Life of Ma Parker

When the literary gentleman, whose flat old Ma Parker cleaned every
Tuesday, opened the door to her that morning, he asked after
her grandson. Ma Parker stood on the doormat inside the dark little
hall, and she stretched out her hand to help her gentleman shut
the door before she replied. “We buried “im yesterday, sir,’ she said
quietly.

‘Oh, dear me! I'm sory to hear that,’ said the literary gentleman in a
shocked tone. He was in the middle of his breakfast. He wore a very
shabby dressing-gown and carried a crumpled newspaper in one hand.
But he felt awkward. He could hardly go back to the warm siting-room
without saving something — something more. Then because these people
set such store by funerals he said kindly, ‘I hope the funeral went off all
right” ;

‘Beg parding, sir?’ said old Ma Parker huskily.

Poor old bird! She did look dashed. ‘1 hope the funeral was 2 —2 —
success,’ said he. Ma Parker gave no answer. She bent her head and
hobbled off to the kitchen, clasping the old fish bag that held her cleaning
things and an apron and a pair of felt shoes. The literary gentleman
raised his evebrows and went back to his breakfast.

“Overcome, 1 suppose,” he said aloud, helping himself to the mar-
malade.

Ma Parker drew the two jetty spears out of her toque and hung it
~ behind the door. She unhooked her worn jacket and hung that up too.
Then she tied her apron and sat down to take off her boots. To take off
her boots or to put them on was an agony to her, but it had been an
agony for years. In fact, she was so accustomed to the pain that her face
was drawn and screwed up ready for the twinge before she’d so much
as untied the laces. That over, she sat back with a sigh and softly rubbed
her knees .. .

“Gran! Gran"” Her little grandson stood on her lap in his button boots.
He’d just come in from playing in the strect.
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3 §
‘Look what a state you’ve made your gran’s skirt into — you wicked
boy!’ :

But he put his arms round her neck and rubbed his cheek against
hers.

‘Gran, gi’ us a penny!” he coaxed.

“Be off with you; Gran ain’t got no pennies.’

“Yes, you ‘ave.

“No, 1 ain’t’

“Yes, vou “ave. Gi’ us one!’

Already she was feeling for the old, squashed, black leather pursc.'

Well, what'll vou give vour gran?’

He gave a shy little laugh and pressed closer. She felt his evelid
quivering against her cheek. ‘I ain’t got nothing,’ he murmured . ..

The old woman sprang up, seized the iron kettle off the gas stove and
took it over to the sink. The noise of the water drumming in the kettie
deadened her pain, it seemed. She filled the pail, too, and the washing-up
bowl.

It would take a whole book to describe the state of that kitchen.
During the week the literary genteman ‘did’ for himself. Thar is to say,
he emptied the tea leaves now and again into a jam jar set aside for that
purpose, and if he ran out of clean forks he wiped over one or two on
the roller towel. Otherwise, as he explained to his friends, his ‘svstem’
was quite simple, and he couldn’t understand why people made all this
fuss about housekeeping.

“You simply dirty everything you’ve got, get a hag in once a week to
clean up, and the thing’s done.’

The result looked like a gigantic dustbin. Even the floor was littered
with toast crusts, envelopes, cigarette ends. But Ma Parker bore him no
grudge. She pitied the poor young gentleman for having no one to look
afrer him. Out of the smudgy little window you could see an immense
expanse of sad-looking sky, and whenever there were clouds they looked
very worn, old clouds, frayed at the edges, with holes in them, or dark

_stains like tea.

While the water was heating, Ma Parker began sweeping the floor.
Yes,’ she thought, as the broom knocked, ‘what with one thing and
another I've had my share. I've had a hard life.”

Even the neighbours said that of her. Many a time, hobbling home
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with her fish bag, she heard them, waiting at the corner, or leaning over
the area railings, sav among themselves, ‘She’s had a hard life, has Ma
Parker.” And it was so true she wasn’t in the least proud of it. It was just
as if you were to say she lived in the basement-back at Number 27. A
hard life! . . .

At sixteen she’d left Stratford and come up to London as kitching-
maid. Yes, she was born in Stratford-on-Avon. Shakespeare, sir?' No,
people were always arsking her about him. But she’d never heard his
name until she saw it on the theatres.

Nothing remained of Stratford except that ‘sitting in the fireplace of
a evening you could see the stars through the chimley,” and ‘Mother
always ’ad ’er side of bacon ‘anging from the ceiling” And there was
something — a bush, there was — at the front door, that smelt ever so
nice. But the bush was verv vague. She’d onlv remembered it once or
twice in the hospital, when she’d been taken bad.

That was a dreadful place — her first place. She was never allowed
out. She never went upstairs except for pravers morning and evening.
It was a fair cellar. And the cook was a cruel woman. She used to snatch
away her letters from home before she’d read them, and throw them in
the range because they made her dreamy ... And the beedles! Would
vou believe it? — until she came to London she’d never seen a black
beedle. Here Ma always gave a little laugh, as though — not to have seen
a black beedle! Well! It was as if to say you’d never seen your own
ol :

When that family was sold up she went as ‘help’ to a doctor’s house,
and after two years there, on the run from morning till night, she married
her husband. He was a baker.

‘A baker, Mrs Parker!” the literary gentleman would say. For occasion-
ally he laid aside his tomes and lent an ear, at least, to this product called
Life. It must be rather nice to be married to a baker!”

Mrs Parker didn’t look so sure.

‘Such 2 clean trade,’ said the gentleman.

Mrs Parker didn’t look convinced.

‘And didn’t you like handing the new loaves to the customers?’

“Well, sir,” said Mrs Parker, ‘I wasn’t in the shop above a great deal.
We had thirteen little ones and buried seven of them. If it wasn’t the
"ospital it was the infirmary, you might say!’
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“You might, indeed, Mrs Parker!” said the gentleman, shuddering, and
taking up his pen again. =

Yes, seven had gone, and while the six were still small her husband
was taken ill with consumption. It was flour on the lungs, the doctor
told her at the time . . . Her husband sat up in bed with his shirt pulled
over his head, and the doctor’s finger drew a circle on his back.

“Now, if we were to cut him open /ere, Mrs Parker,” said the doctor,
‘youd find his lungs chock-a-block with white powder. Breathe, my
good fellow!” And Mrs Parker never knew for certain whether she saw
or whether she fancied she saw a great fan of white dust come out of
her poor dear husband’s lips . . . :

But the struggle she’d had to bring up those six little children and
keep herself to herself. Terrible it had been! Then, just when they were
old enough to go to school her husband’s sister came to stop with them
to help things along, and she hadn’t been there more than two months
when she fell down a flight of steps and hurt her spine. And for five
vears Ma Parker had another baby — and such a one for crying! — to look
after. Then voung Maudie went wrong and took her sister Alice with
her: the two boys emigrimated, and young Jim went 10 India with the
army, and Ethel, the youngest, married 2 good-for-nothing lirtle waiter
who died of ulcers the vear lirtle Lennie was born. And now lirde Lennie
— my grandson . . .

The piles of dirty cups, dirty dishes, were washed and dried. The
ink-black knives were cleaned with a piece of potato and finished off
with a piece of cork. The table was scrubbed, and the dresser and the
sink that had sardine tails swimming in it ..

He'd never been a strong child — never from the first. He'd been one
of those fair babies that evervbody took for a girl. Silvery fair curls he
had, blue eyes, and a litde freckle like a diamond on one side of his nose.
The trouble she and Ethel had had to rear that child! The things out of
the newspapers they tried him with! Every Sunday morning Ethel would
read dloud while Ma Parker did her washing.

‘Dear Sir, — Just a line to let you know my little Myrtl was laid out
. for dead . . . After four bottils . .. gained 8 Ibs. in 9 weeks, and is still
putting it on.

_ And then the egg-cup of ink would come off the dresser and the letter
would be written, and Ma would buy a postal order on her way to work
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next morning. But it was no use. Nothing made litde Lennie put it on.
Taking him to the cemetery, even, never gave him a colour; a nice
shake-up in the bus never improved his appetite.

But he was gran’s boy from the first . ..

“Whose boy are you?” said old Ma Parker, straightening up from the
stove and going over to the smudgy window. And a little voice, s0 warm,
so close, it half stified her —it seemed to be in her breast under her heart
— laughed out, and said, T'm gran’s boy!’

At that moment there was a sound of steps, and the literary gentleman
appeared, dressed for walking.

“Oh, Mrs Parker, 'm going out.’

“Very good, sir.”

‘And you’ll ind your half-crown in the tray of the inkstand.’

“Thank you, sit.”

‘Oh, by the way, Mrs Parker,’ said the literary gentleman quickly, ‘vou
didn’t throw away any cocoa last tme you were here — did you?’

“No, sir.”

“Very strange. I could have sworn I left a teaspoonful of cocoa in the
Gin.’ He broke off. He said softly and firmly, “You'll always tell me when
you throw things away — won’t you, Mrs Parker?’ And he walked off
very well pleased with himself, convinced, in fact, he’d shown Mrs Parker
that under his apparent carelessness he was as vigilant as a wornan.

The door banged. She took her brushes and cloths into the bedroom.
But when she began to make the bed, smoothing, tucking, patting, the
thought of litde Lennie was unbearable. Why did he have to suffer so?
That's what she couldn’t understand. Why should a little angel child
have to arsk for his breath and fight for it? There was no sense in making
a child suffer like that.

.. From Lennie’s little box of a chest there came 2 sound as though
something was boiling. There was 2 great Jump of something bubbling
in his chest that he couldn’t get rid of. When he coughed the sweat
sprang out on his head; his eyes bulged, his hands waved, and the great
lump bubbled as a potato knocks in a saucepan. But what was more
awful than all was when he didn’t cough he sat against the pillow and
never spoke or answered, or even made as if he heard. Only he looked
offended. ,

“It’s not vour poor old gran’s doing it, my lovey, said old Ma Parker,
patting back the damp hair from his little scarlet ears. But Lennie moved
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his head and edged away. Dreadfully offended with her he looked — and
solemn. He bent his head and lovked at her sideways as though he
couldn’t have believed it of his gran.

But at the last ... Ma Parker threw the counterpane over the bed.
No, she simply cculdn’t think about it. It was too much — she’d had too
much in her life to bear. She’d borne it till now, she’d kept herself to
herself, and never once had she been seen to cry. Never by a living soul.
Not even her own children had seen Ma break down. She’d kept a proud
face always. But now! Lennie gone — what had she? She had nothing.
He was all she’d got from life, and now he wzs took too. Why must it
all have happened to me? she wondered. “What have I done?” said old
Ma Parker. “What have 1 done?’

As she said those words she suddenly let fall her brush. She found
herself in the kitchen. Her misery was so terrible that she pinned on her
hat, put on her jacket and walked out of the flat like a persor in a dream.
She did not know what she was doing. She was like a person so dazed
by the horror of what has happened that he walks away — anywhere, as
though by walking away he could escape . . .

It was cold in the street. There was 2 wind like ice. People went flitting
by, very fast; the men walked like scissors; the women trod like cats.
And nobody knew — nobody cared. Even if she broke down, if at last,
after all these years, she were to cry, she’d find herself in the lock-up as
like as not.

But at the thought of crving it was as though little Lennie leapt in his
gran’s arms. Ah, that’s what she wants to do, my dove. Gran wants to
cry. 1f she could only cry now, cry for a long time, over everything,
beginning with her first place and the cruel cook, going on to the doctor’s,
and then the seven little ones, death of her husband, the children’s
leaving her, and zll the years of misery that ied up to Lennie. But to
have a proper cry over all these things weuld take a long time. All the
same,-the tinie for it had come. She must do it. She couldn’t put it off
any longer; she couldr.’t wait any more . .. Where could she go?

. ‘She’s had a hard life, has Ma Parker.” Yes, a hard life, indeed! Her
chin began to remble; there was no time to lose. But where? Where?

She couldn’t go home; Ethel was there. It would frighten Ethel out
of her life. She couldn’t sit on a bench anywhere; people would come
* arsking her questdons. She couldn’t possibly go back to the gentieman’s
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flat; she had no right to cry in strangers” houses. If she sat on some steps
a policeman would speak to her. )

Oh, wasn’t there anywhere where she could hide and keep herself to
herself and stay as long as she liked, not disturbing anybody, and nobody
worrving her? Wasn't there anywhere in the world where she could have
her cry out — at last?

Ma Parker stood, looking up and down. The icy wind blew out her
apron into a balloon. And now it began to rain. There was nowhere.



Marriage a'la Mode

On his way to the station William remembered with a fresh pang of
disappointment that he was taking nothing down to the kiddies. Poor
little chaps! It was hard lines on them. Their first words always were as
they ran to greet him, “What have you got for me, daddy?’ and he had
nothing. He would have to buy them some sweets at the station. But
that was what he had done for the past four Saturdays; their faces had
fallen last time when they saw the same old boxes produced again.

And Paddy had said, ‘T had red ribbing on mine bee-fore!”

And Johnny had said, ‘It’s always pink on mine. I hate pink.’

But what was William to do? The affair wasn’t so easily sertled. In the
old days, of course, he would have taken a axi off to a decent toyshop
and chosen them something in five minutes. But nowadays they had
Russian tovs, French toys, Serbian toys — toys from God knows where.
Tt was over a vear since Isabel had scrapped the old donkeys and engines
and so on because they were so ‘dreadfully sentimental’ and ‘so appallingly
bad for the babies’ sense of form.’

‘It’s so important,’ the new Isabel had explained, ‘that they should
like the right things from the verv beginning. It saves so much dme later
on. Really, if the poor pets have to spend their infant vears staring at
these horrors, one can imagine them growing up and asking to be taken
to the Royal Academy.’

And she spoke as though a visit to the Royal Academy was certain
immediate death to anyone . ..

Well, I don’t know,” said William slowly. “When I was their age 1 used

to go to bed hugging an old towel with 2 knot in it
" The new Isabel looked at him, her eyes narrowed, her lips apart.
“Dear William! I'm sure you did"” She laughed in the new way.
. Sweets it would have to be, however, thought William gloomily, fishing
in his pocket for change for the taxi-man. And he saw the kiddies handing
the boxes round — they were awfully generous little chaps — while Isabel’s
precious friends didn’t hesitate to help themselves . ...
What about fruit? William hovered before a stall just inside the station.
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What about a melon each? Would they have to share that, too? Or a
pineapple for Pad, and a melon for Johnny? Isabel’s friends could hardly
go sneaking up to the nursery at the children’s meal-times. All the same,
as he bought the melon William had a horrible vision of one of Isabel’s
young poets lapping up' a slice, for some reason, behind the nursery
door. )

With his two very awkward parcels he strode off to his train. The
platform was crowded, the train was in. Doors banged open and shut.
There came such a loud hissing from the engine that people looked
dazed as they scurried to and fro. William made straight for a first-class
smoker, stowed away his suitcase and parcels, and taking a huge wad of
papers out of his inner pocket, he flung down in the corner and began
to read.

‘Our client moreover is positive . . . We are inclined to reconsider . . .
in the event of —* Ah. that was berter. William pressed back his flartened
hair and stretched his legs across the carriage floor. The familiar dull
gnawing in his breast quietened down. ‘With regard to our decision -’
He took out a blue pencil and scored a paragraph slowly.

Two men came in, stepped across him, and made for the farther
corner. A voung fellow swung his golf clubs into the rack and sat down
opposite. The train gave a gente lurch, they were off. William glanced
up and saw the hot, bright station slipping away. A red-faced girl raced
along by the carriages, there was something strained and almost desperate
in the way she waved and called. ‘Hysterical”” thought William dully.
Then a greasy, black-faced workman at the end of the platform grinned
at the passing train. And William thought, A filthy life!” and went back
to his papers.

When he looked up again there were fields, and beasts standing for
shelter under the dark trees. A wide river, with naked children splashing
in the shallows, glided into sight and was gone again. The sky shone
pale, and -one bird drifted high like a dark fleck in a jewel.

“We have examined our client’s correspondence files ...” The last
sentence he had read echoed in his mind. “We have examined . . " William
hung on to that sentence, but it was no good; it snapped in the middle,
and the fields, the sky, the sailing bird, the water, all said, ‘Isabel.’” The
same thing happened every Saturday afternoon. When he was on his
way to meet Isabel there began those countless imaginary meetings. She
was at the station, standing just a little apart from everybody clse; she
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was sitting in the open taxi outside; she was at the garden gate; walking
across the parched grass; at the door, or just inside the hall '

And her clear, light voice said, It’'s William,” or ‘Hillo, William!" or
o William has come?” He touched her cool hand, her cool cheek.

The exquisite freshness of Isabel! When he had been 2 little boy, it
was his delight to run into the garden after a shower of rain and shake
the rose-bush over him. Isabel was that rose-bush, petal-soft, sparkling
and cool. And he was still that litdle boy. But there was no running into
the garden now, no laughing and shaking. The dull, persistent gnawing
in his breast started again. He drew up his legs, tossed the papers aside,
and shut his eves.

“What is it, Isabel? What is it?” he said tenderly. They were in their
bedroom in the new house. Isabel sat on a painted stool before the
dressing-table that was strewn with little black and green boxes.

What is what, William?* And she bent forward, and hes fine light hair
fell over her cheeks.

‘Ah, vou know!” He stood in the middle of the strange room and he
felt a stranger. At that Isabel wheeled round quickly and faced him.

‘Oh, William!” she cried imploringly, and she held up the hairbrush.
‘Please! Please don’t be so dreadfully stuffv and — tragic. You're always
saving or looking or hinting that I've changed. Just because I’ve got 10
know really congenial people, and go about more, and am frightfully
keen on — on everything, vou behave as though I'd - Isabel tossed back
her hair and laughed — ‘killed our love or something. It’s so awfully
absurd’ — she bit her lip — ‘and it’s so maddening, William. Even this
new house and the servants vou grudge me.’

‘1sabel!’

“Yes, ves, it’s true in a way,” said Isabel quickly. “You think they are
another bad sign. Oh, I know you do. I feel it,” she said softly, ‘every
time you come up the stairs. But we couldn’t have gone on living in that
other poky little hole, William. Be practical, at least! Why, there wasn’t
enough room for the babies even.’

No, it was true. Every morning when he came back from chambers
_ it was to find the babies with Isabel in the back drawing-room. They
were having rides on the leopard skin thrown over the sofa back, or
they were playing shops with Isabel’s desk for a counter, or Pad was
sitting on the hearthrug rowing away for dear life with a little brass
* fire-shovel, while Johnny shot at pirates with the tongs. Every evening
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they each had a pick-a-back up the narrow stairs to their fat old Nanny.

Yes, he supposed it was a poky little house. A little white house with
blue curtains and a window-box of petunias. William met their friends
at the door with ‘Seen our petunias? Pretty terrific for London, don’t
you think?’

But the imbecile thing, the absolutely extraordinary thing was that he
hadn’t the slightest idea that Isabel wasn’t as happy as he. God, what
blindness! He hadn’t the remotest notion in those days that she really
hated that inconvenient little house, that she thought the fat Nanny was
ruining the babies, that she was desperately lonely, pining for new people
and new music and pictures and so on. If they hadn’t gone to that studio
party at Moira Morrison’s' — If Moira Morrison hadn’t said as they were
leaving, ‘I’'m going to rescue your wife, selfish man. She’s like an exquisite
lirde Titania’ — if Isabel hadn’t gone with Moira to Pars — if —if ...

The train stopped at another station. Bettingford. Good heavens!
They’d be there in ten minutes. William stuffed the papers back into his
pockets; the young man opposite had long since disappeared. Now the
other two got out. The late afternoon sun shone on women in cotton
frocks and litde sunburnt, barefoot children. It blazed on a silky vellow
flower with coarse leaves which sprawled over a bank of rock. The air
ruffling through the window smelled of the sea. Had Isabel the same
crowd with her this weekend, wondered William?

And he remembered the holidays they used to have, the four of them,
with a little farm girl, Rose, to look after the babies. Isabel wore a jersey
and her hair in a plait; she looked about fourteen. Lord! how his nose
used to peell And the amount they ate, and the amount they slept in
that immense feather bed with their feet locked together . .. William
couldn’t help 2 grim smile as he thought of Isabel’s horror if she knew
the full extent of his sentmentality. '

‘Hillo, William!’ She was at the station after all, standing just as he
had imagined, apart from the others, and — William’s heart leapt — she
was alone.

‘Hallo, Isabel”” William stared. He thought she looked so beautiful
that he had to say something, “You look very cool’

‘Do I?’ said Isabel. ‘] don’t feel very cool. Come along, vour horrid
old train is late. The taxi’s outside.” She put her hand lightly on his arm
as they passed the ticket collector. “We've all come to meet you,” she
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said. ‘But we’ve left Bobby Kane at the sweet shop, to be called for.’

‘Oh!’ said William. It was all he could say for the moment.

There in the glare waited the taxi, with Bill Hunt and Dennis Green
sprawling on one side, their hats tilted over their faces, while on the
other, Moira Mortison, in 2 bonnet like a huge strawberry, jumped up
and down, '

‘No ice! No ice! No ice!” she shouted gaily.

And Dennis chimed in from under his hat. ‘Onf/y to be had from the
fishmonger’s.’

And Bill Hunt, emerping, added, “With whole fish in it

‘Oh, what a bore!” wailed Isabel. And she explained to William how
they had been chasing round the town for ice while she waited for him.
‘Simply everything is running down the steep cliffs into the sea, beginning
with the burter.” '

“We shall have to anoint ourselves with the butter,’ said Dennis. ‘May
thy head, William, lack not cintment.’

‘Look here, said William, ‘how are we going 1o sit? I'd better get up
by the driver.

‘No, Bobby Kane’s by the driver,” said Isabel ‘You're to sit berween
Moira and me.” The taxi started. “What have vou got in those mysterious
parcels?”’

‘De-cap-it-ated heads!” said Bill Hunt, shuddenng beneath his hat.

‘Oh, fruit!” Isabel sounded very pleased. “Wise William! A melon and
a pineapple. How too nice!’

‘No, wait a bit, said William, smiling. But he really was anxious. ‘I
brought them down for the kiddies.’

‘Oh, my dear!” Isabel laughed, and slipped her hand through his arm.
“They'd be rolling in agonies if they were to eat them. No’ — she patted
his hand - ‘you must bring them something next time. I refuse to part
with my pineapple.’

‘Cruel Isabel! Do let me smell it!" said Moira. She flung her arms
across-William appealingly. ‘Oh!" The strawberry bonnet fell forward:
she sounded quite faint.

. ‘Aladyin Love with a Pine-apple,” said Dennis, as the taxi drew up
before a little shop with a striped blind. Out came Bobby Kane, his arms
full of little packets. :

‘1 do hope they’ll be good. I’ve chosen them because of the colours.

" There are some round things which really look too divine. And just look
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at this nougat,” he cried ecstatically, ‘just look at it! It’s a perfect lirtle
ballet!”

But at that moment the shopman appeared. ‘Oh, 1 forgot. They’re
none of them paid for,” said Bobby, looking frightened. Isabel gave the
shopman a note, and Bobby was radiant again. ‘Hallo, William! I'm
sitting by the driver.” And bare-headed, all in white, with his sleeves
rolled up to the shoulders, he leapt into his place. ‘Avand!” he cried . ..

After tea the.others went off to bathe, while William stayved and made
his peace with the kiddies. But Johnny and Paddy were asleep, the
rose-red glow had paled, bats were fiving, and sdll the bathers had not
returned. As William wandered downstairs, the maid crossed the hall
carrying a lamp. He followed her into the sitting-room. It was a long
room, coloured vellow. On the wall opposite William someone had
painted a young man, over life-size, with verv wobbly legs, offering a
wide-eved daisv to a voung woman who had one very short arm and
one very long, thin one. Over the chairs and sofa there hung strips of
black material, covered with big splashes like broken eggs, and evervwhere
one looked there seemed to be an ashrray full of cigarerte ends. William
sat down in one of the armchairs. Nowadays, when one felr with one
hand down the sides, it wasn't to come upon a sheep with three legs or
a cow that had lost one hom, or a very fat dove out of the Noah's Ark.
One fished up vet another litde paper-covered book of smudged-looking
poems . . . He thought of the wad of papers in his pocket, but he was 00
hungrv and dred to read. The door was open; sounds came from the
kirchen. The servants were talking as if they were alone in the house.
Suddeniy there came a loud screech of laughter and an equally loud ‘Sh!’
They had remembered him. William got up and went through the french
windows into the garden, and as he stood there in the shadow he heard
the bathers coming up the sandy road; their voices rang through the quiet.

‘1 think it’s up to Moira to use her litde arrs and wiles.

A tragic moan from Moira.

“We ought to have a gramophone for the weekends that plaved “The
Maid of the Mountains.”’

‘Oh no! Oh no!” cried Isabel’s voice. “That’s not fair to William. Be
nice to him, my children! He’s only staving until tomorrow evening.’

‘Leave him to me,” cried Bobby Kane. ‘I'm awfully good ar looking
after people.’

The gate swung open and shut. William moved on the terrace; they
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had seen him. ‘Hallo, William!” And Bobby Kane, flapping his towel,
began to leap and pirouette on the parched lawn. “Pity you didn’t come,
William. The water was divine. And we all went to a little pub afterwards
and had sloe gin”’

The others had reached the house. ‘I say, Isabel,’ called Bobby, ‘would
you like me to wear my Nijinsky dress tonight?™

“No,” said Isabel, ‘nobody’s going to dress. We’re all starving. William’s
starving, too. Come along, mes amis, let’s begin with sardines.’

‘I've found the sardines,’ said Moira, and she ran into the hall, holding
a box high in the air.

‘A Lady with 2 Box of Sardines,’ said Dennis gravely.

Well, William, and how’s London?’ asked Bill Hunt, drawing the cork
out of a bottde of whisky.

‘Oh, London’s not much changed,” answered William.

‘Good old London,’ said Bobby, verv hearty, spearing a sardine.

But 2 moment later William was forgotten. Moira Morrison began
wondering what colour one’s legs really were under water.

‘Mine are the palest, palest mushroom colour.”

Bill and Dennis ate enormously. And Isabel filled glasses, and changed
plates, and found matches, smiling blissfully. At one moment she said,
‘I do wish, Bill, you’d paint it.’

“Paint what?’ said Bill loudly, stuffing his mouth with bread.

“Us,” said Isabel, ‘round the table. It would be so fascinating in twenty
vears’ ume.’
~ Bill screwed up his eyes and chewed. ‘Light’s wrong,” he said rudely,
‘“far too much yellow’; and went on eating. And that seemed to charm
Isabel, too.

But after supper they were all so tired they could do nothing but yawn
untl it was late enough to go to bed . ..

It was not until William was waiting for his taxi the next afternoon
that he found himself alone with Isabel. When he brought his suitcase
down into the hall, Isabel left the others and went over to him. She
. stooped down and picked up the suitcase. ‘What a weight!” she said, and
she gave a little awkward laugh. ‘Let me carry it! To the gate.”

“No, why should you?” said William. ‘Of course not. Give it to me.’

‘Oh, please do let me,” said Isabel. ‘T want to, really.” They walked
" together silently. William felt there was nothing to say now.
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‘There,” said Isabel triumphantly, setting the suitcase down, and she
looked anxiously along the sandy road. ‘I hardly seem to have seen you
this dme,’ she said breathlessly. ‘It’s so short, isn’t it? I feel you've only
Just come. Next time —” The taxi came into sight. ‘I hope they look after
you properly in London. 'm so sorry the babies have been out all day,
but Miss Neil had arranged it. They’ll hate missing you. Poor William,
going back to London.” The taxi turned. ‘Goodbye!” She gave him a little
hurried kiss; she.was gone.

Fields, trees, hedges streamed by. They shook through the empry,
blind-looking little town, ground up the steep pull to the station. The
train was in. William made straight for a first-class smoker, flung back
into the corner, but this time he let the papers alone. He folded his arms
against the dull, persistent gnawing, and began in his mind to write a
letter to Isabel.

The post was late as usual. They sat outside the house in long chairs
under coloured parasols. Only Bobby Kane lay on the turf at Isabel’s
feet. It was dull, stifling; the day drooped like a flag.

‘Do you think there will be Mondays in Heaven? asked Bobby
childishly.

And Dennis murmured, ‘Heaven will be one long Mondav.’

But Isabel couldn’t help wondering what had happened to the salmon
they had for supper last night. She had meant to have fish mayonnaise
for lunch and now .. .

Moira was asleep. Sleeping was her latest discovery. ‘It’s so wonderful.
One simply shuts one’s eves, that's all. It’s s delicious.’

When the old ruddy postman came beating along the sandy road on
his tricycle one felt the handle-bars ought to have been oars.

Bill Hunt put down his book. ‘Letters,” he said complacently, and they
all waited. But, heartless postman — O malignant world! There was only
one, a fat one for Isabel. Not even a paper.

‘And mine’s only from William,” said Isabel mournfully.

‘From William — already?’

‘He’s sending you back your marriage lines as a gentle reminder.’

‘Does everybody have marriage lines? 1 thought they were only for
servants.’

‘Pages arid pages! Look at her! A Lady reading a Lerter,” said Dennis.

My darling, precdions Isabel. Pages and pages there were. As Isabel read
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on her feeling of astonishment changed to a stifled feeling. What on
earth had induced William ... ? How extraordinary it was ... What
could have made him . .. ? She felt confused, more and more excited,
even frightened. It was just like William. Was it? It was absurd, of course,
it must be absurd, ridiculous. ‘Ha, ha, ha! Oh dear” What was she to
do? Isabel flung back in her chair and laughed dll she couldn’t stop
laughing.

‘Do, do tell us, said the others. “You must tell us.’

“I'm longing to,’ gurgled Isabel. She sat up, gathered the letter, and
waved it at them. ‘Gather round,’ she said. ‘Listen, it'’s too marvellous.
A love-lerter!’ _

‘A love-letter! But how divine!” Darling, precious Isabel. But she had
hardly begun before their laughrer interrupted her.

‘Go on, Isabel, it’s perfect.’ '

‘It’s the most marvellous find.’

*Oh, do go on, Isabel?’

God forbid, my darling, that 1 shauld be a drag on_your happiness.

‘Oh! oh! oh!’

‘Sh! sh! sh!’

And Isabel went on. When she reached the end they were hysterical:
Bobby rolled on the turf and almost sobbed.

%'ou must ler me have it just as it is, entire, for my new book,” said
Dennis firmly. ‘I shall give it 2 whole chaprer.’

‘Oh, 1sabel,” moaned Moira, ‘that wonderful bit about holding vou in
his arms!’ ‘

| always thought those letters in divorce cases were made up. But
they pale before this.’

et me hold it. Let me read it, mine own self,’ said Bobby Kane.

But, to their surprise, Isabel crushed the letter in her hand. She was
laughing no longer. She glanced quickly at thiem all; she looked exhausted.
“No, not just now. Not just now,’ she stammered.

And before they could recover she had run into the house, through
the hall, up the stairs into her bedroom. Down she sat on the side of
. the bed. ‘How vile, odious, abominable, vulgar, muttered Isabel. She
pressed her eyes with her knuckles, and rocked to and fro. And again
she saw them, but not four, more like forty, laughing, sneering, jeering,
stretching out their hands while she read them William’s letter. Oh, what
a loathsome thing to have done. How could she have done it! God forvid,
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nzy darling, that 1 should be a drag on your bappiness. William! Isabel pressed
her face into the pillow. But she felt that even the grave bedroom knew
her for what she was, shallow, tinkling, vain . ..

Presently from the garden below there came voices.

‘Isabel, we’re all going for a bathe. Do comc"

‘Come, thou wife of William?”

‘Call her once before you go, call once yet”

Isabel sat up..Now was the moment, now she must decide. Would
she go with them, or stay here and write to William. Which, which
should it be? ‘I must make up my mind.” Oh, but how could there be
any question? Of course she would stay here and write.

“Titania!’ piped Moira.

‘Isa-bel?’ :

No, it was too difficult. ‘I'll - I'll go with them, and write to William
later. Some other time. Later. Not now. But I shall certamg’y write,” thought
Isabel hurriedly.

And, laughing in the new way, she ran down the stairs.



The qua;ge

The Picton boat' was due to leave at half-past eleven. It was 2 beautiful
night, mild, starry, only when they got out of the cab and started to walk
down the Old Wharf that jurted out into the harbour, a faint wind
blowing off the water ruffied under Fenella’s hat, and she put up'
her hand to keep it on. It was dark on the Old Wharf, very dark; the
wool sheds, the catdle trucks, the cranes standing up so high, the litde
squat railway engine, all seemed carved out of solid darkness. Here.
and there on a rounded woodpile, that was like the stalk of a huge black
mushroom, there hung 2 lantern, but it seemed afraid to unfurl its
tmid, quivering light in all that blackness; it burned softly, as if for
itself.

Fenella’s father pushed on with quick, nervous strides. Beside him
her grandma bustled along in her crackling black ulster®; they went so
fast that she had now and again to give an undignified litde skip to keep
up with them. As well as her luggage strapped into 2 neat sausage, Fenella
carried clasped to her her grandma’s umbrella, and the handle, which
was a swan’s head, kept giving her shoulder a sharp lirtle peck as if it
t00 wanted her to hurry . . . Men, their caps pulled down, their collars
rurned up, swung by; a few women all muffled scurried along; and one
tiny boy, only his litde black arms and legs showing out of 2 white woolly
" shawl, was jerked along angrily berween his father and mother; he looked
like a baby fly that had fallen into the cream. .

Then suddenly, so suddenly that Fenella and her grandma both leapt,
there sounded from behind the largest wool shed, that had a trail of
smoke hanging over it, Mia-v0-00-0-0! )

‘First whiste,” said her father briefly, and at that moment they came
in sight of the Picton boat. Lying beside the dark wharf, all strung, all
“beaded with round golden lights, the Picton boat looked as if she was
more ready to sail among stars than out into the cold sea. People pressed
along the gangway. First went her grandma, then her father, then Fenella.
- There was a high step down on to the deck, and an old sailor in a jersey
standing by gave her his dry, hard hand. They were there; they stepped
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out of the way of the hurrying people, and standing under a litde iron
stairway that led to the upper deck they began to say goodbye.

“There, mother, there’s your luggage!’ said Fenella’s father, giving
grandma another strapped-up sausage.

“Thank you, Frank.’

‘And you’ve got your cabin tickets safe?’

“Yes, dear.”

‘And vour other tickets?’

Grandma felt for them inside her glove and showed him the dps.

“That’s right.’ : -

He sounded stern, but Fenella, eagerly watching him, saw that he
looked tired and sad. Mia-00-00-O-O!The second whistle blared just above
their heads, and a voice like a cry shouted, “Any more for the gangway?’

You'll give my love to father,’ Fenella saw her father’s lips say. And
her grandma, very agitated, answered, ‘Of course 1 will, dear. Go now.
You'll be left. Go now, Frank. Go now.’

‘It’s all right, mother. I've got another three minutes.” To her surprise
Fenella saw her father take off his hat. He clasped grandma in his
arms and pressed her to him. ‘God bless you, mother!” she heard him
say. .

And Grandma put her hznd, with the black thread glove that was
worn through on her ring finger, against his cheek, and she sobbed,
‘God bless you, my own brave sonl’

This was so awful that Fenella quickly rarned her back on them,
swallowed once, twice, and frowned terribly at a litde green star on 2
mast head. But she had tc tumn round again; her father was going.

‘Goodbye, Fenella. Be a good girl.” His cold, wet moustache brushed
her cheek. But Fenella caught hold of the lapels of his coat.

‘How long am I going to stay?” she whispered anxiously. He wouldn’t
look at her. He shook her off gently, and gendy said, ‘We'll see about
that. Here! Where's your hand” He pressed something into her palm.
‘Here’s a shilling in case you should need it
A shilling! She must be going away for ever! ‘Father!’ cried Fenella.
But he was gone. He was the last off the ship. The sailors put their
shoulders to the gangway. A huge coil of dark rope went flying through
the air and fell ‘thump’ on the wharf. A bell rang; 2 whistle shrilled.
Silenty the dark wharf began to slip, to slide, to cdge away from them.
Now there was a rush of water berween. Fenella strained to sec with all
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her might. “Was that father turning round?’ — or waving? — or standing
alone? — or walking off by himself? The strip of water grew broader,
darker. Now the Picton boat began to swing round steady, pointing out
to sea. It was no good looking any longer. There was nothing to be seen
but a few lights, the face of the town clock hanging in the air, and more
lights, little patches of them, on the dark hills.

The freshening wind tugged at Fenella’s skirts; she went back to her
grandma. To her relief grandma seemed no longer sad. She had put the
two sausages of luggage onc on top of the other, and she was sitting on
them; her hands folded, her head a litde on one side. There was an
intent, bright lock on her face. Then Fenella saw that her lips were
moving and guessed that she was praying. But the old woman gave her
a bright nod as if to say the prayer was nearly over. She unclasped her
hands, sighed, clasped them again, bent forward, and at last gave herself
a soft shake.

‘And now, child.’ she said, fingering the bow of her bonnet-strings,
I think we ought to see about our cabins. Keep close to me, and mind
you don’t slip.’

“Yes, grandmal’

‘And be careful the umbrellas aren’t caught in the stair rail. T saw 2
beautiful umbrella broken in half like that on my way over.’

“Yes, grandma.’

Dark figures of men lounged against the rails. In the glow of their
pipes a nose shone out, or the peak of acap, ora pair of surprised-looking
eyebrows. Fenella glanced up. High in the air, a litde figure, his hands
thrust in his shorr ‘acket pockets, stood staring out to sea. The ship
rocked ever so little, and she thought the stars rocked too. And now a
pale steward in a linen coat, holding a tray high in the palm of his hand,
stepped out of a lighted doorway and skimmed past them. They
went through tha: doorway. Carefully over the high brass-bound step

_on to_the rubber mat and then down such 2 terribly steep flight of
stairs that grandma had to put both feet on each step, and Fenelia
clutched the clammy brass rail and forgot all about the swan-necked

< umbrella.

At the bottom grandma stopped; Fenella was rather afraid she was
going to pray again. But no, it was only to get out the cabin tickets. They
. were in the saloon. It was glaring bright and stifling; the air smelled of
paintand burnt chop-bones and indiarubber. Fenella wished her grandma
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would go on, but the old woman was. not to be hurried. An immense
basket of ham sandwiches caught her eye. She went up to them and
touched the top one delicately with her finger.

‘How much are the sandwiches?’ she asked.

“Tuppence!” bawled a rude steward, slamming down a knife and fork.

Grandma could hardly believe it.

“Twopence each?” she asked.

“That’s right,” said the steward, and he winked at his companion.

Grandma made a small, astonished face. Then she whispered primly
to Fenella. “What wickedness!” And they sailed out at the further door
and along a passage that had cabins ‘on ecither side. Such a very nice
stewardess came to meet them. She was dressed all in blue, and her
collar and cuffs were fastened with large brass burtons. She seemed to
know grandma well.

“Well, Mrs Crane,’ said she, unlocking their washstand. ‘We’ve got
vou back again. It’s not often vou give vourself a cabin.’

“No,” said grandma. ‘But this time my dear son’s thoughtfulness -’

‘I hope - began the stewardess. Then she turned round and took a
long mournful look at grandma’s blackness and at Fenella’s black coat
and skirt, black blouse, and hat with a crepe rose.

Grandma nodded. ‘It was God’s will,” said she.

The stewardess shut her lips and, taking a deep breath, she seemed
to expand.

“What I always sav is,” she said, as though it was her own discovery,
‘sooner or later each of us has to go, and that’s a certingty.” She paused.
“Now, can 1 bring vou anything, Mrs Crane? A cup of tea? I know it's
no good offering vou a little something to keep the cold out.”

Grandma shook her head. Nothing, thank you. We’ve got a few wine
biscuits, and Fenella has a verv nice banana’

“Then TI'll give vou a look later on,’ said the stewardess, and she went
out, shuttng the door.

What a very small cabin it was! It was like being shut up in a box with
grandma. The dark round eye above the washstand gleamed at them
dully. Fenella felt shy. She stood against the door, stll clasping her
luggage and the umbrella. Were they going to get undressed in here?
Already her grandma had taken off her bonnet, and, rolling up the strings,
she fixed eich with a pin to the lining before she hung the bonnet up.
Her white hair shone like silk; the litde bun at the back was covered
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with a black net. Fenella hardly ever saw her grandma with her head
-uncovered; she looked strange.

‘I shall put on the woollen fascmator" vour dear mother crocheted
for me,” said grandma, and, unstrapping the sausage, she took it outr and
wound it round her head; the fringe of grey bobbles danced at her
_ eyebrows as she smiled tenderly and mournfully at Fenella. Then she
undid her bodice, and something under that, and something else under-
neath that. Then there seemed a short, sharp tussle, and grandma flushed
faintly. Snip! Snap! She had undone her stays. She breathed a sigh of
relief, and sitting on the plush couch, she slowly and carefully pulled off
her elastic-sided boots and stood them side by side.

Bv the time Fenella had taken off her coat and skirt and put on her
flannel dressing-gown grandma was quite ready. ?

“Must 1 take off my boots, grandma® They’re lace.’

Grandma gave them 2 moment’s deep consideration. You'd feel a
great deal more comformable if you did, child,” said she. She kissed
Fenella. ‘Don’t forget to say your pravers. Our dear Lord is with us
when we are at sea even more than when we are on dry land. And
because 1 am an experienced traveller,’ said grandma briskly, ‘I shall take
the upper berth.’

‘But, grandma, however will vou get up there?’

Three little spider-like steps were all Fenella saw. The old woman
gave a small silent laugh before she mounted them nimbly, and she
peered over the high bunk at the astonished Fenella.

“You didn’t think your grandma could do that, did you?” said she. And
. as she sank back Fenella heard her light laugh again.

_ The hard square of brown soap would not lather, and the water in
the bottle was like a kind of blue jellr. How hard it was, too, to wm
down those stiff sheets; you simply had to tear your way in. If everything
had been different, Fenella might have got the giggles . .. At last she
was inside, and while she lay there panting, there sounded from above
a long, soft whispering, as though some one was gently, gently rustling
‘among - tissue paper to find something. It was grandma saying her
prayers . . .

A long time passed. Then the stewardess came in; she trod softly and
leaned her hand on grandma’s bunk.

“We’re just entering the Straits,” she said.

" ‘Ohr
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It’s a fine night, but we’re rather empty. We may pitch a little.”

And indeed at that moment the Picton boat rose and rose and hung
in the air just long enough to give a shiver before she swung down again,
and there was the sound of heavy water slapping against her sides.
Fenella remembered she had left the swan-necked umbrella standing up
on the little couch. Ifit fell over, would it break? But grandma remembered
too, at the same time.

‘1 wonder if you'd mind, stewardess, laying down my umbrella,” she
whispered.

“Not at all, Mrs Crane.” And the stewardess, coming back to grandma,
breathed, “Your little granddaughter’s in such a beautiful sleep.’

‘God be praised for that!” said grandma.

“Poor littde motherless mite!” said the stewardess. And grandma was
still telling the stewardess all about what happened when Fenella fell
asleep.

But she hadn’t been asleep long enough to dream before she woke
up again to see something waving in the air above her head. What was
it What could it be? It was a small grey foot. Now another joined it.
Thev seemed to be feeling about for something; there came a sigh.

‘I'm awake, grandma,’ said Fenella.

‘Oh, dear, am 1 near the ladder?” asked grandma. ‘I thought it was
this end.’

‘No, grandma, it’s the other. I'll put vour foot on it. Are we there?’
asked Fenella.

“In the harbour,” said grandma. “We must get up, child. You'd better
have a biscuit to steady vourself before you move.’

But Fenella had hopped out of her bunk. The lamp was sdll burning,
but night was over, and it was cold. Peering through that round eye, she
could see far off some rocks. Now they were scattered over with foam;
now a gull flipped by; and now there came 2 long piece of real land.

“I’s land, grandma,” said Fenella, wonderingly, as though they had
been at sea for weeks together. She hugged herself; she stood on one
leg and rubbed it with the toes of the other foot; she was trembling.
Oh, it had all been so sad lately. Was it going to change? But all her
grandma said was, ‘Make haste, child. I should leave your nice banana
for the stewardess as you haven’t eaten it.” And Fenella put on her black
clothes again, and a button sprang off one of her gloves and rolled to
where she couldn’t reach it. They went up on deck.
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But if it had been cold in the cabin, on deck it was like ice. The sun
was not up yet, but the stars were dim, and the cold pale sky was the
same colour as the cold pale sea. On the land 2 white mist rose and fell.
Now they could see quite plainly dark bush. Even the shapes of the
umbrella ferns* showed, and those strange silvery withered trees that are
like skeletons . .. Now they could see the landing-stage and some litde
houses, pale too, clustered together, like shells on the lid of a box. The
other passengers tramped up and down, but more slowly than they had
the night before, and they looked gloomy. ,

And now the landing-stage came out to meet them. Slowly it swam

towards the Picton boat, and a man holding a coil of rope, and a cart | .

with a small drooping horse and another man sitang on the step, came
100. ) '

‘It's Mr Penreddy, Fenella, come for us,’ said grandma. She sounded
pleased. Her white waxen cheeks were blue with cold, her chin trembled,
and she had to keep wiping her eves and her litde pink nose.

You've got my —’

“Yes, grandma.’ Fenella showed it to her.

The rope came flying through the air, and ‘smack’ it fell on to
the deck. The gangway was lowered. Again Fenella followed her
grandma on to the wharf over to the little cart, and 2 moment later
thev were bowling away. The hooves of the litde horse drummed
over the wooden piles, then sank softy into the sandv road. Not a
soul was to be seen; there was not even a feather of smoke. The mist
rose and fell, and the sea still sounded asleep as slowly it turned on the
beach.

I seen Mr Crane vestiddy,” said Mr Penreddy. ‘He looked himself
then. Missus knocked him up a batch of scones last week.’

And now the little horse pulled up before one of the shell-like houses.
They got down. Fenella put her hand on the gate, and the big, trembling
dew-drops soaked through her glove-tups. Up a litde path of round
white pebbles they went, with drenched sleeping flowers on either side.
Grandma’s delicate white picotees were so heavy with dew that they
_ were fallen, but their sweet smell was part of the cold moming. The
blinds were down in the little house; they mounted the steps on to the
veranda. A pair of old bluchers® was on one side of the door, and a large
red watering-can on the other.

“Tut! tut! Your grandpa,” said grandma. She turned the handle. Nota
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sound. She called, ‘Walter? And immediately a deep voice that sounded
half stified called back, ‘Is that you, Mary?’

“Wait, dear,” said grandma. ‘Go in there.” She pushed Fenella gently
into a small dusky sitting-room.

On the tble a white cat, that had been folded up like a camel, rose,
stretched itself, yawned, and then sprang on to the tips of its toes. Fenclla
buried one cold little hand in the white, warm fur, and smiled tmidly
while she stroked and listened to grandma’s gentle voice and the rolling
tones of grandpa.

A door creaked. “‘Come in, dear.” The old woman beckoned, Fenella
followed. There, lying to one side of an immense bed, lay grandpa. Just
his head with a white tuft, and his rosy face and long silver beard showed
over the quilt. He was like a very old wide-awake bird.

“Well, my girl” said grandpa. ‘Give us a kiss!” Fenella kissed him. “‘Ugh!’
said grandpa. ‘Her lirte nose is as cold as a button. What's that she’s
holding? Her grandma’s umbrella?”

Fenella smiled again, and crooked the swan neck over the bed-rail.
Above the bed there was a big text in a deep-black frame:

Lost! One Golden Hour

Set with Sixty Diamond Minutes.
No Reward Is Offered

Forlt Is GonE For EvER!

Yer grandma painted that,’ said grandpa. And he ruffled his white
tuft and looked at Fenella so merrily she almost thought he winked at

her.



Miss Brill

Although it was so brilliantly fine — the blue sky powdered with gold
and great spots of light like white wine splashed over the Jardins
Publiques' — Miss Brill was glad that she had decided on her fur. The
air was motionless, but when vou opened vour mouth there was just 2
faint chill, like a chill from a glass of iced water before you sip, and now
and again a Jeaf came drifting — from nowhere, from the sky. Miss Brill
" put up her hand and touched her fur. Dear litde thing! It was nice to
feel it again. She had taken it out of its box that afternoon, shaken out
the moth-powder, given it a good brush, and rubbed the life back into
the dim little eves. “What has been happening to me?’ said the sad lirte
eves. Oh, how sweet it was to see them snap at her again from the red
eiderdown! . .. But the nose, which was of some black composition,
wasn’t at all firm. It must have had a2 knock, somehow. Never mind - a
lirde dab of black sealing-wax when the tme came - when it was
absolutelv necessary . . . Litde rogue! Yes, she really felr like that about
it. Litde rogue bitng its tail just by her left ear. She could have taken it
off and laid it on her lap and stroked it. She felt a ungling in her hands
and arms, but that came from walking, she supposed. And when she
breathed, something light and sad — no, not sad, exactly — something
gentle seemed to move in her bosom.

There were a number of people out this afternoon, far more than last
Sunday. And the band sounded louder and gayer. That was because the
Season had begun. For although the band plaved all the year round on
Sundays, out of season it was never the same. It was like someone playing
with only the family to listen; it didn’t care how it played if there weren’t
any strangers present. Wasn’t the conductor wearing a new coat, 100?
She was sure it was new. He scraped with his foot and flapped his arms

- _like 2 rooster about to crow, and the bandsmen sitting in the green

rotunda blew out their cheeks and glared at the music. Now there came
a little “flutey’ bit — very pretry! — a little chain of bright drops. She was
sure it would be repeated. It was; she lifted her head and smiled.

Only two people shared her ‘special’ seat: a fine old man in a velvet
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coat, his hands clasped over a huge carved walking-stick, and a big old
woman, sitting upright, with 2 roll of knitting on her embroidered apron.
They did not speak. This was disappointing, for Miss Brill always looked
forward to the conversation. She had become really quite expert, she
thought, at listening as though she didn’t listen, at sitting in other people’s
lives for just a minute while they talked round her.

She glanced, sideways, at the old couple. Perhaps they would go soon.
Last Sunday, top, hadn’t been as interesting as usual. An Englishman
and his wife, he wearing a dreadful Panama hat and she button boots.
And she’d gone on the whole tme about how she ought to wear
spectacles; she knew she needed them; but that it was no good getung
any; they’d be sure to break and they'd never keep on. And he’d been
so patient. He'd suggested everything — gold rims, the kind that curved
round vour ears, litde pads inside the bridge. No, nothing would please
her. “Thev’ll always be sliding down my nose!” Miss Brill had wanted to
shake her.

The old people sat on the bench, still as statues. Never mind, there
was always the crowd to watch. To and fro, in front of the flower-beds
and the band rotunda, the couplés and groups paraded, stopped 1o talk,
to greet, to buy a handful of fiowers from the old beggar who had his
trav fixed to the railings. Lirtle children ran among them, swooping and
laughing; litde boys with big white silk bows under their chins, litde girls,
little French dolls, dressed up in velver and lace. And sometimes a any
staggerer came suddenly rocking into the open from under the trees,
stopped, stared, as suddenly sat down ‘f.op,’ untl its small high-stepping
mother, like a voung hen, rushed scolding to its rescue. Other people
sat on the benches and green chairs, but they were nearly always the
same, Sunday after Sunday, and — Miss Brill had often noticed — there
was something funny about nearly all of them. They were odd, silent,
nearly all old, and from the way they stared they looked as though they’d
just come from dark little rooms or even — even cupboards!

Behind the rotunda the slender trees with yellow leaves down drooping,
and through them just a line of sea, and beyond the blue sky with
gold-veined clouds.

Tum-tum-rum tddle-um! tiddle-um! tum tiddley-um tum ta! blew the
band. .

Two voung girls in red came by and two young soldiers in blue met
them, and they laughed and paired and went off arm-in-arm. Two
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peasant women with funny straw hats passed, gravely, leading beautiful
smoke-coloured donkeys. A cold, pale nun hurried by. A beauriful woman
came along and dropped her bunch of violets, and a little boy ran after
to hand them to her, and she took them and threw them away as if
thev'd been poisoned. Dear me! Miss Brill didn’t know whether to admire
that or not! And now an ermine toque and 2 gentleman in grey met just
in front of her. He was tall, suff, dignified, and she was wearing the
ermine toque she’d bought when her hair was vellow. Now everything,
her hair, her face, even her eves, was the same colour as the shabby
ermine, and her hand, in its cleaned glove, lifted to dab her lips, was a
tiny vellowish paw. Oh, she was so pleased to see him - delighted! She
rather thought theyv were going to meet that afternoon. She described
where she’d been — evervwhere, here, there, along by the sea. The day
was so charming — didn't he agree? And wouldn’t he, perhaps? . . . But
he shook his head, lighted a cigarette, slowly breathed a grear deep puff
into her face, and, even while she was sdll talking and laughing, flicked
the match away and walked on. The ermine toque was alone; she smiled
more brightly than ever. Bur even the band seemed 1o know what she
was feeling and plaved more softly, plaved tenderly, and the drum beat,
“The Brute! The Brute!” over and over. What would she do? Whar was
going to happen now? But as Miss Brill wondered, the ermine toque
turned. raised her hand as though she’d seen someone else, much nicer,
just over there, and pattered awayv. And the band changed again and
plaved more quickly, more gailv than ever, and the old couple on Miss
Brill's seat got up and marched away, and such a funny old man with
long whiskers hobbled along in time to the music and was nearly knocked
over by four girls walking abreast.

Oh, how fascinating it was! How she enjoyed it! How she loved sirting
here, watching it all! It was like a play. It was exacdy like a play. Who
could believe the sky at the back wasn’t painted? Bur it wasn’t dll a litde
brown dog trorted on solemn and then slowly trotted off, like a litte
" ‘theatre’ dog, a little dog that had been drugged, thar Miss Brill discovered
what it was that made it so exciting. They were all on the stage.? They
weren’t only the audience, not only looking on; they were acting. Even
she had a part and came every Sunday. No doubt somebody would have
noticed if she hadn’t been there; she was part of the performance after
all. How strange she’d never thought of it like that before! And vet it
explained why she made such a point of starting from home at just the
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same time each week — 50 as not to be late for the performance — and
it also explained why she had quite a queer, shy feeling at telling her
English pupils how she spent her Sunday afternoons. No wonder! Miss
Brill nearly laughed out loud. She was on the stage. She thought of the
old invalid gentleman to whom she read the newspaper four afternoons
a week while he slept in the garden. She had got quite used to the frail
head on the cotton pillow, the hollowed eyes, the open mouth and the
high pinched nose. 1f he’d been dead she mightn’t have notced for
weeks; she wouldn’t have minded. But suddenly he knew he was having
the paper read to him by an actress! ‘An actress!” The old head lifted;
two points of light quivered in the old eyes. ‘An actress — are ver
And Miss Brill smoothed the newspaper as though it was the manuscript
of her part and said gendy: Yes, I have been an actress for a long
tme.’

The band had been having a rest. Now they started again. And what
thev plaved was warm, sunny, vet there was just 2 faint chill — a something
what was it? — not sadness — no, not sadness — a something that made
vou want to sing. The tune lifted, lifted, the light shone: and it seemed
to Miss Brill that in another moment all of them, all the whole company,
would begin singing. The young ones, the laughing ones who were
moving together, they would begin, and the men’s voices, very resolute
and brave, would join them. And then she too, she too, and the others
on the benches — thev would come in with a kind of accompaniment —
something low, that scarcely rose or fell, something so beautiful — moving
... And Miss Brill's eves filled with tears and she looked smiling at all
the other members of the company. Yes, we understand, we understand,
she thought — though what they understood she didn’t know.

Just at that moment a boy and a girl came and sat down where the
old couple had been. They were beautifully dressed; they were in love.
The hero and heroine, of course, just arrived from his father’s yacht.
And stll soundiessly singing, stll with that trembling smile, Miss Brill
prepared to listen.

“No, not now, said the girl. ‘Not here, I can’t’

“‘But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?” asked
the boy. “Why does she come here at all — who wants her? Why doesn’t
she keep her silly old mug at home?’

“It’s her fu-fur which is so funny,” giggled the girl. ‘It’s exacty like a
fried whiting,’
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‘Ah, be off with you!" said the boy in an angry whisper. Then: ‘Tell
me, ma petite chére -’ T
‘No, not here,” said the girl. Not yer’

On her way home she usually bought a slice of honey-cake ar the
baker’s. It was her Sunday treat. Sometimes there was an almond in her
slice, sometimes not. It made a great difference. If there was an almond
it was like carrying home a tiny present — a surprise — something that
might very well not have been there. She hurried on the aimond Sungays
and struck the match for the kettle in quite a dashing way.

But today she passed the baker’s by, climbed the stairs, went into the
litde dark room — her room like a cupboard - and sat down on the red
eiderdown. She sat there for a long dme. The box that the fur came out
of was on the bed. She unclasped the neckler quickly; quickly, without
looking, laid it inside. But when she put the lid on she thought she heard
something crving.



Her First Ball

Exactly when the ball began Leila would have found it hard to say.
Perhaps her first real partner was the cab. It did not matter that she
shared the cab with the Sheridan girls and their brother.” She sat back
in her own litde corner of it, and the bolster on which her hand rested
felt like the sleeve of an unknown voung man’s dress suit; and away they
bowled, past waltzing lamp-posts and houses and fences and trees.

‘Have you really never been to a ball before, Leilar But, my child,

" how too weird -’ cried the Sheridan girls.

‘Our nearest neighbour was fifteen miles,” said Leila softly, gently
opening and shutting her fan.

Oh, dear, how hard it was to be indifferent like the others! She tried
not to smile too much; she tried not to care. But every single thing was
so new and exciting ... Meg’s tuberoses, Jose’s long loop of amber,
Laura’s litde dark head, pushing above her white fur like 2 flower through
snow. She would remember for ever. It even gave her a pang to see her
cousin Laurie throw awav the wisps of tissue paper he pulled from the
fastenings of his new gloves. She would like to have kept those wisps
as a keepsake, as a remembrance. Laurie leaned forward and put his
hand on Laura’s knee.

‘Look here, darling,” he said. ‘The third and the ninth as usual. Twig?™

Oh, how marvellous to have 2 brother! In her excitement Leila felt
that if there had been time, if it hadn’t been impossible, she couldn’t
have helped crving because she was an only child, and no brother had
ever said “Twig? to her; no sister would ever say, as Meg said to Jose
that moment, ‘I've never known your hair go up more successfully than
it bas tonight!’

But, of course, there was no time. They were at the drill hall already;
there were cabs in front of them and cabs behind. The road was bright
on cither side with moving fan-like lights, and on the pavement gay
couples seemed to float through the air; litte satin shoes chased each
other like birds.

‘Hold on to me, Leila; vou'll get lost,” said Laura.
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‘Come on, gitls, let’s make a dash for it,” said Laurie.

Leila put two fingers on Laura’s pink velvet cloak, and they were
somehow lifted past the big golden lantern, carried along the passage,
and pushed into the little room marked ‘Ladies.” Here the crowd was so
great there was hardly space to take off their things; the noise was
deafening. Two benches on either side were stacked high with wraps.
Two old women in white aprons ran up and down tossing fresh armfuls,
And evervbody was pressing forward trving to get at the lirtle dressing-
table and mirror at the far end. )

A great quivering jet of gas lighted the ladies’ room. It couldn’t wait;
it was dancing already. When the door opened again and there came a
burst of tuning from the drill hall, it leaped almost to the ceiling.

Dark girls, fair girls were pattng their hair, tying ribbons again, tucking
handkerchiefs down the fronts of their bodices, smoothing marble-white
gloves. And because they were all laughing it seemed to Leila that-they
were all jovely.

‘Aren’tthere any invisible hairpins?’ cried a voice. ‘How most extraordi-
nanry! I can’t see a single invisible hairpin.’

‘Powder my back, there’s a darling.” cried some one else.

‘But I must have a needle and cotton. I've torn simply miles and miles
of the frill,” wailed a third.

Then, ‘Pass them along, pass them along!” The straw basket of pro-
grammes was tossed from arm to arm. Darling litde pink-and-silver
programmes, with pink pencils and filuffy tassels. Leila’s fingers shook
as she took one out.of the basket. She wanted to ask someone, ‘Am 1
meant to have one too?’ but she had just time to read: ‘Waltz 3. Ty,
Two in a Canoe. Polka 4. Making the Featbers Fiy,’ when Meg cried, ‘Ready,
Leila?” and they pressed their way through the crush in the passage
towards the big double doors of the dnll hall.

Dancing had not begun vet, but the band had stopped tuning, and
the noise was so great it seemed that when it did begin to play it would
‘never-be heard. Leila, pressing close to Meg, looking over Mey’s shoulder,
felt that even the quivering coloured flags strung across the ceiling were
_ talking. She quite forgot 10 be shy; she forgot how in the middle of
" dressing she had sat down on the bed with one shoe off and one shoe
on and begged her mother to ring up her cousins and say she couldn’t
go after all. And the rush of longing she had had to be sitting on the
veranda of their forsaken up-country home, listening to the baby owls
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crving ‘More pork;® in the moonlight, was changed to a rush of joy so
sweet that it was hard to bear alone. She clutched her fan, and, gazing
at the gleaming, golden floor, the azaleas, the lanterns, the stage at one
end with its red carpet and gilt chairs and the band in a corner, she
thought breathlessly, ‘How heavenly; how simply heavenly!®
All the girls stood grouped together at one side of the doors, the men
at the other, and the chaperones in dark dresses, smiling rather foolishly,
walked with little careful steps over the polished floor towards the stage.
“This is my little country cousin Leila. Be nice to her. Find her partners;
she’s under my wing,” said Meg, going up to one girl after another.
Strange faces smiled at Leila — sweedy, vaguely. Strange voices
answered, ‘Of course, my dear.” But Leila felt the girls didn’t really see
her. They were looking towards the men. Why didn’t the men begin?
What were they waiting for? There they stood, smoothing their gloves,
patting their glossy hair and smiling among themselves. Then, quite
suddenly, as if they had only just made up their minds that that was
what they had to do, the men came gliding over the parquet. There was
a jovful flutter among the girls. A tall, fair man flew up to Meg, seized
her programme, scribbled something; Meg passed him on to Leila. ‘May
1 have the pleasure?” He ducked and smiled. There came a dark man
wearing an eyeglass, then cousin Laurie with a friend, and Laura with a
lirle freckled fellow whose tie was crooked. Then quite an old man —
fat, with a big bald patch on his head — took her programme and
murmured, ‘Let me see, let me see!’” And he was a long time comparing
his programme, which looked black with names, to hers. It seemed to
give him so much trouble that Leila was ashamed. ‘Oh, please don’t
bother,’ she said eagerly. But instead of replying the fat man wrote
something, glanced at her again. ‘Do I remember this bright little face?’
he said softly. ‘Is it known to me of yore?’ At that moment the band
began playing; the fat man disappeared. He was tossed away on a great
wave of music that came flying over the gleaming floor, breaking the
groups up into couples, scattering them, sending them spinning . . .
Leila had learned to dance at boarding school. Every Saturday after-
noon the boarders were hurried off to a little corrugated iron mission
hall where Miss Eccles (of London) held her ‘select’ classes. But the
difference between that dusty-smelling hall — with calico texts on the
walls, the poor terrified little woman in 2 brown velvet toque with rabbit’s
ears thumping the cold piano, Miss Eccles poking the girls’ feet with
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her long white wand — and this was so tremendous that Leila was sure
if her parmer didn’t come and she had to listen to that marvellous music
and to watch the others sliding, gliding over the golden floor, she would
die at least, or faint, or lift her arms and fly out of one of those dark
windows that showed the stars.

“Ours, 1 think —’ Someone bowed, smiled, and offered her his arm;
she hadn’t to die after all. Someone’s hand pressed her waist, and she
floated away like 2 flower thar is tossed into a pool.

‘Quite a good floor, isn’t it?” drawled a faint voice close to her ear.

‘1 think it’s most beautfully slippery,” said Leila.

‘Pardon!” The faint voice sounded surprised. Leila said it again. And
_ there was a tiny pause before the voice echoed, ‘Oh, quite!” and she was
swung round again.

He steered so beautifully. That was the great difference berween
dancing with girls and men, Leila decided. Girls banged into each other,
and stampéd on each other’s feer; the girl who was gentleman always
clutched you so.

The azaleas were separate flowers no longer; they were pink and white
flags streaming by.

“Were vou at the Bells’ last week? the voice came again. It sounded
tired. Leila wondered whether she ought to ask him if he would like to
stop.

‘No, this is my first dance,’ said she.

Her partner gave a litdle gasping laugh. ‘Oh, 1 say,” he protcstcd

“Yes, it is reallv the first dance I've ever been to.” Leila was most
fervent. It was such a relief to be able to tell somebody. “You see, I've
lived in the country all my life up dll now ...’

At that moment the music stopped, and they went to sit on two chairs
against the wall. Leila rucked her pink satin feet under and fanned herself,
* while she blissfully watched the other couples passing and disappearing
through the swing doors.

‘Enjoying yourself, Leila?’ asked Jose, nodding her golden head.

Laura passed and gave her the faintest little wink; it made Leila wonder
for a moment whether she was quite grown up after all. Certainly her
partner did not say very much. He coughed, tucked his handkerchief
away, pulled down his waistcoat, took 2 minute thread off his sleeve.
But it didn’t marter. Almost immediately the band started, and her second
partner seemed to spring from the ceiling.
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“Floor’s not bad,” said the new voice. Did one always begin with the
floor? And then, ‘Were you at the Neaves’ on Tuesday?” And again Leila
explained. Perhaps it was a little strange that her partners were not more
interested. For it was thrilling. Her first ball! She was only at the beginning
of everything, It seemed to her that she had never known what the night
was like before. Up dill now it had been dark, silent, beautiful very often
— oh, yes — but mournful somehow. Solemn. And now it would never
be like that again — it had opened dazzling bright.

‘Care for an ice?” said her partner.-And they went through the swing
doors, down the passage, to the supper room. Her cheeks burned, she
was fearfully thirsty. How sweet the ices looked on litde glass plates,
and how cold the frosted spoon was, iced too! And when they came
back to the hall there was the fat man waiting for her by the door. It
gave her quite a shock again to see how old he was; he ought to have
been on the stage with the fathers and mothers. And when Leila compared
him with her other partners he looked shabby. His waistcoat was creased,
there was a button off his glove, his coat looked as if it was dusty with
French chalk.

‘Come along, little lady,” said the fat man. He scarcely troubled to
clasp her, and they moved away so gently, it was more like walking than
dancing. But he said not a word abour the floor. Your first dance, isn’t
1t?” he murmured.

‘How did you know?’

‘Ah,’ said the fat man, ‘that’s what it is to be old"” He wheezed faindy
as he steered her past an awkward couple. “You see, I've been doing this
kind of thing for the last thirty years.”

“Thirty vears! cried Leila. Twelve years before she was born!

‘It hardly bears thinking about, does it”’ said the fat man gloomily.
Leila looked at his bald head, and she felt quite sorry for him.

q think it’s marvellous to be still going on,” she said kindly.

‘Kind little lady,” said the fat man, and he pressed her a litde closer,
and hummed a bar of the waltz. ‘Of course,” he said, ‘you can’t hope to
last anything like as long as that. No-o,” said the fat man, ‘long before
that you'll be sitting up there on the stage, looking on, in your nice black
velvet. And these pretty arms will have tumed into litte short fat ones,
and you’ll beat time with such a different kind of fan — a black bony
one.’ The fat man seemed to shudder. ‘And you’ll smile away like the
poor old dears up there, and point to your daughter, and tell the elderly
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lady next to you how some dreadful man tried to kiss her at the club

- ball. And your heart will ache, ache’ — the fat man squeezed her closer
still, as if he really was sorry for-that poor heart — ‘because no one wants
to kiss you now. And you'll say how unpleasant these polished floors
are to walk on, how dangerous they are. Eh, Mademoiselle Twinkletoes?’
said.the fat man softly. ; :

Leila gave a light little laugh, but she did not feel like laughing. Was
it — could it all be true? It sounded terribly true. Was this first ball only
the beginning of her last ball after all? At that the music seemed to
change; it sounded sad, sad; it rose upon a great sigh. Oh, how quickly
things changed! Why didn’t happiness last for ever? For ever wasn’t 2

_ bit too long.

‘] want to stop,” she said ina breathless voice. The fat man led her to
the door. ‘

‘No,’ she said, ‘I won’t go outside. 1 won’t sit down. I'll just stand
here, thank vou.” She leaned against the wall, tapping with her foot,
pulling up her gloves and trying to smile. But deep inside her a litde girl
threw her pinafore over her head and sobbed. Why had he spoiled it
all? '

41 say, vou know,’ said the fat man, ‘you mustn’t 1ake me seriously,
litde lady.’

‘As if T should! said Leila, tossing her small dark head and sucking
her underlip . ..

Again the couples paraded. The swing doors opened and shut. Now
new music was given out by the bandmaster. But Leila didn’t want to

. dance any more. She wanted to be home, or siting on the veranda
_ listening to those baby owls. When she looked through the dark windows
at the stars, they had long beams like wings . . .
But presently a soft, melting, ravishing tune began, and a young mian
with curly hair'bowed before her. She would have to dance, out of
politeness, undl she could find Meg. Very stiffly she walked into the
* middle;very haughtily she put her hand on his sleeve. But in one minute,
" in one turn, her feet glided, glided. The lights, the azaleas, the dresses,
the pink faces, the velvet chairs, all became one beautiful flying wheel.
And when her next parter bumped her into the fat man and he said,
“Pardon,’ she smiled at him more radianty than ever. She didn’t even
recognize him again.



