money this week,’ he says. ‘There’s things to pay from when I was single. But I daresay you’ve got a bit put by.’


  And I was a fool, you know, I didn’t think it funny.


  ‘Oh yes,’ I said, ‘I’ll manage.’ Well so it went on for three weeks. We’d arranged not to have little Bert for a month because he said he wanted me to himself and he was so fond of him—a big fellow, he used to cling to me like a child and call me mother — After three weeks was up I hadn’t a penny. I’d been taking my jewellery and best clothes to put away to pay for him until he was straight but one night I said—‘where’s my money?’ He just up and gave me such a smack in the face I thought my head would burst. And that began it. Every time I asked him for money he beat me. As I said, I was very religious at the time, used to wear a crucifix under my clothes and couldn’t go to bed without kneeling by the side and saying my prayers—no, not even the first week of my marriage.


  Well I went to see a clergyman and told him everything and he said ‘My child, he said, I am very sorry for you, but with God’s help,’ he said, ‘it’s your duty to make him a better man. You say your first husband was so good. Well, perhaps God has kept this trial for you until now.’


  I went home—and that very night he tore my crucifix off and hit me on the head when I knelt down. He said he wouldn’t have me say my prayers; it made him wild. I had a little dog at the time I was very fond of, and he used to pick it up and shout ‘I’ll teach it to say its prayers,’ and beat it before my eyes—until—well, such was the man he was.


  Then one night he came in the worse for drink and wet the bed.


  I couldn’t stand it. I began to cry. He gave me a hit on the ear and I fell down striking my head on the fender. When I come to he was gone. I ran out into the street just as I was. I ran as fast as I could, not knowing where I was going—just dazed—my nerves were gone. And a lady found me and took me to her home and I was there three weeks. And after that I never went back. I never even told my people—I found work—and not till months after I went to see my sister. ‘Good gracious’ she says, ‘we all thought you was murdered.’ And I never seen him since …


  Those were dreadful times. I was so ill I could scarcely hardly work and of course I couldn’t get my little boy out. He had to grow up in it. And so I had to start all over again. I had nothing of his, nothing of mine. I lost it all, except my marriage lines. Somehow I remembered them just as I was running out that night and put them in my body—sort of an instinct, as you might say.


  [Journal (definitive edition), 1954; written 1919]
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  Confidences


  ‘You know, my dear,’ said Kitty, standing in the middle of the drawing room and stripping off her white gloves, ‘your house is too lovely for words. But too lovely!’ She had just arrived, a little out of breath as usual, but so charmingly breathless, her eyes wide, her lips half open, and the parma violets agitated in the front of her gown.


  ‘I don’t know what it is,’ she went on gaily, ‘but one always has the feeling it’s so alive.’ And she turned quickly towards her friend. ‘You know what I mean. Don’t you feel it too?’


  But Eva, who was lighting a cigarette, made no reply for a moment. She took a puff, breathed deeply, and then fixing her eyes on the lighted tip of the cigarette, she said, rather queerly, ‘Yes, I certainly used to feel that.’


  Used to? Why used to? Now that Kitty looked at her closely she fancied Eva was pale. Her expression changed (she was a marvellously sympathetic little thing) and lifting her hands to her violets she sank into a chair and said softly ‘This weather’s awfully trying—don’t you agree?’


  Eva sat down too. But still she did not look at her friend. With her finger tip she flattened the tobacco in her cigarette and in the same unnatural voice she murmured ‘Yes, I suppose it is. I’ve not been out. I haven’t noticed.’


  This seemed to Kitty so strange that quickly she leaned forward and laid her hand on her friend’s silken knee. ‘You’re not ill, darling, are you’ she asked tenderly. But Eva as quickly drew back. ‘Oh please please don’t touch me’ she pleaded, waving Kitty away, ‘don’t be too nice to me.’ And now there was no doubt about it. There were tears in her eyes, her lids were trembling. ‘I shall make a fool of myself if you do. I … I ought not to have seen anybody this afternoon …


  U Text: KMN, 2, pp. 309-10, MS ATL dated ‘21.ii.1922’. Journal, 1954> pp. 307-8.


  [Journal (definitive edition), 1954; written 1922]
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    Footnotes


    Journal


    [1] There is a certain resemblance between Katherine Mansfield’s stories and those of Anton Tchehov. But this resemblance is often exaggerated by critics, who seem to believe that Katherine Mansfield learned her art from Tchehov. That is a singularly superficial view of the relation, which was one of kindred temperaments. In fact, Katherine Mansfield’s technique is very different from Tchehov’s. She admired and understood Tchehov’s work as few English writers have done; she had (as her Journal shows) a deep personal affection for the man, whom, of course, she never knew. But her method was wholly her own and her development would have been precisely the same had Tchehov never existed.


    [2] “This book” refers, I think, to a novel called “Maata,” of which the two opening chapters and a complete synopsis alone remain.


    [3] A plan, how far serious I cannot say after these years, of making a settlement in some remote island. It was probably of the same order of seriousness as Coleridge’s pantisocratic colony on the Susquehannah.


    [4] Of this story I have found only the opening pages.


    [5] She was, probably, the original of Miss Moss in “Pictures.” In 1913 K.M. had acted as a super in various cinematograph productions.


    [6] “The Aloe” was the original version of Prelude. It exists in its original and longer form, and will be published with the remaining fragments of Katherine Mansfield’s writings.


    [7] Queen’s College, Harley Street, London.


    [8] On the opposite page is a long list of the chief figures in the history of English Literature, working backwards from the eighteenth century. Evidently, Katherine Mansfield had been trying to test her knowledge. In the final result, the list, though it is much corrected, is singularly accurate.


    [9] A brass frog which was one of Katherine Mansfield’s treasured possessions.


    [10] The Stone Game was simple. You placed a largish stone at the extreme edge of a cliff, sat down about ten yards away and shied smaller stones at it. The one who first toppled it over received sixpence from the other. Hence the name, Cape Sixpence, which we gave to the cliff near Bandol where we first played the game.


    [11] Afterwards called “The Man without a Temperament”; see Bliss.


    [12] Subsequently called The Wrong House: see “Something Childish, and Other Stories,” where it is wrongly dated 1919.


    [13] See entry of January 24, 1922.


    [14] “Ribni” was a Japanese doll belonging to K.M., so named after “Captain Ribnikov,” the Japanese spy who is the hero of Kuprin’s remarkable story of that title.


    [15] Saint-Galmier and Montreux are both mineral waters.


    [16] Fragments of these two stories, Widowed and Second Violin, and of Weak Heart, are in the “Doves’ Nest.”


    [17] Wing Lee, alias Wingley, was K.M.’s little black and white cat. Wing Lee was his original name. It was taken from one of K.M.’s large repertory of comic songs: “Wing Lee bought a clock the other day, Just because it kept rag-time …”


    [18] One of the sisters in The Daughters of the late Colonel.


    [19] These are or were shops in Wellington, N.Z.


    [20] See entry of October 18, 1920.


    [21] Father and the Girls: see “The Doves’ Nest”, which contains also The Canary.


    Novels and Novelists


    [1] The author of ‘Elizabeth and her German Garden.’


    The Letters: Volume I


    [1] Published in The Signature (another short-lived magazine written by K.M., D.H. Lawrence and me) and republished in Bliss.


    [2] Two top-rooms in Elgin Crescent which I was preparing.


    [3] The little garden in Leicester Square.


    [4] See p. 40.


    [5] i.e. greengage.


    [6] The reference is to Prelude (see Journal, p. 42).


    [7] For this incident, see Journal, p. 39.


    [8] They did. It was the Peasant Shop in Devonshire St., and my landlady was kindness itself.


    [9] ‘Genêt Fleuri.’ K.M.’s favourite perfume.


    [10] The name for the maid.


    [11] Prelude.


    [12] See “Night-Scented Stock” in Poems, by Katherine Mansfield.


    [13] Mrs. Woolf’s story, Kew Gardens.


    [14] See Prelude, p. 49.


    [15] Prelude was one of the first publications of Mr. and Mr. Woolf at the Hogarth Press.


    [16] See At the Bay.


    [17] K.M.’s Japanese doll.


    [18] Most unfortunately, she was not allowed to accompany K.M. who had to travel alone.


    [19] K. M’s name for the burning sensation in her lung.


    [20] The story is contained in the following extract from my letter: “He [my brother] told me a story about Wordsworth—where he can have got it from I don’t know. It’s stupid, but characteristic, and it makes me love the old fellow rather. One day Wordsworth was dining with a friend. Some rather aged, yellowish peas were served. The friend, in order to turn it off said to W., “Forgive me, but I forgot to send these peas to Kensington.’ ‘To Kensington?’ says W. ‘Why, pray?’ ‘Because that is the way to Turnham Green.’ W. thought this an extremely good joke, resolved to remember it, and to let it fly on the first opportunity. It came very soon. He dined with a friend whose peas were also rather passé. He turned to the lady of the house. ‘Madam, I am afraid you forgot to send these peas to Kensington.’ ‘To Kensington, Mr. Wordsworth? Why, pray?’ ‘Because that is the way to make’ em green.’ And he roared with laughter.”


    [21] K M.’s private name for a small sofa she possessed.


    [22] “Je ne parle pas francais,” in Bliss.


    [23] This a reference to a beautiful poem in Provençal by Henri Fabre, the naturalist, telling of the withering of the almond blossom by the cold.


    [24] Not the Villa Pauline, but a beautiful cottage in an olive-yard, about a mile away.


    [25] See Bliss, p. 103 sq.


    [26] i.e. no longer “in the pork-butcher trade,” see p. 131.


    [27] The Heron Farm was the name of the farmhouse in which we planned to spend the rest of our days.


    [28] See Odvssey, Bk. I.


    [29] The first two verses of this beautiful poem are:


    
      They flee from me that sometime did me seek,


      With naked foot stalking within my chamber:


      Once have I seen them gentle, tame and meek,


      That now are wild, and do not once remember


      That sometime they have put themselves in danger


      To take bread at my hand; and now they range


      Busily seeking in continual change.

    


    
      Thanked be fortune, it hath been otherwise


      Twenty times better; but once especial—


      In thin array, after a pleasant guise,


      When her loose gown did from her shoulders fall,


      And she me caught in her arms long and small,


      And therewithal so sweetly did me kiss


      And softly said, ‘Dear Heart, how like you this?’

    


    [30] The Aloe was the name of the original version of Prelude.


    [31] J.D. Fergusson’s designs for the cover of Prelude, which appear on certain rare copies of the first edition.


    [32] Charles Lamb’s Letters.


    [33] Dorothy Wordsworth’s Journal.


    [34] Bliss. It had been sent to The English Review, which published it.


    [35] The name given to a singularly tall grey house in Hampstead, which we took in July 1918.


    [36] The Department of Military Intelligence in which I was serving.


    [37] Cœur de Fraise, a story by the late J.P. Toulet, which I had retold in a letter.


    [38] In Dostoevsky’s The Possessed.


    [39] Mr. Arthur Waley’s translations.


    [40] A sailor, who was one of the few advanced subscribers for Prelude.


    [41] The Note Book was lost.


    [42] A drawing by Anne Estelle Rice.


    [43] Higher Tregerthen, Zennor. See letters of April 1916.


    [44] The name of this kitten, who appears frequently henceforward, was shortened to Wingley and sometimes to Wing.


    [45] The furniture was distinctly exiguous.


    [46] The owner of the Casetta, who had lent the revolver to K.M.


    [47] A large grey felt hat which we possessed in common.


    [48] The bonne at the Villa Pauline.


    [49] H.M. Tomlinson.


    [50] Miss Savage, the original of Alethea Pontifex.


    [51] A large black cupboard outlined in yellow which stood in K.M.’s room.


    [52] There was, see letter of January 22, 1920.


    [53] My great-grandfather and my grandfather were both ships’ carpenters in the Royal Navy.


    [54] Our letters were numbered. No. 163 meant that there were 163 days to K.M.’s return.


    [55] To ‘box’ something, in K.M.’s private language, was to settle it satisfactorily.


    [56] A review of Mr. Festing Jones’s Life of Samuel Butler, by Mr. Bernard Shaw, which appeared in The Manchester Guardian.


    The Letters: Volume II


    [1] A little seventeenth century book with woodcuts, of which I forget the title.


    [2] ‘Bliss and other Stories.’


    [3] A cottage on a Sussex common, which we bought but never entered.


    [4] In The Athenæum.


    [5] It hadn’t.


    [6] See The Young Girl.


    [7] In a Coffee Shop.


    [8] That is the wrong image. I used to think this process was fairly unconscious. Now I feel just the contrary. (K.M.’s note.)


    [9] “… Nevertheless I find in my work a certain reverberation of what fascinated me. I know that Nature told me something, that she spoke to me, and that I took down her message in shorthand. Perhaps my transcript contains words that are undecipherable; belike there are faults and omissions in it too,—still it may possess something that the wood, the beach or the figures said.”


    [10] See Something Childish, p. 250.


    [11] The Daughters of the Late Colonel.


    [12] The Daughters of the Late Colonel.


    [13] Gaby Deslys had died shortly before.


    [14] For Frederick Goodyear see the Journal, p. 58.


    [15] See At the Bay.


    [16] Futility, which was sent to K.M. in manuscript. “After this letter, says Mr. Gerhardi, Futility was overhauled thanks to K.M.’s helpful advice.”


    [17] The library of the Oxford Union


    [18] TheGentlemen from San Francisco, translated by S.S. Koteliansky and D.H. Lawrence.


    [19] See The Veil and Other Poems, by Walter de la Mare.


    [20] Taking the Veil—see The Doves’ Nest.


    [21] Futility, in the original version., p. 250.


    [22] “I had written jokingly to K.M. of a criticism [of The Garden Party] overheard on that score.” W.G.


    [23] The Doves’ Nest.


    [24] The name of an ear-trumpet.


    [25] Marcel Proust.


    [26] This was J.M.M.


    [27] The book was abandoned. (W.G.)


    [28] See Dostoevsky’s letters to his wife


    [29] A detailed account of life at the Gurdjieff Institute is contained in an essay by Dr. James Young in The New Adelphi for September 1928.


    The Scrapbook


    [1] Two letters describing this journey to Marseilles to meet her sister, who was returning from India, will be found in Letters, Vol. I. pp. 65–66. The reference in the doggerel verses is to Katherine’s trick of putting on the clock, unknown to me, in order to hasten lunch-time. J.M.M.


    [2] The first three paragraphs of this piece appear in the Journal, dated 1915, under the heading “Travelling Alone.”


    [3] The Heron Farm was the name of the house to which we dreamed of retiring after the war. Heron, or Herron, was a family name in the Beauchamp family.


    [4] I had given Katherine an account of a lecture at which, to my surprise and embarrassment, prayers were offered and hymns sung; but I had completely forgotten the incident until I found this note in one of K.M.’s notebooks.


    [5] This is, I think, the first ‘idea’ of the unfinished story Honesty, of which fragments have been published in The Doves’ Nest.


    [6] Written, I think, in answer to a request from a literary magazine, but probably neither sent nor published.
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