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INTRODUCTION
by Jeffrey Meyers

LIKE THE PAINTER Watteau and the composer Chopin, Katherine Mansfield is an artist whose strength lies in subtle detail, precise phrasing, delicate observation, and concentrated emotion. Her elegant, witty, and sometimes bitterly ironic stories do not emphasize character and plot, the traditional concerns of fiction, but present a quintessential event, a summary of a human life in a few significant scenes. Intensely visual and essentially impressionistic, Mansfield expresses character through the use of symbolic objects and poetic evocations of mood; the fragmentary and casually linked episodes of a Mansfield story tend to convey its theme through suggestion rather than statement.

Mansfield’s stories take place in New Zealand, where she was born Kathleen Beauchamp in 1888 and spent her early life, and in England, Germany, and France, where she lived and traveled from 1908 until her early death in 1923. “Prelude,” the longest and perhaps most memorable of her stories, was hand printed and stitched by Leonard and Virginia Woolf at their small Hogarth Press in 1918. The first significant achievement of her literary career, “Prelude” begins the family chronicle that continues in “At the Bay,” “The Garden Party,” and “The Doll’s House.”

“Prelude” obstensibly concerns a family’s move from Wellington to the country village of Karori at Easter 1893, but the title suggests the transition of the autobiographical child, Kezia, from childhood innocence (“Now everything familiar was left behind”) to greater awareness of evil in human life. Moreover, like William Wordsworth’s long poem of the same title, the story portrays an imaginative awakening and the “growth of a poet’s mind.”

The most striking aspect of “Prelude” is its vivid portrayal of the Burnell family and their servants: Stanley Burnell, the physical, energetic paterfamilias who is completely unaware of his wife’s ambiguous feelings; Linda Burnell, the delicate, sensitive invalid who sometimes hates her sexually aggressive husband; Mrs. Fairfield, the gentle, loving grandmother; Beryl Fairfield, vain, restless, and dreamy; the rough Trout cousins; the servant Alice; and the Irish handyman, Pat, who introduces death to Kezia by killing a duck, which leaves “a long spurt of blood [like a tubercular hemorrhage] where the head had been.”

The story achieves its effect through symbolic details—the aloe that flowers once every century; Stanley’s sensual delicacies; Pat’s piratical earrings; Beryl’s exotic guitar—and also through an episodic structure that conveys the shifting perspectives of the various characters. A deliberately vague conclusion contributes to the theme of the conflict between the real and the overt self, of the poignant solitude within the complex relationships of the family. In her idealized New Zealand stories, Mansfield burned away the bitterness of her childhood.

Mansfield’s moving story of personal betrayal, “Je ne parle pas français” (“I don’t speak French”), expresses her profoundest adult fears and settles some personal scores with both her French lover, Francis Carco, and her English husband, John Middleton Murry. The first-person narrator is the loathsome Raoul Duquette (Carco), who is, by his own admission, impudent and cheap, calculating and cynical. Dick Harmon (Murry) has a “dreamy half smile on his lips” that barely disguises his weak and treacherous character. He runs away to Paris with the frail and exquisite, childlike and terribly vulnerable Mouse (Mansfield), and is met at the railway station by Duquette, who escorts them to their hotel. Dick then abandons Mouse, leaving a letter that pathetically explains: “I cannot kill my mother! Not even for you.”

When Mouse tells Raoul that is it now impossible for her to go home because all her friends think she is married, he ambiguously promises to come back the next morning to “take care of you a little.” But he changes his mind when he realizes that he can gain very little from her. Abandoned by both men and quite helpless, Mouse, a fragile, victimized butterfly who is compared to the tragic heroine in Puccini’s opera, is in a desperate state. She may even, it seems, be forced to surrender her virginity to some “dirty old gallant,” whose promises of protection would match those of Raoul and Dick.

“Je ne parle pas français,” which was privately printed by Mansfield, originally had a deliberately disgusting conclusion (it was deleted from her collection of stories later published by Constable, her English publishers), which hints at Raoul’s homosexuality and portrays his revulsion toward the proprietress of a café: “I’d rather like to dine with her. Even to sleep with her afterwards. Would she be pale like that all over? But no. She’d have large moles. They go with that kind of skin. And I can’t bear them. They remind me somehow, disgustingly, of mushrooms.” The ending in the Constable collection is actually more subtle and effective than the original, which overemphasizes Raoul’s cruelty and diminishes the sympathy we feel for the vulnerable Mouse. This story, Mansfield told Murry, is “a cry against corruption … I mean corruption in the widest sense of the word.” It is a protest against moral perversion and betrayal.

“The Daughters of the Late Colonel” is a gentle satire on Mansfield’s close friend, Ida Constance Baker, and on Ida’s moody and irascible father, a “dried up old stick” who shot himself after World War I. The daughters, Constantia and Josephine, faced with two conflicting alternatives—leading their own lives or sacrificing their lives to their father—chose the latter (“It’s much nicer to be weak than to be strong”). The title of the story defines the timid daughters in relation to their authoritarian father, whom they continue to fear after his death. The main event in their lives, the death of the colonel, has already taken place. Yet the daughters feel as though their overbearing father—who had glared at them with one eye just before he died—were still alive, and has not forgiven them for burying him. The story explores the unreality of death, the power of the dead over the living, the sense of lost life and the yearning for fulfillment (“If mother had lived, might they have married?”).

Mansfield explained that in the satirical yet sensitive “The Garden-Party” she tried to convey “the diversity of life and how we try to fit in everything, Death included. That is bewildering for a person of Laura’s age.” Laura’s mother, Mrs. Sheridan, attempts to preserve their innocent Eden by having her elaborate garden party despite the accidental death of her working-class neighbor. Laura, who feels intuitive and imaginative sympathy for the bereaved family and does not want to disturb their mourning, is bribed and distracted by her mother’s gift of a new hat that symbolizes the moral corruption of her mother’s values and way of life. After the pleasant garden party has ended, Laura is callously urged by Mrs. Sheridan to take a basket of leftover food to the poor family and is then forced by them to see their dead father. Her childishly impossible attempt to synthesize the pleasures of life and the experience of death illuminates the contrast between snobbery and social responsibility. Mrs. Sheridan’s inability to respond to Laura’s finer feelings and moral awareness illustrates the truth of Blaise Pascal’s pensée: “Pity for the unfortunate does not clash with our appetites. On the contrary, we are glad to offer this evidence of friendship, and to acquire a reputation for kindness without giving anything.”

A group of Mansfield’s most important stories—“The Man Without a Temperament,” “Bliss,” “Marriage à la Mode,” and “The Stranger” (all written between 1918 and 1921)—provides a fictional portrait of her marriage to Murry that complements the grim reality of her Journal and Letters. “The Man Without a Temperament,” the most revealing and intimate of the marriage stories, reflects Mansfield’s fears about how Murry might have felt if he had given in to her pleas and followed the advice of her doctor, who urged him to live abroad with her for the two years she felt she needed to recover from tuberculosis. The story vividly evokes the boredom and trivial irritations of invalid life in a French Riviera pension, and the couple’s desperate longing for a more meaningful existence in England. In her Journal, Mansfield lamented that Murry seemed to lack a “temperament” and was “not warm, ardent, eager, full of quick response, careless, spendthrift of himself, vividly alive, high-spirited.” In this tale, the invalid woman is far more intense and vital than her husband. He is forced to suppress his dissatisfaction beneath an ox-like passivity and obedience, but fails to conceal his resentment about the inevitable sacrifice of his career and independence. Though the couple live in constant intimacy, they are divided by an abyss of unspoken hostility that the wife fears will lead to a dreaded separation. At the end, when she asks, “do you mind awfully being out here with me?,” he whispers: “Rot!”—the first expression of his temperament—which suggests both her lung disease and their emotionally crippling life together.

“The Man Without a Temperament” succeeds partly because Mansfield understood Murry’s needs and feelings as well as her own, and dramatized the central, insoluble dilemma of their marriage. As she wrote in her Journal: “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 [normal] 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.… Life together, with me ill, is simply torture with happy moments. But it’s not life.”

“Bliss” describes the destruction of Bertha Young’s euphoria about her too-perfect marriage, complete with the baby, money, and home that Mansfield never possessed. The smugness and falsity of the arty guests at her dinner party merely intensify her self-deception. Bertha seems to experience a sexually ambiguous intimacy with her guest Pearl Fulton, a beautiful woman who had “something strange” about her, while at the same time desiring physical relations with her husband for the first time in her life. But the spell is shattered when Bertha discovers that her husband is having an affair with Pearl. This dénouement, like the pear tree that symbolizes marital infidelity (as in Chaucer’s “Merchant’s Tale”), is too obviously ironic. But the story’s theme of the worm in the bud, what Mansfield called “the snail under the leaf,” and her belief that one can never count on happiness, are basic to Mansfield’s life and work; they were nurtured by her profound unhappiness with her lovers as well as her deep-rooted insecurity with Murry.

“Marriage à la Mode” (named after John Dryden’s comedy of 1672) portrays a loveless, pretentious marriage in the modern bohemian fashion, after the core of meaning has been lost. William, the rather plodding yet providing husband, disturbed by vague premonitions, comes home, like Ulysses, to a houseful of parasitic suitors and a selfish, indifferent Penelope. He is estranged from his wife, Isabel, and mocked by her phony friends, who eat the fruit he has brought for his children, whom he scarcely manages to see. Unwanted and isolated, William has only the idyllic memories of their earlier life together, when “he hadn’t the slightest idea that Isabel wasn’t as happy as he.” When poor William returns to the city and sends Isabel a sentimental love letter to set things right again, she reads it aloud to her friends, who become hysterical with laughter. Though Isabel suffers a moment of conscience, guilt and self-recrimination—“what a loathsome thing to have done”—she chooses to swim with her friends (who had excluded William from this pleasure) rather than answer his pathetic though well-meaning letter.

In “The Stranger,” John Hammond—wealthy, successful, self-important, pompous, yet terribly insecure—waits impatiently for his wife’s ship to dock in New Zealand after her ten-month journey to Europe. He is desperately eager to regain and repossess Janey, and childishly jealous of her friends aboard ship, of the doctor and the captain, even of his children’s letters to their mother—of anything that distracts her attention from him. Yet, when he finally embraces his wife, “again, as always, he had the feeling that he was holding something that was never quite his—his. Something too delicate, too precious, that would fly away once he let go.”

Mansfield subtly conveys the intense strain on Hammond when his wife responds coldly to his caresses. He has great difficulty reestablishing his intimacy with her and “never knew for dead certain that she was as glad as he was.” When, in their hotel room, he finally discovers (and all discoveries in these stories are shattering) the reason for the ship’s delay and his wife’s preoccupation—that a man had died in his wife’s arms—he immediately understands that Janey has achieved an emotional connection with a stranger far stronger than she ever had with Hammond; that the memory of the dead is stronger than the love of the living. Despite her half-hearted reassurance, “It’s nothing to do with you and me,” Hammond is destroyed by this recognition, and the story concludes: “They would never be alone together again.”

Hammond’s jealousy of the emotional bond between his wife and the dead stranger—which may have been inspired by Murry’s jealous rivalry with Mansfield’s brother, Leslie, who died in the war—a bond stronger than anything she could feel about a living man, reveals the emotional emptiness of their marriage.

Mansfield defended her technique and clarified her intention in this story in a letter to an editor who had questioned the effectiveness of the final sentence:


I agree with you that man will forget [the incident of the dead stranger]—almost immediately, really—it certainly won’t be true of his future relations with Janey. But in the “keyed up” state he was in, and remembering how it was natural to him to exaggerate everything—to take the most extreme view of everything, and remembering too, his childishness—his childish desire for everything to be all right and really his childish grief that it wasn’t—I feel that nothing less than such an unqualified statement would fit. There in its glimpse of falsity, too, you had him.… It was all up with him, for ever. (Of course, it wasn’t!)



Mansfield’s marriage stories reflect her own fear of abandonment and betrayal, her self-destructive jealousy, and her guilt about being an invalid. They emphasize the isolated heroine who desperately needs sympathy and love, and the lack of understanding and basic honesty in marital relations. As she told Murry in 1920: “I have hiding places—so have you. They are very different ones. We do though emerge from them strange to each other, and it’s only when the strangeness wears off that we are together. This must ever be so.”

In February 1922, while Mansfield was enduring a painful and enervating treatment for tuberculosis, she wrote one of her finest stories, “The Fly.” The theme and central symbol of this intensely concentrated work derive from Gloucester’s bitter statement about the gods’ cruelty to mortal men—“As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; / They kill us for their sport” (King Lear, IV.i); from William Blake’s poem “The Fly”—“For I dance / And drink, and sing, / Till some blind hand / Shall brush my wing”; from Anton Chekhov’s description in his story, “The Duel” (1891), of the heroine who “felt like a fly that kept crawling into an inkwell”; and, more immediately, from Mansfield’s use of the fly-in-the-milk-jug metaphor to describe her own exhausted and impotent condition. For both the fly and the tubercular victim suffocate—one in ink, the other in blood. In this autobiographical story, the fly represents Mansfield and her dead brother, Leslie, as well as the fate of all helpless victims.

Mansfield chose the name of Woodifield, a tubercular patient and friend of Ida Baker in a Swiss health resort, because of its similarity to “Fairfield” (the name she used in “Prelude”) and to Beauchamp (her real surname). The turning point of the story, which takes place in late autumn, occurs when old Woodifield reminds the prosperous and confident boss (based on Mansfield’s father, Harold Beauchamp) of their dead sons in Belgium and complains that the hôteliers near the cemetery are “trading on our feelings.” When Woodifield leaves, after making this shocking pronouncement, the boss locks himself in his office. He experiences extreme anguish because he can no longer feel grief for his dead son nor shed cathartic tears as he had done at the time of his death six years ago, when (like Woodifield) “he had left the office a broken man, with his life in ruins.”

The boss’s torture of the fly, a classic example of displaced aggression, is a sadistic attempt to reassert his own omnipotence. The fly’s plucky struggle to avoid suffocation symbolizes the destiny of mortals who think they have escaped horrible danger and are “ready for life,” but have actually lost divine protection and come under the influence of a malign will. When the boss finally kills the fly with the third ink blot, he drives out the demons of grief and guilt, and once again forgets his dead son. The greatness of this very short story derives from Mansfield’s ability to control and then detonate highly compressed emotion and to make the central symbol express a universal theme. Katherine Mansfield, a beautiful woman and immensely talented writer, died tragically at the age of thirty-four, just as she had finally achieved mastery of her art.


The Tiredness of Rosabel

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 window; 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 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 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 washstand. 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 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 around it, and then around your neck and ties in a bow under your chin, and the ends tuck into your belt—a decent-sized feather.”

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 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, realizing 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 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 realized 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.”

“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, 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.

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.


The Baron

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-recognizing-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 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, rabbitwise—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 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 silk-worm.

“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 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 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 “cure” 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 of us gathered together, we who were married exchanging confidences as to the underclothing and peculiar characteristics of our husbands, the unmarried discussing the overclothing 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 death-like silence.

He came in slowly, hesitated, took 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 Feldleutnantswitwe once before he goes.”

In the evening of that day it rained 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.

“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 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.




The Modern Soul

GOOD-EVENING,” said the Herr Professor, squeezing my hand; “wonderful weather! I 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 white-paper package in the tail pocket of his coat.

“Cherries,” he said, nodding and smiling. “There is nothing like cherries for producing free saliva after trombone playing, especially after Grieg’s ‘Iche 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 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 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 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 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 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 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 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 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 oftener he remarked to me, ‘England is merely an island of beef flesh swimming in a warm gulf stream 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, gnädige 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, “tonight it is 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 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 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,”—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 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 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 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 the 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 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 armchair replaced by a chaise longue; a young girl scratched a 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 furiously sapphic. And this is so remarkable—not only am I sapphic, I find in all the works of all the greatest 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’; is it 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, 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 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.

“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 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.

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

I wondered.


The Woman at the Store

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 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 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 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 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 for 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 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 “back yard,” 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 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 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 this time?”

“She couldn’t find this stuff. Oh, my shakes, you are smart!”

Jo had washed, combed his wet hair in a line 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 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
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