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‘Put out the light, and then – put out the light.’










Foreword


In the autumn of 1907, having had a play produced at Edinburgh that spring and a slim book of poems published that October, I went to spend the winter at Cury, half-way between Helston and the Lizard. One afternoon a farmer of my acquaintance asked me to come to tea and meet his wife whom he had just wooed and married in the course of a brief visit to London.


‘Do ’ee know the Leicester Lounge?’ he asked.


The Leicester Lounge was a raffish bar at the corner of Leicester Square, looking down Coventry Street, where to-day stands Peter Robinson’s shop.


‘I do indeed,’ I told him.


‘Well, I took a fancy to one of the barmaids there and after I’d argued with her for a bit she married me. She’s down home along now.’


So I went to tea, and in the kitchen of that farmhouse a quarter of a mile inland from a wild coast was sitting a young woman in her late twenties with an elaborate peroxide coiffure beneath which a pink-powdered face gazed in bewilderment at its surroundings while the sea-wind rattled the windows and moaned in the chimneys.


The bride was obviously embarrassed by my visit and I was aware of such a profound mental distress that I could never bring myself to intrude upon it again. Yet the memory of that inappropriate figure in that farmhouse kitchen haunted my fancy, and I made up my mind to write a play one day in an attempt to provide an explanation for the state of mind which led a barmaid in the Leicester Lounge to marry a dour Cornish farmer after a week’s wooing.


Meanwhile, I spent the next six months in writing my first novel, and the next three years in finding a publisher for it. I made a vow I would not attempt so much as a short story until The Passionate Elopement was published.


In the late summer of 1910, H. G. Pélissier of the Follies offered me the job of writing the words to his music for a revue at the Alhambra called All Change Here; the words having been written, I was asked to turn the corps de ballet into a revue chorus and find girls in it able to sing trios and quartets. Few young authors can have been blessed with such an opportunity as those wonderful girls gave me to reach the heart of London. I still hear from some of them and I gratefully set on record that the foundation of my pile of books, over seventy volumes high now, was laid by those girls at the Alhambra forty years ago.


One afternoon I came out from a long rehearsal during which I leaned back in the dim, empty stalls, watching the corps de ballet flit like gay ghosts about the shadows of the stage. I came out just before the shutting in of a rainy autumn dusk and noticed an inquisitive figure waiting by the stage door. He was not unlike my Cornish farmer of three years ago as he stood there to eye the girls hurrying home to rest before the evening performance, and suddenly I fancied one of them, gay and lovable, transported by circumstance to a storm-beaten farmhouse. The story of Carnival began to take shape in my imagination.


My first novel The Passionate Elopement was published on January 17th, 1911, my twenty-eighth birthday, and on the next day I sat down to write my second novel, the original title for which was London Pride. However, a play with that name was announced and I had to find another. Columbine was the next choice and finally that gave way to Carnival.


The first dozen chapters of the book were written at 36 Church Row, Hampstead, where my wife and I had taken the Muirhead Bones’ flat for six months. Then in the spring we went back to the house in Phillack opposite Hayle in St. Ives’ Bay where we were now living, and the rest of the book was written there with many interruptions by the work I was doing for the Follies. I finished Carnival at about three o’clock of a wild January morning. Martin Secker, my publisher, was lying asleep on a sofa. The fire had flickered out. I punched him hard and shouted: ‘I’ve finished. Shall I read you the last chapter?’ He heard it, and said: ‘Thank God, it’s finished.’ He had reason for gratitude because the book was due to be published in a fortnight, and the printers were waiting for the final copy.


Carnival was published on January 17th, 1912, and although it was dismissed by the Times Literary Supplement in a few frigid lines among the ‘also ran’ novels of that week, which in those days was a really serious set-back for a young author, the rest of the reviews with very few exceptions were generous. J. M. Barrie sent me a heartening letter. Yeats, much to my surprise, gravely approved of the book. Henry James, while insisting that my heroine lacked the heroic stature for so elaborate a treatment, declared the book was in the tradition of those French romances like Vie de Bohême, ‘all roses and sweet champagne and young love’.


‘And lest you should be hurt by what I have said about your heroine, let me hasten to add that I should say the same of Flaubert’s Madame Bovary.’


Gerald du Maurier suggested that I should make a play of Carnival for him, but Frank Curzon, under whose management he was, objected to Maurice Avery’s being off the stage for the whole of the third act, and as I could not see a remedy for this I missed the great pleasure of writing a part for an actor I much admired.


That summer an enquiry came from William A. Brady, whose wife, Miss Grace George, had decided she would like to play the part of Jenny Pearl. So in September 1912 I sailed for the United States and a dramatized version was produced at the Garrick Theatre, Toronto, in November. Miss Grace George has been the only actress on the stage or in the films who has come near to my own idea of Jenny Pearl.


In 1915 Carnival was filmed for the first time. In 1922 I made another dramatic version under the title Columbine, Matheson Lang having used Carnival as a title for a melodrama he had adapted from the Italian. Columbine was first played at Nottingham, and later at the Prince’s Theatre in London. In 1929 Eric Maschwitz made a remarkable radio version of the book which in its original form played from 9.30 p.m. to midnight, and was revived several times in a ninety-minute version made by Val Gielgud. That collaboration with Val Gielgud and Eric Maschwitz was among the most enjoyable experiences of my life. In 1931 a second film version was made with the stupid title Dance Little Lady. I declined to see a performance. In 1945 a third film was made, which kept the title Carnival but little else of the book I had written thirty years before. I refused to see a performance of this, but I did catch an unavoidable glimpse of a trailer of the film in Hong Kong and congratulated myself on that refusal.


A short opera was made of Carnival for the B.B.C., and in the spring of 1951 I read an abridged version of it for the ‘Book at Bedtime’.


The book has been published in various editions by some eight publishers and the total sales in Britain and America were over half a million when it went out of print during the last war. It has been translated twice into French, and into several other languages.


I was tempted in correcting this new edition for press to make alterations to suit the lessons I have learnt in writing during the last forty years, but I resisted the impulse. Long ago I told Henry James that when I came back from the First World War I intended to rewrite Carnival.


He held up his hands in a wide gesture of dismay.


‘You alarm . . . you . . . appal me with such news,’ he declared, his large smooth face momentarily puckered with genuine distress. ‘I once wasted ten . . . indeed, twelve precious years in foolishly supposing that in the light of experience I could grope my way toward a more . . . toward that always elusive . . . in short that I could add yet something to what, when it was written, I had given all that I could give at that time. Renounce this preposterous ambition of yours, my dear boy. You have been granted the boon which above all a novelist should beg for himself. You have been granted that boon with a generosity beyond that accorded to any of your young contemporaries. You fling the ball up against the wall and it rebounds immediately into your hands. Whereas I . . .’, he looked round that room in the Chelsea flat from the windows of which one saw the river shimmering through a filigree of boughs now almost bare of leaves, ‘whereas I fling the ball against the wall, whence it rebounds not into my hands, but on to the next wall and from that wall to the next.’ He followed with apprehensive glance the flight of that ghastly ball round the room. ‘Until,’ he concluded, ‘at last it falls to the ground and dribbles very, very slowly toward my feet, and I, all my old bones aching, stoop, and most laboriously pick it up.’


Some critics have maintained that Carnival breaks in two with the marriage of Jenny Pearl to Zachary Trewhella. They may be right, but in as much as the original conception of the book was inspired by the strange scene in that Cornish farmhouse when I met the perplexed bride from the Leicester Lounge, I have never been able to see the marriage of Jenny as a break. That is a natural prejudice, and fondness for the book that made his name may be forgiven to any writer.


Compton Mackenzie, 1951










I


Birth of Columbine


All day long over the grey Islington street, October casting pearly mists had turned the sun to silver and made London a city of meditation whose tumbled roofs and parapets and glancing spires appeared serene and baseless as in a lake’s tranquillity.


The traffic, muted by the glory of a fine autumn day, marched, it seemed, more slowly and to a sound of heavier drums. Like mountain echoes street cries haunted the burnished air, while a muffin-man, abroad too early for the season, swung his bell intermittently with a pastoral sound. Even the milk-cart, heard in the next street, provoked the imagination of distant armour. The houses seemed to acquire from the grey and silver web of October enchantment a mysterious immensity. There was no feeling of stressful humanity even in the myriad sounds that in a sheen of beauty floated about the day. The sun went down behind roofs and left the sky plumed with rosy feathers. There was a cold grey minute before dusk came stealing in richly and profoundly blue: then night sprang upon the street, and through the darkness an equinoctial wind swept moaning.


Along the gutters the brown leaves danced: the tall plane tree at the end of the street would not be motionless until December should freeze the black branches in diapery against a sombre sky. Along the gutters the leaves whispered and ran and shivered and leaped, while the gas-jets flapped in pale lamps.


There was no starshine on the night Jenny Raeburn was born, only a perpetual sound of leaves dancing and the footsteps of people going home.


Mrs. Raeburn had not been very conscious of the day’s calm beauty. Her travail had been long: the reward scarcely apprehended. Already two elder children had closed upon her the gates of youth, and she was inclined to resent the expense of so much pain for an additional tie. There was not much to make the great adventure of childbirth endurable. The transitory amazement of a few relatives was a meagre consolation for the doubts and agonies of nine slow months. But the muslin curtains, tied back with raffish pink bows, had really worried her most of all. Something was wrong with them: their dinginess or want of symmetry annoyed her.


With one of those rare efforts towards imaginative comprehension which the sight of pain arouses in dull and stolid men, her husband had enquired, when he came back from work, whether there was anything he could do.


‘Those curtains,’ she had murmured.


‘Don’t you get worrying yourself about curtains,’ he had replied. ‘You’ve got something better to do than aggravate yourself with curtains. The curtains is all right.’


Wearily she had turned her face to the sad-coloured wall-paper. Wearily she had transferred her discontent to the absence of one of the small brass knobs at the foot of the bed.


‘And that knob. You never remember to get a new one.’


‘Now it’s knobs!’ he had exclaimed, wondering at the foolishness of a woman’s mind in the shadows of coming events. ‘Don’t you bother your head about knobs neither. Try and get a bit of sleep or something, do.’


With this exhortation he had retired from the darkening room to wander round the house, lighting various jets of gas, turning them down to the faintest blue glimmer, and hoping all the while that one of his wife’s sisters would not emerge from the country at the rumour of the baby’s arrival in order to force her advice upon a powerless household.


Edith and Alfred, his two elder children, had been carried off by the other aunt to her residence in Barnsbury, whence in three weeks they would be brought back to home and twilight speculations upon the arrival of a little brother or sister. In parenthesis, he hoped it would not be twins. They would be so difficult to explain, and the chaps in the shop would laugh. The midwife came down to boil some milk and make final arrangements. The presence of this ample lady disturbed him. The gale rattling the windows of the kitchen did not provide any feeling of firelight snugness, but rather made his thoughts more restless, was even so insistent as to carry them on its wings, weak formless thoughts, to the end of Hagworth Street, where the bar of the Masonic Arms spread a wider and more cheerful illumination than was to be found in the harried kitchen of Number Seventeen. So Charlie Raeburn went out to spend time and money in piloting several friends across the shallows of Mr. Gladstone’s mind.


Upstairs Mrs. Raeburn, left alone, again contemplated the annoying curtains; though by now they were scarcely visible against the gloom outside. She dragged herself off the bed and moving across to the window stood there, rubbing the muslin between her fingers. She remained for a while thus, peering at the backs of the houses opposite that, small though they really were, loomed with menace in the lonely dusk. Shadows of women at work, always at work, went to and fro upon the blinds. There were muffled sounds of children crying, the occasional splash of emptied pails, and against the last glimmer of sunset the smoke of chimneys blown furiously outwards. To complete the air of sadness and desolation the faded leaf of a dried-up geranium was lisping against the windowpane. She gave up fingering the muslin curtains and came back to the middle of the room, wondering vaguely when the next bout of pain was due and why the ‘woman’ didn’t come upstairs and make her comfortable. There were matches on the toilet-table; so she lit a candle whose light gave every piece of ugly furniture a shadow and made the room ghostly and unfamiliar. Presently she held the light beside her face and stared at herself in the glass, and thought how pretty she still looked and, flushed by the fever, how young.


She experienced a sensation of fading personality. She seemed actually to be losing herself. Eyes, bright with excitement, glittered back from the mirror, and suddenly there came upon her overwhelmingly the fear of death.


And if she died, would anybody pity her, or would she lie forgotten always after the momentary tribute of white chrysanthemums? Death, death, she found herself saying over to the tune of a clock ticking in the passage. But she had no desire to die. Christmas was near with its shop-lit excursions and mistletoe and merriment. Why should she die? No, she would fight hard. A girl or a boy? What did it matter? Nothing mattered. Perhaps a girl would be nicer, and she should be called Rose. And yet, on second thoughts, when you came to think of it, Rose was a cold sort of a name and Rosie was common. Why not call her Jenny? That was better – with, perhaps, Pearl or Ruby to follow, when its extravagance would pass unnoticed. A girl should always have two names. But Jenny was the sweeter. Nevertheless, it would be as well to support so homely a name with a really ladylike one – something out of the ordinary.


Why had she married Charlie? All her relatives said she had married beneath her. Father had been a butcher – a prosperous man – and even he, in the family tradition, had not been considered good enough for her mother who was a chemist’s daughter. Yet, she, Florence Unwin, had married a joiner. Why had she married Charlie? Looking back over the seven years of their married life, she could not remember a time when she had loved him as she had dreamed of love, in the airy room over the busy shop, as she had dreamed of love staring through the sunny window away beyond the Angel, beyond the great London skies. Charlie was so stupid, so dull; moreover, though not a drunkard, he was fond of half-pints and smelt of sawdust and furniture polish. Her sisters never liked, never would like him. She had smirched the great tradition of respectability. What would her grandfather the chemist have said? That dignified old man in brown velvet coat, treated always with deference even by her father, the jolly handsome butcher? Florence Unwin married to a joiner – a man unable to afford to keep his house free from the inevitable lodger who owned the best bedroom, the bedroom that by right should have been hers. She had disgraced the family and for no high motive of passion – and once she was young and pretty. And still young, after all, and still pretty. She was only thirty-three now. Why had she married at all? But then her sisters did give themselves airs, and the jolly, handsome butcher had enjoyed too well and too often those drives to Jack Straw’s Castle on fine Sunday afternoons under the rolling Hampstead clouds, had left little enough when he died, and Charlie came along, and perhaps even marriage with him had been less intolerable than existence among the frozen sitting-rooms of her two sisters, drapers’ wives though they both were.


And the aunts, those three severe women? She might, perhaps, have lived with them when the jolly, handsome butcher died, with them in their house at Clapton, with them eternally dusting innumerable china ornaments and correcting elusive mats. The invitation had been extended, but was forbidding as a mourning-card or the melancholy visit of an insurance agent with his gossip of death. Death? Was she going to die?


It did not matter. The pain was growing more acute. She dragged herself to the door and called down to the midwife, called two or three times.


There was no answer except from the clock with its whisper of Death and Death. Where was the woman? Where was Charlie? She called again. Then she remembered through what seemed years of grinding agony that the street door was slammed some time ago. Charlie must have gone out. With the woman? Had he run away from her? Was she, the wife, for ever abandoned? Was there no life in all the world to reach her solitude? The house was fearfully, unnaturally silent. She reached up to the cold gas bracket, and the light flared up without adding a ray of cheerfulness to the creaking passage. Higher still she turned it until it sang towards the ceiling, a thin geyser of flame. The chequers upon the oil-cloth became blurred as tears of self-pity welled up in her eyes. She was deserted, and in pain.


Her mind sailed off along morbid channels to the grim populations of hysteria. She experienced the merely nervous sensation of many black beetles running at liberty around the empty kitchen. It was a visualization of tingling nerves, and, fostered by the weakening influence of labour pains, it extended beyond the mere thought to the endowment of a mental picture with powerful and malign purpose so that, after a moment or two, she came to imagining that between her and the world outside black beetles were creating an impassable barrier.


Could Charlie and the woman really have run away? She called again and peered over the flimsy balustrade down to the ground floor. Or was the woman lying in the kitchen drunk? Lying there, incapable of action, among the black beetles? She called again: ‘Mrs. Nightman! Mrs. Nightman!’


How dry her hands were, how parched her tongue; and her eyes, how they burned.


Was she actually dying? Was this engulfing silence the beginning of death? What was death?


And what was that? What were those three tall, black figures moving along the narrow passage downstairs? What were they, so solemn and tall and silent, moving with inexorable steps higher and higher?


‘Mrs. Nightman, Mrs. Nightman!’ she shrieked, and stumbled in agony of body and horror of mind back to the flickering bedroom, back to the bed.


And then there was light and a murmur of voices, saying: ‘We have come to see how you are feeling, Florence,’ and sitting by her bed she recognized the three aunts from Clapton in their bugles and cameos and glittering bonnets.


There was a man, too, whom she had only just time to realize was the doctor, not the undertaker, before she was aware that the final effort of her tortured body was being made without assistance from her own will or courage.


She waved away the sympathizers. She was glad to see the doctor and Mrs. Nightman herding them from the room, like gaunt black sheep; but they came back again as inquisitive animals will when, after what seemed a thousand thousand years of pain, she could hear something crying and the trickle of water and the singing of a kettle.


Perhaps it was Aunt Fanny who said: ‘It’s a dear little girl.’


The doctor nodded, and Mrs. Raeburn stirred and with wide eyes gazed at her baby.


‘It is Jenny, after all,’ she murmured; then wished for the warmth of a new-born child against her breast.










II


Fairies at the Christening


A fortnight after the birth of Jenny, her three great-aunts, black and stately as ever, paid a second visit to the mother.


‘And how is Florrie?’ enquired Aunt Alice.


‘Going on fine,’ said Florrie.


‘And what is the baby to be called?’ asked Aunt Fanny.


‘Jenny, and perhaps Pearl as well.’


‘Jenny?’


‘Pearl?’


‘Jenny Pearl?’


The three aunts disapproved the choice with combined interrogation.


‘We were thinking,’ announced Aunt Alice, ‘your aunts were thinking, Florrie, that since we have a good deal of room at Carminia House—’


‘It would be a capital plan for the baby to live with us,’ went on Aunt Mary.


‘For since our father died’ (old Frederick Horner the chemist had been under a laudatory stone slab at Kensal Green for a quarter of a century), ‘there has been room and to spare at Carminia House,’ said Aunt Fanny.


‘The baby would be well brought up,’ Aunt Alice declared.


‘Very well brought up, and sent to a genteel academy for young – ladies.’ The break before the last word was due to Miss Horner’s momentary but distinctly perceptible criticism of the unladylike bedroom where her niece lay suckling her baby girl.


‘We should not want her at once, of course,’ Aunt Fanny explained. ‘We should not expect to be able to look after her properly – though I believe there are now many Infant Foods very highly recommended even by doctors.’


Perhaps it was the pride of chemical ancestry that sustained Miss Frances Horner through the indelicacy of the last admission. But old maids’ flesh was weak, and the carmine suffusing her waxen cheeks drove the eldest sister into an attempt to cover her confusion by adding that she for one was glad in these days of neglected duties to see a mother nursing her own child.


‘We feel,’ she went on, ‘that the arrival of a little girl shows very clearly that the Almighty intended us to adopt her. Had it – had she proved to be a boy, we should have made no suggestions about her except, perhaps, that her name should be Frederick after our father the chymist.’


‘With possibly Philip as a second name,’ Miss Mary Horner put in.


‘Philip?’ her sisters asked.


And now Miss Mary blushed, whether on account of a breach of sisterly etiquette or whether for some guilty memory of a long-withered affection, was never discovered by her elders or anyone else either.


‘Philip?’ her sisters repeated.


‘It is a very respectable name,’ said Miss Mary apologetically, and for the life of her could only recall Philip of Spain, whose admirable qualities were not enough marked to justify her in breaking in upon Miss Horner’s continuation of the discussion.


‘Feeling as we do,’ the latter said, ‘that a divine providence has given a girl-child to the world on account of our earnest prayers, we think we have a certain right to give our advice, to urge that you, my dear Florence, should allow us the opportunity of regulating her education and securing her future. We enjoy between us a comfortable little sum of money, half of which we propose to set aside for the child. The rest has already been promised to the Reverend Williams to be applied as he shall think fit.’


‘Like an ointment, I suppose,’ said Florrie.


‘Like an ointment? Like what ointment?’


‘You seem to think that money will cure everything – if it’s applied. But who’s going to look after Jenny if you die? Because,’ she went on before they had time to answer, ‘Jenny isn’t going to be applied to the Reverend Williams. She isn’t going to mope all day with Bibles as big as tramcars stuck on her knees. No, thank you, Aunt Alice, Jenny’ll stay with her mother.’


‘Then you won’t allow us to adopt her?’ snapped Miss Horner, sitting up so straight in the cane-bottomed chair that it creaked again and again.


‘I don’t think,’ Aunt Fanny put in, ‘that you are quite old enough to understand the temptations of a young girl?’


‘Aren’t I?’ said Florence. ‘I think I know a sight more about ’em than you do, Aunt Fanny. I am a mother, when all’s said and done.’


‘But have you got salvation?’ asked Miss Horner.


‘I don’t see what salvation and all that’s got to do with my Jenny,’ Mrs. Raeburn argued.


‘But you would like her to be sure of everlasting happiness?’ enquired Miss Fanny mildly, amazed at her niece’s obstinacy.


‘I’d like her to be a good girl, yes.’


‘But how can she be good till she has found the Lord? We’re none of us good,’ declared Miss Mary, ‘till we have been washed in the blood of the Lamb.’


‘I quite believe you’re in earnest, Aunt Alice,’ declared Mrs. Raeburn. ‘In earnest and anxious to do well by Jenny, but I don’t hold and never did hold with cooping children up. Poor little things!’


‘There wouldn’t be any cooping up. As a child of grace, she would often go out walking with her aunts, and sometimes, perhaps, be allowed to carry the tracts.’


Mrs. Raeburn looked down in the round blue eyes of Jenny.


‘Perhaps you’d like her to jump to glory with a tambourine?’ she said.


‘Jump to glory with a tambourine?’ echoed Miss Horner.


‘Or bang the ears off of Satan with a blaring drum? Or go squalling up aloft with them saucy Salvation hussies?’


The austere old ladies were deeply shocked by the levity of their niece’s enquiries.


Sincerely happy, sincerely good, they were unable to understand anyone not burning to feel at home in the whitewashed chapel which to them was an abode of murmurous peace. They wanted everybody to recognize with glad familiarity every text that decorated the bleak walls with an assurance of heavenly joys. Their quiet encounters with spiritual facts had nothing in common with those misguided folk who were escorted by brass bands along the shining road to God. They were happy in the exclusiveness of their religion not from any conscious want of charity, but from the exaltation aroused by the privilege of divine intimacy and the joyful sense of being favourites in heavenly places. The Rev. Josiah Williams, for all his liver-coloured complexion and clayey nose, was to them a celestial ambassador. His profuse outpourings of prayer took them higher than any skylark with its quivering wings. His turgid discourses, where every metaphor seemed to have escaped from a Store’s price-list, were to them more fruitful of imaginative results than any poet’s song. His grave visits, when he seemed always to be either washing his hands or wiping his boots, left in the hearts of the three old maids memories more roseate than any sunset of the Apennines. Therefore, when Mrs. Raeburn demanded to know if they were anxious for Jenny to jump to glory with a tambourine, the religious economy of the three Miss Horners was upset. On consideration, even jumping to glory without a tambourine struck them as an indelicate method of reaching Paradise.


‘And wherever did you get the notion of adopting Jenny?’ continued the niece. ‘For I’m sure I never suggested any such thing.’


‘We got the notion from above, Florence,’ explained Miss Fanny. ‘It was a direct command from our Heavenly Father. I had a vision.’


‘Your Aunt Fanny,’ proclaimed the elder sister, ‘dreamed she was nursing a white rabbit. Now we have not eaten rabbits since on an occasion when the Reverend Williams was taking a little supper with us, we unfortunately had a bad one – a high one. There had been nothing to suggest rabbits, let alone white rabbits, to your Aunt Fanny. So I said: “Florence is going to have a baby. It must be a warning.” We consulted the Reverend Williams who said it was very remarkable, and must mean the Almighty was calling upon us as He called upon the infant Samuel. We enquired first if either of your sisters was going to have a baby also. Caroline Threadgale wrote an extremely rude letter and Mabel Purkiss was even ruder. So, evidently it is the will of God that we should adopt your baby girl. We prayed to Him to make it a little girl because we are more familiar with little girls, never having had a brother and our father having died a good while ago now. Well, it is a girl. So plainly, oh, my dear niece, can’t you see how plainly God commands you to obey Him?’


Then Miss Horner stood up and looked so tall and severe that her niece was frightened for a moment, and half expected to see the flutter of an angel’s wing over the foot of the bedstead. She nerved herself, however, to resist the will of Heaven.


‘Dreaming of rabbits hasn’t got nothing to do with babies. I forget what it does mean – burglars or something, but not babies, and you shan’t have Jenny.’


‘Think, my dear niece, before you refuse,’ Miss Horner remonstrated. ‘Think before you condemn your child to everlasting damnation; for nothing but the gates of Hell can come from denying the Heavenly Will. Think of your child growing up in wickedness and idle places, growing old in ignorance and contempt of God. Think of her dancing along the broad ways of Beelzebub, eating of the fruit of the forbidden tree, kissing and waltzing and making love and theatre-going and riding outside omnibuses. Think of her journeying from vanity unto vanity and becoming a prey to evil and lascivious men. Remember the wily serpent who is waiting for her. Give her to us that she may be washed in the blood of the Lamb and, crying Hallelujah, may have a harp in the Kingdom of Heaven.


‘If you reject us,’ the old lady went on, her marble face taking on the lively hues of passion, her eyes on fire with the greatness of her message, ‘you reject God. Your daughter will go by ways you know not of; she will be lost in the mazes of destruction, she will fall in the pit of sin. She will be trampled under foot on the Day of Judgment, and be flung for ever into wailing and gnashing of teeth. Her going out and coming in will be perilous. Her path will be set with snares of the giant of Iniquity. Listen to us, my dear niece, lest your child become a daughter of pleasure, a perpetual desire to the evil-minded. Give her to us that we may keep her where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt, and no thieves break in and steal.’


The old lady, exhausted by the force of her prophecy, sank down into the chair and, elated by the splendours of the divine wrath, seemed indeed to be a noble and fervid messenger from God.


In Mrs. Raeburn, however, these denunciations wakened a feeling of resentment.


‘Here,’ she cried, ‘are you cursing my Jenny?’


‘We are warning you.’


‘Well, don’t sit nodding there like three crows; your cursing will come to nothing, because you don’t know nothing about London, nor about life, nor about nothing. What’s the good of joring about the way to Heaven when you don’t know the way to Liverpool Street without asking a policeman? I say Jenny shall be happy. I say she shall be jolly and merry and laugh whenever she wants to, bless her, and never come to no harm with her mother to look after her. She shan’t be a Plain Jane and No Nonsense with her hair screwed back like a broom, but she shall be Jenny sweet and handsome with lips made for kissing and eyes that will sparkle and shine like six o’clock of a summer morning.’


Mrs. Raeburn was sitting up in bed holding high the unconscious infant.


‘And she shall be happy, d’ye hear? And you shan’t have her, so get out, and don’t wag your bonnets at my Jenny.’


The three aunts looked at each other.


‘I see the footprints of Satan in this room,’ said Miss Horner.


‘Not a bit of it,’ contradicted her niece. ‘It’s your own muddy feet.’


Outside, a German band seduced from hibernation by St. Luke’s summer played the March of the Priests from Athalie, not always in perfect tune; and soon a jaded omnibus with the nodding bonnets of the three Miss Horners jogged slowly back to Clapton.


When the old ladies withdrew from the dingy bedroom the swish and rustle of their occupation, Mrs. Raeburn was at first relieved, afterwards indignant, finally somewhat anxious.


Could this strawberry-coloured piece of womanhood beside her really be liable to such a life of danger and temptation and destruction? Could this wide-eyed stolidity ever become a spark to set men’s hearts afire? Would those soft uncrumpling hands know some day love’s fever? No, no, her Jenny should be a home-bird – always a home-bird, and marry some nice young chap who could afford to give her a comfortable house where she could smile at children of her own, when the three old aunts had mouldered away like dry sticks of lavender. All that babble of flames and hell was due to religion gone mad, to extravagant perusal of brass-bound bibles, to sour virginity. With some perception of human weakness, Mrs. Raeburn began to realize that her aunts’ heads were full of heated imaginations because they had never possessed an outlet in youth. The fierce adventures of passion had been withheld from them, and now in old age they were playing with fires that should have been extinguished long ago. Fancy living with those terrible old women at Clapton, hearing nothing but whispers of hell-fire. All that talk of looking after Jenny’s soul was just telling the tale. There must be some scheme behind it all. Perhaps they wanted to save money in a servant, and thought to bring on Jenny by degrees to a condition of undignified utility.


Mrs. Raeburn was by no means a harsh judge of human nature, but her aunts having arrived at an unpropitious moment she could not see their offer from a reasonable standpoint. Moreover, she had the proud woman’s invariable suspicion of a gift; withal, there was a certain cynicism which made her say ‘presents weren’t given for nothing in this world.’ Anyway, she decided, they were gone, and a good riddance, and she wouldn’t ask them to Hagworth Street again in a hurry. The problem of getting in a woman to help now arose. Mrs. Nightman was off to-morrow; Alf and Ede would be back in a week; and Charlie’s breakfast must be attended to. Mrs. Nightman informed her she knew where a likely girl of fifteen was to be found – a child warranted to be willing and clean and truthful. To-morrow, Mrs. Raeburn settled, this paragon must be interviewed.


To-morrow dawned, and in the wake of sunrise came the paragon. She still wore the dresses of childhood, but paid toll to responsibleness by screwing up her mouse-coloured hair to the likeness of a cockle-shell, adding thereby, in her mother’s estimation, eighteen months, in her own, ten years to her age. She was a plum-faced child with glazed cheeks. The paragon was just an ordinary old little girl, pitched into life with a pair of ill-fitting boots, a pinafore and half a dozen hairpins. But she would do. Wait a minute. Was she inclined to loll or mouch? No. Was she bound to tilt a perambulator? No. Must she read light fiction when crossing a road? She didn’t like reading.


Mrs. Raeburn decided more than ever that she would do.


Was she good at washing unwilling children? She washed many brothers and sisters with yellow soap and dried them thoroughly every Saturday night. Did she want the place? Mother would be glad if she got it. What was her name? Ruby. Mrs. Raeburn thanked goodness she had abandoned Ruby as a possible suffix to Jenny. Her surname? O’Connor. Irish? She didn’t know. Yes, she should have a week’s trial.


So the paragon became a part of the household as integral as the furniture and almost as ugly, and, as she grew older, almost as unnecessarily decorated. Alfie, the young Tartar, tried to break her in by severe usage, but succumbed to the paragon’s complete imperviousness. Edie was too young to regard her as anything but an audience for long and baseless fits of weeping.


The two children were brought back by Aunt Mabel from her house at Barnsbury, where they had sojourned during the birth of their sister.


‘Careful, now, Alfie,’ adjured his aunt, as he stumped upstairs to greet his mother. ‘Don’t you get making a noise, you naughty boy.’


Fortified by half-unveiled pieces of toffee, Alfred and Edith were scooped into the room by Mrs. Purkiss, who had renounced the cash-desk for the day in order to nod elaborate smiles at Jenny, in order to say ‘catchee-catchee’ to Jenny, in order to congratulate her sister Florence. ‘Isn’t she a little dear? Oh, Florrie, she is a little love. Oh, look, Alfie, there’s a lovely little baby. Kiss little Cissie. Kiss her, Alfie.’


‘What is it?’ demanded the latter bluntly.


‘A dear little sister. Oh she is a little duck. And if she isn’t laughing! Well, there! did you ever?’


Alfie looked at Edie to observe how she received the raptures of admiration. Edie unluckily dropped her toffee at this crisis of judgment, and began to cry.


‘Lost your toffee, you silly girl?’ asked Aunt Mabel, stepping back to rescue it and crushing it to atoms in the attempt. Edie cried all the louder, and Alfie, being commanded to soothe her by surrendering a share of his own piece, began to cry too. And then the baby cried and Mrs. Raeburn said:


‘Don’t you wish you had your hands full, Mabe?’ Whereupon Mabe looked very wise and put a finger to her lips.


‘What, really?’ said Mrs. Raeburn.


‘In May, if all goes according,’ her sister replied.


‘What’s Bill say?’


‘Oh, he’s quite delighted. Goes out with himself all the time now.’


The paragon came in to carry off Edie and Alfie to the consolations of the kitchen.


‘You can give him the rolling-pin, Ruby. Only see he doesn’t get banging about with it and knock nothing over: and put Edie in her chair.’


‘Kiss your dear little sister, Alfie.’ Reconciled to the loss of his toffee by the prospect of playing with the rolling-pin, Alfie was lifted up by Aunt Mabel to affix sweetened pledges of piety to his mother and Jenny.


‘Why’s my mummy in bed?’


‘Because she isn’t very well.’


‘Will she be well to-morrow?’


‘Yes.’


‘And the next day?’


‘Very likely.’


‘And for ever an’ dever?’


‘Now that’ll do with questions, Mr. Knowall,’ interrupted his mother. ‘Pop off with Ruby, like a good boy’; and Alfie popped off, even justifying the comparison with the standard of merit until half-way downstairs, when he kicked the O’Connor’s ankle, and was told he was a young spiteful and no mistake. Edie, on second thoughts, had been considered safer in the custody of her mother and aunt who, having discussed the technical side of Jenny’s arrival, concentrated ultimately upon the moral aspects of bringing up children.


‘You see, what I say is the mother’s the proper one to know what’s best for her own child,’ declared Mrs. Raeburn.


‘That’s quite right.’


‘I know you’re a marvel for chapel—’


‘Not the same as Aunt Alice.’


‘Wesleyan, isn’t it?’


‘Ours is. Theirs is Primitive Methodist.’


‘Oh, well, it’s all the same.’


‘Pardon me, it’s a very different pair of shoes. Halfway to Church of England, you might say, ours is.’


‘Yes, but you don’t hold with humbugging kids about with prayer-meetings noon and night. You remember what father used to say? He didn’t hold with it, and you couldn’t meet a nicer man than father, so jolly as he always was.’


‘But he didn’t leave any money,’ Mrs. Purkiss pointed out.


‘And I don’t blame him for one. He enjoyed himself, and I don’t suppose he saw the inside of a hymn-book all his life, and mother, you come to think of it, mother wasn’t out of the way religious, not like them sisters of hers.’


‘She used to go to chapel.’


‘Yes, when it was fine, but when it was wet, not she. “This isn’t a new bonnet morning,” she used to say.’


‘And it didn’t do the business any good, either, her being so unregular,’ said Mrs. Purkiss. ‘Regular chapel-going looks respectable and customers like it, more perhaps in drapering than in butchering, but that’s not to say as you ought to have given them Jenny.’


‘Well, you don’t think I did wrong?’


‘No, I don’t. I think you acted all for the best, and I’d have done the same thing myself. I was very off-handed with ’em when they came buzzing round me. What did Charlie say?’


‘Oh, Charlie,’ replied Mrs. Raeburn. ‘Well, there, you know what Charlie is.’


‘I do, and though he’s your husband and my brother-in-law, I don’t like him.’


‘Charlie’s all right.’


‘He may be, but he acts all wrong. But there, he’s your husband, not mine.’


They made a curious contrast, the two sisters, as they chattered on. Mrs. Purkiss was by about two years the senior of Florence, and so far childless. She had married Mr. William Purkiss, a draper of no great importance to drapery, but still quite comfortably off and, being thrifty and unspeculative, a safe match. Moreover, Caroline the eldest had also married a draper – Mr. James Threadgale of Galton in Hampshire, and Mabel could not resist the temptation to establish herself upon an exactly equal footing with her sister. Mabel Purkiss was tall and thin, a kindly woman in most ways, but, according to Charlie, blooming stuck-up. He couldn’t put up with her at no price, he asserted. On the present occasion she was carrying out her reputation for stuck-uppishness by wearing a hard-featured dress of electric blue, and her inconspicuous breast was piped after the fashion of a hussar.


‘Too much of it altogether,’ said critical Charlie that night. ‘I’m glad I haven’t got to walk down the Holloway Road with that. And that bonnet. Come off! Why, it would make a Frenchman laugh.’


Mrs. Raeburn was softer and plumper and shorter than her sister. She had a rosy complexion, and eyes as bright as a bird’s. She had too the merriest laugh in the world till Jenny grew older and made it sound almost mirthless beside her own. It was this capacity for laughter which made her resent the aunts’ attempt to capture Jenny for melancholy.


Although, before the child’s birth, she had not been particularly enthusiastic about its arrival, the baby already possessed a personality so compelling that the mother esteemed her above both the elder children, not because she was the last born, but because she genuinely felt the world was the richer by her baby. If she had been asked to express this conviction in words, she would have been at a loss. She would have been embarrassed and self-conscious, sure that you were laughing at her. She did venture once to ask Mabel if she thought Jenny prettier than the other two; but Mabel laughed indulgently and Mrs. Raeburn could not bring herself to enlarge upon the point.


She wished somehow that her mother could have lived to see Jenny, and her father, too. Of this desire she was not aware when Alfie and Edie arrived. She felt positive her father would have considered Jenny full of life. Paradoxically enough for a butcher, Mr. Unwin had admired life more than anything else. Perhaps Mrs. Raeburn experienced an elation akin to that felt of old by wayside nymphs who bore children to Apollo and other divine philanderers. She knew that, however uneventful the rest of her life might be, in achieving Jenny she had done something comparable to her dreams as a girl in the sunny Islington window that looked away down to the Angel. She could not help feeling a subtle pity for her elder sister, whose firstborn was due in May. Boy or girl, it would be a putty statuette beside her Jenny. The latter was alive. How amazingly she was conscious of that vitality in the darkness, when she felt the baby against her breast.


Her own eyes were bright, but Jenny’s eyes were stars that made her own look like pennies beside them. Such fancies she found herself weaving, lying awake in the night-time.










III


Dawn Shadows


Jenny reached the age of two years and a few months without surprising her relatives by any prodigious feats of intelligence or wickedness. But in Hagworth Street there was not much leisure to regard the progress of babyhood. There was no time for more than physical comparisons with other children. It would be pleasant to pretend that Jenny gazed at the stars, clapping a welcome to Cassiopea and singing to the Pleiades; but as a matter of fact it was not very easy to regard the heavens from the kitchen window of Number Seventeen. It would be pleasant to say that flowers were a joy to her from the beginning, but very few flowers came to Hagworth Street – groundsel for the canary sometimes, and plantains, but not much else. The main interest of Jenny’s earliest days lay rather with her mother than herself.


The visit of the three old aunts roused Mrs. Raeburn to express her imagination at first, but gradually assumed a commonplace character as the months rolled by without another visit, and as Jenny with a chair pushed before her learned to walk rather earlier than most children, but showed no other sign of suffering or benefiting by that grim intervention. Perhaps, when she pushed her wooden guide so quickly along the landing that chair and child bumped together down every stair, her mother was inclined to think she was lucky not to be killed. Anyway, she said so to the child who was shrieking on the mat in the hall; and in after years Jenny could remember the painful incident. Indeed, that and a backward splash into the washtub on the first occasion of wearing a frock of damson velveteen were the only events of her earliest life that impressed themselves at all sharply or completely upon her mind. Through time’s distorted haze she could also vaguely recall an adventure with treacle when, egged on by Alfie, she had explored the darkness of an inset cupboard and wedged the stolen tin of golden syrup so tightly round her silvery curls that Alfie had shouted for help. The sensation of the sticky substance trickling down her face in numerous thin streams remained with her always.


People were only realized in portions. For example, Ruby O’Connor existed as a rough red hand descending upon her suddenly in the midst of baby enjoyments. Alfie and Edie were two noises acquiring with greater nearness the character of predatory birds. That is to say in Jenny’s mind the intimate approach of either always announced loss or interruption of a pleasure. Her father she first apprehended as a pair of legs forming a gigantic archway, vast as the Colossus of Rhodes must have loomed to the triremes of the Confederacy. Better than kisses or admonitions she remembered her mother’s skirt whether as support or sanctuary. The rest of mankind she did not at all distinguish from trees walking. She was better able to conceive a smile than a face, but the realization of either largely depended upon its association with the handkerchief of ‘peep-bo.’


Seventeen Hagworth Street was familiar first of all through the step of the front door which she was invariably commanded to mind. She did not grasp its propinquity from the perambulator, for, when lifted out of the latter and told to run in to mother, it was only the step which assured her of the vast shadowy place of warmth and familiar smells in which she spent most of her existence. Of the smells the best remembered in after-life was that of warm blankets before the kitchen fire. Her only approach to an idea of property rested in the security of a slice of bread and butter that could be devoured slowly without wakening Alfie’s cupidity. On the other hand, when jam was added, the slice must be gobbled not from greediness, but for fear of losing it. This applied also to the incidental booty of stray chocolates or paints. Her notion of territory was confined to places where she could sit or lie at ease. The patchwork hearthrug which provided warmth, softness, something to tug at and, sometimes, pieces of coal to chew, was probably her earliest conception of home, and perhaps her first disillusionment was due to a volatile spark burning her cheek. Bed struck her less as a prelude to the oblivion of sleep than as a spot where she was not worried about sucking her thumb. Perhaps her first emotion of mere sensuousness was the delicious anticipation of thumb-sucking as Ruby O’Connor propelled her upstairs with the knee, a sensuousness that was only very slightly ruffled by the thought of soap and flannelette. Suspicion was born when once she was given a spoonful of jam whose melting sweetness disclosed a clammy sediment of grey powder, so that ever afterwards the offer of a spoon meant kicks and yells, dribbles and clenched resistance. Her first deception lay in pretending to be asleep when she was actually awake, as animals counterfeit death to avoid disturbance. Whether, however, she had any idea of being what she was not is unlikely, as she did not yet possess a notion of being. Probably ‘peep-bo’ when first practised by herself helped to formulate an embryonic egoism.


The birth of light on summer mornings kindled a sense of wonder, when she realized that light did not depend on human agency. Later on dawn was connected in her mind with the suddenly jerky movement of the nightlight’s luminous reflection upon the ceiling, at which she would stare for hours in meditative content. This movement was always followed by the splutter and hiss of the drowning wick, and her first feeling of nocturnal terror was experienced when once these symptoms occurred and were followed, not by morning light, but by darkness. Then she shrieked, not because she feared anything in the darkness yet, but because she could not understand it.


The sensations of this Islington baby may have resembled those of a full-grown Carib or Hottentot in their simple acceptance of primary facts, in a desire for synthetic representation which distinguishes an unsophisticated audience of plays, in that odd passion for accuracy whose breach upsets a habit, whose observance confirms dogs, children and savages in their hold upon life.


As was natural for one more usually occupied with effects than causes, Jenny took delight in coloured chalks and beads, and probably a vivid scarlet pélisse first awoke her dormant sense of beauty. The appearance of this vestment was more important than its purpose, but the tying on of her ‘ta-ta’ – at first a frilled bonnet, later on a rakish Tam o’ Shanter – was clapped as the herald of drowsy glidings in cool airs. She would sit in the perambulator, staring solemnly at Ruby and only opening her eyes a little wider when she was bumped down to take a crossing and up to regain the pavement. Passers-by, who leaned over to admire her, gained no more appreciation than a puzzled blink, less than was vouchsafed to the sudden shadow of a bird’s flight across her vision.


Then came hot summer days and a sailor hat which enrolled her in the crew of H.M.S. Goliath. This hat she disliked on account of the elastic which Alfie loved to catch hold of and let go with a smacking sound that hurt her chin dreadfully; and sometimes in tugging at it she would herself let it slip so that it caught her nose like a whip.


These slow promenades up and down the shady side of Hagworth Street were very pleasant; although the inevitable buckling of the strap began to impede her ideas of freedom, so much so in time that it became a duty to herself to wriggle as much as possible before she let Ruby fasten it round her waist. Perhaps the first real struggle for self-expression happened on a muddy day when she discovered that by letting her podgy hand droop over the edge of the perambulator, the palm of it could be exquisitely tickled by the slow and moist revolutions of the wheel. Ruby instantly forbade this. Jenny declined to obey the command. Ruby leaned over and slapped the offending hand. Jenny shrieked and kicked. Edie fell down and became involved with the wheels of the perambulator. Alfie knelt by a drain to pretend he was fishing. Jenny screamed louder and louder. An errand-boy looked on. An old lady rebuked the flustered Ruby. The rabbit-skin rug palpitated with angry little feet. Ruby put up the hood and tightened the strap round Jenny, making her more furious than ever. It came on to rain. It came on to blow. It was altogether a thoroughly unsatisfactory morning.


‘I’ll learn you, Miss Artful, when I gets you home. You will have your own way, will you? Young Alfie, come out of the gutter, you naughty boy. I’ll tell your father. Get up, do, Edie.’


At last they reached Number Seventeen. Summoned by yells, Mrs. Raeburn came to the door.


‘Whatever have you been doing to the children, Ruby?’


‘Lor’, mum, they’ve been that naughty, I haven’t known if I was on my head or my heels.’


The interfering old lady came up at this moment.


‘That girl of yours was beating your baby disgracefully.’


‘No, I never,’ declared Ruby.


‘I shall report you to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children.’


‘That’s right, Mother Longnose, you’ll do a lot,’ said Ruby, whose Irish ancestry was flooding her cheeks.


‘Were you whipping Jenny?’ enquired Mrs. Raeburn.


‘I slapped her wrist.’


‘What for?’


‘Because she wouldn’t keep her hands off of the wheel. I told her not to, but she would go on.’


‘I shall report you all,’ announced the old lady.


This irritated Mrs. Raeburn, who replied that she would report the old lady as a wandering lunatic. Jenny’s right to act as she wished was in the balance. The old lady, like many another before, ruined freedom’s cause by untimely propaganda. Mrs. Raeburn plucked her daughter from the perambulator, shook her severely and said: ‘You bad, naughty girl,’ several times in succession. Jenny paused for a moment in surprise, then burst into yells louder by far than she had ever achieved before, and was carried into the house out of reach of sympathy.


From that moment she was alert to combat authority. From that moment to the end of her days, life could offer her nothing more hateful than attempted repression. That this struggle over the wheel of a perambulator endowed her with a consciousness of her own personality, it would be hard to assert positively, but it is significant that about this age (two years and eight months) she no longer always spoke of herself as Jenny, but sometimes took the first personal pronoun. Also, about this age, she began to imagine that people were laughing at her and, being taken by her mother into a shop on one occasion, set up a commotion of tears because she insisted the ladies behind the counter were laughing at her, when really the poor ladies were trying to be particularly pleasant. When Jenny was three, another baby came to Hagworth Street – dark-eyed, puny and wan-looking. Jenny was put on the bed beside her.


‘This is May,’ said her mother.


‘I love May,’ said Jenny.


‘Very much, do you love her?’


‘Jenny loves May. I love May. May is Jenny’s dolly.’


And from that moment, notwithstanding the temporary interruptions of many passionate quarrels, Jenny made that dark-eyed little sister one of the great facts in her life. This was well for May, because, as she grew older, she grew into a hunchback.


Two more years went by of daily walks and insignificant adventures. Jenny was five. Alfie and Edie were now stalwart scholars who rushed off in the mornings, the former armed, according to the season, with chestnuts, pegtops or bags of marbles, the latter full of whispers and giggles, always one of a bunch of other girls distinguishable only by dress. About this time Jenny came to the conclusion she did not want to be a girl any longer. But the bedrock of sexual differences puzzled her: obviously one vital quality of boyishness was the right to wear breeches. Jenny took off her petticoats and stalked about the kitchen.


‘You rude thing!’ said Ruby, shocked by the exhibition.


‘I’m not a rude thing,’ Jenny declared; ‘I’m being a boy.’


‘And wherever is your petticoats?’


‘I frowed ’em away,’ said Jenny; ‘I’m a boy.’


‘You’re a rude little girl.’


‘I’m not a girl. I won’t be a girl. I want to be a boy.’ Jenny darted for the street, encountering by the gate the outraged blushes of Edie and her bunch of secretive companions.


‘Did you ever?’ said the ripest. ‘Look at Ede’s sister.’


Boys opposite began to ‘holler.’ Alfie appeared bent double in an effort to secure a Blood Alley. He lost at once the marble and the respect of his schoolfellows. His confusion was terrible. His sister skirtless before the public eye! Young Jenny making him look like a fool!


‘Go on in, you little devil,’ he shouted. He ground his teeth.


‘Go on in!’


Ruby was by this time in pursuit of the rebel. Mrs. Raeburn had been warned and was already at the gate. Alfie, haunted by a thousand mocking eyes, fled to his room and wept tears of shame. Edie broke away from her friends and stood, breathing very fast, in petrified anticipation. Jenny was led indoors and up to bed.


‘Why can’t I be a boy?’ she moaned.


‘Well, there’s a sauce!’ said Ruby. ‘However on earth can you be a boy when you’ve been made a girl?’


‘But I don’t want to be a girl.’


‘Well, you’ve got to be and that’s all about it. You’ll be fidgeting for the moon next. Besides, if you go trapesing round half-dressed, the policeman’ll have you.’


Jenny had heard of the powers of the policeman for a long time. Those guardians of order stood for her as sinister, inhuman figures, always ready to spring on little girls and carry them off to unknown places. She was never taught to regard them as kindly defenders on whom one could rely in emergencies, but looked upon them with all the suspicion of a dog for a uniform. Their large quiescence and their habit of looming unexpectedly round corners shed a cloud upon the sunniest moment. They were images of vengeance at whose approach even boys huddled together shamefaced.


Mrs. Raeburn came upstairs to interview her discontented daughter.


‘Don’t you ever do any such a thing again. Behaving like a tomboy!’


‘Why mayn’t I be a boy?’


‘Because you’re a girl.’


‘Who said so?’


‘God.’


‘Who’s God?’


‘That’s neither here nor there.’


God was another shadow upon enjoyment. He was not to be found by pillar-boxes. He did not lurk in archways, it is true. He was apparently not a policeman, but something bigger, even, than a policeman. She had seen his picture – old and irritable among clouds.


‘Why did God say so?’


‘Because He knows best.’


‘But I want to be a boy.’


‘Would you like me to cut off all your curls?’


‘No–o–o.’


‘Well, if you want to be a boy, off they’ll have to come. Don’t make any mistake about that – every one, and I’ll give them to May. Then you’ll be a sight.’


‘Am I a girl because I’m pretty?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is that what girls are for?’


‘Yes.’


This adventure made Jenny much older because it set her imagination working, or rather it made her imagination concentrate. Reasons and causes began to float nebulously before her mind. She began to ask questions. Gone was the placid acceptance of facts. Gone was the stolid life of babyhood. Darkness no longer terrified her because it was not light, but because it was populated with inhabitants both dismal and ill-minded. At first these shapes were undefined, mere cloudy visualizations of Ruby’s vague threats. Bogymen existed in cupboards and other places of secluded darkness, but without any appearance capable of making a pictorial impression. It was a Punch and Judy Show that first endowed the night with visible and malicious shadows.


The sound of the drum boomed from the far end of Hagworth Street. The continual reiteration of the pipes’ short phrase of melody summoned boys and girls from every area. The miniature theatre stood up tall in a mystery of curtains. Row after row of children was formed, row upon row waited patiently till the showman left off his two instruments and gave the word to begin. Down below, ineffably magical, sounded the squeaking voice of Punch. Up he came, swinging his little legs across the sill, up he came in a glory of red and yellow, and a jingle of bells. Jenny gazed spellbound from her place in the very front row. She laughed gaily at this world of long noses and squeaking merriment, of awkward, yet incredibly agile movement. She turned round to see how the bigger children behind enjoyed it all and fidgeted from one foot to the other in an ecstasy of appreciation. She laughed when Punch hit Judy, she laughed louder still when he threw the baby into the street. She gloried in his discomfiture of the melancholy showman with squeaky wit. He was a wonderful fellow, this Punch; always victorious with stick and tongue. His defeat of the beadle was magnificent, his treatment of Jim Crow a triumph of strategy. To be sure, he was no match for Joey the clown. But lived there the mortal who could have contended successfully with such a jovial and active and indefatigable assailant?


Jenny was beginning to see the world with new eyes. The kitchen of Number Seventeen became a dull place; the street meant more to her than ever now with the possibility of meeting in reality this enchanted company, to whom obedience, repression, good-behaviour were just so many jokes to be laughed out of existence. How much superior to Jenny’s house was Punch’s house. How delicious it would be to bury dogs in coffins. But the clown! After all, he could have turned even Jenny’s house into one long surprise. He summed up all Jenny’s ideas of enjoyment. She heard Ruby behind her commenting upon his actions as ‘owdacious.’ The same unsympathetic tyrant had often called her ‘owdacious,’ and here, before her dancing deep eyes, was audacity made manifest. How she longed to be actually of this merriment, not merely a spectator at the back of whose mind bed loomed as the dull but inevitable climax of all delight.


Then came the episode of the hangman, and the quavering note of fear in Punch’s voice found a responsive echo in her own.


‘He’s going to be hanged,’ said Ruby gloatingly.


Jenny began to feel uneasy. Even in this irresponsible world, there was unpleasantness in the background.


Then came the ghost – a terrifying figure. And then came a green dragon with cruel, snapping jaws – even more terrifying, but most terrifying of all was Ruby’s answer to her whispered enquiry:


‘Why was all that?’


‘Because Punch was a bad, wicked man.’


The street so crudely painted on the back of the puppet-show took on suddenly a strange and uninviting emptiness, seemed to stand out behind the figures with a horrid likeness to Hagworth Street, to Hagworth Street in a bad dream devoid of friendly faces. Was a green dragon the end of pleasure? It was all very disconcerting.


The play was over; the halfpennies had been gathered in. The lamplighter was coming round, and through the dusk the noise of pipes and drum slowly grew faint in the distance with a melancholy foreboding of finality.


Jenny’s brain was buzzing with a multitude of self-contradictory impressions. For once in a way she was glad to hold tightly on to Ruby’s rough red hand. For once, she did not mind the warts. But the conversation between Ruby and another big girl on the way home was not encouraging.


‘And she was found in an area with her throat cut open in a stream of blood, and the man as did it got away and ain’t been caught yet.’


‘There’s been a lot of these murders lately,’ said Ruby.


‘Hundreds,’ corroborated her friend.


‘Every night,’ added Ruby, ‘sometimes two.’


‘I’ve been afraid to sleep alone. You can hear the paper boys calling of ’em out.’


True enough, that very night, Jenny, lying awake, heard down the street cries gradually coming nearer in colloquial announcement of sudden death, in hoarse revelations of blood and disaster.


‘Could I be murdered?’ she asked next day.


‘Of course you could,’ was Ruby’s cheerful reply. ‘Especially if you ain’t a good girl.’


Jenny went over in her mind the drama of Punch and Judy. Murder meant being knocked on the head with a stick and thrown out of the window.


That night again the cries went surging up and down the street. Details of mutilation floated in through the foggy air till the flickering night-light showed peeping hangmen in every dim corner. Jenny covered herself with the blankets and pressed hot sleepless eyelids to her eyes, hoping to distract herself from the contemplation of horror by the gay wheels of dazzling colours which such an action always produces. The wheels appeared, but presently turned to the similitude of blood-red spots. She opened her eyes again. The room seemed monstrously large. Edie was beside her. She shook her sleeping sister.


‘Wake up, oh, Edie, do wake up!’


‘Whatever is it, you great nuisance?’


In the far distance ‘Another Horrible Murder in Whitechapel’ answered Edie’s question, and Jenny began to scream.










IV


The Ancient Mischief


There was nothing to counterbalance the terrors of childhood in Hagworth Street. Outside the hope of one day being able to do as she liked, Jenny had no ideals. Worse, she had no fairyland. Soon she would be given at school a bald narrative of Cinderella or Red Riding Hood, where every word above a monosyllable would be divided in such a way that hyphens would always seem of greater importance than elves.


And where was the Sunday-school with its angels of watchfulness and fiery saints? To tell the truth, Jenny was not much impressed by the occasional visits she paid to the Sunday-school. The little teacher was earnest, but unimaginative and incapable of stirring the collective mind of her class. In reedy accents she piped of morality and sniffed her way through a Cockney rendering of the Sermon on the Mount. In her blue serge skirt and blue flannel blouse and over-feathered hat she led many hymns to Almighty God and corrected offences against cleanliness, manners, harmony and common sense in accents whose echoes of immortality were lost in a maze of adenoids. Sunday-school did not extend Jenny’s outlook. She gained more from Ruby’s account of mean and sordid crimes, for, with all their inherently vicious effect, they did provide her with some sort of vehicle for concentration. They did give her, however wrong and distorted, a conception of life, whereas Sunday-school gave her nothing except boredom and an hour’s leg-swinging.


About this time Jenny’s greatest joy was music, and in connection with this an incident occurred which, though she never remembered it herself, had yet such a tremendous importance in some of its side-issues as to deserve record.


It was a fine day in early summer. All the morning, Jenny, on account of household duties, had been kept indoors and, some impulse of freedom stirring in her young heart, she slipped out alone into the sunlit street. Somewhere close at hand a piano-organ was playing the Intermezzo from Cavalleria and the child tripped towards the sound. Soon she came upon the player and stood, finger in mouth, abashed for a moment, but the Italian beamed at her – an honest smile of welcome, for she was obviously no bringer of pence. Wooed by his friendliness, Jenny began to dance in perfect time, marking with little feet the slow rhythm of the tune.


In scarlet serge dress and cap of scarlet stockinet, she danced to the tinsel melody. Unhampered by anything save the need for self-expression, she expressed the joyousness of a London morning as her feet took the paving-stones all dappled and flecked with shadows of the tall plane tree at the end of Hagworth Street. She was a dainty child with silvery curls and almond eyes where laughter rippled in a blue so deep you would have vowed they were brown. The scarlet of her dress, through long use, had taken on the soft texture of a pastel.


Picture her then dancing alone in the quiet Islington street to this faded tune of Italy, as presently down the street that seemed stained with the warmth of alien suns shuffled an old man. He stopped to regard the dancing child over the crook of his ebony walking-stick.


‘Aren’t you Mrs. Raeburn’s little girl?’ he asked.


Jenny melted into shyness, lost nearly all her beauty and became bunched and ordinary for a moment.


‘Yes,’ she whispered.


‘Humph!’ grunted the old man, and solemnly presented the organ-grinder with a halfpenny.


Ruby O’Connor’s voice rang down the street.


‘Come back direckly, you limb!’ she called. Jenny looked irresolute, but presently decided to obey.


That same evening the old man tapped at the kitchen door.


‘Come in,’ said Mrs. Raeburn. ‘Is that you, Mr. Vergoe? Something gone wrong with your gas again? I do wish Charlie would remember to mend it.’


‘No, there’s nothing the matter with the gas,’ explained the lodger, for Mr. Vergoe was the lodger of Number Seventeen. ‘Only I think that child of yours’ll make a dancer some day.’


‘Make a what?’ said the mother.


‘A dancer. I was watching her this morning. Wonderful notion of time. You ought to have her trained, so to speak.’


‘My good gracious, whatever for?’


‘The stage, of course.’


‘No, thank you. I don’t want none of my children gadding round theatres.’


‘But you like a good play yourself?’


‘That’s quite another kettle of fish. Thank you all the same, Mr. Vergoe, Jenny’ll not go on to the stage.’
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