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Unlike his adult stories, most of Walter de la Mare’s much-loved stories for children remained in print until the 1980s in Faber’s Collected Stories for Children (1947) and the later Puffin version of this (1977); and, apart from ‘The Dutch Cheese’, an early story, they were all of them published for the first time within ten years in the 1920s and 1930s. However, three distinctive stories, ‘Pigtails, Ltd’, ‘The Thief’ and ‘A Nose’, that are included in Short Stories for Children, have never been reprinted since they originally appeared in Broomsticks and Other Tales, his first volume of children’s stories, in 1925. That volume was followed by The Lord Fish in 1933.


Because they are vivid and timeless, and now unfamiliar, I have included one of the 1925 Bold woodcut ‘designs’ with each of the Broomsticks stories, and one of the 1933 Rex Whistler engravings with each of the Lord Fish stories, with the kind permission of Constable & Robinson and Faber & Faber respectively.


Quirky, disparate, unpredictable, acutely observed, sometimes frightening, and often preoccupied with states of mind and personal identity, they have much in common with the adult stories. Some of them are peopled with giants, witches, kind elves, evil and spiteful fairies, and imprisoned maidens in castles, but most are not. We find ourselves in railway trains, a mansion in the City of London, another Elizabethan one in a mysterious tract of country, a remote farmhouse near the sea, a waterlogged forest, a drawing-room being watched by a fly; and, among other things, we encounter a wise monkey, a haunted cat, a fish magician, a baron transmogrified into a donkey, a thief desperate to be burgled, a man who believes he has a wax nose, and a godmother celebrating her 350th birthday. Some are morality tales; others, like the extraordinary ‘Three Sleeping Boys of Warwickshire’ and ‘Pigtails, Ltd’, lead you to think they may be but then veer away into surreality. As in de la Mare’s poems, everyday reality may at any time become undercut by disturbing uncertainty and dark, though not always malign, forces.


With the publication of Short Stories for Children, fifty years after his death, the plan to bring all Walter de la Mare’s short stories back into print has been completed.


The same general arrangement has been adopted as in the Complete Poems. All the stories have been grouped chronologically according to the volumes in which they originally appeared. Short Stories 1895–1926 includes the first three main collections and uncollected stories from the earlier period; Short Stories 1927–1956 the last three main collections and uncollected and unpublished stories from the later period; and Short Stories for Children the two children’s collections.


With one or two exceptions, the text is based on the latest printed versions worked on by de la Mare, Stories, Essays and Poems (1938), Best Stories of Walter de la Mare (1942) and Collected Stories for Children (1947) being the three chief sources for these apart from the eight main collections. For further details, see the Bibliographical Appendix on page 349.


The contents of the three volumes are as follows:




I SHORT STORIES 1895–1926


Stories in Collections


The Riddle and Other Stories (1923)


Ding Dong Bell (1924, 1936)


The Connoisseur and Other Stories (1926)


Uncollected Stories




 





II SHORT STORIES 1927–1956


Stories in Collections


On the Edge: Short Stories (1930)


The Wind Blows Over (1936)


A Beginning and Other Stories (1955)


Uncollected Stories


Unpublished Stories




 





III SHORT STORIES FOR CHILDREN


Stories in Collections


Broomsticks and Other Tales (1925)


The Lord Fish (1933)





I am very grateful to the late Dorothy Marshall for help in tracking down uncollected stories and checking references, to Theresa Whistler for information about early manuscript versions, and to Tom Knott for his very accurate and precise typesetting of the manuscript of this volume. The late Leonard Clark’s Checklist for the 1956 National Book League exhibition of de la Mare books and MSS has been a useful source of information.
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How such a very peculiar notion had ever come into Miss Rawlings’s mind, even she herself could not possibly have said. When had it come? She could not answer that question, either. It had simply stolen in little by little like a beam of sunshine into a large room. Not, of course, into an empty room, for Miss Rawlings had many, many things to think about. She was by far the most important person in the Parish, and everyone – from Archdeacon Tomlington and his two curates, Mr Moffatt and Mr Timbs, down to little old Mrs Ort, the humpbacked charwoman who lived in the top attic of a cottage down by Clopbourne (or, as they called it, Clobburne) Bridge – everyone knew how practical she was.


But once that sunny beam had begun to steal into Miss Rawlings’s mind and into her life, it had lightened up with its dangerous gold everything that was there. It was nevertheless an extremely fantastic notion, because it could not possibly be true. How could Miss Rawlings ever have lost a little girl if there had never been any little girl to lose? Yet that exactly was Miss Rawlings’s idea. It had flitted into her imagination like a nimble, bright-feathered bird. And once it was really there, she never hesitated to talk about it; not at all. ‘My little girl, you know,’ she’d say, with an emphatic nod and a pleasant smile on her broad face. Or rather, ‘My little gal’ – for she always pronounced the word as if it rhymed with Sal, the short for Sarah. This too was an odd thing; for Miss Rawlings had been brought up by her parents with the very best education, and seldom mispronounced even such words as ‘Chloe’ or ‘Psyche’ or ‘epitome’ or ‘misled’. And so far as I know – though that is not very far – there is hardly a word of one syllable in our enormous language (except shall and pal) that is pronounced like Sal; for Pall Mall, of course, is pronounced Pell Mell. Still, Miss Rawlings did talk about her little girl, and she called her her little gal.


It never occurred to anybody in the Parish – not even to Mr Timbs – to compare the Little Gal to a gay little bird or to a beam of sunshine. Mrs Tomlington said, indeed – and many other persons in the Parish agreed with her – it was nothing but a bee in Miss Rawlings’s bonnet. But whether or not, partly because she delighted in bright colours, and partly because, in fashion or out, she had entirely her own taste in dress, there could not be a larger or brighter or flowerier bonnet for any bee to be in. Apart from puce silk and maroon velvet and heliotrope feathers and ribbons, and pompons and rosettes, Miss Rawlings’s bonnets always consisted of handsome, spreading flowers – blue-red roses, purple pansies, mauve cineraria – a dizzying little garden for any bee’s amusement. And this bee sang rather than buzzed in it the whole day long.
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You might almost say it had made a new woman of her. Miss Rawlings had always been active and positive and good-humoured and kind. But now her spirits were so much more animated. She went bobbing and floating through the Parish like a balloon. Her interest in everything seemed to have first been multiplied by nine, and then by nine again. And eighty-one times anything is a pretty large quantity. Beggars, blind men, gypsies, hawkers, crossing-sweepers positively smacked their lips when they saw Miss Rawlings  come sailing down the street. Her heart was like the Atlantic, and they like rowboats on the deep – especially the blind men. As for her donations to the parochial Funds, they were first doubled, then trebled, then quadrupled.


There was first, for example, the Fund for giving all the little parish girls and boys not only a bun and an orange and a Tree at Christmas and a picnic with Veal and Ham Pie and Ice Pudding in June, but a Jack-in-the-green on May-day and a huge Guy on November the fifth, with squibs and Roman candles and Chinese crackers and so on. There was not only the Fund for the Delight of Infants of Every Conceivable Description; there was also the Wooden-Legged Orphans’ Fund. There was the Home for Manx and Tabby Cats; and the Garden by the River with the Willows for Widowed Gentlewomen. There was the Threepenny-Bit-with-a-Hole-in-It Society; and the Organ Grinders’ Sick Monkey and Blanket Fund; and there was the oak-beamed Supper Room in the Three Wild Geese for the use of Ancient Mariners – haggis and toad-in-the-hole, and plum-duff and jam roly-poly – that kind of thing. And there were many others. If Miss Rawlings had been in another parish, it would have been a sad thing indeed for the cats and widows and orphans and organ monkeys in her own.


With such a power and quantity of money, of course, writing cheques was very much like writing in birthday books. Still, it is not easy to give too much to a Fund; and few people make the attempt. Miss Rawlings, too, was a practical woman. She knew perfectly well that (wheresoever it may end) charity must begin at home, so all this time she was keeping what the Ancient Mariners at the Three Wild Geese called a ‘weather eye’ wide open for her lost Little Gal. But how, it may be asked, could she keep any kind of eye open for a lost Little Gal, when she didn’t know what the lost Little Gal was like? And the answer to that is that Miss Rawlings knew perfectly well.


She may not have known where the absurd notion came from, or when, or why; but she knew that. She knew what the Little Gal looked like as well as a mother thrush knows what an egg looks like; or Sir Christopher Wren knew what a cathedral looks like; or Mr Peace a gold watch. But as with the thrush and Sir Christopher, a good many little things had happened to Miss Rawlings first. And this quite apart from the old wooden doll she used to lug about when she was seven, called Quatta.


One morning, for example, Miss Rawlings had been out in her carriage and was thinking of nothing in particular, nothing whatsoever, when not very far from the little stone Bridge at Clobburne she happened to glance up at a window in the upper part of a small old house. And at that window there seemed to show a face with dark bright eyes watching her. Just a glimpse. I say ‘seemed’, for when in the carriage Miss Rawlings rapidly twisted her head to get a better view, she discovered either that there had been nobody there at all, or that the somebody had swiftly drawn back, or that the bright dark eyes were just two close-together flaws in the diamond-shaped bits of glass. In the last case what Miss Rawlings had seen was mainly ‘out of her mind’. But, if so, it went back again and stayed there! It was excessively odd, indeed, how clear a remembrance that glimpse left behind it.


Then again Miss Rawlings, like her renowned aunt Felicia, had always enjoyed a weakness for taking naps in the train, the flowers and plumes and bows in her bonnet nodding the while above her head. The sound of the wheels on the iron lines was like a lullaby, the fields trailing softly away beyond the window drowsed her eyes. Whether asleep or not, she would generally close her eyes and appear to be napping. And not once, or twice, but three separate times, owing to a scritch of the whistle or a sudden jolt of the train, she had rapidly opened them again to find herself staring out – rather like a large animal in a small field – at a little girl sitting on the opposite seat, who, in turn, had already fixed her eyes on Miss Rawlings’s countenance. In every case there had been a look of intense, patient interest on the little girl’s face.


Perhaps Miss Rawlings’s was a countenance that all little girls are apt to look at with extreme interest – especially when the owner of it is asleep in a train. It was a broad countenance with a small but powerful nose with a round tip. There was a good deal of fresh colour in the flat cheeks beneath the treacle-coloured eyes; and the hair stood like a wig beneath the huge bonnet. Miss Rawlings, too, had a habit of folding her kid-gloved hands upon her lap as if she were an image. Nonetheless, you could hardly call it only a ‘coincidence’ that these little girls were so much alike, and so much like the face at the window. And so very much like the real lost Little Gal that had always, it seemed, been at the back of Miss Rawlings’s mind.


I don’t mean at all that there was any kind of ghost in Miss Rawlings’s family. Her family was far too practical for that; and her mansion was most richly furnished. All I mean is that all these little girls happened to have a rather narrow face, a brown pigtail, rather small dark-brown bright eyes and narrow hands, and, except for the one at the window, they wore round beaver hats and buttoned coats. No; there was no ghost there. What Miss Rawlings was after was an absolutely real Little Gal. And her name was Barbara Allan.


This sounds utterly absurd. But so it had come about. For a long time – having talked about her Little Gal again and again to the Archdeacon and Mrs Tomlington and Mr Moffatt and other ladies and gentlemen in the Parish – Miss Rawlings had had no name at all for her small friend. But one still, summery evening, there being a faint red in the sky, while she was wandering gently about her immense drawing-room, she had happened to open a book lying on an ‘occasional’ table. It was a book of poetry – crimson and gilt-edged, with a brass clasp – and on the very page under her nose she had read this line:




Fell in love with Barbara Allan.





The words ran through her mind like wildfire. Barbara Allan – it was the name! Or how very like it! An echo? Certainly some words and names are echoes of one another – sisters or brothers once removed, so to speak. Tomlington and Pocklingham, for example; or quince and shrimp; or angelica and cyclamen. All I mean is that the very instant Miss Rawlings saw that printed ‘Barbara Allan’ it ran through her heart like an old tune in a nursery. It was her Little Gal, or ever so near it; as near, that is, as any name can be to a thing – viz, crocus, or comfit, or shuttlecock, or mistletoe, or pantry.


Now if Miss Rawlings had been of royal blood and had lived in a fairy tale – if, that is, she had been a Queen in Grimm – it would have been a quite ordinary thing that she should be seeking a lost Princess, or badly in need of one. But, except that her paternal grandfather was a Sir Samuel Rawlings, she was but very remotely connected with royalty. And yet, if you think about it, seeing that once upon a time there were only marvellous Adam and beautiful Eve in the Garden – that is, in the whole wide world, – and seeing that all of Us as well as all of the earth’s Kings and Queens must have descended from them, therefore all of Us must have descended from Kings and Queens. So too with bold Miss Rawlings. But – unlike Mrs Tomlington – she had not come down by the grand staircase.


Since, then, Miss Rawlings did not live in a fairy tale or in Grimm, but was a very real person in a truly real Parish, her friends and acquaintances were all inclined in private to agree with Mrs Tomlington that her Little Gal was nothing but a bee in her bonnet. And that the longer it stayed there the louder it buzzed. Indeed, Miss Rawlings almost began to think of nothing else. She became absent-minded, quite forgetting her soup and fish and chicken and French roll when she sat at dinner. She left on the gas. She signed blank cheques for the Funds. She pointed out Sunsets to blind beggars, and asked after deaf ones’ children. She gave brand-new mantles and dolmans away to the Rummagers; ordered coals from her fishmonger; rode third-class with a first-class ticket; addressed a postcard to Mrs Tomfoolington – almost every kind of absent-minded thing imaginable.


And now she was always searching – even in the house sometimes; even in the kitchen-quarters. And her plump country maids would gladly help too. ‘No, m’m, she ain’t here,’ ‘No, m’m, we ain’t a-seed her yet.’ ‘Lor, yes’m, the Room’s all ready.’


Whenever Miss Rawlings rose from her chair she would at once peer sharply out of the window to see if any small creature were passing in the street beyond the drive. When she went a-walking she was frequently all but run over by cabs and vans and phaetons and gigs, because she was looking the other way after a vanishing pigtail. Not a picture-shop, not a photographer’s could she pass without examining every single face exhibited in the window. And she never met a friend, or the friend of a friend, or conversed with a stranger, without, sure enough, beginning to talk about Young Things. Puppies or kittens or lambs, perhaps, first, and then gradually on to little boys. And then, with a sudden whisk of her bonnet, to Little Girls.


Long, long ago, now, she had learned by heart the whole of ‘Barbara Allan’:






She had not gane a mile but twa,


    When she heard the dead-bell ringing,


And every jow that the dead-bell gied,


    It cryed, Woe to Barbara Allan! 







‘O mother, mother, make my bed!


    O make it saft and narrow!


Since my love died for me today,


    I’ll die for him tomorrow.’








Oh, dear, how sad it was; and you never knew! Could it be, could it be, she cried one day to herself, that the dead lovely Barbara Allan of the poem had got by some means muddled up in Time, and was in actual fact her Little Gal? Could it be that the maiden-name of the wife of Miss Allan’s father had been Rawlings!


Miss Rawlings was far too sensible merely to wonder about things. She at once inquired of Mr Moffatt – who had been once engaged to her dearest friend, Miss Simon, now no more – whether he knew anything about Barbara Allan’s family. ‘The family, Felicia?’ Mr Moffatt had replied, his bristling eyebrows high in his head. But when, after a visit to the British Museum, Mr Moffatt returned with only two or three pages of foolscap closely written over with full particulars of the ballad and with ‘biographical details’ of Bishop Percy and of Allan Ramsay and of Oliver Goldsmith and of the gentleman who had found the oldest manuscript copy of it in Glamis Castle, or some such ancient edifice, and of how enchantingly Samuel Pepys’s friend Mrs Knipp used to sing him that air – but nothing else – Miss Rawlings very reluctantly gave up all certainty of this. ‘It still might be my Little Gal’s family,’ she said, ‘and on the other hand it might not.’ And she continued to say over to herself, with infinite sorrow in her deep rich voice, that tragic stanza:






She had not gane a mile but twa,


    When she heard the dead-bell ringing,


And every jow that the dead-bell gied,


    It cryed, Woe to Barbara Allan! 








And ‘Oh, no! Not Woe,’ she would say in her heart.


Soon after this Miss Rawlings fell ill. A day or two before she took to her bed she had been walking along Combermere Avenue, and had happened to see the pupils of the Miss Miffinses’ Young Ladies’ Seminary taking the air. Now the two last and smallest of these pupils – of the Crocodile, as rude little boys call it – were walking arm in arm with the nice English mistress, chattering away like birds in a bush. Both of them were rather narrow little creatures, both wore beaver hats beneath which dangled brown pigtails. It was yet one more astonishing moment, and Miss Rawlings had almost broken into a run – as much of a run, that is, as, being of so stout and ample a presence, she was capable of – in order to get a glimpse of their faces.


But, alas and alack, the wrought-iron gates of the School were just round the corner of Combermere Avenue; and the whole Crocodile had completely disappeared into the great stone porch beyond by the time she had come in sight of the two Monkey-Puzzles (or araucarias) on the lawn, and the brass curtain-bands to the windows.


Miss Rawlings stood and gazed at these, for the moment completely forgetting polite manners. The hurry and excitement had made her hot and breathless – and the wind was in the east. It dispirited her, and, instead of ringing the bell and asking for the Miss Miffinses, she had returned home and had at once written an invitation to the whole school to come to tea the following Sunday afternoon. In a moment of absent-mindedness, however, she had left the note on her little rosewood secretaire beside the silver inkstand that had belonged to Sir Samuel. And two days afterward – on the Friday, that is, the month being February – she had been seized with Bronchitis.


It was a rather more severe attack than was usual for Miss Rawlings, even in foggy November, and it made Miss Rawlings’s family physician a little anxious. There was no immediate danger, he explained to Nurse Murphy; still care is care, oh yes. And, Miss Rawlings being so rich and so important to the Parish, he at once decided to invite an eminent Consultant to visit his patient – a Sir James Jolliboy Geoghehan, who lived in Harley Street and knew more about Bronchitis (Harley Street being also in a foggy parish) than any other medical man in Europe or in the United States of America (which are not usually foggy places).


Fortunately Sir James took quite as bright and sanguine a view of his patient as did Miss Rawlings’s family physician. There Miss Rawlings lay, propped up against her beautiful down-pillows with the frills all round, and a fine large pale-blue-ribboned Bed Cap stood up on her large head. She was breathing pretty fast and her temperature, according to both the gentlemen’s thermometers, was 102·6. As for her pulse, Sir James fastened his eyes so close upon the Bed Cap that he forgot to count it; and he laid down her wrist without a word.


A large copper kettle was ejecting clouds of steam from the vast cheerful fire in the vast brass and steel grate, with the Cupids in the chimneypiece. There were medicine bottles on the little table, and not only Nurse Murphy stood on the other side of the bed, but Nurse O’Brien also. And the more solemn she looked the more her face appeared to be creased up in a gentle grin.


Miss Rawlings panted as she looked at them all. Her eye was a little absent, but she too was smiling. For if there was one thing Miss Rawlings was certain to be, it was to be cheerful when most other people would be inclined to be depressed. As she knew she was ill she felt bound to be smiling. She even continued to smile when Sir James murmured, ‘And the tongue?’ And she assured Sir James that, though it was exceedingly kind of him to call, it wasn’t in the least necessary. ‘I frequently have bronchitis,’ she explained, ‘but I never die.’


When Sir James and the family physician had gone downstairs and were closeted together in the gilded library, Sir James at once asked this question: ‘What, my dear sir, was our excellent patient remarking about a Miss Barbara Allan? Has she a relative of the name?’


At this Miss Rawlings’s family physician looked a little confused. ‘No, no; oh dear, no!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s merely a little fancy, a caprice. Miss Rawlings has a notion there is a little girl belonging to her somewhere – probably of that name, you know. Quite harmless. An aberration. In fact, I indulge it; I indulge it. Miss Rawlings is a most able, sagacious, energetic, philanthropic, practical, generous, and – and – humorous lady. The fancy, you see, has somehow attached itself to the name “Barbara Allan” – a heroine, I believe, in one of Sir Walter Scott’s admirable fictions. Only that. Nothing more.’


Sir James, a tall man, peered down at Miss Rawlings’s family physician over his gold pince-nez. ‘I once had a patient, my dear Dr Sheppard,’ he replied solemnly, in a voice a good deal deeper but not so rich as Miss Rawlings’s, ‘who had the amiable notion that she was the Queen of Sheba and that I was King Solomon. A most practical woman. She left me three hundred guineas in her will for a mourning ring.’ He thereupon explained – in words that his patient could not possibly have understood, but that Dr Sheppard understood perfectly – that Miss Rawlings was in no immediate danger and that she was indeed quite a comfortable little distance from Death’s Door. Still, bronchitis is bronchitis; so let the dear lady be humoured as much as possible. ‘Let her have the very best nurses, excellent creatures; and all the comforts!’ He smiled as he said these words, as if Dr Sheppard were a long-lost brother. And he entirely approved, not only of the nice sago puddings, the grapes, the bee-ootiful beef-juice (with toast or a rusk), the barley water and the physic, but of as many Barbara Allans as Miss Rawlings could possibly desire. And all that he said sounded so much like the chorus of some such old sea-song as Yeo-ho-ho, or Away to Rio, or The Anchor’s Weighed, that one almost expected Dr Sheppard to join in.


Both gentlemen then took their leave and, Dr Sheppard having escorted Sir James to his brougham, for this was before the days of machine carriages, the two nurses retired from the window and Miss Rawlings sank into a profound nap.


In a few days Miss Rawlings was much, much, much better. Her temperature was 97.4, her breathing no more than twenty-four or -five to the minute. The flush had left her cheeks, and she had finished three whole bottles of medicine. She devoured a slice from the breast of a chicken and even enjoyed her sago pudding. The nurses were pleased.


But, if anything, Miss Rawlings’s illness seemed to have increased her anxiety to find Barbara Allan as quickly as ever she could. After all, you see, we all of us have only a certain number of years to live, and a year lasts only twelve calendar months, and the shortest month is only twenty-eight days, excluding Leap Year. So if you want to do anything badly it is better to begin at once, and go straight on.


The very first day she was out in Mr Dubbins’s invalid chair she met her dear friend Mr Moffatt in Combermere Grove, and he stood conversing with her for a while under the boughs of almost as wide a spreading chestnut tree as the village blacksmith’s in the poem. Mr Moffatt always looked as if he ought to have the comfort of a sleek bushy beard. If he had, it is quite certain it would have wagged a good deal as he listened to Miss Rawlings. ‘What I am about to do, my dear Mr Moffatt, is advertise,’ she cried, and in such a powerful voice that the lowest fronds of the leafing chestnut tree over her head slightly trembled as they hung a little listlessly on their stalks in the spring sunshine.


‘Advertise, my dear Felicia?’ cried Mr Moffatt. ‘And what for?’


‘Why, my dear old friend,’ replied Miss Rawlings, ‘for Barbara Allan, to be sure.’


Mr Moffatt blinked very rapidly, and the invisible beard wagged more than ever. And he looked hard at Miss Rawlings’s immense bonnet as if he actually expected to see that busy bee; as if he even feared it might be a Queen Bee and would produce a complete hive.


But after bidding him good-bye with yet another wag of the bonnet and a ‘Yes, thank you, Dubbins,’ Miss Rawlings was as good as her word. She always was. Three days afterwards there appeared in the Times and in the Morning Post and in the Daily Telegraph, and five days later in the Spectator, the following:




WANTED as soon as possible, by a lady who has lost her as long as she can remember, a little girl of the name (probably) of Barbara Allan, or of a name that sounds like Barbara Allan. The little girl is about ten years old. She has a rather three-cornered-shaped face, with narrow cheekbones, and bright brown eyes. She is slim, with long fingers, and wears a pigtail and probably a round beaver hat. She shall have an exceedingly happy home and Every Comfort, and her friends (or relatives) will be amply rewarded for all the care and kindness they have bestowed upon her, for the first nine years or more of her life.





You should have seen Miss Rawlings reading that advertisement over and over. Her Times that morning had a perfume as of the spices of Ambrosia. But even Miss Rawlings could not have hoped that her advertisement would be so rapidly and spontaneously and abundantly answered. The whole day of every day of the following week her beautiful wrought-iron gates were opening and shutting and admitting all kinds and sorts and shapes and sizes of little girls with brown eyes, long fingers, pigtails, and beaver hats, about ten years of age. And usually an aunt or a stepmother or the Matron of an Orphanage or a Female Friend accompanied each candidate.


There were three genuine Barbara Allans. But one had reddish hair and freckles; the second, curly flaxen hair that refused to keep to the pigtail-ribbon into which it had been tied; and the third, though her hair was brown, had grey speckled eyes, and looked to be at least eleven. Apart from these three, there were numbers and numbers of little girls whose Christian name was Barbara, but whose surname was Allison, or Angus, or Anson, or Mallings, or Bulling, or Dalling, or Spalding, or Bellingham, or Allingham, and so on and so forth. Then there were Marjories and Marcias and Margarets, Norahs and Doras and Rhodas and Marthas, all of the name of Allen, or Allan, or Alleyne, or Alyn, and so on. And there was one little saffron-haired creature who came with a very large Matron, and whose name was Dulcibella Dobbs.


Miss Rawlings, with her broad bright face and bright little eyes, smiled at them all from her chair, questioned their aunts and their stepmothers and their Female Friends, and coveted every single one of them, including Dulcibella Dobbs. But you must draw the line somewhere, as Euclid said to his little Greek pupils when he sat by the sparkling waves of the Aegean Sea and drew triangles on the sand. And Miss Rawlings felt in her heart that it was kinder and wiser and more prudent and proper to keep strictly to those little girls with the three-cornered faces, high cheek-bones, ‘really’ brown eyes, and truly appropriate pigtails. With these she fell in love again and again and again.


There was no doubt in the world that she had an exceedingly motherly heart, but very few mothers could so nicely afford to give it rein. Indeed, Miss Rawlings would have drawn the line nowhere if it had not been for the fact that she had only Ten Thousand Pounds or so a year.


There were tears in her eyes when she bade the others good-bye. And to everyone she gave, not one bun, not one orange, but a bag of oranges and a bag of buns. And not merely a bag of ordinary Denia oranges and ordinary currant buns, but a bag of Jaffas and a bag of Bath. And she thanked their Guardianesses for having come such a long way, and would they be offended if she paid the fare? Only one was offended, but then her fare had cost only 3d. – 2d. for herself, and 1d. (half price) for the little Peggoty Spalding she brought with her. And Miss Rawlings paid her sixpence.


She kept thirty little ten-year-olds altogether, and you never saw so many young fortunate smiling pigtailed creatures so much alike. And Miss Rawlings, having been so successful, withdrew her advertisements from the Times and the Morning Post and the Daily Telegraph and the Spectator, and she bought a most beautiful Tudor house called Trafford House, with one or two wings to it that had been added in the days of Good Queen Anne, and William and Mary, which stood in entirely its own grounds not ten miles from the Parish boundary. The forest trees in its park were so fine – cedars, sweet chestnuts, and ash and beech and oak – that you could only get a tiny glimpse of its chimneys from the entrance to the drive.


Things are often curious in this world, and coincidences are almost as common as centipedes. So Miss Rawlings was more happy than surprised when, on looking over this mansion, she counted – and to make sure counted again – exactly thirty little bedrooms, with some larger ones over for a matron, a nurse, some parlour-maids, some housemaids, some tweeny-maids, and a Boy to clean the button-boots and shoes. When her legal adviser explained to her that this establishment, what with the little chests-of-drawers, basins and ewers, brass candlesticks, oval looking-glasses, dumpy beds, three-legged stools, dimity curtains, woolly rugs, not to speak of chiffoniers, whatnots, hot-water bottles, soup ladles, and so on and so forth – not to mention a uniform with brass buttons for the man with whiskers at the park gate – would cost her at least Six Thousand a year, that bee in Miss Rawlings’s bonnet buzzed as if indeed it was a whole hive gone a-swarming.


‘Well, now, my dear Mr Wilkinson,’ she said, ‘I made a little estimate myself, being a business woman, and it came to £6004 10s. 0d. How reasonable! I shall be at least four pounds-ten in pocket.’


So in a few weeks everything was ready – new paint, new gravel on the paths, geraniums in the flower-beds, quilts as neat as daisies on a lawn on the dumpy beds, and the thirty Barbara Allans sitting fifteen a side at the immensely long oak table (where once in Henry VIII’s time monks had eaten their fish on Fridays), the matron with the corkscrew curls at the top and the chief nurse in her starched cap at the bottom. And Miss Rawlings seated in the south bow-window in an old oak chair, with her ebony and ivory stick and her purple bonnet, smiling at her Barbara Allans as if she had mistaken Trafford House for the Garden of Eden.


And I must say every single pigtail of the complete thirty bobbed as merrily as roses in June over that first Grand Tea – blackberry jelly, strawberry jam, home-made bread, plum cake, the best beef-dripping for those who had not a sweet or a milk tooth, Sally Lunns, heather honey, maids-of-honour, and an enormous confection of marchpane, with cupids and comfits and silver bells and thirty little candles standing up in the midst of the table like St Paul’s Cathedral on the top of Ludgate Hill in the great city of London. It was a lucky thing for the Thirty’s insides that Grand Teas are not everyday teas.


And so, when all the thirty Pigtails had sung a Latin grace put out of English by Mr Moffatt and set to a tune composed by a beloved uncle of Miss Rawlings’s, who also was now no more, the Grand Tea came to an end. Whereupon the Thirty – looking themselves like yet another Crocodile with very fat joints – came and said good-night to Miss Rawlings, though some of them could scarcely speak. And as Miss Rawlings knew that not all little girls liked being kissed by comparative strangers, she just shook hands with each, and smiled at them as if her motherly heart would almost break. And Dr Sheppard was Medical Adviser to the thirty little Pigtailers, and Mr Moffatt came every other Sunday to hear their catechisms.


Miss Rawlings had never been much attached to rules and regulations for other people, though she kept faithfully to a few for herself. She loved everyone to be free and everything to be easy, considering how hard most things are. And this was the Order of the Day with the Pigtails in their Home.


At half-past seven in summer, and at nine in winter, the Boy in buttons rang an immense bell, its clapper tied round with a swab of cotton-wool to prevent it from clanging too sonorously. This great quiet bell was not only to waken from their last sweet dreams the slumbering Pigtails in their little beds, but to tell them they had yet another half-hour between the blankets before they had to get up. Then hairbrushes, toothbrushes, nailbrushes, as usual. Then ‘When morning gilds the sky’, and breakfast in the wide white room with the primrose curtains looking out into the garden. And if any Pigtail happened to have been not quite so good as usual on the previous day, she was allowed – if she asked for it – to have a large plateful of porridge with or without salt – for a punishment. No less than ninety-nine such platefuls were served out in the first year – the Pigtails were so high-spirited. Still, it can be imagined what a thirtyfold sigh of relief went up when breakfast on December 31st was over and there hadn’t been a hundredth.


From 9 a.m. to 12 p.m. the Pigtails were one and all exceedingly busy. Having made their beds, they ran out into the garden and woods – some to bathe in the stream, some to listen to the birds, some to talk, and some to sing; some to paint, some to play, and some to read, and some to dance; some just to sit; and some high up in a beech tree to learn poems, to make up poems, even to read each other’s. It all depended on the weather. The sun shone, the rooks cawed, the green silken leaves whispered; and Miss Rawlings would stand looking up at them in their verdurous perch as fondly as a cat at a canary. There was not at last a flower or a tree or an insect or a star in those parts, or a bird or a little beast or a fish or a toadstool or a moss or a pebble, that the little Pigtails did not know by heart. And the more they knew them, the more closely they looked at them, and the more closely they looked at them, the more they loved them and the more they knew them – round and round and round and round.


From twelve to one there were ‘Lessons’. Then dinner, and tongues like jackdaws raiding a pantry for silver spoons. In the afternoon those who went for a walk toward the stranger parts went for a walk. Some stayed at home in a little parlour and sang in chorus together like a charm of wild birds. Some did their mending and darning, their hemming and feather-stitching, and some did sums. Some played on the fiddle, and some looked after their bullfinches, and bunnies, and bees, and guinea pigs, and ducks. Then there were the hens and the doves and the calves and the pigs to feed, and the tiny motherless lambs, too (when lambs there were), with bottles of milk. And sometimes of an afternoon Miss Rawlings would come in and sit at a window just watching her Pigtails, or would read them a story. And Dr Sheppard asseverated not once but three times over that if she went on bringing them sweetmeats and candies and lollipops and suckets to such an extent, not a single sound white ivory tooth of their nine hundred or so would be left in the Pigtails’ heads. So Miss Rawlings kept to Sundays.


At five was tea-time: jam on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays; jelly on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays; and both on Sundays. From six to seven there were ‘Lessons’, and when the little Pigtails were really tired, which was always before nine, they just skipped off to bed. Some of them had munched their supper biscuits and were snug in bed, indeed, even before the rest had sung the evening hymn. And the evening hymn was always ‘Eternal Father’ – for being all of them so extremely happy they could not but be ‘in peril on the deep’ just as sailors are, for happiness may fly away like birds in corn, or butterflies before rain. And on Sundays they sang ‘Lead, Kindly Light’ too, because Miss Rawlings’s mother had once been blessed by the great and blessed Cardinal Newman. And one Pigtail played the accompaniment on the fiddle, and one on the sweet-tongued viola, and one on the harpsichord; for since Miss Rawlings had read ‘Barbara Allan’ she had given up pianofortes. And then, sleepy and merry and chattering, they all trooped up to bed.


So this was their Day. And all night, unseen, the stars shone in their splendour above the roof of Trafford House, or the white-faced moon looked down upon the sleeping garden and the doves and the pigs and the lambs and the flowers. And at times there was a wind in the sky among the clouds, and sometimes frost in the dark hours settled like pollen wheresoever its cold brightness might find a lodging. And when the little Pigtails awoke there would be marvellous cold fronds and flowerets on their window panes, and even sometimes a thin crankling slat of ice in their water-jugs. On which keen winter mornings you could hear their teeth chattering like monkeys cracking nuts. And so time went on.


On the very next June 1st, there was a prodigious Garden Party at Trafford House, with punts on the lake and refreshments and lemonade in a tent in the park, and all the guardianesses and aunts and stepmothers and Matrons and Female Friends were invited to come and see Miss Rawlings’s little Pigtails. And some brought their sisters, and some their nieces and nephews. There were Merry-go-Rounds, Aunt Sallies, Frisk-and-Come-Easies, a Punch and Judy Show, a Fat Man, a fortune-teller, and three marvellous acrobats from Hongkong. And there were quantities of things to eat and lots to see, and Kiss-in-the-Ring, and all broke up after fireworks and ‘God Save the Queen’ at half-past nine.


The house, as I keep on saying, was called Trafford House, but the Home was called ‘The Home of All the Little Barbara Allans and Suchlike, with Brown Eyes, Narrow Cheek-bones, Beaver Hats, and Pigtails, Ltd.’ And it was ‘limited’ because there could be only thirty of them, and time is not Eternity.


And now there were only three things that prevented Miss Rawlings from being too intensely happy to go on being alive; and these three were as follows: (a) She wanted to live always at the House: but how could the Parish get on without her? (b) What was she going to do when the Pigtailers became twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen; and so forth, and Grown-Up? And (c) How could she ever possibly part with any of them or get any more?


For, you see, Miss Rawlings’s first-of-all Barbara Allan was aged ten, and had somehow managed to stay ten. But because, I suppose, things often go right in this world when we are not particularly noticing them, and don’t know how, all these difficulties simply melted away like butter in the sun.


In the first place, Miss Rawlings did at last – in 1888, to be exact, one year after Queen Victoria’s first Jubilee – did, I say, at last go to live at the Home of All the Little Barbara Allans and Suchlike, with Brown Eyes, Beaver Hats, and Pigtails, Ltd. She was called The Matron’s Friend, so as not to undermine the discipline. When her Parish wanted her, which was pretty often, the Parish (Thirty or Forty strong) came to see her in her little parlour overlooking the pond with the punts and the water lilies.


Next – though how, who can say? – the little Pigtails somehow did not grow up, even though they must have grown older. Something queer happened to their Time. It cannot have been what just the clocks said. If there wasn’t more of it, there was infinitely more in it. It was like air and dew and sunbeams and the south wind to them all. You simply could not tell what next. And, apart from all that wonderful learning, apart even from the jam and jelly and the Roast Beef of Old England, they went on being just the right height and the right heart for ten. Their brown eyes never lost their light and sparkle. No wrinkles ever came in their three-cornered faces with the high cheek-bones, and not a single grey or silver hair into their neat little pigtails – that could at any rate be seen.


Next, therefore, Miss Rawlings never had to part with any of them or to look or advertise for any more.


Yet another peculiar thing was that Miss Rawlings grew more and more like a Pigtail herself. She grew younger. She laughed like a schoolgirl. Her face became a little narrower, even the cheek-bones seemed not to be so wide. As for her bonnets, as time ‘went on’ they grew up instead of broadwise. And when she sat in Church with the Thirty, in the third pew down from Mrs Tomlington’s, you might almost have supposed she was a widish pigtail, just a little bit dressed up.


It is true that in the very secretest corner of her heart of hearts she was still looking for the one and only absolute little Barbara Allan of her lifelong daydream; but that is how things go. And the thought of it brought only a scarcely perceptible grave glance of hope and inquiry into her round brown eyes. And underneath – oh, dear me, yes – she was almost too happy and ordinary and good-natured and homely to be telling this story about at all.


We all die at last – just journey on – and so did Miss Rawlings. And so did the whole of the Thirty, and the Matron, and the Chief Nurse, and Mr Moffatt, and Dr Sheppard, and the Man with whiskers at the park gates, and the Boy who cleaned the button-boots; parlour-maids, tweeny-maids, Mrs Tomfoolington, and all. And if you would like to see the Old House and the little graves, you take the first turning on the right as you leave the Parish Church on your left, and walk on until you come to a gatepost beyond the milestone.


A path crossing the fields – sometimes of wheat, sometimes of turnips, sometimes of barley or clover or swedes – leads to a farm in the hollow with a duckpond, guinea fowl roosting in the pines at evening, and a lovely old thatched barn where the fantailed doves croon in the sunshine. You then cross the yard and come to a lane beside a wood of thorn and hazel. This bears a little east, and presently, after ascending the hill beyond the haystack, you will see – if it is still there – the Home of All the Little Barbara Allans and Suchlike, with Brown Eyes, Beaver Hats, and Pigtails, Ltd.


And not very far away is a little smooth-mown patch of turf with a beautiful thatched wall around it, which Mr Moffat consecrated himself. And there, side by side, sleep the Little Thirty, with their pigtails beside their narrow bones. And there lie the tweeny-maids, the parlour-maids, the Man with whiskers at the park gate, and the Boy who cleaned the button-boots. And there lies Miss Rawlings, too. And when the last trump sounds, up they will get as happy as wood larks, and as sweet and fresh as morning mushrooms. But if you want to hear any more about that, please turn to the Poems of Mr Wm. Blake.






* First published in Atlantic Monthly, August 1925.
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Once – once upon a time there lived, with his sister Griselda, in a little cottage near the Great Forest, a young farmer whose name was John. Brother and sister, they lived alone, except for their sheepdog, Sly, their flock of sheep, the numberless birds of the forest, and the ‘fairies’. John loved his sister beyond telling; he loved Sly; and he delighted to listen to the birds singing at twilight round the darkening margin of the forest. But he feared and hated the fairies. And, having a very stubborn heart, the more he feared, the more he hated them; and the more he hated them, the more they pestered him.
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Now these were a tribe of fairies, sly, small, gay-hearted and mischievous, and not of the race of fairies noble, silent, beautiful and remote from man. They were a sort of gipsy-fairies, very nimble and of aery and prankish company, and partly for mischief and partly for love of her they were always trying to charm John’s dear sister Griselda away, with their music and fruits and trickery. He more than half believed it was they who years ago had decoyed into the forest not only his poor old father, who had gone out faggot-cutting in his sheepskin hat with his ass; but his mother too, who soon after had gone out to look for him.


But fairies, even of this small tribe, hate no man. They mocked him and mischiefed him; they spilt his milk, rode astraddle on his rams, garlanded his old ewes with sow-thistle and briony, sprinkled water on his kindling wood, loosed his bucket into the well, and hid his great leather shoes. But all this they did, not for hate – for they came and went like evening moths about Griselda – but because in his fear and fury he shut up his sister from them, and because he was sullen and stupid. Yet he did nothing but fret himself. He set traps for them, and caught starlings; he fired his blunderbuss at them under the moon, and scared his sheep; he set dishes of sour milk in their way, and sticky leaves and brambles where their rings were green in the meadows; but all to no purpose. When at dusk, too, he heard their faint, elfin music, he would sit in the door blowing into his father’s great bassoon till the black forest re-echoed with its sad, solemn, wooden voice. But that was of no help either. At last he grew so surly that he made Griselda utterly miserable. Her cheeks lost their scarlet and her eyes their sparkling. Then the fairies began to plague John in earnest – lest their lovely, loved child of man, Griselda, should die.


Now one summer’s evening – and most nights are cold in the Great Forest – John, having put away his mournful bassoon and bolted the door, was squatting, moody and gloomy, with Griselda, on his hearth beside the fire. And he leaned back his great hairy head and stared straight up the chimney to where high in the heavens glittered a host of stars. And suddenly, while he lolled there on his stool moodily watching them, there appeared against the dark sky a mischievous elvish head secretly peeping down at him; and busy fingers began sprinkling dew on his wide upturned face. He heard the laughter too of the fairies miching and gambolling on his thatch, and in a rage he started up, seized a round Dutch cheese that lay on a platter, and with all his force threw it clean and straight up the sooty chimney at the faces of mockery clustered above. And after that, though Griselda sighed at her spinning wheel, he heard no more. Even the cricket that had been whistling all through the evening fell silent, and John supped on his black bread and onions alone.


Next day Griselda woke at dawn and put her head out of the little window beneath the thatch, and the day was white with mist.


‘’Twill be another hot day,’ she said to herself, combing her beautiful hair.


But when John went down, so white and dense with mist were the fields, that even the green borders of the forest were invisible, and the whiteness went to the sky. Swathing and wreathing itself, opal and white as milk, all the morning the mist grew thicker and thicker about the little house. When John went out about nine o’clock to peer about him, nothing was to be seen at all. He could hear his sheep bleating, the kettle singing, Griselda sweeping, but straight up above him hung only, like a small round fruit, a little cheese-red beamless sun – straight up above him, though the hands of the clock were not yet come to ten. He clenched his fists and stamped in sheer rage. But no one answered him, no voice mocked him but his own. For when these idle, mischievous fairies have played a trick on an enemy they soon weary of it.


All day long that little sullen lantern burned above the mist, sometimes red, so that the white mist was dyed to amber, and sometimes milky pale. The trees dripped water from every leaf. Every flower asleep in the garden was neckleted with beads; and nothing but a drenched old forest crow visited the lonely cottage that afternoon to cry: ‘Kah, Kah, Kah!’ and fly away.


But Griselda knew her brother’s mood too well to speak of it, or to complain. And she sang on gaily in the house, though she was more sorrowful than ever.


Next day John went out to tend his flocks. And wherever he went the red sun seemed to follow. When at last he found his sheep they were drenched with the clinging mist and were huddled together in dismay. And when they saw him it seemed that they cried out with one unanimous bleating voice:


‘O ma-a-a-ster!’


And he stood counting them. And a little apart from the rest stood his old ram So1l, with a face as black as soot; and there, perched on his back, impish and sharp and scarlet, rode and tossed and sang just such another fairy as had mocked John from the chimney top. A fire seemed to break out in his body, and, picking up a handful of stones, he rushed at Soll through the flock. They scattered, bleating, out into the mist. And the fairy, all-acockahoop on the old ram’s back, took its small ears between finger and thumb, and as fast as John ran, so fast jogged Soll, till all the young farmer’s stones were thrown, and he found himself alone in a quagmire so sticky and befogged that it took him till afternoon to grope his way out. And only Griselda’s singing over her broth-pot guided him at last home.


Next day he sought his sheep far and wide, but not one could he find. To and fro he wandered, shouting and calling and whistling to Sly, till, heart-sick and thirsty, they were both wearied out. Yet bleatings seemed to fill the air, and a faint, beautiful bell tolled on out of the mist; and John knew the fairies had hidden his sheep, and he hated them more than ever.


After that he went no more into the fields, brightly green beneath the enchanted mist. He sat and sulked, staring out of the door at the dim forests far away, glimmering faintly red beneath the small red sun. Griselda could not sing any more, she was too tired and hungry. And just before twilight she went out and gathered the last few pods of peas from the garden for their supper.


And while she was shelling them, John, within doors in the cottage, heard again the tiny timbrels and the distant horns, and the odd, clear, grasshopper voices calling and calling her, and he knew in his heart that, unless he relented and made friends with the fairies, Griselda would surely one day run away to them and leave him forlorn. He scratched his great head, and gnawed his broad thumb. They had taken his father, they had taken his mother, they might take his sister – but he wouldn’t give in.


So he shouted, and Griselda in fear and trembling came in out of the garden with her basket and basin and sat down in the gloaming to finish shelling her peas.


And as the shadows thickened and the stars began to shine, the malevolent singing came nearer, and presently there was a groping and stirring in the thatch, a tapping at the window, and John knew the fairies had come – not alone, not one or two or three, but in their company and bands – to plague him, and to entice away Griselda. He shut his mouth and stopped up his ears with his fingers, but when, with great staring eyes, he saw them capering like bubbles in a glass, like flames along straw, on his very doorstep, he could contain himself no longer. He caught up Griselda’s bowl and flung it – peas, water and all – full in the snickering faces of the Little Folk! There came a shrill, faint twitter of laughter, a scampering of feet, and then all again was utterly still.


Griselda tried in vain to keep back her tears. She put her arms round John’s neck and hid her face in his sleeve.


‘Let me go!’ she said, ‘let me go, John, just a day and a night, and I’ll come back to you. They are angry with us. But they love me; and if I sit on the hillside under the boughs of the trees beside the pool and listen to their music just a little while, they will make the sun shine again and drive back the flocks, and we shall be as happy as ever. Look at poor Sly, John dear, he is hungrier even than I am.’ John heard only the mocking laughter and the tap-tapping and the rustling and crying of the fairies, and he wouldn’t let his sister go.


And it began to be marvellously dark and still in the cottage. No stars moved across the casement, no waterdrops glittered in the candleshine. John could hear only one low, faint, unceasing stir and rustling all around him. So utterly dark and still it was that even Sly woke from his hungry dreams and gazed up into his mistress’s face and whined.


They went to bed; but still, all night long, while John lay tossing on his mattress, the rustling never ceased. The old kitchen clock ticked on and on, but there came no hint of dawn. All was pitch-black and now all was utterly silent. There wasn’t a whisper, not a creak, not a sigh of air, not a footfall of mouse, not a flutter of moth, not a settling of dust to be heard at all. Only desolate silence. And John at last could endure his fears and suspicions no longer. He got out of bed and stared from his square casement. He could see nothing. He tried to thust it open; it would not move. He went downstairs and unbarred the door and looked out. He saw, as it were, a deep, clear, green shade, from behind which the songs of the birds rose faint as in a dream.


And then he sighed like a grampus and sat down, and knew that the fairies had beaten him. Like Jack’s beanstalk, in one night had grown up a dense wall of peas. He pushed and pulled and hacked with his axe, and kicked with his shoes, and buffeted with his blunderbuss. But it was all in vain. He sat down once more in his chair beside the hearth and covered his face with his hands. And at last Griselda, too, awoke, and came down with her candle. And she comforted her brother, and told him if he would do what she bade she would soon make all right again. And he promised her.


So with a scarf she bound tight his hands behind him; and with a rope she bound his feet together, so that he could neither run nor throw stones, peas or cheeses. She bound his eyes and ears and mouth with a napkin, so that he could neither see, hear, smell, nor cry out. And, that done, she pushed and pulled him like a great bundle, and at last rolled him out of sight into the chimney-corner against the wall. Then she took a small sharp pair of needlework scissors that her godmother had given her, and snipped and snipped, till at last there came a little hole in the thick green hedge of peas. And putting her mouth there she called softly through the little hole. And the fairies drew near the doorstep and nodded and nodded and listened.


And then and there Griselda made a bargain with them for the forgiveness of John – a lock of her golden hair; seven dishes of ewes’ milk; three and thirty bunches of currants, red, white and black; a bag of thistledown; three handkerchiefs full of lambs’ wool; nine jars of honey; a peppercorn of spice. All these (except the hair) John was to bring himself to their secret places as soon as he was able. Above all, the bargain between them was that Griselda would sit one full hour each evening of summer on the hillside in the shadow and greenness that slope down from the great forest towards the valley, where the fairies’ mounds are, and where their tiny brindled cattle graze.


Her brother lay blind and deaf and dumb as a log of wood. She promised everything.


And then, instead of a rustling and a creeping, there came a rending and a crashing. Instead of green shade, light of amber; then white. And as the thick hedge withered and shrank, and the merry and furious dancing sun scorched and scorched and scorched, there came, above the singing of the birds, the bleatings of sheep – and behold sooty Soll and hungry Sly met square upon the doorstep; and all John’s sheep shone white as hoar-frost on his pastures; and every lamb was garlanded with pimpernel and eyebright; and the old fat ewes stood still, with saddles of moss; and their laughing riders sat and saw Griselda standing in the doorway in her beautiful yellow hair.


As for John, tied up like a sack in the chimney-corner, down came his cheese again crash upon his head, and, not being able to say anything, he said nothing.






* As printed in CSC (1947). First published in Lady’s Realm, May 1908, where it was called ‘The Dutch Cheese: A Story for Children’.
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It was a hot, still evening; the trees stood motionless; and not a bird was singing under the sky when a little old lady and a child appeared together over the crest of the hill. They paused side by side on the long, green, mounded ridge, behind which the sun was now descending. And spread out flat beneath them were the fields and farms and the wandering stream of the wide countryside. It was quite flat, and a faint thin mist was over it all, stretching out as if to the rim of the world. The stooping old lady and the child presently ventured a few further paces down the hillside, then again came to a standstill, and gazed once more, from under the umbrella that shaded them against the hot sun, on the scene spread out beneath them.


‘Is that the house, Grannie,’ said the child, ‘that one near the meadow with the horses in it, and the trees? And is that queer little grey building right in the middle of that green square field the church?’


The old lady pressed her lips together, and continued to gaze through her thick glasses at the great solitary country scene. Then she drew her umbrella down with a click, placed it on the turf beside her, and sat down on it.


‘I don’t suppose the grass is damp, my dear, after this long hot day; but you never know,’ she said.


‘It’s perfectly dry, Grannie dear, and very beautiful,’ said the child, as if she could hardly spare the breath for the words. Then she too sat down. She had rather long fair hair, and a straight small nose under her round hat with its wreath of buttercups. Her name was Susan.


‘And is that the house, Grannie?’ she whispered once more. ‘And is that the church where you did really and truly see it?’


The old lady never turned her eyes, but continued to overlook the scene as if she had not heard the small voice questioning; as if she were alone with her thoughts. And at that moment, one after another, a troop of gentle-stepping, half-wild horses appeared on a path round the bluff of the hill. Shyly eyeing these two strange human figures in their haunts, one and another of them lifted a narrow lovely head to snort; and a slim young bay, his mane like rough silk in the light, paused to whinny. Then one by one they trotted along the path, and presently were gone. Susan watched them out of sight, then sighed.


‘This is a lovely place to be in, Grannie,’ she said, and sighed again. ‘I wish I had been here too when I was little. Please do tell me again about the – you know.’


Her voice trailed off faintly in the still golden air up there on the hill, as if she were now a little timid of repeating the question. She drew in closer beside her grannie, and pushing her small fingers between those of the bent-up, black-gloved hand in the old lady’s lap, she stooped forward after yet another pause, looked up into the still grey face with its spectacles, and said very softly, ‘How many years ago did you say?’




[image: ]





There was a mild far-away expression in the slate-grey eyes into which Susan was looking, as if memory were retracing one by one the years that had gone. Never had Susan sat like this upon a green hill above so immense a world, or in so hushed an evening quiet. Her busy eyes turned once more to look first in the direction in which the trotting comely horses had vanished, then down again to the farmhouse with its barns and byres and orchard. They then rested once more on the grey stone church – which from this height looked almost as small as an old cottage – in the midst of its green field.


‘How many years ago, Grannie?’ repeated Susan.


‘More than I scarcely dare think of,’ said the old woman at last, gently pressing her fingers. ‘Seventy-five, my dear.’


‘Seventy-five!’ breathed Susan. ‘But that’s not so very many, Grannie dear,’ she added quickly, pushing her head against her grannie’s black-caped shoulder. ‘And now, before it is too late, please will you tell me the story. You see, Grannie, soon we shall have to be going back to the cab, or the man will suppose we are not coming back at all. Please.’


‘But you know most of it already.’


‘Only in pieces, Grannie; and besides, to think that here we are – here, in the very place!’


‘Well,’ began the old voice at last, ‘I will tell it you all again, if you persist, my dear; but it’s a little more than seventy-five years ago, for – though you would not believe it of such an old person – I was born in May. My mother, your great-grandmother, was young then, and in very delicate health after my father’s death. Her doctor had said she must go on a long sea voyage. And since she was not able to take me with her, I was sent to that little farmhouse down there – Green’s Farm, as it was called – to spend the months of her absence with my Uncle James and his housekeeper, who was called Miss Jemima.’


‘Miss Jemima!’ cried the little girl, stooping over suddenly with a burst of laughter. ‘It is a queer name, you know, Grannie.’


‘It is,’ said the old lady. ‘And it belonged to one to whom it was my duty to show affection, but who never cared much for the little girl she had in her charge. And when people don’t care for you, it is sometimes a little difficult, Susan, to care for them. At least I found it so. I don’t mean that Miss Jemima was unkind to me, only that when she was kind, she seemed to be kind on purpose. And when I had a slice of plum cake, her face always seemed to tell me it was plum cake, and that I deserved only plain. My Uncle James knew that his housekeeper did not think me a pleasant little girl. I was a shrimp in size, with straight black hair which she made me tie tightly back with a piece of velvet ribbon. I had small dark eyes and very skimpy legs. And though he himself was kind, and fond of me, he showed his affection only when we were alone together, and not when she was present. He was ill, too, then, though I did not know how ill. And he lay all day in a long chair with a check rug over his legs, and Miss Jemima had charge not only of me, but of the farm.


‘All the milking, and the ploughing, and the chickens, and the pigs, Grannie?’ asked Susan.


The old lady shut her eyes an instant, pressed her lips together and said, ‘All.’


‘The consequence was,’ she went on, ‘I was rather a solitary child. Whenever I could, I used to hide myself away in some corner of the house – and a beautiful house it is. It’s a pity, my dear, I am so old and you so young and this hill so steep. Otherwise we could go down and – well, never mind. That row of small lattice windows which you can see belong to a narrow corridor; and the rooms out of it, rambling one into the other, were walled in just as the builders fancied, when they made the house three hundred years or more ago. And that was in the reign of Edward VI.’


‘Like the Bluecoat boys,’ said Susan, ‘though I can’t say I like the yellow stockings, Grannie, not that mustard yellow, you know.’


‘Like the Bluecoat boys,’ repeated her grandmother. ‘Well, as I say, the house was a nest of hiding-places; and as a child I was small – smaller even than you, Susan. I would sit with my book; or kneel up on a chair and watch from a window, lean out too sometimes – as if by so doing I might be able to see my mother in India. And whenever the weather was fine, and sometimes when it was not, I would creep out of the house and run away down that shaggy lane to the little wood down there. There is a brook in it (though you can’t see that) which brawls continuously all day long and all the night too. And sometimes I would climb up this very hill. And sometimes I would creep across the field to that little church.


‘It was there I most easily forgot myself and even my little scrapes and troubles – with the leaves and the birds, and the blue sky and the clouds overhead; or watching a snail, or picking kingcups and cowslips, or staring into the stream at the fish. You see I was rather a doleful little creature: first because I was usually alone; next because my Uncle James was ill and so could not be happy; and last because I was made to feel more homesick than ever by the cold glances and cold tongue of Miss Jemima.’


‘Miss Jemima!’ echoed Susan, burying her face in her amusement an instant in her hands.


‘Miss Jemima,’ repeated the old voice solemnly. ‘But I was not only dismal and doleful. Far worse: I made little attempt to be anything else, and began to be fretful too. There was no company of my own age, for, as you see, the village is a mile or two off – over there where the sun is lighting the trees up. And I was not allowed to play with the village children. The only company I had was a fat little boy of two, belonging to one of the farm-hands. And he was so backward a baby that even at that age he could scarcely say as many words.’


‘I began to talk at one,’ said Susan.


‘Yes, my dear,’ said her grannie, ‘and you are likely, it seems, to go on talking the clock round.’


‘Grannie, dear,’ said Susan, ‘I simply love this story – until – you know.’


‘Well, of all the places strictly forbidden me to play in,’ continued the old lady, ‘that peaceful little churchyard came first. My “aunt”, as I say, thought me a fantastic silly-notioned little girl, and she didn’t approve of my picking flowers that grow among tombstones. Indeed, I am not now quite sure myself if such flowers belong to the living at all. Still, once or twice in the summer the old sexton – Mr Fletcher he was called, and a very grumpy old man he was – used to come with his scythe and mow the lush grasses down. And you could scarcely breathe for the sweet smell of them. It seemed a waste to see them lying in swathes, butterflies hovering above them, fading in the sun. There never were such buttercups and dandelion-clocks and meadow-sweet as grew beneath those old grey walls. I was happy there; and coming and going, I would say a prayer for my mother. But you will please understand, Susan, that I was being disobedient; that I had no business to be there at all at any time. And perhaps if I had never gone, I should never have known that there was somebody else in the churchyard.’


‘Ah! somebody else,’ sighed Susan, sitting straight up, her eyes far away.


‘It was one evening, rather like this one, but with a mackerel sky. The day before I had been stood in the corner for wearing an orange ribbon in my hair; and then sent to bed for talking to the grandfather’s clock. I did it on purpose. And now – this evening, I was being scolded because I would not eat blackberry jam with my bread for tea. I was told it was because I had been spoilt, and was a little town child who did not know that God had made the wild fruits for human use, and who thought that the only things fit to eat grew in gardens.


‘Really and truly I disliked the blackberry jam because of the pips, and I had a hollow tooth. But I told my “aunt” that my mother didn’t like blackberry jam either, which made her still more angry.


‘“Do you really think, James,” she said to my uncle, “we should allow the child to grow up a dainty little minx like that? Now, see here, Miss, you will just stay there until you have eaten up the whole of that slice on your plate.”


‘“Well, then, Miss Jemima,” I said pertly, “I shall stay here till I am eighty.”


‘“Hold your tongue,” she cried out at me, her eyes blazing.


‘“I can’t bear the horrid ——” I began again, and at that she gave me such a slap on my cheek that I overbalanced, and fell out of my chair. She lifted me up from the floor with a shake, set me in my chair again, and pushed it against the table till the edge was cutting into my legs. “And now,” she said, “sit there till you are eighty!”


‘A look I had never seen before came into my uncle’s face; his hands were trembling. Without another word to me, Miss Jemima helped him rise from his chair, and I was left alone.


‘Never before had I been beaten like that. And I was at least as much frightened as I was hurt. I listened to the tall clock ticking, “Wick-ed child, stubborn child”, and my tears splashed slowly down on the odious slice of bread-and-jam on my plate. Then all of a sudden I clenched and shook my ridiculous little fist at the door by which she had gone out, wriggled back my chair, jumped out of it, rushed out of the house, and never stopped to breathe or to look back, until I found myself sitting huddled up under the biggest tomb in the churchyard; crying there, if not my heart out, at least a good deal of my sour little temper.’


‘Poor Grannie!’ said Susan, squeezing her hand.


‘There was not much “poor” about that,’ was the reply. ‘A pretty sight I must have looked, with my smeared face, green-stained frock and hair dangling. At last my silly sobbing ceased. The sky was flaming with the sunset. It was in June, and the air was cool and mild and sweet. But instead of being penitent and realizing what a bad and foolish child I was, I began to be coldly rebellious. I stared at the rosy clouds and vowed to myself I’d give Miss Jemima a fright. I’d rather die than go back to the house that night. And when the thought of my mother came into my mind, I shut it out, saying to myself that she could not have cared how much I loved her, to leave me like this. And yet only a fortnight before a long letter had come to me from India!


‘Well, there I sat. A snail came out of his day’s hiding-place; little moths were flitting among the grasses; the afternoon’s butterflies had all gone to rest. Far away I heard a hooting – and then a step. Cautiously peering up above my tombstone, I saw Maggie, one of the girls that helped on the farm. Her face was burning hot, and she was staring about her round the corner of the little church tower with her saucer-blue eyes. She called to me, but couldn’t see me, and at that my mouth opened and I let out, as they say, a shrill yelping squeal. It alarmed even me a little to hear it. She screeched; her steel-tipped boot slipped on the flagstones; in an instant she was gone. And once more I was alone.’


‘Ah, but you weren’t really alone, Granny,’ whispered Susan, ‘were you?’


‘That is just what I was going to tell you, my dear. Immediately in front of my face stood a few late dandelion stalks, with their beautiful clocks, grey in the still evening light. And there were a few other gently nodding flowers. As I stared across them, on the other side of the flat gravestone a face appeared. I mean it didn’t rise up. It simply came into the air. A very small face, more oval than round, its gold-coloured hair over its wild greenish eyes falling on either side its head in a curious zigzag way – like this, I mean.’ The old lady took the hem of her skirt, and three or four times folded it together, then loosened it out.


‘You mean, Grannie, as if it had been pleated,’ said Susan.


‘Yes,’ said her grannie. ‘And strange and lovely it looked in the reddish light. The face was not smiling, and she did not appear to see me. And yet I knew she knew that I was there. And though I did not think she minded my being there, I felt more frightened than I had ever been in my life. My mouth opened; I was clutching tight the grass on either side. And I saw nothing else as I stared into that face.’


‘That was the Fairy, Grannie,’ said Susan, stooping forward again as if to make her words more impressive. The old lady glanced fixedly at the two blue eyes bent on her from under the brim of the round straw hat.


‘At that moment, my dear, I did not know what it was. I was far too frightened to think. Time must have been passing, too, very quickly, for as I stared on, it was already beginning to be gloaming between us, and silent. Yes, much more silent even than this. Then, suddenly, behind me a low, sweet, yet sorrowful voice began to sing from out of the may-bushes, the notes falling like dewdrops in the air. I knew it was a nightingale. And at the very moment that the thought came to me – “That is a nightingale” – the face on the other side of the rough grey stone vanished.


‘For a few minutes I sat without moving – not daring to move. And then I ran, straight out of the churchyard by the way I had come as fast as my legs could carry me. I hardly know what I thought, but as soon as I saw the lights in the upper windows of the farm, I ran even faster. Up under the ilexes and round through the farmyard to the back door. It was unlatched. I slipped through, quiet as a mouse, into the kitchen, climbed into the chair, and at once devoured every scrap of that horrid bread-and-jam!


‘And still, my dear, I don’t believe I was really thinking, only dreadfully afraid, and yet with a kind of triumph in my heart that Miss Jemima should never know anything at all about the face in the churchyard. It was all but dark in the kitchen now, but I still sat on in my chair, even at last lifted the plate, and insolently licked up with my tongue every jammy crumb that was left.


‘And then the door opened, and Miss Jemima stood there in the entry with a lighted brass candlestick in her hand. She looked at me, and I at her. “Ah, I see you have thought better of it,” she said. “And high time too. You are to go straight to bed.”


‘If you can imagine, Susan, a cake made almost entirely of plums, and every plum a black thought of hatred, I was like that. But I said never a word. I got down from my chair, marched past her down the flagstone passage, and she followed after. When I came to my uncle’s door, I lifted my hand towards the handle. “Straight on, Miss,” said the voice behind me. “You have made him too ill and too unhappy to wish you good-night.” Straight on I went, got into bed with all my clothes on, even my dew-wet shoes, and stared at the ceiling till I fell asleep.’


‘You know, Grannie,’ said Susan, ‘it was very curious of you not even to undress at all. Why do you think you did that?’


‘My dear,’ said her grannie, ‘at that moment I had such a hard, hot heart in me, that there was not any room for a why. But you see that little jutting attic window above the trees – it was in the room beyond that and on the other side of the house that I lay. And it’s now seventy-five years ago. It may be there was even then a far-away notion in my mind of getting up in the middle of the night and running away. But whether or not, I was awakened by the sun streaming through my lattice window, for my bedroom lay full in the light of the morning.


‘I could think of but one thing – my disgrace of the night before, and what I had seen in the churchyard. It was a dream, I thought to myself, shutting my eyes, yet knowing all the time that I did not believe what I was saying. Even when I was told at breakfast that my uncle was no better, I thought little of him, and gobbled down my porridge, with the one wish to be out of the house before I could be forbidden to go. But the only sign of Miss Jemima was my dirty jam-stained plate of the night before, upon which she had put my hunch of breakfast bread. Yet although I was so anxious to get out, for some reason I chose very carefully what I should wear, and changed the piece of ribbon in my hat from blue to green. A rare minx I was.’


‘You were, Grannie,’ said Susan, clasping her knees. ‘And then you went out to the churchyard again?’


‘Yes. But all seemed as usual there; except only that a tiny bunch of coral-coloured berries lay on a flat leaf, on the very tombstone where I had hid. Now though I was a minx, my dear, I was also fairly sharp for my age, and after the first gulp of surprise, as I stood there among the nodding buttercups, the sun already having stolen over the grey roof and shining upon the hot tombstones, I noticed a beady dewdrop resting on the leaf, and the leaf of as fresh a green as lettuce in a salad. Looking at this dewdrop I realized at once that the leaf could not have been there very long. Indeed, in a few minutes the sun had drunk up that one round drop of water, for it was some little time before I ventured to touch the berries.


‘Then I knew in my heart I was not alone there, and that the green dish had been put there on purpose, just before I had come. The berries were strange yet beautiful to look at, too; of a coral colour edging into rose; I could not guess from what tree they had come. And I don’t think it was because I had long ago been warned not to taste any wild fruit – except blackberries! – but because I was uneasy in conscience already, that I did not nibble one then and there.


‘It was very quiet in that green place, and on and on I watched, as still as a cat over a mouse’s hole, though I myself really and truly was the mouse. And then, all of a sudden, flinging back my green dangling hat-ribbon, I remember, over my shoulder, I said half aloud, in an affected little voice, “Well, it’s very kind of you, I am sure,” stretched my hand across, plucked one of the berries, and put it into my mouth.


‘Hardly had its juice tartened my tongue when a strange thing happened. It was as if a grasshopper was actually sitting in my hair, the noise of that laughter was so close. Besides this, a kind of heat began to creep into my cheek, and it seemed all the colours around me grew so bright that they dazzled my eyes. I closed them. I must have sat there for a while quite unconscious of time, for when I opened them again, the shadow had gone perceptibly back from the stone, and it was getting towards the middle of the morning.


‘But there was still that dazzle in my eyes, and everything I looked at – the flowers and the birds, even the moss and lichen on the old stones – seemed as if they were showing me secrets about themselves that I had not known before. It seemed that I could share the very being of the butterfly that was hovering near; and could almost hear not only what the birds were singing but what they were saying.’


‘Just like the fairy tales, Grannie.’


‘Yes,’ said the little old woman, ‘but the difference is that I was not happy about it. The flush was still in my cheek, and I could hear my heart beating under my frock, and I was all of an excitement. But I knew in my inmost self that I ought not to feel like that at all; that I had crept into danger through my wicked temper; that these little unknown coral fruits on the tombstone had been put there for a trap. It was a bait, Susan; and I was the silly fish.’


‘Oh, Grannie, a “silly fish”!’ said Susan. ‘I can see you might feel wicked,’ she added, with a sage little nod, ‘but I don’t exactly see why.’


‘That is just when it’s most dangerous, my child,’ said her grandmother, sharply closing her mouth, very much indeed like a fish. ‘But I must get on with my story, or we shall never get home.


‘I sat on, keeping my eyes as far as I could fixed on the invisible place in the air where I had seen the face appear, but nothing came, and gradually the scene lost its radiance, and the birds were chirping as usual again, and the buttercups were the same as ever. No, not the same as ever, because, although it was a burning, sunny day, it seemed now that everything was darker and gloomier than usual on so bright a morning, and I skulked away home, feeling not only a little cold, but dejected and ashamed.


‘As I went in through the gate between those two stone pillars you can just see by the round green tree down there, I looked up at the windows. And a dreadful pang seized me to see that their curtains were all drawn over the glass. And though I didn’t know then what that meant, I knew it meant something sorrowful and tragic. Besides, they seemed like shut eyes, refusing to look at me. And when I went in, Miss Jemima told me that my uncle was dead. She told me, too, that he had asked to see me an hour or two before he died. “He said, ‘Where is my little Susan?’ And where you have been,” added Miss Jemima, “is known only to your wicked wilful self.” I stared at her, and seemed to shrink until she appeared to be twice as large as usual. I could not speak, because my tongue would not move. And then I rushed past her and up the stairs into a corner between two cupboards, where I used sometimes to hide, and I don’t know what I did or thought there; I simply sat on and on, with my hands clenched in my lap, everything I looked at all blurred, and my lips trying to say a prayer that would not come.


‘From that day on I became a more and more wretched and miserable little girl, and, as I think now, a wickeder one. It all came of three things. First, because I hated Miss Jemima, and that is just like leaving a steel knife in vinegar, it so frets and wastes the heart. Next, because of the thought of my poor uncle speaking of me so gently and kindly when he was at death’s door; and my remorse that I could never now ask him to forgive me. And last, because I longed to see again that magical face in the churchyard, and yet knew that it was forbidden.’


‘But, Grannie dear, you know,’ said Susan, ‘I never can see why you should have thought that then.’


‘No,’ replied the old lady. ‘But the point was, you see, that I did think it, and I knew in my heart that it would lead to no good. Miss Jemima made me go next day into the room where my uncle lay in his coffin. But try as she might to persuade and compel me, she could not make me open my eyes and look at him. For that disobedience she sent me to my bedroom for the rest of the day.


‘When all was still, I crept out across the corridor into another room, and looked out over the trees towards the little church. And I said to myself, as if I were speaking to someone who would hear, “I am coming to you soon, and nobody, nobody here shall ever see me again.”


‘Think of it; a little girl not yet nine, angry with the whole world, and hardly giving a thought to the mother who was longing to see her, and – though I didn’t know it then – was very soon to be in England again.


‘Well, then came the funeral. I was dressed – I can see myself now, as I stood looking into the looking-glass – in a black frock trimmed with crape, with a tucker of white frilling round the neck, and an edging of it at the sleeves; my peaked white face and coal-black eyes.


‘It was, as you see, but a very little distance to my poor uncle’s last resting-place, and in those days they used a long handcart on wheels, which the men pushed in front of us, with its flowers. And Miss Jemima and I followed after it across the field. I listened to the prayers as closely as I could. But at last my attention began to wander, and, kneeling there beside Miss Jemima in the church, my hands pressed close to my eyes, for an instant I glanced out and up between my fingers.


‘The great eastern window, though you cannot see it from here, is of centuries-old stained glass, crimson, blue, green. But in one corner, just above the narrow ledge of masonry outside, it had been broken many, many years ago by the falling of a branch of a tree, and had been mended with clear white glass. And there, looking steadily in and straight across and down at me, was the face and form of the being I had seen beside the tombstone.


‘I cannot tell you, Susan, how beautiful that face looked then. Those rich colours of the saints and martyrs surrounding that gold hair – living gold – and the face as pale and beautiful – far more beautiful than anything else I had ever seen in my life before. But even then I saw, too, that into the morning church a cold and shadowy darkness had come, and the stone faces on either side the window, with their set stare, looked actually to be alive. I peeped out between my fingers, hearing not a single word of what the old clergyman was saying, wondering when anyone else would see what I saw, and knowing that the coldly smiling lips were breathing across at me, “Come away, come away!”


‘My bones were all cramped, and at last I managed to twist my head a little and glance up at Miss Jemima. The broad face beneath her veil had its eyes shut, and the lips were muttering. She had noticed nothing amiss. And when I looked again, the face at the window had vanished.


‘It was a burning hot day – so hot that the flowers beside the grave were already withering before Miss Jemima took me home. We reached the stone porch together, and in its cold shadow she paused, staring down on me through her veil. “You will be staying on here for a while, because I don’t know what else to do with you,” she said to me. “But you will understand that this is my house now. I am telling your mother how bad a child you are making yourself, and perhaps she will ask me to send you away to a school where they will know how to deal with stubborn and ungrateful beings like yourself. But she will be sorry, I think, to hear that it was your wickedness that brought that poor kind body to its grave over there. And now, miss, as the best part of the day is over, you shall have your bread-and-butter and milk in your bedroom, and think over what I have said.”


‘I think, Grannie,’ cried Susan, suddenly bending herself over her knees, ‘that that Miss Jemima was the most dreadful person I have ever heard of.’


‘Well, my dear,’ said her grandmother, ‘I have lived a good many years, and believe it is wiser to try and explain to oneself people as well as things. Do you suppose she would have been as harsh to me if I hadn’t hated her? And now she lies there too, and I never had her forgiveness either.’


Susan turned her head away and looked out over the countryside to the north, to where the roving horses had vanished, and where evening was already beginning gradually to settle itself towards night.


‘And did you think over what Miss Jemima had said, Grannie?’ she asked in a low voice.


‘The first thing I did was to throw the bread-and-butter out of the window, and while I watched the birds wrangling over it and gobbling it up, I thought of nothing at all. It was cooler in the shade on that side of the house. My head ached after the hot sorrowful walk to the church and back. I came away from the window, took off my black frock, and sat there on the edge of my bed, I remember, in my petticoat, not knowing what to do next. And then, Susan, I made up my mind that I could not bear to be in Miss Jemima’s house for a day longer than I needed.


‘I was just clever enough to realize that if I wanted to run away I must take care not to be brought back. I grew hot all over, remembering what she had said to me, never thinking how weak and silly I was not to be able to endure patiently what could only be a few more days or weeks before another letter came from my mother. Then I tore a leaf from a book that was in my room – a Prayer Book – and scrawled a few words to my mother, saying how miserable and wicked I had been, and how I longed to see her again. It’s a curious thing, Susan, but I was pitying myself while I wrote those words, and thinking how grieved my mother would be when she read them, and how well Miss Jemima would deserve whatever my mother said to her. But I didn’t utter a word in the letter about where I was going.’


‘You didn’t really know where you were going, Grannie,’ whispered Susan, edging a little nearer. ‘Did you? Not then, I mean?’


‘No, but I had a faint notion whom I was going to; for somehow, from old fairy tales I had got to believe that human children could be taken away to quite a different world from this – a country of enchantment. And I remembered having read, too, about two children that had come back from there, and had forgotten their own English.’


‘I know two poems about it,’ said Susan. ‘One about “True Thomas” – “Thomas the Rhymer”, you know, Grannie, who stayed with the Queen of Elfland for seven whole years, and another about … I do wonder——But please, please, go on.’


‘Well, I hid my little letter in a cranny in the wainscot, after sewing a piece of cotton to it so that I might pull it out again when I wanted it. The next morning, I got up early, and slipping on my clothes, tiptoed out of the house before breakfast, and made my way to the church. I thought deceitfully that Miss Jemima would be sure to find out that I had gone, and that if for a morning or two she discovered me quietly sitting in the churchyard she would not suppose at another time, perhaps, that I was not safely there again. Plots, Susan, are tangled things, and are likely to entangle the maker of them too.


‘The old man who took care of the church, Mr Fletcher, to save himself the trouble of carrying the key of the door, used to hide it under a large stone beneath the belfry tower. I had watched him put it there. It was a fresh sparkling day, I remember, with one or two thin silver clouds high in the sky – angels, I used to call them – and I forgot for the moment in the brightness of it all my troubles, as I frisked along past the dewy hedges.


‘My first thought was to make quite, quite sure about the strange being in the churchyard, my next to plan a way of escape. I gathered a bunch of daisies, and having come to the belfry door, I somehow managed to open it with the key which I fetched out from beneath its stone, and crept into the still, empty coolness. I had come to the conclusion, too, Susan, young though I was, that if the elf or fairy or whatever she might be actually came into the church to me, it would be a proof there was no harm in her company, though I knew in my heart that I was in some mysterious danger.


‘There are a few old oak pews in the little church, with heads carved upon them, and one or two have side seats that draw out from beneath into the aisle. On one of these I sat down, so that while I could be intent on my daisy-chain – just to show I had something to do there – I could see out of the corner of my eye the open door by which I had come in. And I hadn’t very long to wait.


‘In the midst of the faint singing of the wild birds, out of the light that lay beyond the stone church wall I spied her come stealing. My heart almost stopped beating, nor did I turn my head one inch, so that my eyes soon ached because they were almost a-squint with watching. If you can imagine a figure – even now I cannot tell you how tall she was – that seems to be made of the light of rainbows, and yet with every feature in its flaxen-framed face as clearly marked as a cherub’s cut in stone; and if you can imagine a voice coming to you, close into your ear, without your being able to say exactly where it is coming from – that was what I saw and heard beneath that grey roof down there on that distant morning, seventy-five years ago. The longer I watched her out of the corner of my eye, the more certain I became that she was using every device she knew to attract my attention, even that she was impatient at my stupidity, and yet that she could not or that she dared not cross the threshold. And so I sat and watched her, fumbling on the while with my limpening daisy-stalks. Many strange minutes must have passed like this.


‘At last, however, having fancied I heard a footfall, I was surprised out of myself, and suddenly twisted my head. She too had heard, and was standing stiller than a shadow on snow, gazing in at me. I suppose thoughts reveal themselves in the face more swiftly than one imagines. I was partly afraid, partly longing to approach closer. I wished her to realize that I longed for her company, but that danger was near, for I was well aware whose step it was I had heard. And, as I looked at her, there came a sharpness into her face, a cold inhuman look – not of fear, but almost of hatred – and she was gone. More intent than ever, I stooped over my daisies. And in the hush there was a faint sound as of an intensely distant whistle.


‘Then a shadow fell across the porch, and there was Miss Jemima. It’s a strange thing, Susan, but Miss Jemima also did not enter the church. She called to me from where she stood, in almost a honeyed voice: “Breakfast is ready, Susan.”’


‘I can imagine exactly how she said that, Grannie,’ said the little girl, ‘because my name’s Susan, too.’


‘Yes, my dear,’ said the old lady, squeezing her hand. ‘It was passed on to you from me by your dear mother just because it was mine. And I hope you will always be the Susan I have now.’ … From near at hand upon the hill a skylark suddenly took its flight into the evening blue. The old lady listened a moment before going on with her story.


‘Well,’ she began again, ‘I gathered up my apron and walked towards Miss Jemima down the aisle. Suddenly there came a slight rumbling noise, which I could not understand. Then instantly there followed a crash. And at Miss Jemima’s very feet, in the sunlight, I saw lying a piece of stone about the size of a small plum pudding. Miss Jemima gave a faint scream. Her cheek, already pale, went white; and she stared from me to the stone and back again, as I approached her.


‘“You were talking in there to someone – in God’s church,” she whispered harshly, stooping towards me. “To whom?”


‘I shook my head, and stood trembling and gazing at the stone.


‘“Look into my face, you wicked child,” she whispered. “Who were you talking to in there?”


‘I looked up at last. “It’s empty,” I said.


‘“There’s a lying look in your eyes!” cried Miss Jemima. “And you are the child that goes into a sacred place to weave daisy-chains! Turn your face away from me. Do you hear me, miss? Miserable little sorceress that you are!”


‘The word seemed to flame up in my mind as if it had been written in fire on smoke; and still I stared at the stone. I felt but did not see Miss Jemima steadily turn her head and look around her.


‘“A few inches,” she added in a low voice, “and you would have killed me.”


‘“Me!” I cried angrily. “What has it to do with me, Miss Jemima?”


‘“Ah!” said she. “We shall know a little more about that when you have told me what company you find here where your poor uncle might hope to be at rest.”


‘It’s a dreadful thing to confess, Susan, but up to that moment, though I had again and again cried by myself at memory of him, though tears were always in my heart for him, I hadn’t thought of my uncle that morning.


‘“And perhaps,” added Miss Jemima, “bread and water and solitude for a day or two will help to loosen your tongue.”


‘I followed her without another word across the fields, and in a few minutes was alone once more in my bedroom with a stale crust and a glass of water to keep me company.


‘I should think that if my angry tears had run into the water that morning they would have actually made it taste salt. But I cried so that not even a mouse could have heard me. Every other thought was now out of my mind – for I dared not even talk to myself about the stone – but that of getting away from the house for ever. One thing I could not forget, however. And that was the word “sorceress”. It terrified me far more than I can tell you. I knew in my young mind that Miss Jemima was treating me wickedly, however wicked I had been, and I knew too, in fear and horror, that the stone might not have fallen by accident. I had seen the look on the Fairy’s face and…’ The old lady suddenly broke off her story at this point, and looked about her in alarm. ‘My dear, we must go at once; the dew is beginning to fall, and the air is already colder.’


‘Oh, Grannie,’ said the child, ‘how I wish we might stay – a little, little longer!’


‘Well, my dear, so do I. For I am old, and I shall never see this place again. It brings many memories back. Who knows what might have happened if——’


‘But, Grannie,’ interrupted the child hastily, picking up the umbrella from the grass. ‘Please tell me the rest of the story straight, straight, straight on as we go back.’ It seemed to Susan, so rapt was her grandmother’s face at that moment, and so absent her eyes – that she could not have heard her. Those small aged eyes were once more looking carefully down on the scene below. For an instant they shut as if the old lady had thought so to remember it more completely. And then the two of them began slowly to climb the hill, and the story proceeded.


‘No one disturbed me during that long morning,’ continued the quiet voice, ‘but in the afternoon the door was unlocked, and Miss Jemima opened it to show in a clergyman, Mr Wilmot, who conducted the service in the church every other Sunday. I won’t tell you all he said to me. He was a kind and gentle old man, but he didn’t so much as think it possible there was any being or thing in the churchyard but its birds, its tombstones, and now and then a straying animal. He only smiled about all that, nor did he ask me Miss Jemima’s question.


‘He took my hand in his great bony one and begged me to be a good little girl. And I see his smiling face as he asked it. “Not only for your mother’s sake,” he said, “but for ‘goodness’ sake.’”


‘“I am sure, my dear,” he went on, “Miss Jemima means to be kind, and all that we have to do is to mean to be good.”


‘I gulped down the lump in my throat and said, “But don’t you think sorceress is a very wicked word?”


‘He stood up, holding both my hands in his. “But my poor little lamb,” he cried, “Miss Jemima is no more a sorceress than I am a Double Dutchman!” And with that he stooped, kissed the top of my head, and went out of the room.


‘In a minute or two his footsteps returned. He opened the door an inch and peeped in. “Why, we are better already!” He smiled at me over his spectacles. Then he came in, carrying a plate with a slice of bread-and-jam upon it, and a mug of milk. “There,” he said, “there’s no sorcery in that, is there? And now you will be an obedient and gentle child, and think how happy your mother will be to see you?”’


‘I think,’ said Susan stoutly, ‘that that Mr Wilmot is one of the kindest men I ever knew.’


Her grandmother looked down on her with a peculiar smile on her face. ‘He was so kind, Susan, that I never mentioned to him that the blackberry-jam on the bread was not a great favourite of mine! A moment after the sound of his footsteps had died away I heard the key once more in the lock. And what did I say to myself when he was gone? I looked forlornly at the plate, then out of the window, and I believe, Susan, that I did what they sometimes describe in the story books – I wrung my hands a little, repeating to myself, “He doesn’t understand. No! No! He doesn’t understand.”


‘In an hour or two, Miss Jemima herself opened the door and looked in. She surveyed me where I sat, and then her glance fell on the untouched slice of bread-and-jam.


‘“Ah,” said she, “a good man like Mr Wilmot cannot realize the hardness of a stubborn heart. I don’t want to be unkind to you, Susan, but I have a duty to perform to your mother and to your poor dead uncle. You shall not leave this room until you apologize to me for your insolence of this morning, and until you tell me whom you were speaking to in the church.”


‘The lie that came into my mind – “But I was not speaking to anyone, Miss Jemima” – faded away on my tongue. And I simply looked at her in silence.


‘“You have a brazen face, Susan,” said she, “and if you grow up as you are now, you will be a very wicked woman.”’


‘I think,’ said Susan, ‘that was a perfectly dreadful thing to say, Grannie.’


‘Times change, my dear,’ said the old lady. ‘And now – well, it is fortunate there is very little more to tell. For this hill has taken nearly all the breath out of my body!’


The two of them stood now on the crest of the hill. The light was beginning to die away in the sky, and the mists to grow milkier in the hollows of the flat country that lay around and beneath them. Far, far away, facing them across the world, a reddish-coloured moon was rising. From far beneath them a dog barked – it might be from dead Miss Jemima’s farmyard. The little church surrounded by its low wall seemed to have gathered in closer to its scattered stones.


‘Yes, Grannie, dear?’ breathed Susan, slipping her hand into the cotton-gloved one that hung near. ‘What then?’


‘Then,’ replied her grandmother, ‘the door was locked again. Anger and hatred filled that silly little body sitting in the bedroom, and towards evening I fell asleep. And I must have dreamed a terrifying dream, though when I awoke I could not remember my dream – only its horror. I was terrified at it in that solitude, and I knew by the darkening at the window that it must be at least nine or ten o’clock. Night was coming, then. I could scarcely breathe at the thought. Another mug of milk had been put beside the plate; but I could not even persuade myself to drink any of it.


‘Then in a while I heard Miss Jemima’s footsteps pass my room. She made no pause there, and presently after I knew that she had gone to bed, having not even troubled to look in on her wretched little prisoner. The hardness of that decided me.


‘I waited until it seemed certain she was asleep. Then I tiptoed over to the door, and with both hands softly twisted the handle. It was still locked. Then I went to the window and discovered, as if the fairy creature herself had magicked it there, that a large hay-wain half full of hay, its shafts high in the air, had been left drawn up within a few feet of my window. It looked dangerous, but it was not actually a very difficult jump even for a child of my age; and I believe I should have attempted it if there had been no cart at all. My one wild thought was to run away. Anywhere – so long as there was no chance of Miss Jemima’s ever finding me again. Could you ever have dreamed of such a little silly, Susan?


‘But even in that excited foolish moment I had sense enough left – before I jumped out of the window – to take a warm woollen jacket out of my chest-of-drawers, and to wrap my money-box up in a scarf so that it should not jangle too much. I pulled my letter up from its cranny in the wainscot by its thread, and put it on the pink dressing-table. And at that moment, in the half dark I saw my face in the looking-glass. I should hardly have recognized it. It looked nearly as old, Susan, as I do now.’


‘Yes, dear Grannie,’ said Susan.


‘Then I jumped – without the slightest harm to myself. I scrambled down into the yard and, keeping close to the house, crept past the kennel, the old sheepdog merely shaking his chain with his thumping tail a little as I passed. And then, as soon as I was beyond the tall stone gateposts, I ran off through the farmyard, past the barns, and along the cart-track as fast as I could.’


‘But not,’ cried Susan almost with a shout in the still air, ‘not to the churchyard, Grannie. I think that was the most wonderful thing of all.’


‘Not so very wonderful, my dear, if you remember that I was now intensely afraid of the fairy, after seeing that look of evil and hatred in her face when Miss Jemima was approaching the church. Something in me, as you know, had never ceased to counsel me, Don’t be deceived by her. She means you no good. I cannot explain that; but so it was. Yet all the time I had been longing to follow wherever she might lead. Why she should wish to carry off a human child I don’t know, but that she really wanted me I soon discovered for certain.


‘If you follow the tip of my umbrella, you will now just be able to see, Susan, that great meadow sloping upwards beyond the farm. But I don’t think even your sharp eyes will detect the circle of old grey stones there. They are called the Dancers, and though I was dreadfully frightened of passing them in the darkness, this was the only way to take. Gradually I approached them, my heart beating beneath my ribs like a drum, until I had come near.


‘And there, lovelier than ever, shining in that dark as if with a light of her own, and sitting beneath the largest of the Dancers directly in my path, was She. But this time I knew she was not alone. I cannot describe what passed in my heart. I longed to go on, and yet was in anguish at the thought of it. I didn’t dare to look at her, and all I could think to do was to pretend not to have seen her at all. How I found the courage I cannot think. Perhaps it was the courage that comes when fear and terror are almost beyond bearing.


‘I put my money-box on to the grass; the scarf was already wet with dew. Then, very slowly, I put my black jacket on and buttoned it up. And then, with my eyes turned away, I walked slowly on down the path, between the Dancers, towards the one that is called the Fiddler, in their midst. The night air here was cold and still. But as I approached the stone, it seemed as if the air was full of voices and patterings and sounds of wings and instruments. It terrified and bewildered me; I could think of nothing.


‘I just kept saying, “Oh, please, God; oh, please, God!” and walked on. And when at last I came to the stone, the whole world suddenly seemed to turn dark and cold and dead. And then! Apart from the ancient stone, jutting up out of the green turf as it had done for centuries, there was not a sign, not a vestige, Susan, of anything or anybody there!’


‘I think I can just see the stone, Grannie, but I don’t think I could dare to be alone there in the dark, not for anything – anything in the world … I expect it was what you said made the Fairy go. And then, Grannie?’


‘Then, Susan, my heart seemed to go out of me. I ran on, stumbling blindly for a little way, then lost my balance completely over a tussock of grass or a mole-heap and fell flat on my face. Nettles too! Without any words that I can remember, I lay praying in the grass.


‘But even that did not turn me back. I got up at last and ran on more slowly, and without looking behind me, across the field. Its gate leads into a by-road. It was padlocked, and as I mounted to the top my eyes could see just above a slight rise in the ground, for the lane lies beneath a little hill there.


‘And coming along the road towards me there were shining the lamps of a carriage. I clambered down and crouched in the hedge-side, and in a few moments the lamps reappeared at the top of the incline and the horse came plod-plodding along down the hill. It was a wonderful summer night, the sky all faint with stars. What would have happened if it had been cold or pouring with rain, I cannot think. But because it was so warm, the air almost like milk, the hood of the carriage was down.


‘And as it came wheeling round by the hedge-side, I saw in the filmy starlight who it was who was sitting there. Neither horse nor coachman had seen me. I jumped to my feet and ran after the carriage as fast as my legs could carry me, screaming at the top of my voice, “Mother, Mother!”


‘Perhaps the grinding of the wheels in the flinty dust and the thump of the hoofs drowned my calling. But I still held tight to my money-box, and though it was muffled by the scarf in which it was wrapped, at each step it made a dull noise like a bird-scare, and this must at last have attracted my mother’s attention. She turned her head, opened her mouth wide at sight of me – I see her now – then instantly jumped up and tugged at the coachman’s buttoned coat tails. The carriage came to a standstill …


‘And that,’ said the old lady, turning away her head for one last glance of the countryside around her, ‘that is all, Susan.’


Susan gave a last great sigh. ‘I can’t think what you must have felt, Grannie,’ she said, ‘when you were safe in the carriage. And I can’t——’ But at this point she began to laugh very softly to herself, and suddenly stood still. ‘And I can’t think either,’ she went on, ‘what Miss Jemima must have thought when you and Great-Grannie knocked at the door. You did tell me once that she opened her bedroom window at the sound of the knocking, and looked out in her nightdress. I expect she was almost as frightened as you had been, amongst those Dancers.’


The two of them were now descending the hill on the side away from the farm and the church. And they could see not only their carriage standing beneath them, but the evening star had also come into view. There could not be a more peaceful scene – the silver birches around them standing motionless under the deep, pale sky, clothed with their little leaves, and the rabbits at play among the gorse and juniper.


‘Bless me, Mum,’ said the old cabman as he opened the carriage door, ‘I was just beginning to think them fairises must have runned away with you and the young lady.’


Susan burst completely out laughing. ‘Now don’t you think, Grannie,’ she said, ‘that is a very, very, very curious quincidence?’






* As printed in CSC (1947). First published in Number One Joy Street, Oxford 1923.
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