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Katherine Mansfield (1888–1923) was born in Wellington, New Zealand. She came to London for the latter part of her education, and could not settle back into Wellington society; in 1908 she left for Europe again, never to return. Her first book, In a German Pension, was published in 1911. In 1912, she began to write for Rhythm, edited by John Middleton Murry, whom she eventually married. She was a conscious modernist and an experimenter in life and writing. With ‘Prelude’ in 1918 she established beyond doubt her distinctive voice as a writer of short fiction. By 1917 she had contracted tuberculosis, and from that time led a wandering life in search of good health. Her second book of stories, Bliss, was published in 1920 and her third, The Garden Party, appeared two years later. It was the last book to be published in her lifetime. After her death, two more collections of stories were published, as well as her Letters, and later, her Journal.


Something Childish But Very Natural

I

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 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.



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. 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.

‘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 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!’

At that moment the train dashed into a tunnel. He heard
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