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Elizabeth Jolley (1923–2007) was born in Birmingham and brought up in a Quaker household. She moved to Australia in 1959 with her husband, who had a job as a librarian at the University of Western Australia. Although she was trained as a nurse, she had a series of jobs, including as a door-to-door saleswoman selling soaps, jelly crystals and liquid manure, and as a cleaning lady, many of which figured in her stories years later. 

In 1974 she began teaching creative writing at Fremantle Arts Centre, where her students included Tim Winton, and her first book, Five Acre Virgin and Other Stories, was published in 1976 when she was in her fifties. She went on to write six collections of short stories, fifteen novels and three works of non-fiction, becoming a critically acclaimed giant of Australian literature in the 1980s and 1990s, and winning numerous prizes including the Miles Franklin Award for The Well in 1986. Helen Garner, her long-time friend and correspondent, has described her as ‘one of our most daring writers’.
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For Leonard Jolley




INTRODUCTION

Elizabeth Jolley’s The Well might just be the best book you’ve never read. Set in rural Australia, this spiky novel is a pitch-black, pitch-perfect depiction of unspoken desire, jealousy and control, glimmering with pearls of tenderness, affection and fear of losing the one you love. 

At its heart, The Well is about a codependent relationship between two women: Miss Hester Harper, an eccentric lady of a certain age, and her vibrant young companion, Katherine. The pair live together in a cottage on the edge of Hester’s rundown farm, surrounded by endless wheat fields and sheep paddocks. They relish the isolation (‘Sometimes, though not very often, they thought about the outside world’) and spend their days cooking elaborate meals, sewing clothes for charity, singing and playing the guitar. In the summer, they sunbathe by the old well, and in the winter, they cosy up by the fire to read. They wash their morning cornflakes down with a decadent glass of champagne: their shared life is ‘all pleasure’, and Hester delights in spending money she doesn’t have on ensuring their every need is met. 

Except this isn’t quite true. As Katherine matures from a girl of sixteen to a woman of twenty-one, her aspirations begin to change, and the local community speculates over how much longer she intends to remain unmarried. Hester grows increasingly possessive of Katherine, and jealous of her relationship with Joanna, a distant correspondent who threatens to descend upon their queer-coded neverland and – at least in Hester’s imagination – drive a wedge between them: 

‘She pictured the two girls endlessly together, perhaps laughing about her behind her back; talking in low voices in their room at night – with the door closed so that she would hear their voices, intimate, with little bursts of mirth and affection from which she would be excluded.’ 

Katherine’s desires are fanciful and girlish: she dreams of dancing with John Travolta, watching American films at the drive-thru cinema, and – unfortunately for Hester – marriage. Hester’s appetites are more contained, and yet all the more consuming: she wants to continue her life with Katherine in blissful isolation – at any cost. 

We often think of unspoken – or even unacknowledged – queer desire as something hidden within the ubiquitous closet, buried deep within ourselves. In The Well, it’s the looming threat of encroaching heterosexuality that must be submerged. 

But even before we encounter Hester and Katherine’s uneasy idyll, Jolley plants the seeds of its disintegration. The Well opens right in the midst of the narrative, with a scene not entirely dissimilar to the inciting incident of the 1997 slasher I Know What You Did Last Summer: driving late one night on a desolate road, full of high spirits after an evening of champagne, potent sherry trifle and dancing, Katherine runs down a man out walking on the dark track. In a flash of unhinged inspiration, Hester responds as one must when the threat of the patriarchy encroaches upon your platonic lesbian peace: by dumping the body into a disused well on the edge of her property and pretending the whole thing never happened.

It feels part of Jolley’s sly humour that the well itself (‘the widened black hole’) is almost gynaecological in its symbolism, as well as a site of uncanny horror. Like Lucy Westenra, compelled into the velvet night by Count Dracula, Katherine finds herself drawn closer and closer to the well’s darkness: she tells an increasingly alarmed Hester that, against the odds, the stranger survived the accident, and promises to whisk her away from the farm and into a life of domesticity if Katherine frees him from his watery oubliette. 

What emerges from the deep depths of the well is not repressed homosexual desire, but the threat of imminent heterosexual conformity: for Katherine, this means a contradictory fear of men (‘I’m scared, Miss Harper. He’ll kill us both’) and the delusional promise of marriage. For Hester, the potential discovery of the body means only one thing: facing the consequences of their actions, losing her independence – and, ultimately, being separated from her beloved Katherine. As the rain begins to fall, the water levels within the well begin to rise, Katherine’s grip on reality appears to become increasingly slippery and Hester’s deepest secrets and darkest fears threaten to resurface – the reader is left to grapple with whose narrative, if any, we can trust.

A beloved literary figure in Australia, Elizabeth Jolley remains woefully undercelebrated in the UK. She grew up in Birmingham, where the ripe fragrance of the canals mingles with the chocolate-scented air of the Cadbury factory. She followed her husband to Australia in 1959 and spent nearly twenty years writing offbeat fiction that struggled to find a publisher, until her debut short-story collection, Five Acre Virgin and Other Stories, found a home with the Fremantle Arts Centre small press in 1977, when she was fifty-three. Success swiftly followed – The Well itself won the prestigious Miles Franklin Literary Award – and throughout her prolific writing career, Jolley often returned to the same themes: unconventional lives, repressed desire and transgressive relationships. 

As her presence bloomed within the public eye, Jolley remained fiercely private, often adopting – in the words of one literary biographer – a ‘dotty bag-lady persona’ at public appearances in lieu of sharing her true self with the world. Though queer characters recur throughout her fiction, her relationship to queerness remains ambiguous; in a 1987 piece in the Washington Post she offered only that ‘she cannot describe her view of homosexuality as a celebration’ and the rather melancholic assertion that queer love is ‘a very experimental, a very painful thing’ due to its apparent lack of longevity.

I can’t help but ruminate on this line, in which Hester considers why all the wives in the village are so eager to see Katherine married off: ‘People, Hester thought, who go to Church always want other people to go too. Vegetarians often tried to convert meat eaters. She supposed it was the same with marriage and childbirth. Women caught tried to ensure that others were similarly trapped.’ Seen from one angle The Well is a horror story; from another it is a vision of female escape. It offers a timeless blueprint of lesbian longing, an all-consuming but unspoken love concealed beneath a fig leaf of platonic companionship. Unpicking the stitches of compulsory heterosexuality is a common experience among queer women as we sew together a new understanding of who we are, who we love, and why some relationships are destined to remain on ice due to shame, uncertainty, fear of rejection and a desire to hold on to whatever relationship we have with the object of our affection. I like to think that Jolley’s work – playful, unsettling, weird – pulls at just those stitches.

As The Well receives a fresh lease of life and makes its way into the hands of new readers, I hope Jolley’s legacy gets the recognition it deserves. There’s a cruel humour to her prose (‘She longed to take Katherine in her arms and comfort her. The girl was clearly deranged by the experience. Apart from being unaccustomed to taking people in her arms in order to comfort them Hester was not sure it was the right way to deal with derangement’) that will appeal to the fan of Shirley Jackson, Daphne du Maurier and Caroline Blackwood. She’s the patron saint of outsiders, dealing often in the ugly and claustrophobic, the uncomfortable and acerbic – yet there’s so much beauty in the pages that follow this introduction. 

Perhaps, forty years after its first publication in 1986, The Well serves as a reminder that it’s possible to live authentically and have champagne with our cornflakes – if we focus on swimming towards our desires, instead of trapping our fears in a metaphorical well. It’s also a great reminder that if heteronormativity threatens to infiltrate our peace, the best course of action is put pedal to metal and try not to lose our minds as we accelerate towards liberation.

We have, as Hester says, such ‘a capacity for pleasure’ after all.

Alice Slater, 2026




‘What have you brought me, Hester? What have you brought me from the shop?’

‘I’ve brought Katherine, Father,’ Miss Harper said. ‘I’ve brought Katherine, but she’s for me.’

One night Miss Hester Harper and Katherine are driving home from a celebration, a party at the hotel in town, to which Miss Harper has been an unwilling guest. Katherine had wanted very much to go to the party. She is under the spell of a succession of film stars, the present one being John Travolta. She tries to walk exactly as he walks. Having seen every one of his films several times she is able to imagine herself, when dancing, as his chosen perpetual partner. Miss Harper, unable to refuse Kathy anything, has endured a long evening bearing at least two insults, one of these, because of the Peter Pan collar, laden with disturbing implication. She also suffered during the evening’s long drawn-out entertainment a renewal of the realisation of her own changed status brought about by recent events.

When the end finally came Katherine had insisted on driving. ‘You sit back Miss Harper, dear, and take a rest.’ She had covered Miss Harper’s bony knees with a cheerful tartan rug before taking her place behind the wheel. ‘If I’m to get my test next week Miss Harper, dear,’ her purring soft voice soothed, ‘I’d better get in some practice hadn’t I.’ With nimble fingers she had quickly taken the ignition key.

The two women do not speak much during the long drive home. At first it is a moonlight night, dry and clear. The chill air carries the fragrance of the ploughed earth. Liking this but wishing for the sharp scent of rain on the dusty paddocks Hester thinks to herself, not for the first time, that the nights in the wheat are either moonlit or quite black. As soon as she has this thought the moon seems to slide into a bank of ribbed dark cloud. Raising her eyebrows and shrugging her thin shoulders she settles herself more comfortably in the passenger seat.

Sometimes during the day, when making this long drive into town or from town, Hester thinks about walking instead of driving. Life would be changed completely if a person walked all the way. Sometimes, in the car, she feels tempted to get out and start walking. The road between the endless paddocks of wheat would lie before her quite deserted and she would accept a different view of time and journey. When walking like this, on and on, no one in the whole world could know where she was. The occupation of a small fragment of the earth is known only to the one person who is alone on it. She imagines the feeling of being unseen and not known about while standing in one isolated place. She would be small and safe walking and pausing to stand still low down under the immense clear blue sky. Perhaps, she thinks, her fear might disappear. It might dissolve, dissipate itself into the light, gently moving air.

Thoughts of walking do not accompany night driving, such ideas at the outset of a long drive in a remote place are best put out of the mind.

The only tolerable part of the evening, Hester reflects, was Kathy’s dancing. The girl’s energetic rhythmic movements and the yellow dress, in spite of Rosalie Borden’s unexpected attack, were by her perhaps one-sided standards, superb. She smiles to herself remembering the music and the dancing, Katherine forever imagining herself as John Travolta’s rightful partner. And then there was the sweetness of Katherine’s thoughtfulness, the way in which she put aside her own wishes to come over, knowing Hester’s weakness for sweet things.

‘Miss Harper, dear,’ she hears still the piping but gentle voice, ‘I thought you’d like the sherry trifle …’

Almost nodding off Hester gives way to some profound thoughts. ‘Life,’ she declares inside her head, ‘is like a wood heap. People do things to ameliorate and to alleviate. With one little detail after another people move through life. It is like taking wood from the heap, one log at a time to the fire, or in summer, the slow stacking of one log upon another when a wood pile is being moved or rebuilt.’ She yawns.

The road between black paddocks edged with the black shadows of the saltbush is flat and straight. Every now and then swirls of white mist come towards them and sometimes, when there is a dip in the road, they are completely enshrouded as if in a light white endlessly winding garment.

‘How the night can change,’ Hester says. The surrounding countryside, she adds, could seem desolate and frightening for anyone travelling especially if they had no home to go to. Katherine agrees saying that she for one would not want to drive the long road at night alone. ‘I’m so glad we’re together Miss Harper, dear,’ she says.

Pleasantly lulled with thoughts of Katherine’s happiness at the dance and with looking forward to her own warm bed and possibly because of the enormous, even when shared, plateful of sherry trifle Miss Harper sleeps. She hardly notices when they turn off the road onto the track. It seems, when she does rouse herself, that Kathy is driving too fast.

‘Katherine! Not so fast,’ she warns, ‘Katherine! I said, not so fast! Watch the track. You’re going too fast. Slow down Katherine! For heaven’s sake! Do be careful. You’ll have us over in the scrub if you’re not careful! Kathy! You’ll lose your licence before you get it!’

Katherine slows down, ‘I guess I’m still excited Miss Harper, dear,’ she says. ‘I’m real sorry if I scared you.’ She is, carefully, as American as possible especially with the word you. She chatters on telling Miss Harper how exciting it is that Joanna will be with them in time for the town fête. ‘Joanna,’ she reminds Hester, ‘is really looking forward to the visit. It was a real shame that she was three years in that place, only remand Miss Harper dear, because of her boyfriend, remember? And I’ve such a wonderful idea for our jam and pickle stall. Oh Miss Harper, dear, wait till you hear my idea … Joanna and I could be … Oh it’s all so Romantic Miss Harper, dear, it’s love interest!’ Katherine sighs, ‘Just right now I would so love to be getting married. A double wedding would be nice – Joanna and me both being married. Just think a long drive like this …’ she sighs again. For reply, Hester gives one of her snorts to which nothing more can be said. Joanna’s impending visit is just another detail in the wood heap which is life Miss Hester tells herself. She reminds herself, not for the first time, that she is wishing that something could recall Joanna to the safe place where she has been and that she, Hester, could manage to live very happily without this forthcoming visit, this apparently simple thing which carries so much complication.

‘Oh Miss Harper, dear,’ Katherine says after a short silence, ‘could I make some baby clothes for the fête, for our stall – you know little dresses, with smocking, and, I know, little bibs trimmed with lace, I know they’d sell.’

‘Babies eat their lace,’ Hester says grimly. ‘Keep your mind on the road please,’ she adds as Katherine pressing her foot harder on the accelerator causes the Toyota to leap on the track.

‘Katherine!’ Hester’s voice is tense. ‘Katherine we’re nearly at the bend. Slow down! I can see the bend. Slow down!’

‘Oh wasn’t it a lovely party,’ Katherine, in her piping voice, sings:


Dinga Donga Bella Yair Yair

Pussa inna wella Yair Yair Yair

Dinga Donga Bella Huh Huh Yair



‘Wow! Miss Harper! I sure enjoyed myself.’

‘I’m glad of it, Kathy,’ Miss Harper says, ‘but do for heaven’s sake slow down.’


Pussa inna wella

Hoohah putta inna Huh Huh Huh

Yair Yair Yair

Dinga Donga Bella Yair Yair …



‘Oh don’t keep singing that crazy song!’ Hester says crossly. ‘I can’t think how anyone could think a nursery rhyme could be a song for dancing – whatever that ridiculous thing, supposed to be a dance, was.’

‘Aw, you liked it, Miss Harper, dear, it was the pussycat freeze. Did you like it Miss Harper? You did, dear, didn’t you? Eh? Eh?’ Katherine presses her thumb on the horn. ‘And what about the breakdance huh? Eh?’

‘Stop the car Katherine, I’ll drive now.’

‘Weee-wopp-here we go! Nearly home, Miss Harper, dear. Nearly at the last bend. Oops – sorry! caught the bushes, hit a rock. Blast! Shit! Oops sorry Miss Harper, dear, hit the rocks again, always get that rock. I don’t hack it.’ Katherine laughs in a shrill voice. ‘I wish Joanna was here already. Wish you was here already Joanna. Joanna JOANNA.’

‘Look out! oh look out! There’s something on the track,’ Hester’s voice, shrieking, is hoarse with fear, ‘Look out. Oh God! The bend. Brake! Katherine! Brake! The bend. There’s someone there, someone on the track. For God’s sake, child brake!’

Hester stops shrieking suddenly as something hits the Toyota with a dull heavy thud. Katherine stops at once, the engine is still running. ‘But there’s never ever anyone on this track,’ she wails, ‘there’s never ever been anyone along here, not ever …’

Miss Hester grabs her stick and, with difficulty, she climbs out. Leaning heavily on the stick she makes her way to the front of the truck.

‘Turn off the lights,’ she says. ‘We don’t know if there’s anybody on the track.’ And then in a trembling low voice she calls softly, ‘It’s not a roo, Katherine. It’s not a roo. Don’t come out, it’s too horrible. We’ve caught something on the bar. Stay there where you are.’

Hester moves slowly round to Katherine’s side, ‘there’s only one thing to do,’ she says in the same low voice which is like a hoarse breaking whisper. ‘Stop crying! Stop making that noise. I want you to listen carefully and do everything I tell you. We’ve no choice. We’ve not got much time. Heaven knows there may be someone else around. We can’t know. Now come on. Drive slow. Slow as you can and as quiet as you can. We’re nearly in the yard. I’ll keep here alongside. When you get in the yard turn straight away and get the bar as close as you can to the well. Yes, I said the well. There’s nothing wrong with the Toyota, not yet, just get as near to the well as you can. Yes. I said the well …

Hester Harper was no longer young when her father, old Harper, died. In spite of a lame leg which caused her to walk awkwardly leaning on a stick, and in spite of her own advancing years, she decided that she would continue to run the property.

Following her father’s ways and wearing all the keys on a gold chain round her neck she concentrated on wheat and sheep; the sheep being able to feed extensively on the endless stretches of wheat stubble when there was very little else for them to eat.

The keys on their valuable mooring were not an ornament but were more of a reassurance. She wore them hidden beneath the bodice of her dress and was able to feel them, every minute of the day and night (when she was awake), nestling between her rather flat breasts. She did not wear rings or ornaments of any kind. Only the keys.

Some time before the death of her father Miss Harper had impulsively taken, partly out of pity and partly from fancy, a young girl, an orphan to live at the farm.

She thought she had never seen the girl in the shop before and was about to ask who she was. The fair-haired girl, though quite pretty, was thin and she had a white face with an anxious, almost squinting, expression. It was the sight of the white face in the gloomy back regions of the shop which caused Miss Harper to want to ask her question.

‘Exotic dancers!’ Indignation burst from Mrs Grossman, the wife of the storekeeper. ‘I ask you! Just you take a look at that out there chalked up on the board for all to see,’ she snorted. ‘Leather and lace counter lunches, I axe you, see-through bar maids, I axe you who wants to see through to that lot’s underwear and worse. It’s disgusting! Mr Grossman would rather sit hisself up in the back shed with his lunch in a bag nor have it looking at all that lot. I’ll give them fashion revue counter lunches! Whatever next! Leather! Lace!’ her face took on a purple shade.

‘Since Mr Grossman lives so close,’ Miss Harper dismissed the pure-minded lunch eater from his upturned oil drum in the shed, ‘next to the hotel, in fact, surely,’ she said, ‘surely he can have his lunch here at home. He doesn’t need to go to the hotel.’ She paused waiting till Mrs Grossman’s surprised eyelids had stopped their rapid blinking and then asked her question.

‘Oh Kathy,’ Mrs Grossman, turning her mind with force from the proposed entertainment next door, said, ‘yes, Kathy, she’s a good girl, good as they come but she’s to go back to the Home next week. The Orphanage. Mr Grossman hasn’t the business, you see, to keep her.’ She lowered her voice, ‘Orphans eat you out of the house, you see. And, well, we haven’t the trade to keep on a girl.’

‘Why did you get her in the first place?’ Miss Harper, the daughter of the largest surrounding landscape, demanded. It was her way to be brusque, she knew no other way, and, being kind hearted, she was generous to those less well off and she enjoyed, fully, the respect of the community.

‘Well Miss Harper it was this way,’ Mrs Grossman said as her deft hands folded the tops of packets. ‘Kathy!’ she called, ‘slip up the yard and ask Mr Grossman to get Miss Harper’s kero.’ She turned back to her customer. ‘As I said she’s from the Home, the Orphanage and the Whites had her out at their place to help with the children. She’s a good girl, Mrs White says so, but as you know Whites have sold up and they’re leaving for England so I said I’d take Kathy but now Mr Grossman says no and when he says no he means it. I’m sorry about it but there it is, there’s very little work Miss Harper, to be had in these parts. As it is, our young folk have to go to the city …’ Mrs Grossman rumbled on. Hester Harper waited for her goods to be stowed in the compact little station wagon she drove and then said if this Kathy would get her things she would take her home with the shopping. ‘I will inform the Orphanage of my decision,’ she said, ‘if Kathy suits me and if she agrees to it she can stay.’

Mrs Grossman was suitably deferential. She accompanied Miss Harper into the street.

‘Any time, Miss Harper,’ she said, ‘if as you shouldn’t feel like coming in to town. You have only to send in a note with one of the men and Mr Grossman will be only too pleased to oblige. Mr Grossman will bring you anything you need, just you …’

Thank you Mrs Grossman.’ Miss Harper tossed her stick letting it leave her hand as if it were a spear into the long back of her station wagon. She drew on her leather gloves, ‘but I am quite able to come to town as often as I need,’ she said. ‘There you are then Kathy, dear,’ Mrs Grossman said quickly hiding her own slack blushing throat in capable hands. ‘Don’t keep Miss Harper waiting. Jump in quick! There, hold your bag on your lap, that’s a good girl.’

Before Katherine could make a suitable reply Miss Harper had started her engine and the roar made conversation impossible.

Old Mr Harper and Mr Bird, who was younger than Mr Harper, were sitting together on the west verandah of the house when Hester arrived home.

‘What have you brought me then?’ her father, holding his whisky towards the setting sun, said as if asking for chocolate biscuits or sweets supposedly hidden in the groceries being unpacked.

‘I’ve brought Katherine, father,’ Miss Harper said, indicating with a toss of her head where Katherine should put the sack of sugar she was dragging across the boards. ‘But she’s for me,’ she added.

‘Let’s have a good look at you Kathy,’ Mr Harper said, ‘let’s see if your legs are good.’ He poked his stick under her skirt flipping the material up. ‘Give her a pinch,’ he said to Mr Bird, ‘on the bottom,’ he added. Mr Bird, grinning, leaned forward making a pecking movement with his thumb and forefinger but Kathy, who was nimble, jumped aside.

The men laughed. ‘How old are you m’dear?’ Mr Harper wanted to know.

‘I’ll be sixteen in July,’ Katherine, in a prim voice, replied. ‘It’s only father’s way,’ Miss Harper said later, ‘never mind him! I hope you will be happy and comfortable,’ she said as she showed Katherine the room she could have for herself. 

‘Oh, Miss Harper I will. Thank you – thank you.’ The girl turned from the room to the doorway where Hester Harper leaned sideways on her ugly stick and, skipping across the carpet towards her, she hugged and kissed her. Miss Harper, taken aback for no one had kissed her for more years than she could remember, said, ‘When you’re ready I’ll show you over the house and explain your duties.’ She spoke stiffly because the kiss delivered in this calf-like manner had surprised, even shocked her. For some time afterwards she kept putting her hand to her cheek where the feeling of being kissed lingered pleasantly.

During the evening Hester wanted to enjoy her new acquisition. She felt a need to initiate the girl, to show her something of their life. She played the piano thumping the keys rather as that was her way of playing. She sang some Schubert Lieder in an untrained contralto. She loved these songs, they belonged to a happy time when she was a girl. In her head the songs were perfect. The sounds which emerged bore no relation to this perfection but she did not mind this. The perfection somewhere inside her was enough. She was pleased to see that Katherine sat as if transfixed by the music. It did not occur to her to question whether the girl really enjoyed the performance or whether she simply pretended to while old Mr Harper dozed and Mr Bird sat politely by the fire.

Carried away by the success of her little programme Hester embarked on Brahms, the four serious songs, explaining to Katherine with considerable fervour something of their source.

‘Some verses in Ecclesiastes,’ she said. ‘I expect you know them; For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts …’ she sang, ‘even one thing befalleth them; as the one dieth, so dieth the other.’ She turned the page of the music, peering at it and humming while she tried to remember the words. Her fingers fumbled over the piano till she found the right notes. ‘Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth … Unter die Erde …’ She began to remember the German, not sure if she had made a mistake, unable to remember if the earth was masculine, feminine or something between the two. She was surprised as she repeated Unter die Erde that her voice could reach such low notes and be so charged with emotion. Surprising too was the sudden memory of the pictures she had fitted to the song when she was a child. Unable then to understand completely she had made secret pictures for herself of water flowing far down under the ground; water seeping over smooth rocks and gathering in small underground pools to swell little rivulets moistening the dark soil in which the mysterious roots of the reeds and the trees found their nourishment. The same images came to her now after all the years in particular when she let her voice go down, as it were, under the earth.

Katherine’s ability and willingness in the household gave Hester more time for attending to the business side of the property. But almost at once Hester, who enjoyed teaching Katherine to cook, began to avoid, whenever she could, the work of running the business. She enjoyed spinning and weaving and making clothes and, as in cooking, Katherine was quick to learn. Keeping up the ways of her grandmother Hester regularly made clothes for the children of poor families. The two of them working together were able to supply a double quantity, Katherine finding that she too loved sewing and was wonderfully neat with buttonholes and putting in zip fasteners.

They began to provide music together. Hester, peering short-sightedly at ancient copies of songs, played the piano and Katherine, who had a piping but sweet voice, sang. Often they were not in time with one another. Hester banged and crashed the keys together making the most grating discord and Katherine sang flat but neither Mr Harper nor Mr Bird, who often stayed on in the evenings, were critical.

Hester was completely happy having Katherine. She began to move more easily, swiftly even, on her English walking stick. It was imported specially having a singular gracefulness of its own, only becoming ugly, she realised, when in partnership with her own deformity. Without a stick, this stick, she was helpless. She never tried to do anything without it. She planned to herself how she would keep Katherine, perhaps travel with
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