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Introduction MEG JENSEN





‘Don’t lower your mask until you have another mask prepared beneath – as terrible as you like – but a mask.’


Katherine Mansfield, letter to John
Middleton Murry, July 1917





Writing should seem to reveal, but that seeming must itself be a carefully crafted mask. In this advice Katherine Mansfield once offered to her soon-to-be husband, we find the key rhetorical figure of Mansfield’s own fiction: an ironic and yet deeply serious play between masking and unmasking, revelation and reticence, public and private. For Mansfield, the creation of such masks to disguise terrible truths is a central performative ritual, revelatory of human character. But today, more than one hundred summers after Mansfield wrote that letter to Murry, as I sit in the newly reopened London library, with one cloth mask across my face and a clean one in my bag, her warning takes on another, starker, meaning.


While I have researched, taught and published on Mansfield’s works for decades, suddenly I find a new, heightened relevance for both her central trope of the mask, and for the figure of Katherine Mansfield herself: a writer both witty and wary, compassionate and cruel, a colonial immigrant with no fixed abode, a woman with chronic ill health and compromised immunity, forced into isolation during a global viral pandemic, a lonely figure longing for friendship and passion while needing to safeguard her fragile health and precarious income. Mansfield speaks startlingly and poignantly to us right now.


For Mansfield, as for contemporary society, a reliance on masks is more than a useful metaphor. Like the short story form itself, the mask articulates something vital about the way in which an individual navigates his or her role in a fractured, fractious and potentially deadly society. When worn, a mask is simultaneously a sign of safety and of disease, it shows one’s sensitivity to others while also precluding intimacy and communication, both protecting and troubling the boundaries of public and private. Like the very best short stories, masks are a symbolic and literal expression of the solitude of every life. This collection includes those of Mansfield’s stories that best exemplify the power of the short story form in a dangerous and isolating world to enlighten and confuse, to amuse and to break hearts, to lift one mask only to expose the other lying beneath. While such moments of unmasking correlate to some extent with what James Joyce called ‘epiphanies’ and Virginia Woolf ‘moments of being’, in Mansfield’s short stories climactic events do not serve as revelatory encounters with difficult hidden truths, but rather as episodes that enable a character to develop other more complex and self-deluding narratives; in key moments in Mansfield’s fiction, her characters turn away from difficult truths, forging new myths to justify their selfish and/or cowardly behaviour.


As critic Kate Fulbrook rightly observes, Mansfield’s stories concern the ‘terror at the clash between the self that exists in its masked and inauthentic form and the vulnerable, confused and unstructured self beneath the mask.’ This terror is usually ethical in nature and was likely informed by her extensive reading of Anton Chekhov, who was in turn indebted to the works of Nikolai Gogol. In Gogol’s The Overcoat (1842), we find not only an elegant rendering of the consequences of a moment of unmasking but also perhaps the origin of the ethical terror that haunts the works of Chekhov, Mansfield and the short story writers who followed them. Gogol’s story concerns the poor clerk Akaky Akakievitch, who is cruelly mocked by his co-workers for his shabby, threadbare overcoat. Akakievitch struggles to buy a new one which is then stolen, bringing about a chain of events which end in his tragic death.


Near the end of the tale, however, Gogol tells us of one young man, ‘new to the office’, who joins in to jeer at Akakievitch until his ‘compassion’ is suddenly roused and the young man sees ‘how much inhumanity there is in man.’ Gogol notes that ‘from that day forth everything was, as it were, changed, and appeared in a different light to him.’ In that moment, it seems, some vital truth has been unmasked. And yet, the young man does nothing to help Akakievitch: the ‘humble clerk’ dies in ignominy. The mask of polite society is indeed lifted, but this revelation has no beneficent effect. It simply creates another, more terrible mask, one born not of ignorance but of wilful delusion, or what we might call ‘virtue signalling’. Rather than take action, the young man simply ‘hid his face in his hands’. And ‘many times later in life’, Gogol tells us, when the young man reflected on that day ‘he shuddered’, and in doing so wears a mask to hide his ethical terror, publicly signalling a ‘woke’ sympathy that consoles him for his private failure.


Interestingly, the figure of ‘Katherine Mansfield’ was itself a kind of mask: she was born Kathleen Mansfield Beauchamp in Wellington, New Zealand on 14 October 1888, the third daughter of five surviving children of prosperous businessman Harold Beauchamp and his wife Anne Burrell. When Kathleen was five years old, the family moved to rural Karori, later the setting for many of her stories. In 1903, Kathleen and her elder sisters were sent to school in London and her travels in Europe introduced her, as Mansfield’s biographer Claire Tomalin notes, to exciting glimpses of ‘the vie de bohème’. Restless upon her return to New Zealand in 1906 and determined to get back to Europe, Mansfield created a bohemian life of her own, conducting dramatic affairs with both men and women and publishing short stories under the name K. Mansfield. In 1908, perhaps because of her flamboyant behaviour, Mansfield’s parents allowed her to return to London, granting a small yearly allowance. She never went back to New Zealand, except in her fiction.


In London, she moved in with school friend Ida Baker, who became a lifelong devotee, nursemaid, companion and scapegoat. By early 1909, however, Mansfield’s affair with musician Garnet Trowell had led to an unwanted pregnancy, heartbreak, a quickly arranged and immediately abandoned marriage to singing teacher George Bowden, the sudden arrival and intervention of Katherine’s mother who whisked her pregnant daughter off to a spa in Bavaria and, finally, a painful miscarriage. It was while recovering in Bavaria that Mansfield first read Chekhov and by 1910, encouraged by Bowden with whom she remained on speaking terms, she began publishing her stories in the New Age. Soon her collection In a German Pension appeared, which included a story she plagiarized from Chekhov, ‘The Child-who-was-Tired’. The plagiarism was recognized by relatively few contemporary readers (though Mansfield feared its discovery for the rest of her life) and the volume was widely read and well-received, bringing her to the attention of the young editor of a new literary magazine called Rhythm: John Middleton Murry.


Murry immediately became her collaborator, on-off lover and eventually her second husband. Mansfield and Murry befriended numerous London literary figures, most notably D. H. Lawrence, who would later include a Mansfield-like character in Women in Love (1920). Her friendship with Virginia Woolf has also been much written about and while Woolf’s journals often voiced her envy of other writers’ successes, she confessed in her diary that Mansfield’s ‘was the only writing I have ever been jealous of’. Indeed, Woolf’s complex relations with Mansfield may have inspired the needy character Doris Kilman in Mrs Dalloway (1925), written shortly after Mansfield’s death: at the end of Woolf’s novel, Kilman pleads pathetically, ‘Don’t quite forget me’. This same unusual and beseeching phrase appeared in a letter to Woolf in June of 1917, which Mansfield signed, ‘& don’t quite forget Katherine.’


Other literary contemporaries who admired Mansfield’s work included Bertrand Russell, Lytton Strachey and Leonard Woolf, who championed her as ‘an intense realist with a superb sense of ironic humour.’ Soon, however, financial and physical calamities arose. In 1913, Rhythm collapsed and Mansfield became ill with what was finally diagnosed in 1917 as tuberculosis. She never fully regained her health and for the subsequent nine years of her life Mansfield travelled, often alone, other times with Ida Baker, Murry or other lovers, moving from flat to flat, seaside to mountain-top and country to country, searching for a cure that never materialized. Despite chronic physical, emotional and economic pressure, Mansfield kept writing, publishing reviews for the Athenaeum and the remarkable stories that formed her second collection Bliss (1920), further establishing her reputation. A third collection, The Garden Party, was published in 1922 and, though written in the face of debilitating symptoms and constant relocations, nevertheless contained some of her finest work, including ‘The Daughters of the Late Colonel’, which the novelist Thomas Hardy singled out for praise.


After a final desperate attempt at recovery at an experimental retreat near Fontainebleau, run by Russian-Armenian mystic George Gurdjieff, Mansfield died on 9 January 1923 at the age of thirty-four. She left behind a legacy of publications distinguished by clarity, economy, wit and compassion. She also left much unpublished and unfinished work, commanding Murry to ‘publish as little as possible and to tear up and burn as much as possible.’ As Tomalin notes, however, ‘Murry edited and published almost all her remaining stories and fragments’ including two additional volumes of short stories (The Dove’s Nest in 1923 and Something Childish in 1924) and ‘her journals, her poems, her reviews, and her letters’, making a ‘good income’ and servicing a growing Mansfield fandom. Murry’s selective editing of these, moreover, served to create yet another mask: a mythical, sanitized version of Mansfield that removed all evidence of her petty jealousies, mood swings and promiscuity.


But, in reshaping Mansfield as a tragic heroine, Murry singularly misrepresented the nature of her vision. As Frank O’Connor has noted, from Gogol to Alice Munro, the short story form has ‘never had a hero’. Instead, it concerns what he terms a ‘submerged population group’ from ‘Turgenev’s serfs’ to ‘Maupassant’s prostitutes’ all of whom dream in vain of escape. In her life as in her art, Mansfield was likewise concerned with the struggle of the ‘submerged’, those who, like her, had hope but little luck, and she regarded them through three distinct literary lenses.


The first of these is the lens of Innocence and Corruption. Mansfield’s stories dramatize the collaboration between ‘victim and victimizer who are caught in a cycle of self-falsification’, according to Fulbrook. This same cycle continues today as widespread protests target monuments to victors that ignore the history of their victims, and the gig economy wrests economic and psychological control from the vulnerable and hands it to the powerful and prosperous. I begin this collection with ‘The Doll’s House’, a story that is both a perfect encapsulation of innocence versus corruption, and, in my view, a perfect short story. The ‘exquisite’, ‘too marvellous’ and ‘too much’ doll’s house of the title belongs to the wealthy Burnell family, who invite only the worthiest children in town to view it. This does not include the Kelvey girls, Lil and Else, who ‘were shunned by everybody’. Many of Mansfield’s short stories address just such poisonous social relations from the perspective of the innocent, whether the dreamily naive cafe worker Sabina in ‘At Lehmann’s’, vulnerable to the predatory advances of a handsome customer, or the absurd yet sympathetic spinster sisters in ‘The Daughters of the Late Colonel’, who, raised to have no will of their own, struggle with their new responsibilities and freedom after the Colonel’s death, fearing even to bury him without his permission.


The second group of stories in this collection gathers those of Mansfield’s stories that dramatize key moments of disappointment, betrayal and bitter revelation in relation to love, romance, marriage and its aftermath. O’Connor observes that because the form requires ‘a whole lifetime’ to be ‘crowded into a few minutes’ the short story writer must accurately identify the single dramatic moment that will incorporate and represent, for example, ‘the whole sordid story’ of a ‘romance and its tragic ending’. The stories in this section, Love à la Mode, do just that, and while this title hints at the irony suffusing many of these tales, it is also an acknowledgement of their contemporary relevance. In a world where carefully curated, if not blatantly false, digital selves lead to romantic encounters, these stories warn of the dangers of trusting one’s heart to self-serving facades. In the unfinished story ‘Mr. and Mrs. Williams’, for example, a waspish narrator introduces a newly married couple who live ‘at The Rowans, Wickenham, Surrey’ and the necessities of their lives: ‘golf, bridge, a summer holiday at the sea and an account at Harrods’. But dull Mr. and Mrs. Williams appear to have evolved into embittered, secretive spouses Isabel and William in Mansfield’s later story ‘Marriage à la Mode.’ This couple are likewise ensconced in a comfortable suburban life, but while William longs for his busy wife’s attention and ‘exquisite freshness’, Isabel is silently horrified by her husband’s ‘sentimentality’, preferring the company of her sarcastic and urbane friends.


Further heartbreak, cruelty and secrecy are dramatized in other stories; a betrayed wife’s misreading of her own feelings in ‘Bliss’, a single woman’s furtive conversations with a doctor in ‘This Flower’ and the seedy relations between the odious Frenchman Raoul Duquette, feckless English tourist Dick Harmon and his naive girlfriend, Mouse, who sums up her vulnerability by confessing ‘Je ne parle Pas Français’.


In our current climate of self-isolation and social distancing, Mansfield’s representations of alienation are both painfully contemporary and heartrendingly accurate. But they also speak to a wider social phenomenon of disenfranchisement, displacement, migration, ageing populations and shrinking marriage rates. The final group of stories here, gathered under the title The Lonely Voice, are those which best exemplify what Frank O’Connor calls the emblematic concern of the short story form: ‘an intense awareness of human loneliness’. In stories such as ‘Germans at Meat’ and ‘The Baron’, Mansfield illustrates the isolation of a stranger in a strange land: from the pressure of being the sole representative of one’s culture to minor linguistic misunderstandings and the barriers these form to friendship. Loneliness is not only the lot of the foreigner in Mansfield’s stories, however. In works such as ‘Miss Brill’, ‘Mr. Reginald Peacock’s Day’ and ‘The Fly’, retired tutors, socially ambitious musicians and silently grieving businessmen alike are shown as essentially living in solitude with their dreams, delusions and suffering, like the figures Miss Brill watches in the Jardins Publiques: ‘odd, silent, nearly all old’, who look ‘as though they’d just come from dark little rooms’.


‘Prelude’, the final story in this collection, is Mansfield’s longest and arguably finest work. It weaves together her characteristic concerns and considerable gifts, encompassing representations of victors and victims, innocence and corruption, romance and bitterness, the absurd isolation of the human soul and the equally ridiculous but also poignant acrobatics used to hide from the truth of that solitude. Mansfield began writing this heavily autobiographical story, set in the colonial New Zealand of her childhood, soon after the death of her younger brother Leslie in 1915. Leslie was killed while conducting grenade training in France, shortly after visiting her in London. In a journal entry, written as if to her late brother, Mansfield noted, ‘I want to write a kind of long elegy to you – perhaps not in poetry. No. Perhaps in Prose.’ Between 1915 and 1917, that prose elegy developed from a commemoration of Leslie to a tale told mainly through the eyes of the Mansfield-like child Kezia, and ends shortly before the birth of the baby who will grow up to be Leslie – forming a prelude to her lost brother’s life. The inevitability of forthcoming tragedy, however, is hinted at in ‘Prelude’’s final scene in which the young Kezia faces a mirror but refuses to look at her reflection. Instead, feeling ‘hot all over’, Kezia steps down from the dressing table and ‘tiptoed away, far too quickly and airily . . . ’, defiantly avoiding a tragic ending by leaving the final sentence unreconciled and incomplete.


‘Prelude’ was to become the first work published by the Woolfs’ new Hogarth Press, its type set by Virginia herself, and appeared in July 1918 at the start of the Spanish flu pandemic and not long after Mansfield’s diagnosis of tuberculosis. Like all of Mansfield’s work, therefore, it takes tragic private and public concerns and shapes them into something wondrous, accurate, painful and beautiful. Here, as elsewhere, Katherine Mansfield offers her readers a generous act of artistic unmasking and also of self-preservation, deftly dramatizing a moment when everything could potentially change, before cleverly tiptoeing away, ‘far too quickly and airily . . .’




INNOCENCE AND CORRUPTION




THE DOLL’S HOUSE



When dear old Mrs. Hay went back to town after staying with the Burnells she sent the children a doll’s house. It was so big that the carter and Pat carried it into the courtyard, and there it stayed, propped up on two wooden boxes beside the feed-room door. No harm could come to it; it was summer. And perhaps the smell of paint would have gone off by the time it had to be taken in. For, really, the smell of paint coming from that doll’s house (“Sweet of old Mrs. Hay, of course; most sweet and generous!”)—but the smell of paint was quite enough to make anyone seriously ill, in Aunt Beryl’s opinion. Even before the sacking was taken off. And when it was . . .


There stood the doll’s house, a dark, oily, spinach green, picked out with bright yellow. Its two solid little chimneys, glued on to the roof, were painted red and white, and the door, gleaming with yellow varnish, was like a little slab of toffee. Four windows, real windows, were divided into panes by a broad streak of green. There was actually a tiny porch, too, painted yellow, with big lumps of congealed paint hanging along the edge.


But perfect, perfect little house! Who could possibly mind the smell. It was part of the joy, part of the newness.


“Open it quickly, someone!”


The hook at the side was stuck fast. Pat prised it open with his penknife, and the whole house front swung back, and—there you were, gazing at one and the same moment into the drawing-room and dining-room, the kitchen and two bedrooms. That is the way for a house to open! Why don’t all houses open like that? How much more exciting than peering through the slit of a door into a mean little hall with a hat-stand and two umbrellas! That is—isn’t it?—what you long to know about a house when you put your hand on the knocker. Perhaps it is the way God opens houses at the dead of night when He is taking a quiet turn with an angel . . .


“Oh-oh!” The Burnell children sounded as though they were in despair. It was too marvellous; it was too much for them. They had never seen anything like it in their lives. All the rooms were papered. There were pictures on the walls, painted on the paper, with gold frames complete. Red carpet covered all the floors except the kitchen; red plush chairs in the drawing-room, green in the dining-room; tables, beds with real bedclothes, a cradle, a stove, a dresser with tiny plates and one big jug. But what Kezia liked more than anything, what she liked frightfully, was the lamp. It stood in the middle of the dining-room table, an exquisite little amber lamp with a white globe. It was even filled all ready for lighting, though, of course, you couldn’t light it. But there was something inside that looked like oil and moved when you shook it.


The father and mother dolls, who sprawled very stiff as though they had fainted in the drawing-room, and their two little children asleep upstairs, were really too big for the doll’s house. They didn’t look as though they belonged. But the lamp was perfect. It seemed to smile at Kezia, to say, “I live here.” The lamp was real.


The Burnell children could hardly walk to school fast enough the next morning. They burned to tell everybody, to describe, to—well—to boast about their doll’s house before the school-bell rang.


“I’m to tell,” said Isabel, “because I’m the eldest. And you two can join in after. But I’m to tell first.”


There was nothing to answer. Isabel was bossy, but she was always right, and Lottie and Kezia knew too well the powers that went with being eldest. They brushed through the thick buttercups at the road edge and said nothing.


“And I’m to choose who’s to come and see it first. Mother said I might.”


For it had been arranged that while the doll’s house stood in the courtyard they might ask the girls at school, two at a time, to come and look. Not to stay to tea, of course, or to come traipsing through the house. But just to stand quietly in the courtyard while Isabel pointed out the beauties, and Lottie and Kezia looked pleased . . .


But hurry as they might, by the time they had reached the tarred palings of the boys’ playground the bell had begun to jangle. They only just had time to whip off their hats and fall into line before the roll was called. Never mind. Isabel tried to make up for it by looking very important and mysterious and by whispering behind her hand to the girls near her, “Got something to tell you at playtime.”


Playtime came and Isabel was surrounded. The girls of her class nearly fought to put their arms round her, to walk away with her, to beam flatteringly, to be her special friend. She held quite a court under the huge pine trees at the side of the playground. Nudging, giggling together, the little girls pressed up close. And the only two who stayed outside the ring were the two who were always outside, the little Kelveys. They knew better than to come anywhere near the Burnells.


For the fact was, the school the Burnell children went to was not at all the kind of place their parents would have chosen if there had been any choice. But there was none. It was the only school for miles. And the consequence was all the children of the neighbourhood, the Judge’s little girls, the doctor’s daughters, the store-keeper’s children, the milkman’s, were forced to mix together. Not to speak of there being an equal number of rude, rough little boys as well. But the line had to be drawn somewhere. It was drawn at the Kelveys. Many of the children, including the Burnells, were not allowed even to speak to them. They walked past the Kelveys with their heads in the air, and as they set the fashion in all matters of behaviour, the Kelveys were shunned by everybody. Even the teacher had a special voice for them, and a special smile for the other children when Lil Kelvey came up to her desk with a bunch of dreadfully common-looking flowers.


They were the daughters of a spry, hard-working little washerwoman, who went about from house to house by the day. This was awful enough. But where was Mr. Kelvey? Nobody knew for certain. But everybody said he was in prison. So they were the daughters of a washerwoman and a gaolbird. Very nice company for other people’s children! And they looked it. Why Mrs. Kelvey made them so conspicuous was hard to understand. The truth was they were dressed in “bits” given to her by the people for whom she worked. Lil, for instance, who was a stout, plain child, with big freckles, came to school in a dress made from a green art-serge tablecloth of the Burnells’, with red plush sleeves from the Logans’ curtains. Her hat, perched on top of her high forehead, was a grown-up woman’s hat, once the property of Miss Lecky, the postmistress. It was turned up at the back and trimmed with a large scarlet quill. What a little guy she looked! It was impossible not to laugh. And her little sister, our Else, wore a long white dress, rather like a nightgown, and a pair of little boy’s boots. But whatever our Else wore she would have looked strange. She was a tiny wishbone of a child, with cropped hair and enormous solemn eyes—a little white owl. Nobody had ever seen her smile; she scarcely ever spoke. She went through life holding on to Lil, with a piece of Lil’s skirt screwed up in her hand. Where Lil went, our Else followed. In the playground, on the road going to and from school, there was Lil marching in front and our Else holding on behind. Only when she wanted anything, or when she was out of breath, our Else gave Lil a tug, a twitch, and Lil stopped and turned round. The Kelveys never failed to understand each other.


Now they hovered at the edge; you couldn’t stop them listening. When the little girls turned round and sneered, Lil, as usual, gave her silly, shamefaced smile, but our Else only looked.


And Isabel’s voice, so very proud, went on telling. The carpet made a great sensation, but so did the beds with real bedclothes, and the stove with an oven door.


When she finished Kezia broke in. “You’ve forgotten the lamp, Isabel.”


“Oh yes,” said Isabel, “and there’s a teeny little lamp, all made of yellow glass, with a white globe that stands on the dining-room table. You couldn’t tell it from a real one.”


“The lamp’s best of all,” cried Kezia. She thought Isabel wasn’t making half enough of the little lamp. But nobody paid any attention. Isabel was choosing the two who were to come back with them that afternoon and see it. She chose Emmie Cole and Lena Logan. But when the others knew they were all to have a chance, they couldn’t be nice enough to Isabel. One by one they put their arms round Isabel’s waist and walked her off. They had something to whisper to her, a secret. “Isabel’s my friend.”


Only the little Kelveys moved away forgotten; there was nothing more for them to hear.


Days passed, and as more children saw the doll’s house, the fame of it spread. It became the one subject, the rage. The one question was, “Have you seen Burnells’ doll’s house? Oh, ain’t it lovely!” “Haven’t you seen it? Oh, I say!”


Even the dinner hour was given up to talking about it. The little girls sat under the pines eating their thick mutton sandwiches and big slabs of johnny cake spread with butter. While always, as near as they could get, sat the Kelveys, our Else holding on to Lil, listening too, while they chewed their jam sandwiches out of a newspaper soaked with large red blobs.


“Mother,” said Kezia, “can’t I ask the Kelveys just once?”


“Certainly not, Kezia.”


“But why not?”


“Run away, Kezia; you know quite well why not.”


At last everybody had seen it except them. On that day the subject rather flagged. It was the dinner hour. The children stood together under the pine trees, and suddenly, as they looked at the Kelveys eating out of their paper, always by themselves, always listening, they wanted to be horrid to them. Emmie Cole started the whisper.


“Lil Kelvey’s going to be a servant when she grows up.”


“O-oh, how awful!” said Isabel Burnell, and she made eyes at Emmie.


Emmie swallowed in a very meaning way and nodded to Isabel as she’d seen her mother do on those occasions.


“It’s true—it’s true—it’s true,” she said.


Then Lena Logan’s little eyes snapped. “Shall I ask her?” she whispered.


“Bet you don’t,” said Jessie May.


“Pooh, I’m not frightened,” said Lena. Suddenly she gave a little squeal and danced in front of the other girls. “Watch! Watch me! Watch me now!” said Lena. And sliding, gliding, dragging one foot, giggling behind her hand, Lena went over to the Kelveys.


Lil looked up from her dinner. She wrapped the rest quickly away. Our Else stopped chewing. What was coming now?


“Is it true you’re going to be a servant when you grow up, Lil Kelvey?” shrilled Lena.


Dead silence. But instead of answering, Lil only gave her silly, shamefaced smile. She didn’t seem to mind the question at all. What a sell for Lena! The girls began to titter.


Lena couldn’t stand that. She put her hands on her hips; she shot forward. “Yah, yer father’s in prison!” she hissed spitefully.


This was such a marvellous thing to have said that the little girls rushed away in a body, deeply, deeply excited, wild with joy. Someone found a long rope, and they began skipping. And never did they skip so high, run in and out so fast, or do such daring things as on that morning.


In the afternoon Pat called for the Burnell children with the buggy and they drove home. There were visitors. Isabel and Lottie, who liked visitors, went upstairs to change their pinafores. But Kezia thieved out at the back. Nobody was about; she began to swing on the big white gates of the courtyard. Presently, looking along the road, she saw two little dots. They grew bigger, they were coming towards her. Now she could see that one was in front and one close behind. Now she could see that they were the Kelveys. Kezia stopped swinging. She slipped off the gate as if she was going to run away. Then she hesitated. The Kelveys came nearer, and beside them walked their shadows, very long, stretching right across the road with their heads in the buttercups. Kezia clambered back on the gate; she had made up her mind; she swung out.


“Hullo,” she said to the passing Kelveys.


They were so astounded that they stopped. Lil gave her silly smile. Our Else stared.


“You can come and see our doll’s house if you want to,” said Kezia, and she dragged one toe on the ground. But at that Lil turned red and shook her head quickly.


“Why not?” asked Kezia.


Lil gasped, then she said, “Your ma told our ma you wasn’t to speak to us.”


“Oh, well,” said Kezia. She didn’t know what to reply. “It doesn’t matter. You can come and see our doll’s house all the same. Come on. Nobody’s looking.”


But Lil shook her head still harder.


“Don’t you want to?” asked Kezia.


Suddenly there was a twitch, a tug at Lil’s skirt. She turned round. Our Else was looking at her with big, imploring eyes; she was frowning; she wanted to go. For a moment Lil looked at our Else very doubtfully. But then our Else twitched her skirt again. She started forward. Kezia led the way. Like two little stray cats they followed across the courtyard to where the doll’s house stood.


“There it is,” said Kezia.


There was a pause. Lil breathed loudly, almost snorted; our Else was still as stone.


“I’ll open it for you,” said Kezia kindly. She undid the hook and they looked inside.


“There’s the drawing-room and the dining-room, and that’s the—”


“Kezia!”


Oh, what a start they gave!


“Kezia!”


It was Aunt Beryl’s voice. They turned round. At the back door stood Aunt Beryl, staring as if she couldn’t believe what she saw.


“How dare you ask the little Kelveys into the courtyard!” said her cold, furious voice. “You know as well as I do, you’re not allowed to talk to them. Run away, children, run away at once. And don’t come back again,” said Aunt Beryl. And she stepped into the yard and shooed them out as if they were chickens.


“Off you go immediately!” she called, cold and proud.


They did not need telling twice. Burning with shame, shrinking together, Lil huddling along like her mother, our Else dazed, somehow they crossed the big courtyard and squeezed through the white gate.


“Wicked, disobedient little girl!” said Aunt Beryl bitterly to Kezia, and she slammed the doll’s house to.


The afternoon had been awful. A letter had come from Willie Brent, a terrifying, threatening letter, saying if she did not meet him that evening in Pulman’s Bush, he’d come to the front door and ask the reason why! But now that she had frightened those little rats of Kelveys and given Kezia a good scolding, her heart felt lighter. That ghastly pressure was gone. She went back to the house humming.


When the Kelveys were well out of sight of Burnells’, they sat down to rest on a big red drainpipe by the side of the road. Lil’s cheeks were still burning; she took off the hat with the quill and held it on her knee. Dreamily they looked over the hay paddocks, past the creek, to the group of wattles where Logan’s cows stood waiting to be milked. What were their thoughts?


Presently our Else nudged up close to her sister. But now she had forgotten the cross lady. She put out a finger and stroked her sister’s quill; she smiled her rare smile.


“I seen the little lamp,” she said softly.


Then both were silent once more.




THE GARDEN-PARTY



And after all the weather was ideal. They could not have had a more perfect day for a garden-party if they had ordered it. Windless, warm, the sky without a cloud. Only the blue was veiled with a haze of light gold, as it is sometimes in early summer. The gardener had been up since dawn, mowing the lawns and sweeping them, until the grass and the dark flat rosettes where the daisy plants had been seemed to shine. As for the roses, you could not help feeling they understood that roses are the only flowers that impress people at garden-parties; the only flowers that everybody is certain of knowing. Hundreds, yes, literally hundreds, had come out in a single night; the green bushes bowed down as though they had been visited by archangels.


Breakfast was not yet over before the men came to put up the marquee.


“Where do you want the marquee put, mother?”


“My dear child, it’s no use asking me. I’m determined to leave everything to you children this year. Forget I am your mother. Treat me as an honoured guest.”


But Meg could not possibly go and supervise the men. She had washed her hair before breakfast, and she sat drinking her coffee in a green turban, with a dark wet curl stamped on each cheek. Jose, the butterfly, always came down in a silk petticoat and a kimono jacket.


“You’ll have to go, Laura; you’re the artistic one.”


Away Laura flew, still holding her piece of bread-and-butter. It’s so delicious to have an excuse for eating out of doors and, besides, she loved having to arrange things; she always felt she could do it so much better than anybody else.


Four men in their shirt-sleeves stood grouped together on the garden path. They carried staves covered with rolls of canvas and they had big tool-bags slung on their backs. They looked impressive. Laura wished now that she was not holding that piece of bread-and-butter, but there was nowhere to put it and she couldn’t possibly throw it away. She blushed and tried to look severe and even a little bit short-sighted as she came up to them.


“Good morning,” she said, copying her mother’s voice. But that sounded so fearfully affected that she was ashamed, and stammered like a little girl, “Oh—er—have you come—is it about the marquee?”


“That’s right, miss,” said the tallest of the men, a lanky, freckled fellow, and he shifted his tool-bag, knocked back his straw hat and smiled down at her. “That’s about it.”


His smile was so easy, so friendly, that Laura recovered. What nice eyes he had, small, but such a dark blue! And now she looked at the others, they were smiling too. “Cheer up, we won’t bite,” their smile seemed to say. How very nice workmen were! And what a beautiful morning! She mustn’t mention the morning; she must be business-like. The marquee.


“Well, what about the lily-lawn? Would that do?”


And she pointed to the lily-lawn with the hand that didn’t hold the bread-and-butter. They turned, they stared in the direction. A little fat chap thrust out his underlip and the tall fellow frowned.


“I don’t fancy it,” said he. “Not conspicuous enough. You see, with a thing like a marquee”—and he turned to Laura in his easy way—“you want to put it somewhere where it’ll give you a bang slap in the eye, if you follow me.”


Laura’s upbringing made her wonder for a moment whether it was quite respectful of a workman to talk to her of bangs slap in the eye. But she did quite follow him.


“A corner of the tennis-court,” she suggested. “But the band’s going to be in one corner.”


“H’m, going to have a band, are you?” said another of the workmen. He was pale. He had a haggard look as his dark eyes scanned the tennis-court. What was he thinking?


“Only a very small band,” said Laura gently. Perhaps he wouldn’t mind so much if the band was quite small. But the tall fellow interrupted.


“Look here, miss, that’s the place. Against those trees. Over there. That’ll do fine.”


Against the karakas. Then the karaka trees would be hidden. And they were so lovely, with their broad, gleaming leaves, and their clusters of yellow fruit. They were like trees you imagined growing on a desert island, proud, solitary, lifting their leaves and fruits to the sun in a kind of silent splendour. Must they be hidden by a marquee?


They must. Already the men had shouldered their staves and were making for the place. Only the tall fellow was left. He bent down, pinched a sprig of lavender, put his thumb and forefinger to his nose and snuffed up the smell. When Laura saw that gesture she forgot all about the karakas in her wonder at him caring for things like that—caring for the smell of lavender. How many men that she knew would have done such a thing. Oh, how extraordinarily nice workmen were, she thought. Why couldn’t she have workmen for friends rather than the silly boys she danced with and who came to Sunday night supper? She would get on much better with men like these.


It’s all the fault, she decided, as the tall fellow drew something on the back of an envelope, something that was to be looped up or left to hang, of these absurd class distinctions. Well, for her part, she didn’t feel them. Not a bit, not an atom . . . And now there came the chock-chock of wooden hammers. Someone whistled, someone sang out, “Are you right there, matey?” “Matey!” The friendliness of it, the—the—Just to prove how happy she was, just to show the tall fellow how at home she felt, and how she despised stupid conventions, Laura took a big bite of her bread-and-butter as she stared at the little drawing. She felt just like a work-girl.


“Laura, Laura, where are you? Telephone, Laura!” a voice cried from the house.


“Coming!” Away she skimmed, over the lawn, up the path, up the steps, across the veranda and into the porch. In the hall her father and Laurie were brushing their hats ready to go to the office.


“I say, Laura,” said Laurie very fast, “you might just give a squiz at my coat before this afternoon. See if it wants pressing.”


“I will,” said she. Suddenly she couldn’t stop herself. She ran at Laurie and gave him a small, quick squeeze. “Oh, I do love parties, don’t you?” gasped Laura.


“Ra-ther,” said Laurie’s warm, boyish voice, and he squeezed his sister too and gave her a gentle push. “Dash off to the telephone, old girl.”
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