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    Introduction


    Born in 1888, Katherine Mansfield is one of New Zealand’s most famous and influential writers. Much is known of her short life through her writing, her letters, and the correspondence and recollections of her family, loved ones, and peers. Her modernist stories are striking and ground-breaking. With so much public discourse already extant, is there really more to learn about Mansfield?


    Literary historian Dr Marcus Walker believes there is. His doctoral thesis of 1999, Mansfield and the Occult: the untold story, asserts that her participation in rites conducted by the Ordo Temple Orientis under the leadership of Aleister Crowley, as well as her intimate connection with the noted psychic Florence Cooke, were systematically covered up through the destruction of letters and the intimidation of fellow participants. Walker believes that Mansfield’s obsession with the artefacts brought to London by Carter’s Egypt expeditions was deliberately omitted from official biographies, and the rumour that she spent a night in the sarcophagus of the emperor Tutankhamun has always been considered apocryphal, yet Walker’s research hints at some underlying truth to the tale. It is a matter of record that Mansfield, accompanied by her loyal companion Ida Baker, travelled extensively to sanatoriums and spas for her health. That one of these trips was a cover story for an expedition into the Himalayas in search of the elusive yeti is perhaps one of Walker’s less well-supported claims, but it cannot be denied that he uncovered a wealth of new material in his studies, material upon whose authenticity he has staked his reputation.


    Following on from the investigative work conducted by Dr Walker, several previously unpublished fragments and early drafts of Mansfield’s stories have come to light. The most detailed of these, a collection of pages torn from Mansfield’s journals, were discovered by Walker in a Buddhist monastery in Shigatse, Tibet. Through a close study of these fragments it has been possible to gain an insight into a previously unknown facet of Mansfield’s personality—her obsession with the monstrous. The everyday horror of life is infused into her published work, along with a melancholic sense of revelation and frail beauty. Missing from the body of writing published to date is any mention of the more physical, mythical creatures she believed had once populated the Earth. A secret diary kept by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle mentions a rendezvous with Mansfield, during which she was “utterly delighted by the faeries” of the famous Cottingley garden. Whether Mansfield was involved in the wider religious activities of Conan Doyle’s circle is not known, nor is the full extent of her involvement with the writer Howard Phillips Lovecraft, whose early works were particular favourites of the young Mansfield.
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    “Pyramids”. D’Andria, George—Photographer. 1924. Dr Walker believes that the woman on the second camel from the right is Katherine Mansfield. The New York Public Library. Photography Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs.


    


    This volume of revised stories is in part speculation, in part careful reconstruction of those stories that originally contained the horrors that Mansfield most feared. It is impossible to say whether she truly believed her world to contain such creatures, to know whether she had in fact seen things which shook the scales from her eyes, but as Dr Ian Conrich of the University of Essex has written, she was “drawn to the horrors of life”. Those closest to her have taken her secrets to the grave, and many went to great lengths to help conceal her unusual beliefs. The feeling that Mansfield’s spirit returned after her death and was with her friends and family as they moved on and reconstructed a more publicly acceptable version of her life was shared by many of her closest friends and loved ones, and is a matter of record. Assertions have been made that Mansfield’s spirit possessed the body of her husband John Murray’s second wife, Violet, and that Mansfield’s ghost had an influence on those who loved her long after her death. There has even been speculation about the real reason for Mansfield’s body being exhumed, with some doubting the claim that it was merely relocated to a pauper’s grave.


    Carl H. Sederholm, associate professor in humanities, classics, and comparative literature at Brigham Young University in Utah, writes:


    We’ve always known that Modernist literature was rife with allusions to the horrific, the occult, and the monstrous (consider, for instance, the Frankensteinesque horrors implied by T. S. Eliot’s “patient etherized upon a table,” Gertrude Stein’s obsession with the broken undead bodies of Cubism, or Hemingway’s anxiety over being drained of his rugged life-force). Genteel manners and the concern for a high-standing literary reputation, however, steered writers and publishers away from explicitly developing these interests, leaving readers with only the slightest hint of what was lurking beneath the surface—surely nothing less than a Freudian nightmare, an uncanny return of the cruelly repressed. With the publication of this book, we must now reconsider the ways Katherine Mansfield’s own monumental modernism is nothing less than a significant breeding ground for the development of the truly weird and the frightfully monstrous.
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    Katherine Mansfield with American author H. P. Lovecraft. Image courtesy of the August Derleth Trust.


    


    Mansfield with Monsters presents readers with a rare glimpse into the work of this much-loved author. We may never know why Mansfield and her publishers excised so many of the monstrous elements of her work, or why the official version of her life story so carefully conceals her occult adventures. We may never know the real Katherine Mansfield, but the authors hope that this volume may shed some light on the world as Mansfield saw it.


    It is a chilling vision, one which Mansfield was compelled to write about, yet one she ultimately chose to conceal from her readers. Perhaps this is the final enigma Mansfield presents: the dark contradiction at the heart of a great writer who declared, “at the end Truth is the only thing worth having; it is more thrilling than love, more joyful, and more passionate.”


    Matt & Debbie Cowens


    22 January 2012

  


  
    The Woman at the Store


    All that day the heat was terrible. The wind blew close to the ground; it rooted among the tussock grass, slithered along the road, so that the white pumice dust swirled in our faces, settled and sifted over us and was like a dry-skin itching for growth on our bodies. The horses stumbled along, coughing and chuffing. The pack horse was sick—with a big, open sore rubbed under the belly. Now and again she stopped short, threw back her head, looked at us as though she were going to cry, and whinnied.


    Hundreds of larks shrilled; their dark shapes scrawling across the slate-grey sky like letters etched on a tombstone, and the sound of the larks reminded me of pencils scraping a slate surface. There was nothing to be seen but wave after wave of tussock grass, patched with purple orchids and manuka bushes covered with thick spider webs.


    Jo rode ahead. He wore a blue galatea shirt, corduroy trousers, and riding boots. A white handkerchief, spotted with red so that it looked as though his nose had been bleeding on it, was knotted round his throat. Wisps of white hair straggled from under his wideawake—his moustache and eyebrows were the colour of old bones—he slouched in the saddle, grunting. Not once that day had he sung.


    It was the first day we had been without his bawdy songs for a month, and now there seemed something uncanny in his silence. Jim rode beside me, white as a clown; his black eyes glittered, and he kept shooting out his tongue and moistening his lips. He was dressed in a Jaeger vest, and a pair of blue duck trousers, fastened round the waist with a plaited leather belt. We had hardly spoken since dawn. At noon we had lunched off fly biscuits and apricots by the side of a swampy creek.


    “My stomach feels like the crop of a hen,” said Jo. “Now then, Jim, you’re the bright boy of the party—where’s this ’ere store you kep’ on talking about. ‘Oh, yes,’ you says, ‘I know a fine store, with a paddock for the horses and a creek runnin’ through, owned by a friend of mine who’ll give yer a bottle of whisky before ’e shakes hands with yer.’ ”


    Jim laughed. “Don’t forget there’s a woman too, Jo, with blue eyes and yellow hair, who’ll promise you something else before she shakes hands with you. Put that in your pipe and smoke it.”


    “The heat’s making you balmy,” said Jo. But he dug his knees into the horse. We shambled on. I half fell asleep, and had a sort of uneasy dream that the horses were not moving forward at all—then that I was on a rocking-horse, and my old mother was scolding me for raising such a fearful dust from the drawing-room carpet.


    I sniveled and woke to find Jim leaning over me, maliciously smiling.


    “That was a case of all but,” said he. “I just caught you.”


    I raised my head. “Thank the Lord we’re finally arriving somewhere.”


    We were on the brow of the hill, and below us there was a whare roofed with corrugated iron. It stood in a garden, rather far back from the road and half in shadow—a big paddock opposite, and a creek and a clump of skeletal willow-trees. A thin line of blue smoke stood up straight from the chimney of the whare; and as I looked a gaunt woman came out, followed by a child and a sheep dog—the woman carrying what appeared to me a black stick. She made gestures at us.


    The horses put on a final spurt, Jo took off his wideawake, shouted, threw out his chest, and began singing. The sun pushed through the pale clouds and shed a vivid light over the scene. It gleamed on the woman’s yellow hair, over her flapping pinafore and the rifle she was clutching. The child hid behind her, and the yellow dog, a mangy beast, scuttled back into the whare with a whimper, his tail between his legs. We drew rein and dismounted.


    “Hallo,” screamed the woman. “I thought you was ’awks. Oh, the ’awks about ’ere, yer wouldn’t believe.”


    The ‘kid’ gave us the benefit of one eye from behind the shadows of the woman’s pinafore—then retired again.


    “Where’s your old man?” asked Jim.


    The woman blinked rapidly, screwing up her face.


    “Away shearin’. Bin away a month. I suppose yer goin’ to stop, are yer? There’s a storm comin’ up and it’s not safe on the hills round here after dark.”


    “You bet we are,” said Jo. “So you’re on your lonely, missus?”


    She stood, pleating the frills of her pinafore with one hand, and glancing from one to the other of us like a hungry bird. I smiled at the thought of how Jim had pulled Jo’s leg about her. Certainly her eyes were blue, and what hair she had was yellow, but ugly. Looking at her, you felt there was nothing but sticks and wires under that pinafore. Her front teeth were knocked out, she had red pulpy hands, and a pallid face. She could have been any age from thirty to sixty.


    “I’ll go and turn out the horses,” said Jim.


    “Got any embrocation? Poi’s rubbed herself to hell!”


    “ ’Arf a mo!” The woman stood silent a moment, her nostrils flaring as she thought. Then she shouted violently. “I can’t let you stop… You’re not safe here, and there’s the end of it. I don’t let out that paddock any more. You’ll have to go on; I ain’t got nothing!”


    “Well, I’m blest!” said Jo, heavily. He pulled me aside. “Gone a bit off ’er dot,” he whispered. “Too much alone, you know.”


    “Turn the sympathetic tap on ’er, she’ll come round all right.”


    But there was no need—she had come round by herself.


    “Stop if yer like!” she muttered, shrugging her shoulders. She pointed at me. “I’ll give yer the embrocation if yer come along.”


    “Right-o, I’ll take it down to them.”


    We walked together up the garden path. It was planted on both sides with cabbages. They smelt like stale dish-water. Of flowers there were sweet-williams and double poppies, their crimson petals weather-torn and bruised. One bare patch of loose dirt was divided off by paua shells—presumably it belonged to the child—for she ran from her mother and began to grub in it with a broken clothes-peg. Then she produced a dead bird from the pocket in her pinafore, a small lark with one leg no more than a bloody stump and the left side of its head a mangled mess of blood and feathers where its skull had been caved in. She dropped the dead bird into a little hollow and started to hum as she pushed dirt over it with her clothes-peg.


    “Elsie! Stop messing round with that bird,” the woman shouted. “I told you to leave that dirt alone.”


    She twisted the child roughly by the arm until she dropped the clothes-peg and ran away from the garden. The woman grunted and continued on the path up to the whare. The yellow dog lay across the doorstep, biting fleas; the woman kicked at him as she approached but the creature flinched and ran off before her foot touched him.


    “Gar-r, get away, you beast. The place ain’t tidy. I ’aven’t ’ad time ter fix things… Come right in.”


    It was a large, dimly lit room, the walls plastered with old pages of English periodicals. Queen Victoria’s Jubilee appeared to be the most recent number. A dusty table with an ironing-board and empty wash tub on it, some old wooden forms, a black horsehair sofa, and some broken cane chairs pushed against the walls. The mantel-piece above the stove was draped in pink paper that had started to curl at the edges, further ornamented with dried grasses and ferns and a faded print of Richard Seddon. There were four doors—one, judging from the smell, let into the ‘Store’, one on to the ‘back yard’, through a third I saw the bed-room. Flies buzzed in circles round the ceiling and treacle papers on the windows blotted out any trace of sunlight.


    I was alone in the room; she had gone into the store for the embrocation. I heard her stamping about and muttering to herself: “I got some, now where did I put that bottle…? It’s behind the pickles… no, it ain’t.”


    I cleared a place on the table and sat there, swinging my legs. Down in the paddock I could hear Jo singing and the sound of hammer strokes as Jim drove in the tent pegs. It was sunset. There is no twilight in our New Zealand days, but a curious half-hour when everything appears grotesque—it frightens—as though the savage spirit of the country walked abroad and sneered at what it saw. Sitting alone in the hideous room I grew afraid. The woman next door was a long time finding that stuff. What was she doing in there? Once I thought I heard her bang her hands down on the counter, and once she half moaned, turning it into a cough and clearing her throat. I wanted to call out to her but I kept silent.


    “Good Lord, what a life!” I thought. “Imagine being here day in, day out, with that rat of a child and a mangy dog. Mad, of course she’s mad! Wonder how long she’s been here—wonder if I could get her to talk.”


    At that moment she poked her head round the door.


    “Wot was it yer wanted?” she asked.


    “Embrocation.”


    “Oh, I forgot. I got it, it was in front of the pickle jars.”


    She put a bottle down on the table, her red hands rough and shaky.


    “My, you do look tired, you do! Shall I knock yer up some supper? There’s some tongue in the store, too, and I’ll cook yer a cabbage if you fancy it.”


    “Right-o.” I forced a smile. “Come down to the paddock and bring the kid for tea.”


    She shook her head, pursing up her mouth.


    “Oh no. I don’t… I don’t fancy it. I’ll send the kid down with the things and a billy of milk. Shall I knock up a few scones to take with yer ter-morrow?”


    “Thanks.”


    She came and stood by the door as though waiting for me to say something.


    “How old is the kid?”


    “Six, come next Christmas. I ’ad a bit of trouble with ’er one way an’ another. I ’adn’t any milk till a month after she was born and she sickened like a cow.”


    “She’s not like you—takes after her father?”


    Just as the woman had shouted her refusal at us before, she shouted at me then. “No, she don’t! She’s the dead spit of me,” she shrieked in a voice resembling the shrill cries of the larks. “Any fool could see that. Come on in now, Elsie, you stop messing in the dirt. Leave that lark alone!”


    I met Jo climbing over the paddock fence.


    “What’s the old bitch got in the store?” he asked.


    “Don’t know—didn’t look.”


    “What have you been doing all the time?”


    “She couldn’t find this stuff. Oh, my shakes, you are looking smart!”


    Jo had washed, combed his wet hair in a line across his forehead, and buttoned a coat over his shirt. He grinned.


    Jim snatched the embrocation from me. I went to the end of the paddock where the willows grew, and bathed in the creek. The water was clear and soft as oil. Along the edges held by the grass and rushes, white foam tumbled and bubbled. I lay in the water and looked up at the trees that were still a moment, then quivered lightly as though whispering a secret in their rustling leaves, and again were still. The air smelt of rain. A lark alighted on a branch, pecked at the bare bark, and sang out in its shrill voice.


    I splashed water over my face, and then looked up again as a shadow fell over the water and the lark took flight from the branch with a cry. Another bird swooped down and landed with a rough bump on the bank of the creek. It took me a moment to realize why the lark hit the ground with such unbalanced force; it was missing one leg. I edged back in the water, wondering whether perhaps a trap or a ferret had caused two larks to have sustained such similar injuries, reducing their left limbs to no more than nubs of flayed bone. The bird turned its head to face me with a seemingly intelligent malevolence, revealing the gruesome, indented wound on the side of its face where the skull had been bashed in. It shook its head and ruffled its feathers, spraying dust and specks of loose dirt like a dog shaking itself dry after a swim.


    I scrambled back toward the edge of the opposite side of the creek. The hideous lark started limping along the other side as though trying to keep pace with me. I pushed myself up onto the bank of the creek. The creature let out a shriek and thrashed its bony wings. I felt a throbbing pain in my ears and was taken by a dizzy spell, but shaking my head I grabbed my clothes and started to run. I heard its beating wings lifting up into the air. I looked back over my shoulder. The lark’s beady eyes were glaring at me as it flew over the creek.


    Another shriek tore through my head as I ran. At the base of an old macrocarpa-tree I turned back to face the lark. I gripped my shirt by the sleeves and swung it up over my head, thrashing it at the bird as it swooped towards me. The dizziness and pain in my ears grew until the lark became tangled in my shirt and fell silent. I swung it hard against the tree trunk a few times and finally it ceased to move. I shook it out of my shirt, feathers and dirt dropping around it, and brushed the shirt clean as best I could. Something in the mangled little bag of broken bones must have been uncurling after death, for I swear it was still twitching when I left.


    Shaking, I came back to the tent. Jim lay by the fire, watching the billy boil.


    I took a long, shaking breath and asked where Jo was, and if the kid had brought our supper.


    “Pooh,” said Jim, rolling over and looking up at the darkening sky. “Didn’t you see how Jo had been titivating? He said to me before he went up to the whare, ‘Dang it! she’ll look better by night light. At any rate, my buck, she’s female flesh!’ ”


    Back in Jim’s company, away from the creek, I almost laughed at how scared of the lark I’d been. “You had Jo fooled about her looks—you had me, too.”


    “No, look here. I can’t make it out. It’s four years since I came past this way, and I stopped here two days. The husband was a pal of mine once, down the West Coast—a fine, big chap, with a voice on him like a trombone. She’d been a bar-maid down the Coast, as pretty as a wax doll. The coach used to come this way then once a fortnight, that was before they opened the railway up Napier way, and she had no end of a time! Told me once in a confidential moment that she knew one hundred and twenty-five different ways of kissing!”


    “Oh, go on, Jim! She isn’t the same woman!”


    “Course she is. I can’t make it out. What I think is the old man’s cleared out and left her: that’s all my eye about shearing.”


    Through the dark we saw the gleam of the kid’s pinafore. She trailed over to us with a basket in her hand, the milk billy in the other. I unpacked the basket, the child standing by.


    “Come over here,” said Jim, snapping his fingers at her.


    She went, the lamp from the inside of the tent cast a bright light over her. A mean, pale, undersized brat, with whitish hair, and weak eyes. She stood, legs wide apart and her stomach protruding.


    “What do you do all day?” asked Jim.


    She scraped out one ear with her little finger, looked at the result and said, “Draw.”


    “Huh! What do you draw? Leave your ears alone!”


    “Pictures.”


    “What on?”


    “Bits of butter paper an’ a pencil of my Mumma’s.”


    “Boh! What a lot of words at one time!” Jim rolled his eyes at her. “Baa-lambs and moo-cows?”


    “No, everything. I’ll draw all of you when you’re gone, and your horses and the tent, and that one,” she pointed to me, “with no clothes on in the creek.” She turned and stared at me with a strange look that chilled my blood. “I saw you. The lark saw you too.”


    “Where’s your Dad?” said Jim.


    The kid pouted. “I won’t tell you because I don’t like yer face!” She started operations on the other ear.


    “Here,” I said. “Take the basket, get along home and tell the other man his supper’s ready.”


    “I don’t want to.”


    “I’ll give you a box on the ear if you don’t,” said Jim, savagely.


    “Hie! I’ll tell my Mumma. I’ll tell Mumma.” The kid fled.


    We ate until we were full, and had arrived at the smoke stage before Jo came back, very flushed and jaunty, a whisky-bottle in his hand.


    “ ’Ave a drink, you two!” he shouted, carrying off matters with a high hand.


    “One hundred and twenty-five different ways,” I murmured to Jim.


    “She wants us to go up there to-night, and have a comfortable chat. I,” he declared, waving his hand airily, “I got ’er round.”


    “Trust you for that,” laughed Jim. “But did she tell you where her old man’s got to?”


    Jo looked up. “Shearing! You ’eard ’er, you fool!”


    “I’d rather not. Let’s stay here,” I suggested. “There’s something not right with that woman and her kid.”


    “Suit yourself, but you’ll be spending the night out here on your alone,” said Jim, already on his feet. “I’m not staying out to-night with that storm on the way.”


    Jo’s mind was already set and his reasons had little to do with the weather. I knew there was no sense in facing the storm on my own, so I followed them both back through the dark paddocks to the whare.


    The woman had cleaned and fixed up the room, it appeared almost welcoming in the warm lamp-light. There was even a bouquet of sweet-williams on the table. She and I sat one side of the table, Jo and Jim the other. An oil lamp was set between us, the whisky-bottle and glasses, and a jug of water. The kid knelt against one of the forms, drawing on butter paper; I wondered, grimly, if she was attempting the creek episode. But Jo had been right about night time. The woman’s hair was tumbled, two red spots burned in her cheeks, her eyes shone, and we knew that they were kissing feet under the table. She had changed the blue pinafore for a white calico dressing-jacket and a black skirt. In the stifling room, with the flies buzzing against the ceiling and dropping on to the table, we got slowly drunk.


    “Now listen to me,” shouted the woman, banging her fist on the table. “It’s six years since I was married, and four miscarriages. I says to ’im, I says, what do you think I’m doin’ up ’ere? If you was back at the coast, I’d ’ave you lynched for child murder. Over and over I tells ’im—you’ve broken my spirit and spoilt my looks, and wot for—that’s wot I’m driving at.” She clutched her head with her hands and stared round at us. Speaking rapidly, “Wot for—you know what I mean, Mr Jo.”


    “I know,” said Jo, scratching his head.


    “Trouble with me is,” she leant across the table, “I’m too much alone. The coach stopped coming and with him gone…”


    “Mumma,” bleated the kid, “I made a picture of them on the ’ill, an’ you an’ me, an’ the dog down below.”


    “Shut your mouth!” snarled the woman. Her face seemed a contorted mask in the light of the flickering oil lamp.


    A vivid flash of lightning played over the room and we heard the mutter of thunder.


    “Good thing that’s broke loose,” said Jo. “I’ve ’ad it in me ’ead for three days.”


    “Where’s your old man now?” asked Jim, slowly.


    The woman moaned and dropped her head on to the table. “ ’E’s gone shearin’ and left me all alone,” she wailed.


    “ ’Ere, look out for the glasses,” said Jo. “Cheer-o, ’ave another drop. No good cryin’ over spilt ’usbands!”


    “Mr Jo,” said the woman, drying her eyes on her jacket frill, “you’re a gent, an’ if I was a secret woman, I’d place any confidence in your ’ands. I don’t mind if I do ’ave a glass on that.”


    Every moment the lightning grew more vivid and the thunder sounded nearer. Jim and I were silent—the kid never moved from her bench. She poked her tongue out and blew on her paper as she drew.


    “It’s the loneliness,” said the woman, addressing Jo—he made sheep’s eyes at her—“and bein’ buried away in this God forsaken place.”


    He reached his hand across the table and held hers, and though the position looked most uncomfortable when they wanted to pass the water and whisky, their hands stuck together as though glued. I pushed back my chair and went over to the kid, who immediately sat flat down on her artistic achievements and made a face at me.


    “You’re not to look,” said she.


    “Oh, come on, don’t be nasty!” Jim came over to us, and we were just drunk enough to wheedle the kid into showing us. And those drawings of hers were grotesque and repulsive. Childish scrawlings of gruesome, bloody scenes: a lamb nuzzling into its slaughtered mother, a headless hen lying prone beside a blood-soaked stump—all the butchered animals drawn with exaggerated smiles in thick red like a clown’s painted mouth. The creations of a lunatic with a lunatic’s cleverness. There was no doubt about it, the kid’s mind was diseased. While she showed them to us, she worked herself up into a mad excitement, laughing and trembling, and shooting out her arms.


    “Mumma,” she yelled. “Now I’m going to draw them what you told me I never was to, now I am.”


    The woman rushed from the table and beat the child’s head with the flat of her hand.


    “I’ll smack you with yer clothes turned up if yer dare say that again,” she bawled.


    Jo was too drunk to notice, but Jim caught her by the arm. The kid did not utter a cry. She drifted over to the window and began picking dead flies from the treacle paper.


    We returned to the table; Jim and I sitting one side, the woman and Jo, touching shoulders, the other. We listened to the thunder, saying stupidly, “That was a near one,” “There it goes again,” and Jo, at a heavy hit, “Now we’re off,” “Steady on the brake,” until rain began to fall, sharp as cannon shot on the iron roof.


    “You’d better doss here for the night,” said the woman. “You won’t be safe down there. Not with the storm like this.”


    “Maybe if we wait till the worst of the rain has passed,” I suggested, eyeing the girl pocketing the dead flies.


    “There’s worse than rain that’s out there to-night,” said the woman. Her eyes glowered and glittered in the lamp-light. “You’d best stay here.”


    “That’s right,” assented Jo, evidently in the know about this move. “We’d best stay here.”


    “Bring up yer things from the tent. You two can doss in the store along with the kid. She used to sleep in there and won’t mind you.”


    “Oh Mumma, I never did,” interrupted the kid.


    “Shut yer lies! An’ Mr Jo can ’ave this room.”


    It sounded a ridiculous arrangement, but it was useless to attempt to cross them, they were too far gone. While the woman sketched the plan of action, Jo sat, abnormally solemn and red, his eyes bulging, and pulling at his moustache.


    “Give us a lantern,” said Jim, “I’ll go down to the paddock.”


    We two went together. Rain whipped in our faces and the wind howled and raged about us as we ran though the deepening dark. We behaved like two wild children let loose, laughing and hooting as though giving in to the madness of the night would save us from harm. We came back still in high spirits to the whare to find the kid already bedded in the counter of the store.


    The woman brought us a lamp. Jo took his bundle from Jim, the door was shut.


    “Good-night all,” shouted Jo.


    Jim and I sat on two sacks of potatoes. For the life of us we could not stop laughing. Strings of onions and half-hams dangled from the ceiling, wherever we looked there were advertisements for ‘Camp Coffee’ and tinned meats. We pointed at them and when we tried to read them aloud were overcome with laughter and hiccoughs. The kid in the counter stared at us. She threw off her blanket and scrambled to the floor, where she stood in her grey flannel night-gown, rubbing one leg against the other. We paid no attention to her.


    “Wot are you laughing at?” she said, uneasily.


    “You!” shouted Jim. “The red tribe of you, my child.”


    She flew into a rage and beat herself with her hands. “I won’t be laughed at, you curs!” He swooped down upon the child and swung her on to the counter.


    “Go to sleep, Miss Smarty, or make a drawing. Here’s a pencil. You can use Mumma’s account book.”


    Through the rain we heard Jo creak over the boarding of the next room, the sound of a door being opened and then shut to.


    “It’s the loneliness,” whispered Jim.


    “One hundred and twenty-five different ways. Alas, my poor brother!”


    The kid tore out a page and flung it at me.


    “There you are,” she said. “Now I done it ter spite Mumma for shutting me up ’ere with you two. I done the ones she told me I never ought to. I done the pictures she told me she’d shoot me if I did. Don’t care! Don’t care!”


    The kid had drawn a picture of a woman shooting at a man with a rook rifle and another of her digging a hole to bury him in. Beside that was a childish scrawling of the woman hanging by a rope from the old macrocarpa-tree by the creek, and the fourth, final picture showed a mound of dirt edged with paua shells, and the woman, dragging herself out of the earth with red, clawing hands.


    “This is what you saw?” I asked. The drunk laughter had drained from me in an instant. “Your mother?”


    “She told me I never ought to draw it, but I don’t care,” repeated the child, her eyes blue and wild. “And she told me I never ought to bury nothing in my garden no more. It ain’t fair. That garden growed me all manner of animals back.”


    She jumped off the counter and huddled down on the floor biting her nails.


    “You mean she’s dead?” said Jim.


    “Don’t care,” whispered the girl, clutching her knees and rocking from side to side. “She never let me keep nothin’ from that garden ’cept her.”


    A scream followed by a gun-shot thundered over the sound of pounding rain.


    Jim and I ran through to the bed-room. There stood Jo, half-undressed, aiming the rifle at the figure of the smiling woman sitting on the bed, her collar unbuttoned to reveal dark bruising and red-raw rope burn around her throat.


    “You stay there! Keep away from me,” Jo ordered, his hands trembling as he clutched the gun and jabbed it at her as though fending off an attack.


    “You ought never to leave me,” said the woman, sitting as still as a statue. “It’s the loneliness, you see…”


    “Stay back, you mad old bitch, or I’ll shoot,” Jo warned.


    “Leave it alone, Jo. We’d best be on our way now. I don’t think shooting her will help,” said Jim, holding his hand out to touch the rifle like he was calming a spooked horse.


    Jo turned to face him. “You don’t understand, Jim. It’s ’er. She isn’t the same woman. She isn’t flesh and blood. She’s something else—something evil.”


    The woman’s mouth stretched open and she wailed a terrible, inhuman shriek. I covered my ears, as did Jim, but Jo’s hands stayed frozen on the rifle as blood started to trickle from his ears.


    In an instant the woman flew across the room. She seized me by the shoulders and flung me against the wall as though I weighed no more than a sack of feathers. My head hit the wall and, as I tumbled to the floor, I saw her dash Jim’s head against the bed-end and wrench the rifle out of Jo’s hands. I heard a gun-shot as the room started to fade from view and I slipped into blackness…


    I woke up on a mattress back in the store. My head throbbed. I tried to sit up, wincing at the sharp pain at the back of my skull and remembering that it wasn’t just the whisky that’d waged war on my head.


    Jim was on the mattress beside me. I shook him awake and slowly, wordlessly he rose. The first light of dawn shone on the drawing beside us. The rain had ceased, the little kid was fast asleep, breathing loudly. We got up, stole out of the whare. We didn’t say anything. We were lucky to escape with our lives. We both knew it but dared not say it.


    White clouds floated over a pink sky and a chill wind blew; the air smelt of wet grass. Just as we started down the path, I caught sight of something.


    “Jim! The kid’s garden…”


    Jim turned and followed the direction of my gaze. “That… that wasn’t there before.”


    There was a fresh mound of dirt, large enough for a man’s grave, and the colourful upturned paua shells dotted around its base glinted in the early morning sunlight.


    “You don’t think…”


    My words fell away as the mound of earth started to move before our eyes. Loose dirt tumbled, bugs scuttled and fled, and the paua shells quivered as the grave started to quake and break apart.


    “God, it can’t be,” Jim whispered.


    A forearm thrust up through the crumbling mound. The arm was a pale, sickly colour but the familiar calloused hand and torn blue galatea shirt sleeve left us in no doubt as to who had been buried there. The hand clawed and groped at the dirt as Jo tried to climb out of his grave.


    I turned to run back into the house but the woman was there, hair wild and mouth open in a twisted smile. She stepped toward me, the butt of her rifle scraping across the floor-boards.


    “He’s mine, now. Forever,” she said.


    I shoved Jim down the path, past the thing that was dragging itself out of the earth, and we fled through the paddock. I kept my head down, expecting at every breath to hear the roar of the rifle, to feel a bullet in my back, but she let us go.


    We saddled up the horses and gathered our packs without daring to look back. As we swung up in the saddle, I looked up at the blushing sky.


    “Should we go back for Jo? He might still…”


    “He’s dead,” Jim said flatly. “What came out of that earth ain’t Jo no more.” Jim kicked his horse on and took off up the road.


    I took a last look at the green paddock and the line of weeping willows by the creek, and then cantered on after him.


    A bend in the road, and the whole place disappeared.

  


  
    The Wind Blows


    Suddenly—dreadfully—Matilda wakes up. What has happened? Something dreadful has happened. She looks at her arm. Under the previous night’s moon-light her skin had warped and twisted, her hairs retracting and the webbing between her fingers expanding. Not for the first time she had lost all semblance of humanity and become a thing of the sea, a monster. She remembers it as if through a mist, shrouded memories of slipping into the water alongside her brother Bogey, of devouring sea creatures, of power. Now the soft skin is once more pale pink flesh. She has not become trapped in that other form. It is only the wind shaking the house, rattling the windows, banging a piece of iron on the roof and making her bed tremble that has startled her so.


    Though the wind blows and shrieks outside, it has not claimed her for good this time. Leaves flutter past the window, up and away; down in the avenue a whole newspaper wags in the air like a lost kite and falls, spiked on a pine-tree. It is cold. Summer is over—it is autumn—everything is ugly. A white dog on three legs yelps past the gate. Could it all be over? Could she be free? The wind that tears at the house is surely the night-wind, the wind of change, yet the hideous transformation has come to an end. Could it be? No, impossible. Her cursed fate is tied to that wind and the waves, but always at night. She mustn’t think it, she mustn’t hope, and she begins to plait her hair with shaking fingers, removing strands of sea-weed and not daring to look in the glass until the last possible moment. Mother is talking to grandmother in the hall.


    “A perfect idiot! Imagine leaving anything out on the line in weather like this… Now my best little Teneriffe-work teacloth is simply in ribbons. What is that extraordinary smell? It’s like shellfish and old socks. Oh, heavens, this wind!”


    She has a music lesson at ten o’clock. At the thought the minor movement of the Beethoven begins to play in her head, the trills long and terrible like little rolling drums… Marie Swainson runs into the garden next door to pick the ‘chrysanths’ before they are ruined. Her skirt flies up above her waist; she tries to beat it down, to tuck it between her legs while she stoops, but it is no use—up it flies. Matilda stares at her through the window and wonders what it would be like to be a normal girl, to live without the fear of the ocean and wind claiming her forever. No one escapes the wind.


    “For heaven’s sake keep the front door shut! Go round to the back,” shouts someone.


    And then she hears Bogey: “Mother, you’re wanted on the telephone. Telephone, Mother. It’s the butcher.”


    The butcher. All that sliced, long-dead meat. Nothing fresh, nothing wriggling. How hideous life is—revolting, simply revolting… And now her hat-elastic’s snapped. Of course it would. She’ll wear her old tam and slip out the back way. But Mother has seen.


    “Matilda. Matilda. Come back im-me-diately! What on earth have you got on your head? It looks like a tea cosy. And why have you got that mane of hair over your forehead.”


    She brushes her mother’s hand away. The force of it frightens her mother. She can see it in her eyes. But it would be worse for her to see the patch of scales on Matilda’s forehead that hasn’t changed back this time.


    She hurries away down the hall. “I can’t come back, Mother. I’ll be late for my lesson.”


    “Come back immediately!”


    She won’t. She won’t. She hates Mother. “Go to hell,” she shouts, running out the door. Bogey is in the garden, hair whipping in the wind. He smiles at her.


    “Wasn’t last night delicious?” he asks. He closes his eyes and tastes the wind, his tongue slipping over his lips in quick, darting movements.


    “You know I hate it,” Matilda protests. The transformation has always been terrifying and painful for her. Bogey has never seemed to resist it.


    “I heard them, Maddie. In the deep, calling to us. The time for us to go to them is coming.” Bogey opens his eyes and there is something cold, unblinking in his stare.


    “I have to go,” says Matilda, the wind tearing at her. She has heard the voices from the deep too, but she cannot remember them, will not let herself remember.


    “Soon,” Bogey calls after her as Matilda flies down the road. “It’s almost time.”


    In waves, in clouds, in big round whirls the dust comes stinging, and with it little bits of straw and chaff and manure. There is a loud roaring sound from the trees in the gardens, and standing at the bottom of the road outside Mr Bullen’s gate she can hear the sea sob: “Ah!… Ah!… Ah-h!” The pull. It wants her close. It wants her to change, to claim her once more. But Mr Bullen’s drawing-room is as quiet as a cave. The windows are closed, the blinds half-pulled, and she is not late. The-girl-before-her has just started playing MacDowell’s “To an Iceberg”. Mr Bullen looks over at her and half smiles.


    “Sit down,” he says. “Sit over there in the sofa corner, little lady.”


    How funny he is. He doesn’t exactly laugh at you… but there is just something… Oh, how peaceful it is here. She likes this room. The wind cannot reach her in here. It smells of art serge and stale smoke and chrysanthemums. There is a big vase of the bushy flowers on the mantel-piece behind the pale photograph of Rubinstein. Over the black glittering piano hangs “Solitude”—a dark tragic woman draped in white, sitting on a rock, looking out over the stormy sea.


    “No, no!” says Mr Bullen, and he leans over the other girl, puts his arms over her shoulders and plays the passage for her. The stupid—she’s blushing! How ridiculous!


    Now the-girl-before-her has gone; the front door slams. Mr Bullen comes back and walks up and down, very softly, waiting for her. What an extraordinary thing. Her fingers tremble so that she can’t undo the knot in the music satchel. The webbing between her fingers is swollen, stretched. It’s the wind… It’s howling outside. And her heart beats so hard she feels it must lift her blouse up and down. Mr Bullen does not say a word. The shabby red piano seat is long enough for two people to sit side by side. Mr Bullen sits down by her.


    “Shall I begin with scales?” she asks, squeezing her hands together, wincing at the word.


    But he does not answer. She doesn’t believe he even hears and then suddenly his fresh hand with the ring on it reaches over and opens Beethoven.


    “Let’s have a little of the old master,” he says.


    But why does he speak so kindly, so awfully kindly, and as though they had known each other for years and years and knew everything about each other.


    He turns the page slowly. She watches his hand—so human, so delicate. It is a very nice hand and always looks as though it had just been washed.


    “Here we are,” says Mr Bullen.


    Oh, that kind voice. Oh, that minor movement. Here come the little drums…


    “Shall I take the repeat?”


    “Yes, dear child.”


    His voice is far, far too kind. The crotchets and quavers are dancing up and down the stave like the prickling goosebumps along her arms. Why is he so…? She will not cry. Here she has nothing to cry about. Not now, not when she is safe in this room where the wind can’t touch her.


    “What is it, dear child?”


    Mr Bullen reaches for her hands, but she folds them in her lap. His shoulder is there, just by her head. She leans on it ever so little, her cheek against the springy tweed.


    “Life is so dreadful,” she murmurs, but she does not feel it’s dreadful here at all. He says something about ‘waiting’ and ‘marking time’ but she does not hear. It is so comfortable… forever… .


    Suddenly the door opens and in pops Marie Swainson, hours before her time.


    “Take the allegretto a little faster,” says Mr Bullen, and gets up and begins to walk up and down again.


    “Sit in the sofa corner, little lady,” he says to Marie.
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    The wind, the wind. It chases her home, calls to her, stirs images of ancient, drowned cities and dark forms swimming through ruins. It touches violent memories and makes Matilda giddy, but she fights it back, runs into the house. It pounds on the window. It’s frightening to be here in her room by herself. The bed, the mirror, the white jug and basin gleam like the sky outside. It’s the bed that is frightening. There it lies, sound asleep, waiting for her. She cannot fight the transformation when she sleeps, cannot keep the wind and waves from her dreams… Does Mother imagine for one moment that she is going to darn all those stockings knotted up on the quilt like a coil of serpents? She’s not. No, Mother. I do not see why I should… The wind—the wind!


    “Is that you, Bogey?”


    “Come, Matilda. I can’t stand this any longer.”


    “Can’t stand…” Matilda dares not finish the thought. Bogey is standing in her doorway, head down, blood soaking his right sleeve, dripping from his hand.


    “Bogey, what have you…?”


    “Come and see, sister.” He holds out his bloody hand to her.


    Matilda steps around him and into the hallway. The wind is howling outside but inside the house is silent, still. A lock of dark hair sits twisted in a pool of blood seeping underneath the door of Mother’s room.


    “Mother?” whispers Matilda.


    “Our mother is the sea now, Maddie. Our true family awaits.”


    Matilda chokes back a sob, but the mist is starting to clear. She is remembering.


    “I’ll put on my coat. It’s an awful day. You get yours.” Bogey’s coat is just like hers. Its dark sleeve covers most of the blood. Fastening the buttons she looks at herself in the glass. Her face is white, they have the same wild eyes and hot lips.


    “It will be better, won’t it?”


    Bogey’s smile is not human, but is somehow comforting. Matilda takes his webbed hand and walks with him down the stairs. At the back door the body of their grandmother lies slumped against the wall. Her head lies on the floor in the hallway. Matilda feels nothing as she steps over it and sees her grandmother’s eyes staring up so blankly. A guttural laugh bubbles up from Bogey’s chest, is whipped away by the wind.


    They cannot walk fast enough. Their heads bent, their legs just touching, they stride like one eager person through the town, down the asphalt zigzag where the fennel grows wild, and on to the esplanade. It is dusky—just getting dusky. The wind is so strong that they have to fight their way through it, rocking like two old drunkards. All the poor little pohutukawas on the esplanade are bent to the ground.


    “Come on! Come on! Let’s get near.”


    Over by the break-water the sea is very high. They pull off their hats and her hair blows across her mouth, tasting of salt. The sea is so high that the waves do not break at all; they thump against the rough stone wall and suck up the weedy, dripping steps. A fine spray skims from the water right across the esplanade. They are covered with drops; the inside of her mouth tastes wet and cold.


    Bogey’s voice is breaking. When he speaks he rushes up and down the scale. It’s funny, it makes her laugh, and yet it is just the start of the transformation. The wind carries their voices—away fly the sentences like narrow ribbons.


    “Quicker! Quicker! We must get closer.”


    It is getting very dark. In the harbour the coal hulks show two lights; one high on a mast, and one from the stern.


    “Look, Bogey. Look over there.”


    A big black steamer with a long loop of smoke streaming, with the portholes lighted, with lights everywhere, is putting out to sea. The wind does not stop her; she cuts through the waves, making for the open gate between the pointed rocks that leads out to sea. It’s the light that makes it all look so awfully beautiful and mysterious. A couple are just visible on board, leaning over the rail arm in arm.


    “… Who are they?”


    “… Brother and sister.”


    “… Will they be safe? Will their ship get away in time?”


    Bogey doesn’t reply. They both know the answer.


    The wind. She can’t bear it. She must think of something else… .


    “Look, Bogey, there’s the town. Doesn’t it look small? There’s the post office clock chiming for the last time. There’s the esplanade where we walked that windy day. Do you remember? When it first happened?” She quivers at the taste of salt on her lips—tears sliding down her cheek and bending to her mouth like a river running to the sea. The wind is inside her head now, swirling with the waves and drawing her down. She doesn’t know, can’t know if she will ever come back.


    “Good-bye, little island, good-bye…”


    Now the dark stretches a wing over the tumbling water. They can’t see the brother and sister on the boat any more. Good-bye, good-bye. Don’t forget… The ship is distant, but they will reach it easily enough, slip up over its side and feast. Everything fades but the roaring waves and the wind whipping around them, tearing at their shells of flesh and skin.


    The wind drowns out their cries as the change takes over. They shed their clothes and dive into the shadowy waves, Bogey laughing and Matilda screaming as their bodies twist and transform. For the first time Matilda sees clearly in her monstrous form, the mist lifted. Her claws are strong, her jaws powerful. The ancient strength from the deeps fills her, and she exalts. Moon-light glints on silvery scales before she and Bogey sink beneath the surface. The sea is treacherous and, far below, beyond the reach of the light, their new family awaits.


    Matilda listens to the voices from below, to the ship’s engine and the murmur of people on board as she approaches, but above all there is one voice which fills her heart. It is a primordial voice, a voice not of the earth, a voice that has crossed infinite distances from a forgotten world to reach her and whisper to the very core of her being. It is the wind—the wind.

  


  
    Sun and Moon


    In the afternoon the chairs came, a whole big cart full of little gold ones with their legs in the air. And then the flowers came. When Sun and Moon stared down from the balcony at the small mortals carrying them, the flower-pots looked like funny hats nodding up the path.


    Moon thought they were hats. She said: “Look. There’s a man wearing a palm on his head.” But she never knew the difference between real things and not real ones.


    There was nobody to look after Sun and Moon. The whole household was busy with preparations for the feast, the human servants scurrying about here and there to get everything ready. Nurse was helping Annie alter Mother’s dress which was much-too-long-and-tight-under-the-arms and Mother was flitting all over the house and sending messages to Father to be sure not to forget things. She only had time to say: “Out of my way, children!”


    They kept out of her way—at any rate Sun did. He did so hate being sent stumping back to the nursery. It didn’t matter about Moon. If she got tangled in people’s legs they only threw her up and shook her till she giggled. But Sun was too heavy for that. He was so heavy that the fat high priest who came to dinner on Sundays used to say: “Now, my young lord, let’s try to lift you.” And then he’d put his thumbs under Sun’s arms and groan and try and give it up at last saying: “He’s a perfect little ton of bricks!” Sun didn’t like it when mortals tried to treat him like a human child though it amused Mother and Father. No man or woman dared to forget what Mother and Father were.


    Mother had told Sun it was to be the first feast in ten years and that many people would come for a magnificent banquet and give offerings for all that Mother and Father had bestowed. Nearly all the furniture was taken out of the dining-room to make room for the feast. The grand piano was put in a corner and then there came a row of silver flower-pots and then there came the goldy chairs. That was for the concert. When Sun looked in a white-faced man sat at the piano—not playing, but banging at it and then looking inside. He had a bag of tools on the piano and he had stuck his hat on a statue against the wall. Sometimes he just started to play and then he jumped up again and looked inside. He seemed very nervous. Sun hoped he wasn’t the concert.


    But of course the place to be in was the kitchen. There was a man helping in a cap like a blancmange, and their usual cook, Minnie, was all red in the face and laughing. Not flustered at all. She gave them each an almond finger and lifted them up on to the flour bin so that they could watch the wonderful things she and the man were making for supper. Cook brought in the things and he put them on silver dishes and adorned them with glittering garnishes. Whole fishes, with their heads and eyes and tails still on, he sprinkled with red and green and yellow bits; he made squiggles all over the jellies; he stuck a collar on a ham and stabbed a very thin sort of a fork in it; he dotted almonds and tiny round biscuits on the creams. And more and more things kept coming.


    “Ah, but you haven’t seen the ice pudding,” said Cook. “Come along.” She took them by the hands and they looked into the refrigerator.


    Oh! It was a little ice castle set in the middle of sugar-frosted clouds. It was a fabulous ice castle with white snow on the turrets and arched windows and a silver door and stuck in the door there was a golden nut for a handle.


    When Sun saw the nut he felt quite tired and had to lean against Cook.


    “Is that where Mother and Father used to live?” Sun asked her.


    “Yes, that’s the castle in the clouds where the Lord and Lady resided before they came down from the heavens, and one day they’ll return and take you and your sister with them,” she said in a singsong voice like she was reciting a nursery rhyme.


    “Let me touch it. Just let me put my finger on the roof,” said Moon, dancing. She always wanted to touch all the food. Sun didn’t.


    “Is the table ready for the feast?” said Cook as the housemaid came in.


    “It’s a picture, Min,” said Nellie. “Come along and have a look.” So they all went into the dining-room. Sun and Moon were almost frightened. They wouldn’t go up to the table at first; they just stood at the door and made eyes at it. It wasn’t real night yet but the blinds were down in the dining-room and the lights turned on—and all the lights were red roses. Red ribbons and bunches of roses tied up the table at the corners. In the middle was a shimmering lake with rose petals floating on it.


    “That’s where the ice pudding is to be,” said Cook


    Two silver lions with wings had fruit on their backs, and the salt cellars were golden eagles with magnificent talons.


    And all the winking glasses and shining plates and sparkling knives and forks—and all the food. And the little red table napkins made into roses…


    “Are people going to eat the food?” asked Sun.


    “I should just think they were. It wouldn’t be much of a feast without any eating,” laughed Cook, laughing with Nellie. Moon laughed, too; she always did the same as other people. But Sun didn’t want to laugh. Round and round he walked with his hands behind his back, wondering when he would be old enough to be allowed at the feast. Perhaps he never would have stopped if Nurse hadn’t called suddenly: “Now then. It’s high time you were washed and dressed.” And they were marched off to the nursery.


    While they were being unbuttoned Mother looked in with a white gossamer shawl over her shoulders.


    “I’ll ring for them when I want them, Nurse, and then they can just come down and be presented and go back again,” said she.


    Sun was undressed first, nearly to his skin, and dressed again in a white shirt with red and yellow sunbursts speckled on it, breeches with strings at the sides and braces that came over, white socks and red shoes.


    “Now your robe and you’re every inch the celestial lord Sun,” said Nurse, draping the red velvet about his shoulders.


    “Am I?” said Sun.


    “Yes. Sit quiet in that chair and watch your little sister.”


    Moon took ages. When she had her socks put on she pretended to fall back on the bed and waved her legs at Nurse as she always did, and every time Nurse tried to make her curls with a finger and a wet brush she turned round and asked Nurse to show her the diamond tiara or the white gold crescent brooch or something like that. But at last she was finished too. Her dress stuck out, with fur on it, all white; there was even fluffy stuff on the legs of her drawers. Her shoes were white with glittering crescents on them.


    “There you are, my little lady,” said Nurse. “And you look like a sweet little cherub of a picture of a powder-puff!” Nurse rushed to the door. “Ma’am, one moment.”


    Mother came in again with half her hair down.


    “Oh,” she cried. “What a divine picture!”


    “Isn’t she,” said Nurse.


    And Moon held out her skirts by the tips and dragged one of her feet. Sun didn’t mind people not noticing him—much…


    After that they played clean tidy games up at the table while Nurse stood at the door, and when the carriages began to come and the sound of laughter and voices and soft rustlings came from down below she whispered: “Now then, children, stay where you are.” Moon kept jerking the table cloth so that it all hung down her side and Sun hadn’t any—and then she pretended she didn’t do it on purpose.


    At last the bell rang. Nurse pounced at them with the hair brush, flattened his fringe, straightened Moon’s tiara, and joined their hands together.


    “Down you go!” she whispered. “Remember these people have brought tribute to your mother and father. It is a great honour.”


    And down they went. Sun did feel silly holding Moon’s hand like that but Moon seemed to like it. She swung her arm and the charms on her silver bracelet jingled.


    At the drawing-room door stood Mother fanning herself with a black fan. The drawing-room was full of sweet smelling, silky, rustling ladies and men in black with funny tails on their coats—like beetles. Father was among them, talking very loud, and rattling something in his pocket.


    “What a picture!” cried the ladies. “Oh, how lovely and fine they are! Oh, how divine! Oh, how sweet!”


    All the people who couldn’t get at Moon kissed Sun, and a skinny old lady with teeth that clicked said: “Our glorious little lord,” and she touched his cheeks with a trembling hand.


    “It breaks my heart to be so honoured,” another lady said, dabbing her eyes with a lacy handkerchief.


    Sun looked to see if the same concert was there, but he was gone. Instead, a fat man with a pink head leant over the piano talking to a girl who held a violin at her ear.


    There was only one man that Sun really liked. He was a little grey man, with long grey whiskers, who walked about by himself. He came up to Sun and rolled his eyes in a very nice way and said: “Hullo, my young lord. I was here at the last feast. By the gods’ graces I wasn’t chosen. I only wish I had brought something to give you.” Then he went away, staring in the distance like he was searching for something he had lost. But soon he came back again and Sun said: “I’m fond of dogs.” He winked and showed Sun a smooth white pearl, then blew on his palm and made it disappear. But then the man went away again and though Sun looked for him everywhere he couldn’t find him. He thought perhaps he’d gone outside to fetch in a puppy.


    “Good-night, my precious babies,” said Mother, folding them up in her bare arms before she whispered: “Fly up to your little nest.”


    Then Moon went and made a silly of herself again. She put up her arms in front of everybody and said: “My daddy must carry me.”


    But they seemed to like it, and Daddy swooped down and picked her up as he always did.


    Nurse was in such a hurry to get them to bed. “Be quick about it, children, do.” And the moment after they were in bed and in the dark except for the golden nightlight in its little saucer.


    “Are you asleep?” asked Moon.


    “No,” said Sun. “Are you?”


    “No,” said Moon.


    A long while after Sun woke up again. There was a loud, loud noise of clapping from downstairs, like when it rains. He heard Moon turn over.


    “Moon, are you awake?”


    “Yes, are you?”


    “Yes. Well, let’s go and look over the stairs.”


    They had just got settled on the top step when the drawing-room door opened and they saw the gathering cross over the hall into the dining-room, each guest carrying a little egg-sized ball of spun sugar with something rattling insideThen that door was shut; there was a noise of ‘pops’ and laughing, and one or two shrieks. Then that stopped and Sun saw them all walking round and round the lovely table with their hands behind their backs like he had done. Round and round they walked, looking and staring. The man with the grey whiskers liked the ice castle best. When he saw the nut for a handle he rolled his eyes like he did before and said to Sun: “Seen the nut?”


    “Don’t nod your head like that, Moon.”


    “I’m not nodding. It’s you.”


    “It is not. I never nod my head.”


    “O-oh, you do. You’re nodding it now.”


    “I’m not. I’m only showing you how not to do it.”


    When they woke up again they could only hear Father’s voice very loud, and Mother, laughing away. All the guests at the feast must have left by now. Father came out of the dining-room, bounded up the stairs, and nearly fell over them.


    “Hullo!” he said. “Look at this.”


    Mother came out. “Oh, you naughty children,” said she from the hall.


    “Let’s have them down and give them a bone,” said Father. Sun had never seen him so jolly.


    “No, certainly not,” said Mother.


    “Oh, my Daddy, do! Do have us down,” said Moon.


    “I’m hanged if I won’t,” cried Father. “I won’t be bullied.” And he caught them up, one under each arm.


    Sun thought Mother would have been dreadfully cross. But she wasn’t. She kept on laughing at Father.


    “Oh, you dreadful boy!” said she. But she didn’t mean Sun.


    “Come on, kiddies. Come and have some pickings,” said this jolly Father. But Moon stopped a minute.


    “Mother—your dress has something on it.”


    “Does it?” said Mother. And Father said, “Yes, there’s a drop right there,” and he fingered the red flecks on the white silk and then pretended to bite her white shoulder, but she pushed him away.


    And so they went back to the beautiful dining-room. But—oh! What had happened? There were people, a half-dozen guests, slumped forward over the table. Sun thought it very naughty of them to have fallen asleep at the table and they had made such a terrible mess. The ribbons and the roses were all pulled untied. The little red table napkins lay on the floor, all the shining plates were dirty and all the winking glasses. The lovely food that the man had trimmed was all thrown about, and there were bones and bits and fruit peels and shells everywhere. There was even a bottle lying down with stuff coming out of it on to the cloth still and nobody had stood it up again.


    He moved closer and saw that the guests of the feast weren’t sleeping in their chairs. Their little egg shells of sugar were cracked open and inside each was an obsidian marble. Their throats were slit with red gashes and their blood had spilt onto the tablecloth and all over their fine clothes. At the places of the guests who had left a white pearl nestled in the broken shells.


    And the ice castle with the snow roof in the middle of blood-soaked cloth was broken—broken—half melted away in the centre of the table.


    Nothing had survived the feast.


    “Come on, Sun,” said Father, pretending not to notice.


    Moon lifted up her pyjama legs and shuffled up to the table and stood on a chair, squeaking away.


    “Have a bit of this ice,” said Father, smashing in some more of the roof.


    Mother took a little plate and held it for him; she put her other arm round his neck.


    “Daddy. Daddy,” shrieked Moon. “The little handle’s left. The little nut. Can I eat it?” And she placed one hand on the shoulder of a dead guest, leant forward and picked the nut out of the door and scrunched it up, biting hard and blinking.


    “Here, my lad,” said Father. “Have something to eat.”


    But Sun did not move from the door. Suddenly he put up his head and gave a loud wail.


    “I think it’s horrid—horrid—horrid!” he sobbed.


    “There, you see!” said Mother. “They’re too young. They don’t understand!”


    “The feast is a great tribute and source of power,” said Father, no longer jolly. “Off you go. This moment. Off you go!”


    And wailing loudly, Sun stumped off to the nursery.

  


  
    Bliss


    Although Bertha Young was thirty and it had been over five years since the first walking dead had stumbled out of their graves, she still had moments like this when she wanted to run instead of walk, to take dancing steps on and off the pavement, to bowl a hoop, to throw something up in the air and catch it again, or to stand still and laugh at nothing.


    What can you do if you are thirty and, strolling along within the towering barbed wire fortifications of your own street, you are overcome, suddenly, by a feeling of bliss—absolute bliss!—as though you’d suddenly swallowed a bright piece of that late afternoon sun and it burned in your bosom, sending out a little shower of sparks into every particle, into every finger and toe?


    Oh, is there no way you can express it without being ‘drunk and disorderly’? How idiotic civilisation is! Why have a living, breathing body if you have to keep it shut up in a case like a rare, rare fiddle?


    “No, that about the fiddle is not quite what I mean,” she thought, running up the steps and feeling in her bag for the key—she’d forgotten it, as usual—and rattling the letter-box. “It’s not what I mean, because… Thank you, Mary.” She went into the hall. “Is Nurse back?”


    “Yes, M’m.”


    “And has the fruit come?”


    “Yes, M’m. Everything’s come.”


    “Bring the fruit up to the dining-room, will you? I’ll arrange it before I go upstairs.”


    It was dusky in the dining-room and quite chilly. But all the same Bertha threw off her coat; she could not bear the tight clasp of it another moment, it reminded her of another pair of lifeless arms clutching at her shoulders as her husband calm as ever raised the rifle… The sudden memory of her late brother James chilled her more than the cold air on her arms. She pushed it back into dark recesses of her mind. She could not let this rare feeling of bliss be lost by what had happened back then. Too much had been sacrificed for the sake of survival, and what was the good of surviving if one could not enjoy being alive?


    But the precious joy hadn’t gone. In her bosom there was still that bright glowing place, that shower of little sparks coming from it. It was almost unbearable. She hardly dared to breathe for fear of fanning it higher, and yet she breathed deeply, deeply. She hardly dared to look into the cold mirror, but she did look, and it gave her back a woman, radiant, with smiling, trembling lips, with big, dark eyes and an air of listening, waiting for something divine to happen… that she knew must happen… infallibly.


    Mary brought in the fruit on a tray and with it a glass bowl, and a blue dish, very lovely, with a strange sheen on it as though it had been dipped in milk.


    “Shall I turn on the light, M’m?”


    “No, thank you. I can see quite well.”


    There were tangerines and apples stained with strawberry pink. Some yellow pears, smooth as silk, some white grapes covered with a silver bloom and a big cluster of purple ones. Fruit was such a rare treat these days. Protecting the few surviving farms beyond the city’s defenses was proving increasingly difficult as more of the roaming dead abandoned their futile efforts to penetrate the city walls and turned their attentions to those brave families who refused to leave their orchards and fields. Bertha gazed at the glossy purple grapes. They looked too delicious and yet it would a pity to eat them. They would tone in with the new dining-room carpet. Yes, that did sound rather far-fetched and absurd, but it was really why she treasured them.


    When she had finished the fruit arrangement and had made two pyramids of these bright round shapes, she stood away from the table to get the effect, and it really was most curious. For the dark table seemed to melt into the dusky light and the glass dish and the blue bowl to float in the air. This, of course, in her present mood, was so incredibly beautiful. She began to laugh.


    “No, no. I’m getting hysterical.” And she seized her bag and coat and ran upstairs to the nursery.
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    Nurse sat at a low table giving Little B his supper after his bath. The baby had on a white flannel gown and a blue woollen jacket, and his dark, fine hair was brushed up into a funny little peak. He looked up when he saw his mother and began to jump.


    “Now, my lovey, eat it up like a good boy,” said Nurse, setting her lips in a way that Bertha knew, and that meant she had come into the nursery at another wrong moment.


    “Has he been good, Nanny?”


    “He’s been a little sweet all the afternoon,” whispered Nanny. “We went to the park and I sat down on a bench and took him out of the pram so he could see out over the river. It was such a beautiful day. The Boy Scouts were shooting targets on the old cricket pitch and they looked ever so smart in their little uniforms.”


    “Shooting in the park? Are the children never to play as they used to?”


    “Well, it’s a different world nowadays, M’m. I’d only sat for five minutes before a mob of zombies started gathering on the other side of the river. All clustered round the old King’s Arms they were, before they got whiff of us and came lumbering to the water’s edge. Half mad with hunger, groaning and stretching their arms out at us.”


    “How terrible.”


    “But there wasn’t any danger, M’m, not with the river as full as it is. Besides, the Scout Master, calm as you please, orders the boys to take aim and fire. Well bless my soul if they didn’t hit every last one and there must have been at least a dozen or so of the wretches. And the little one didn’t even flinch at the gunfire. He just smiled and watched the whole thing. He’s his father’s brave little boy, no mistake. Oh, you should have seen him.”


    Bertha wanted to ask if it wasn’t rather dangerous to venture out into the park at all. She wanted to beg the nurse to never take Little B there ever again. Everyone knew that people slipped over the river to trade a few things or escape the eyes of the soldiers, and in doing so they inevitably attracted fresh zombies with their scent. But she did not dare to. She stood watching the nurse and Little B, her hands by her side, like the poor little girl in front of the rich girl with the doll.


    The baby looked up at her again, stared, and then smiled so charmingly that Bertha couldn’t help crying: “Oh, Nanny, do let me finish giving him his supper while you put the bath things away.”


    “Well, M’m, he oughtn’t to be changed hands while he’s eating,” said Nanny, still whispering. “It unsettles him.”


    How absurd it was. Why have a baby if it has to be kept—not in a case like a rare, rare fiddle—but in another woman’s arms?


    “Oh, I must!” said she.


    Very offended, Nanny handed him over.


    “Now, don’t excite him after his supper. You know you do, M’m. And I have such a time with him after!”


    Thank heaven! Nanny went out of the room with the bath towels.


    “Now I’ve got you to myself, my little precious,” said Bertha, as the baby leant against her.


    He ate delightfully, holding up his lips for the spoon and then waving his hands. Sometimes he wouldn’t let the spoon go; and sometimes, just as Bertha had filled it, he waved it away to the four winds.


    When the soup was finished Bertha turned round to the fire. “You’re sweet, you’re very sweet!” said she, kissing her warm baby. “I wish I could keep you like this always.”


    And indeed, she loved Little B so much, his neck as he bent forward, his exquisite toes as they shone transparent in the firelight, that her feeling of bliss came back again, and again she didn’t know how to express it, what to do with it.


    “You’re wanted on the telephone,” said Nanny, coming back in triumph and seizing her Little B.
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    Down she flew. It was Harry.


    “Oh, is that you, Ber? Look here. Something’s come up. I’ll be late.”


    “You’re not in any danger, are you? Those things haven’t…”


    “Of course not. Don’t fuss, Ber. No zombie has been inside the city in two years and even if one did it’d be shot before it got within a hundred feet of Headquarters. Look, I’ll take a taxi and come along as quickly as I can, but get dinner put back ten minutes, will you? All right?”


    “Yes, perfectly fine. Oh, Harry!”


    “Yes?”


    What had she to say? She’d nothing to say. She only wanted to get in touch with him for a moment. She couldn’t absurdly cry: “Hasn’t it been a divine day!”


    “What is it?” rapped out the little voice.


    “Nothing. Entendu,” said Bertha, and hung up the receiver, thinking how much more than idiotic everything was.
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    They had people coming to dinner. The Norman Knights, a very sound couple, and he was about to reopen the old St James theatre on the fifth anniversary of the massacre when the theatre had been overrun during a performance of Faust. Mrs Norman Knight was awfully keen on interior decoration. The other guests were a young man, Eddie Warren, who had just published a little book of poems Picked my Brain in Whispers and whom everybody was asking to dine, and a ‘find’ of Bertha’s called Pearl Fulton. What Miss Fulton did, Bertha didn’t know. They had met at the club and Bertha had fallen in love with her, as she always did fall in love with beautiful women who had something strange about them.


    The provoking thing was that, though they had been about together and met a number of times and really talked, Bertha couldn’t make her out. Up to a certain point Miss Fulton was rarely, wonderfully frank, but the certain point was there, and beyond that she would not go.


    Was there anything beyond it? Harry said ‘no’. Voted her dullish, and “cold like all blonde women, with a touch, perhaps, of anaemia of the brain”. But Bertha wouldn’t agree with him; not yet, at any rate.


    “No, the way she has of sitting with her head a little on one side, and smiling, has something behind it, Harry, and I must find out what that something is.”


    “Most likely it’s a good stomach,” answered Harry.


    He made a point of catching Bertha’s heels with replies of that kind… “liver frozen, my dear girl”, or “pure flatulence”, or “kidney disease”, and so on. Harry couldn’t resist attributing a biological cause for all human behaviour. His research was of course top secret, but with the long hours he worked and his rapid promotion from army doctor to heading his own research facility at H.Q. , he must have made some important discoveries indeed. For some strange reason Bertha liked his offhand remarks, and almost admired them more than his important work and ambition.


    She went into the drawing-room and lighted the fire; then, picking up the cushions, one by one, that Mary had disposed so carefully, she threw them back on to the chairs and the couches. That made all the difference; the room came alive at once. As she was about to throw the last one she surprised herself by suddenly hugging it to her passionately. But it did not put out the fire in her bosom. Oh, on the contrary!


    The windows of the drawing-room opened on to a balcony over-looking the garden. At the far end, against the wall, there was a tall, slender pear-tree in fullest, richest bloom; it stood perfect, as though becalmed against the jade-green sky. Bertha couldn’t help feeling, even from this distance, that it had not a single bud or a faded petal. Down below, in the garden beds, the red and yellow tulips, heavy with flowers, seemed to lean upon the dusk. A grey cat, dragging its belly, slunk across the lawn, and a black one, its shadow, trailed. The sight of them gave Bertha a curious shiver. The black cat, so intent and quick, advanced on the smaller grey one as if to seize the back of its neck when the grey one turned round and let out a low growl, eerie and lifeless. There was no mistaking what the cat was—its eyes were glazed over with a milky film and its movements were slow and relentless.


    “Zombie,” she stammered, wishing she could turn away but unable to move her eyes from the disturbing sight.


    The black cat hissed and swiped at its monstrous foe, its swift claws tearing fur and flesh off the groaning grey cat as it stiffly closed in. Again and again its paws struck the grey cat, and Bertha wondered why the black cat didn’t run, why it kept fighting when its attacks didn’t slow or deter the other.


    The grey cat, its face mangled from the fight, one cloudy eye dangling loose from its socket and strips of decaying flesh hanging from its throat, seized the black cat with its jaws. The poor animal shrieked and raked its claws into its undead attacker but it couldn’t struggle free from the grey beast’s rigid brute strength. It wriggled and fought, howling in fear and in pain, but inevitably fell back on the grass as the feline zombie gnawed through its face with a savage hunger.


    A shout rang through the garden and Bertha snapped out of her frozen horror to see the groundsman and one of the corporals assigned to guarding the house racing across the lawn. The grey cat was too absorbed in chewing its way through to the black cat’s brain to notice their approach. It didn’t even look up as they stopped a pace from it, and shot it in the back of the head.


    Bertha backed away from the window. There was a second shot. The black cat. It wouldn’t be left to turn after its wretched death.


    She closed her eyes. How strong the jonquils smelt in the warm room. Too strong? Oh, no. She flung down on a couch and pressed her hands to her eyes.


    “It’s fine. It was only cats fighting. I’m happy, too, too happy!” she murmured.


    And she seemed to see on her eyelids the lovely pear-tree with its wide open blossoms as a symbol of her own life.


    Really, she had everything. She was young. Harry and she were as much in love as ever, and they got on together splendidly and were really good pals. She had an adorable baby. They didn’t have to worry about money. They had this absolutely satisfactory house and garden which were patrolled day and night by armed soldiers. And friends, modern, thrilling friends, writers and painters and poets or people keen on social questions, just the kind of friends they wanted. And then there were books, and there was music, and she had found a wonderful little dressmaker, and their new cook made the most superb omelettes…


    “I’m absurd. Absurd!” She sat up; but she felt quite dizzy, quite drunk. It must have been the spring.


    Yes, it was the spring. Now she was so tired she struggled to drag herself upstairs to dress.
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    A white dress, a string of jade beads, green shoes and stockings. She wasn’t intentionally avoiding her new red silk dress. She had decided the white and green was more flattering hours before she stood at the drawing-room window.


    Her petals rustled softly into the hall, and she kissed Mrs Norman Knight, who was taking off the most amusing orange coat with a procession of lumbering grey figures round the hem and up the fronts.


    “… Why! Why! Why is the middle-class so stodgy, so utterly without a sense of humour! My dear, it’s only by a fluke that I am here at all, Norman being the protective fluke. For my little coat so upset the train coming into the city. One little man across from us couldn’t stop staring as though he were eating me with his eyes. Didn’t laugh, wasn’t amused. No, he just stared and bored me through and through.”


    “But that’s not the half of it,” said Norman, pressing a large tortoiseshell-rimmed monocle into his eye. “You don’t mind me telling this, Face, do you?” (In their home and among their friends they called each other Face and Mug.) “The cream of it was when one of those ridiculous zombies somehow had stumbled onto the tracks just before the border tunnel. One whiff of living flesh and the blasted stiff flung itself on the barbed wire over the window opposite us. Made rather a mess as you can imagine.”


    “It must have been a fresh one,” Face added. “The flesh hadn’t dried out at all. I haven’t seen such a hideous assortment of red, green, and mauvey-grey splattered together since poor old Margaret Duckwell showed me her curtains!”


    “There was a rather dull thud as we entered the tunnel but it wasn’t until we came out the other side that we realized what had happened.” Mug paused and cast a theatrical eye around his captive audience. “The tunnel had knocked the stiff’s head clean off! The cream of it was Face, without a moment’s hesitation, turned to the woman beside her, who had turned a good deal greener than the creature had been, and she said: ‘What ever is the matter? Haven’t you ever seen a zombie before?’ ”


    “Oh, yes!” Mrs Norman Knight joined in the laughter. “Wasn’t that too absolutely creamy?”


    The bell rang. It was lean, pale Eddie Warren (as usual) in a state of acute distress.


    “It is the right house, isn’t it?” he pleaded.


    “Oh, I think so. I hope so,” said Bertha brightly.


    “I have had such a dreadful experience with a taxi-man; he was most sinister. I couldn’t get him to stop. You’d think the city walls had been breached! The more I knocked and called the faster he went. And in the moon-light this bizarre figure with the flattened head crouching over the lit-tle wheel…”


    He shuddered, taking off an immense white silk scarf. Bertha noticed that his socks were white, too—most charming.


    “But how dreadful!” she cried.


    “Yes, it really was,” said Eddie, following her into the drawing-room. “I saw myself driving through Eternity in a timeless taxi.”


    He knew the Norman Knights. In fact, he was going to write a play for N.K. when their theatre was up and running.


    “Well, Warren, how’s the play?” said Norman Knight, dropping his monocle and giving his eye a moment in which to rise to the surface before it was screwed down again.


    And Mrs Norman Knight: “Oh, Mr Warren, what happy socks?”


    “I am so glad you like them,” said he, staring at his feet. “They seem to have got so much whiter since the moon rose.” And he turned his lean sorrowful young face to Bertha. “There is a moon, you know.”


    Bang went the front door open and shut. Harry shouted: “Hullo, you people. Down in five minutes.” And they heard him swarm up the stairs. Bertha couldn’t help smiling; she knew how he loved doing things at high pressure. What, after all, did an extra five minutes matter? But he would pretend to himself that they mattered beyond measure. And then he would make a great point of coming into the drawing-room, extravagantly cool and collected.


    Harry had such a zest for life. Oh, how she appreciated it in him. And his passion for fighting—for seeking in everything that came up against him another test of his power and of his courage—that, too, she understood. Even when it made him just occasionally, to other people, who didn’t know him well, a little fierce perhaps… For there were moments when he rushed into battle where no battle was… She talked and laughed and positively forgot until he had come in (just as she had imagined) that Pearl Fulton had not turned up.


    “I wonder if Miss Fulton has forgotten?”


    “I expect so,” said Harry. “She strikes me as rather unreliable.”


    “Ah! There’s a taxi, now.” And Bertha smiled with that little air of proprietorship that she always assumed about her new and mysterious women friends. “She lives in taxis.”


    “She’ll run to fat if she does,” said Harry coolly, ringing the bell for dinner. “Frightful danger for blonde women.”


    “Harry, don’t!” warned Bertha, laughing up at him.


    Came another tiny moment, while they waited, laughing and talking, just a trifle too much at their ease, a trifle too unaware. And then Miss Fulton, all in silver, with a silver fillet binding her pale blonde hair, came in smiling, her head a little on one side.


    “Am I late?”


    “No, not at all,” said Bertha. “Come along.” And she took her arm and they moved into the dining-room.


    What was there in the touch of that cool arm that could fan—fan and start—blazing—the fire of bliss that Bertha did not know what to do with?


    Miss Fulton did not look at her; but then she seldom did look at people directly. Her heavy eyelids lay upon her eyes and the strange half-smile came and went upon her lips as though she lived by listening rather than seeing. But Bertha knew, suddenly, as if the longest, most intimate look had passed between them—as if they had said to each other: “You too?”—that Pearl Fulton, stirring the beautiful red soup in the grey plate, was feeling just what she was feeling.


    And the others? Face and Mug, Eddie and Harry, their spoons rising and falling, dabbing their lips with their napkins, crumbling bread, fiddling with the forks and glasses and talking.


    Harry was enjoying his dinner. It was part of his—well, not his nature, exactly, and certainly not his position, his… something or other—to talk about food and to glory in his “shameless passion for the white flesh of the lobster” and “the green of pistachio ices, green and cold like the eyes of an Egyptian cat”.


    When he looked up at her and said: “Bertha, this is a very admirable soufflé !” she almost could have wept with child-like pleasure.


    Oh, why did she feel so tender towards the whole world to-night? Everything was good, everything was fine. All that happened seemed to fill again her brimming cup of bliss.


    And still, in the back of her mind, there was the pear-tree. It would be silver now, in the light of poor Eddie’s moon, silver as Miss Fulton, who sat there turning a tangerine in her slender fingers that were so pale a light seemed to come from them.


    What she simply couldn’t make out—what was miraculous—was how she should have guessed Miss Fulton’s mood so exactly and so instantly. She was savouring every moment. Bertha never doubted for a moment that she was right and yet what had she to go on? Less than nothing.


    “I believe this does happen very, very rarely between women. Never between men,” thought Bertha. “But while I am making the coffee in the drawing-room perhaps she will ‘give a sign’.”


    What she meant by that she did not know, and what would happen after that she could not imagine.
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    It was over at last.


    “Come and see my new coffee machine,” said Bertha.


    “We only have a new coffee machine once a fortnight,” said Harry. Face took her arm this time; Miss Fulton bent her head and followed after.


    The fire had died down in the drawing-room to a red, flickering “nest of baby phoenixes,” said Face.


    At that moment Miss Fulton ‘gave the sign’.


    “Have you a garden?” said the cool, sleepy voice.


    This was so exquisite on her part that all Bertha could do was to obey. She crossed the room, pulled the curtains apart, and opened those long windows.


    “There!” she breathed.


    And the two women stood side by side looking at the slender, flowering tree. Although it was so still it seemed, like the flame of a candle, to stretch up, to point, to quiver in the bright air, to grow taller and taller as they gazed so that they might almost touch the rim of the round, silver moon.


    How long did they stand there? Both, as it were, caught in that circle of unearthly light, understanding each other perfectly, creatures of an unspoilt world where the dead did not rise to devour the living, and wondering what they were to do in this one with all this blissful treasure that burned in their bosoms and dropped, in silver flowers, from their hair and hands.


    How long had it been? Forever? For a moment? And did Miss Fulton murmur: “Yes. Just that.” Or did Bertha dream it?


    Then the light was snapped on and Face made the coffee and Harry said: “My dear Mrs Knight, don’t ask me about my baby. I never see him. I shan’t feel the slightest interest in him until he’s old enough to shoot a rifle.”


    Mug talked as though he might never drink the coffee in his hand while Eddie Warren downed his and set down the cup with a face of anguish as though he had drunk and seen the spider.


    Miss Fulton sank into the lowest, deepest chair and Harry handed round the cigarettes.


    From the way he stood in front of her shaking the silver box and saying abruptly: “Egyptian? Turkish? Virginian? They’re all mixed up,” Bertha felt that he really disliked Miss Fulton. And she decided from the way Miss Fulton said: “No, thank you, I won’t smoke,” that she was hurt or confused by it.


    “Oh, Harry, don’t dislike her,” she thought. “You are quite wrong about her. She’s wonderful, wonderful. And, besides, how can you feel so differently about someone who means so much to me. I shall try to tell you when we are in bed to-night what has been happening. What she and I have shared.”


    At those last words something strange and almost terrifying darted into Bertha’s mind. And this something blind and smiling whispered to her: “Soon these people will go. The house will be quiet. The lights will be out. And you and he will be alone together in the dark room, the warm bed…”


    For the first time in her life Bertha Young desired her husband. Oh, she’d loved him. She’d been in love with him, of course, in every other way, but just not in that way. And equally, of course, she’d understood that he was different. They’d discussed it so often. It had worried her dreadfully at first to find that she was so cold, but after a time it had not seemed to matter. They were so frank with each other, such good pals. That was the best of being modern.


    But now—ardently! ardently! The word ached in her ardent body! Was this what that feeling of bliss had been leading up to?


    “My dear,” said Mrs Norman Knight, “you know our shame. We are the victims of time and train. We must return back to our suburban sanctuary before curfew shuts the tunnel gates. How fortunate you are to have owned a house in the city before the walls went up. But this evening’s been so nice.”


    “I’ll come with you into the hall,” said Bertha. “I loved having you. But you must not miss the last train. That’s so awful, isn’t it?”


    “Why doth the bridegroom tarry?” said Mug as though only now observing that it was only the three of them at the front door.


    “Never mind all that, Face. It’s time we headed for home and hearth. Do tell that husband of yours good-night from us, darling.”


    “Quite. Leave him and Eddie to their whisky.” He squeezed Bertha’s hand as he shook it and sailed out the door with a wave, declaring that: “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”


    “Good-night, good-bye,” she cried from the top step, feeling that this self of hers was taking leave of them for ever. She watched them walk down the path and disappear into the shadows as though the night had swallowed them whole.


    When she got back into the drawing-room Eddie was alone by the fire.


    “I wonder if you have seen Bilks’ new poem called ‘Table d’Hôte’,” said Eddie softly. “It’s so wonderful. In the last Anthology. Have you got a copy? I’d so like to show it to you. It begins with an incredibly beautiful line: ‘Why Must it Always be Tomato Soup?’ ”


    “Yes,” said Bertha. And she moved noiselessly to a table opposite the drawing-room door and Eddie glided noiselessly after her. She picked up the little book and gave it to him; they had not made a sound.


    He wandered back to his seat to look it up and she went back to the door and eased it open a crack. She saw Harry striding out of his study carrying Miss Fulton’s coat. Miss Fulton stood a few steps down the hall with her back to him and her head bent. He advanced on her, tossed the coat down at her feet, put his hands on her shoulders and turned her violently to him.


    “Where were you this afternoon? Why didn’t you come? I crossed the river to wait for you!” he hissed.


    “I couldn’t,” she murmured, eyes down at the floor. “I was… detained.”


    His lips said: “You can’t do this to me. I adore you,” and Miss Fulton laid her moonbeam fingers on his cheeks and smiled her sleepy smile. Harry’s nostrils quivered; his lips curled back in a hideous grin while he whispered: “To-morrow, you must meet me, I have had our private little hotel across the river restocked and fortified,” and with her eyelids Miss Fulton said: “Yes.”


    He grabbed her by her arm and kissed her mouth and then her neck, his fingers caressing her skin so that her silver dress slipped off the shoulder on the left side.


    Bertha saw the red gash across the pale skin just as Harry’s fingers brushed over the dried wound on her left shoulder blade. Roughly, he bent her round to examine the mark.


    “It’s just a scratch. It’s nothing,” Miss Fulton pleaded.


    Bertha wanted to burst through the doorway and rush in between them, or to scream at her to flee, but she couldn’t move or speak.


    “Here it is,” said Eddie, walking up behind Bertha. “ ‘Why Must it Always be Tomato Soup?’ It’s so deeply true, don’t you feel? Tomato soup is so dreadfully eternal. Oh, I say!”


    At the sound of his voice, Harry spun round face them, allowing Miss Fulton a moment’s distraction to break free from his grip. It was as though she understood Bertha’s thoughts entirely. The exit to the street blocked by Harry’s bulk, she darted to the back door of the drawing-room.


    “Please,” Bertha wished silently, “let her flee, let her escape.”


    Miss Fulton’s slender fingers wrapped around the door handle. She held it for a moment longer and then looked back up the hall towards Bertha as she stepped out of the drawing-room.


    “Good-bye,” whispered Bertha.


    Miss Fulton turned, opened the door and ran out into the darkness. Harry didn’t chase her but marched back into his study. Bertha started to cross the hall but as she neared the study Harry strode through the door, wielding his shotgun.


    “Harry, no. Please,” she cried, reaching for his arm, but he brushed her aside and hurried out onto the balcony over-looking the garden.


    “She’s infected. Damn fool must have breached the cordon for some reason.”


    Bertha chased after him into the moonlit garden. His pace was so intent and quick, every step made the distance between them wider. Miss Fulton had given up running now. She simply walked towards the tall, slender pear-tree at the far end of the garden. It struck Bertha at that moment. The beauty of it. The perfection of the flowering tree, the luminous moon and slender figure dressed in shimmering silver.


    Harry was gaining on her. He trampled through a bed of slumbering tulips and was not more than ten feet away when Miss Fulton stopped in front of the tree.


    “Your lovely pear-tree,” she said, her dreamy voice resounding through the silent garden.


    Harry raised his shotgun and Bertha thought perhaps she hadn’t even heard the shot. All she could hear was Miss Fulton’s words dancing in her ears. She saw the body slump and fall to the ground at the base of the tree. And then she was gone.


    “I’ll have everything cleaned up and see Eddie makes it back home safely,” said Harry, extravagantly cool and collected as he turned away and walked back to Bertha. “You’d better get inside. It’s cold. You’ll catch your death out here.”


    She couldn’t look at him. The guards were shouting to each other as they rushed into the garden, lured away from their patrol by the call of gunfire. She couldn’t bear to look at them either. She simply ran back into the house.


    “Your lovely pear-tree—pear-tree—pear-tree!” That sweet voice like an everlasting echo even after she had closed the door.


    “Oh, what is going to happen now?” she cried.


    But when she woke up the next morning and looked out into the garden, the pear-tree was as lovely as ever and as full of flower and as still.

  


  
    The Young Girl


    In her blue dress, with her cheeks lightly flushed, her blue, blue eyes, and her gold curls pinned up as though for the first time—pinned up to be out of the way for her flight—Mrs Raddick’s daughter might have just dropped from this radiant heaven. Mrs Raddick’s timid, faintly astonished, but deeply admiring glance looked as if she believed it, too; but the daughter didn’t appear any too pleased—why should she?—to have alighted on the steps of the Casino. Indeed, she was bored—bored as though Heaven had been full of casinos with snuffy old saints for croupiers and crowns to play with.


    The leech on her neck was pulsing slightly, veins of dark brown throbbing under its pale skin. Its spindly tentacles wrapped around the daughter’s slender neck, disappeared beneath her gold curls and down under her coat. I felt my own leech swell as it fed off my pleasure in seeing so radiant a creature, and it released a trace of its nectar into my bloodstream.


    “Now Hennie, you go with the nice man. You don’t mind awfully, do you?” Mrs Raddick asked me, her eyes wild. Her own leech was bloated, enormous, almost as large as the handbag she clutched. It was latticed with purple and crimson. “Sure you don’t? There’s the car, and you’ll have tea and we’ll be back here on this step—right here—in an hour. You see, I want her to go in. She’s not been before, and it’s worth seeing. I feel it wouldn’t be fair to her.”


    “Oh, shut up, mother,” said she wearily. “Come along. Don’t talk so much. And your bag’s open; you’ll be losing all your money again.”


    “I’m sorry, darling,” said Mrs Raddick.


    “Oh, do come in! I want to make money,” said the impatient voice. “It’s all jolly well for you—but I’m broke!”


    “Here—take fifty francs, darling, take a hundred!” I saw Mrs Raddick pressing notes into her hand as they passed through the swing doors.


    Hennie and I stood on the steps a minute, watching the people. He had a very broad, delighted smile. At twelve, he was too young to be leechbonded. His pleasure was all his own.


    “I say,” he cried, “there’s an English bulldog. Are they allowed to take dogs in there?”


    “No, they’re not.”


    “He’s a ripping chap, isn’t he? I wish I had one. They’re such fun. They frighten people so, and they’re never fierce with their—the people they belong to.” Suddenly he squeezed my arm. “I say, do look at that old woman. Who is she? Why does she look like that? Is she a leechlost?”


    The ancient, withered creature, wearing a green satin dress, a black velvet cloak and a white hat with purple feathers, jerked slowly, slowly up the steps as though she were being drawn up on wires. She stared in front of her, she was laughing and nodding and cackling to herself; her claws clutched round what looked like a dirty boot-bag. Whether her alien was still attached was not clear; the ruinous work of its excessive nectar was all too obvious.


    But just at that moment there was Mrs Raddick again with—her —and another lady hovering in the background. Mrs Raddick rushed at me. She was brightly flushed, gay, a different creature. She was like a woman who is saying ‘good-bye’ to her friends on the station platform, with not a minute to spare before the train starts.


    “Oh, you’re here, still. Isn’t that lucky! You’ve not gone. Isn’t that fine! I’ve had the most dreadful time with—her,” and she waved to her daughter, who stood absolutely still, disdainful, looking down, twiddling her foot on the step, miles away. “They won’t let her in. I swore she was twenty-one, old enough to host one of… them. But they won’t believe me. I showed the man my purse; I didn’t dare to do more. But it was no use. He simply scoffed… And now I’ve just met Mrs MacEwen from New York, and she just won thirteen thousand in the Salle Privee—and she wants me to go back with her while the luck lasts. Of course I can’t leave—her. But if you’d—”


    At that ‘she’ looked up; she simply withered her mother. “Why can’t you leave me?” she said furiously. “What utter rot! How dare you make a scene like this? This is the last time I’ll come out with you. You really are too awful for words.” She looked her mother up and down. “Calm yourself,” she said superbly. Her leech shivered and shrank at her bitterness.


    Mrs Raddick was desperate, just desperate. She was ‘wild’ to go back with Mrs MacEwen, but at the same time…


    I seized my courage. “Would you—do you care to come to tea with—us?”


    “Yes, yes, she’ll be delighted. That’s just what I wanted, isn’t it, darling? Mrs MacEwen… I’ll be back here in an hour… or less… I’ll—”


    Mrs R dashed up the steps. I saw her bag was open again.


    So we three were left. But really it wasn’t my fault. Hennie looked crushed to the earth, too. When the car was there she wrapped her dark coat round her—to escape contamination. Even her little feet looked as though they scorned to carry her down the steps to us.


    “I am so awfully sorry,” I murmured as the car started. My leech was as confused as I was by my pleasure and discomfort.


    “Oh, I don’t mind,” said she. “I don’t want to look twenty-one. Who would—if they were seventeen! It’s”—and she gave a faint shudder—“the stupidity I loathe, and being stared at by old fat men. Beasts!”


    Hennie gave her a quick look and then peered out of the window.


    We drew up before an immense palace of pink-and-white marble with orange-trees outside the doors in gold-and-black tubs.


    “Would you care to go in?” I suggested.


    She hesitated, glanced, bit her lip, and resigned herself. “Oh well, there seems nowhere else,” said she. “Get out, Hennie.”


    I went first—to find the table, of course—she followed. But the worst of it was having her little brother, who was only twelve, with us. That was the last, final straw—having that child, trailing at her heels.


    There was one table. It had pink carnations and pink plates with little blue tea-napkins for sails.


    “Shall we sit here?”


    She put her hand wearily on the back of a white wicker chair.


    “We may as well. Why not?” said she.


    Hennie squeezed past her and wriggled on to a stool at the end. He felt awfully out of it. She didn’t even take her gloves off. She lowered her eyes and drummed on the table. When a faint violin sounded she winced and bit her lip again. Silence. Newly-bonded leeches reacted violently to music.


    The waitress appeared. I hardly dared to ask her. “Tea—coffee? China tea—or iced tea with lemon?”


    Really she didn’t mind. It was all the same to her. She didn’t really want anything. Hennie whispered, “Chocolate!”


    But just as the waitress turned away she cried out carelessly, “Oh, you may as well bring me a chocolate, too.”


    While we waited she took out a little, gold powder-box with a mirror in the lid, shook the poor little puff as though she loathed it, and dabbed her lovely nose.


    “Hennie,” she said, “take those flowers away.” She pointed with her puff to the carnations, and I heard her murmur, “I can’t bear flowers on a table.” They had evidently been giving her leech some pleasure, for she positively closed her eyes as I moved them away.


    The waitress came back with the chocolate and the tea. She put the big, frothing cups before them and pushed across my clear glass. Hennie buried his nose, emerged, with, for one dreadful moment, a little trembling blob of cream on the tip. But he hastily wiped it off like a little gentleman. I wondered if I should dare draw her attention to her cup. She didn’t notice it—didn’t see it—until suddenly, quite by chance, she took a sip. I watched anxiously; she faintly shuddered.


    “Dreadfully sweet!” said she. The leech at her shoulder pulsed and swelled gently.


    A tiny boy with a head like a raisin and a chocolate body came round with a tray of pastries—row upon row of little freaks, little inspirations, little melting dreams. He offered them to her. “Oh, I’m not at all hungry. Take them away.”


    He offered them to Hennie. Hennie gave me a swift look—it must have been satisfactory—for he took a chocolate cream, a coffee éclair, a meringue stuffed with chestnut, and a tiny horn filled with fresh strawberries. She could hardly bear to watch him. But just as the boy swerved away she held up her plate.


    “Oh well, give me one,” said she.


    The silver tongs dropped one, two, three—and a cherry tartlet. “I don’t know why you’re giving me all these,” she said, and nearly smiled. “I shan’t eat them; I couldn’t!”


    I felt much more comfortable. I sipped my tea, leant back, and even asked if I might smoke. My leech enjoyed the sensation, and I couldn’t bring myself to mind about the years it might cost me. At that she paused, the fork in her hand, opened her eyes, and really did smile. “Of course,” said she. “I always expect people to.” But at that moment a tragedy happened to Hennie. He speared his pastry horn too hard, and it flew in two, and one half spilt on the table. Ghastly affair! He turned crimson. Even his ears flared, and one ashamed hand crept across the table to take what was left of the body away.


    “You utter little beast!” said she.


    Good heavens! I had to fly to the rescue. I cried hastily, “Will you be abroad long?”


    But she had already forgotten Hennie. I was forgotten, too. She was trying to remember something… She was miles away, sugar and nectar intoxicating her as her leech fed.


    “I—don’t—know,” she said slowly, from that far place.


    “I suppose you prefer it to London. Fewer of these around.” I indicated my parasite. “They’re quite a rarity here. It’s more—more—”


    When I didn’t go on she came back and looked at me, very puzzled. “More—?”


    “Enfin —gayer,” I cried, waving my cigarette. “Refined. The poorer classes feed theirs in such base ways back home.”


    But that took a whole cake to consider. Even then, “Oh well, that depends!” was all she could safely say.


    Hennie had finished. He was still very warm.


    I seized the butterfly list off the table. “I say—what about an ice, Hennie? What about tangerine and ginger? No, something cooler. What about a fresh pineapple cream?”


    Hennie strongly approved. The waitress had her eye on us. The order was taken when she looked up from her crumbs.


    “Did you say tangerine and ginger? I like ginger. You can bring me one.” And then quickly, “I wish that orchestra wouldn’t play things from the year One. We were dancing to that all last Christmas, before I was bonded. Now it’s too sickening!”


    To human ears it was a charming air. Now that I noticed it, it warmed me, and my leech didn’t mind so much.


    “I think this is rather a nice place, don’t you, Hennie?” I said.


    Hennie said: “Ripping!” He meant to say it very low, but it came out very high in a kind of squeak.


    Nice? This place? Nice? For the first time she stared about her, trying to see what there was… She blinked; her lovely eyes wondered. A very good-looking elderly man stared back at her through a monocle on a black ribbon. But him she simply couldn’t see. There was a hole in the air where he was. She looked through and through him.


    Finally the little flat spoons lay still on the glass plates. Hennie looked rather exhausted, but she pulled on her white gloves again. She had some trouble with her diamond wrist-watch; it got in her way. She tugged at it—tried to break the stupid little thing—it wouldn’t break. Finally, she had to drag her glove over. I saw, after that, that the nectar had subsided and she couldn’t stand this place a moment longer. Indeed, she jumped up and turned away while I went through the vulgar act of paying for the tea.


    And then we were outside again. It had grown dusky. The sky was sprinkled with small stars; the big lamps glowed. While we waited for the car to come up she stood on the step, just as before, twiddling her foot, looking down.


    Hennie bounded forward to open the door and she got in and sank back with—oh—such a sigh! Her leech would never thrive on such sighs.


    “Tell him,” she gasped, “to drive as fast as he can.”


    Hennie grinned at his friend the chauffeur. “Allie veet !” said he. Then he composed himself and sat on the small seat facing us.


    The gold powder-box came out again. Again the poor little puff was shaken; again there was that swift, deadly-secret glance between her and the mirror.


    We tore through the black-and-gold town like a pair of scissors tearing through brocade. Hennie had great difficulty not to look as though he were hanging on to something.


    And when we reached the Casino, of course Mrs Raddick wasn’t there. There wasn’t a sign of her on the steps—not a sign.


    “Will you stay in the car while I go and look?”


    But no—she wouldn’t do that. Good heavens, no! Hennie could stay. She couldn’t bear sitting in a car. She’d wait on the steps.


    “But I scarcely like to leave you,” I murmured. “I’d very much rather not leave you here.”


    At that she threw back her coat; she turned and faced me; her lips parted. “Good heavens—why! I—I don’t mind it a bit. I—I like waiting.” I caught a hint of silver in her hand, the bright flash of a stolen blade. And suddenly her cheeks crimsoned, her eyes grew dark—for a moment I thought she was going to cry. “L—let me, please,” she stammered, in a warm, eager voice. “I like it. I love waiting! Really—really I do! I have all the time in the world…”


    Her free hand stole up to the starved leech on her shoulder, brushed against the tentacles that bored into her flesh. She closed her eyes and her fingers recoiled. Her dark coat fell open, and her white throat—all her soft young body in the blue dress—was like an emerging flower with a parasite deep within its dark bud.

  


  
    Bank Holiday


    A stout man with a pink face wears dingy white flannel trousers, a blue coat with a pink handkerchief showing, and a straw hat much too small for him, perched at the back of his head. He plays the guitar. A little chap in white canvas shoes, his face hidden under a felt hat like a broken wing, breathes into a flute; and a tall thin fellow, with bursting over-ripe button boots, draws ribbons—long, twisted, streaming ribbons—of tune out of a fiddle. They stand, unsmiling, but not serious, in the broad sunlight opposite the fruit-shop; the pink spider of a hand beats the guitar, the little squat hand, with a brass-and-turquoise ring, forces the reluctant flute, and the fiddler’s arm tries to saw the fiddle in two. Their music has a hypnotic rhythm, a slow, maddening cadence which hints at something beyond understanding. They are watching the sky.


    A crowd collects, eating oranges and bananas, tearing off the skins, dividing, sharing. One young girl has even a basket of strawberries, but she does not eat them. “Aren’t they dear!” She stares at the tiny pointed fruits as if she were afraid of them. The Australian soldier laughs. “Here, go on, there’s not more than a mouthful.” But he doesn’t want her to eat them, either. He likes to watch her little frightened face, and her puzzled eyes lifted to his: “Aren’t they a price !” He pushes out his chest and grins. Old fat women in velvet bodices—old dusty pin-cushions—and lean old hags like worn umbrellas with a quivering bonnet on top; young women, in muslins, with hats that might have grown on hedges, and high pointed shoes; men in khaki, sailors, shabby clerks, handsome men in fine cloth suits with padded shoulders and wide trousers, ‘hospital boys’ in blue—the sun discovers them—the loud, bold music holds them together in one big knot for a moment, worms its way between and through them.


    The young ones are larking, pushing each other on and off the pavement, dodging, nudging; the old ones are talking: “So I said to ’im, if you wants the doctor to yourself, fetch ’im, says I.”


    “An’ by the time they was cooked there wasn’t so much as you could put in the palm of me ’and!”


    The only ones who are quiet are the ragged children. They stand, as close up to the musicians as they can get, their hands behind their backs, their eyes big. The music weaves its spell on them and they look up, beyond the clouds. Occasionally a leg hops, an arm wags. A tiny staggerer, overcome, turns round twice, sits down solemn, and then gets up again. They can feel the pull.


    “Ain’t it lovely?” whispers a small girl behind her hand.


    And the music breaks into bright pieces, and joins together again, and again breaks, and is dissolved, and the crowd scatters, moving slowly up the hill. Toward the sky.


    At the corner of the road the stalls begin.


    “Ticklers! Tuppence a tickler! ’Ool ’ave a tickler? Tickle ’em up, boys.” Little soft brooms on wire handles. They are eagerly bought by the soldiers.


    “Buy a golliwog! Tuppence a golliwog!”


    “Buy a jumping donkey! All alive-oh!”


    “Su-perior chewing gum. Buy something to do, boys.”


    “Buy a rose. Give ’er a rose, boy. Roses, lady?”


    “Fevvers! Fevvers!” They are hard to resist. Lovely, streaming feathers, emerald green, scarlet, bright blue, canary yellow. Even the babies wear feathers threaded through their bonnets.


    The band moves with the crowd, the silent children falling into step behind them. The voices from the stalls blend with the piercing notes of the music, rise and fall and propel the crowd forward, up. They adorn themselves in feathers and ribbons as they go.


    And an old woman in a three-cornered paper hat cries as if it were her final parting advice, the only way of saving yourself or of bringing him to his senses: “Buy a three-cornered ’at, my dear, an’ put it on!” She watches the crowd, its steady, swaying movement, and frowns. She is deaf; the music cannot reach her. The hats are taken, money clatters onto her table, yet she shivers.


    It is a flying day, half sun, half wind. When the sun goes in a shadow flies over; when it comes out again it is fiery. The men and women feel it burning their backs, their breasts and their arms; they feel their bodies expanding, coming alive… so that they make large embracing gestures, lift up their arms, for nothing, swoop down on a girl, blurt into laughter. Something within them is being drawn up, awakened. There is music from above now, music from the sky. They hear it in their bones.


    “Let these little birds tell you your future!” She stands beside the cage, a shrivelled ageless Italian, clasping and unclasping her dark claws. Her face, a treasure of delicate carving, is tied in a green-and-gold scarf. And inside their prison the love-birds flutter towards the papers in the seed-tray. The crowd surges toward her but she flashes a gold-toothed smile, waves a claw toward the hill-top, and opens the cage. The birds flutter out. She falls into step with the crowd. The music has found her heart already.


    Look out! Look out! A motor-car driven by a fat chauffeur comes rushing down the hill. Inside there a blonde woman, pouting, leaning forward—rushing through your life—beware! beware!


    “Ladies and gentlemen, I am an auctioneer by profession, and if what I tell you is not the truth I am liable to have my licence taken away from me and a heavy imprisonment.” He holds the licence across his chest; the sweat pours down his face into his paper collar; his eyes look glazed. When he takes off his hat there is a deep pucker of angry flesh on his forehead. He backs away from his stand of watches, backs up the hill. The Italian woman’s claws seek out his eyes as the crowd surges forward and takes him. The music flows through them as the sun burns down, uncaring.


    Round the ice-cream cart, with its striped awning and bright brass cover, the children cluster. Little tongues lick, lick round the cream trumpets, round the squares. The cover is lifted, the wooden spoon plunges in; one shuts one’s eyes to feel it, silently scrunching. The screams of the ice-cream sellers are drowned in music and breaking glass, in the quick, sharp movements of the children. The table cloth, stripped from the table, envelops the bodies. Shrouded, the corpses are borne aloft by the crowd. They too will go to meet the sky. An offering.


    Look out again! A huge barouche comes swinging down the hill with two old, old babies inside. She holds up a lace parasol; he sucks the knob of his cane, and the fat old bodies roll together as the cradle rocks, and the steaming horse leaves a trail of manure as it ambles down the hill. Its nostrils flare as the crowd nears and it springs into life, dragging the old babies faster than they’ve moved in years. The crowd parts as the horse crashes through. Limbs are caught, twisted, snapped, but no sound is heard. Nothing but the music.


    Under a tree, Professor Leonard, in cap and gown, stands beside his banner. He is here ‘for one day’, from the London, Paris, and Brussels Exhibition, to tell your fortune from your face. And he stands, sizing up the slow avalanche of revellers rising toward him. He thinks of Egypt, of the risen dead he fought in his youth. He thinks of the great walking gods of Africa, taller than mountains, which drove so many of his companions to madness. He remembers the ecstasy cults of Calcutta who tore themselves to pieces in moments of religious fervour. He hears the music too, and knows it. It is the cold piping of the deepest recesses of night, of the place beyond the stars where only hunger reigns. He knows this tide cannot be stopped, cannot be fought. He turns and flees, praying that he might survive the coming terror. Praying that the world will survive. He casts aside his cap, cheeks burning like a little child caught playing in a forbidden garden by the owner, stepping from behind a tree.


    The top of the hill is reached. How hot it is! How fine it is! The public-house is open, and the fastest and fiercest of the crowd press in… A reek of beer floats from the public-house, and a loud clatter and rattle of voices. The screams are short-lived, then all is silence but for the music.


    The wind has dropped, and the sun burns more fiercely than ever. Outside the two swing-doors there is a thick mass of children like flies at the mouth of a sweet-jar.


    And up, up the hill come the people. Up, up they thrust into the light and heat, silent, filled with music, as though they were being pushed by something, far below, and by the sun, far ahead of them—drawn up into the full, bright, dazzling radiance to… what?


    The sky tears open, and through the ragged hole alien stars twinkle. Something moves in the darkness, blots out the stars, reaches down. A hungry, groping tentacle unfurls, drops into the crowd, and grips a morsel.


    It is a fine day for a feast.

  


  
    Mrs Brill


    Although it was so brilliantly fine—the blue sky powdered with gold and great spots of light like white wine splashed over the Jardins Publiques—Mrs Brill was glad that she had decided to bring her husband. She could reanimate him just twice a year and it would have been a shame to leave him behind. The air was motionless, but when you opened your mouth there was just a faint chill, like a chill from a glass of iced water before you sip, and now and again a leaf came drifting—from nowhere, from the sky. Mrs Brill reached down her hand and touched her husband’s hair. It was nice to feel it again. Dear little thing! She had taken him out of his coffin that afternoon, shaken out the moth-powder, given him a good brush, recited the incantation and rubbed the life back into his dim little eyes. “What has happened to me?” said the sad little eyes. Oh, how sweet it was to see them snap at her again from the wheel-chair!… But the patched nose, which was of some pale composition, wasn’t at all firm. It must have had a knock, somehow. Never mind—a little dab of white sealing-wax when the time came—when it was absolutely necessary… Little rogue! Yes, she really felt like that about him. Little rogue sitting unblinking in his chair. She could have locked the chair’s wheels and laid herself across his lap. She felt a tingling in her hands and arms, but that came from walking, she supposed. And when she breathed, something light and sad—no, not sad, exactly—something gentle seemed to move in her bosom.


    There were a number of people out this afternoon, far more than last Sunday. And the band sounded louder and gayer. That was because the Season had begun. For although the band played all the year round on Sundays, out of season it was never the same. Wasn’t the conductor wearing a new coat, too? She was sure it was new. He scraped with his foot and flapped his arms like a rooster about to crow, and the bandsmen sitting in the green rotunda blew out their cheeks and glared at the music. Now there came a little ‘flutey’ bit—very pretty!—a little chain of bright drops. She was sure it would be repeated. It was; she lifted her head and smiled.


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


    She glanced, sideways, at the old couple. They were barely more lively than her reanimated husband. At least he had managed to turn his head once or twice, and raise a shaking hand to touch a low hanging branch.


    The old people sat on the bench, still as statues. Never mind, there was always the crowd to watch. To and fro, in front of the flower-beds and the band rotunda, the couples and groups paraded, stopped to talk, to greet, to buy a handful of flowers from the old beggar who had his tray fixed to the railings. Little children ran among them, swooping and laughing; little boys with big white silk bows under their chins, little girls, little French dolls, dressed up in velvet and lace. Her husband shifted slightly in the wheel-chair when a tiny staggerer came suddenly rocking into the open from under the trees, stopped, stared, as suddenly sat down ‘flop’, until its small high-stepping mother, like a young hen, rushed scolding to its rescue. Other people sat on the benches and green chairs, but they were nearly always the same, Sunday after Sunday, and—Mrs Brill had often noticed—there was something funny about nearly all of them. They were odd, silent, nearly all old, and from the way they stared they looked as though they’d just come from dark little rooms or even—even cupboards!


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


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


    Two young girls in red came by and two young soldiers in blue met them, and they laughed and paired and went off arm-in-arm. Two peasant women with funny straw hats passed, gravely, leading beautiful smoke-coloured donkeys which shied and brayed at Mr Brill. A sound like gravel falling onto a coffin emanated from his chest, a hollow echo of his old laugh. A cold, pale nun hurried by. A beautiful woman came along and dropped her bunch of violets in front of Mr Brill, and a little boy ran after to hand them to her, and she took them and threw them away as if they’d been poisoned. Dear me! Mrs Brill didn’t know whether to admire that or not! And now an ermine toque and a gentleman in grey met just in front of her. He was tall, stiff, dignified, and she was wearing the ermine toque she’d bought when her hair was yellow. Now everything, her hair, her face, even her eyes, was the same colour as the shabby ermine, and her hand, in its cleaned glove, lifted to dab her lips, was a tiny yellowish paw. Oh, she was so pleased to see him—delighted! She rather thought they were going to meet that afternoon. She described where she’d been—everywhere, here, there, along by the sea. The day was so charming—didn’t he agree? And wouldn’t he, perhaps?… But he shook his head, lighted a cigarette, slowly breathed a great deep puff into her face, and even while she was still talking and laughing, flicked the match away and walked on. The ermine toque was alone; she smiled more brightly than ever. But even the band seemed to know what she was feeling and played more softly, played tenderly, and the drum beat, ‘The Brute! The Brute!’ over and over. What would she do? What was going to happen now? But as Mrs Brill wondered, the ermine toque turned, raised her hand and drew a tiny effigy of the man from under her hat, and thrust a hat pin through its chest. She smiled as she pattered away, and Mrs Brill saw the man collapse against a tree. Her husband groaned another rattling chuckle. And the band changed again and played more quickly, more gayly than ever, and the old couple on Mrs Brill’s seat got up and marched away, and such a funny old man with long whiskers hobbled along in time to the music and was nearly knocked over by four girls walking abreast.


    Oh, how fascinating it was! How she enjoyed it! How she loved sitting here, watching it all! It was like a play. It was exactly like a play. Who could believe the sky at the back wasn’t painted? But it wasn’t till a little brown dog trotted on solemn and then slowly trotted off, like a little ‘theatre’ dog, a little dog that had been drugged, that Mrs Brill discovered what it was that made it so exciting. They were all on the stage. They weren’t only the audience, not only looking on; they were acting. Even she had a part and came every Sunday. No doubt somebody would have noticed if she hadn’t been there; she was part of the performance after all. How strange she’d never thought of it like that before! And yet it explained why she made such a point of starting from home at just the same time each week—so as not to be late for the performance—and it also explained why she had quite a queer, shy feeling at telling her husband, lying cold in his coffin, how she spent her Sunday afternoons. No wonder! Mrs Brill nearly laughed out loud. She was on the stage, and her sweet old zombie husband was to-day’s prop. She thought of the equinoxes, when she could raise her husband from the dead and read the newspaper to him in the garden. She had got quite used to the frail form in the wheel-chair, the hollowed eyes, the open mouth and torn, patched nose. He returned to a lesser state of life each time. He had talked a little, in the years following his death. Now he could barely move. If he’d stayed dead she mightn’t have noticed for hours; she wouldn’t have minded. But suddenly his wife had become an actress! “An actress!” The old head lifted; two points of light quivered in the old eyes.


    The band had been having a rest. Now they started again. And what they played was warm, sunny, yet there was just a faint chill—a something, what was it?—not sadness—no, not sadness—a something that made you want to sing. The tune lifted, lifted, the light shone; and it seemed to Mrs Brill that in another moment all of them, all the whole company, her husband included, would begin singing.


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


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


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


    “It’s her husband which is so funny,” giggled the girl. “He’s exactly like a creepy waxwork.”


    “Ah, be off with you!” said the boy in an angry whisper. Then: “Tell me, ma petite chérie —”


    “No, not here,” said the girl. “Not yet.”


    Mr Brill’s head swung around to face the young couple. His jaw moved soundlessly, his unblinking eyes fixing on the boy. Mrs Brill gasped—a sigh of surprise—and put a hand on his arm. The band struck up a driving, pounding beat as Mr Brill rose from his chair, his old, dry bones creaking, and lurched toward the couple.


    Mrs Brill opened her mouth to recite the words that would return her husband to his long slumber, but no sound came. Something sad and heavy hung in her breast, quite stole her breath.


    Mr Brill seized the boy’s cheeks and twisted, wrenching and tearing his head free from his body. A great, solemn fountain of blood spurted into the air, showered over the green of the park. The girl began to scream, but had run less than half a pace before Mr Brill seized her by the hair and snapped her neck.


    As he settled back into the wheel-chair, Mrs Brill found her voice and extinguished the light that moved in her husband’s body. She hurried as she pushed his corpse from the park, the sound of screams mingling with the music as she went.
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    On her way home she usually bought a slice of honey-cake at the baker’s. It was her Sunday treat. Sometimes there was an almond in her slice, sometimes not. It made a great difference. If there was an almond it was like carrying home a tiny present—a surprise—something that might very well not have been there. She hurried on the almond Sundays and struck the match for the kettle in quite a dashing way. But to-day she passed the baker’s by, pulled the wheel-chair up the stairs, went into the little dark room—her room like a cupboard—and sat down on the red eiderdown. She sat there for a long time. Her husband’s coffin was beside the bed. She hefted him from the chair quite quickly; quickly, without looking, laid him inside. But when she put the lid on she thought she heard someone crying.

  


  
    Revelations


    From eight o’clock in the morning until about half-past eleven Cleo Tyrell suffered from her nerves, and suffered so terribly that these hours were—agonizing, simply. It was not as though she could control them. Life—the hunger preyed upon her constantly. She longed for the peace of the desert, of endless sand and baking heat. New Zealand was a moist, green, claustrophobic land.


    “Perhaps if I were ten years younger…” she would say, meaning a hundred, a thousand. A century could make all the difference. She’d lost track of her true age a millennium ago, and now she had a queer little way of referring to her fictitious age on all occasions, of looking at her friends with grave, childish eyes and saying: “Yes, I remember how twenty years ago…” or of drawing Ralph’s attention to the girls—real living girls—with lovely youthful arms and throats and swift hesitating movements who sat near them in restaurants. “Perhaps if I were ten years younger…”


    She needed to rest her nerves. Ralph, young, mortal, and devoted, could not understand. For three months she had not fed, had suffered the hunger for him, to be with him.


    “Why don’t you get Marie to sit outside your door and absolutely forbid anybody to come near your room until you ring your bell?”


    “Oh, if it were as simple as that!” She threw her little gloves down and pressed her eyelids with her fingers in the way he knew so well. “But in the first place I’d be so conscious of Marie sitting there, Marie shaking her finger at Rudd and Mrs Moon, Marie as a kind of cross between a wardress and a nurse for mental cases!” Of course, she could not tell him how sweet Marie’s life-force had tasted in the months before her fasting had begun. No human words could capture the soothing, sweet essence she had drained from Marie in the cold hours of the night. “And then, there’s the post. One can’t get over the fact that the post comes, and once it has come, who—who—could wait until eleven for the letters?”


    His eyes grew bright; he quickly, lightly clasped her. “My letters, darling?”


    “Perhaps,” she drawled, softly, and she drew her hand over his reddish hair, smiling too, but thinking: “By Osiris! What a stupid thing to say!”


    But this morning she had been awakened by one great slam of the front door. Bang. The flat shook. What was it? She jerked up in bed, clutching at the eiderdown; her heart beat furiously with hunger. When awake, the craving, the need for Life, so long denied! Then, she heard voices in the passage. Marie knocked, and, as the door opened, with a sharp tearing rip out flew the blind and the curtains, stiffening, flapping, jerking. The tassel of the blind knocked—knocked against the window. “Eh-h, voilà,” cried Marie, setting down the tray and running. “C’est le vent, Madame. C’est un vent insupportable.”


    Up rolled the blind; the window went up with a jerk; a whitey-greyish light filled the room. Cleo caught a burning glimpse of a huge pale sky and a cloud like a limp sacrifice being dragged towards Ra’s altar before she hid her eyes with her sleeve.


    “Marie! the curtains! Quick, the curtains!” Cleo fell back into the bed and then “Ring-ting-a-ping-ping, ring-ting-a-ping-ping.” It was the telephone. The limit of her suffering was reached; she grew quite calm. She would feed. She must give in to the hunger. Not here, not again, but this day. Feed, and still the tattered fragments of her nerves once more, as in the old days. “Go and see, Marie.”


    “It is Monsieur. To know if Madame will lunch at Princes’ at one-thirty to-day.” Yes, it was Monsieur himself. Yes, he had asked that the message be given to Madame immediately. Instead of replying, Cleo put her cup down and asked Marie in a small wondering voice what time it was. It was half-past nine. She lay still and half closed her eyes. “Tell Monsieur I cannot come,” she said gently. But as the door shut, anger—anger suddenly gripped her close, close, violent, half strangling her. How dared he. How dared Ralph do such a thing when he knew how agonizing her nerves were in the morning! How the cravings tormented her in the early hours! Hadn’t she explained and described and even—though lightly, of course; she couldn’t say such a thing directly—given him to understand that this was the one unforgivable thing.


    And then to choose this frightful windy morning. Did he think it was just a fad of hers, a little feminine folly to be laughed at and tossed aside? Why, only last night she had said: “Ah, but you must take me seriously. I am more dangerous than you know.” And he had replied: “My darling, you’ll not believe me, but I know you infinitely better than you know yourself. Every delicate thought and feeling I bow to, I treasure, I worship. Yes, laugh! I love the way your lip lifts, I adore your flashing, almond eyes”—and he had leant across the table—“I don’t care who sees that I adore all of you. I’d be with you on mountain-top and have all the searchlights of the world shine upon us.”


    “Heavens!” Cleo almost clutched her head. Was it possible he had really said that? Such deplorable conceit—to think that it was for him not to care who saw them when her very survival depended on discretion! How incredible mortals were! How selfish! What nonsense—what utter nonsense!


    Understand her? He understood nothing. He didn’t appreciate her sacrifice, the unravelling hunger.


    A wild white morning, a tearing, rocking wind. Cleo sat down before the mirror. She was pale, tiny veins like cobwebs were visible under the skin. Her months of abstinence had taken a heavy toll. Why should she resist any longer? For him? No. She would not.


    The maid combed her sleek dark hair—and her face was like a mask, with pointed eyelids lined in black kohl and dark red lips. As she stared at herself in the blueish shadowy glass she suddenly felt—oh, the strangest, most tremendous excitement filling her slowly, slowly, until she wanted to fling out her arms, to laugh, to scatter everything, to shock Marie, to cry: “I’m free. I’m free. I’m free as the wind.” And now all this vibrating, trembling, exciting, flying world was hers. It was her kingdom. She would resist no longer, not for him. No, no, she belonged to nobody but Life.


    “That will do, Marie,” she stammered. “My hat, my coat, my bag. And now get me a taxi.” Where was she going? Oh, anywhere. She could not stand this silent flat, noiseless Marie, this ghostly quiet feminine interior. She must be out; she must be driving quickly—anywhere, anywhere. She must find someone. A stranger this time…


    “The taxi is there, Madame.” As she pressed open the big outer doors of the flats the wild wind caught her and floated her across the pavement. Where to? She got in, and smiling radiantly at the cross, cold-looking driver, she told him to take her to her hairdresser’s. She might just have her hair waved, and maybe just a taste… Yes, by that time she’d have thought out a plan. She must be discreet. But the hunger… The hunger grew impatient.


    The driver drove at a tremendous pace, and she let herself be hurled from side to side. She wished he would go faster and faster. Oh, to be free of Princes’ at one-thirty, of being the grave, delighted child and not the wild, feasting creature… “Never again,” she cried aloud, clenching her small fist. “Never again will I stop.” But the cab had stopped, and the driver was standing holding the door open for her.


    There was no one else on the street, no one to see. Why shouldn’t she? Just a taste. She would not dare take too much. She slipped off her glove and held her hand out to the driver’s cheek. He flinched and stared at her in surprise but once she held him in her hypnotic gaze he could not escape.


    A year or two—not more. That would be too great a risk. The Life rose to his cheek, tingled her finger-tips, danced toward her dusty, ancient heart. Not nearly enough but she stopped herself while he could stand and stumble back into the taxi, remembering nothing, understanding nothing. Cleo smiled. She felt so much better now. Why had she ever stopped at all?


    The hairdresser’s shop was warm and glittering. It smelt of soap and burnt paper and wallflower brilliantine. There was Madame behind the counter, round, fat, white, her head like a powder-puff rolling on a black satin pin-cushion. Cleo always had the feeling that they loved her in this shop and understood her—the real her—far better than many of her friends did. Then there was George who did her hair, young, dark, slender George. She was really fond of him.


    But to-day—how curious! Madame hardly greeted her. Her face was whiter than ever, but rims of bright red showed round her blue bead eyes, and even the rings on her pudgy fingers did not flash. They were cold, dead, like chips of glass. When she called through the wall-telephone to George there was a note in her voice that had never been there before. But Cleo would not believe this. No, she refused to. It was just her imagination. She had not fed on them, well, not for months. The sight of Madame’s dull face was quite unappetizing. Still there was always George… She sniffed the warm, scented air, and passed behind the velvet curtain into the small cubicle.


    Her hat and jacket were off and hanging from the peg, and still George did not come. This was the first time he had ever not been there to hold the chair for her, to take her hat and hang up her bag, dangling it in his fingers as though it were something he’d never seen before—some exotic treasure. And how quiet the shop was! There was not a sound even from Madame. Only the wind blew, shaking the old house; the wind hooted, and the portraits of the ancient Egyptian queens looked down and smiled, cunning and sly. Her own memories of that era were less coy. Cleo wished she hadn’t come. Oh, what a mistake to have come! Fatal. Fatal. Where was George? If he didn’t appear the next moment she would go away. She took off the white and gold satin robe. She didn’t want to look at herself any more. When she opened a big pot of cream on the glass shelf her fingers trembled. There was a tugging feeling at her heart as though her happiness—her marvellous happiness—were trying to get free.


    “I’ll go. I’ll not stay.” She took down her hat. But just at that moment steps sounded, and, looking in the mirror, she saw George bowing in the doorway. How queerly he smiled! It was the mirror of course. She turned round quickly. His lips curled back in a sort of grin, and—wasn’t he unshaved?—he looked almost green in the face. What terrible thing could have done this to her favourites?


    “Very sorry to have kept you waiting,” he mumbled, shuffling forward.


    Oh, no, she wasn’t going to stay. She could not take as much as a day from him in that state. “I’m afraid,” she began. But he had lighted the gas and laid the tongs across, and was holding out the robe.


    “It’s a wind,” he said. Cleo submitted. She smelt his fresh young fingers pinning the jacket under her chin. “Yes, there is a wind,” said she, sinking back into the chair. And silence fell. George took out the pins in his expert way. Her hair tumbled back, but he didn’t hold it as he usually did, as though to feel how fine and soft and heavy it was. He didn’t say it “was in a lovely condition.” He let it fall, and, taking a brush out of a drawer, he coughed faintly, cleared his throat, and said dully: “Yes, it’s a pretty strong one, I should say it was.”


    She had no reply to make. The brush fell on her hair. It fell quick and light, it fell like leaves; and then it fell heavy, tugging like the tugging at her heart. The hunger rose up; her head was throbbing, her blood pulsing. She had to feed, she needed Life. “That’s enough,” she cried, shaking herself free.


    “Did I do it too much?” asked George. He crouched over the tongs. “I’m sorry.” There came the smell of burnt paper—the smell she loved—and he swung the hot tongs round in his hand, staring before him. He took up a piece of her hair, the warmth of his fingers—she couldn’t bear it any longer—she stopped him.


    She looked at him; she saw herself looking at him in the white robe like a ghost. “Is there something the matter here? Has something happened?”


    But George gave a half-shrug and a grimace. “Oh, no, Madame. Just a little occurrence.” And he took up the piece of hair again. But, oh, she wasn’t deceived. That was it. Something awful had happened. Had he remembered? Did he know? Did he understand what she was, what she had done? All the drained life she had taken from him. Did he suspect? He would hate her, fear her, he would tell others… The silence—really, the silence seemed to come drifting down like flakes of snow. She shivered. It was cold in the little cubicle, all cold and glittering. The nickel taps and jets and sprays looked somehow almost malignant. The wind rattled the window-frame; a piece of iron banged, and the young man went on changing the tongs, crouching over her.


    Oh, how terrifying Life was, thought Cleo. The hunger was so compelling—she was trapped, forced to live amongst people and yet she would never be one of them. How dreadful. It was the loneliness which was so appalling. To whirl along like leaves over the years and centuries, and nobody knowing—nobody caring where she would finally fall, in what black river she might float away eventually. The tugging feeling seemed to rise into her throat. It ached, ached; she longed to cry but her eyes felt as dry as burnt paper.


    “That will do,” she whispered. “Give me the pins.” As he stood beside her, so submissive, so silent, she nearly dropped her arms and sobbed. She couldn’t bear any more. Like a rickety old wooden man the young George shambled, handed her her hat and veil, took the note, and brought back the change. She stuffed it into her bag. Where would she go now? On whom would she feed? George took a brush. “There is a little powder on your coat,” he murmured. He brushed it away. And then suddenly he raised himself and, looking at Cleo, gave a strange wave with the brush and said: “The truth is, Madame, my little daughter died this morning. A first child”—and then his white face crumpled like paper, and he turned his back on her and began brushing the satin robe.


    The memory of the pretty little girl with golden hair, sitting in the chair in the shop, playing with her doll, pricked at Cleo’s arid eyes. The girl had looked so young, so sweet, so full of life…


    “Oh…” Cleo began to cry for the first time in many long, lonely years. She ran out of the shop into the taxi. The driver, looking pale and limp, shuffled off the seat and shut the door again. “Where to?” he asked dully.


    “Princes’,” she sobbed. And all the way there she saw nothing but a tiny wax doll with a feather of gold hair, lying meek, its tiny hands and feet crossed. And then just before she came to Princes’ she saw a flower-shop full of white flowers. Oh, what a perfect thought. Wouldn’t that stop this terrible gnawing at her chest, the pain that felt worse yet than the hunger? Lilies-of-the-valley, and white pansies, double white violets and white velvet ribbon… From an unknown friend… From one who understands… For a Little Girl… From one who is sorry…


    She tapped against the window, but the driver did not hear; and, anyway, they were at Princes’ already.

  


  
    The Daughters of the Lizard Colonel


    I


    The week after was one of the busiest weeks of their lives. Even when they went to bed it was only their bodies that lay down and rested; their minds went on, thinking things out, talking things over, wondering, deciding, trying to remember where…


    Constantia lay like a statue, her hands by her sides, her feet just overlapping each other, the sheet up to her chin. The effort of remaining in human form was all too much for her; she let her claws and scales and forked tongue unfurl. She felt a twinge of guilt, but father was gone now. Besides, Josephine had changed immediately after dinner. She stared at the ceiling.


    “Do you think Father would mind if we gave his top-hat to the porter?”


    “The porter?” snapped Josephine. “Why ever the porter? What a very extraordinary idea!”


    “Because,” said Constantia slowly, “he must often have to go to funerals. And I noticed at—at the cemetery that he only had a bowler.” She paused. “I thought then how very much he’d appreciate a top-hat. We ought to give him a present, too. He was always very nice to Father.”


    “But,” cried Josephine, flouncing on her pillow and staring across the dark at Constantia, “Father’s head!” As he had aged, their father had lost the ability to grow human skin on the top of his head. His skin-baldness was a cause of great consternation, and he had affected to wear a hat at all times, his reptile scales constantly covered. And suddenly, for one awful moment, she nearly giggled. Not, of course, that she felt in the least like giggling. It must have been habit. Years ago, when they had stayed awake at night talking, their beds had simply heaved. And now the porter’s head, disappearing, popped out, like a candle, under Father’s hat… The giggle mounted, mounted; she clenched her hands, claws biting into the scales of her palms; she fought it down; she frowned fiercely at the dark and said “Remember” terribly sternly.


    “We can decide to-morrow,” she said.


    Constantia had noticed nothing; she sighed.


    “Do you think we ought to have our dressing-gowns dyed as well?”


    “Black?” almost shrieked Josephine.


    “Well, what else?” said Constantia. “I was thinking—it doesn’t seem quite sincere, in a way, to wear black out of doors and when we’re fully dressed, and then when we’re at home—”


    “But nobody sees us,” said Josephine. “And we are so often in our human forms during the day. Our dressing gowns are quite the only clothes we get to wear in our true skin.” She gave the bedclothes such a twitch that her toe-claws became uncovered, and she had to creep up the pillows to get them well under again.


    “Kate sees us,” said Constantia.


    Josephine thought of her dark red slippers, which matched her dressing-gown and her fiery scales, and of Constantia’s favourite indefinite green ones that went with hers. Black! Two black dressing-gowns and two pairs of black woolly slippers, creeping off to the bath-room like black cats.


    “I don’t think it’s absolutely necessary,” said she.


    Silence. Then Constantia said, “We shall have to post the papers with the notice in them to-morrow to catch the Ceylon mail… How many letters have we had up till now?”


    “Twenty-three.”


    Josephine had replied to them all, and twenty-three times when she came to “We miss our dear father so much” she had broken down and had to use her handkerchief, and on some of them even to soak up a very light-blue tear with an edge of blotting-paper. Strange! She couldn’t have put it on—but twenty-three times. Even now, though, when she said over to herself sadly “We miss our dear father so much,” she could have cried if she’d wanted to.


    “Have you got enough stamps?” came from Constantia.


    “Oh, how can I tell?” said Josephine crossly. “What’s the good of asking me that now?”


    “I was just wondering,” said Constantia mildly.


    Silence again. There came a little rustle, a scurry, a hop.


    “A mouse,” said Constantia.


    “It can’t be a mouse because there aren’t any crumbs,” said Josephine.


    “But it doesn’t know there aren’t,” said Constantia.


    A spasm of hunger squeezed her stomach. Delicious little thing! She wished she’d left a tiny piece of biscuit on the dressing-table. It was tantalising to think of it so close yet without bait. What would it do?


    “I can’t think how they manage to live at all,” she said slowly.


    “Who?” demanded Josephine.


    And Constantia said more loudly than she meant to, “Mice.”


    Josephine was furious. “Oh, what nonsense, Con!” she said. “What have mice got to do with it? You’re asleep.”


    “I don’t think I am,” said Constantia. She shut her eyes to make sure. She was.


    Josephine arched her spine, pulled up her knees, folded her arms so that her claws came under her ears, and pressed her cheek hard against the pillow. Her tongue slipped out and tasted the night air, flicked over her eyes, then fell still.


    II


    Another thing which complicated matters was they had Nurse Andrews staying on with them that week. It was their own fault; they had asked her. It was Josephine’s idea. On the morning—well, on the last morning, when the doctor had gone, Josephine had said to Constantia, “Don’t you think it would be rather nice if we asked Nurse Andrews to stay on for a week as our guest? Fattened her up?”


    “Should we? Wouldn’t Father…” But of course he wouldn’t protest. Never again. “Very nice,” said Constantia.


    “I thought,” went on Josephine quickly, “I should just say this afternoon, after I’ve paid her, ‘My sister and I would be very pleased, after all you’ve done for us, Nurse Andrews, if you would stay on for a week as our guest.’ I’d have to put that in about being our guest so that we have time to arrange letters—”


    “Put her family off the scent,” replied Constantia.


    “Leave a trail, just not to one’s own nest,” said Josephine sagely.


    Nurse Andrews would be the first person they’d eaten in the house. They were quite giddy at the thought.


    Nurse Andrews had, of course, jumped at the idea of staying on. It meant they had to have regular sit-down meals at the proper times, and keep their skin on all day, whereas if they’d been alone they could just have asked Kate if she wouldn’t have minded bringing them a tray wherever they were. She was well accustomed to their odd lineage. And meal-times now that the strain was over were rather a trial.


    Nurse Andrews was simply fearful about butter. Really they couldn’t help feeling that about butter, at least, she took advantage of their kindness. And she had that maddening habit of asking for just an inch more of bread to finish what she had on her plate, and then, at the last mouthful, absent-mindedly—of course it wasn’t absent-mindedly—taking another helping. If they hadn’t been planning to eat her it would have quite upset them. As it was, all that butter hinted at how delicious the old bird would be when she was ripe. Josephine grew voracious when this happened, and she fastened her small, bead-like eyes on the tablecloth as if she saw a minute strange insect creeping through the web of it. But Constantia’s long, pale face lengthened and set, and she gazed away—away—far over the desert, to where that line of camels unwound like a thread of wool…


    “When I was with Lady Tukes,” said Nurse Andrews, “she had such a dainty little contrayvance for the buttah. It was a silvah Cupid balanced on the—on the bordah of a glass dish, holding a tayny fork. And when you wanted some buttah you simply pressed his foot and he bent down and speared you a piece. It was quite a gayme.”


    Josephine could hardly bear that. But “I think those things are very extravagant” was all she said. The tip of her tongue split as she spoke, and she raised a hand to her mouth to cover it.


    “But whey?” asked Nurse Andrews, beaming through her eyeglasses. “No one, surely, would take more buttah than one wanted—would one?”


    “Ring, Con,” cried Josephine. She couldn’t trust herself to reply.


    And proud young Kate, the enchanted princess, came in to see what the old lizards wanted now. She snatched away their plates of mock something or other and slapped down a white, terrified blancmange.


    “Jam, please, Kate,” said Josephine kindly.


    Kate knelt and burst open the sideboard, lifted the lid of the jam-pot, saw it was empty, put it on the table, and stalked off.


    “I’m afraid,” said Nurse Andrews a moment later, “there isn’t any.”


    “Oh, what a bother!” said Josephine. She bit her lip. “What had we better do?”


    Constantia looked dubious. “We can’t disturb Kate again,” she said softly. She could be trusted to keep their secret only so far.


    Nurse Andrews waited, smiling at them both. Her eyes wandered, spying at everything behind her eyeglasses. Constantia in despair went back to her camels. Josephine frowned heavily—concentrated. If it hadn’t been for this idiotic woman she and Con would, of course, have eaten a freshly killed rat or cat. She considered clamouring over the table and tearing the woman’s throat out then and there, but of course it would make such a mess and Kate might be upset. The nurse would have to be killed in private, on the tiled floor of the bath-room, perhaps. Suddenly an idea came.


    “I know,” she said. “Marmalade. There’s some marmalade in the sideboard. Get it, Con.”


    “I hope,” laughed Nurse Andrews—and her laugh was like a spoon tinkling against a medicine-glass—“I hope it’s not very bittah marmalayde.”


    III


    But, after all, it was not long now, and then she’d be gone for good. And there was no getting over the fact that she had been very kind to Father. She had nursed him day and night at the end, and seemed to have suspected nothing. Indeed, both Constantia and Josephine felt privately she had rather overdone the not leaving him at the very last. For when they had gone in to say good-bye Nurse Andrews had sat beside his bed the whole time, holding his wrist and pretending to look at her watch. It couldn’t have been necessary. It was so tactless, too. Supposing Father had wanted to shed his human skin at the last, to say something—something private to them. Not that he had. Oh, far from it! He hadn’t changed in decades, not all over. His scales had started to show here and there and his tongue was nigh always forked, but he wore his human skin day and night and would brook no suggestion that he revert. He lay there, purple, a dark, angry purple in the face, and never even looked at them when they came in. Then, as they were standing there, wondering what to do, he had suddenly opened one eye. Oh, what a difference it would have made, what a difference to their memory of him, if it had been a true reptile eye at the end! But no—one human eye only. It glared at them a moment and then… went out.


    IV


    It had made it very awkward for them when Mr Farolles, of St John’s, called the same afternoon. They had meant to eat the nurse immediately, but he had seen her there, had forced caution upon them.


    “The end was quite peaceful, I trust?” were the first words he said as he glided towards them through the dark drawing-room.


    “Quite,” said Josephine faintly. They both hung their heads. Both of them felt certain that eye wasn’t at all a peaceful eye.


    “Won’t you sit down?” said Josephine.


    “Thank you, Miss Pinner,” said Mr Farolles gratefully. He folded his coat-tails and began to lower himself into Father’s arm-chair, but just as he touched it he almost sprang up and slid into the next chair instead.


    He coughed. Josephine clasped her hands; Constantia looked vague.


    “I want you to feel, Miss Pinner,” said Mr Farolles, “and you, Miss Constantia, that I’m trying to be helpful. I want to be helpful to you both, if you will let me. These are the times,” said Mr Farolles, very simply and earnestly, “when God means us to be helpful to one another.”


    “Thank you very much, Mr Farolles,” said Josephine and Constantia.


    “Not at all,” said Mr Farolles gently. He drew his kid gloves through his fingers and leant forward. “And if either of you would like a little Communion, either or both of you, here and now, you have only to tell me. A little Communion is often very help—a great comfort,” he added tenderly.


    But the idea of a little Communion terrified them. What! In the drawing-room by themselves—with no—no altar or anything! The piano would be much too high, thought Constantia, and Mr Farolles could not possibly lean over it with the chalice. And Kate would be sure to come bursting in and interrupt them, thought Josephine. And supposing the rug were displaced, and their hidden shrine to the serpent god were uncovered. Would they kill Mr Farolles immediately, or would they have to feign ignorance? Declare heretical defiance? And the mess, and the danger that he had been seen arriving? It was unthinkable.


    “Perhaps you will send round a note by your good Kate if you would care for it later,” said Mr Farolles.


    “Oh yes, thank you very much!” they both said.


    Mr Farolles got up and took his black straw hat from the round table.


    “And about the funeral,” he said softly. “I may arrange that—as your dear father’s old friend and yours, Miss Pinner—and Miss Constantia?”


    Josephine and Constantia got up too.


    “I should like it to be quite simple,” said Josephine firmly, “and not too expensive. At the same time, I should like—”


    “A good one that will last,” thought dreamy Constantia, as if Josephine were buying a night-gown. But, of course, Josephine didn’t say that. “One suitable to our father’s position.” She was very nervous.


    “I’ll run round to our good friend Mr Knight,” said Mr Farolles soothingly. “I will ask him to come and see you. I am sure you will find him very helpful indeed.”


    V


    Well, at any rate, all that part of it was over, though neither of them could possibly believe that Father was never coming back. Josephine had had a moment of absolute terror at the cemetery, while the coffin was lowered, to think that she and Constantia had done this thing without asking his permission. What would Father say when he found out? For he was bound to find out sooner or later. He always did. “Buried. You two girls had me buried!” She heard his stick thumping. Oh, what would they say? What possible excuse could they make? It sounded such an appallingly heartless thing to do. Such a wicked advantage to take of a person because he happened to be helpless at the moment. The other people seemed to treat it all as a matter of course. They were strangers; they couldn’t be expected to understand that Father was the very last person for such a thing to happen to. No, the entire blame for it all would fall on her and Constantia. And the expense, she thought, stepping into the tight-buttoned cab. When she had to show him the bills. What would he say then?


    She heard him absolutely roaring. “And do you expect me to pay for this gimcrack excursion of yours?”


    “Oh,” groaned poor Josephine aloud, “we shouldn’t have done it, Con!”


    And Constantia, pale as a lemon in all that blackness, said in a frightened whisper, “Done what, Jug?”


    “Let them bu-bury Father like that,” said Josephine, breaking down and crying into her new, queer-smelling mourning handkerchief.


    “But what else could we have done?” asked Constantia wonderingly. “We couldn’t have kept him, Jug—we couldn’t have kept him unburied. At any rate, not in a flat that size.”


    Their mother had been human but their grandmother, their father’s mother, had been an almost pure blooded reptilian. She had shed her human skin in late middle age and lived the rest of her days as a reptile, confined to the basements of her family home. Upon her death she had been mummified and mounted on a great wooden plaque which had had pride of place in their drawing-room in Ceylon. It had pained their father terribly to put her into storage when they had moved into the flat.


    Josephine blew her nose; the cab was dreadfully stuffy.


    “I don’t know,” she said forlornly. “It is all so dreadful. I feel we ought to have tried to, just for a time at least. To make perfectly sure. One thing’s certain”—and her tears sprang out again—“Father will never forgive us for this—never!”


    VI


    Father would never forgive them. That was what they felt more than ever when, two mornings later, they went into his room to go through his things. They had discussed it quite calmly. It was even down on Josephine’s list of things to be done. “Go through Father’s things and settle about them.” But that was a very different matter from saying after breakfast:


    “Well, are you ready, Con?”


    “Yes, Jug—when you are.”


    “Then I think we’d better get it over.”


    It was dark in the hall. It had been a rule for years never to disturb Father in the morning, whatever happened. His old reptile blood took the longest time to warm, and he was sluggish, surly in the early part of the day. And now they were going to open the door without knocking even… Constantia’s eyes were enormous at the idea; Josephine felt weak in the knees.


    “You—you go first,” she gasped, pushing Constantia.


    But Constantia said, as she always had said on those occasions, “No, Jug, that’s not fair. You’re the eldest.”


    Josephine was just going to say—what at other times she wouldn’t have owned to for the world—what she kept for her very last weapon, “But you’re the tallest,” when they noticed that the kitchen door was open, and there stood Kate… .


    “Very stiff,” said Josephine, grasping the door-handle and doing her best to turn it. As if anything ever deceived Kate!


    It couldn’t be helped. That girl was… Then the door was shut behind them, but—but they weren’t in Father’s room at all. They might have suddenly walked through the wall by mistake into a different flat altogether. Was the door just behind them? They were too frightened to look. Josephine knew that if it was it was holding itself tight shut; Constantia felt that, like the doors in dreams, it hadn’t any handle at all. It was the coldness which made it so awful. Or the whiteness—which? Everything was covered. The blinds were down, a cloth hung over the mirror, a sheet hid the bed; a huge fan of white paper filled the fire-place. Constantia timidly put out her hand; she almost expected a snowflake to fall. Josephine felt a queer tingling in her nose, as if her nose was freezing. Then a cab klop-klopped over the cobbles below, and the quiet seemed to shake into little pieces.


    “I had better pull up a blind,” said Josephine bravely.


    “Yes, it might be a good idea,” whispered Constantia.


    They only gave the blind a touch, but it flew up and the cord flew after, rolling round the blind-stick, and the little tassel tapped as if trying to get free. That was too much for Constantia.


    “Don’t you think—don’t you think we might put it off for another day?” she whispered.


    “Why?” snapped Josephine, feeling, as usual, much better now that she knew for certain that Constantia was terrified. “It’s got to be done. But I do wish you wouldn’t whisper, Con.”


    “I didn’t know I was whispering,” whispered Constantia.


    “And why do you keep staring at the bed?” said Josephine, raising her voice almost defiantly. “There’s nothing on the bed.”


    “Oh, Jug, don’t say so!” said poor Connie. “At any rate, not so loudly.”


    Josephine felt herself that she had gone too far. She took a wide swerve over to the chest of drawers, put out her hand, but quickly drew it back again.


    “Connie!” she gasped, and she wheeled round and leant with her back against the chest of drawers.


    “Oh, Jug—what?”


    Josephine could only glare. She had the most extraordinary feeling that she had just escaped something simply awful. But how could she explain to Constantia that Father was in the chest of drawers? He was in the top drawer with his handkerchiefs and neckties, or in the next with his shirts and pyjamas, or in the lowest of all with his suits. He was watching there, hidden away—just behind the door-handle—ready to spring.


    She pulled a funny old-fashioned face at Constantia, just as she used to in the old days when she was going to cry.


    “I can’t open it,” she nearly wailed.


    “No, don’t, Jug,” whispered Constantia earnestly. “It’s much better not to. Don’t let’s open anything. At any rate, not for a long time.”


    “But—but it seems so weak,” said Josephine, breaking down.


    “But why not be weak for once, Jug?” argued Constantia, whispering quite fiercely. “If it is weak.” And her pale stare flew from the locked writing-table—so safe—to the huge glittering wardrobe, and she began to breathe in a queer, panting way. “Why shouldn’t we be weak for once in our lives, Jug? It’s quite excusable. Let’s be weak—be weak, Jug. It’s much nicer to be weak than to be strong.”


    And then she did one of those amazingly bold things that she’d done about twice before in their lives: she marched over to the wardrobe, turned the key, and took it out of the lock. Took it out of the lock and held it up to Josephine, showing Josephine by her extraordinary smile that she knew what she’d done—she’d risked deliberately Father being in there among his overcoats. If the huge wardrobe had lurched forward, had crashed down on Constantia, Josephine wouldn’t have been surprised. On the contrary, she would have thought it the only suitable thing to happen. But nothing happened. Only the room seemed quieter than ever, and the bigger flakes of cold air fell on Josephine’s shoulders and knees. She began to shiver.


    “Come, Jug,” said Constantia, still with that awful callous smile, and Josephine followed just as she had that last time, when Constantia had pushed Benny into the round pond.


    VII


    But the strain told on them when they were back in the dining-room. They sat down, very shaky, and looked at each other.


    “I don’t feel I can settle to anything,” said Josephine, “until I’ve had something. Do you think we could ask Kate for two pigeons?”


    “But what of Nurse Andrews? She’s only popped out on an errand. What if she should…?”


    Josephine smiled, sharp teeth glistening. “I think it’s time for Nurse Andrews to end her stay, don’t you?”


    Constantia’s tongue slipped out of her mouth, tasted the air. “Oh Jug, shall we really do away with her? Here, in the house?”


    “We shall, Con. We shall.”


    “Oh Jug, my appetite has quite returned.”


    “I’ll go to the kitchen door and ask Kate for something for now,” said Josephine. “Just two pigeons, Con, nothing else—on a tray.”


    “She needn’t even pull the feathers off, need she?” said Constantia, as though Kate might very well complain if the birds had to be plucked.


    “Oh no, certainly not! The feathers can stay. She can just snap their little necks,” cried Josephine, feeling that would be a labour-saving indeed.


    Their cold lips quivered at the sight of the birds. Josephine curved her small red claws round a breast; Constantia sat up and blew on the feathers of one wing, making them flutter.


    VIII


    Nurse Andrews was late in returning. She had found little success on her errands, despite the time she had taken. It was most inconvenient.


    “The mahket was quite crowded,” said Nurse Andrews, “so that it was impossible to faynd what one was looking for. There’s nevah enough tayme, don’t you think?”


    Josephine smiled. All the tension of the afternoon was melting in the anticipation of what was to come. “A gift arrived for you, while you were out,” she said.


    “A gift? Whay, whatevah could it be?” The nurse’s eyes bulged as if she had seen a fresh plate of butter.


    “It’s in the bath-room,” said Constantia, wrapping one hand around her sister’s sleeve. “Let us show you.”


    It was an undeniable thrill to be hunting indoors. They’d slipped away in the dead of night to chase alley-cats or stray dogs from time to time, but this was a real first. Josephine found that she had quite forgotten about her father’s death, and as she looked at her sister she could see that Constantine was thinking of nothing more than the pleasure at hand.


    “The bath-room? How qeeah.” Nurse Andrews frowned, looked from Josephine to Constantia, then started for the bath-room.


    Josephine followed close behind her, flexing her hands until her claws popped out. As they neared the bath-room door she reached up and took hold of her upper lip, peeling the human skin back from her head like a fleshy hood. She took care not to tear the skin—it was always easier to reattach than regrow her human face and hair.


    She looked over her shoulder and saw Constantia’s green, scaly face and glittering eyes. She looked younger than she had in years, her scales lustrous and smooth.


    “Is it in heah?” Nurse Andrews asked, pushing the door open. White tiles gleamed on the floor and walls as the late afternoon sun streamed in through the small window above the sink. The large, white bath sat heavy on the floor, its clawed feet gripping the tiles resolutely.


    Josephine hissed and swept into the room.


    It was awkward at first, as Nurse Andrews caught sight of the two lizard women behind her in the mirror and tried to scream. Josephine got a hold of her easily enough and managed to get a claw into her mouth to stifle the sound, but then the nurse began to struggle and Constantia bumped into Josephine and before they knew what was happening all three of them tumbled into the bath. Josephine found that her claw had ripped a ragged gash in the nurse’s cheek and her mouth was no longer blocked. She managed a harsh cry before Constantia snapped her jaws around the woman’s face and swallowed her voice.


    Josephine pulled and raked and bit the nurse, and Constantia clung to her face in spite of her bucking and kicking. It wasn’t nearly as fun as Josephine had hoped, and she found herself wanting it to be over. If the woman would hold still then Josephine could snap her neck or put a claw through her heart, but she insisted on making it complicated. In the end they had to wait for her to be starved of air as Constantia kept her distended jaws clamped over the nurse’s mouth and nose.


    When the body was limp in the bath Constantia and Josephine stood back and looked down at the shredded, bloody mess.


    “I don’t know how much I can eat just now, Jug,” said Constantia. She rubbed her jaw.


    Josephine looked at their bloodied clothes, the smeared tiles.


    “Let’s leave her for later,” she said. She smoothed her frock and began to slip her skin back over her head. “And let’s not tell Kate.”


    They cleaned the bath-room as best they could, and once changed and rested they returned to eat the body. It was very filling and rather less tender than they had hoped, and in the end there was altogether too much for a single meal.


    “What shall we do?” Constantia asked, one clawed hand resting on her belly.


    “Hang her up,” Josephine suggested. She nodded at her own suggestion, trying to make herself bold. “In the attic, out of the way. We can finish her later.”


    Constantia was sure that Kate would discover what they had done, but she was nowhere to be seen as they dragged what remained of the body up the stairs and propped it against an old hat-stand. Constantia opened a small, dusty window in one corner of the attic.


    “Do we need to put salt on her?” she asked, looking at the exposed meat.


    “Let’s not worry about that,” Josephine replied. “We need to get cleaned up again.”


    Constantia worried that they might never be clean again.


    IX


    Settled once more in the sitting room they were interrupted by Kate bursting through the door in her usual fashion, as though she had discovered some secret panel in the wall.


    “Fried or boiled?” asked the bold voice.


    Fried or boiled? Josephine and Constantia were quite bewildered for the moment. They could hardly take it in.


    “Fried or boiled what, Kate?” asked Josephine, trying to begin to concentrate.


    Kate gave a loud sniff. “Fish.”


    “Well, why didn’t you say so immediately?” Josephine reproached her gently. “How could you expect us to understand, Kate? There are a great many things in this world you know, which are fried or boiled.” And after such a display of courage she said quite brightly to Constantia, “Which do you prefer, Con?”


    “I think it might be nice to have it fried,” said Constantia, pretending to be hungry. “On the other hand, of course, boiled fish is very nice. I think I prefer both equally well… . Unless you… In that case—”


    “I shall fry it,” said Kate, and she bounced back, leaving their door open and slamming the door of her kitchen.


    Josephine gazed at Constantia; she raised her pale eyebrows until they rippled away into her pale hair. She got up. She said in a very lofty, imposing way, “Do you mind following me into the drawing-room, Constantia? I’ve got something of great importance to discuss with you.”


    For it was always to the drawing-room they retired when they wanted to talk over Kate.


    Josephine closed the door meaningfully. “Sit down, Constantia,” she said, still very grand. She might have been receiving Constantia for the first time. And Con looked round vaguely for a chair, as though she felt indeed quite a stranger.


    “Now the question is,” said Josephine, bending forward, “whether we shall also eat Kate or not.”


    “That is the question,” agreed Constantia.


    “And,” said Josephine firmly, “we must come to a definite decision.”


    Constantia looked for a moment as though she might begin going over all the other times, but she pulled herself together and said, “Yes, Jug.”


    “You see, Con,” explained Josephine, “everything is so changed now.” Constantia looked up quickly. “I mean,” went on Josephine, “we’re not dependent on Kate as we were.” And she blushed faintly. “There’s not Father to cook for. And his rules around eating at home, well, they may now be put aside.” The late colonel had insisted on human food as well as human form in his later days, and he had always insisted on restricting their appetites to small animals. Kate had been kept quite busy preparing his meals.


    “That is perfectly true,” agreed Constantia. “Father certainly doesn’t want any cooking now, whatever else—”


    Josephine broke in sharply, “You’re not sleepy, are you, Con?”


    “Sleepy, Jug?” Constantia was wide-eyed.


    “Well, concentrate more,” said Josephine sharply, and she returned to the subject. “What it comes to is, if we did”—and this she barely breathed, glancing at the door—“kill and eat Kate”—she raised her voice again—“we could manage our own food.”


    “Why not?” cried Constantia. She couldn’t help smiling. The idea was so exciting. She clasped her hands. “What should we live on, Jug?”


    “Oh, birds and mice and dogs!” said Jug, lofty again. “And, besides, there are all the exotic pet-store animals.”


    “But I’ve always heard,” said Constantia, “they are considered so very expensive.”


    “Not if one buys them in moderation,” said Josephine. But she tore herself away from this fascinating bypath and dragged Constantia after her. “What we’ve got to decide now, however, is whether we really do trust Kate with our secret or not.”


    Constantia leant back. Her flat little laugh flew from her lips.


    “Isn’t it curious, Jug,” said she, “that just on this one subject I’ve never been able to quite make up my mind?”


    X


    She never had. The whole difficulty was to prove anything. How did one prove things, how could one? Suppose Kate had stood in front of her and deliberately made a face. Mightn’t she very well have been in pain? Wasn’t it impossible, at any rate, to ask Kate if she was making a face at her? If Kate answered “No”—and, of course, she would say “No”—what a position! How undignified! How did one really know what these human faces meant? Then again Constantia suspected, she was almost certain that Kate went to her chest of drawers when she and Josephine were out, not to take things but to spy. Many times she had come back to find her serpent-bound cross in the most unlikely places, under her lace ties or on top of her evening Bertha. More than once she had laid a trap for Kate. She had arranged her ceremonial things in a special order and then called Josephine to witness.


    “You see, Jug?”


    “Quite, Con.”


    “Now we shall be able to tell.”


    But, oh dear, when she did go to look, she was as far off from proof as ever! If anything was displaced, it might so very well have happened as she closed the drawer; a jolt might have done it so easily.


    “You come, Jug, and decide. I really can’t. It’s too difficult.”


    But after a pause and a long glare Josephine would sigh, “Now you’ve put the doubt into my mind, Con, I’m sure I can’t tell myself.”


    “Well, we can’t postpone it again,” said Josephine. “If we postpone it this time—”


    XI


    But at that moment in the street below a barrel-organ struck up. Josephine and Constantia sprang to their feet together.


    “Run, Con,” said Josephine. “Run quickly. There’s sixpence on the—”


    Then they remembered. It didn’t matter. They would never have to stop the organ-grinder again. Never again would she and Constantia be told to make that monkey take his noise somewhere else. Never would sound that loud, strange bellow when Father thought they were not hurrying enough. The organ-grinder might play there all day and the stick would not thump.


    “It never will thump again. It never will thump again,” played the barrel-organ.


    What was Constantia thinking? She had such a strange smile; she looked different. She couldn’t be going to cry. Her tongue flicked across her eyes.


    “Jug, Jug,” said Constantia softly, pressing her hands together. “Do you know what day it is? It’s Saturday. It’s a week to-day, a whole week.”


    “A week since Father died. A week since Father died,” cried the barrel-organ. And Josephine, too, forgot to be practical and sensible; she smiled faintly, strangely. On the Indian carpet there fell a square of sunlight, pale red; it came and went and came—and stayed, deepened—until it shone almost golden.


    “The sun’s out,” said Josephine, as though it really mattered.


    A perfect fountain of bubbling notes shook from the barrel-organ, round, bright notes, carelessly scattered.


    Constantia lifted her big, cold hands as if to catch them, and then her hands fell again. She walked over to the mantel-piece to her favourite old fisherman. And the stone and gilt image, whose smile always gave her such a queer feeling, almost a pain and yet a pleasant pain, seemed to-day to be more than smiling. He knew something; he had a secret. “I know something that you don’t know,” said her old fisherman. Oh, what was it, what could it be? And yet she had always felt there was… something.


    The sunlight pressed through the windows, thieved its way in, flashed its light over the furniture and the photographs. Josephine watched it. When it came to Mother’s photograph, the enlargement over the piano, it lingered as though puzzled to find so little remained of mother, except the earrings shaped like tiny pagodas and a black feather boa. Why did the photographs of dead people always fade so? wondered Josephine. As soon as a person was dead their photograph died too. But, of course, this one of Mother was very old. It was thirty-five years old. Josephine remembered standing on a chair and pointing out that feather boa to Constantia and telling her that it was a snake that had killed their mother in Ceylon… Their father had told them it was a serpent that had done it. The servants had muttered about the size of the wounds, the ferocity of the attack, the attempt to bury the body, but servants always gossiped so. Father had remained in human shape ever since that night. Would everything have been different if Mother hadn’t died? She didn’t see why. Aunt Florence had lived with them until they had left school, and they had moved three times and had their yearly holiday and… and there’d been changes of servants, of course.


    Some little sparrows, young sparrows they sounded, chirped on the window-ledge. “Yeep-eyeep-yeep.” But Josephine felt they were not sparrows, not on the window-ledge. It was inside her, that queer little crying noise. “Yeep-eyeep-yeep.” Ah, what was it crying, so weak and forlorn? She moved to catch one out of habit, but they scattered into the brilliant sky.


    If Mother had lived, might they have married? But there had been nobody for them to marry. There had been Father’s Anglo-Indian friends before he quarrelled with them. But after that she and Constantia never met a single man except clergymen. How did one meet men? Or even if they’d met them, how could they have got to know men well enough to be more than strangers? How could they have hidden their reptilian appetites, their cold blood? One read of people having adventures, being followed, and so on. But nobody had ever followed Constantia and her. Oh yes, there had been one year at Eastbourne a mysterious man at their boarding-house who had put a note on the jug of hot water outside their bed-room door! But by the time Connie had found it the steam had made the writing too faint to read; they couldn’t even make out to which of them it was addressed. And he had left next day. And that was all. The rest had been looking after Father, and at the same time keeping out of Father’s way. But now? But now? The thieving sun touched Josephine gently. She lifted her face.


    Until the barrel-organ stopped playing Constantia stayed before the old fisherman, wondering, but not as usual, not vaguely. This time her wonder was like longing. She remembered the times she had come in here, crept out of bed in her night-gown when the moon was full, and lain on the floor with her arms outstretched, as though she was crucified. Why? The big, pale moon had made her do it. The horrible dancing figures on the carved screen had leered at her and she hadn’t minded. She remembered too how, whenever they were at the seaside, she had gone off by herself and got as close to the sea as she could, and sung something, something she had made up, while she gazed all over that restless water. There had been this other life, running out, bringing things home in bags, getting things on approval, discussing them with Jug, and taking them back to get more things on approval, and arranging Father’s trays and trying not to eat anyone or annoy Father. But it all seemed to have happened in a kind of tunnel. It wasn’t real. It was only when she came out of the tunnel into the moon-light or by the sea or into a thunderstorm that she really felt herself. What did it mean? What was it she was always wanting? What did it all lead to? Now? Now?


    She turned away from the old fisherman with one of her vague gestures. She went over to where Josephine was standing. She wanted to say something to Josephine, something frightfully important, about—about the future and what…


    “Don’t you think perhaps—” she began.


    But Josephine interrupted her. “I was wondering if now—” she murmured. They stopped; they waited for each other.


    “Go on, Con,” said Josephine.


    “No, no, Jug; after you,” said Constantia.


    “No, say what you were going to say. You began,” said Josephine.


    “I… I’d rather hear what you were going to say first,” said Constantia.


    “Don’t be absurd, Con.”


    “Really, Jug.”


    “Connie!”


    “Oh, Jug!”


    A pause. Then Constantia said faintly, “I can’t say what I was going to say, Jug, because I’ve forgotten what it was… that I was going to say.”


    Josephine was silent for a moment. She stared at a big cloud where the sun had been. Then she replied shortly, “I’ve forgotten too.”


    “Come on, Jug,” Constantia said, slipping back the skin of her human face. “It’s warm up in the attic. We’d better go eat the rest of the nurse.”

  


  
    The Escape


    It was her husband’s fault, wholly and solely his fault, that they had missed the train. The military had announced that morning that it was to be the last passenger train out of the city before a total lockdown began. The Martian tripods had laid waste to half of Europe, and were now only hours away. What if the idiotic hotel people had refused to produce the bill? Wasn’t that simply because he hadn’t impressed upon the waiter at lunch that they must have it by two o’clock? Any other man would have sat there and refused to move until they handed it over. But no! His exquisite belief in human nature had allowed him to get up and expect one of those idiots to bring it to their room…


    Telegraphs from home had told of old friends who perished in the burning of London, succumbed to the creeping plagues that had swept through the midlands, been drowned or worse—captured—at sea while fleeing England. How could he trust foreigners to have any sense of urgency? And then, when thvoiture did arrive, while they were still (Oh, Heavens!) waiting for change, why hadn’t he seen to the arrangement of the boxes so that they could, at least, have started the moment the money had come? Had he expected her to go outside, to stand under the awning in the heat with the Martian tripods even now crossing the Channel, and point with her parasol? A very amusing picture of English stoicism. Even when the driver had been told how fast he had to drive he had paid no attention whatsoever—just smiled. Oh, she groaned, if she’d been a driver she couldn’t have stopped smiling herself at the absurd, ridiculous way he was urged to hurry. And she sat back and imitatehis voice: “Allez, vite, vite,”—and begged the driver’s pardon for troubling him…


    And then the station—unforgettable—with the sight of the sombre little train shuffling away, loaded with French cowards and hideous children in gas masks waving from the windows. “Oh, why am I made to bear these things? Why am I exposed to them?” The glare, the flies, while they waited, and he and the stationmaster put their heads together over the time-table, trying to find another route out of the city. At last a carriage and horses had been found. The people who’d gathered round as they left, blistered and maimed refugees and the woman who’d held up that baby with that awful, awful head… “Oh, to care as I care—to feel as I feel, and never to be saved anything—never to know for one moment what it was to… to…”


    Her voice had changed. It was shaking now—crying now. She fumbled with her bag, and produced from its little maw a scented handkerchief. She put up her veil and, as though she were doing it for somebody else, pitifully, as though she were saying to somebody else: “I know, my darling,” she pressed the handkerchief to her eyes.


    The little bag, with its shiny, silvery jaws open, lay on her lap. He could see her powder-puff, her rouge stick, a bundle of letters and telegrams, a phial of tiny black pills like seeds, a broken cigarette, a mirror, white ivory tablets with lists on them that had been heavily scored through, a dainty pistol recently purchased. He thought: “In Egypt she would be buried with those things.


    They had left the last of the houses, those small straggling houses with bits of broken pot flung among the flower-beds and half-naked hens scratching round the doorsteps. Now they were mounting a long steep road that wound round the hill and over into the next bay then finally veered inland. The horses stumbled, pulling hard. Smoke drifted across the water, and there was a sweet scent in the air, the smell of the Martian spores spreading inexorably over the landscape. Every five minutes, every two minutes the driver trailed the whip across them. His stout back was solid as wood; there were boils on his reddish neck, and he wore a new, a shining new straw hat…


    There was a little wind, just enough wind to blow to satin the new leaves on the fruit-trees, to stroke the fine grass, to turn to silver the smoky olives—just enough wind to start in front of the carriage a whirling, twirling snatch of dust that settled on their clothes like the finest ash. How long would it be before that dust was mixed with the ash of civilization burning? When she took out her powder-puff the powder came flying over them both.


    “Oh, the dust,” she breathed, “the disgusting, revolting dust.” And she put down her veil and lay back as if overcome.


    “Why don’t you put up your parasol?” he suggested. It was on the front seat, and he leant forward to hand it to her. At that she suddenly sat upright and blazed again.


    “Please leave my parasol alone! I don’t want my parasol! And anyone who was not utterly insensitive would know that I’m far, far too exhausted to hold up a parasol. And with a wind like this tugging at it… Put it down at once,” she flashed, and then snatched the parasol from him, tossed it into the crumpled hood behind, and subsided, panting. She blinked, lights sparkling behind her eyes. The red of her eyelids was strangely comforting.


    Another bend of the road, and down the hill there came a troop of little children, shrieking and giggling, little girls with sun-bleached hair, little boys in faded soldiers’ caps. In their hands they carried weapons—any kind of weapons—knives and axes and ancient rifles, and these they offered, running beside the carriage. They thrust the barrels and blades and their impish faces into the carriage; one even threw into her lap a sharpened stick. Poor little mice! He had his hand in his trouser pocket before her. “For Heaven’s sake don’t give them anything. Oh, how typical of you! Horrid little monkeys! Now they’ll follow us all the way. Don’t encourage them; you would


    He saw the queer shock on the children’s faces. They stopped running, lagged behind, and then they began to shout something, and went on shouting until the carriage had rounded yet another bend. Their weapons would be no use against the fighting machines of the Martians, but perhaps the children would take some comfort in them when the darkness fell.


    “Oh, how many more are there before the top of the hill is reached? The horses haven’t trotted once. Surely it isn’t necessary for them to walk the whole way.


    “We shall be there in a minute now,” he said, and took out his cigarette-case. At that she turned round towards him. She clasped her hands and held them against her breast; her dark eyes looked immense, imploring, behind her veil; her nostrils quivered, she bit her lip, and her head shook with a little nervous spasm. There was something inside her, a voice that whispered to her of burning red sands and three-legged masters. But when she spoke, her voice was quite weak and very, very calm.


    “I want to ask you something. I want to beg something of you,” she said. “It’s such a little thing, but if you knew what it meant to me…” She pressed her hands together. “But you can’t know. No human creature could know and be so cruel.” And then, slowly, deliberately, gazing at him with those huge, sombre eyes: “I beg and implore you for the last time that when we see them, the tripods, when the end comes, we will surrender immediately,” she said. “The anguish I suffer when I think that we may never see them…”


    “Very well,” he said, frowning. “When the time comes, we shall submit.” He lit a cigarette and chewed the tip as he inhaled.


    “Oh, no,” said she, and almost began to laugh, and put the back of her hand across her eyes. “No, not that. I don’t…”


    The wind came, blowing stronger. She laughed again, shook her head and slumped back. Her heart was pounding and her skin was tingling. They were at the top of the hill. “Hoy-yip-yip-yip,” cried the driver. They swung down the road that fell into a small valley, skirted the sea coast at the bottom of it, and then coiled over a gentle ridge on the other side. Now there were houses again, blue-shuttered against the heat, with bright burning gardens, with geranium carpets flung over the pinkish walls. The coastline was dark; on the edge of the sea a white silky fringe just stirred. Far out at sea shapes moved above the water, and burning warships spewed smoke into a dark horizon. The carriage swung down the hill, bumped, shook. “Yi-ip,” shouted the driver. She clutched the sides of the seat, she closed her eyes, and he knew she felt this was happening on purpose; this swinging and bumping, this was all done—and he was responsible for it, somehow—to spite her because she had asked if they couldn’t go a little faster. But just as they reached the bottom of the valley there was one tremendous lurch. The carriage nearly overturned, and he saw her eyes blaze at him, and she positively hissed, “I suppose you are enjoying this?”


    They went on. They reached the bottom of the valley. Suddenly she stood up. “Cocher! Cocher! Arrêtez-vous! ” She turned round and looked into the crumpled hood behind. “I knew it,” she exclaimed. “I knew it. I heard it fall, and so did you, at that last bump.”


    “What? Where?”


    “My parasol. It’s gone. The parasol that belonged to my mother. The parasol that I prize more than—more than…” She was simply beside herself. She raised a hand as if to strike him, but seeing the odd shade of her flesh she started and clasped her hands behind her back. The driver turned round, his gay, broad face smiling


    “I, too, heard something,” said he, simply and gaily. “But I thought as Monsieur and Madame said nothing…”


    “There. You hear that. Then you must have heard it too. Sthaaccounts for the extraordinary smile on your face…”


    “Look here,” he said, “it can’t be gone. If it fell out it will be there still. Stay where you are. I’ll fetch it.”


    But she saw through that. Oh, how she saw through it! “No, thank you.” And she bent her spiteful, smiling eyes upon him, regardless of the driver. “I’ll go myself. I’ll walk back and find it, and trust you not to follow. For”—knowing the driver did not understand, she spoke softly, gently—“if I don’t escape from you for a minute I shall go mad.”


    There would be a weapon beside the road somewhere. Nothing as lethal as the pistol, nothing that would deprive the coming masters of live playthings. A sturdy branch would suffice. She would prepare him and the driver for the Martians. She stepped out of the carriage. “My bag.” He handed it to her.


    “Madame prefers…”


    But the driver had already swung down from his seat, and was seated on the parapet reading a small Bible with his lips moving. The horses stood with hanging heads. It was still. The man in the carriage stretched himself out, folded his arms. He felt the sun beat on his knees. His head was sunk on his breast. “Hish, hish,” sounded from the sea. The wind sighed in the valley and was quiet. He felt himself, lying there, a hollow man, a parched, withered man, as it were, of ashes. And the sea sounded, “Hish, hish.”


    It was then that he saw the tripod, that he was conscious of its presence just above the hills behind them. It was an immense silver disc with three thick stems below and a great arc of copper and brass above ending in a wide trumpet that pulsed with an unearthly light. There was something in front of the tripod, an ancient tree dwarfed by the metal machine. As he looked at the tree he felt his breathing die away and he became part of the silence. The tripod seemed to grow, to expand in the quivering heat until the great silver dome hid the sky; and yet it was motionless. Then from within its depths or from beyond there came the sound of an alien voice. Something in the craft was singing. The cold, troubling voice floated upon the air, and it was all part of the silence as he was part of it. Suddenly, as the voice dropped, sharp, guttural, maddening, he knew that the Martians were coming for him, and his peace was shattered. What was happening to him? Something stirred in his breast. Something dark, something unbearable and dreadful pushed in his bosom, and like a great weed it floated, rocked… it was warm, stifling. He tried to struggle to tear at it, and at the same moment—all was over. Deep, deep, he sank into the silence, red sand blowing through his mind, Martian winds sweeping through him, until he felt himself enfolded. He smiled down at his wife as she dragged a heavy tree limb toward him. She was singing the alien tune, her sweet voice mingling with the tripod’s melody. She looked up at him, saw the sands in his heart, and turned her red eyes to the driver.
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    When the driver was unconscious, the tripod took them. A great metal tentacle snaked down and lifted them into a huge domed chamber in the belly of the craft. The driver was deposited into a large cage in the centre in which half a dozen others cowered. The husband and wife, spores and song deep in their hearts, were placed on a wide gantry over-looking the cage. The tripod legs hissed and strode through the falling dark, jostling the prisoners and the couple. He held on with both hands to a brass rail, staring out of a porthole. She sat on the gantry, legs dangling, and smiled down at the prisoners.


    A hatch at the front of the chamber hissed open and a great lumpen thing with three legs, mottled green skin, and innumerable tentacles shambled onto the gantry. Its three unblinking eyes leered down into the cage. Satisfied, it turned its gaze on the man.


    “Do not disturb yourself, Master. He will come and sit down when he wants to. He likes—he likes—it is his habit… Oh, but my husband will be ever so happy to serve you. He will tell you anything, do anything for you… My husband… My husband…”


    Her voice murmured, murmured, mixed with the alien song. It was never still. So great was his heavenly happiness as he stood there in the belly of the Master’s craft he wished he might live for ever.

  


  
    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 sign of the monstrous, winged bloodsuckers that had so tainted the early spring. 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 in his cumbersome steam-powered Leviathan suit, mowing the lawns and sweeping the perimeter, until the grass and the dark flat rosettes where the daisy plants had been seemed to shine and the crawling, stinging creatures which battered at the gate were charred quite to a crisp and piled up neatly for collection. 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 reticulated power frames and shirt-sleeves stood grouped together on the garden path. They carried staves covered with rolls of canvas, and the big cogs and gears in their suits let out soft whirrs and ticking. They looked impressive. Laura wished now that she had not got the 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 the visor of his power suit, 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 smiles 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 under-lip, 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. And, away from the fence too. Less chance of something getting into the grounds unseen.”


    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 fore-finger 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 her 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 pneumatic hammers firing from the arm-casings of their suits. 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 loading their rifles and donning their armoured suits 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.”


    The telephone. “Yes, yes; oh yes. Kitty? Good morning, dear. Come to lunch? Do, dear. Delighted of course. It will only be a very scratch meal—just the sandwich crusts and broken meringue-shells and what’s left over. Yes, isn’t it a perfect morning? Your white? Oh, I certainly should. One moment—hold the line. Mother’s calling.” And Laura sat back. “What, Mother? Can’t hear.”


    Mrs Sheridan’s voice floated down the stairs. “Tell her to wear that sweet hat she had on last Sunday.”


    “Mother says you’re to wear that sweet hat you had on last Sunday. Good. One o’clock. Bye-bye.”


    Laura put back the receiver, flung her arms over her head, took a deep breath, stretched, and let them fall. “Huh,” she sighed, and the moment after the sigh she sat up quickly. She was still, listening. All the doors in the house seemed to be open. The house was alive with soft, quick steps and running voices. The green baize door that led to the kitchen regions swung open and shut with a muffled thud. And now there came a long, chuckling, absurd sound. It was the heavy piano being moved on its stiff castors. But the air! If you stopped to notice, was the air always like this? Little faint winds were playing chase, in at the tops of the windows, out at the doors. And there were two tiny spots of sun, one on the inkpot, one on a silver photograph frame, playing too. Darling little spots. Especially the one on the inkpot lid. It was quite warm. A warm little silver star. She could have kissed it.


    The front door bell pealed, and there sounded the rustle of Sadie’s print skirt on the stairs. A man’s voice murmured; Sadie answered, careless, “I’m sure I don’t know. Wait. I’ll ask Mrs Sheridan.”


    “What is it, Sadie?” Laura came into the hall.


    “It’s the florist, Miss Laura.”


    It was, indeed. There, just inside the door, stood a wide, shallow tray full of pots of pink lilies. No other kind. Nothing but lilies—canna lilies, big pink flowers, wide open, radiant, almost frighteningly alive on bright crimson stems.


    “O-oh, Sadie!” said Laura, and the sound was like a little moan. She crouched down as if to warm herself at that blaze of lilies; she felt they were in her fingers, on her lips, growing in her breast.


    “It’s some mistake,” she said faintly. “Nobody ever ordered so many. Sadie, go and find mother.”


    But at that moment Mrs Sheridan joined them.


    “It’s quite right,” she said calmly. “Yes, I ordered them. Aren’t they lovely?” She pressed Laura’s arm. “I was passing the shop yesterday, and I saw them in the window. And I suddenly thought for once in my life I shall have enough canna lilies. The garden party will be a good excuse. If any bees should get a scent of them we shall just have to have a shooting party, or get Hans out in the Leviathan.”


    “But I thought you said you didn’t mean to interfere,” said Laura. Sadie had gone. The florist’s man was still outside at his armoured van. She put her arm round her mother’s neck and gently, very gently, she bit her mother’s ear.


    “My darling child, you wouldn’t like a logical mother, would you? Don’t do that. Here’s the man.”


    He carried more lilies still, another whole tray.


    “Bank them up, just inside the door, on both sides of the porch, please,” said Mrs Sheridan. “Don’t you agree, Laura?”


    “Oh, I do, mother.”


    In the drawing-room Meg, Jose, and good little Hans had at last succeeded in moving the piano.


    “Now, if we put this chesterfield against the wall and move everything out of the room except the chairs, don’t you think?”


    “Quite.”


    “Hans, move these tables into the smoking-room, and bring a sweeper to take these marks off the carpet and—one moment, Hans—” Jose loved giving orders to the servants, and they loved obeying her. She always made them feel they were taking part in some drama. “Tell mother and Miss Laura to come here at once.”


    “Very good, Miss Jose.”


    She turned to Meg. “I want to hear what the piano sounds like, just in case I’m asked to sing this afternoon. Let’s try over ‘This life is Weary.’ ”


    Pom! Ta-ta-ta Tee-ta! The piano burst out so passionately that Jose’s face changed. She clasped her hands. She looked mournfully and enigmatically at her mother and Laura as they came in.


    “This Life is Wee-ary,


    A Tear—a Sigh.


    A Love that Chan-ges,


    This Life is Wee-ary,


    A Tear—a Sigh.


    A Love that Chan-ges,


    And then… Good-bye!”


    But at the word ‘good-bye’, and although the piano sounded more desperate than ever, her face broke into a brilliant, dreadfully unsympathetic smile.


    “Aren’t I in good voice, Mummy?” she beamed.


    “This Life is Wee-ary,


    Hope comes to Die.


    A Dream—a Wa-kening.”


    But now Sadie interrupted them. “What is it, Sadie?”


    “If you please, M’m, Cook says have you got the flags for the sandwiches?”


    “The flags for the sandwiches, Sadie?” echoed Mrs Sheridan dreamily. And the children knew by her face that she hadn’t got them. “Let me see.” And she said to Sadie firmly, “Tell Cook I’ll let her have them in ten minutes.”


    Sadie went.


    “Now, Laura,” said her mother quickly, “come with me into the smoking-room. I’ve got the names somewhere on the back of an envelope. You’ll have to write them out for me. Meg, go upstairs this minute and take that wet thing off your head. Jose, run and finish dressing this instant. Do you hear me, children, or shall I have to tell your father when he comes home to-night? And—and, Jose, pacify Cook if you do go into the kitchen, will you? I’m terrified of her this morning.”


    The envelope was found at last behind the dining-room clock, though how it had got there Mrs Sheridan could not imagine.


    “One of you children must have stolen it out of my bag, because I remember vividly—cream cheese and lemon-curd. Have you done that?”


    “Yes.”


    “Egg and—” Mrs Sheridan held the envelope away from her. “It looks like mice. It can’t be mice, can it?”


    “Olive, pet,” said Laura, looking over her shoulder.


    “Yes, of course, olive. What a horrible combination it sounds. Egg and olive.”


    They were finished at last, and Laura took them off to the kitchen. She found Jose there pacifying the cook, who did not look at all terrifying.


    “I have never seen such exquisite sandwiches,” said Jose’s rapturous voice. “How many kinds did you say there were, Cook? Fifteen?”


    “Fifteen, Miss Jose.”


    “Well, Cook, I congratulate you.”


    Cook swept up crusts with the long sandwich knife, and smiled broadly.


    “Godber’s has come,” announced Sadie, issuing out of the pantry. She had seen the man pass the window.


    That meant the cream puffs had come. Godber’s were famous for their cream puffs. Nobody ever thought of making them at home.


    “Bring them in and put them on the table, my girl,” ordered Cook.


    Sadie brought them in and went back to the door. Of course Laura and Jose were far too grown-up to really care about such things. All the same, they couldn’t help agreeing that the puffs looked very attractive. Very. Cook began arranging them, shaking off the extra icing sugar.


    “Don’t they carry one back to all one’s parties?” said Laura.


    “I suppose they do,” said practical Jose, who never liked to be carried back. “They look beautifully light and feathery, I must say.”


    “Have one each, my dears,” said Cook in her comfortable voice. “Yer ma won’t know.”


    Oh, impossible. Fancy cream puffs so soon after breakfast. The very idea made one shudder. All the same, two minutes later Jose and Laura were licking their fingers with that absorbed inward look that only comes from whipped cream.


    “Let’s go into the garden, out by the back way,” suggested Laura. “I want to see how the men are getting on with the marquee. They’re such awfully nice men.”


    But the back door was blocked by Cook, Sadie, Godber’s man, and Hans.


    Something had happened.


    “Tuk-tuk-tuk,” clucked Cook like an agitated hen. Sadie had her hand clapped to her cheek as though she had toothache. Hans’s face was screwed up in the effort to understand. Only Godber’s man seemed to be enjoying himself; it was his story.


    “What’s the matter? What’s happened?”


    “There’s been a horrible accident,” said Cook. “A man killed.”


    “A man killed! Where? How? When?”


    But Godber’s man wasn’t going to have his story snatched from under his very nose.


    “Know those little cottages just below here, miss?” Know them? Of course, she knew them. “Well, there’s a young chap living there, name of Scott, a carter. His horse shied at a giant weta which was dragging off a dog, corner of Hawke Street this morning, and he was thrown out on the back of his head. Killed.”


    “Dead!” Laura stared at Godber’s man.


    “Dead when they picked him up,” said Godber’s man with relish. “They had to chase off all number of carrion things. Them wasps as can carry a man’s body away if’n three or more catch hold, a centipede the size of an elephant’s trunk, and a swarm of crow-sized moskeeters had gathered afore anybody got close to ’im. They were taking the body home as I come up here, what’s left anyhow.” And he said to the cook, “He’s left a wife and five little ones.”


    “Jose, come here.” Laura caught hold of her sister’s sleeve and dragged her through the kitchen to the other side of the green baize door. There she paused and leant against it. “Jose!” she said, horrified, “however are we going to stop everything?”


    “Stop everything, Laura!” cried Jose in astonishment. “What do you mean?”


    “Stop the garden party, of course.” Why did Jose pretend?


    But Jose was still more amazed. “Stop the garden party? My dear Laura, don’t be so absurd. Of course we can’t do anything of the kind. Nobody expects us to. Don’t be so extravagant.”


    “But we can’t possibly have a garden party with a man dead just outside the front gate.”


    That really was extravagant, for the little cottages were in a lane to themselves at the very bottom of a steep rise that led up to the house. A broad road ran between. True, they were far too near. They were the greatest possible eyesore, and they had no right to be in that neighbourhood at all. They were little mean dwellings painted a chocolate brown. In the garden patches there was nothing but cabbage stalks, sick hens, and tomato cans. The very smoke coming out of their chimneys was poverty-stricken. Little rags and shreds of smoke, so unlike the great silvery plumes that uncurled from the Sheridans’ chimneys. Washerwomen lived in the lane and sweeps and a cobbler, and a man whose house-front was studded all over with minute bird-cages. Children swarmed. The bloated bugs that had so ruined the countryside since the passing of the comet two decades earlier seemed particularly drawn to places of squalor, to the damp and crowded tenements of the poor. When the Sheridans were little they were forbidden to set foot there because of the revolting language and the swollen critters that lurked in every shadow. Since they were grown up, Laura and Laurie on their prowls sometimes walked through, armed and armoured in case the scuttling things grew bold. It was disgusting and sordid. They came out with a shudder. But still one must go everywhere; one must see everything. So through they went.


    “And just think of what the band would sound like to that poor woman,” said Laura.


    “Oh, Laura!” Jose began to be seriously annoyed. “If you’re going to stop a band playing every time someone has an accident, you’ll lead a very strenuous life. I’m every bit as sorry about it as you. I feel just as sympathetic.” Her eyes hardened. She looked at her sister just as she used to when they were little and fighting together. “You won’t bring a drunken workman back to life by being sentimental,” she said softly.


    “Drunk! Who said he was drunk?” Laura turned furiously on Jose. She said, just as they had used to say on those occasions, “I’m going straight up to tell Mother.”


    “Do, dear,” cooed Jose.


    “Mother, can I come into your room?” Laura turned the big glass door-knob.


    “Of course, child. Why, what’s the matter? What’s given you such a colour?” And Mrs Sheridan turned round from her dressing-table. She was trying on a new hat.


    “Mother, a man’s been killed,” began Laura.


    “Not in the garden?” interrupted her mother.


    “No, no!”


    “Oh, what a fright you gave me!” Mrs Sheridan sighed with relief, and took off the big hat and held it on her knees.


    “But listen, Mother,” said Laura. Breathless, half-choking, she told the dreadful story. “Of course, we can’t have our party, can we?” she pleaded. “The band and everybody arriving. They’d hear us, mother; they’re nearly neighbours!”


    To Laura’s astonishment her mother behaved just like Jose; it was harder to bear because she seemed amused. She refused to take Laura seriously.


    “But, my dear child, use your common sense. It’s only by accident we’ve heard of it. If someone had died there normally—and I can’t understand how they keep alive in those poky little holes—we should still be having our party, shouldn’t we?”


    Laura had to say ‘yes’ to that, but she felt it was all wrong. She sat down on her mother’s sofa and pinched the cushion frill.


    “Mother, isn’t it terribly heartless of us?” she asked.


    “Darling!” Mrs Sheridan got up and came over to her, carrying the hat. Before Laura could stop her she had popped it on. “My child!” said her mother, “the hat is yours. It’s made for you. It’s much too young for me. I have never seen you look such a picture. Look at yourself!” And she held up her hand-mirror.


    “But, Mother,” Laura began again. She couldn’t look at herself; she turned aside.


    This time Mrs Sheridan lost patience just as Jose had done.


    “You are being very absurd, Laura,” she said coldly. “People like that don’t expect sacrifices from us. And it’s not very sympathetic to spoil everybody’s enjoyment as you’re doing now.”


    “I don’t understand,” said Laura, and she walked quickly out of the room into her own bed-room. There, quite by chance, the first thing she saw was this charming girl in the mirror, in her black hat trimmed with gold daisies, and a long black velvet ribbon. Never had she imagined she could look like that. Is Mother right? she thought. And now she hoped her mother was right. Am I being extravagant? Perhaps it was extravagant. Just for a moment she had another glimpse of that poor woman and those little children, and the body being carried into the house, talons and mandibles and stingers glinting from every shadow. But it all seemed blurred, unreal, like a picture in the newspaper. I’ll remember it again after the party’s over, she decided. And somehow that seemed quite the best plan…


    Lunch was over by half-past one. By half-past two they were all ready for the fray. The green-coated band had arrived and was established in a corner of the tennis-court.


    “My dear!” trilled Kitty Maitland, “aren’t they too like frogs for words? You ought to have arranged them round the pond with the conductor in the middle on a leaf.”


    Laurie arrived and hailed them on his way to dress. At the sight of him Laura remembered the accident again. She wanted to tell him. If Laurie agreed with the others, then it was bound to be all right. And she followed him into the hall.


    “Laurie!”


    “Hallo!” He was half-way upstairs, but when he turned round and saw Laura he suddenly puffed out his cheeks and goggled his eyes at her. “My word, Laura! You do look stunning,” said Laurie. “What an absolutely topping hat!”


    Laura said faintly “Is it?” and smiled up at Laurie, and didn’t tell him after all.


    Soon after that people began coming in streams, armoured cars and articulated walkers disgorging exquisitely dressed revellers safely within the Sheridans’ compound. The band struck up; the hired waiters ran from the house to the marquee and the perimeter patrols redoubled their discreet efforts. Wherever you looked there were couples strolling, bending to the flowers, greeting, moving on over the lawn. They were like bright birds that had alighted in the Sheridans’ garden for this one afternoon, on their way to—where? Ah, what happiness it is to be with people who all are happy, to press hands, press cheeks, smile into eyes.


    “Darling Laura, how well you look!”


    “What a becoming hat, child!”


    “Laura, you look quite Spanish. I’ve never seen you look so striking.”


    And Laura, glowing, answered softly, “Have you had tea? Won’t you have an ice? The passion-fruit ices really are rather special.” She ran to her father and begged him. “Daddy darling, can’t the band have something to drink?”


    And the perfect afternoon slowly ripened, slowly faded, slowly its petals closed.


    “Never a more delightful garden party…” “The greatest success…” “Quite the most…”


    Laura helped her mother with the good-byes. They stood side by side in the porch till it was all over.


    “All over, all over, thank heaven,” said Mrs Sheridan. “Round up the others, Laura. Let’s go and have some fresh coffee. I’m exhausted. Yes, it’s been very successful. But oh, these parties, these parties! Why will you children insist on giving parties!” And they all of them sat down in the deserted marquee.


    “Have a sandwich, Daddy dear. I wrote the flag.”


    “Thanks.” Mr Sheridan took a bite and the sandwich was gone. He took another. “I suppose you didn’t hear of a beastly accident that happened to-day?” he said.


    “My dear,” said Mrs Sheridan, holding up her hand, “we did. It nearly ruined the party. Laura insisted we should put it off.”


    “Oh, Mother!” Laura didn’t want to be teased about it.


    “It was a horrible affair all the same,” said Mr Sheridan. “The chap was married too. Lived just below in the lane, and leaves a wife and half a dozen kiddies, so they say.”


    An awkward little silence fell. Mrs Sheridan fidgeted with her cup. Really, it was very tactless of Father…


    Suddenly she looked up. There on the table were all those sandwiches, cakes, puffs, all uneaten, all going to be wasted. She had one of her brilliant ideas.


    “I know,” she said. “Let’s make up a basket. Let’s send that poor creature some of this perfectly good food. At any rate, it will be the greatest treat for the children. Don’t you agree? And she’s sure to have neighbours calling in and so on. What a point to have it all ready prepared. Laura!” She jumped up. “Get me the big basket out of the stairs cupboard.”


    “But, mother, do you really think it’s a good idea?” said Laura.


    Again, how curious, she seemed to be different from them all. To take scraps from their party. Would the poor woman really like that?


    “Of course! What’s the matter with you to-day? An hour or two ago you were insisting on us being sympathetic, and now—”


    Oh well! Laura ran for the basket. It was filled, it was heaped by her mother.


    “Take it yourself, darling,” said she. “Run down just as you are. No, wait, take a pistol and your best brass suit. People of that class are so impressed by clockworks.”


    “And Hans in the Leviathan, as escort,” said practical Jose.


    “And, Laura!”—her mother followed her out of the marquee—“don’t on any account—”


    “What, mother?”


    No, better not put such ideas into the child’s head! “Nothing! Run along.”


    It was just growing dusky as Laura shut their garden gates. The gentle ticking of the great clockwork engine in the back of her suit was comforting as she stepped out into the road. A big dog ran by like a shadow, its black eyes reflecting in the polished brass of her armour. The road gleamed white, and down below in the hollow the little cottages were in deep shade. How quiet it seemed after the afternoon. Here she was going down the hill to somewhere where a man lay dead, and she couldn’t realize it. Why couldn’t she? She stopped a minute. And it seemed to her that kisses, voices, tinkling spoons, laughter, the smell of crushed grass were somehow inside her. She had no room for anything else. How strange! She looked up at the pale sky, and all she thought was, “Yes, it was the most successful party.”


    Hans walked ahead of her, a little tuft of hair visible over the bulk of the Leviathan suit. He was almost too wide for the lane as he thundered forward, his heavy footfalls shaking the limbs of the overhanging branches, the array of blades and fire-spouts and snares on each arm swinging lightly as the suit’s gyroscopic stabilisers aided his precise little gait. Laura’s own suit was an elegant, decorative affair. It complemented her new hat perfectly.


    Now the broad road was crossed. The lane began, smoky and dark. Women in shawls and men’s tweed caps hurried by. Men hung over the palings; the children played in the doorways. A low hum came from the mean little cottages. In some of them there was a flicker of light, and a shadow, crab-like, moved across a window. A great roach swung down from the eaves of a house and leapt toward an urchin, but Hans dispatched it with a swipe of the Leviathan’s hedge-trimmer. Laura bent her head and hurried on. She wished now she had put on a coat. How her armour shone! And the big hat with the velvet streamer—if only it was another hat! Were the people looking at her? They must be. It was a mistake to have come; she knew all along it was a mistake. Should she go back even now?


    No, too late. This was the house. It must be. A dark knot of people stood outside, sticks and rakes and shovels in hand, swiping at horrid things which sniffed and scuttled and battered at the house, hungry for what lay inside. The monstrous, overgrown insects seemed to understand the threat these grimy people posed, for they swooped and circled but kept their distance. Beside the gate an old, old woman with a crutch sat in a chair, watching. She alone held a rifle, heavy across her lap. She had her feet on a newspaper. The voices stopped as Hans and Laura drew near. The group parted. It was as though she was expected, as though they had known she was coming here. Hans brought the Leviathan suit’s right arm up and discharged a sustained jet of flame into the air, incinerating several bees, then powered down to wait.


    Laura was terribly nervous. Tossing the velvet ribbon over her shoulder, she said to a woman standing by, “Is this Mrs Scott’s house?” and the woman, smiling queerly, said, “It is, my lass.”


    Oh, to be away from this! She actually said, “Help me, God,” as she walked up the tiny path and knocked. To be away from those staring eyes, or to be covered up in anything, one of those women’s shawls even. I’ll just leave the basket and go, she decided. I shan’t even wait for it to be emptied.


    Then the door opened. A little woman in black showed in the gloom.


    Laura said, “Are you Mrs Scott?” But to her horror the woman answered, “Walk in please, miss,” and she was shut in the passage.


    “No,” said Laura, “I don’t want to come in. I only want to leave this basket. Mother sent—”


    The little woman in the gloomy passage seemed not to have heard her. “Step this way, please, miss,” she said in an oily voice, and Laura followed her, the brass boots of her armoured suit falling heavy on the floor of the passage.


    She found herself in a wretched little low kitchen, lighted by a smoky lamp. There was a woman sitting before the fire.


    “Em,” said the little creature who had let her in. “Em! It’s a young lady.” She turned to Laura. She said meaningly, “I’m ’er sister, miss. You’ll excuse ’er, won’t you?”


    “Oh, but of course!” said Laura. “Please, please don’t disturb her. I—I only want to leave—”


    But at that moment the woman at the fire turned round. Her face, puffed up, red, with swollen eyes and swollen lips, looked terrible. She seemed as though she couldn’t understand why Laura was there. What did it mean? Why was this stranger standing in the kitchen with a basket? What was it all about? And the poor face puckered up again.


    “All right, my dear,” said the other. “I’ll thenk the young lady.”


    And again she began, “You’ll excuse her, miss, I’m sure,” and her face, swollen too, tried an oily smile. On the ceiling behind her something dark and chitinous moved. It was no bigger than a cat, unlikely to threaten anyone older than a toddler, but Laura shuddered and looked away. The woman who had let her in snatched up a poker from beside the fire, swung it at the creature. Its black eyes glistened a moment in the firelight and it scuttled from the room.


    Laura only wanted to get out, to get away. She was back in the passage. The door opened. She walked straight through into the bed-room, where the dead man was lying.


    “You’d like a look at ’im, wouldn’t you?” said Em’s sister, and she brushed past Laura over to the bed. “Don’t be afraid, my lass,”—and now her voice sounded fond and sly, and fondly she drew down the sheet—“ ’e looks a picture. There’s nothing to show. Come along, my dear.”


    Laura came.


    Em’s sister drew back a heavy mesh curtain from around the bed, and there lay a young man, fully clothed and perhaps padded in places, fast asleep—sleeping so soundly, so deeply, that he was far, far away from them both. Oh, so remote, so peaceful. He was dreaming. Never wake him up again. His head was sunk in the pillow, his eyes were closed; they were blind under the closed eyelids. He was given up to his dream. What did garden parties and baskets and lace frocks matter to him? He was far from all those things. He was wonderful, beautiful. While they were laughing and while the band was playing, this marvel had come to the lane. Happy… happy… All is well, said that sleeping face. This is just as it should be. I am content.


    But all the same you had to cry, and she couldn’t go out of the room without saying something to him. Laura gave a loud childish sob.


    “Forgive my hat,” she said.


    And this time she didn’t wait for Em’s sister. She found her way out of the door, down the path, past all those dark people. Hans fell into step behind her without a word. At the corner of the lane she met Laurie.


    He stepped out of the shadow, knife in hand, the bulbous head of a great centipede skewered on its tip. His emerald armour was scuffed and smudged. “Is that you, Laura?”


    “Yes.”


    “Mother was getting anxious. Was it all right?”


    “Yes, quite. Oh, Laurie!” She took his arm, shook the head from the blade. It landed with a heavy thud and rolled to the side of the lane. Turning her back to it, she pressed up against him.


    “I say, you’re not crying, are you?” asked her brother.


    Laura shook her head. She was.


    Laurie put his arm round her shoulder. “Don’t cry,” he said in his warm, loving voice. “Was it awful?”


    “No,” sobbed Laura. “It was simply marvellous. But Laurie—” She stopped, she looked at her brother. “Isn’t life,” she stammered, “isn’t life—” But what life was she couldn’t explain. No matter. He quite understood.


    “Isn’t it, darling?” said Laurie.

  


  
    The Unlife of Ma Parker


    When the literary gentleman, whose flat old Ma Parker cleaned every Tuesday, opened the door to her that morning, he asked after her grandson. Ma Parker stood on the doormat inside the dark little hall, and she stretched out her hand to help her gentleman shut the door before she replied. The skin on the back of her hand had a greenish, sickly pallor, and a line of stitches peeped out from under the cuff of her coat. “He’s breathing easier now, sir,” she said quietly before tugging her coat sleeves back down to her knuckles.


    “Oh… good! I’m delighted to hear that,” said the literary gentleman. In spite of the good news, Ma Parker looked worse than usual. Any trace of colour had withered away, leaving only sallow grey skin and unsettlingly pale eyes staring out from beneath dark and swollen eyelids. A worn, greasy scarf was wrapped about her neck, bulging at each side as some hidden bulk forced it out. But he felt awkward. He could hardly go back to the warm sitting-room without saying something—something more. Then because her sort set such a store by the meanest sorts of education he said kindly, “The young lad will be in school soon?”


    “Beg parding, sir?” said old Ma Parker huskily.


    Poor old bird! She did look dashed. “I hope the boy will begin, ah, school,” said he. Ma Parker gave no answer. She bent her head and hobbled off to the kitchen, clasping the old fish bag that held her cleaning things and an apron and a pair of felt shoes. The literary gentleman raised his eyebrows and went back to his breakfast.


    “Taken ill, I suppose,” he said aloud, helping himself to the marmalade. There was no other explanation for her strange behaviour and disturbing appearance.


    Ma Parker drew the two jetty spears out of her bag and hung it behind the door. She unhooked her worn jacket and hung that up too. Then she tied her apron and sat down to take off her boots. To take off her boots or to put them on was an agony to her, but she had been in agony for days. In fact, she was so accustomed to the pain that her face was drawn and screwed up ready for the twinge before she’d so much as untied the laces. That over, she sat back with a sigh and softly rubbed the stitches above her ankles. The feet which were now attached to her legs were larger than her own had been and concealing them under the boots had made the pain so much worse, but what else was she to do?
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    “Gran! Gran!” Her little grandson stood on her lap in his button boots. He’d just come in from playing in the street.


    “Look what a state you’ve made your gran’s skirt into!”


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


    “Gran, gi’ us a penny!” he coaxed.


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


    “Yes, you ’ave.”


    “No, I ain’t.”


    “Yes, you ’ave. Gi’ us one!”


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


    “Well, what’ll you give your gran?”


    He gave a shy little laugh and pressed closer. She felt his eyelid quivering against her cheek. “I ain’t got nothing,” he murmured…
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    The old woman heaved her body upright, seized the iron kettle off the gas stove, and took it over to the sink. The noise of the water drumming in the kettle deadened her pain, it seemed. She filled the pail, too, and the washing-up bowl. The extra tendons the doctor had inserted into her forearms made light work of the lifting, but the weakness in her chest prevented her from taking any pleasure in it.


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


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


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


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


    Even the neighbours said that of her. Many a time, hobbling home with her fish bag she heard them, waiting at the corner, or leaning over the area railings, say among themselves, “She’s had a hard life, has Ma Parker.” And it was so true she wasn’t in the least proud of it. It was just as if you were to say she lived in the basement-back at Number 27. She’d had a hard life, but now? Now what did she have…?
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    At sixteen she’d left Stratford and come up to London as a kitchen-maid. Yes, she was born in Stratford-on-Avon. Shakespeare? No, people were always asking her about him. But she’d never heard his name until she saw it on the theatres.


    Nothing remained of Stratford except that “sitting in the fire-place of an evening you could see the stars through the chimney,” and “Mother always ’ad ’er side of bacon, ’anging from the ceiling.” And there was something—a plant, there was—at the front door, that smelt ever so nice. But the plant was very vague. She’d only remembered it once or twice just before the operation, when she was lain out like a corpse on the table and the gas filled her lungs…


    It had been a dreadful place—her first place. She was never allowed out. She never went upstairs except for prayers morning and evening. It was a fair cellar. And the cook was a cruel woman. She used to snatch away her letters from home before she’d read them, and throw them in the range because they made her dreamy.


    When that family was sold up she went as ‘help’ to a doctor’s house, and after two months there, she married her husband. He had been a baker and she had been desperate to leave the doctor’s house. The doctor had scared her from the first day. He wasn’t a cruel man; he was kind in his own strange way but she had been terrified by those unnatural experiments in the attic…


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


    Mrs Parker didn’t look so sure.


    “Such a clean trade,” said the gentleman.


    Mrs Parker didn’t look convinced.


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


    “Well, sir,” said Mrs Parker, “I wasn’t in the shop above a great deal. We had thirteen little ones and buried seven of them. If it wasn’t the ’ospital it was the infirmary, you might say!”


    “You might, indeed, Mrs Parker!” said the gentleman, shuddering, and taking up his pen again.


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


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


    But the struggle she’d had to bring up those six little children and keep herself to herself. Terrible it had been! Then, just when they were old enough to go to school her husband’s sister came to stop with them to help things along, and she hadn’t been there more than two months when she fell down a flight of steps and hurt her spine. And for five years Ma Parker had another baby—and such a one for crying!—to look after. Then young Maudie went wrong and took her sister Alice with her; the two boys emigrated, and young Jim went to India with the army, and Ethel, the youngest, married a good-for-nothing little waiter who died of ulcers the year little Lennie was born. And little Lennie—her poor little grandson. She would have done anything for him…
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    The piles of dirty cups, dirty dishes, were washed and dried. The ink-black knives were cleaned with a piece of potato and finished off with a piece of cork. The table was scrubbed, and the dresser and the sink that had old sardine tails swimming in it…
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    Lennie had never been a strong child—never from the first. He’d been one of those fair babies that everybody took for a girl. Silvery fair curls he had, blue eyes, and a little freckle like a diamond on one side of his nose. The trouble she and Ethel had had to rear that child! The things out of the newspapers they tried him with! Every Sunday morning Ethel would read aloud while Ma Parker did her washing.


    “Dear Sir, Just a line to let you know my little Myrtil was laid out for dead… After four bottles… gained eight pounds in nine weeks, and is still putting it on.”


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


    But he was Gran’s boy from the first…


    “Whose boy are you?” said old Ma Parker, straightening up from the stove and going over to the smudgy window. And a little voice, so warm, so close, it half stifled her—it seemed to be in her breast under her heart—laughed out, and said, “I’m Gran’s boy!”
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    At that moment there was a sound of steps, and the literary gentleman appeared, dressed for walking.


    “Oh, Mrs Parker, I’m going out.”


    She kept her back to him, rude though it was, for fear he would see her arms and grow curious. “Very good, sir.”


    “And you’ll find your half-crown in the tray of the inkstand.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    The door banged. She took her brushes and cloths into the bed-room. But when she began to make the bed, smoothing, tucking, patting, the small lungs in her chest ached, making the job almost unbearable. She thought of little Lennie and his suffering. It hadn’t been right. That’s what she couldn’t understand. Why should a little angel child have to ask for his breath and fight for it? There had been no sense in making a child suffer like that.
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    A sound as though something was boiling came from Lennie’s little box of a chest. A great lump of something bubbling in his chest that he couldn’t get rid of. When he coughed the sweat sprang out on his head; his eyes bulged, his hands waved, and the great lump bubbled as a potato knocks in a saucepan. But what was more awful was when he didn’t cough he sat against the pillow and never spoke or answered, or even made as if he heard. Only he looked offended.


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


    She couldn’t lose Lenny, not while she still had breath in her body. She went to see the son of her old employer—a doctor, carrying on his father’s work—and asked him about one of those experiments in the attic. She’d been cleaning when she’d come across it all those years ago—a rabbit pinned to a tray of wax, sliced in half and stitched back up across the belly, and a large number of wires clamped here and there, and even sewn into the creature’s chest and temples.


    “Ah, I see you’re admiring my latest patient,” the old doctor had appeared at her shoulder, making her start.


    “Sorry, sir, I was only…”


    “No, need to apologise. It’s fascinating. The power of electricity. We still know so little about its true potential, but I have been conducting my experiments and if you’ll now observe…” He switched on a contraption by the table and with a crackle the rabbit jerked in a violent spasm. Then its little chest moved up and down, and it turned its head ever so slightly towards her, and blinked…


    The doctor’s son had seemed excited at the prospect of some human subjects.


    “You understand there’ll be risks,” he said. “I may be able to get your lungs into the little boy, but you’ll almost certainly perish while I attend to him. Should the reanimation process then bring you back it may have serious complications. There’s a very real possibility of tissue damage in the extremities—lower limbs, hands, feet, and so on.”


    “Do whatever it takes, sir. Just help my Lennie.”


    What was the good of her having a strong pair of lungs in her old body when little Lennie suffered?


    Lennie thrived after the operation and was stronger every day. She had woken into an unlife of fresh agony. How long would her aching body struggle on in this wretched state? The doctor had no answers to comfort her. She had died on the surgeon’s table, her body torn open and her lungs removed. Little Lennie’s twisted lungs had filled her chest cavity and some pickled hands and feet had replaced her own. An intricate clockwork ticked away beneath her sternum, keeping the dead, foreign body parts in time with the spark of life that the electricity had rekindled. When she asked him about the layers of muscle and bone that he had grafted to her healthy limbs, the doctor had chuckled and said that his curiosity had got the better of him.
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    “What’s it matter if Lenny lives and breathes?” she whispered, rubbing the trail of surgical thread round her throat beneath her collar. The steel bolts protruding from either side of her neck tingled as her fingers—the pickled fingers of a long-dead woman—brushed against them. Now even the feel of her boy’s warm arms about her neck gave her pain, but she couldn’t let him know that. She couldn’t wince at the sharp twinges of the stitching at her throat, wrists, and ankles. She couldn’t let herself cough though the small lungs in her chest were so clogged that she felt that she might never breathe clean air again.


    “I can’t ever let him know.”


    As she said those words she suddenly let fall her brush and doubled over in a fit of violent coughing. She found herself in the kitchen, unable to breathe as though she were drowning in a sea of flour and ash. It was so terrible that she flung open the back door of the flat, gasping for air. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of a man leaning against the wall in the alley-way. He was tall and thin, a knitted cap pulled low over his brow and the collar of his worn, dark coat turned up. He smiled at her, broad yellow teeth showing behind a coarse beard.


    “Stuffy in there, eh?” he asked, pushing off from the wall and swaggering toward her. His right hand was pressed against his leg, and she saw a sturdy black poker swinging behind his coat. Its sooty end bore a nasty-looking hook.


    Ma Parker stepped back into the kitchen without a word and swung the door shut, but the man lunged forward and thrust the tip of the poker into the gap. Ma Parker staggered, her heavy feet clumsy beneath her. The door swung open and the man came into the kitchen, still smiling.


    “I saw the gent leave,” he said, lifting the poker and resting it on his shoulder. He looked around the room, picked up a silver salt shaker from the bench.


    “He’ll be back any minute, I’m sure,” Ma Parker said, backing up against the door to the hall.


    “Oh, I don’t know as that’s fer certain.” The man’s smile faded and he unbuttoned his coat with his left hand and licked his lips. “I reckon there’s like to be plenty of time.”


    Ma Parker knew she could not run. Even before the surgery she’d moved slowly. Now she could barely manage more than a shuffle. She straightened her apron and muttered, “You’d best be on your way.”


    There were no more words. The man crossed the kitchen in two quick strides, brought the poker up as high as the low ceiling would allow, and swung it with deadly force. Ma Parker thought of her little Lennie, his bright face and scarred chest with her lungs inside, and she smiled.


    The poker caught her in the neck. The force of it was terrific—enough to knock her off her feet. She sprawled onto the kitchen floor and waited for the darkness to take her. She saw the man step over her then push open the door to the hall. His feet were enormous. So were his hands.


    She was surprised to find that while the blow had ripped fire across her throat, the pain had already faded to a dull ache. She raised a hand to her neck and there was blood, but not the fountain she’d expected. Ma Parker sat up and, taking a polished pot from the stove, inspected her reflection. The bolt on the left side of her neck was bent and her stitches had pulled, but that was all. She slipped off the apron and saw that blood oozed from the scar where the clockwork had been inserted down into her chest cavity and yet, she was alive—or undead—but whatever the case, the assault had not left her worse for wear. There was no guarantee that her attacker would leave her unmolested as he made his exit, though, so Ma Parker rose to her feet, hefted the pot, and stepped into the hall.


    She found the man in the sitting room, bent over the literary gentleman’s writing desk. Ma Parker stepped into the room and tightened her grip on the pot handle.


    “I’ve had a hard life,” she said. She shuffled forward on tender ankles. “Hard and brutal and full of grief.”


    The man turned, his face drawn. His eyes flicked toward the hall, where his poker rested against the wall, then back to Ma Parker. He looked from the pot to the neck bolts to the swollen purple scars which crossed her collar bone and disappeared under her dress.


    “There’s no need for you to get hurt,” he said, raising his calloused hands, palms open.


    “Too late for that,” Ma Parker replied, eyeing him up.


    “ ’Ave it your way,” the man growled, slipping a short-bladed knife out of his belt. He tried to circle round her but Ma Parker shuffled back in front of the doorway.


    “That’s a nice voice you’ve got. Must have a good set of lungs in there.”


    She shuffled forward, the pot hanging loose from her hand. He fired a quick rabbit punch into her leering face then brought the knife up in a thrust intended to slip under her ribcage. It hurt more than she’d expected as the blade lodged in the extra bones that the doctor had used to reinforce her chest. She nearly fell, but she managed to get a hold of his coat with her free hand and steady herself. As he tried to barge past her and reached for the poker she brought the pot around in an underarm arc and struck him on the elbow of his outstretched arm. There was a wet crack and the lower half of his arm swung up, then hung like a meaty pendulum. He would have screamed, but at that moment she let go of his coat and seized the back of his head. She meant to crack his forehead against the door frame, but as she gripped the back of his skull and pulled back in preparation for the blow, she felt something in her forearm tugging. Ma Parker could feel the new sinew and bone slipping into place, could feel the strength in her new limb, muscles yearning to be used. She gave in to the urge.


    The back of the man’s head burst like a rotten egg. Ma Parker felt her fingers puncture the skin at the back of his head as his skull shattered. He twitched and danced for a moment, then slumped forward into the hall. Ma Parker looked down at her pickled hand, the tightly corded muscles in her forearm, the chunk of flesh with matted hair and blood in her fingers.


    “What ’ave I done?” said old Ma Parker.


    She let fall her hand and stumbled back into the kitchen, as though by leaving the hall she could escape her actions.


    She couldn’t go home; Lennie was there and the blood would frighten him out of his life. She couldn’t go outside and sit on a bench anywhere; people would come asking questions. If she even sat on the doorstep a policeman might come by and speak to her.


    Wasn’t there anywhere where she could hide and keep herself to herself and stay as long as she liked, not disturbing anybody, and nobody noticing her?


    Her chin began to tremble; there was no time to lose.


    She shuffled back to the hall with her heavy mop and bucket. “Nothing fer it. I’ll have to clean this mess up.”
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    When the literary gentleman returned he found that the hallway carpet was quite wet, and faintly pink. Methods of cleaning being a mystery to him he thanked Ma Parker, who had stayed unusually late, but asked her to be less vigorous with the furnishings in future. She nodded as she left, her clumsy feet and shuffling gait as pitiful as ever. She didn’t seem overly troubled by the enormous bundle she carried over her shoulder, something angular and bulky wrapped in two wet coats. She coughed up a gob of blood as she left, but it didn’t seem to trouble her much.


    “Fresh,” she muttered to herself as she stepped out into the biting wind. “Head’s no use, but still plenty of good parts left.”


    It was cold on the street as she began her long journey to the doctor’s house. People went flitting by, very fast; the men walked like scissors; the women trod like cats, but nobody paid any notice to the shuffling old woman with the heavy bundle.


    The icy wind swept up the street and blew out her apron into a balloon. And now it began to rain.

  


  
    The Doll’s House


    After dear old Mrs Hay went back to town following her stay with the Burnells an antique doll’s house arrived, addressed to the children from her. 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 of it; it was summer. The deception would not soon be uncovered, for dear Mrs Hay wrote only infrequently. The true originator, Mrs Kelvey, had made sure that her gift would remain in the house long enough to do its work.


    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 dust? It was part of the joy, part of the charm. It was the only valuable possession Mrs Kelvey had retained as her family’s fortunes waned, and though she had not kept it clean, she had poured something special into its heart.


    “Open it quickly, someone!”


    The hook at the side was stuck fast. Pat pried it open with his pen-knife, 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 bed-rooms. 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 dead of night when He wants to look in…


    “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 bed-clothes, 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 that 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 to Kezia, to say, “I live here.” The lamp was real.


    None of the Burnell children could sleep that first night. One by one, they crept down into the dark courtyard to see the doll’s house. It looked even more perfect in the moon-light; the yellow paint gleamed like gold against the dark green walls which looked like velvet. And when they opened the house up to look inside, the little lamp burst to life, its bright amber light flickering in the shadows as if to welcome them.


    Kezia smiled back at the glowing lamp. Such a perfect little lamp. “I am here,” it seemed to say. “And you are mine now.”


    When the lamp-light faded Kezia did not even notice how cold the courtyard had become. She said good-night to the lamp, returned to her bed, closed her eyes, and the image of the little lamp shone through all her perfect dreams.
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    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. They had to get the other girls to come to see the little lamp.


    “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.”


    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. It was what the lamp wanted. The girls should come two by two to stand quietly in the courtyard and see the lamp.


    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. It was as though the little lamp was shining through her eyes, drawing the girls in. The girls of her class nearly fought to put their arms round Isabel, 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 in 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 were the daughters of a spry, hardworking little washer-woman, who went about from house to house by the day. This was awful enough. But where was Mr Kelvey? Dismembered and buried at a crossroads by the town’s elders, condemned as a demon and warlock. But everybody said he was in prison. So as far as the children of the town knew the Kelveys 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 or stolen from 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 table-cloth of the Burnells’, with red plush sleeves from the Logans’ curtains. And her little sister, our Else, wore a long white dress, rather like a night-gown, 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.


    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 bed-clothes, and the stove with an oven door.


    When she finished Kezia broke in. “Tell them about the lamp, Isabel.”


    “Oh, yes,” said Isabel, “and there’s a perfect 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 is real,” cried Kezia. “It shines into your soul. All of you must see it.” 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. They knew their mother’s secret anger, they knew the doll’s house had once been theirs.


    Days passed and a series of mysterious accidents plagued the town. Mr Logan died after falling off his roof while fetching a ball for his daughter. The Coles’ house burnt down in the middle of the night and no one knew what caused the fire. The whole town talked of little else but at school there was no discussion amongst the children about these unfortunate events. None of the girls spoke of anything but the doll’s house and as more of them saw it, the fame of the little lamp spread. It became the one subject, the rage. The one question was, “Have you seen the lamp in the doll’s house?”


    The entire lunch 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. Even the little girls in mourning-clothes, just back from their parents’ funerals, talked of nothing but the lamp. Fathers had been trampled by horses and choked in their sleep, mothers had fallen down stairs or drowned in the bath, yet the girls spoke only of the lamp.
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    At last everybody had seen the doll’s house except the Kelveys. 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 witch 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, my mother told me,” 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 witch when you grow up, Lil Kelvey? Just like your cursed father?” shrilled Lena.


    Dead silence. But instead of answering, Lil only gave her silly, shame-faced smile. She didn’t seem to mind the question at all. 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! In league with the devil and locked away!” she hissed, spitefully. The rage bubbled up inside her, she wanted to lunge forward and seize them. She would break every bone in their bodies. Smash their heads together like hardboiled eggs. She could do it. She had killed both her parents already. The lamp gave her strength. Afterwards she could make it look liked they’d fallen out of the tree, climbed up high and plunged to their deaths in a terrible accident, just as she had done with her father.


    The other girls would say that was what had happened. No one would care about a couple of dead Kelveys. No one wanted them here. They hadn’t even seen the lamp.


    The Kelvey girls saw the shining malice in Lena’s eyes, her savage gaze warning them to flee. They scampered away like terrified wild rabbits.


    The sight of their escape sent the other girls into fits of laughter. They laughed as a single 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.


    There were only a few town elders left alive. The lamp had almost finished its work.


    In the afternoon Pat called for the Burnell children with the buggy and they drove home. Their parents had been missing for days, and now 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. Behind them, coming closer, was another swarm of dots. The other girls of the town, some brandishing sticks, were stalking 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 was close to the lamp, it whispered to her. 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. The other girls marched closer.


    “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. “They’ll leave you alone if you see the lamp. It wants us to see it.”


    Lil gasped, then she said, “Your ma told our ma you wasn’t to speak to us. And our ma said the doll’s house was not for us.”


    At this the lamp flickered in Kezia’s mind. Maybe it didn’t want the Kelveys to see it? “Oh, well,” said Kezia. She didn’t know what to reply. If they waited any longer then Lena and Emmie and Jessie May and the others would tear the Kelveys into tatters and leave their bloodied corpses in the ditch at the side of the road. It was what everyone in town would come to, sooner or later. Everyone who hadn’t seen the lamp. “It doesn’t matter. You can come and see our doll’s house all the same. Come on. Quickly.”


    But Lil shook her head still harder.


    “Don’t you want to see the lamp?” 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. She looked back at the throng of girls who had almost reached them. 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 a 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 reached the white gate. But at the gate they ran into Lena and the others.


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


    “You can’t deny the lamp,” Kezia said.


    “Lamp? What are you talking about?” Aunt Beryl’s sour words were like whip lashes on Kezia’s back. The lamp flared up inside her. At the gate, it flared up in all the girls.


    “We have seen the lamp,” Kezia said softly, turning to face her aunt. The other girls swarmed into the courtyard, surrounded Aunt Beryl.


    “We have seen the lamp,” they said in unison, beginning to circle around Aunt Beryl.


    “You shouldn’t have closed the doll’s house, Aunt. You shouldn’t have stopped them looking at the lamp.”


    Aunt Beryl’s screams were cut short by dozens of little hands smothering her. Her eyes and tongue were torn out before she died, and her blood splattered the roof of the doll’s house. It didn’t matter. The lamp was sheltered safe inside. Inside the house and inside all their little hearts.
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    When the Kelveys were well out of sight of the Burnells’, they sat down to rest on a big red drain-pipe by the side of the road. Lil’s cheeks were still burning, her hands were bloody though she couldn’t remember why; 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 skirt; she smiled her rare smile, her eyes shining with happiness.


    Their mother came along the road, a bundle of cast-off curtains under one arm. She saw her daughters and stopped, an icy emptiness flowing into her core, extinguishing the warm glow of revenge that had been growing there over the past weeks.


    “Else, Lil, what has happened?” she asked, though she feared she already knew the answer.


    “I seen the little lamp,” our Else said, softly, twisting a finger in a bloodied strand of hair.


    They looked up at their mother, and smiled.

  


  
    The Voyage


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


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


    Then suddenly, so suddenly that Fenella and her grandma both leapt, there sounded from behind the largest wool shed, that had a trail of smoke hanging over it, “Mia-oo-oo-O-O!”


    “Not a sighting. Just the first whistle,” said her father briefly, and at that moment they came around a corner and saw the Picton boat. Lying beside the dark wharf, all strung, all beaded with round golden lights, the Picton boat looked as if she was more ready to sail among stars than out into the cold sea. The reinforced hull glittered darkly, its surface a forest of tiny edges and blades. People pressed along the gangway. First went her grandma, then her father, then Fenella. There was a high step down on to the deck, and an old sailor in a jersey standing by gave her his dry, hard hand. They were there; they stepped out of the way of the hurrying people, and standing under a little iron stairway that led to the upper deck they began to say good-bye.


    “There, Mother, there’s your luggage!” said Fenella’s father, giving Grandma another strapped-up sausage.


    “Thank you, Frank.”


    “And you’ve got your cabin tickets safe?”


    “Yes, dear.”


    “And your Kraken-bane?”


    Grandma slipped her hand up her sleeve and slid the slender spike down enough to show him the glass-covered tip.


    “That’s right.”


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


    “You’ll give my love to Father,” Fenella saw her father’s lips say. And her grandma, very agitated, answered, “Of course I will, dear. Go now. You’ll be left. Go now, Frank. We’ll be fine.”


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


    And Grandma put her hand, with the black thread glove that was worn through on her ring-finger, against his cheek, and she sobbed, “God bless you, my own brave son!”


    This was so awful that Fenella quickly turned her back on them, swallowed once, twice, and frowned terribly at a little green star on a mast head. But she had to turn round again; her father was going.


    “Good-bye, Fenella. Be a good girl.” His cold, wet moustache brushed her cheek. But Fenella caught hold of the lapels of his coat.


    “How long am I going to stay?” she whispered anxiously. He wouldn’t look at her. He shook her off gently, and gently said, “We’ll see about that. Here! Where’s your hand?” He pressed something into her palm. “Here’s a shilling in case you should need it.”


    A shilling! She must be going away for ever! “Father!” cried Fenella. But he was gone. He was the last off the ship. The sailors put their shoulders to the gangway. A huge coil of dark rope went flying through the air and fell ‘thump’ on the wharf. A bell rang; a whistle shrilled. Silently the dark wharf began to slip, to slide, to edge away from them. Now there was a rush of water between. Fenella strained to see with all her might. “Was that father turning round?”—or waving?—or standing alone?—or walking off toward the great hunting ship? The strip of water grew broader, darker. Now the Picton boat began to swing round steady, its huge main guns pointing out to sea. It was no good looking any longer. There was nothing to be seen but a few lights, the face of the town clock hanging in the air, and more lights, little patches of them, on the dark hills.


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


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


    “Yes, Grandma!”


    “And be careful the umbrellas aren’t caught in the stair rail. I saw a beautiful umbrella broken in half like that on my way over.”


    “Yes, Grandma.”


    Dark figures of men lounged against the rails, eyeing the water. In the glow of their pipes a nose shone out, or the point of a spear, or a pair of surprised-looking eyebrows. Fenella glanced up. High in the air, a little figure, his hands thrust in his short jacket pockets, stood staring out to sea. The ship rocked ever so little, and she thought the stars rocked too. And now a pale steward in a linen coat, holding a tray high in the palm of his hand, stepped out of a lighted doorway and skimmed past them. They went through that doorway. Carefully over the high brass-bound step on to the rubber mat and then down such a terribly steep flight of stairs that Grandma had to put both feet on each step, and Fenella clutched the clammy brass rail and forgot all about the swan-necked umbrella.


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


    “How much are the sandwiches?” she asked.


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


    Grandma could hardly believe it.


    “Twopence each?” she asked.


    “That’s right, could be your last meal,” said the steward, and he winked at his companion.


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


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


    “No,” said Grandma. “But this time my dear son’s thoughtfulness—”


    “I hope—” began the stewardess. Then she turned round and took a long, mournful look at Grandma’s blackness and at Fenella’s black coat and skirt, black blouse, and hat with a crape rose.


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


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


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


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


    “Then I’ll give you a look later on,” said the stewardess, and she went out, shutting the door.


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


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


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


    “Must I take off my boots, Grandma? They’re lace.”


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


    “But, Grandma, however will you get up there?”


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


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


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


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


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


    “Oh!”


    “It’s a fine night, but we’re rather empty. We may pitch a little. No sign yet of the Deep One.”


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


    “I wonder if you’d mind, stewardess, laying down my umbrella,” she whispered.


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


    “God be praised for that!” said Grandma.


    “Poor little motherless mite!” said the stewardess. And Grandma was still telling the stewardess all about the Kraken’s attack on the pier at New Brighton when Fenella fell asleep.


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


    “I’m awake, Grandma,” said Fenella.


    “Oh, dear, am I near the ladder?” asked Grandma. “I thought it was this end.”


    “No, Grandma, it’s the other. I’ll put your foot on it. Are we there?” asked Fenella.


    “Not yet, dear. Not yet,” said Grandma. “We must get up, child. It has been seen.”


    Fenella felt a little shiver run up her arm as she helped her grandmother’s foot to the step. With a sudden jolt the ship rocked, first pitching one way and then the other, hanging impossibly at the top of its arc. Grandma slid forward, one hand gripping the edge of the top bunk. Fenella tumbled from her bed and found herself pressed against the door, looking up at her grandma’s dangling form.


    Somewhere above them the ship’s guns roared.


    “Oh, dear, hold on tight!” yelled Grandma.


    Fenella thought it funny that the ship was pitched so far over but not righting itself. She found herself imagining all the men on the deck, their thick coats and heavy blades. Would their cigarettes and pipes all be falling into the dark waters? Would they?


    The guns sounded again, and the ship rocked back a little towards upright.


    “There, we may be…” Grandma began, but was cut off by the shattering of glass and the splintering of wood as something crashed through the wall of the cabin. The tip of a great tentacle swung through the room, smashing into the washbasin and then probing back and forth.


    Fenella thought she heard, over the bellows of the sea monster and the cries above, her grandmother praying. She closed her eyes and held on to the door, listening to the wheezing of her grandma’s rapid breathing and the groaning of the ship as the great beast tried to crush the life out of it.


    “Could you pass me the umbrella, dear?” asked Grandma breathlessly.


    Fenella opened one eye and saw her grandmother bracing herself against one wall of the cabin, her Kraken-bane spike in one hand, the other gripping a mighty sucker on the tentacle. As Fenella reached for the swan-necked umbrella she saw her grandma plunge the spike deep into the heart of the sucker.


    The main gun sounded again, a screaming man fell through the great grey darkness beyond the tentacle, and Grandma’s hand closed around the swan neck of the umbrella. As the tentacle began to withdraw Grandma leapt after it, swinging the umbrella by its tip in a great arc. Fenella saw the beak of the swan strike the base of the Kraken-bane spike, pushing it deep into the greenblack flesh. The boat shuddered again and tipped violently toward an upright position.


    Fenella tumbled once again through the cabin toward her bunk. She slammed into her grandma, both of them coming to rest in a pile of broken wood and glass splinters. Fenella wanted to apologise but found she had quite lost her voice. The ship bobbed gently in the water, a quiet calm settling over it.


    “There now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” asked Grandma.


    Fenella shook her head, brushed glass from her leg. She was surprised to see that neither her grandma nor she herself appeared to be injured. Grandma smiled and winked at her, and shook the swan head of her umbrella. A drop of slime slipped from the tip of the swan’s beak and dropped to the floor of the cabin.


    “You didn’t think your grandma could do that either, did you?” said she. She wrapped an arm around Fenella’s shoulder and laughed.


    “You’d better have a biscuit to steady yourself before you move.”


    Night was over, and it was cold. Peering through the hole in the cabin wall she could see far off some rocks. Now they were scattered over with foam; now a gull flipped by; and now there came a long piece of real land.


    “It’s land, Grandma,” said Fenella, wonderingly, as though they had been at sea for weeks together. She hugged herself; she stood on one leg and rubbed it with the toes of the other foot; she was trembling. Oh, it had all been so sad lately. Was it going to change? But all her grandma said was, “Make haste, child. I should leave your nice banana for the stewardess as you haven’t eaten it.” And Fenella put on her black clothes again and a button sprang off one of her gloves and rolled to where she couldn’t reach it. They went up on deck.


    But if it had been cold in the cabin, on deck it was like ice. The sun was not up yet, but the stars were dim, and the cold pale sky was the same colour as the cold pale sea. On the land a white mist rose and fell. On the deck the stewards and stewardesses tended to the injured, valiant young survivors shared their stories of battle with the great sea beast, and old sea hands watched the water with eyes of stone. The beast had subsided; it would return. Until the great hunt was successful those eyes would not soften. Fenella knew her father’s eyes would grow as cold and hard on the hunt. She prayed his ship would be the one to bring in the beast.


    Now they could see quite plainly dark bush. Even the shapes of the umbrella ferns showed, and those strange silvery withered trees that are like skeletons… Now they could see the landing-stage and some little houses, pale too, clustered together, like shells on the lid of a box, ringed round with great wooden spikes like toothpicks. The other passengers tramped up and down, but more slowly than they had the night before, and they looked gloomy.


    And now the landing-stage came out to meet them. Slowly it swam towards the Picton boat, and a man holding a coil of rope, and a cart with a small drooping horse and another man sitting on the step, came too.


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


    “You’ve got my—”


    “Yes, Grandma.” Fenella showed it to her.


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


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


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


    “Tut! tut! Your grandpa,” said Grandma. She turned the handle. Not a sound. She called, “Walter!” And immediately a deep voice that sounded half stifled called back, “Is that you, Mary?”


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


    On the table a white cat, that had been folded up like a camel, rose, stretched itself, yawned, and then sprang on to the tips of its toes. Fenella buried one cold little hand in the white, warm fur, and smiled timidly while she stroked and listened to Grandma’s gentle voice and the rolling tones of Grandpa. The cat purred and sniffed and licked at the beak of the swan.


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


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


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


    “For every kind of beasts,


    and of birds, and of serpents,


    and of things in the sea,


    is tamed, and hath been tamed of mankind.”


    “Yer grandma painted that,” said Grandpa. And he ruffled his white tuft and looked at Fenella so merrily she almost thought he winked at her.

  


  
    Her First Bite


    Exactly when the hunt began Leila would have found it hard to say. Perhaps her first real prey was the cab. It did not matter that she shared the cab with her new blood-kin, the Sheridan girls and their brother. She sat back in her own little corner of it, and the bolster on which her cold hand rested pulsed like the wrist of an unknown young man; and away they bowled, past waltzing lamp-posts and houses and fences and trees, the whole night alive to her new vampiric eyes.


    “Have you really never been to a ball before, Leila? But, my child, how too weird—” cried the Sheridan girls.


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


    Oh dear, how hard it was to be indifferent like the others! She tried not to smile too much; to hide her fangs behind patient lips. But every single thing was so new and exciting… Meg’s tuberoses, Jose’s long loop of amber, Laura’s little dark head, pushing above her white fur like a flower through snow. She would remember for ever. Laurie leant forward and put his hand on Laura’s knee.


    “Look here, darling,” he said. “Remember: stop before the heart slows and back out for the ninth dance.”


    Oh, how marvellous to have kindred! In her excitement Leila felt that if there had been time, if it hadn’t been impossible, she couldn’t have helped crying because she had been an only child, and no brother had ever said ‘darling’ to her.


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


    “Hold on to me, Leila; you’ll latch on to the first mortal you see,” said Laura.


    “Come on, girls, let’s make a dash for it,” said Laurie.


    Leila put two fingers on Laura’s pink velvet cloak, and they were somehow lifted past the big golden lantern, carried along the passage, and pushed into the little room marked ‘Ladies’. Here the crowd was so great there was hardly space to take off their things; the noise of pulsing hearts was deafening. Two benches on either side were stacked high with wraps. Two old women in white aprons ran up and down tossing fresh armfuls. And everybody else was pressing forward trying to get at the little dressing-table, of course, but kindred had no need of the mirror at the far end.


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


    Dark girls, fair girls were patting their hair, tying ribbons again, tucking handkerchiefs down the fronts of their bodices next to their fluttering chests, smoothing marble-white gloves. And because they were all laughing, their purple veins throbbing beneath sheer skin, it seemed to Leila that they were all lovely.


    “Aren’t there any invisible hair-pins?” cried a voice. “How most extraordinary! I can’t see a single invisible hair-pin.”


    “Powder my back, there’s a darling,” cried someone else.


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


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


    Dancing had not begun yet, but the band had stopped tuning, and the noise was so great it seemed that when it did begin to play it would never be heard over the thundering heartbeats and rise and fall of every breath. Leila, pressing close to Meg, looking over Meg’s shoulder, felt that even the little quivering coloured flags strung across the ceiling were talking. She quite forgot to be shy. And the rush of longing for her mortal life in a forsaken up-country home, listening to the baby owls crying ‘More pork’ in the moon-light, was changed to a rush of joy so sweet that it was hard to bear alone. She clutched her fan, and, gazing at the gleaming, golden floor, the azaleas, the lanterns, the stage at one end with its red carpet and gilt chairs and the band in a corner, she thought breathlessly, “How heavenly; how simply heavenly!”


    All the girls stood grouped together at one side of the doors, the men at the other, and the chaperones in dark dresses, smiling rather foolishly, walked with little careful steps over the polished floor towards the stage.


    “This is my little country cousin Leila. Be nice to her. Find her partners; she’s under my wing,” said Meg, going up to one girl after another.


    Strange faces smiled at Leila—sweetly, vaguely. Strange voices answered, “Of course, my dear.” But Leila felt the girls didn’t really see her for what she was. They were looking towards the men. Why didn’t the men begin? What were they waiting for? There they stood, smoothing their gloves, patting their glossy hair and smiling among themselves. Then, quite suddenly, as if they had only just made up their minds that that was what they had to do, the men came gliding over the parquet. There was a joyful flutter among the girls. A tall, fair man flew up to Meg, seized her programme, scribbled something; Meg passed him on to Leila. “May I have the pleasure?” He ducked and smiled, unaware he had signed his name for more than a dance. There came a dark man wearing an eyeglass, then cousin Laurie with a friend, and Laura with a little freckled fellow whose tie was crooked.


    Then quite an old man—fat, with a big bald patch on his head—took Leila’s programme and murmured, “Let me see, let me see!” And he was a long time comparing his programme, which looked black with names, with hers. “Oh, please don’t bother,” she said eagerly. But instead of replying the fat man wrote something, glanced at her again. “Do I remember this bright little face?” he said softly. “Is it known to me of yore?” At that moment the band began playing; the fat man disappeared. He was tossed away on a great wave of music that came flying over the gleaming floor, breaking the groups up into couples, scattering them, sending them spinning…


    Leila had learned to dance at boarding school. Every Saturday afternoon the boarders were hurried off to a little corrugated iron mission hall for ‘select’ classes, back when she had been able to pass over thresholds with crosses hung above their door. But the difference between that dusty-smelling hall—with calico texts on the walls, the poor terrified little woman in a brown velvet toque with rabbit’s ears thumping the cold piano, Miss Eccles poking the girls’ feet with her long white wand—and this was so tremendous that Leila was sure if her prey didn’t come and she had to listen to that marvellous music and to watch the others sliding, gliding over the golden floor, she would die, if her kind could die from hunger, or faint, or lift her arms and fly out of one of those dark windows that showed the stars.


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


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


    “I think it’s most beautifully slippery,” said Leila. The neck above his stiff collar glistened with sweat.


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


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


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


    “Were you at the Bells’ last week?” the voice came again. Leila wondered whether she ought to ask him if he would like to stop, to leave and go somewhere alone.


    “No, this is my first time,” said she.


    Her partner gave a little gasping laugh. “Oh, I say,” he protested.


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


    At that moment the music stopped, and they went to sit on two chairs against the wall. Leila tucked her pink satin feet under and fanned herself.


    Laura passed and gave her the faintest little wink; it made Leila wonder for a moment whether she was quite ready after all. Certainly her partner did not say very much. He coughed, tucked his handkerchief away, pulled down his waistcoat, took a minute thread off his sleeve. But it didn’t matter. Almost immediately the band started and her second partner seemed to spring from the ceiling.


    “Floor’s not bad,” said the new voice. Did one always begin with the floor? And then, “Were you at the Neaves’ on Tuesday?” And again Leila explained. Perhaps it was a little strange that her partners were not more interested. For it was thrilling. Her first ball! She was only at the beginning of everything. It seemed to her that she had never known what the night was like before. Up till now it had been dark, silent, beautiful very often—oh yes—but mournful somehow. Solemn. And now it would never be like that again—it had opened dazzling bright.


    “Care for an ice?” said her partner. And they went through the swing doors, down the passage, to the supper room. Her cheeks burned, she was fearfully thirsty, but there were eyes everywhere. And when they came back to the hall there was the fat man waiting for her by the door. It gave her quite a shock again to see how old he was; he ought to have been on the stage with the fathers and mothers.


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


    “How did you know?”


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


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


    “It hardly bears thinking about, does it?” said the fat man gloomily.


    Leila looked at his bald head, and she felt quite sorry for him.


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


    “Kind little lady,” said the fat man, and he pressed her a little closer, and hummed a bar of the waltz. “Of course,” he said, “you can’t hope to last anything like as long as that. No-o,” said the fat man, “and if you do, you’ll end up like those up there on the stage, looking on, in your lifeless black velvet. And you’ll beat time with such a different kind of fan—a black bony one.” The fat man seemed to shudder. “And your weary heart won’t beat but ache, ache for the sun”—the fat man squeezed her closer still, as if he really was sorry for that poor heart—“because no one wants to kiss you now. And you’ll say how unpleasant these polished floors are to walk on, how dangerous they are. Eh, Mademoiselle Twinkletoes?” said the fat man softly.


    Leila gave a light little laugh, but she did not feel like laughing. Was it—could it all be true? It sounded terribly true. At that the music seemed to change; it sounded sad, sad; it rose upon a great sigh. Oh, how quickly things changed! Why didn’t happiness last for ever? For ever wasn’t a bit too long. Not for Leila, at least.


    “I want to stop,” she said in a breathless voice. The fat man led her to the door.


    When she looked through the dark windows at the stars, they had long beams like wings…


    “No,” she said when he moved to hold the door for her. “I want to be alone.”


    She rushed out into the embrace of the cool night, the swing doors opening and shutting behind her. She leant against the wall, pulling up her gloves and trying to smile at the scents from the silvery white lilies and dusky pink roses in the moonlit garden courtyard. But deep inside her a little girl threw her pinafore over her head and sobbed. Why had he spoilt it all?


    “I say, you know,” said the fat man, a trail of music following him through the doors before dropping off to leave them in still night. “You mustn’t take me seriously, little lady.”


    “As if I should!” said Leila, tossing her small dark head and sucking her underlip, but she caught sight of a glint of moon-light dancing off something in his hand. She turned to face him. A pale wooden stake, clutched in his hand like a fan.


    “Come now, Mademoiselle Twinkletoes, I shall be quick and merciful,” he said, stepping forward as though he were about to clasp her for another dance.


    Was this first ball really to be her last ball, after all? She wondered if she ought to scream or call for Laurie or Laura or Meg but her kindred would not reach her in time. She had to act.


    Leila bared her fangs and lunged at the fat man, throwing her hands around his neck. He seemed surprised by her speed and strength. She could smell fear and salt on his skin as her fangs scraped against his neck. His left hand shot up to seize her throat, his thick fingers squeezing and forcing her head back, while the other hand aimed the stake towards her breast. She dropped one of her own hands down to the pointed end of the stake before he could drive it into her heart.


    “It may be years since I faced one of your kind, but I fancy I can still slay a fledging vampire who has not yet fed.” The fat man wheezed as he pushed Leila back against the garden wall.


    Leila looked at the fat man’s eyes, glistening like pools of pale light. His shoulder pressed against her chest as he tried to draw the stake back to strike. She smiled and let her hand fall from the stake. She tilted her face up to the moon and stars, and sighed. Grinning, the fat man thrust the stake at her chest. His smile died when the point failed to penetrate the metal shield hidden beneath her corset. She would have to thank Laura later for the gift of the protective undergarments.


    Leila seized the shoulder of the stunned man’s coat, pulled him close and sank her fangs into his jugular vein. His blood pumped thick and rich, increasing her thirst rather than quenching it. She clutched at him with a force his struggles were powerless against, holding him up as they waltzed to the rhythm of his pulsing heart. It was only when the heartbeat faded below the distant strands of the band playing inside that Leila realised her mistake. She released her hold on the fat man and his lifeless body fell to the ground.


    Why did she have to kill him? Laurie had warned her to stop before the heart slowed. Why had he insisted on following her out? She hadn’t even wanted him for her first partner, her first bite. Even in the shadows of the garden, he looked shabby when Leila compared him to her other partners. His waistcoat was creased, there was a button off his glove, his coat looked as if it was dusty with French chalk.


    She would not let the fat man spoil everything. This was only the beginning. She would leave him, return before the ninth dance, and next time she would do better. She was stronger now she had fed—how light his hefty body seemed when she dragged it over to a canna lily on the edge of the garden. She hid the fat man beneath the awning of leaves and silken flowers, glimpses of ashen face and bulging eyes appearing only when the stalks swayed and quivered in the luminous moon-light.


    Without a backwards glance, she strode through the swing doors and into the life and noise of the ball. Presently a soft, melting, ravishing tune began, and a young man with curly hair bowed before her. She would have to dance, out of politeness, until she could find Meg. Very serenely she walked into the middle; very haughtily she put her hand on his sleeve. But in one minute, in one turn, her feet glided, glided. The lights, the azaleas, the dresses, the pink faces, the velvet chairs, all became one beautiful flying wheel.


    And when there was a cry from the garden and a crowd rushed over to see the drained body discovered outside, she was swept along with them and felt more radiant and alive than ever. She didn’t even recognise the fat man again.

  


  
    A Cup of Tea


    Rosemary Fell was not exactly beautiful, not in human form. As a wolf she was magnificent, with a sleek russet coat that gleamed like a pool of blood in the moon-light. But without the charm of the full moon you couldn’t have called her beautiful. Pretty? Well, if you took her to pieces then her features were too sharp and predatory in the stark light of day. And her eyes? While they were a beautiful shape and such an exotic shade of amber, there was something unsettling in her gaze. But why be so cruel as to take anyone to pieces? She was young, brilliant, extremely modern, exquisitely well dressed, amazingly well read in the newest of the new books, and her lunar parties were a delicious mixture of elegance, sophistication, and the most exhilarating of hunts a thrill-seeking lupine could desire. Her guests—her ‘pack’ as she laughingly called them—were intriguing creatures, discoveries of hers, some of them too terrifying for words, but others quite presentable and amusing.


    Rosemary had been married two years to Phillip who was such a treasure. A true alpha of the pack, and he absolutely adored her. They were rich, really rich, not just comfortably well off, which is odious and stuffy and sounds like one’s grandparents.


    Wealth suited Rosemary for spending money came as naturally to her as breathing and killing. Phillip joked that her appetite for shopping would rival any werewolf’s hunger on a full moon hunt.


    On the day of the hunt she made her usual trip to the flower-shop. The roses were exquisite—long, delicate stems stretching up into perfect little crimson buds. There were white roses too, their soft ivory petals too divine to resist. And tulips! Four dozen short, stubby tulips all neatly bundled up in round bunches.


    She bought them all, smiled dreamily and glided out the door while the nervous assistant fussed around wrapping her flowers.


    The discreet door shut with a click. She stepped out into the winter afternoon. Rain was falling, and with the rain it seemed the dark came too, spinning down like ashes. There was a cold bitter taste in the air, and the new-lighted lamps looked sad without the moon above them. Dimly they burned as if regretting something. And people hurried by, hidden under their hateful umbrellas.


    Rosemary felt a strange pang. She always felt restless on the day of the full moon. A young girl, thin, dark, shadowy—where had she come from?—appeared at Rosemary’s elbow and a voice like a sigh, almost like a sob, breathed: “Madam, may I speak to you a moment?”


    “Speak to me?” Rosemary turned. She saw a little battered creature with enormous eyes, someone quite young, who clutched at her scarlet coat-collar with reddened hands and shivered as though she had just come out of the water.


    “M-madam,” stammered the voice. “Would you let me have the price of a cup of tea?”


    “A cup of tea?” There was something simple, sincere in that voice; it wasn’t in the least the voice of a beggar. “Then have you no money at all?” asked Rosemary.


    “None, madam,” came the answer.


    “How extraordinary!” Rosemary peered through the dusk and the girl gazed back at her. How more than extraordinary! And suddenly it seemed to Rosemary such an adventure. It was like something out of a novel by Dostoevsky, this meeting in the dusk. Supposing she took the girl home? Supposing she cleaned her up and made a pet of her? She could have the girl sit down to dinner with the pack to-night. She would feed her and be kind to her and then the hunt would begin. It would be such thrilling sport. Rosemary’s lips curled up, revealing sharp white teeth, and she said, “Come home to tea with me.”


    The girl drew back startled. She even stopped shivering for a moment. Rosemary put out a hand and touched her arm. “I mean it,” she said, smiling. And she felt how simple and kind her smile was. “Why won’t you? Do. Come home with me now in my car and have tea.”


    “You—you don’t mean it, madam,” said the girl, and there was pain in her voice.


    “But I do,” cried Rosemary. “I want you to. To please me. Come along.”


    The girl put her fingers to her lips and her eyes met Rosemary’s. “You’re—you’re not taking me to the police station?” she stammered.


    “The police station!” Rosemary laughed out. “Why should I be so cruel? No, I only want to make you warm and to hear—anything you care to tell me.”


    Hungry people are easily led. The footman held the door of the car open, they walked down the pavement and a moment later they were skimming through the dusk.


    “There!” said Rosemary. She had a feeling of triumph as she slipped her hand through the velvet strap. She could have said, “Now I’ve got you,” as she gazed at the little captive she had netted. But of course she would have said it kindly. Oh, more than kindly. She was going to make this girl believe that wonderful things did happen in life, that rich people had hearts, that fairy godmothers were real. She turned impulsively, saying, “Don’t be frightened. After all, why shouldn’t you come back with me? We’re both women. You can trust me…”


    But at that moment, the car stopped. The bell was rung, the door opened, and with a charming, protecting, almost embracing movement, Rosemary drew the other into the hall. Warmth, softness, light, a sweet scent, all those things so familiar to her she never even thought about them, she watched that other receive. It was fascinating.


    “Come, come upstairs,” said Rosemary, longing to begin to be generous. “Come up to my room.” And, besides, she didn’t want this poor little thing to be looked at too closely by the servants; she decided as they mounted the stairs she would not even ring to Jeanne, but take off her things by herself.


    And “There!” cried Rosemary again, as they reached her beautiful big bed-room with the curtains drawn, the fire leaping on her wonderful lacquer furniture, her gold cushions and the primrose and blue rugs.


    The girl stood just inside the door; she seemed dazed. But Rosemary didn’t mind that.


    “Come and sit down,” she cried, dragging her big chair up to the fire, “in this comfy chair. Come and get warm. You look so dreadfully cold.”


    “I daren’t, madam,” said the girl, and she edged backwards.


    “Oh, please,”—Rosemary ran forward—“you mustn’t be frightened, you mustn’t, really. Sit down. When I’ve taken off my things we shall go into the next room and have tea and be cozy. Why are you afraid?” And gently she half pushed the thin figure into its deep cradle.


    But there was no answer. The girl stayed just as she had been put, with her hands by her sides and her mouth slightly open. To be quite sincere, she looked rather terrified. But Rosemary wouldn’t acknowledge it. She was doing so well at being kind and generous. The girl must come to trust her. She leant over her, saying: “Won’t you take off your hat? Your pretty hair is all wet. And one is so much more comfortable without a hat, isn’t one?”


    There was a whisper that sounded like, “Very good, madam,” and the crushed hat was taken off.


    “And let me help you off with your coat, too,” said Rosemary.


    The girl stood up. But she held on to the chair with one hand and let Rosemary pull. It was quite an effort. The other scarcely helped her at all. She seemed to stagger like a child, and the thought came and went through Rosemary’s mind, that if people wanted helping they should respond a little, just a little, otherwise it became very difficult indeed. And what was she to do with the coat now? She left it on the floor, and was deciding what to do next when the girl said quickly, but so lightly and strangely: “I’m very sorry, madam, but I’m going to faint. I shall go off, madam, if I don’t have something.”


    “Good heavens, how thoughtless I am!” Rosemary rushed to the bell.


    “Tea! Tea at once! And some brandy immediately!”


    The maid was gone again, but the girl almost cried out: “No, I don’t want no brandy. I never drink brandy. It’s a cup of tea I want, madam.” And she burst into tears.


    It was a terrible and fascinating moment. Rosemary knelt beside her chair.


    “Don’t cry, poor little thing,” she said. “Don’t cry.” And she gave the other her lace handkerchief. She wondered how she was going to strengthen this frail creature to give good chase by midnight. She put her arm round those thin, bird-like shoulders.


    Now at last the other forgot to be shy, forgot everything except that they were both women, and gasped out: “I can’t go on no longer like this. I can’t bear it. I can’t bear it. I shall do away with myself. I can’t bear no more.”


    “You shan’t have to. I’ll take care of you.” Rosemary tightened her embrace around the girl’s delicate shoulders. “Don’t cry any more. Don’t you see what a good thing it was that you met me? We’ll have tea and you’ll tell me everything. And I shall arrange something. I promise. Do stop crying. It’s so exhausting. You’ll need your strength. Please!”


    The other did stop just in time for Rosemary to get up before the tea came. She had the table placed between them. She plied the poor little creature with everything, all the sandwiches, all the bread and butter, and every time her cup was empty she filled it with tea, cream, and sugar. People always said sugar was so nourishing. As for herself she didn’t eat; she smoked and looked away tactfully so that the other should not be shy.


    And really the effect of that slight meal was marvellous. When the tea-table was carried away a new being, a light, frail creature with tangled hair, dark lips, deep, lighted eyes, lay back in the big chair in a kind of sweet languor, looking at the blaze. Rosemary lit a fresh cigarette; it was time to begin.


    “And when did you have your last meal?” she asked softly.


    But at that moment the door-handle turned.


    “Rosemary, may I come in?” It was Phillip.


    “Of course.”


    He came in. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said, and stopped and stared.


    “It’s quite all right,” said Rosemary, smiling. “This is my friend, Miss—”


    “Smith, madam,” said the languid figure, who was strangely still and unafraid.


    “Smith,” said Rosemary. “We are going to have a little talk.”


    “Oh yes,” said Phillip. “Quite,” and he caught sight of the coat and hat on the floor. He came over to the fire and turned his back to it. “It’s a beastly afternoon,” he said curiously, still looking at that listless figure, looking at its hands and boots, and then at Rosemary again.


    “Yes, isn’t it?” said Rosemary enthusiastically. “I’m sure to-night will be perfectly wild.”


    Phillip smiled his charming smile. “As a matter of fact,” said he, “I wanted you to come into the library for a moment. Would you? Will Miss Smith excuse us?”


    The big eyes were raised to him, but Rosemary answered for her: “Of course she will.” And they went out of the room together.


    “I say,” said Phillip, when they were alone. “Explain. Who is she? What does it all mean?”


    Rosemary, laughing, leant against the door and said: “I picked her up in Curzon Street. Really. Isn’t she a little treat? She asked me for the price of a cup of tea, and I brought her home with me. “


    “But what on earth are you going to do with her?” cried Phillip.


    “Be nice to her,” said Rosemary quickly. “Be frightfully nice to her. And then I thought she might be the guest of honour at our hunting party to-night.”


    “My darling girl,” said Phillip, “you’re quite mad, you know. It simply can’t be done. We can’t hunt someone you openly picked up off the streets. My dear, please understand that we must be discreet.”


    “I knew you’d say that,” retorted Rosemary. “Why can’t we hunt her? I want to. Isn’t that reason enough? Besides no one cares what happens to her. No one would have noticed if I’d left her to die on the streets.”


    “But, my sweet Rosemary, the servants and who knows who else would have seen her coming here.”


    “Well I doubt anyone would see the difference between one waif and another. And besides, we’re hunting with twelve hungry werewolves to-night. There won’t be a scrap of meat left to recognise.”


    “But,” said Phillip slowly, and he cut the end of a cigar, “she’s so astonishingly pretty. People would have seen her. No pretty girl ever escapes notice.”


    “Pretty?” Rosemary was so surprised that she blushed. “Do you think so? I—I hadn’t thought about it.”


    “Good Lord!” Phillip struck a match. “She’s absolutely lovely. Look again, my child. I was bowled over when I came into your room just now. I think you’re making a ghastly mistake. Sorry, darling, if I’m a spoil-sport and all that. Of course if your heart’s set on it, I won’t deprive you of your fun. Who knows? Maybe I’ll develop a taste for pretty young girls and won’t be satisfied with any other prey.”


    “You absurd creature!” said Rosemary, and she went out of the library, but not back to her bed-room. She went to her writing-room and sat down at her desk. Pretty! Absolutely lovely! Bowled over! Her heart beat like a caged animal and her jaw twitched. Pretty! Lovely! She drew her cheque-book towards her. But no, cheques would be no use, of course. She opened a drawer and took out five pound notes, looked at them, put two back, and holding the three squeezed in her hand, she went back to her bed-room.


    Half an hour later Phillip was still in the library, when Rosemary came in. She had just redone her hair, darkened her eyes a little and put on her pearls.


    “I only wanted to tell you,” said she, and she leant against the door again and looked at him with her exotic gaze, “Miss Smith won’t dine with us to-night.”


    Phillip put down the paper. “Oh, what’s happened? Previous engagement?”


    Rosemary came over and sat down on his knee. “She insisted on going,” said she, “so I gave the poor little thing a present of money. I couldn’t keep her against her will, could I? It might have attracted attention,” she added softly.


    Phillip smiled but said nothing.


    “I suppose I’d better get ready for to-night. It’s been such a frightful day. I haven’t any idea what to wear,” said she, and her tone, sweet, husky, troubled him.


    “I like you awfully as you are,” he said, and he held her tighter. “Kiss me.”


    Then Rosemary said dreamily: “I couldn’t decide between red or white roses for to-night so I got both. And four dozen tulips as well.”


    Phillip jumped her on his knee. “Of course you did, my wasteful little huntress,” said he.


    Rosemary fixed her smile on him and playfully undid his tie. “You’ll need to dress for dinner soon too. It’s going to be a full moon party to remember.”


    “They always are.”
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    The evening of the hunt was a triumph. Rosemary’s dinner played out like a perfectly orchestrated performance—a procession of elegant courses with sparkling crystal goblets dancing up and down from smiling mouths. At last Phillip stood at the end of the table.


    “Ladies, gentlemen. The hour of our hunt draws near. I suggest we retire to the balcony.”


    Polite applause gave way to excited whispers and the sound of chairs scraping on the floor as the guests rose.


    Phillip opened the French doors and gestured for Rosemary to walk out into the beckoning embrace of the moon-light. “After you, my darling.”


    Her dark eyes gleamed with hunger and she swept out on to the balcony. Phillip followed, and the party moved into the darkness in his wake. Rosemary listened to her guests’ footsteps as she clutched the bone-white balustrade and raised her face to the full moon, breathing in the sweet night air. She felt the familiar twitch in her jaw. Hurriedly, she undressed, drinking in the moon-light as it fell on to her naked body, and shuddering as the transformation began. She could hear Phillip breathing heavily beside her. Behind them the other guests were panting and gasping as the ecstasy of the moon’s touch summoned their inner wolves. She turned to look at Phillip. His chest glistened with sweat, the muscles rippling as they expanded, dancing beneath his skin. With a shudder his jaw distended and his open-mouthed gasp turned into a howl as his rapid and intense transformation came to its peak. But Rosemary had no time to admire the magnificent black creature coming into being at her side; the electrifying change that coursed through her body could wait no longer. It took over and drowned out the world.


    Her back arched and her limbs stretched, desperate and urgent, as though they desired the transformation more than she. Her bones and muscles distorted, and she felt a rush of euphoria as her body twisted.


    A moment later a gleaming russet wolf glided over the balcony rail, chasing its larger black mate. Their pack followed after, panting with delight as they charged across the estate’s moonlit garden and into the nearby forest.


    Once in the shadow of the trees the beasts’ senses soared to their full intensity. The air, redolent of every creature that had passed through the woods, tickled their noses, and the racing heartbeats of rabbits in their burrows and the sound of the wind caressing the leaves played in their ears as their paws pounded against the earth. A tantalising array of smells called to them from every corner of the forest, but they resisted, the bonds of the pack keeping them focused on their common hunt.


    The black wolf howled; he had caught the scent of that night’s prey. Rosemary sniffed the air and her lip curled in a smile—a vagrant man, his scent heavy with liquor and unwashed clothes. He wasn’t far, less than a mile away, probably on the outskirts of the woods by the main road. The pack followed their leader, their teeth gleaming white and their breath heavy and wet in anticipation.


    Within minutes they had closed in, crossing through the woods as swiftly as a cloud’s shadow passing across the moon’s face. The black wolf slowed, and growled softly. In a heartbeat the pack arranged themselves behind him, bodies sunk down until their stomachs almost touched the ground, and crept on silent paws towards a sleeping man, his head propped against a tree, an old bag serving as a rough pillow.


    Rosemary hung back as the other wolves stalked forward. She would let them have their fun, let them toy with the helpless creature, chase him deep into the forest and make him bleed, but when the time came, at the last possible second, she would leap in and rip out the man’s throat. She looked up at the bright silver drops of moon-light falling through the trees, and inhaled the night air.


    That scent. She caught a faint thread of it in the air—unmistakeable—the girl. She must have passed on this very road as she returned to the town. Rosemary bowed her head, trying to shake the new, distracting smell from her nostrils, but she could feel the temptation clawing at her, could taste the girl in her throat.


    She gritted her teeth and took another step towards the vagrant. She tried to concentrate on him as he stirred, but the cravings awoken by the other scent were too strong. Without a backward glance she bounded through the last few rows of trees and set off down the road, one deep growl from Phillp forbidding any others from pursuing her, for their prey had woken, eyes wide, mouth agape as he stumbled back and tried to summon a scream, and they had no choice but to finish their hunt and leave her to her own quarry.


    No matter—in fact, perhaps better if she was alone. Rosemary travelled faster by herself, tearing through the night as silent as the shadows. She passed the edge of the wood, slowed and sniffed the air, crept into town and slipped through the streets, avoiding the weary, liquor-washed eyes of those few souls who stumbled through the darkened streets. The trail led her to a narrow alley-way without a single gas lamp or lit window to soften the hard black of night. But she had no need of light. The delicious scent shone brighter than the moon itself.


    She found the girl curled up like a child on the doorstep of a vacant shop. Creeping forward, Rosemary breathed in her smell. In spite of her rough clothes and unwashed hair the scent was sweet, alluring. Pretty.


    The girl’s eyes opened, sensing the warmth—or perhaps the danger—of the wolf’s breath on her cheek. She flinched and opened her mouth, but it was too late.


    Rosemary lunged and tore out the girl’s throat before she could make a sound. She sunk her fangs into the girl’s tender flesh, bite after bite, gorging on her prey with a savage hunger she had never before known. She lost herself in the kill and the blood, and left nothing on the doorstep but an unrecognisable mess of gore and the torn remains of a scarlet coat.
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    She returned home long before Phillip. The servants knew better than to stay up for their masters on a full moon night, and the door from the balcony had been left open, the servant’s quarters no doubt locked and one of the men sitting awake with a gun across his knee. Rosemary smiled at the thought as she padded inside and made her way up to the bed-room.


    Her fur was wet and matted with blood, and the sweet, metallic taste was still thick in her mouth, but all she wanted to do was lie down, sleep. Her belly was swollen uncomfortably with the weight of her kill as she leapt onto the bed. She breathed in the musky scent of Phillip that lingered on the bed-clothes, and then she curled up and fell into a heavy slumber.


    Phillip woke her gently. He sat on the edge of the bed beside her, both of them in human form once more. Rosemary opened her eyes. Thin cracks of light pushed through a gap in the curtains. It couldn’t be long after sunrise.


    “You looked so peaceful I didn’t like to wake you,” Phillip said with a wry smile. “But the maid will be up with your tea soon, darling, and it won’t do for her to find you like this.”


    Rosemary looked down at the lacy bedspread. The smeared stains that surrounded her looked like a crimson shadow on the white fabric. She was still naked, and the girl’s blood had dried on her skin. She put her hands to her face. The crust of blood on her lips and cheeks felt rough, brittle.


    “You gave us quite a fright when you made off like that last night.”


    “Did I, darling?” Rosemary slipped off the bed and stood in front of him, fixing him with her dreamy gaze. “I’m sorry. It was just one of those impulsive whims of mine.”


    But that was not really what Rosemary wanted to say.


    “Phillip,” she whispered, and she sat on his knee and pressed his head against her blood-caked bosom. “Am I pretty?”

  


  
    The Fly


    “Y’are very snug in here,” piped old Mr Woodifield, and he peered out of the great, green-leather arm-chair by his friend the boss’s desk as a baby peers out of its pram. His talk was over; it was time for him to be off. But he did not want to go. Since he had retired, since his… stroke, the wife and the girls kept him boxed up in the house every day of the week except Tuesday. On Tuesday he was dressed and brushed and allowed to cut back to the City for the day. Though what he did there the wife and girls couldn’t imagine. Made a nuisance of himself to his friends, they supposed… Well, perhaps so. All the same, we cling to our last pleasures as the tree clings to its last leaves. So there sat old Woodifield, smoking a cigar and staring almost greedily at the boss, who rolled in his office chair, stout, rosy, five years older than he, and still going strong, still at the helm. It did one good to see him.


    Wistfully, admiringly, the old voice added, “It’s snug in here, upon my word!”


    “Yes, it’s comfortable enough,” agreed the boss, and he flipped thCommonwealth Timewith a paper-knife. As a matter of fact he was proud of his room; he liked to have it admired, especially by old Woodifield. It gave him a feeling of deep, solid satisfaction to be planted there in the midst of it in full view of that frail old figure in the muffler.


    “I’ve had it done up lately,” he explained, as he had explained for the past—how many?—weeks. “New carpet,” and he pointed to the bright red carpet patterned in white with the symbol of the Commonwealth Heroes League. “New furniture,” and he nodded towards the massive bookcase and the table with legs like twisted treacle. “Electric heating!” He waved almost exultantly towards the five transparent, pearly sausages glowing so softly in the tilted copper pan. “Telegraph and direct telephone lines to every hero in the country!”


    But he did not draw old Woodifield’s attention to the photograph over the table of a grave-looking boy in a striking uniform standing in one of those spectral photographers’ parks with photographers’ storm-clouds behind him. The boy wore a mask and cape, and lightning crackled between his extended palms. It was not new. It had been there for over six years.


    “There was something I wanted to tell you,” said old Woodifield, and his eyes grew dim remembering. “Now what was it? I had it in my mind when I started out this morning.” His hands began to tremble, and patches of red showed above his beard. Orange flames sprung out from his watery eyes, rose to engulf his head as he struggled to remember. He let out a sigh, slumped back in the chair, and the flames evaporated.


    Poor old chap, he’s on his last pins, thought the boss. And, feeling kindly, he winked at the old man, and said jokingly, “I tell you what. I’ve got a little drop of something here that’ll do you good before you go out into the cold again. It’s beautiful stuff. It wouldn’t hurt a child.” He took a key off his watch-chain, unlocked a cupboard below his desk, and drew forth a dark, squat bottle. “That’s the medicine,” said he. “And the man from whom I got it told me on the strict Q.T. it came from the cellars at Windsor Castle.”


    Old Woodifield’s mouth fell open at the sight. He couldn’t have looked more surprised if the boss had produced a shard of space-hardened cryptolite or a radioactive spider.


    “It’s whisky, ain’t it?” he piped feebly.


    The boss turned the bottle and lovingly showed him the label. Whisky it was.


    “D’you know,” said he, peering up at the boss wonderingly, “they won’t let me touch it at home.” And he looked as though he was going to cry.


    “Ah, that’s where we know a bit more than the ladies,” cried the boss, swooping across for two tumblers that stood on the table with the water-bottle, and pouring a generous finger into each. The tips of his shoes scraped across the carpet as he flew in close to Woodifield, handed him a glass. “Drink it down. It’ll do you good. And don’t put any water with it. It’s sacrilege to tamper with stuff like this. Ah!” He tossed off his, pulled out his handkerchief, hastily wiped his moustaches, and cocked an eye at old Woodifield, who was rolling his in his chaps.


    The old man swallowed, was silent a moment, and then said faintly, “It’s nutty!”


    But it warmed him; it crept into his chilled old brain—he remembered.


    “That was it,” he said, heaving himself out of his chair. He looked down at his cigar, winked its tip back into flame. “I thought you’d like to know. The girls were in Belgium last week having a look at poor Reggie’s grave, and they happened to come across your boy’s. They’re quite near each other, it seems.”


    Old Woodifield paused, but the boss made no reply. Only a quiver in his eyelids showed that he heard.


    “The girls were delighted with the way the place is kept,” piped the old voice. “Beautifully looked after. Couldn’t be better if they were at home. You’ve not been across, have yer?”


    “No, no!” For various reasons the boss had not been across.


    “There’s miles of it,” quavered old Woodifield, “and it’s all as neat as a garden. Flowers growing on all the graves. Nice broad paths.” It was plain from his voice how much he liked a nice broad path. “And the regular soldiers all surrounding the heroes’ graves, there at the centre. All our super sons together.”


    The pause came again. Then the old man brightened wonderfully.


    “D’you know what the hotel made the girls pay for a pot of jam?” he piped. “Ten francs! Robbery, I call it. It was a little pot, so Gertrude says, no bigger than a half-crown. And she hadn’t taken more than a spoonful when they charged her ten francs. Gertrude brought the pot away with her to teach ’em a lesson. Quite right, too; it’s trading on our feelings. They think because we’re over there, where the last of ours met the last of theirs and tore down the sky, having a look round at the scorched earth those boys left, that we’re ready to pay anything. Never have tried it on us in our day, eh? Nor our boys, I bet. Robbery, that’s what it is.” And he turned towards the door.


    “Quite right, quite right!” cried the boss, though what was quite right he hadn’t the least idea. He came round by his desk, followed the shuffling footsteps to the door, and saw the old fellow out. Woodifield was gone.


    For a long moment the boss stayed, staring at nothing, while the grey-haired office messenger, watching him, dodged in and out of his cubby-hole like a dog that expects to be taken for a run. Then: “I’ll see nobody for half an hour, Macey,” said the boss. “Understand? Nobody at all.”


    “Very good, sir.”


    The door shut, the boss floated morosely across the bright carpet, his fat body plumped down in the spring chair, and leaning forward, he covered his face with his hands. He wanted, he intended, he had arranged to weep…


    It had been a terrible shock to him when old Woodifield sprang that remark upon him about the boy’s grave. It was exactly as though the earth had opened and he had seen the boy lying there with Woodifield’s girls staring down at him. For it was strange. Although over six years had passed away, the boss never thought of the boy except as lying unchanged, unblemished in his mask and cape, asleep for ever. “My son, The Blue Bolt!” groaned the boss. But no tears came yet. In the past, in the first few months and even years after the boy’s death, he had only to say those words to be overcome by such grief that nothing short of a violent fit of weeping could relieve him. Time, he had declared then, he had told everybody, could make no difference. Other men perhaps might recover, might live their loss down, but not he. How was it possible? His boy was an only son. Ever since his birth the boss had worked at building up his son’s skills, honing his powers of flight and lightning; the Commonwealth Heroes League had no other meaning if it was not for the future, for the boy. Life itself had come to have no other meaning. How on Earth could he have slaved, denied himself, kept fighting evil and sending heroes into danger all those years without the promise forever before him of the boy’s stepping into his shoes and carrying on where he left off, facing the unknowable perils of the universe on mankind’s behalf?


    And that promise had been so near being fulfilled. The boy had been in the League learning the ropes for a year before the war. And what congratulations he had received as the boy’s father! No wonder; he had taken to it marvellously. His pitched battle with the beast from the Crab Nebula had lit the sky for three nights and had saved all of Antarctica. Along with the Titan Taniwha he had worked tirelessly to clear landslides and rubble after debris from the doomed Jovian invasion fleet pelted the West Coast and cut off Hokitika completely. As to his popularity with the staff, every man jack of them down to old Macey couldn’t make enough of the boy. And he wasn’t the least spoilt. No, he was just his bright natural self, with the right word for everybody, with that boyish look and his habit of saying, “Simply splendid!” after every fight.


    But all that was over and done with as though it never had been. The Kaiser’s Superforce had to be stopped. The League had mobilized all its men. Doom awaited them all in the verdant hills. The day had come when Macey had handed him the telegram that brought the whole place crashing about his head. “Deeply regret to inform you…” And he had left the office a broken man, with his life and the League in ruins.


    Six years ago, six years… How quickly time passed! It might have happened yesterday. Every active hero in the league, every last one. The boss took his hands from his face; he was puzzled. Something seemed to be wrong with him. He wasn’t feeling as he wanted to feel. He raised a hand and gestured at the boy’s photograph and it slid silently across the desk toward him. But it wasn’t a favourite photograph of his; the expression was unnatural. It was cold, even stern-looking. The boy had never looked like that.


    At that moment the boss noticed that a fly had fallen into his broad inkpot, and was trying feebly but desperately to clamber out again. Help! help! said those struggling legs. But the sides of the inkpot were wet and slippery; it fell back again and began to swim. The boss took up a pen, picked the fly out of the ink, and shook it on to a piece of blotting-paper. For a fraction of a second it lay still on the dark patch that oozed round it. Then the front legs waved, took hold, and, pulling its small, sodden body up, it began the immense task of cleaning the ink from its wings. Over and under, over and under, went a leg along a wing, as the stone goes over and under the scythe. Then there was a pause, while the fly, seeming to stand on the tips of its toes, tried to expand first one wing and then the other. It succeeded at last, and, sitting down, it began, like a minute cat, to clean its face. Now one could imagine that the little front legs rubbed against each other lightly, joyfully. The horrible danger was over; it had escaped; it was ready for life again.


    But just then the boss had an idea. He plunged his pen back into the ink, leant his thick wrist on the blotting-paper, and as the fly tried its wings down came a great heavy blot. What would it make of that? What indeed! The little beggar seemed absolutely cowed, stunned, and afraid to move because of what would happen next. But then, as if painfully, it dragged itself forward. The front legs waved, caught hold, and, more slowly this time, the task began from the beginning.


    He’s a plucky little devil, thought the boss, and he felt a real admiration for the fly’s courage. That was the way to tackle things; that was the right spirit. The League spirit. Never say die; it was only a question of… But the fly had again finished its laborious task, and the boss had just time to refill his pen, to shake fair and square on the new-cleaned body yet another dark drop. What about it this time? A painful moment of suspense followed. But behold, the front legs were again waving; the boss felt a rush of relief. He leant over the fly and said to it tenderly, “You artful little b…” And he actually had the brilliant notion of breathing on it to help the drying process. All the same, there was something timid and weak about its efforts now, and the boss decided that this time should be the last, as he dipped the pen deep into the inkpot.


    It was. The last blot fell on the soaked blotting-paper, and the draggled fly lay in it and did not stir. The back legs were stuck to the body; the front legs were not to be seen.


    “Come on,” said the boss. “Look sharp!” And he stirred it with his pen—in vain. Nothing happened or was likely to happen. The fly was dead.


    The boss lifted the corpse on the end of the paper-knife and flung it into the waste-paper basket. A droplet of ink, no bigger than the fly’s eye, flew from the corpse and landed on the carpet, on the white logo of the League. Such a grinding feeling of wretchedness seized the boss that he felt positively frightened. He started forward and pressed the bell.


    The door swung open, and Macey stepped into the room.


    “Bring me the Necromancer’s tome from the secure vault,” the boss said sternly, “and look sharp about it.”


    Macey grew pale at the mention of the indestructible dread book, locked away for so many years, but he obeyed. And while the old dog padded away the boss fell to wondering what cost the reanimation of a fly could really have. The boss himself had defeated the Necromancer in the earliest days of the League, returned his foul army to their graves. Yet, before he was vanquished he had delivered a warning. A warning about power. What was it? It was… He took out his handkerchief and passed it inside his collar. For the life of him he could not remember.
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