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Nothing, except the weather report or a general maxim of
conduct, is so unsafe to rely upon as a theory of fiction. Every
great novel has broken many conventions. The greatest of all
novels defies every formula; and only Mr. Percy Lubbock believes
that War and Peace would be greater if it were another and
an entirely different book. By this I do not mean to question Mr.
Lubbock's critical insight. The Craft of Fiction is the
best work in its limited field, and it may be studied to
advantage by any novelist. In the first chapters there is a
masterly analysis of War and Peace. Yet, after reading
this with appreciation, I still think that Tolstoy was the best
judge of what his book was about and of how long it should
be.

This brings us, in the beginning, to the most sensitive, and
therefore the most controversial, point in the criticism of prose
fiction. It is the habit of overworked or frugal critics to speak
as if economy were a virtue and not a necessity. Yet there are
faithful readers who feel with me that a good novel cannot be too
long or a bad novel too short. Our company is small but picked
with care, and we would die upon the literary barricade defending
the noble proportions of War and Peace, of The Brothers
Karamazov, of Clarissa Harlowe in eight volumes, of
Tom Jones, of David Copperfield, of The
Chronicles of Barsetshire, of A la Recherche du Temps
Perdu, of Le Vicomte de Bragelonne. Tennyson was with
us when he said he had no criticism to make of Clarissa
Harlowe except that it might have been longer.

The true novel (I am not concerned with the run-of-the-mill
variety) is, like pure poetry, an act of birth, not a device or
an invention. It awaits its own time and has its own way to be
born, and it cannot, by scientific methods, be pushed into the
world from behind. After it is born, a separate individual, an
organic structure, it obeys its own vital impulses. The heart
quickens; the blood circulates; the pulses beat; the whole body
moves in response to some inward rhythm; and in time the
expanding vitality attains its full stature. But until the breath
of life enters a novel, it is as spiritless as inanimate
matter.

Having said this much, I may confess that spinning theories of
fiction is my favourite amusement. This is, I think, a good habit
to cultivate. The exercise encourages readiness and agility while
it keeps both head and hand in practice. Besides, if it did
nothing else, it would still protect one from the radio and the
moving picture and other sleepless, if less sinister, enemies to
the lost mood of contemplation. This alone would justify every
precept that was ever evolved. Although a work of fiction may be
written without a formula or a method, I doubt if the true novel
has ever been created without the long brooding season.

I have read, I believe, with as much interest as if it were a
novel itself, every treatise on the art of fiction that appeared
to me to be promising. That variable branch of letters shares
with philosophy the favourite shelf in my library. I know all
that such sources of learning as Sir Leslie Stephen, Sir Walter
Raleigh, Mr. Percy Lubbock, Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch, Mr. E. M.
Forster, and others less eminent but often more earnest, are able
to teach me, or I am able to acquire. Indeed, I know more than
they can teach me, for I know also how very little their
knowledge can help one in the actual writing of novels. If I were
giving advice to a beginner (but there are no beginners nowadays,
there is only the inspired amateur or the infant pathologist), I
should probably say something like this: "Learn the technique of
writing, and having learned it thoroughly, try to forget it.
Study the principles of construction, the value of continuity,
the arrangement of masses, the consistent point of view, the
revealing episode, the careful handling of detail, and the fatal
pitfalls of dialogue. Then, having mastered, if possible, every
rule of thumb, dismiss it into the labyrinth of the memory. Leave
it there to make its own signals and flash its own warnings. The
sensitive feeling, 'this is not right' or 'something ought to be
different' will prove that these signals are working." Or,
perhaps, this inner voice may be only the sounder instinct of the
born novelist.

The truth is that I began being a novelist, as naturally as I
began talking or walking, so early that I cannot remember when
the impulse first seized me. Far back in my childhood, before I
had learned the letters of the alphabet, a character named Little
Willie wandered into the country of my mind, just as every other
major character in my novels has strolled across my mental
horizon when I was not expecting him, when I was not even
thinking of the novel in which he would finally take his place.
From what or where he had sprung, why he was named Little Willie,
or why I should have selected a hero instead of a heroine--all
this is still as much of a mystery to me as it was in my
childhood. But there he was, and there he remained, alive and
active, threading his own adventures, from the time I was three
until I was eight or nine, and discovered Hans Andersen and
Grimm's Fairy Tales. Every night, as I was undressed and
put to bed by my coloured Mammy, the romance of Little Willie
would begin again exactly where it had broken off the evening
before. In winter I was undressed in the firelight on the
hearth-rug; but in summer we moved over to an open window that
looked out on the sunset and presently the first stars in the
long green twilight. For years Little Willie lasted, never
growing older, always pursuing his own narrative and weaving his
situations out of his own personality. I can still see him,
small, wiry, with lank brown hair like a thatch, and eyes that
seemed to say, "I know a secret! I know a secret!" Hans Andersen
and the brothers Grimm were his chosen companions. He lingered
on, though somewhat sadly, after I had discovered the Waverley
Novels; but when I was twelve years old and entered the world of
Dickens, he vanished forever.

In those earliest formative years Little Willie outlined,
however vaguely, a general pattern of work. He showed me that a
novelist must write, not by taking thought alone, but with every
cell of his being, that nothing can occur to him that may not
sooner or later find its way into his craft. Whatever happened to
me or to Mammy Lizzie happened also, strangely transfigured, to
Little Willie. I learned, too, and never forgot, that ideas would
not come to me if I went out to hunt for them. They would fly
when I pursued; but if I stopped and sank down into a kind of
watchful reverie, they would flock back again like friendly
pigeons. All I had to do before the novel had formed was to leave
the creative faculty (or subconscious mind) free to work its own
way without urging and without effort. When Dorinda in Barren
Ground first appeared to me, I pushed her back into some
glimmering obscurity, where she remained, buried but alive, for a
decade, and emerged from the yeasty medium with hard round limbs
and the bloom of health in her cheeks. Thus I have never wanted
for subjects; but on several occasions when, because of illness
or from external compulsion, I have tried to invent, rather than
subconsciously create, a theme or a character, invariably the
effort has resulted in failure. These are the anæmic offspring of
the brain, not children of my complete being; and a brood whom I
would wish, were it possible, to disinherit.

It is not easy to tell how much of this dependence upon
intuition may be attributed to the lack of harmony between my
inner life and my early environment. A thoughtful and imaginative
child, haunted by that strange sense of exile which visits the
subjective mind when it is unhappily placed (and always,
apparently, it is unhappily placed or it would not be
subjective), I grew up in a charming society, where ideas were
accepted as naturally as the universe or the weather, and cards
for the old, dancing for the young, and conversation flavoured
with personalities for the middle-aged, were the only arts
practised. Several members of my family, it is true, possessed
brilliant minds and were widely and deeply read; but all despised
what they called "local talent"; and my early work was written in
secret to escape ridicule, alert, pointed, and not the less
destructive because it was playful. There is more truth than wit
in the gibe that every Southern novelist must first make his
reputation in the North. Perhaps this is why so many Southern
novelists write of the South as if it were a fabulous country.
When a bound copy of my first book reached me, I hid it under my
pillow while a cousin, who had run in before breakfast, prattled
beside my bed of the young men who had quarrelled over the
privilege of taking her to the Easter German, as the Cotillion
was called. Had I entered the world by way of Oxford, or even by
way of Bloomsbury, I might now be able to speak or write of my
books without a feeling of outraged reserve. And yet, in the very
act of writing these words, my literary conscience, a nuisance to
any writer, inquires if ideas were really free at Oxford, or even
in Bloomsbury, at the end of the century, and if all the
enfranchised spirits who babble of prohibited subjects nowadays
are either wiser or better than the happy hypocrites of the
nineties.

From this dubious prelude it might be inferred that I consider
the craft of fiction merely another form of mental inertia. On
the contrary, I agree with those writers who have found actual
writing to be the hardest work in the world. What I am concerned
with at the moment, however, is the beginning of a novel alone,
not the endless drudgery that wrung from Stevenson the complaint,
"The practice of letters is miserably harassing to the mind; and
after an hour or two's work, all the more human portion of an
author is extinct; he will bully, backbite, and speak daggers."
For being a true novelist, even if one's work is not worth the
price of a cherry to public or publisher, takes all that one has
to give and still something more. Yet the matter is not one of
choice but of fatality. As with the enjoyment of music, or a love
for El Greco, or a pleasure in gardening, or the taste for
pomegranates, or a liking for Santayana's prose, the bent of
nature is either there or it is not there.

For my own part, and it appears, however far I stray, that I
must still return to "the highly personal statement," the only
method I have deliberately cultivated has been a system of
constant renewal. If novels should be, as Sir Leslie Stephen has
said, "transfigured experience," then I have endeavoured,
whenever it was possible, to deepen experience and to heighten
what I prefer to call illumination, to increase my understanding
of that truth of life which has never become completely
reconciled with the truth of fiction. I do not mean by this that
life should necessarily be eventful or filled with variable
activities. Profound emotion does not inevitably bear "the
pageant of a bleeding heart." Several of the most thrilling lives
in all literature were lived amid the unconquerable desolation of
the Yorkshire moors. Yet it is doubtful if either the exposed
heart of Byron or the brazen trumpet of D. H. Lawrence contained
such burning realities as were hidden beneath the quiet fortitude
of Emily Brontë.

Because of some natural inability to observe and record
instead of create, I have never used an actual scene until the
impression it left had sifted down into imagined surroundings. A
theme becomes real to me only after it is clothed in living
values; but these values must be drawn directly from the
imagination and indirectly, if at all, from experience.
Invariably the characters appear first, and slowly and gradually
build up their own world and spin the situation and atmosphere
out of themselves. Strangely enough, the horizon of this real or
visionary world is limited by the impressions or recollections of
my early childhood. If I were to walk out into the country and
pick a scene for a book, it would remain as flat and lifeless as
cardboard; but the places I loved or hated between the ages of
three and thirteen compose an inexhaustible landscape of memory.
Occasionally, it is true, I have returned to a scene to verify
details, though for freshness and force I have trusted implicitly
to the vision within. And just as my scene is built up from
fragments of the past, whether that past existed in fact or in a
dream, so the human figures, though not one of them has been
copied from my acquaintances, will startle me by displaying a
familiar trait or gesture, and I will recognize with a shock some
special blending of characteristics.

Frequently these impressions had been buried so long and so
deep that I had entirely forgotten them until they floated upward
to the surface of thought. Yet they were not dead but living, and
recovered warmth and animation after the creative faculty had
revived them. In the same way, half-obliterated images, events,
or episodes, observed in moments of intense experience, will
flash back into a scene or a figure; and this is equally true of
the most trivial detail my memory has registered. For example, in
one of the tragic hours of my youth I looked out of a window and
saw two sparrows quarrelling in the rain on a roof. Twenty years
or more afterwards, a character in one of my novels looks out of
a window in a moment of heartbreak and sees two sparrows
quarrelling in the rain. And immediately, light streamed back, as
if it were cast by the rays of a lantern, into the unlit recesses
of memory, and I felt the old grief in my heart and saw the rain
fall on the roof and the two sparrows quarrelling there.

Because everything that one has seen or heard or thought or
felt leaves a deposit that never filters entirely through the
essence of mind, I believe that a novelist should be perpetually
engaged in this effort to refresh and replenish his source. I am
confident, moreover, that nothing I have learned either from life
or from literature has been wasted. Whatever I have thought or
felt deeply has stayed with me, if only in fragments or in a
distillation of memory. But the untiring critic within has
winnowed, reassorted, and disposed the material I needed.

Not until the unconscious worker has withdrawn from the task,
or taken a brief holiday, and the characters have woven their own
background and circumstances, does the actual drudgery of
moulding the mass-substance begin. Even now, after the groundwork
is completed and the subject assembled, I still give time and
thought (brooding is the more accurate term) to the construction.
I try to avoid hastening the process, and to leave the invisible
agent free to flash directions or warnings. The book must have a
form. This is essential. It may be shaped like a millstone or an
hour-glass or an Indian tomahawk or a lace fan--but a shape it
must have. Usually a novel assumes its own figure when it enters
the world, and the underlying idea moulds the plastic material to
its own structure. More deliberately, the point of view is
considered and selected, though this may, and often does, proceed
naturally from the unities of time and place, or from one
completely dominant figure. In Barren Ground, a long
novel, I felt from the moment Dorinda entered the book that here
could be but one point of view. From the first page to the last,
no scene or episode or human figure appears outside her field of
vision or imagination.

In The Sheltered Life, where I knew intuitively that
the angle of vision must create the form, I employed two points
of view alone, though they were separated by the whole range of
experience. Age and youth look on the same scene, the same
persons, the same events and occasions, the same tragedy in the
end. Between these conflicting points of view the story flows on,
as a stream flows in a narrow valley. Nothing happens that is not
seen, on one side, through the steady gaze of the old man, seeing
life as it is, and, on the other side, by the troubled eyes of
the young girl, seeing life as she would wish it to be.
Purposely, I have tried here to interpret reality through the
dissimilar mediums of thought and emotion. I have been careful to
allow no other aspects to impinge on the contrasting visions
which create between them the organic whole of the book. This
convention, which appears uncertain, when one thinks of it,
becomes natural and even involuntary when the work grows,
develops, pushes out with its own energy, and finds its own
tempo.

Patiently, but without success, I have tried to trace the
roots of The Sheltered Life. The background is that of my
girlhood, and the rudiments of the theme must have lain buried
somewhere in my consciousness. But I can recall no definite
beginning or voluntary act of creation. One moment there was a
mental landscape without figures; the next moment, as if they had
been summoned by a bell, all the characters trooped in together,
with every contour, every feature, every attitude, every gesture
and expression complete. In their origin, I exerted no control
over them. They were too real for dismemberment; but I could, and
I did, select or eliminate whatever in their appearances or
behaviour seemed to conflict with the general scheme of the book.
It was my part to see that the unities were recognized and
obeyed.

It is only logical to infer that when a group of imaginary
beings assembles, there must be a motive, or at least an adequate
reason, for the particular gathering. I knew, or thought I knew,
that no visitor had ever entered my mind without an imperative
purpose. These people were there, I felt, according to a design,
for a planned attack upon life, and to push them out of the way
would only spur them to more intense activity. It was best to
ignore them, and this, as nearly as possible, was the course I
pursued. Sooner or later, they would let me know why they had
come and what I was expected to do. For me, they were already
alive, though I could not as yet distinguish the intricate ties
that bound this isolated group into a detached segment of life.
So this state of affairs continued for several years. Another
novel, They Stooped to Folly, engaged my attention, while
some distant range of my imagination was still occupied by the
Birdsongs and the Archbalds.

Then, at last, They Stooped to Folly was finished, was
over. Presently it was published; and in company with all my
other books that had gone out into the world, it became a
homeless wanderer and a stranger. It had ceased to belong to me.
I might almost say that it had ceased even to interest me. The
place where it had been, the place it had filled to overflowing
for nearly three years, was now empty. Were there no other
inhabitants? What had become of those troublesome intruders I had
once banished to some vague Siberia of the mind?

It was at this crucial instant that the Birdsongs and the
Archbalds, under their own names and wearing their own outward
semblances, escaped from remote exile. While I waited, in that
unhappy brooding season, which cannot be forced, which cannot be
hurried, the vacant scene was flooded with light and animation,
and the emerging figures began to breathe, move, speak, and round
out their own destinies. I knew instantly, as soon as they
returned, what the integral drama would be and why it had
occurred. The theme was implicit in the inevitable title. Beyond
this, I saw a shallow and aimless society of happiness-hunters,
who lived in a perpetual flight from reality and grasped at any
effort-saving illusion of passion or pleasure. Against this
background of futility was projected the contrasting character of
General Archbald, a lover of wisdom, a humane and civilized soul,
oppressed by the burden of tragic remembrance. The stream of
events would pass before him, for he would remain permanently at
the centre of vision, while opposing him on the farther side he
would meet the wide, blank, unreflective gaze of
inexperience.

In a sudden wholeness of perception, one of those complex
apprehensions which come so seldom yet possess a miraculous power
of conviction, I saw the meaning not only of these special
figures, but of their essential place in this theme of age and
youth, of the past and the present. They had been drawn together
by some sympathetic attraction, or by some deeper sense of
recognition in my own consciousness. My task was the simple one
of extracting from the situation every thread of significance,
every quiver of vitality, every glimmer of understanding. The
contours were moulded. I could see the articulation of the parts,
as well as the shape of the structure. I could see, too, the
fragile surface of a style that I must strive, however
unsuccessfully, to make delicate yet unbreakable. I could feel
the peculiar density of light and shadow. I could breathe in that
strange symbolic smell which was woven and interwoven through the
gradually thickening atmosphere of the scene.

As at least one critic has recognized, the old man, left
behind by the years, is the real protagonist of the book; and
into his lonely spirit I have put much of my ultimate feeling
about life. He represents the tragedy, wherever it appears, of
the civilized man in a world that is not civilized. And even the
title, which I have called inevitable, implies no special age or
place. What it implies to me is the effort of one human being to
stand between another and life. In a larger sense, as this critic
perceives, the same tragedy was being repeated in spheres far
wider than Queenborough. The World War was beginning and men were
killing each other from the highest possible ideals. This is the
final scope of the book's theme. The old man, his point of view,
his thwarted strong body, saw the age pass by him. Not in the
South especially; it was throughout the world that ideas, forms,
were changing, the familiar order going, the beliefs and
certainties. The shelter for men's lives, of religion,
convention, social prejudice, was at the crumbling point, just as
was the case with the little human figures in the story. . .
.

While I am at work on a book I remain, or try to remain, in a
state of immersion. The first draft of a novel, if it is long,
will take two years, and still another year is required for the
final writing. All this time the imaginary setting becomes the
native country of my mind, and the characters are seldom out of
my thoughts. I live with them day and night; they are more real
to me than acquaintances in the flesh. In our nursery copy of
Gulliver's Travels there was a picture which seems, when I
recall it now, to illustrate my predicament in the final draft of
a novel, Gulliver lies bound in threads while the Lilliputians
swarm over him and hamper his struggles. So words swarm over me
and hamper my efforts to seize the right one among them, to find
the right rhythm, the right tone, the right accent. But here
again intuition, or perhaps only a flare of organized memory,
will come to my aid. Often, when I have searched for hours for
some special word or phrase, and given up in despair, I have
awaked with a start in the night because the hunted word or
phrase had darted into my mind while I was asleep.

Nevertheless, it is the act of scrupulous revision (the
endless pruning and trimming for the sake of valid and flexible
prose style) that provides the writer's best solace even while it
makes drudgery. Every literary craftsman who respects his work
has, I dare say, this same feeling, and remains restless and
wandering in mind until in the beginning he has entered the right
climate and at the end has tracked down the right word. Although
my characters may develop traits or actions I had not
anticipated, though scenes may shift and alter in perspective,
and new episodes may spring out on the way, still the end shines
always as the solitary fixed star above the flux of creation. I
have never written the first word of the first sentence until I
knew what the last word of the last sentence would be. Sometimes
I may rewrite the beginning many times, as I did in They
Stooped to Folly, and sometimes (though this has actually
occurred but once) a shorter book like The Romantic
Comedians, completely realized before pen was put to paper,
may bubble over, of itself, with a kind of effortless joy. Yet in
the difficult first chapter of They Stooped to Folly I
could still look ahead, over a procession of characters that had
slipped from my control, to the subdued scene at the end, while
the concluding paragraph of The Romantic Comedians placed
the tone of the entire book and accented the rhythm.

The final words to be said of any activity will always be, I
suppose, was it worth what it cost? Well, the writing of fiction
is worth, I imagine, exactly what digging a ditch or charting the
heavens may be worth to the worker, and that is not a penny more
or less than the release of mind which it brings. Although I may
not speak as an authority, at least I can speak from long
perseverance. I became a novelist before I was old enough to
resist, and I remained a novelist because no other enterprise in
life has afforded me the same interest or provided me with equal
contentment. It is true that I have written only for the biased
judgment within; but this inner critic has held up an
unattainable standard, and has infused a certain zest of
adventure into what may appear on the surface to be merely
another humdrum way of earning a livelihood. Still, to a beginner
who is young and cherishes an ambition to be celebrated, I should
recommend the short cut (or royal road) through the radio and
Hollywood; and certainly more than one creative writer, in search
of swift economic security, would do well to buy a new broom and
to set out for the next crossing. But, incredible as it may
appear in this practical decade, there are novelists so wanting
in a sense of the best proletarian values that they place
artistic integrity above the voice on the air, the flash on the
screen, and the dividends in the bank. There are others who
possess an unreasoning faith in their own work; and there are yet
others endowed with a comic spirit so robust, or so lively, that
it can find diversion anywhere, even in our national exaltation
of the inferior. To this happy company of neglected novelists,
the ironic art of fiction will reveal its own special delights,
and may even, as the years pass, yield its own sufficient, if
imponderable, rewards.

In looking back through a long vista, I can see that what I
have called the method of constant renewal may be reduced to
three ruling principles. Obedience to this self-imposed
discipline has enabled me to write novels for nearly forty years,
and yet to feel that the substance from which I draw material and
energy is as fresh to-day as it was in my first youthful failure.
As time moves on, I still see life in beginnings, moods in
conflict, and change as the only permanent law. But the value of
these qualities (which may be self-deluding, and are derived, in
fact, more from temperament than from technique) has been
mellowed by long saturation with experience--by that essence of
reality which one distils from life only after it has been
lived.

Among the many strange superstitions of the age of science
revels the cheerful belief that immaturity alone is enough.
Pompous illiteracy, escaped from some Freudian cage, is in the
saddle, and the voice of the amateur is the voice of authority.
When we turn to the field of prose fiction, we find that it is
filled with literary sky-rockets sputtering out in the fog. But
the trouble with sky-rockets has always been that they do not
stay up in the air. One has only to glance back over the post-war
years to discover that the roads of the jazz age are matted thick
with fireworks which went off too soon. To the poet, it is true,
especially if he can arrange with destiny to die young, the glow
of adolescence may impart an unfading magic. But the novel (which
must be conceived with a subdued rapture, or with none at all, or
even with the unpoetic virtues of industry and patience) requires
more substantial ingredients than a little ignorance of life and
a great yearning to tell everything one has never known. When I
remember Defoe, the father of us all, I am persuaded that the
novelist who has harvested well the years, and laid by a rich
store of experience, will find his latter period the ripening
time of his career.

Transposed into an impersonal method, the three rules of which
I have spoken may be so arranged:

1. Always wait between books for the springs to fill up and
flow over.

2. Always preserve, within a wild sanctuary, an inaccessible
valley of reveries.

3. Always, and as far as it is possible, endeavour to touch
life on every side; but keep the central vision of the mind, the
inmost light, untouched and untouchable.

In my modest way, these rules have helped me, not only to
pursue the one calling for which I was designed alike by
character and inclination, but even to enjoy the prolonged study
of a world that, as the sardonic insight of Henry Adams
perceived, no "sensitive and timid natures could regard without a
shudder."

Ellen Glasgow.

Richmond, Virginia,

December, 1934-1937
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By the open French window of the dining-room Jenny Blair
Archbald was reading Little Women for the assured reward
of a penny a page. Now and then she would stop to shake her head,
toss her smooth honey-coloured plaits over her shoulders, and
screw her face into a caricature Aunt Etta's expression. "It
isn't safe to skip," she thought. "Grandfather would be sure to
find out. Well, even if Mamma did form her character on Meg and
Jo, I think they're just poky old things." Poky old things, and
yet spreading themselves over five hundred and thirty-two pages!
"Mamma may call the Marches lots of fun," she added firmly, "but
I'm different. I'm different."

The book dropped from her hands, while her startled gaze flew
to the topmost branch of the old sycamore in the garden. Deep
pulsations of light were flooding the world. Very thin and clear
through the May afternoon, there was the chime of distant bells
striking the hour. Somewhere, without or within, a miracle had
occurred. At the age of nine years and seven months, she had
encountered the second important event in human experience. She
was discovering her hidden self as once before, in some long
forgotten past, she had discovered her body. "I don't care. I'm
different," she repeated exultantly.

From the warm mother-of-pearl vagueness within, a fragment of
personality detached itself, wove a faint pattern of thought, and
would gradually harden into a shell over her mind. But all she
knew was, "I am this and not that." All she felt was the sudden
glory, the singing rhythm of life. Softly, without knowing why,
she began crooning, "I'm alive, alive, alive, and I'm Jenny Blair
Archbald." Ages before, in the time far back beyond the vanishing
rim of memory, she had composed this refrain, and she still
chanted it to herself when happiness overflowed. For it was all
her own. No one, not even her mother, not even her grandfather,
knew how she loved it. Jealously, she kept it hidden away with
her chief treasure, the gold locket in which somebody had wound a
tiny circle of her father's hair after his tragic death in a
fox-hunt. Though she was only five at the time, she had had this
song even then. When she was alone and happy, she sang it aloud;
when she was with her mother or her aunts, the words dissolved
into a running tune. Nothing, except the white poodle she had
lost and mourned, had ever given her such pure ecstasy. "I'm
alive, alive, alive, and I'm Jenny Blair Archbald."

"What are you saying, Jenny Blair?" her mother called from the
front window of the library, which looked over the diminished
grandeur of Washington Street to the recent industrial conquest
of Queenborough. Beyond the open folding doors, the child could
see the soft old bronze and ruby red of the library, and the
glimmer of light on Aunt Etta's eyeglasses and on her mother's
fawn-coloured hair, which was still worn à la Pompadour.

"Nothing, Mamma." How could she tell her mother that whenever
this darting joy pierced her heart, she was obliged to burst into
song, or skip a rope very fast, or swing high up in the green and
gold branches of trees? How could she say in words that she sang
or skipped or swung because joy fell apart and broke into
splinters of pain? For her mother would never, never understand
that joy has no meaning.

Breathing hard, she shut her eyes tight and opened them
quickly. This was a magic spell to make the world more
surprising; and enchantment worked immediately upon the sky, the
sycamore, and the rich bloom of the walled garden. In the garden,
which was reached by stone steps from the back porch, splendour
flickered over the tall purple iris that fringed the bird-bath,
and rippled like a bright veil over the grass walks and
flower-beds. A small place, but it held beauty. Beauty, and that
deep stillness through which time seems to flow with a perpetual
rhythm and pause. On the edge of the bird-bath a robin stood
drinking. Farther away, two black and yellow butterflies spun
round and round, without flight, as if they were attached to
invisible threads. Only at long intervals, when the breeze died
down and sprang up again, was the tranquil air brushed by a
roving taint, a breath of decay, from the new chemical factory
near the river. Now rising, now falling, the smell was scarcely
more than a whiff that came and went on the wind. Scarcely more
than a whiff, yet strong enough, when the houses were open, to
spoil the delicate flavour of living.

"Mamma," Jenny Blair called, turning her head from the garden,
"that bad smell has come back again."

"I know, my child, but your grandfather says there is nothing
to be done about it."

Ever since the War Between the States had transformed opulent
planters into eminent citizens, a dozen old country families had
clung to the lower end of Washington Street. Here they had lived,
knit together by ties of kinship and tradition, in the Sabbath
peace that comes only to those who have been vanquished in war.
Here they resisted change and adversity and progress and here at
last they were scattered by nothing more tangible than a stench.
Those who could afford a fashionable neighbourhood fled in the
direction of Granite Boulevard. Others retired to modest
Virginian farms. Only the Archbalds and the Birdsongs, at the
other end of the block, stood their ground and watched the
invasion of ugliness. The Birdsongs stayed because, as they
confessed proudly, they were too poor to move and the Archbalds
stayed because the General, in his seventy-sixth year but still
incapable of retreat, declared that he would never forsake Mrs.
Birdsong. Industrialism might conquer, but they would never
surrender.

One by one, they saw the old houses demolished, the fine old
elms mutilated. Telegraph poles slashed the horizon; furnaces,
from a distance, belched soot into the drawing-rooms; newspapers,
casually read and dropped, littered the pavements; when the wind
shifted on the banks of the river, an evil odour sprang up from
the hollow. Still undaunted, the two families held the breach
between the old and the new order, sustained by pride and by some
moral quality more enduring than pride. After all, they might
have asked, were they not defending their homes from a second
invasion? Moreover, so long as Mrs. Birdsong remained, Washington
Street might decline, but it could not be entirely stripped of
its old elegance. As Eva Howard, Mrs. Birdsong had been a famous
beauty in the eighteen nineties; and the social history of
Queenborough was composed wherever she decided to live that
history. As late as the spring of 1906, she was still regarded
less a woman than as a memorable occasion. Rumours sped from door
to door as she walked down the street; crowds gathered at corners
or flocked breathlessly to the windows of clubs. In her middle
thirties, and married for twelve years to a man who was unworthy
of her, she had already passed into legend. Romantic stories were
told of her girlhood. Not only had her beauty delayed wedding
processions, but once, it was said, she had even retarded a
funeral when she happened to enter Rose Hill Cemetery just as the
pallbearers were lowering a coffin into a grave.

"Jenny Blair, are you getting on with your book?" With her
hand poised above the coat of blue piqué she was braiding in
white, Mrs. Archbald turned her animated glance toward the French
window. At thirty-nine, she was still attractive and
fresh-coloured, plump, but not too plump to be comfortable in
stays of the more liberal Edwardian style.

"Jenny Blair," she called again in an imperative tone, "do you
hear me?"

"Yes, Mamma, but I'm thinking."

"Thinking?" repeated Aunt Etta, who was frail and plain and
sickly. "What on earth do you have to think about, Jenny
Blair?"

"Nothing, Aunt Etta."

"How, my dear, can you think about nothing?"

"Aren't you getting on with your book?" Mrs. Archbald asked,
removing a pin from her mouth and running it into the sleeve of
the piqué coat. "I hope it isn't too old for you. Are you sure
you understand what you're reading?"

"Oh, Mamma, it is so dreadfully poky."

"Poky? Why, I could never have too much of Little Women
when I was a girl. I remember I tried to form my character on
Meg--or it may have been Jo. But I can't understand children
to-day. I don't know what they're coming to."

"How soon may I stop, Mamma?"

"Finish that chapter, and then we'll see what time it is."

"But I've just begun a new chapter."

"Well, finish it anyhow. Your grandfather will be sure to ask
how much you've read."

"Do you think he will pay me when I'm half through? I need a
new pair of roller-skates more than anything in the world. There
is a very nice pair in Mrs. Doe's window for a dollar and a
half."

After thirty years of disfavour, roller-skating had wheeled
again into fashion. In the spring of 1906 all the world skated,
especially young women of leisure, who admired themselves in the
tight fur-trimmed jackets and new ankle-length skirts, which were
worn with jaunty little caps in the skating-rinks. Aunt Isabella,
who was handsome and bold and dashing, with a figure that looked
as if it had been melted and poured into her princess robe of
black satin, had attended the opening gaieties in the fine new
rink in Broad Street.

"Where is the pair I gave you last Christmas?" Aunt Etta
called sharply.

"They're broken, Aunt Etta. One of the rollers won't roll
right. It tripped me up yesterday, and I fell down and scraped my
knee."

"Perhaps Amos can mend it."

"He did mend it, but it came unfixed right away. Do you think,
Mamma, that Grandfather will let me have a dollar and a half when
I've read a hundred and fifty pages?"

"I'm not sure, dear." Her mother's tone was softer than Aunt
Etta's. "He may, if he thinks you've read in the proper
spirit."

Jenny Blair sighed. "I wish he'd pay me for reading
French."

"Didn't he reward you when you finished A French Country
Family?"

"Oh, I don't mean that. I mean real French, the kind Aunt Etta
is always reading." For she was persuaded, after observing Aunt
Etta's way with books in yellow covers, that all the really
interesting things were written in the French language.

"You aren't far enough advanced for that, dear," Aunt Etta was
sympathetic but discouraging, "though you are doing very nicely
with your French conversation."

"Come here a minute, darling." Mrs. Archbald raised her
pleasant voice in command. "I want to see if I've got the right
length for this coat. What I can never understand about Jenny
Blair," she added to her sister-in-law, "is the way she is so far
ahead in some things and so backward in others."

"Well, we were all that way," Etta said consolingly. "I'm sure
she seems very bright when you compare her with Bena Peyton."

"But Bena has a nice plump little figure, and Jenny Blair is
as straight as a pole."

Rising obediently, Jenny Blair tripped with reluctant feet
into the library, and stood patiently between her mother and Aunt
Etta while the coat was slipped over her shoulders and fastened
with a safety-pin on her flat little chest. She was a golden wisp
of a child, with soft flaxen hair, a shower of freckles over her
small snub nose, and a vague rosy mouth which melted into a short
dimpled chin. Though she was not pretty, she had inherited the
yellow-hazel eyes and the wide, expectant gaze of the Archbalds.
While she stood there, she shifted uneasily on her feet, and,
because she hated trying on more than anything in the world,
desperately invoked the power of pretense.

"Hold still, Jenny Blair, or I can't measure you. What are you
mumbling?"

"Oh, nothing, Mamma, but I do hate trying on. I was just
making-believe."

"Well, you make-believe entirely too much. That may be one
reason you are so stringy and peaked. If you would only stop
moping for a while, you might put some flesh on your bones. Have
you had your glass of milk after lunch?"

Jenny Blair nodded. "Joseph Crocker gave me a currant bun to
eat with it. I was out there when the carpenters stopped to rest,
and Aunt Isabella brought them some coffee."

Mrs. Archbald glanced quickly at Etta and then looked away
again. "They must have almost finished that work on the stable,"
she said slowly.

"Oh, they have, Mamma, but I'll be so sorry. I like old Mr.
Crocker and Joseph better than--than anybody."

"Well, run away now, and finish your chapter before you go out
to skate."

Slipping away quickly, Jenny Blair ran back through the
folding doors and sank down on the rug by the French window.
Hopefully, she opened her book at the place where Jo and Amy very
nearly, but not quite, make a scene. Dejectedly, since nothing
happened, she shut the book again and turned her eyes to the
garden. An inner stillness pervaded her, and through this
stillness, she became aware presently of the faint stirring, of
the slow pulse of time--or was it eternity? But when did time end
and eternity begin? Nobody knew, not even her grandfather. She
had asked him, "When is time?" and he had answered, "Now." Then
she had asked, "When is eternity?" and he had answered, "For
ever." He didn't know, he said, what time was like, but she
knew--she had always known. She had only to shut her eyes very
tight and repeat the word, and she saw that time was flat and
round and yellow, but eternity was long and pale and narrow and
shaped exactly like a pod of green peas. But when she tried to
make her grandfather understand, he laughed and told her not to
let her fancy run away or she would never be able to catch it
again. "They are like that, Grandfather. I see them," she had
insisted; and her mother, who was always repeating herself, had
said tartly, "Don't be silly, Jenny Blair. You see entirely too
much."

About her the old house stirred and murmured and creaked with
a life of its own; and beyond the house there was the world in
which factories boomed, steam whistles blew, bad smells sprang up
on the wind, and the new red touring cars buzzed through the
streets. In the library voices flowed on and stopped and flowed
on again, like a brook over pebbles. Beyond the French window,
the blows of a hammer rang out, clear as a bell, from the stable
where old Mr. Crocker and his son Joseph were repairing the roof.
Across the hall, in the back drawing-room, Aunt Isabella was
revenging herself on the piano for her broken engagement. In the
midst of a vehement passage, she would break off in anguish,
pause, with suspended hands, while the piano waited and shivered,
and crash down into a discord. Whenever the torrent of false
notes splintered about Jenny Blair's ears, she would cower down
into the past, down into another room, with blue water and yellow
ships on the wall, down into another age when she was having
supper while her mother played to her in the firelight.

Like a soap-bubble blown from the bowl of a pipe, the scene
wavered for an instant, and then floated outward and upward on
Aunt Isabella's wild music. Blue water and yellow ships; the
rusty glimmer of firelight; the fresh taste of bread and milk in
her mouth; the sound of her mother's playing, which rippled on
and on until it was shattered at last by a scream and the steady
tramp, tramp, tramp, of feet on the staircase,--all these
memories hung, imprisoned and alive, in that globe of air, while
Aunt Isabella's discord trembled and moaned and sank, dying, far
away in the stillness.

"Oh, Isabella, how can you?" Aunt Etta wailed. "You are
spoiling the piano."

A stool was pushed back on a velvet carpet; there was the
sound of irregular footsteps in the hall; and Isabella appeared,
dark, scornful, with a wine-red colour burning in her cheeks and
lips. "I don't care," she answered defiantly. "I want to spoil
something."

"Not the piano," Mrs. Archbald implored. "And before Jenny
Blair too."

Jenny Blair did not mind, as she hastened to assure her
mother, but, without a pause, Aunt Isabella had flown through the
French window, and down into the garden where the Crockers were
working. In her beauty and anger she was magnificent. Nothing,
not even the royal air with which Mrs. Birdsong swept up the
aisle in church and sank rustling on her knees, had ever made
such delicious thrills flicker up and down Jenny Blair's spine.
It might not be conduct, she told herself, but it was splendid.
With her genuine gift for imitation, she decided that she would
try her best to have a broken engagement, when she grew up, and
to be passionate and defiant while she struck false notes on the
piano.

"There are times," remarked Etta, who appeared to invite
disaster, "when I almost think she is out of her head."

"Be careful." Mrs. Archbald was pursing her lips. "Jenny Blair
understands more than you think. But a shock like that," she
added, with commiseration, "is enough to unbalance any woman.
And, after all, Isabella was not really to blame."

"Not really," Etta assented. "Not for the accident to the
horse anyway. But you must admit, Cora," she added primly, "that
Thomas Lunsford had reason on his side when he insisted that an
engaged girl ought not to go out in a buggy with another young
man. I can never understand how Isabella could be so deeply in
love with Thomas, and yet carry on her flirtation with Robert
Cantrell."

"She is high-spirited," Mrs. Archbald replied in a subdued
tone, "but nobody will ever make me believe she has any harm in
her. Of course, I can't help feeling that there is some excuse
for the way Thomas acted, though, I must confess, I did not
expect him to take Isabella at her word when she offered to
release him. If I'd dreamed he could behave that way, I should
have advised her just to go to bed and stay there until the
scandal blew over. That is what Amy Cross did, and everything
turned out right in the end."

"I begged her to go to bed," Etta rejoined, "but you can't do
anything with a headstrong girl like Isabella. 'You may be as
innocent as a babe,' I reminded her, 'but you must acknowledge
that staying out in the woods until daybreak did not look well.'
After all, you can't expect men not to judge by appearances."

Since this was the very last thing that Mrs. Archbald, being a
reasonable woman, would have expected of men, she merely nodded,
with a look of secretive wisdom, while she whispered, "Don't
speak too plainly, or Jenny Blair might catch on. I have a
feeling that she is trying to hear."

Etta shook her head. "She seems perfectly absorbed in her
book,"--which only proved, as Jenny Blair, who was listening with
all her ears, reflected scornfully, how little grown-up people
really know about children. They imagined that she suspected
nothing of the broken engagement, though she was skipping rope on
the front pavement a year before when Aunt Isabella, her hat worn
very high and her waist pinched in very tight, had started off in
a buggy drawn by a sober horse but driven by a spirited young
man. She suspected, also, that the accident might never have
happened if the buggy of last year had been one of the new motor
cars which were considered so dangerous. The high hat, of course,
would have suffered (for motoring, in its early years, could be
enjoyed by a lady only at the price of a spoiled appearance), but
if Aunt Isabella had selected a young man with a touring car, she
might have discouraged his advances with the help of goggles and
gauntlet gloves and a bonnet and veil, to say nothing of a severe
linen dust-coat.

This, naturally, was what Mamma would have called Aunt
Isabella's "first mistake"; and her second mistake occurred, as
Aunt Etta made perfectly clear, when she consented to drive with
a sober horse and a spirited young man, instead of safely
reversing the order. If only she had chosen a spirited horse and
a sober young man, how much happier she would have been the next
morning! For the dreadful part was that she had stayed away until
daybreak. Something had happened. Far out in the country, where
there were no trains and no travellers, something had happened,
and both the sober horse and the spirited young man had
apparently lived up to their characters.

After Aunt Isabella's return, things were said that no wakeful
ears could avoid hearing, and these remarks, though obscure in
sense, were sufficiently eloquent in punctuation. Listening
carefully, Jenny Blair had gathered from Aunt Etta's tearful
reproaches that Aunt Isabella was blameless in thought and act,
but mysteriously tarnished in reputation. Like the silver spoon
Zoana, the cook, had left out all night in the grass, poor Aunt
Isabella's shining lustre had been impaired by exposure.
Immediately, Thomas Lunsford, who appeared to seek brightness
alone, had ceased to call in the evenings; and not only Thomas,
but all the other gay young men had flown away as swiftly as
summer moths when the lamp is put out. A few of these, it is
true, returned secretly at twilight, when Aunt Isabella lingered
under the rose-arbour at the end of the garden; but after Joseph
Crocker began repairing the stable, these twilight lingerings had
changed to bolder daylight excursions.

There wasn't the slightest doubt in Jenny Blair's mind that
God, who was watching over these occasions, had arranged
everything for the best. Certainly, no young man in Aunt
Isabella's circle could hold a candle, the child decided, to
Joseph Crocker. Not only had she disliked Thomas Lunsford, but
she was convinced that plenty of good things to eat improve any
love scene on earth; and Aunt Isabella's little trays made her
flirtation with Joseph very nearly as nice as a picnic. Besides,
though Joseph, as her mother insisted, was far too good-looking
for a carpenter, he never pulled Jenny Blair's plaits and never
tried to be superior about dolls. Instead, he treated her as an
equal, and discussed sensible subjects, like dogs and horses and
how to mend things that are broken. Whenever she could spare time
from her lessons, she would steal out to the stable and watch the
skilful way the two men sorted and handled their tools. It must
be wonderful, she thought, to own a basket of tools, or, better
still, to have a real tool-chest. If only she had been born a
boy, she would choose to be a carpenter instead of a lawyer like
Grandfather, who didn't have half so much fun as old Mr.
Crocker.

"Jenny Blair!" her mother called in an excited tone. "Jenny
Blair, do you wish to see Mrs. Birdsong in her new violet
toque?"

Springing to her feet, the child rushed into the library and
flung herself between the red damask curtains. "Oh, Mamma, is she
coming? Do you suppose she will speak to us?"
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Mrs. Birdsong was one of those celebrated beauties who, if
they still exist, have ceased to be celebrated. Tall, slender,
royal in carriage, hers was that perfect loveliness which made
the hearts of old men flutter and miss a beat when she approached
them. Everything about her was flowing, and everything flowed
divinely. Her figure curved and melted and curved again in the
queenly style of the period; her bronze hair rippled over a head
so faultless that its proper setting was allegory; her eyes were
so radiant in colour that they had been compared by a Victorian
poet to bluebirds flying.

She had been, at eighteen, the reigning beauty of Queenborough
in an age when only authentic loveliness could hope to be
crowned. For the first five years of the eighteen nineties, she
had gathered the hearts of men (here the poet speaks again) in
her hands. When she appeared every party turned into a pageant.
She could make a banquet of the simplest supper merely by sitting
down at the table. The Victorian age, even in its decline,
worshipped beauty and she was as near perfection in her girlhood
as if she had stepped out of some glimmering antique horizon.
Moreover, as if form and colour were not sufficient, nature had
endowed her with a singing voice so pure in quality that the most
famous Romeo of his day had declared her soprano notes to be
worthy of Melba. Enraptured by his discovery, he had begged for
the privilege of training a new Juliet, and Mrs. Birdsong's
family still believed that only an unwise marriage had intervened
in the way of a world conquest. For, without warning, to the
astonishment and despair of her admirers, Eva Howard had tossed
her triumphs aside and eloped with George Birdsong, the least
eligible of her suitors. George Birdsong had charm and was
unusually well-favoured; but he was nothing more than a
struggling attorney, who would be hard pressed to keep a modest
roof over her head.

All this had happened twelve years before, and the marriage,
so far as one could see, had turned out very well. George, though
imperfectly faithful, still adored Eva; and Eva, living on a
meagre income and doing a share of her own work, seemed to be
happy. Even after George had inherited a modest fortune and
thrown it away, the romantic glamour appeared not to diminish.
Eva's radiance was so imperishable that, as Mrs. Archbald once
remarked, it might have been painted. Happiness looked like that,
she added impulsively, but, then, proper pride often flaunted the
colours of happiness. "Nobody will ever find out what regrets Eva
has had," she had concluded. "Not even if he takes the trouble to
unscrew the lid of her coffin."

Now, as she approached the house, Mrs. Birdsong walked
buoyantly. The toque of violets on her bronze waves was poised at
the correct angle; her puffed sleeves were held back, and her
narrow waist was bent slightly; one slender hand, in white kid,
grasped the flaring folds of her black taffeta skirt, which
trailed on the ground whenever it slipped from her fingers. To a
superficial observer, she presented a vision of serene elegance;
but Mrs. Archbald was very far indeed from being a superficial
observer. "I wonder what is the matter now," she said to herself,
pushing aside the curtains and leaning over the window-box of
clove pinks and geraniums.

Thinking herself alone in the street, unaware of the row of
admiring spectators, Mrs. Birdsong had permitted her well-trained
muscles to relax for a moment, while her brilliance suddenly
flickered out, as if the sunshine had faded. The corners of her
mouth twitched and drooped; her step lost its springiness; and
her figure appeared to give way at the waist and sink down for
support into the stiff ripples of taffeta. Then, as quickly as
her spirit had flagged, it recovered its energy, and sprang bad
into poise. As the first whisper reached her, her tired features
were transfigured by an arch and vivacious smile. Glancing up at
the window, she waved gaily. Starry eyes, curving red lips, the
transparent flush in her cheeks, even the delicate wings of her
eyebrows,--all seemed to be woven less of flesh than of some
fragile bloom of desire.

"How adorable she looks," Etta sighed, with an emotion so
intense that it was almost hysterical. Leaning out, she asked
eagerly, "Eva, can't you come in for a minute?"

Mrs. Birdsong shook her head with a gesture of regret that was
faintly theatrical. Her expression, so pale and wistful the
moment before, was charged now with vitality. "Not this
afternoon, dear. George will be waiting for me." Then, as if she
had drained some sparkling delight from admiration, she passed on
to the modest house at the other end of the block.

"I can't believe she was ever more beautiful," Etta murmured,
without envy. Her long, bleak face, tinged with the greenish
pallor of the chronic invalid, broke out into wine-coloured
splotches. Several years before, when she had lost faith in men
and found it difficult to be romantic about God, she had
transferred her emotion to the vivid image of Mrs. Birdsong.

"If you gush over her too much, she will grow tired of you,"
said Isabella, who looked subdued but encouraged by what she had
found in the garden.

"She won't," Etta rejoined passionately, and burst into tears.
"You know she will never tire of me." For a few minutes she
sobbed deeply under her breath; then, since nobody tried to quiet
her, she stopped of her own accord, and picked up the sleeve of
Jenny Blair's coat. Her eyes were usually red, for she cried
often, while her family looked on in silent compassion, without
knowing in the least what to do. She had come into the world as a
mistake of nature, defeated before she was born and she was
denied, poor thing, Mrs. Archbald reflected, even the slight
comfort that Isabella found in attributing her misfortunes to
man. Yet the more tenderly Etta was treated, and her poor health
dominated the household, the more obstinate her malady appeared
to become.

Jenny Blair, who was still gazing after Mrs. Birdsong, cried
out abruptly, "Her face looks like a pink heart, Mamma."

"Don't be silly," Mrs. Archbald retorted. "You are letting
your imagination run away with you again."

"But her face is like a pink heart, Mamma. I mean a pink heart
on a valentine."

"I can see what she means," Etta said, pausing to wipe away a
tear that trembled, without dropping, on the end of her
eyelashes.

"Please don't encourage her, Etta," Mrs. Archbald returned, as
coolly as she ever permitted herself to speak to her frail
sister-in-law. "Now, run away, Jenny Blair, and play a while out
of doors. You don't get enough sunshine."

With a ceremonial sweep, the curtains dropped back into place;
Jenny Blair disappeared, and Mrs. Archbald threaded her needle.
Presently, before beginning a seam, she let her work sink to her
lap. With a sigh, she glanced round the library, where the
afternoon sunshine splashed over the ruby leather, over the
floral designs in the Brussels carpet, and over the old English
calf in the high rosewood bookcases. On the mantelpiece, an
ornamental clock of basalt, with hands that looked menacing,
divided two farm groups in red and white Staffordshire ware.

General Archbald was a man of means according to the modest
standards of the nineteenth century, which meant that he was
sufficiently well off to provide for his only son's widow and
child, as well as for two unmarried daughters and the usual
number of indigent cousins and aunts. His daughter-in-law had
been left a penniless widow at an age when widowhood had ceased
to be profitable. At first she had made an effort to support
herself and her child by crocheting mats of spool cotton and
making angel food for the Woman's Exchange. But, after that long
lost endeavour, nothing had seemed to matter but rest--the
perfect rest of those who are not required to make noble
exertions. Still disposed to fill out in the wrong places, she
had pulled in the strings of her stays and settled down into
security. After all, one could bear any discomfort of body so
long as one was not obliged to be independent in act.

Gradually, while the sheltered life closed in about her, she
had retreated into the smiling region of phantasy. With much
patience, she had acquired the capacity to believe anything and
nothing. Her hair was just going grey; her fine fresh-coloured
skin was breaking into lines at the corners of her sanguine brown
eyes; but when she talked the wrinkles were obliterated by the
glow of a charming expression. All her life, especially in her
marriage, she had been animated by earnest but unscrupulous
benevolence.

Now, as she thrust her needle into the stubborn material upon
which she was
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