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NEW DRESSES (1912)
By Katherine Mansfield

Mrs. Carsfield and her mother sat at the di-room table putting the finishing touch
to some green cashmere dresses. They were to lmebydhe two Misses Carsfield
church on the following day, with apj-green sashes, and stréaats with ribbon tails
Mrs. Carsfield had set her heart on it, and thisidea late night for Henry, who wi
attending a meeting of the Political League, she:the old mother had the dini-room
to themselves, and could make “a peaceful littersheexpressed it. The red cloth w
taken off the table-where stood the weddi-present sewing machine, a brown w-
basket, the “material,” and some torn fashion jaign Mrs. Carsfield worked tt
machine, slowly, for she feared the green threadldvgive t, and had a sort of tire
hope that it might last longer if she was carefulise a little at a time; the old woman
in a rocking chair, her skirt turned back, andfled-slippered feet on a hassock, tying
machine threads and stitching somerow lace on the necks and cuffs. The gas
flickered. Now and again the old woman glanced ugh@ jet and said, “There's water
the pipe, Anne, that's what's the matter,” then sibent, to say again a moment lat
“There must be water in that p, Anne,” and again, with quite a burst of ene “Now
there is—I'mcertain of it.”

Anne frowned at the sewing machine. “The way motharps on thing—it gets
frightfully on my nerves,” she thought. “And alwayden there's no earthly opportun
to bette a thing. ... | suppose it's old ebut most aggravating.” Aloud she sa
“Mother, I'm having a really substantial hem instress of Ros«—the child has got s
leggy, lately. And don't put any lace on Helen'$s;uit will make a distinction, an
besdes she's so careless about rubbing her handsytimireg grubby.

“Oh there's plenty,” said the old woman. “I'll gug little higher up.” And she wonder:
why Anne had such a down on He—Henry was just the same. They seemed to wa
hurt Helen's feelings-+he distinction was merely an exct

“Well,” said Mrs. Carsfield, “you didn't see Helsntlothes when | took them off-
night, Black from head to foot after a week. AndenH compared them before her e
with Rose's she merely shrugged, yoow that habit she's got, and began stutterir
really shall have to see Dr. Malcolm about hertstirtg, if only to give her a good frigt
| believe it's merely an affectation she's pickpdatischo—that she can help i

“Anne, you know she's alws stuttered. You did just the same when you wereape,

she's highly strung.” The old woman took off heedpcles, breathed on them, ¢
rubbed them with a corner of her sewing af
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“Well, the last thing in the world to do her anyogbis to let heimaginethat” answered
Anne, shaking out one of the green frocks, andkpric at the pleats with her need
“She is treated exactly like Rose, and the Boy hasnerve. Did you see him when 1 |
him on the rockindiorse t-day, for the first time? Hsimply gurgled with joy. He'
more the image of his father every d:

“Yes, he certainly is a thorough Carsfield,” assdrithe old woman, nodding her he

“Now that's another thing about Helen,” said AnfiEhe peculiar way she treats Bc
staring at hn and frightening him as she does. You remembenvigewas a baby ho
she used to take away his bottle to see what hédvdm? Rose is perfect with the cl—
but Helen...”

The old woman put down her work on the table. Aelisilence fell, and through t
silence the loud ticking of the dini-room clock. She wanted to speak her mind to A
once and for all about the way she and Henry wesaihg Helen, ruining the child, b
the ticking noise distracted her. She could natkhaf the words and sat tre stupidly,
her brain goingick, tick, to the dinin-room clock.

“How loudly that clock ticks,” was all she se

“Oh there's mother-eff the subject aga—giving me no help or encouragemer
thought Anne. She glanced at the cli

“Mother, if you've finshed that frock, would you go into the kitchen dreht up som
coffee, and perhaps cut a plate of ham. Henrylvelin directly. I'm practically throug
with this second frock by myself.” She held it g fnspection. “Aren't they charmin
They oughto last the children a good two years, and thetpeet they'll do for scho—
lengthened, and perhaps dy¢

“I'm glad we decided on the more expensive matésald the old woma

Left alone in the diningpom Anne's frown deepened, and her mouth ced—a sharp
line showed from nose to chin. She breathed deepigt, pushed back her hair. Th

seemed to be no air in the room, she felt stuffgdand it seemed so useless to be ti

herself out with fine sewing for Helen. One nevet through with cildren, and never
had any gratitude from the—except Rose-who was exceptional. Another sign of «

age in mother was her absurd point of view abouemjeand her “touchiness” on tl

subject. There was one thing, Mrs. Carsfield saitidrself. She was ermined to keep
Helen apart from Boy. He had all his father's daresiess to unsympathetic influenc

A blessing that the girls were at school all «

At last the dresses were finished and folded olverliack of the chair. She carried
sewing machie over to the bocshelves, spread the taldeth, and went over to tf
window. The blind was up, she could see the gaqigte plainly: there must be a mo
about. And then she caught sight of something sginn the garden seat. A book, ye:!
mustbe a book, left there to get soaked through bydt#he. She went out into the he
put on her goloshes, gathered up her skirt, andmanthe garden. Yes, it was a bo
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She picked it up carefully. Damp alre—and the cover bulging. She shrugged
shoulders in the way that her little daughter hadgtédrom her. In the shadowy gard
that smelled of grass and rose leaves, Anne's haalened. Then the gate clicked
she saw Henry striding up the front p

“Henry!” she called.

“Hullo,” he cried, “what on earth are you doing down there. ... M-gazing, Anne?”
She ran forward and kissed h

“Oh, look at this book,” she said. “Helen's beeaviag it about, again. My dear, hc
you smell of cigars!”

Said Henry: “You've got to smoke a decent cigaen you're with, these other cha
Looks so bad if you don't. But come inside, Anney yraven't got anything on. Let t
book go hang! You're cold, my dear, you're shivgfirHe put his arm round h
shoulder. “See the moon over there, by the chimrféne night. By jove! | had th
fellows roaring to-night-1 made a colossal joke. One of them said: ‘Lifeaigame o
cards,” and |, without thinking, just straight out.” Henry paused by the door and h
up a finger. “I said ... well I've forgotten the ex words, but they shouted, my de
simply shouted. No, I'll remember what | said il lbe-night; you know | always do

“I'll take this book into the kitchen to dry on thove-rack,” said Anne, and she thoug
as she banged the pages, “Henry has brinking beer again, that means indigest
tomorrow. No use mentioning Heler-night.”

When Henry had finished the supper, he lay bacthéchair, picking his teeth, al
patted his knee for Anne to come and sit t

“Hullo,” he said, jumping her up d down, “what's the green fandangles on the ¢
back? What have you and mother been up to,

Said Anne, airily, casting a most careless glandbeagreen dresses, “Only some fro
for the children. Remnants for Sunde

The old woman put the pl¢ and cup and saucer together, then lighted a ci
“I think I'll go to bed,” she said, cheerful

“Oh, dear me, how unwise of Mother,” thought Anfi8he makes Henry suspect
going away like that, as she always does if them®sunpleasantness bring.”

“No, don't go to bed yet, mother,” cried Henry, igdly. “Let's have a look at the things
She passed him over the dresses, faintly smilieguridrubbed them through his finge

“So these are the remnants, are they, Anne? Deml'nfiuch like th<Sunday trousers rr

mother used to make me out of an ironing blanketv rhuch did you pay for this a yat
Anne?”
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Anne took the dresses from him, and played withitéoh of his waistcoe

“Forget the exact price, darling. Mother and | emtlskimped ther even though they
were so cheap. What can great big men bother atlotites ...? Was Lumley ther
tonight?”

“Yes, he says their kid was a bit bandylegged stttiue same age as Boy. He told me
new kind of chair for children that the draper hast cot in—makes them sit with the
legs straight. By the way, have you got this mandhaper's bill~

She had been waiting for t—had known it was coming. She slipped off his kneé
yawned.

“Oh, dear me,” she said, “I think I'll follow motheBed's th place for me.” She stared
Henry, vacantly. “Bill—bill did you say, dear? Oh, I'll look it out in tineorning.’

“No, Anne, hold on.” Henry got up and went ovethe cupboard where the bill file w
kept. “Toimorrow's no goc—because it's Sunday. | wato get that account off mr
chest before I turn in. Sit down th—in the rocking-chair-you needn't stand

She dropped into the chair, and began humminghaliwvhile her thoughts coldly bus
and her eyes fixed on her husband's broad bacl &eit oer the cupboard door. F
dawdled over finding the fil

“He's keeping me in suspense on purpose,” she thotiye can afford —otherwise
why should | do it? | know our income and our exgiaure. I'm not a fool. They're a ht
upon earth every month, ise bills.” And she thought of her bed upstairs,ryed for it,
imagining she had never felt so tired in her

“Here we are!” said Henry. He slammed the file orthte table
“Draw up your chair. ...”

“Clayton: Seven yards green cashmere at five sgs a yard—thirtyfive shillings.” He
read the item twice-then folded the sheet over, and bent towards AHeewas flushe:
and his breath smelt of beer. She knew exactly hewook things in that mood, and ¢
raised her eyebrows and nodc

“Do you mearno tell me,” stormed Henry, “that lot over therestthirty-five shillings—
that stuff you've been mucking up for the childr&ood God! Anybody would thin
you'd married a millionaire. You could buy your et a trousseau with that mon
You're makingyourself a laughin-stock for the whole town. How do you think | canyt
Boy a chair or anything el—if you chuck away my earnings like that? Time agdia
you impress upon me the impossibility of keepindgeidaedecent; and then you go deck
her out thenext moment in thirt-five shillings worth of green cashmere.

On and on stormed the voi
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“He'll have calmed down in the morning, when thertseworked off,” thought Anne, ar
later, as she toiled up to bed, “When he sees hewiklast, he'll unarstand. ...

A brilliant Sunday morning. Henry and Anne quiteorciled, sitting in the dinir-room
waiting for church time to the tune of Carsfieldipr, who steadily thumped the shelf
his high€hair with a gravy spoon given him from the breakteble by his fathe

“That beggar's got muscle,” said Henry, proudiix€éltimed him by my watch. He's ke
that up for five minutes without stoppin

“Extraordinary,” said Anne, buttoning her gloves.think he's had that spoon almu
long enough now, @&, don't you? I'm so afraid of him putting it it mouth.

“Oh, I've got an eye on him.” Henry stood over bimall son. “Go it, old man. Te
Mother boys like to kick up a row

Anne kept silence. At any rate it would keep hie eyf the children wen they came
down in those cashmeres. She was still wonderistpef had drummed into their mir

often enough the supreme importance of being darafudl of taking them of
immediately after church before dinner, and whyddelas fidgety when she was led

about at all, when the door opened and the old woushered them in, complete to
straw hats with ribbon tai

She could not help thrilling, they looked so venperio—Rose carrying her pray-
book in a white case embroidered with a pink wai cross. But she feigned indifferen
immediately, and the lateness of the hour. Not adwnore on the subject from Hen
even with the thirtyfive shillings worth walking hand in hand beforerhall the way tc
church. Anne decided that was really gens and noble of him. She looked up at h
walking with the shoulders thrown back. How finelbeked in that long black coat, wi
the white silk tie just showing! And the childresoked worthy of him. She squeezed
hand in church, conveying by thalent pressure, “It was for your sake | made
dresses; of course you can't understand thareally, Henry.” And she fully believed

On their way home the Carsfield family met Doctoaltblm, out walking with a blac
dog carrying his stick in its outh. Doctor Malcolm stopped and asked after Bo
intelligently that Henry invited him to dinn

“Come and pick a bone with us and see Boy for yafjfshe said. And Doctor Malcolr
accepted. He walked beside Henry and shouted asshbulder, “Helel keep an eye on
my boy baby, will you, and see he doesn't swallow welking-stick. Because if he doe
a tree will grow right out of his mouth or it wijo to his tail and make it so stiff tha
wag will knock you into kingdom come

“Oh, Doctor Malcém!” laughed Helen, stooping over the dog, “Comenal, doggie
give it up, there's a good bo
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“Helen, your dress!” warned Anr

“Yes, indeed,” said Doctor Malcolm. “They are loogi tof-notchers t-day—the two
young ladies.”

“Well, it really is Rose's olour,” said Anne.*Her complexion is so much more viv
than Helen's.”

Rose blushed. Doctor Malcolm's eyes twinkled, aadképt a tight rein on himself fro
saying she looked like a tomato in a lettuce s

“That child wants taking down a peg,” he cded. “Give me Helen every time. Shi
come to her own yet, and lead them just the damegereed.

Boy was having his midlay sleep when they arrived home, and Doctor Maldo¢ggec
that Helen might show him round the garden. Herapenting already chis generosity,
gladly assented, and Anne went into the kitchenterview the servant gi

“Mumma, let me come too and taste the gravy,” bddgese

“Huh!” muttered Doctor Malcolm. “Good riddanc:

He established himself on the garden b— put up hs feet and took off his hat, to gi
the sun “a chance of growing a second crop,” he Halen

She asked, soberly: “Doctor Malcolm, do you reéikg my dress.

“Of course | do, my lady. Don't you

“Oh yes, I'd like to be born and die in it, Butwas such a fuss-yings on, you know
and pullings, and ‘don'ts.” | believe mother wolidd me if it got hurt. | even knelt o
my petticoat all through church because of dusherhassock

“Bad as that!” asked Doctor Malcolm, rolling hisesyat Helel

“Oh, far worse,” said the child, then burst into laughted ahouted, “Hellish!” dancin
over the lawn.

“Take care, they'll hear you, Hele

“Oh, booh! It's just dirty old cashme— serve them right. They can't see me if the
not here to see and salibesn't matter. It's only with them | feel funr

“Haven't you got to remove your finery before dinh
“No, because you're her

“O my prophetic soul!” groaned Doctor Malcol
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Coffee was served in the garden. The servant godiht out some cane crs and a rug
for Boy. The children were told to go away and g

“Leave off worrying Doctor Malcolm, Helen,” said Heg. “You mustn't be a plague
people who are not members of your own family.”d#epouted, and dragged over to
swing for comfort. e swung high, and thought Doctor Malcolm was atrhesutiful
man—and wondered if his dog had finished the plateasfds in the back yard. Decid
to go and see. Slower she swung, then took a fligag; her tight skirt caught on
nail—there was a shayrtearing sour—quickly she glanced at the oth—they had not
noticed—and then at the fro—at a hole big enough to stick her hand through. f8h:
neither frightened nor sorry. “I'll go and changéshe though

“Helen, where are you going to?” led Anne.
“Into the house for a book

The old woman noticed that the child held her skir& peculiar way. Her petticoat stri
must have come untied. But she made no remark. {Drtbe bedroom Helen unbutton
the frock, slipped out of it, and wondd what to do next. Hide it somewh—she
glanced all round the roc—there was nowhere safe from them. Except the tojhe
cupboard—but even standing on a chair she could not throwigk—it fell back on top
of her every time-the horrid, hateful thing. hen her eyes lighted on her school sat
hanging on the end of the bed post. Wrap it indohool pinafor—put it in the botton
of the bag with the pencil case on top. They'd neaak there. She returned to the gar
in the every-day dressbkut forgo about the book.

“A-ah,” said Anne, smilingironically. “What a new lefair Doctor Malcolm's benefit
Look, Mother, Helen has changed without being told

“Come here, dear, and be done up prope

She whispered to Helen: “Where did you leave yoess?”

“Left it on the side of the beWhere | took it off,” sang Helen.

Doctor Malcolm was talking to Henry of the advamsaglerived from public scho

education for the sons of commercial men, but ltets eye on the scene, and watct
Helen, he smelt a ratsmelt a Hamelin tribe of the

Confusion and consternation reigned. One of thergreashmeres had disappe—
spirited off the face of the ea—during the time that Helen took it off and the dhén's
tea.

“Show me the exact spot,” scolded I. Carsfield for the twentieth time. “Helen, telkt
truth.”
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“Mumma, | swear | left it on the floor.’
“Well, it's no good swearing if it's not therechln't have been stolel

“l did see a very funnyeoking man in a white cap walking up and down tbed and
staring in the windows as | came up to change.t@ha@nne eyed her daught

“Now,” she said. “Iknow you are telling lies.

She turned to the old woman, in her voice sometbfryide and joyous satisfactic

“You hear, Mother—this cocl-and-bull story?”

When they were near the end of the bed Helen btliahd turned away from them. A
now and again she wanted to shout “l tore it, ¢ it and she fancied she had said it
seen their faces, just as sometimes in bed shendrkahe had got and dressed. But
the evening wore on she grew quite car—glad only of one thing-people had to go
to sleep at night. Viciously she stared at the shuning through the window space ¢
making a pattern of the curtain on the bare nurflenr. Andthen she looked at Ros
painting a text at the nursery table with a whag eup full of water to herself.

Henry visited their bedroom the last thing. Shertidam come creaking into their roc
and hid under the bedclothes. But Rose betraye

“Helen's not asleep,” piped Rc

Henry sat by the bedside pulling his mouste

“If it were not Sunday, Helen, | would whip you. Ass, and | must be at the office ea
to-morrow, | shall give you a sound smacking afterite¢he evening. ... Do you he
me?”

She grunted.

“You love your father and mother, don't yo

No answer.

Rose gave Helen a dig with her fc

“Well,” said Henry, sighing deeply, “I suppose yiowe Jesus’

“Rose has scratched my leg with her toe nail,” arsd Heler

Henry strode oudf the room and flung himself on to his own bedhwiis outdoor boot
on the starched bolster, Anne noticed, but he wasotvercome for her to venture

protest. The old woman was in the bedroom too, alynbing the hairs from Anne
brush. Henry toldhem the story, and was gratified to observe Antegiss
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“It is Rose's turn for her t-nails after the bath next Saturday,” commented dluk
woman.

In the middle of the night Henry dug his elbow iMos. Carsfielc
“I've got an idea,” he said. “Mallm's at the bottom of this.”
“No... how ... why ... where... bottom of what

“Those damned green dress

“Wouldn't be surprised,” she managed to articulttimking, “imagine his rage if | wok
him up to tell him an idiotic thing like that

“Is Mrs. Carsfietl at home,” asked Doctor Malcol

“No, sir, she's out visiting,” answered the servgirt

“Is Mr. Carsfield anywhere about

“Oh, no, sir, he's never home midde

“Show me into the drawir-room.”

The servant girl opened the draw-room door, cocked meeye at the doctor's bag. S
wished he would leave it in the h— even if she could onlfeel the outside withou
opening it. ... But the doctor kept it in his he

The old woman sat in the draw-room, a roll of knitting on her lap. Her head hatlen
back—her mouth was op—she was asleep and quietly snoring. She starteat tipe
sound of the doctor's footsteps and straighteneddy

“Oh, Doctor—youdid, take me by surpris

| was dreaming that Henry had bought Anne fivéelitanaries. Pleasit down!”

“No, thanks. I just popped in on the chance of luiaig you alone. ... You see this ba
The old woman nodded.

“Now, are you any good at opening bag

“Well, my husband was a great traveller and onepdnt a whole night in a railwe
train.”

“Well, have a go at opening this or
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The old woman knelt on the fl—nher fingers trembled.
“There's nothing startling inside? “she asl
“Well, it won't bite exactly,” said Doctor Malcoli

The catch sprang operthe bag yawned like a toothless mouth, ehe saw, folded in it
depths—green cashmeravith narrow lace on the neck and sleeves.

“Fancy that!” said the old woman mild

“May | take it out, Doctor?” She professed neitl@stonishment nor pleas—and
Malcolm felt disappointe:

“Helen's dress,” heasd, and bending towards her, raised his voiceatMoung spark'’
Sunday rig-out.”

“I'm not deaf, Doctor,” answered the old woman. 8Yé&thought it looked like it. | tol
Anne only this morning it was bound to turn up sarere.” She shook the crump
frock, and looked it over. “Things always do if ygive them time; I've noticed that
often—it's such a blessinc

“You know Lindsay—the postman? Gastric ulc—called there this morning. ... Se
this brought in by Lena, who'd got it from Helenloer wey to school. Said the kid fishe
it out of her satchel rolled in a pinafore, andddagér mother had told her to give it awn
because it did not fit her. When | saw the teanderstood yesterday's ‘new leaf,” as M
Carsfield put it. Was up to the doc in a jiffy. Got the dress-bought some stuff ¢
Clayton's and made my sister Bertha sew it whited dinner. | knew what would |
happening this end of the l—and | knew you'd see Helen through for the sak
getting one in at Henry.”

“How thoughtfulof you, Doctor!” said the old woman. “I'll tell Arnl found it under m
dolman.”

“Yes, that's your ticket,” said Doctor Malcol

“But of course Helen would have forgotten the wirgpby tc-morrow morning, and I'
promised her a new doll. ...” The old won spoke regretfully.

Doctor Malcolm snapped his bag toget “It's no good talking to the old bird,” t

thought, “she doesn't take in half | say. Don'tinsée have got any forrader than do
Helen out of a doll.”
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