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A Walk in the Snow

-

‘You will get no stories out of me today,’ said that queen of
comediennes, Bella Barlay. ‘No. There 1s something ghoulish
about the public’s interest in the youthful escapades of
shrivelled old has-beens like me. Go and unwrap a mummy !’

I protested, ‘Dear lady, I must contradict on two points:
firstly, you are neither shrivelled nor a has-been; and
secondly, there 1s no one like you.’

She said, ‘Oh, don’t expect to win me over by flattery, my
friend. I am in one of my moods today. It would be blas-
phemous to suggest that this Christmas season 1s not for lonely
old actresses as well as for the young. All the same, some-
times, at this time of the year — especially after dark when the
radiators gurgle and give out heat without warmth — I feel
like a disembodied chicken-heart kept beating in serum in
a deserted laboratory. And so I keep away my memories of
the past, not by telling idle stories about it, but by decorating
my Iree.’

The wide skirts of her white satin tea-gown made a sighing
sound as she sank, somewhat in the attitude of the Dying
Swan, to the carpet, and lifted the lid of an old leather trunk.
It was full of Christmas ornaments elaborately wrapped in
cotton-wool. ‘These have been with me all my life,” she said.
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MORE THAN ONCE UPON A TIME

‘Some were my mother’s, and some were my grandmother’s.

They represent the only property I have ever contrived to
keep. All the rest, well —

T hat which I gained I lost,
1 hat which I saved I spent,
T hat which I gave, I have.

Would you like to see something precious to me?”’

With infinite care she unwrapped a strange little steel star,
vaguely reminiscent of a snowflake. Looking closer, I saw that
it was made of three crossed pieces of barbed wire, strongly
tied at the intersection.

“There was one Christmas,’ she said, ‘that I had to spend in
a concentration camp in Eastern Europe. In that black frost,
starving and sick to.the heart as we were, 1t seemed that there
could be no holy dawn for us. Still, weak as we were, we
found strength to pull up a tiny dead birch tree, and we threw
water over it until the bitter night graciously hung it with
clear crystals; and we made this star to crown it; and then
we sent up such a song 1n the dark that even the guards who
came to silence us hung their heads 1n shame! So because the
idea was mine, and I had led the singing, I was given this
star. . . .” Bella Barlay’s brilliant black eyes became misty for
a moment. Swallowing whatever emotion she must have felt, :
however, she smiled, and said, ‘Still, it was cold. Yes, colder
than the Christmas Eve of 1899, even?!’

‘What happened then?’ I asked.
‘I ran away from home,’ said she.

‘What for?’

‘Well, for what reason stronger than a disappointment 1n
love does a girl leave a comfortable home?’ asked Bella
Barlay.

‘Oh, come now —in 1899 you couldn’t have been more than

a baby!’
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A WALK IN THE SNOW

‘No, I was eight years old. Lots of girls fall in love at that
age. lrue, mine was an 1dealistic kind of passion, and its
object was a boy of ten. But such things are not to be
measured with calendars and tapes. True, childish love does
not live long or loom high. So what, then? Neither does a
flower. Is a rose, therefore, less real and beautiful than a
hippopotamus?’

Then she shook her dainty little ragged-haired head in a
parody of self-deprecation. Still on her knees, busy with her
tree ornaments, she muttered, ‘It seems that I have talked
myself into=another silly story.’

So she went on:

. . on the 24th of December, 1899, my dear father was
ravished with delight by an unexpected visit of some people
from America: Mr and Mrs Tracy Bestitude and their son
Vernon, of Pennsylvania. I say ravished with delight, because
at that time my father, in common with many ‘progressive’
romantics in Europe in those days, had a blind adoration for
everything American. It is a fact; while ladies in American
drawing-rooms were singing of the glories of the blue Danube,
we, 1n Budapest, were sighing of the romance of the place
where the crystalline torrent of the mighty Monongahela
embraces the voluptuous current of the Allegheny at the
spicy and glamorous city called Pittsburgh. I had an English
governess, and was better acquainted with the works of
Fenimore Cooper than with our native classics.
When the Bestitudes came, merely in passing, to pay some-
one else’s compliments, my father insisted that they stay to
luncheon. Although I was too tull of emotion to eat much, I
never enjoyed a meal more ; for I was smitten by the charms
of young Vernon Bestitude. He kindled in my bosom a
helpless adoration. I gaped at him, admiring his manly
demeanour, his candid blue eyes, his serious pink chin, his
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curly yellow hair, while I listened, rapt, to the sonorous voice
of his father as he talked of his family history.

Oh to be a Bestitude! True, we Barlays have shed our share
of patriotic blood since the eleventh century, and have our
noble antecedents. But nothing in my family history had
ever stirred my blood half as much as our guest’s stern pro-
nouncement, ‘Mrs Bestitude, sir, was a Shewangunk Yonker,
but my mother was a Kerhonkson Schuyler.” I imagined a
Yonker to be a sort of contralto in war-paint, and visualized
a Schuyler as a chimber of remote peaks. ‘My father,’ he said,
‘lost a leg at Chickamauga ; but I came away from San Juan
Hill without a scratch.” There was mysterious music 1n these
words.

After this enchanting luncheon, the gentlemen smoked
their cigars while the ladies withdrew to exchange small-talk.
I led Vernon aside and asked him, ‘Have you ever fought
Indians?’

“I'housands and thousands,’ said he.

‘And slain buftalo?’

He uttered a contemptuous ‘Ha!” And then I said, ‘My
father has a great many guns. Do you like guns?’ He noddcd
and I led him to my father’s study, the walls of which that
most peaceable of men had hung with the most ferocious
collection of weapons you ever saw in your life — needle-
pointed Khyber knives, sharp as razors, snake-shaped Malay
krises, spiked maces, murderous tulwars, samurai swords,
spring-bladed Italian poniards; together with carbines,
muskets, rifles, and bell-mouthed blunderbusses of all ages.
‘They’re no good. Give me my old six-shooter!’ saad Vernon.
I was abashed. Then I remembered that in the right-hand
drawer of his desk, my father kept a loaded revolver, a very
handsome revolver with an ivory handle inlaid with gold.
With a certain thrill of conscious wickedness — for, 1n opening
private drawers, I was breaking an irrefragable household
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law — I took this weapon out. I must win his respect at all
Costs.
‘Like this?’ I asked.

He cried ‘Yay!’ and snatched it from my hands. He looked
at 1t with a cool, professional eye; brandished 1t, aimed 1it,
said ‘Bang-bang!” and twirled it by the trigger-guard. He
felt the inside of the barrel with his forefinger. ‘Pretty nice,’
he said. ‘Yes sir, yes siree, yes . . .> His voice faded. A look of
consternation marred the bright calm of his face. ‘My
finger’s stuck,’” he said.

And the harder he tried to get his finger out, the more
firmly it established itself; so now, after a couple of minutes
of struggle, my Vernon’s big blond face seemed to crack,
letting some of his manliness leak out. I said to myself, He s
not afraid — only desperate. ‘Spit on your finger,” I told him,
‘and while you keep still I will pull at the handle.’

He did as I said. I laid a wiry grip on the revolver and
tugged with all my might. How was I to know that two or
three of my fingers were hooked over the trigger? Just as his
finger came free the revolver went off with a bang that
shook the house. And the recoil! It was as if 1 had been
beaten from fingers to toes with a bundle of nettles, while a
mule kicked me in the face — for the recoil sent that weapon
up out of my hand to bruise my cheek. The bullet passed over
Vernon’s head, went through a Chinese gong, and, penetrat-
ing the door, knocked the head off a marble Cupid on the
landing. This head went bump-bump-bump down the
carpeted stairs, to roll to rest at the feet of my father, Mr
Bestitude, and the ladies.

My mother fainted dead away into Mrs Bestitude’s arms.
The men came thundering upstairs. There we stood, Vernon
and I, with the smoking revolver between us at our feet.

Our visitor shouted, ‘What in thunder is the meaning of
this, Vernon?’
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My hero stood four-square. He looked his father in the
eyes — ale-ale, my beating heart! — and said, ‘Dad, I cannot
tell a lie. She fired that shot.” And he pointed straight at me.
There was an instant of awful silence. Then my father
ordered me to my room, saying, ‘Wretched girl! You might
have killed this noble boy! Go to your room?’

And there I was, on the day before Christmas of all days:
in love, disenchanted, out of love, betrayed, heartbroken,
and exiled - all in one hour and forty-five minutes! Tolstoy’s
Resurrection was nothing to it, when you come to think of it.
If only my bemused father had said, ‘You might have killed
yourself,” I shouldn’t have grieved halt as much. But his first
thought had been for ‘this noble boy’; and that rankled. I
knew that my parents had long dreamed of having a son.
I felt unwanted ; or, at the most, something faute de mieux,
a next-best thing. My face throbbed where the pistol had
kicked 1t. Nobody loved me, I thought, nobody cared.

I taickled my nose to make my eyes water, wept at the sight
of my own tears, rehearsed a sob or two, and made up my
mind to leave my home forthwith.

Never one to hesitate, once resolved I dressed myself in
my warmest clothes, fur-lined coat and boots and all, and
wrote a farewell note in the romantic style: Do not seek me
Jor I have fled your house for ever. Your wronged but forgiving —
Bella. P.S. Please feed Castmir. Casimir was my canary. I had
a money-box in the shape of a bank with Grecian pillars and
a bronze door, into which I had dropped all the gold coins
I had ever received as presents. I knew how to pick the lock
with a hairpin; a little larceny comes natural to all women;
all sorts of crimes are committed with hairpins.

So, with a heavy purse and a heavy heart, I crept past my
governess’s room, and down the carpeted stairs, and through
the dim passage, past the kitchens which were foggy with the
savoury steams of Christmas cooking ; into the winy old cellar,
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up through the flap, and out into the back courtyard. Every-
thing was leaden grey that afternoon, and cold, while the
city froze between two snows. I said good-bye to our great
old acacia tree that stood naked now, against the sky, and
passed out of the little back door right into the wintry world.
Where was I going? If you had asked me two or three hours
previous, I would have said, ‘Pittsburgh.” But now, if that
sneak Vernon lived in the west, well, my road lay east.

But where was east? There was no sun to guide me. I had
a general 1dea that, if you look northwards, the east is sharp
nght. So I sirned right, and walked steadfastly through the
slush, with my ears in my fur collar, and my hands in my
mufl. I would find a gipsy encampment, I thought, and go
away with the free nomads. But as the sky grew steadily
darker and more menacing, so the streets became narrower
and meaner and more ill-lighted. I had never been out in the
aty alone, but I was not frightened ; only curious. People’s
clothes became coarser and skimpier as the cold increased,
and theirr manner and their accents were uncouth. No
gloves here, no mufls — they blew on their fingers to warm
them, and their breath looked like dragons’ fumes in the
frost. Once, I remember, a great staggering man pointed to
my little fur hat and let out a long whistle ; whereupon, from
far away, a siren hooted and there came a clashing noise of
trains at a railway junction.

Near by sounded the clangour of some factory, and there
was a feverish flush in the sky. I could smell the nver. And
all the while it seemed that everything was getting narrower
and narrower and rushing faster and faster, so that, with the
wind having come up behind me, I might have been some-
thing whirling away in a funnel.

In spite of myself, I started to run, as fast as 1 could, be-
tween banks of termble grey snow. But soon 1 stopped for
breath. Now I was lost indeed, for I had put a labyrinth
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between myself and the lights of the city; and here were
great slag-heaps, sullenly smoking. and a conglomeration of
huts huddling close by for warmth. The patchwork walls of
these huts seemed to shed a thin rind of patchwork people,
who stared at me as I ran, but let me pass. Is this the wide
world? 1 wondered, inhaling pins and needles and gasping
smoke. My heart was thumping. Clear in the cold I could
hear the dreadful ker-thump, ker-thump, ker-thump of a
trip-hammer i1n a foundry; while the inexorable thudding
of a pile-driver by the river sounded like the tread of some
huge Thing coming out of the ooze; blind, ponderous, but
sure.

And then, while I stood as if trapped in a nightmare, a
piece of twilight came loose and, standing over me, took the
form of a young woman with tattered black hair and a wild
white face, carrying an oblong bundle. She was so poor that
the very steam of her breath came out ragged ; she, too, had
been running, but stopped when she saw me, paused, thrust
the bundle into my arms, saying, ‘T'ake it, take 1t,’ 1n a dull
grey voice like crushed snow. Then she was gone, and 1
found myself holding a very young baby swaddled in halt a
threadbare blanket.

Put yourself in my position. I was numb with bewilder-
ment. I had counted on being alone, and here I was, already,
with a baby in my arms! Do not laugh. For me, this was a
tremendous predicament, both physical and moral. Under-
stand me: young people were not then as they are now,
relieved of all debt to humanity by Committees, Commuis-
sions, and other built-in mental responsibility-disposers.

1 remembered a song my old nurse llonka used to sing, -
the words of which I freely translate:

Be ye maiden, be ye wed,
Be ye woman I call you Mother.
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Born in manger, born in bed,
Every man must be my brother.
Born in bed or born 1n manger

Every chuld 1s a Child of God.
Delwver us this mght from danger! . . .

It had been sung to me in certain broken combinations ot
five notes in a minor key, in a tune that must have been as
old as the plains; and so I sang it, in my turn, to this hittle
creature, whom I made comfortable In my arms, using my

muff for a pillow and hitching up my fur-lined coat to keep i1t
warm.

Babies, I knew, lived on milk ; but I had no milk to offer.
However, there was, in one of my pockets, a stick or two of
barley sugar. 1 gave the baby that to suck, and it seemed
content enough, what with the unaccustomed warmth, and
the gentle rocking motion of my now unhurried walk — for I
went unswervingly on and on. I paused, once, under a
yellow lamp ringed like Saturn with swimming opal in the
haze, and saw that a note was pinned to the baby’s blanket.
It said : Kind soul, whoever you may be, keep and guard this father-
less chuld of my sorrow, for I cannot.

Now although my mind was somewhat artificially coloured
and sweetened with the anailin and saccharin of popular
romance, I was not without a certain native intelligence. To
keep and guard, etcetera, was all very fine and large. But
how? My pride wouldn’t let me take the baby back to my
parents’ house; I had just shaken the dust of that place off
my feet, and I'd have died before I returned of my own free
will, even alone and unencumbered. In any case, to come out
of the snow with a fatherless child in my arms was something
unthinkable. The heroine of More Sinned Against Than Sinning,
a novel I had filched from our cook, had been sent to a con-
vent for something of the sort. As became an eight-year-old
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girl 1n 1899, I was not stuffed with the Facts of Life as children
are supposed to be nowadays. So, in my mind’s eye 1 saw my
mother weeping into a little lace handkerchief, while my
father sternly commanded me to name the father. ‘Never —
never!” 1 should sob; although technically the despicable
Vernon Bestitude was morally responsible.

I was out 1n the snow already. Inwardly, I half congratu-
lated myself for having made such good time. It had taken
the poor heroine of More Sinned Against Than Sinning fifteen
chapters to get into my predicament. Nevertheless, the cold
was beginning to bite through all the layers of warm clothes
I wore, and I was getting hungry. The world was a wasteland,
now, full of ogreish men who seemed to have picked all the
rags and skinned all the cats in Budapest for something warm
to wear, and drained all the lamps for something strong to
drink, leaving the city winnowed and dark. I stopped, once,
outside a cheap eating-house, just to smell the steam. I was
hesitant about going in. Instinct warned me not to show the
gold 1n my purse 1n that place. I had some small change in
my lhittle pocket, which I wore under my outer skirt, but I
couldn’t get at it without putting the baby down, and the
poor thing had moulded itself into such an easy position that
I was reluctant to disturb it.

But even as I stood, a girl with a mauve face, yellow hair,
and carmine lips came out of the restaurant on the arm of a
corpulent man i1n a thunder-and-lightning overcoat and a
green velour hat, carrying a paper of hot, delicious-smelling
sausages. Glimpsing me 1n what was left of the light, she said,
‘Ah, the poor darling!’ and gave me a sausage, and a kiss that
was warm and odorous as a spirit-stove for heating curling-
irons. Then she opened her great beaded purse and pressed a
silver krone into my hand, just betore the man pulled her
away.

And as I walked on, eating the sausage — nothing ever
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tasted so good! — the baby started to wail. I was terrified.
But as luck would have it, a hundred yards or so farther on —
in which direction I didn’t know, except that I was always
keeping a wall to the right of me — I noticed a little covered
cart standing in front of a shop that sold oil and firewood.
The old horse in the shafts was as melancholy as only a worn-
out horse can be, shivering, with a few sacks thrown over its
bony back ; but in the rear of the cart sat a fat, jolly-looking
woman nursing a very young child.

I watched her. She said, ‘And where the devil have you
sprung from:’

I held out to her the yellow-haired girl’s coin, and said,

very politely, ‘If you please, can you oblige me with a
krone’s worth of milk for my baby?’

She stared, then bubbled and rippled with laughter. “If 1t
wasn’t for the sight of the money, I’d a-thought it was one o’

my old man’s little jokes,” she said. ‘But it ain’t for mulk that

he’d part with cash. . . . What, the kid thirsty? Gi1’ us the brat
here, then. A krone’s worth o’ milk! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! I could
be a rich woman at that rate. . . .” And to my amazement
she proceeded to feed both babies at once! *‘What’s your
name?’ she asked.

I hhed, promptly, ‘Bella Bestitude.’

‘Queer name. None like that round our way. Where you
from?’

‘Pittsburgh.’

“This your sister?’ she asked, nodding towards my baby.

Sister! I don’t know why, but I was appalled at this; I had
somehow taken it for granted that this ‘fatherless child of
sorrow’ was a boy. They always were, 1n the cook’s novels.

But I kept my head, and said, ‘No, I’m just minding her for
somebody.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Arabella,’ I said, desperately.
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‘Well, ducky, you don’t want to be traipsing about in the
cold. Where d’you live? When rﬁy old man’s back from
getting tiddly, we’ll give you a ride home.’

“Oh, no, thanks very much,’ I said, hurriedly. ‘I have only

five minutes’ walk from here.’
She handed the baby back, saying, ‘There you are, then.
She’s drunk her krone’s worth, and one for the road. . . .
Now put your money away, bless your silly heart! I’ve got
enough /here for six, bless ’em; and welcome!” She struck
herself on the bosom with a flourish, and forced my fist shut
over my bit of silver. ‘Can [ oblige her with a krone’s worth
o’ milk — ha-ha-ha-hal’

I left her still laughing, and hurried on with the baby
wrapped as it had been before. Not it — she. I might have
guessed, 1 thought, that any child a mother doesn’t want is sure to
be a girl! “There’s a good Arabella,’ I said, in the tone one
uses to an obedient puppy. Arabella made motions with her
legs, as 1t were riding an invisible bicycle. ‘Clever girl,’ 1
sald, ‘she understands every word you say to her!’

I felt strongly possessive about this baby now. I knew that
but for her I should by now be frightened and lonely. But I
was dreadfully cold and tired, and a wind was rising.
Distant clocks chimed the hour, but what with wind and
distance, and the fact that the chimes seemed to start each
a little ahead of the other, the bells told me nothing ; except
that 1t was about thirty-four o’clock. But there was no such
time ... nosuch ttme. .. no such — I pulled myself up short.
I was growing dangerously drowsy, while the banks of twi-
hght slush looked more and more wickedly cosy so that I
wanted to lie down on them and sleep. Oh yes, I knew then
why that alluring witch in the fairy-tales catches you when
you are hungry and cold! I desired nothing better than sleep,
numb sleep. But wicked as it might be to throw myself away,
1t would be a most unpardonable crime to carry my poor
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fatherless Arabella with me; for sleep in that snow meant
death, or so I had been told.

Conscience notwithstanding, 1 knew that I had to rest

somewhere out of reach of the scaly claws of the frost. And
then I felt, without seeing, the blacksmith’s shed — followed a
current of warm air straight to it, just as birds find their way
south. I tripped over duckboards and slid on icy clay, picked
a path among bits of broken machinery made ghostly by the
ice, and so came to this tumbledown aftair of old boards with
sacking for window-panes, right at the end of nowhere. From
a chimneysome left-over smoke crawled up, the last gasp of
a dying fire, but the wind waved it away. The door was ajar,
hanging on a leather hinge. I went in. There was silence, but
warmth ; nobody present, but a smell of people; and even a
wan little hght — a bit of burning rag floating in a crock of
fat. I could make out the shapes of an anvil and a huge,
deflated pair of bellows.
After these 1 noticed, with the abrupt, belated start of
exhaustion, that a woman was sitting by the fire. By her
breathing I knew that she was asleep. Beside her, his head on
her knee, a young boy was crouching. He, also, was asleep.
I went 1n on tiptoe, partly out of respect for their slumber,
but mainly because if they saw me they might tell me to go
away. This i1s a hard world, and who knows what may happen
in 1t? So, feeling a heap of warm ashes near by, I made Ara-
bella fast in my arms, well-protected by my coat, and then I
slept too. That the baby slept, I did not observe then as
remarkable; I thought that this must be an extraordinarily
good baby. I know, now, that she must have spent herself
with crying before she had come my way.

But when I was awakened by voices, 1 did not know how
much later, she was still fast asleep. A candle was burning,
now, in an empty bottle on the anvil, and by its light I saw
a man of such ferocious aspect that 1 beheved (not without
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a pleasurable thrill) that I had fallen among robbers and
ogres, like the other lost children in the story-books. He was
both tall and broad, with a great shock of red hair and a
short curly red beard. He was shaking himself like a bear,
for there was snow on his head and shoulders. He wore no
coat, only his shirt, trousers, and boots; and I had seen arms
like his on a copy of the Farnese Hercules. One of his hands
was wrapped 1n a grimy bandage, and in the other he carried
a grey paper parcel. There was a bundle of logs at his feet.
The woman, talking quietly in order not to wake her son,
said, ‘What! Have you sold your coat?’
The man laughed, with something like the sound of a
barrel rolling over cobblestones. ‘Yes, wife,’ said he. ‘A warm
heart 1s better than sheepskins, as the saying goes; and 1t is
better to be lined 1nside than out, as my grandmother used
to say.” He pointed to the paper parcel with his bandaged
hand. ‘So here 1s a bottle of wine, and some sausage, and some
soup meat, and an onion or two. Best I could do, prices being
what they are. You know the proverb: He who has never
seen a tiger, let him look at a cat; and he who has never
seen a robber, let him look at a butcher. . . . Also, a bit of
wood, a candle, and —’
‘— Why, what’s this?’ his wife asked, busy with the
parcel. She held up a tawdry little tinsel star, and a sticky-
looking paper cone.

He replied, “The star 1s for your hair. The sweets are for
the boy. The Christ Child shall not pass by our door!’

When she could speak she said, ‘And no tobacco tfor your
pipe, Lajos?’

‘My hand will soon be well again, and then there will be
tobacco for my pipe,’ he said.

She put her hand in her pocket and took out a small
package. ‘For your pipe,’ she said. ‘A happy Christmas.’

‘You went without bread for this,’ said he.
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She replied, “The boy did not. Can one live by bread
alone?’ |
He said nothing, but put out his huge iron-bender’s hand
and lightly touched her cheek. Then the boy awoke, and ran
to his father. ‘Daddy, did you bring something home for
Christmas?’ he asked.

“T'here will be something for Christmas, thank God,’ the
man said. ‘Wait and then you’ll see.’

‘What will Magda have for Christmas?’ the boy asked.

The man said, ‘Your little sister is in heaven, my boy. She
will have chickens, and ducks, and puddings, and pies, sweet
music — everything of the best.’
‘1 wish I could go and see her for Christmas, Daddy.’

‘Ah, that’s a long journey for living sinners, son!’

‘The woman said, ‘Leave your father be, Laszlo, and you

shall have some nice sausage for your supper.’

‘And will there be a goose for dinner tomorrow ?’

‘No goose, child. Better than a goose. A lovely hot stew !’
‘And shall I put my shoe by the chimney tonight?’
‘Yes, my dear,’ the man said.

‘But there’s a hole in my shoe,’ said the boy, wistfully.

‘Well then, put down your cap. It’s all the same thing. A
shoe, a stocking, a cap — 1n good faith, all is understood.’
‘And shall I have another little sister?’

‘If God sends one, she’ll be welcome,’ said the woman.

The fire, which the man had been replenishing stick by
stick, now burned hot. I lay still, unseen in the shadows.
The good blacksmith, his wite, and their young son ate bread
and sausage, and drank a little watered wine. Then the man
said, ‘My good kind wife, you are tired, and the boy is tired,
and I too am a bit tired — what with the fresh air, the walking,
and the good food and drink. Tomorrow is another Christmas
Day, and then there will be a fresh year. Let’s sleep.’

So they stood up. The boy carefully placed his cap by the
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chimney, after which they all went behind a partition where
their sleeping-quarters were, taking the candle with them.
I knew, now, exactly what I had to do. I crept out into the
firelight, and laid my little Arabella very gently on the low
chair the woman had just left. She breathed easily, sucking
her thumb. Taking out the silver pencil 1 always carried in
my pocket, I wrote in a clear round hand under the scrawl
pinned to the baby’s dress: Her name 1s Arabella. She likes milk,
She 15 yours to keep because you are good. 1 stealthily emptied my
purse of all my capital — there must have been more than
three hundred pengo in gold — and put the money in the
boy’s cap.

Then I went silently to the door, slipped out into the street,
closed the door without a sound — and ran!

About half an hour later a policeman caught me. ‘What a
naughty little girl you are,” he said, ‘to give your poor
parents so much worry and grief?!’

‘Did I really?’ I asked.

“They’re heartbroken. Every pdliceman in the city has
been searching high and low for you. Your father has offered
a reward.’

‘For me?’ I asked.

“Yes, for you.’

I burst into tears at that. So did my mother and father
when I was brought home. They smothered me with a mix-
ture of kisses and reproaches. The servants clustered about
me with radiant faces. Even my English governess’s long
eyelids were pink with crying. My nurse Ilonka rubbed me
down tenderly and dressed me i1n fresh clothes. ‘Another

halt-hour, and you would have missed Midnight Mass,’ she
said.

‘Why, how long have I been gone?’ I asked.
‘Over eight mortal hours, you little wretch!’
I had thought I must have been gone at least three days. I
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A WALK IN THE SNOW

wish an hour lasted as long nowadays! They made Time
more durable when I was a girl; you got your full sixty
seconds’ worth per minute, then.

So . . . we went to Midnight Mass, and the great baritone
Alexius Garmilyon sang ‘Noél, Noél’ with the mighty choir;
and at home there was our resplendent Tree, and sweet
sleep with the foreknowledge of fine gifts to come.

I was very happy then. ...

Bella Barlay sighed. ‘“That was then,’ she said.

I asked, ;And now?’

‘Now I am happy, but I know it. That isn’t the same
thing.’

‘And what happened to the blacksmith, and little Ara-
bella?’
‘I saw them a year later, when we were driving in the Park.
A prosperous, happy family. I had lost interest in them by
then. What I had really wanted to see was the faces of those
good people, when Arabella cried out, and they found her
and the gold 1n the firelight. It gave me pleasure to imagine
that. It still does. The keenest pleasures in this life are 1magin-
ary, because they are always other people’s,’ said Bella

Barlay. ‘Well . . . God bless you and send you a happy New
Year. We will drink to a joyous Christmas.’




T he Tremendous Trifle

Although he had a cool cellar well stocked with all kinds of
good stuff in bins and barrels, all available for his drinking,
Mr Elwes still chose to keep a select supply of wines and
spirits in a locked sideboard to which there was no key — a
knock-kneed old piece of malaria-yellow mahogany with
round-shouldered doors on discouraged hinges which you
or I could burst with a nudge. He preferre<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>