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INTRODUCTION


Janet Frame was one of the greatest writers in English of the twentieth century. Her work shines and burns unstoppably.


This volume offers a comprehensive selection of her short stories. What are these stories about? I could say: childhood, New Zealand, memory, sex, death, art, imagination, suffering and loss. Human life; its mysteries and tragi-comedies.


It feels impossible to describe these stories: they are so perfectly themselves; simply give a sense of perfect rightness. You can’t separate the stories from their subjects; you can’t separate their form from their content. They are made of word patterns, and of the meanings of those word patterns created between author and reader. The meanings can’t be abstracted from the stories. You have to be in the stories’ presence to know them. You have to read them. So you don’t need to read this introduction: you could just go straight to the stories. They are not difficult and they do not need explaining. Their art seems effortless; does not flaunt itself.


Perhaps this introduction can act like a friend enthusing over her favourite book and urging you to read it. Why should you? Why is Frame’s work so good? What does ‘good’ mean?


The Russian poet Marina Tsvetaeva said that she knew if a poem was any good because she got a shiver up and down her spine when she read it. Janet Frame’s stories, like those good poems, similarly provoke an effect of physical joy in the reader (this reader), a delighted recognition, both earthy and mindful, of beauty. We know beauty through what it does to us: it cracks us open, pierces us, makes us both smile and cry, enters and changes us. Our edges loosen and dissolve and we take it in. A sensual, thoughtful process, sense and thought not held separate but reintegrated through the experience of witness.


Frame’s stories embody and offer a sense of bounding lightness. Clarity. Simplicity. Acute honesty. Shocking re-visioning of daily life and daily grammar and daily punctuation. No fear of what’s called ugly. Flashes of catching what it is to be human.


Frame creates her own world and draws us into it. Both processes happen at the same time, thanks to our act of reading. The stories come alive as we read them and we make them come alive by reading them. The stories exist in time, as narratives flowing from one page to the next and yet simultaneously they shimmer outside time, in a sort of eternal present, bubbles of hallucinatory brightness.


The opening works here come from Frame’s first book The Lagoon and Other Stories (1952). The eponymous lagoon holds all the themes of Frame’s early writing in its depths; slowly reveals them. Initially it offers a reflection of the narrator’s image, captures the ‘under-water moon, dim and secret’, and then turns the world upside down, reversing time and adult concepts, reaching through memory back beyond death. The narrator’s grandmother creates the lagoon through her magical stories:






When my grandmother died all the Maoris at the Pa came to her funeral, for she was a friend of the Maoris, and her mother had been a Maori princess … See the lagoon, my grandmother would say. The dirty lagoon, full of drifting wood and seaweed and crabs’ claws. It is dirty and sandy and smelly in summer … I used to say Grandma tell me a story. About the Maori Pa … About the lagoon.








The adult narrator re-possessed by her childhood self finally discovers the ‘real’, ‘proper’ story that has been concealed from her. Her aunt tells it to her, as ‘the sort of story they put in Truth’: lurid journalism plus photos. The narrator repudiates her aunt’s ‘interesting’ story, stakes her claim for fiction involving unclear depth: ‘I prefer Dostoyevsky to Truth.’


Subsequent stories continue playing with this idea of adults and children re-creating the world through their own art or denying its complexity through clichés. In ‘Keel and Kool’ a mother out on a family picnic reads the section called Over the Teacups in her Woman’s Weekly as a way of trying to blot out the pain of her little daughter’s death:






A sad blow, people said, to lose your first, just when she was growing up to be a help to you. But it’s all for the best and you have Wonderful Faith Mrs Todd, she’s happier in another sphere, you wouldn’t have wished it otherwise, and you’ve got her photo, it’s always nice to have their photos. Bear up Mrs Todd.








Against this claptrap, Frame balances the surviving small daughter’s struggling quest for understanding, expressed in her questioning words, fantasy, play and need to make things. Even as she explores culture, Winnie remains part of nature, still able to translate the seagulls’ cries of ‘keel’ and ‘kool’, still able to be honest. She hangs on to her desire for an inclusive vision of the world that can weave everything together. Frame expresses this through her repetition of ‘and’:






She could smell the pine and hear the hush-hush of its branches and beyond that the rainy sound of the river, and see the shrivelled-up cones like little brown claws, and the grey sky like a tent with the wind blowing under it and puffing it out.








Death rips open this universe woven round as a nest. At the end of the story Winnie’s acceptance of death and human loneliness comes staccato: ‘there was no one to answer her. Only up in the sky there was a seagull as white as chalk, circling and crying Keel Keel Come home Kool … And Kool would never come, ever.’


The child’s freedom to dream stands opposed to adults’ constricting need to wrestle nature into shape, as in ‘My Cousins Who Could Eat Cooked Turnips’: ‘Now where we lived there were turnips in the garden, some for the cows and some for us. We used to go into the garden, pull up a turnip, wash it under the garden tap and then eat the turnip raw.’ At Auntie Dot’s, where everyone is ‘Cultured’, vegetables come cooked:






it didn’t seem to have the good earthy taste raw turnip had, and we weren’t eating it outside down the garden with the cow looking approval over the fence and the birds singing in the orchard and people hammering and dogs barking and everything being alive and natural uncooked.








In ‘Dossy’, a little girl, named only as Dossy’s friend, cherishes her surreal artist’s logic:






and the little girl thought I’ll be a nun some day and wear black and white and have a black and white nightie … and I’ll have a black and white bed.








The child’s imagination is extraordinary enough, even before we discover something far more unnerving, and before the comments of adults pigeonhole and reduce Dossy’s capacity for play.


The unconventional combining of images marks many of the stories, as in ‘The Day of the Sheep’, when Nancy’s calm rhythm of housework is disrupted by her anger and daydreams and also by the irruption of animal life:






Scared muddy and heavy the sheep lumbers from the wash-house and then bolts up the path, out the half-open gate on to the street and then round the corner out of sight, with the people stopping to stare and say well I declare for you never see sheep in the street, only people.








If you read this out loud you hear vowels irrupting too, in sparky clashes and echoes of each other. Frame’s method of mixing internal stream of consciousness and over-the-shoulder free indirect narration, first person and third person, smuggles sly humour into the story. It also, exhilaratingly, confuses and distorts our sense of other opposing categories such as past and present:






A long time ago there were sheep (she remembers, pulling out the plug so the dirty blue water can gurgle away, what slime I must wash more often why is everything always dirty) sheep, and I walked behind them with bare feet on a hot dusty road, with the warm steamy nobbles of sheep dirt getting crushed between my toes.








The sentence continues wonderfully over nine lines, speeding towards the future, Nancy’s longing to leave. These techniques of compression, condensation, distortion and surreal mixing all turn up in Frame’s later stories. She experiments with allegories and fables, prose-poems, short pieces full and dense as novels, and speculative thought-pieces courageously striving against conventional logic and received wisdom. The final stories combine a slower narrative pace with all the acuity of the earlier narratives.


Frame’s art demonstrates the value of destructiveness and violence in creativity. She tears apart linguistic shapes then re-combines them into collages that are also narratives. Lightly and tenderly her prose holds her characters’ discovery of death and loss. The only consolation for growing up, necessarily abandoning the vision of paradise, falling into time and into language, is to make something with that brokenness, to pick up and order words into patterns. From the past, lost, imaginary perfection of childhood, smashing through adults’ imposed opposed concepts (then/now, me/you, good/bad, inside/outside), Janet Frame creates present, real perfection.


Michèle Roberts, 2010




FROM


The Lagoon and Other Stories




THE LAGOON


At low tide the water is sucked back into the harbour and there is no lagoon, only a stretch of dirty grey sand shaded with dark pools of sea-water where you may find a baby octopus if you are lucky, or the spotted orange old house of a crab or the drowned wreckage of a child’s toy boat. There is a bridge over the lagoon where you may look down into the little pools and see your image tangled up with sea-water and rushes and bits of cloud. And sometimes at night there is an under-water moon, dim and secret.


All this my grandmother told me, my Picton grandmother who could cut supple-jack and find kidney fern and make a track through the thickest part of the bush. When my grandmother died all the Maoris at the Pa came to her funeral, for she was a friend of the Maoris, and her mother had been a Maori princess, very beautiful they said, with fierce ways of loving and hating.


See the lagoon, my grandmother would say. The dirty lagoon, full of drifting wood and seaweed and crabs’ claws. It is dirty and sandy and smelly in summer. I remember we used to skim round white stones over the water, and catch tiddlers in the little creek near by, and make sand castles on the edge, this is my castle we said, you be father I’ll be mother and we’ll live here and catch crabs and tiddlers for ever.


I liked my grandmother to talk about the lagoon. And when we went for a holiday to Picton where Grandma lived I used to say Grandma tell me a story. About the Maori Pa. About the old man who lived down the Sounds and had a goat and a cow for friends. About the lagoon. And my grandmother would tell me stories of the Sounds and the Pa and herself when she was young. Being a girl and going out to work in the rich people’s houses. But the lagoon never had a proper story, or if it had a proper story my grandmother never told me.


See the water she would say. Full of seaweed and crabs’ claws. But I knew that wasn’t the real story and I didn’t find out the real story till I was grown up and Grandma had died and most of the old Maoris were gone from the Pa, and the old man and the cow and the goat were forgotten.


I went for a holiday in Picton. It was a long journey by train and I was glad at the end of it to see the green and blue town that I remembered from childhood, though it was smaller of course and the trees had shrunk and the hills were tiny.


I stayed with an aunt and uncle. I went for launch rides round the harbour and I went for picnics with summery people in floral frocks and sun hats, and kids in print frocks, or khaki shorts if they were boys, especially if they were boys with fathers in the army. We took baskets with fruit and sandwiches, not tomato for tomato goes damp though some like it damp, and threepences in the pocket for ice-creams. There were races for the kiddies and some for the men and women, and afterwards a man walked round the grounds throwing lollies in the air. They were great days out picnicking in the Sounds with the Maoris singing and playing their ukeleles, but they didn’t sing the real Maori songs, they sang You are my sunshine and South of the Border. And then it got dark and the couples came back from the trees and the launches were got ready and everybody went back singing, with the babies crying because they were tired and sunburnt and bitten by sandflies. Sandflies are the devil everybody said, but they were great days for the kiddies.


Perhaps I liked the new Picton, I don’t know. If there were things I hadn’t noticed before there were also things gone that I thought would be there for ever. The two gum trees that I called the two ladies were gone or if they were there I couldn’t find them, and the track over the Domain Hill wasn’t there. We used to climb up and watch the steamer coming in from the straits. And there was gorse mixed up with the bush, and the bush itself didn’t hold the same fear, even with its secret terrible drippings and rustlings that go on for ever.


There were more people in the town too. The Main Trunk Line brings more tourists, my aunt said. There were people everywhere, lying on the beach being burned or browned by the sun and sea, people whizzing round the harbour in motor-boats like the pop-pop boats we used to whizz round in the bath on Christmas morning. People surf-riding, playing tennis, fishing in the straits, practising in skiffs for the Regatta. People.


But my grandmother wasn’t there to show me everything and tell me stories. And the lagoon was dirtier than ever. See the lagoon said my aunt. Full of drifting wood and seaweed and crabs’ claws. We could see the lagoon from the kitchen window. We were looking at photographs that day, what silly clothes people wore in those days. There was Grandma sitting on the verandah with her knitting, and there was my great grandmother, the Maori princess with her big brown eyes, and her lace dress on that her husband bought her, handmade lace said my aunt, he loved her till he met that woman from Nelson, men are crazy sometimes, but I suppose women are crazier.


‘Is there a story,’ I said. I was a child again, Grandma tell me about …


My aunt smiled. She guesses things sometimes.


‘The sort of story they put in Truth,’ she said. ‘On the morning of the tragedy witness saw defendant etc. etc. Your great grandmother was a murderess. She drowned her husband, pushed him in the lagoon. I suppose the tide was high, I don’t know. They would call it The Woman From Nelson …’ she mused. ‘They would have photos. But then nobody knew, only the family. Everybody thought he had had one over the eight and didn’t know where he was going.’


My aunt drew aside the curtain and peered out. She reminded me of the women in films who turn to the window in an emotional moment, but the moment wasn’t emotional nor was my aunt.


‘It’s an interesting story,’ she said. I prefer Dostoevsky to Truth.


The water was brown and shining and to the right lay the dark shadow of the Domain Hill. There were kids playing on the edge, Christopher Robins with sand between the toes, sailing toy warships and paddling with bare feet in the pools.


‘Grandmother never told me,’ I said.


Again my aunt smiled. ‘The reason’ (she quoted) ‘one talks farthest from the heart is the fear that it may be hurt.’


And then my aunt dropped the curtain across the window and turned to the photographs again.


Was it my aunt speaking or was it my grandmother or my great grandmother who loved a white lace dress?


At low tide there is no lagoon. Only a stretch of dirty grey sand. I remember we used to skim thin white stones over the water and catch tiddlers in the little creek near by and make sand castles, this is my castle we said you be father I’ll be mother and we’ll live here and catch crabs and tiddlers for ever …




KEEL AND KOOL


Father shook the bidi-bids off the big red and grey rug and then he spread it out again in the grass.


‘There you are,’ he said. ‘Mother here, and Winnie here, and Joan you stay beside Winnie. We’ll put the biscuit tin out of the way so it won’t come into the photo. Now say cheese.’


He stepped back and cupped his hand over the front of the camera, and then he looked over his shoulder – ‘to see if the sun’s looking too’, he told the children who were saying cheese. And then he clicked the shiny thing at the side of the camera.


‘There you are,’ he said. ‘It’s taken. A happy family.’


‘Oh,’ said Mother. ‘Were we all right? Because I want to show the photo to Elsie. It’s the first we’ve taken since Eva – went.’


Mother always said went or passed away or passed beyond when she talked of death. As if it were not death really, only pretend.


‘We were good weren’t we Dad,’ said Winnie. ‘And now are you going fishing?’


‘Yes,’ said Father. ‘I’m going fishing. I’ll put this in a safe place and then I’m off up the river for salmon.’


He carried the camera over to where the coats were piled, and he stowed it in one of the bags carefully, for photos were precious things.


And then he stooped and fastened the top strap of his gumboots to his belt.


‘Cheerio,’ he said, kissing Mother. He always kissed everyone when he went away anywhere, even for a little while. And then he kissed Winnie and pulled her hair, and he pulled Joan’s hair too but he didn’t kiss her because she was the girl over the road and no relation.


‘I’ll come back with a salmon or I’ll go butcher’s hook.’


They watched him walking towards the river, a funny clumpy walk because he had his gumboots on. He was leaning to one side, with his right shoulder lower than his left, as if he were trying to dodge a blow that might come from the sky or the trees or the air. They watched him going and going, like someone on the films, who grows smaller and smaller and then The End is printed across the screen, and music plays and the lights go up. He was like a man in a story walking away from them. Winnie hoped he wouldn’t go too far away because the river was deep and wild and made a roaring noise that could be heard even above the willow trees and pine trees. It was the greyest river Winnie had ever seen. And the sky was grey too with a tiny dot of sun. The grey of the sky seemed to swim into the grey of the river.


Then Father turned and waved.


Winnie and Joan waved back.


‘And now we’re going to play by the pine tree Mrs Todd, aren’t we Winnie,’ said Joan.


We’ll play ladies,’ said Winnie.


Mother sighed. The children were such happy little things. They didn’t realise …


‘All right kiddies,’ she said. ‘You can run away and play. Don’t go near the river and mind the stinging nettle.’


Then she opened her Woman’s Weekly and put it on her knee. She knew that she would read only as far as Over the Teacups and then she would think all over again about Eva passing away, her first baby. A sad blow, people said, to lose your first, just when she was growing up to be a help to you. But it’s all for the best and you have Wonderful Faith Mrs Todd, she’s happier in another sphere, you wouldn’t have wished it otherwise, and you’ve got her photo, it’s always nice to have their photos. Bear up Mrs Todd.


Mrs Todd shut her eyes and tried to forget and then she started to read Over the Teacups. It was better to forget and not think about it.


Winnie and Joan raced each other through the grass to the pine tree by the fence, Joan’s dark hair bobbing up and down and getting in her eyes. ‘Bother,’ she said. Winnie stared enviously. She wished her own hair was long enough to hang over her eyes and be brushed away. How nice to say bother, and brush your hair out of your eyes. Eva’s hair had been long. It was so funny about Eva, and the flowers and telegrams and Auntie May coming and bringing sugar buns and custard squares. It was so funny at home with Eva’s dresses hanging up and her shoes under the wardrobe and no Eva to wear them, and the yellow quilt spread unruffled over her bed, and staying unruffled all night. But it was good wearing Eva’s blue pyjamas. They had pink round the bottom of the legs and pink round the neck and sleeves. Winnie liked to walk round the bedroom in them and see herself in the mirror and then get into bed and yawn, stretching her arms above her head like a lady. But it would have been better if Eva were there to see.


And what fun if Eva were there at the picnic!


‘Come on,’ said Joan. ‘We’ll play ladies in fur coats. I know because my mother’s got a fur coat.’


‘I’m a lady going to bed,’ said Winnie. ‘I’m wearing some beautiful blue pyjamas and I’m yawning, and my maid’s just brought my coffee to me.’ She lay under the pine tree. She could smell the pine and hear the hush-hush of its branches and beyond that the rainy sound of the river, and see the shrivelled-up cones like little brown claws, and the grey sky like a tent with the wind blowing under it and puffing it out. And there was Joan walking up and down in her fur coat, and smiling at all the ladies and gentlemen and saying oh no, I’ve got heaps of fur coats. Bother, my hair does get in my eyes so.


Joan had been Eva’s best friend. She was so beautiful. She was Spanish she said, a little bit anyway. She had secrets with Eva. They used to whisper together and giggle and talk in code.


‘I’m tired of wearing my fur coat,’ said Joan, suddenly. ‘And you can’t go on yawning for ever.’


‘I can go on yawning for ever if I like,’ said Winnie, remembering the giggles and the secrets and the code she couldn’t understand. And she yawned and said thank you to the maid for her coffee. And then she yawned again.


‘I can do what I like,’ she said.


‘You can’t always,’ said Joan. ‘Your mother wouldn’t let you. Anyway I’m tired of wearing my fur coat, I want to make something.’


She turned her back on Winnie and sat down in the grass away from the pine tree, and began to pick stalks of feathery grass. Winnie stopped yawning. She heard the rainy-wind sound of the river and she wondered where her father was. And what was Mother doing? And what was Joan making with the feathery grass?


‘What are you making, Joan?’


‘I’m making Christmas trees,’ answered Joan graciously. ‘Eva showed me. Didn’t Eva show you?’


And she held up a Christmas tree.


‘Yes,’ lied Winnie, ‘Eva showed me Christmas trees.’


She stared at the tiny tree in Joan’s hand. The grass was wet with last night’s dew and the tree sparkled, catching the tiny drop of sunlight that fell from the high grey and white air. It was like a fairy tree or like the song they sang at school – Little fir tree neat and green. Winnie had never seen such a lovely thing to make.


‘And Eva showed me some new bits to Tinker Tailor,’ said Joan, biting off a piece of grass with her teeth. ‘Boots, shoes, slippers, clodhoppers, silk, satin, cotton, rags – it’s what you’re married in.’


‘She showed me too,’ lied Winnie. ‘Eva showed me lots of things.’


‘She showed me things too,’ said Joan tenaciously.


Winnie didn’t say anything to that. She looked up in the sky and watched a seagull flying over. I’m Keel, I’m Keel it seemed to say. Come home Kool come home Kool. Keel Keel. Winnie felt lonely staring up into the sky. Why was the pine tree so big and dark and old? Why was the seagull crying out I’m Keel I’m Keel as if it were calling for somebody who wouldn’t come. Keel Keel, come home Kool, come home Kool it cried.


Winnie wished her mother would call out to them. She wished her father were back from the river, and they were all sitting on the rug, drinking billy tea and eating water biscuits that crackled in your mouth. She wished Joan were away and there were just Father and Mother and Winnie, and no Joan. She wished she had long hair and could make Christmas trees out of feathery grass. She wished she knew more bits to Tinker Tailor. What was it Joan had said? ‘Boots shoes slippers clodhoppers.’ Why hadn’t Eva told her?


‘You’re going to sleep,’ said Joan suddenly. ‘I’ve made three Christmas trees. Look.’


‘I’m not going to sleep. I’m hungry,’ said Winnie. ‘And I think Joan Mason that some people tell lies.’


Joan flushed. ‘I have made three Christmas trees.’


‘It’s not that,’ said Winnie, taking up a pine needle and making pine-needle writing in the air.


‘I just think that some people tell lies.’


‘But I’m not a liar, Winnie,’ protested Joan anxiously. ‘I’m not honestly.’


‘Some people,’ Winnie murmured, writing with her pine needle.


‘You’re not fair Winnie Todd,’ quivered Joan throwing down her Christmas trees. ‘I know you mean me.’


‘Nobody said I did. I just said – some people.’


‘Well you looked at me.’


‘Did I?’


Winnie crushed her pine needle and smelt it. She wanted to cry. She wished she had never come for a picnic. She was cold too with just her print dress on. She wished she were somewhere far far away from the river and the pine tree and Joan Mason and the Christmas trees, somewhere far far away, she didn’t know where.


Perhaps there was no place. Perhaps she would never find anywhere to go. Her mother would die and her father would die and Joan Mason would go on flicking the hair from her eyes and saying bother and wearing her fur coat and not knowing what it was like to have a mother and father dead.


‘Yes,’ said Winnie. ‘You’re a liar. Eva told me things about you. Your uncle was eaten by cannibals and your father shot an albatross and had a curse put on him and your hair went green when you went for a swim in Christchurch and you had to be fed on pineapple for three weeks before it turned black again. Eva told me. You’re a liar. She didn’t believe you either. And take your Christmas trees.’ She picked up one of the trees and tore it to pieces.


Joan started to cry.


‘Cry baby, liar, so there.’


Winnie reached forward and gave Joan a push, and then she turned to the pine tree and catching hold of the lowest branches, she pulled herself up into the tree. Soon she was over halfway up. The branches rocked up and down, sighing and sighing. Winnie peered down on to the ground and saw Joan running away through the grass, her hair bobbing up and down as she ran. She would be going back to where Winnie’s mother was. Perhaps she would tell. Winnie pushed me over and called me names. And then when Winnie got down from the tree and went to join the others her mother would look at her with a hurt expression in her eyes and say blessed are the peacemakers. And her father would be sitting there telling them all about the salmon, but he would stop when she came up, hours and hours later, and say sternly I hoped you would behave yourself. And then he would look at Mother, and Winnie would know they were thinking of Eva and the flowers and telegrams and Auntie May saying bear up, you have Wonderful Faith. And then Mother would say have one of these chocolate biscuits, Joan. And Mother and Father and Joan would be together, sharing things.


Winnie’s eyes filled with tears of pity for herself. She wished Eva were there. They would both sit up the pine tree with their hands clutching hold of the sticky branches, and they would ride up and down, like two birds on the waves, and then they would turn into princesses and sleep at night in blue pyjamas with pink round the edges, and in the daytime they would make Christmas trees out of feathery grass and play Tinker Tailor – boots, shoes, slippers, clodhoppers.


‘Boots, shoes, slippers, clodhoppers,’ whispered Winnie. But there was no one to answer her. Only up in the sky there was a seagull as white as chalk, circling and crying Keel Keel Come home Kool, come home Kool. And Kool would never come, ever.




MY COUSINS WHO COULD EAT COOKED TURNIPS


For a long time I could never understand my cousins in Invercargill. They were good children, Dot and Mavis, they folded up their clothes before they went to bed at night, and they put their garters on the door-knob where they could find them in the morning, and they didn’t often poke a face at their father when he wasn’t looking.


They had a swing round the back of the house. They let us have turns on it, waiting respectfully at the side, and not saying your turn’s over you’re only trying to make it last, only one more swing and then it’s ours. No. They waited respectfully.


They had a nice trellis-work too, with dunny roses growing up it, you could almost touch the roses if you were swinging high enough. Their mother was our Auntie Dot and their father was Uncle Ted, who was a captain and wore khaki, and sat at the head of the table, and said sternly eat what you’re given, what about the starving children in Europe.


There were always children starving in Europe. Sometimes people came to school, thin women with pamphlets, and told us about Europe, and then after the talk we put our names down for a society where we went and sat on a long form and had a feast once a term.


Actually I didn’t think my cousins were of the same family as us, they couldn’t have been I thought. They were very clean and quiet and they spoke up when visitors came to their house, aunts and uncles I mean, and they didn’t say dirty words or rhymes. They were Cultured.


But for a long time I could never understand them, for instance they could eat cooked turnip.


Now where we lived there were turnips in the garden, some for the cow and some for us. We used to go into the garden, pull up a turnip, wash it under the garden tap and then eat the turnip raw.


But if it came cooked on the table, even at Auntie Dot’s, we said no.


At home Dad would say eat your turnip. Nancy eat your turnip. Billy eat your turnip, you too Elsie.


‘But we don’t like it cooked.’


‘Do as I say, eat your turnip.’


Well what could we do in the face of such grim coercion? But we didn’t eat it all, and we didn’t like it, it didn’t seem to have the good earthy taste raw turnip had, and we weren’t eating it outside down the garden with the cow looking approval over the fence and the birds singing in the orchard and people hammering and dogs barking and everything being alive and natural uncooked.


It was different inside, the hot room and the chairs drawn up to the table and everybody quiet as if something important and dreadful were about to happen, like a ghost or the end of the world, and my father sitting at the top with his knife and fork held the proper way and his eyes saying elbows off the table.


eat your turnip eat your turnip


No we just couldn’t manage to like cooked turnip that way.


And then one week-end we went to Auntie Dot’s. We had new fancy garters and new fleecy-lined nighties and we travelled first class on the train because Dad was on the railway and had a free ticket. Auntie Dot met us at the station, and how are you all, I got your letter Mona, little Elsie’s shooting up isn’t she, yes they’re so shy at that age, where’s Mavis come on Mavis. Auntie Dot was big, with smothering brown eyes and hair. She wore shoes like baskets and a hat with a cherry in front, that bobbed whenever she moved her head, a little for Auntie Dot, here’s your cherry Auntie Dot, I’ve picked the dust off it, I meant to tell you it was loose, thank you child you’re a credit to your mother, I hadn’t noticed it had fallen.


Uncle Ted drove us home in the car, Mavis and Dot and Elsie and Billy and I in the back and the others in the front. Nobody talked in the back, we didn’t ever talk to our cousins. Mavis had on a pink frilly dress with a cape collar and Dot had on a pink frilly dress with a cape collar, and both together the girls looked like lollies, and when they turned to us and smiled shy smiles, they looked like little pink lollies waiting to be licked. Mavis and Dot had lace too. I could see it round their petticoats, and I knew they had fancy garters, and remembered to myself what my mother had said to us


be sure you hang your garters on the door-knob


be sure you fold your nighties


be sure you say can I help with the dishes


and do eat your turnip this time.


When we got to the house with its swing and its clothesline that twirled round and round, and its dunny roses on the trellis-work, we wanted to go home. Each time we came to Auntie Dot’s we were visitors to an alien world. Auntie Dot’s kitchen smelt like seed-cake and leather. There was a clock with a different kind of ticking on the mantelpiece and when the hour struck, a little bird popped out to say hello, it was all so sad and strange, the seed-cake and the little bird and the teapot with a knitted cosy, and the green gnome sitting on the sideboard, and our mother far away and high up, talking about things we didn’t understand. And then going out on to the lawn and standing with our arms hanging as if they didn’t belong, staring about us at the swing and the clothesline that twirled round and round, and the different kinds of flowers in the garden. And then coming inside to tea and seeing the table all white and ready, and hearing the grownups talking again, really is that so just fancy they were saying importantly and deliciously, but it seemed sad too, really is that so just fancy, over and over again, and it got sadder when we sat down to tea and saw the turnip.


Cooked turnip. Vitamins said Uncle Ted. Roughage.


(really is that so just fancy)


For a long time I could never understand my cousins. That night they sat there in cold blood, eating cooked turnip. Perhaps it was our new nighties, perhaps it was the swing, perhaps it was the little bird that popped out to say hello, but I looked at Billy and Elsie, and Billy and Elsie looked at me, and that night we sat there too, in cold blood, eating cooked turnip.


And then we understood. And after tea I said to Mavis I’ve got a new nightie, it’s fleecy-lined, we put our fancy garters on the door-knob when we go to bed, we’ve got a cow at home. Our clothesline isn’t like yours it doesn’t go round and round. I don’t suppose you know what this word means, and I whispered a word in her ear, and Mavis said I do too. I know lots of words.


Mavis and I were very good friends. In the morning we got up and played on the swing, and my mother looked out of the window and laughed and waved to me, and she didn’t seem far away any more, and everything was all right again. And we played house together, Mavis and I, and we drank tea out of little china cups, and we said really is that so just fancy, and we swung, all day we swung as high as the dunny roses.




DOSSY


Only on the shadows, sang out Dossy, and the little girls with straight fair hair sang out answering, only on the shadows, and the two of them went hopping and skipping very carefully for three blocks, and then they got tired, and they forgot, and they stopped to pick marigolds through the crack in the corner fence, but only Dossy could reach them because she was bigger. Pick me a marigold, Dossy, to put in my hair, said the little girl and Dossy picked a big yellow flower and she had to bend down to stick it in the little girl’s hair.


‘Race you to the convent gate,’ she said, and together the two of them tore along the footpath and Dossy won, Dossy won easily.


‘I’m bigger,’ she said.


And the little girl looked up at Dossy’s bigness and supposed that Dossy must live in a big house to match. Everything matched thought the little girl. Mother and Father. Mother singing and Father singing. Mother washing the dishes and Father drying. Mother in her blue dress and Father in his black suit.


And when you were small you did things that small people did, Grandma said, and when you were big like Dossy you did things the grownup way. And the little girl thought that Dossy must live in a big house to match her bigness. A big house at the end of a long long street. With a garden. And a plum tree. And a piano in the front room. And a piano-stool to go round and round on. And lollies in a blue tin on the mantelpiece for Father to reach up to and say have a striped one, chicken, they last longer.


The little girl put her hand in Dossy’s and said Can I come to live with you, Dossy. Can I live in your house.


And Dossy looked down at the little girl with her shiny new shoes on and her neat blue dress and her thick hair-ribbon, and then she looked down at her own dirty shoes and turned up dress from her aunties, and she drew away her hand that was dirty and sticky with marigolds and said nothing, but went over to the fence to peep through at the nuns. The little girl followed her and together they looked through at the nuns. They watched them walking up and down with their hands folded in front and their eyes staring straight ahead, and the little girl thought I’ll be a nun some day and wear black and white and have a black and white nightie, and I’ll pray all day and sit under the plum tree and perhaps God won’t mind if I get hungry and eat two or three plums, and every night I’ll comb out my mother’s long golden hair with a gold comb and I’ll have a black and white bed.


Dossy, said the little girl, will you be a nun with me?


Dossy giggled and giggled. I don’t think, she said.


The nuns heard someone laughing and they stopped at the gate to see who it was. They saw a little girl playing ball by herself on the footpath.


It’s little Dossy Park, they said. With no mother and living in that poky little house in Hart Street and playing by herself all the time, goodness knows what she’ll turn out to be.




SWANS


They were ready to go. Mother and Fay and Totty, standing by the gate in their next best to Sunday best, Mother with her straw hat on with shells on it and Fay with her check dress that Mother had made and Totty, well where was Totty a moment ago she was here?


‘Totty,’ Mother called. ‘If you don’t hurry we’ll miss the train, it leaves in ten minutes. And we’re not to forget to get off at Beach Street. At least I think Dad said Beach Street. But hurry Totty.’


Totty came running from the wash-house round the back.


‘Mum quick I’ve found Gypsy and her head’s down like all the other cats and she’s dying I think. She’s in the wash-house. Mum quick,’ she cried urgently.


Mother looked flurried. ‘Hurry up, Totty and come back Fay, pussy will be all right. We’ll give her some milk now there’s some in the pot and we’ll wrap her in a piece of blanket and she’ll be all right till we get home.’


The three of them hurried back to the wash-house. It was dark with no light except what came through the small square window which had been cracked and pasted over with brown paper. The cat lay on a pile of sacks in a corner near the copper. Her head was down and her eyes were bright with a fever or poison or something but she was alive. They found an old clean tin lid and poured warm milk in it and from one of the shelves they pulled a dusty piece of blanket. The folds stuck to one another all green and hairy and a slater with hills and valleys on his back fell to the floor and moved slowly along the cracked concrete floor to a little secret place by the wall. Totty even forgot to collect him. She collected things, slaters and earwigs and spiders though you had to be careful with earwigs for when you were lying in the grass asleep they crept into your ear and built their nest there and you had to go to the doctor and have your ear lanced.
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