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THE WOMAN AT THE STORE (1912)
By Katherine Mansfield

All that day the heat was terrible. The wind bldase to the ground; it rooted among
tussock grass, slithered along the road, so tleatvthite pumice dust swirled in our fac
settled and sifted over us and was likdry-skin itching for growth on our bodies. T
horses stumbled along, coughing and chuffing. Taekporse was si—with a big,
open sore rubbed under the belly. Now and agairs&imoed short, threw back her he
looked at us as though she were goo cry, and whinnied. Hundreds of larks shrill
the sky was slate colour, and the sound of theslegkninded me of slate pencils scrag.
over its surface. There was nothing to be seenwlave after wave of tussock gra
patched with purple orchids e manuka bushes covered with thick spider w

Jo rode ahead. He wore a blue galatea shirt, aoyduwusers and riding boots. A wh
handkerchief, spotted with r—it looked as though his nose had been bleeding—
was knotted round his throat. Wisof white hair straggled from under his wideaw—
his moustache and eyebrows were called +—he slouched in the saddle, grunting. |
once that day had he st “l don't care, for don't you sebly wife's mother was in fror
of mel... "It was the first dy we had been without it for a month, and now thesremec
something uncanny in his silenHin rode beside me, white as a clown; his black «
glittered, and he kept shooting out his tonguerandtening his lips. He was dressed |
Jaeger vest, and @air of blue duck trousers, fastened round the twaith a plaitec
leather belt. We had hardly spoken since dawn.odnnwe had lunched off fly biscui
and apricots by the side of a swampy ct

“My stomach feels like the crop of a hen,” said ‘Mow then, Hin you're the bright bo
of the party—where's this 'ere store you kep' on talking ab@ih, yes,” you says, *
know a fine store, with a paddock for the horsed @ecreek runnin’ through, owned b
friend of mine who'll give yer a bottle of isky before 'e shakes hands with yer.” I'd |
ter see that placemerely as a matter of curios—not that I'd ever doubt yer wc— as
yer know very well-but ...”

Hin laughed. “Don't forget there's a woman too, Johvilue eyes and yellow ha
who'll pramise you something else before she shakes hantsyait Put that in you
pipe and smoke it.”

“The heat's making you balmy,” said Jo. But he dug knees into the horse. Vv
shambled on. | half fell asleep, and had a sotnafasy dream that the horseere not
moving forward at all-then that | was on a rocki-horse, and my old mother w
scolding me for raising such a fearful dust frone tiirawin-room carpet. “You'vs
entirely worn off the pattern of the carpet,” | htdoer saying, and she gave thens a
tug. | snivelled and woke to firHin leaning over me, maliciously smilir
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“That was a case of all but,” said he. “I just cagou. What' up? Been by-bye?”
“No!” | raised my head. “Thank the Lord we're amg somewhere

We were on the brow dhe hill, and below us there was a whare roofeth wiirrugatec
iron. It stood in a garden, rather far back frora tba—a big paddock opposite, anc
creek and a clump of young willow trees. A thineliof blue smoke stood up strai
from the chimney othe whare; and as | looked a woman came out, felbty a chilc
and a sheep dogthe woman carrying what appeared to me a black.sBbe mad
gestures at uS.he horses put on a final spurt, Jo took off hideawake, shouted, thre
out his chest, andegan singing, “I don't care, for don't you see. Tlie sun pushe
through the pale clouds and shed a vivid light dlaerscene. It gleamed on the wom:
yellow hair, over her flapping pinafore and thderiEhe was carrying. The child f
behind her, andhe yellow dog, a mangy beast, scuttled back ihto whare, his ta
between his legs. We drew rein and dismou

“Hallo,” screamed the woman. “I thought you wasetiirawks. My kid comes runnin’
ter me. ‘Mumma,’ says she, ‘there's three browngs comin’ over the ‘ill,’ says shi
An' | comes out smart, | can tell yer. ‘They'll ks, | says to her. Oh, the' awks at
‘ere, yer wouldn't believe

The “kid” gave us the benefit of one eye from behiine woman's pinafc—then retired
again.

“Where's your old man?” askeHin.
The woman blinked rapidly, screwing up her f.

“Away shearin'. Bin away a month. | suppose yer goin' to stop, are yer? There"
storm comin' up.”

“You bet we are,” said Jo. “So you're on your lgn@hissus?

She stoodpleating the frills of her pinafore, and glancingm one to the other of us, lil
a hungry bird. | smiled at the thought of hHin had pulled Jo's leg about her. Certal
her eyes were blue, and what hair she had waswydtlot ugly. She was a fige of fun.
Looking at her, you felt there was nothing butlgtiand wires under that pinaf—her
front teeth were knocked out, she had red pulpylaand she wore on her feet a pai
dirty Bluchers.

“I'll go and turn out the horses,” seHin.
“Got any embrocation? Poi's rubbed herself to h
“Arf a mo!” The woman stood silent a moment, hestnits expanding as she breath

Then she shouted violently. “I'd rather you didititip. ... Youcan't and there's the er
of it. I don't let out that paddo any moreYou'll have to go on; | ain't got nothing
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“Well, I'm blest!” said Jo, heavily. He pulled meide. “Gone a bit off'er dot,” h
whispered. “Too much alonyou know very significantly. “Turn the sympathetic tap «
er, she'll come round allght.”

But there was no needshe had come round by hers

“Stop if yer like!” she muttered, shrugging her glters. To m—" I'll give yer the
embrocation if yer come alonq

“Right-o, I'll take it down to them.” We walked togethep the garden path. was
planted on both sides with cabbages. They smaKkedstale dis-water. Of flowers ther
were double poppies and sw-williams. One little patch was divided off by pa
shells—presumably it belonged to the cl—for she ran from her mother and beco
grub in it with a broken cloth-peg. The yellow dog lay across the doorstep, bileas;
the woman kicked him awe

“Gar-, get away, you beast the place ain't tidy. | révad time ter fix things -day—
been ironing. Come right ir

It was a larg@ room, the walls plastered with old pages of Emgleriodicals. Quee
Victoria's Jubilee appeared to be the most recentber. A table with an ironing boa
and wash tub on it, some wooden forms, a blackemais sofa, and some broken ci
chairs puskd against the walls. The mantelpiece above theestas draped in pin
paper, further ornamented with dried grasses am fand a coloured print of Riche
Seddon. There were four do—one, judging from the smell, let into the “Storerie on
to the ‘backyard,” through a third | saw the bedroom. Fbegzed in circles round tt
ceiling, and treacle papers and bundles of driexverl were pinned to the windc
curtains.| was alone in the room; she had gone into theedtarthe embrocation. | hea
her stamping about and muttering to herself: “I gomg, now where did | put th
bottle?...It's behind the pickle... no, it ain't.” | cleared a place on the table aattkere
swinging my legs. Down in the paddock | could h&asinging and the souiof hammer
strokes as Hirdrove in the tent pegs. It was sunset. There iswilgght in our New
Zealand days, but a curious F-hour when everything appears grotes—it frightens—
as though the savage spirit of the country walkiedad and sneered at vt it saw.
Sitting alone in the hideous room | grew afraide™ioman next door was a long tii
finding that stuff. What was she doing in there?2c@®mh thought | heard her bang |
hands down on the counter, and once she half mpdnedng it into a couc and
clearing her throat. | wanted to shout “Buck uptit bkept silent

“Good Lord, what a life!” | thought. “Imagine beirigere day in, day out, with that rat
a child and a mangy dog. Imagine bothering abaurtimg. Mad, of course she's ma
Wonderhow long she's been h—wonder if | could get her to talk.”

At that moment she poked her head round the

“Wot was it yer wanted?” she ask

“Embrocation.”
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“Oh, | forgot. | got it, it was in front of the pite jars.’
She handed me the bottle.

“My, you do look tired, you do! Shall | knock yer up avfecones for supper! Thert
some tongue in the store, too, and I'll cook yealabage if you fancy it

“Right-0.” | smiled at her. “Come down to the paddock aridg the kid for tea
She shook her hdapursing up her mour

“Oh no. I don't fancy it. I'll send the kid downtwithe things and a billy of milk. Shal
knock up aéw extry scones to take with y ter-morrow?”

“Thanks.”
She came and stood by the d
“How old is the kid?”

“Six—come nextChristmas. I'ad a bit of trouble with 'er one way another. | 'adn't ar
milk till a month after she was born and she siekklike a cow.

“She's not like you-takes after her father

Just as the woman had shouted her refusal at asehehe shouteat me ther
“No, she don't! She's the dead spit of

Any fool could see that. Come on in now, Else, gtap messing in the dir

I met Jo climbing over the paddock fer

“What's the old bitch got in the store?” he as

“Don't know—didn't look.’

“Well, of all the fools.Hin's slanging you. What have you been doing allithe?’
“She couldn't find this stuff. Oh, my shakes, yoe smart!

Jo had washed, combed his wet hair in a line adnss$orehead, and buttoned a ¢
over his shirt. He grinne

Hin snatched the embrocation from me. | went to the @nthe paddock where tt
willows grew and bathed in the creek. The water wlaar and soft as oil. Along tt
edges held by the grass and rushes, white foamlednsimd bubbled. | lay in the wal
ard looked up at the trees that were still a momidety quivered lightly, and again we
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still. The air smelt of rain. | forgot about the man and the kid until | came back to-
tent. Hinlay by the fire, watching the billy ba

| asked where Jo waspaif the kid had brought our supg

“Pooh,” said Hin rolling over and looking up at the sky. “Didndy see how Jo had be
titivating? He said to me before he went up towhmare, ‘Dang it! she'll look better k
night light—at any rate, my buck, sis female flesh!”

“You had Jo about her loc—you had me, too.”

“No—Iook here. | can't make it out. It's four yearscsil came past this way, ant
stopped here two days. The husband was a pal &f omoe, down the West Cc—a
fine, big chap, with a \ice on him like a trombone. She'd been barmaid dtve
Coast—as pretty as a wax doll. The coach used to consevithy then once a fortnigt
that was before they opened the railway up Napiy,vand she had no end of a tir
Told me once in a confidenl moment that she knew one hundred and twe five
different ways of kissing

“Oh, go on, Hih She isn't the same woma

“Course she is | can't make it out. What | thinkhe old man's cleared out and left |
that's all my eye about shearing. Sv life! The only people who come through now
Maoris and sundowners!”

Through the dark we saw the gleam of the kid'sfphea She trailed over to us with
basket in her hand, the milk billy in the otheuripacked the basket, the child stanc

by.

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

She went, the lamp from the inside of the tent ea&ftright light over her. A mea
undersized brat, with whitish hair, and weak ey#se stood, legs wide apart and
stomach protruding.

“What do you do all day?” askeHin.

She scraped out one tear with her little fingeskkal at the result and said, “Dra
“Huh! What do you draw? Leave your ears alo

“Pictures.”

“What on?”

“Bits of butter paper an' a pencil of my Mumme
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“Boh! What a lot @ words at one time!Hin rolled his eyes at her. “B-lambs and moo-
cows?”

“No, everything. I'll draw all of you when you'r@ige, and your horses and the tent,
that one”—she pointed to n— “with no clothes on in the creek. | looked at hdrene
she ouldn't see me from

“Thanks very much. How ripping of you,” seHin. “Where's Dad?”

The kid pouted. “I won't tell you because | doikelyer face!” She started operations
the other ear.

“Here,” | said. “Take the basket, get along home &all theother man supper's read
‘I don't want to.”

“I'll give you a box on the ear if you don't,” seHin, savagely.

“Hie! I'll tell Mumma. I'll tell Mumma.” The kid fed

We ate until we were full, and had arrived at theke stage before Jo came back, \
flushed and jaunty, a whisky bottle in his he

“Ave a drink—you two!” he shouted, carrying off matters withighhand. “Ere, shov
along the cups.”

“One hundred and twentive different ways,” | murmured to Hin.

“What's that? Oh! stow it!” said . “Why 'ave you always got your knife into me. Y
gas like a kid at a Sunday School beano. She wents go up there -night, and have a
comfortable chat. I"-he waved his hand air— “I got 'er round.”

“Trust you for that,” laugheHin. “But did she t# you where the old man's got t
Jo looked up. “Shearing! You 'eard ‘er, you fo

The woman had fixed up the room, even to a lighigoet of swe«williams on the
table. She and | sat one side of the table, JoHin the other. An oil lamp was s
between us, the whisky bottle and glasses, and afjuwgater. The kid knelt against o
of the forms, drawing on butter paper; | wondergdmly, if she was attempting tt
creek episode. But Jo had been right about nighe.tirfhe woman's hair was tumk—
two red spots burned in her che—her eyes shoneand we knew that they we
kissing feet under the table. She had changedltizepinafore for a white calico dressi
jacket and a black skirtthe kid was decorated to the extent of a blue sateé ritbon.
In the stifling room, with the flies buzzing agadirike ceiling and dropping on to t
table, we got slowly drun
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“Now listen to me,” shouted the woman, bangingfigtron the table. “It's six years sin
| was married, and four miscarriages. Is to 'im, | says, what do you think I'm doin'
‘ere? If you was back at the coast, I'd 'ave yoghed for child murder. Over and ove
tells 'im—you've broken my spirit and spoiled my looks, anot ¥or—that's wot I'm
driving at.” She clutched her rd with her hands and stared round at us. Spe:
rapidly, “Oh, some days-an' months of them+4-ear them two words knockin' inside 1
all the time—'Wot for!" but sometimes I'll be cooking the spuals’ | lifts the lid off tc
give 'em a prong and | 'eaiquite suddin again, ‘Wot for"’” Oh! | don't mean grthe
spuds and the kid+mear—I mean,” she hiccoughed“ou know what | mean, Mi
Jo.”

“I know,” said Jo, scratching his he

“Trouble with me is,” she leaned across the taltie,left me too much alor When the
coach stopped coming, sometimes he'd go away daysetimes he'd go away wee
and leave me ter look after the store. Back 'elde—pleased as Punch. ‘Oh, ‘allo, '
say. 'Ow are you gettin’ on. Come and give us a.ki&ometimes I'd turnbit nasty, and
then 'e'd go off again, and if | took it all righe/d wait till ‘e could twist me round
finger, then 'e'd say, ‘Well, so long, I'm off,’ do you think | could keep ‘ir—not
me!”

“Mumma,” bleated the kid, “I made a picture of then the 'ill, an' you an' me, an't
dog down below.”

“Shut your mouth!” said the wome

A vivid flash of lightning played over the ro—we heard the mutter of thunc
“Good thing that's broke loose,” said Jo. “I've itaith me 'ead for three day
“Where's your old man now?” askHin, slowly.

The woman blubbered and dropped her head on ttakie. ‘Hin, 'e's gone shearin' a
left me alone again,” she wailt

“Ere, look out for the glasses,” said Jo. “Cl-0, ‘ave another drop. No good cryin' o
spilt 'usbands! You Hinyou blasted cuckoc

“Mr. Jo,” said the woman, drying her eyes on hekg frill, “you're a gent, an' if | was
secret woman, I'd place any confidence in yoursahdon't mind if | do 'ave a glass
that.”

Every moment the gihtning grew more vivid and the thunder soundedereHin and |
were silent—the kid never moved from her bench. She pokeddregue out and blew ¢
her paper as she drew.

“It's the loneliness,” said the woman, addressib—he made sheep's eyes at— “and
bein' shut up 'ere like a broody 'en.” He reachiscthnd across the table and held h
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and though the position looked most uncomfortaltemthey wanted to pass the we
and whisky, their hands stuck together as thougbdyll pushed back my air and went
over to the kid, who immediately sat flat down aar frtistic achievements and mad
face at me.

“You're not to look,” said sh

“Oh, come on, don't be nastyHin came over to us, and we were just drunk enoug
wheedle the kid into showg us. And those drawings of hers were extraordirzary
repulsively vulgar. The creations of a lunatic wtHunatic's cleverness. There was
doubt about it, the kid's mind was diseased. Wélle showed them to us, she wor
herself up into a mad exement, laughing and trembling, and shooting outahes

“Mumma,” she yelled. “Now I'm going to draw them athyou told me | never was—
now | am.”

The woman rushed from the table and beat the shikhd with the flat of her hai
“I'll smack you withyer clothes turned up if yer dare say that agahe bawlec

Jo was too drunk to notice, kHin caught her by the arm. The kid did not utter a Sthe
drifted over to the window and began picking fliesm the treacle papt

We returned to the tat—Hin and | sitting one side, the woman and Jo, touc
shoulders, the other. We listened to the thundsiing stupidly, “That was a near oni
“There it goes again,” and Jo, at a heavy hit, “Ne@/re off,” “Steady on the brake
until rain began to fallsharp as cannon shot on the iron 1

“You'd better doss here for the night,” said thevemn
“That's right,” assented Jo, evidently in the kralvout this mowv

“Bring up yer things from the tent. You two can das the store along with the —
she'sused to sleep in there and won't mind y

“Oh Mumma, | never did,” interrupted the k
“Shut yer lies! An' Mr. Jo can 'ave this rool

It sounded a ridiculous arrangement, but it wadegseto attempt to cross them, tt
were too far gone. While the /man sketched the plan of action, Jo sat, abnorr
solemn and red, his eyes bulging, and pulling &htustach

“Give us a lantern,” saidlin, “I'll go down to the paddock.” We two went togethRain
whipped in our faces, the land was light as thoa bush fire was raging. We behay
like two children let loose in the thick of an adtare, laughed and shouted to each ot
and came back to the whare to find the kid alrdaetided in the counter of the sti The
woman brought us a lamp. Jo took bundle from Hin the door was sht
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“Goodight all,” shouted J

Hin and | sat on two sacks of potatoes. For the lifei®ofwe could not stop laughir
Strings of onions and h¢hams dangled from the ceilingaherever we looked the
were advertisement®if “Camp Coffee” and tinned meats. We pointed atrthtried tc
read them aloud-evercome with laughter and hiccoughs. The kid end¢bunter stared

us. She threw off her blanket and scrambled tofltt@, where she stood in her gr
flannel night-gownrubbing one leg against the other. We paid no atterno her

“Wot are you laughing at?” she said, unea

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

She flew into a rage and beat herself with her Batidvon't be laughed at, you c—
you.” He swooped down upon the child and swung hetodhe counte

“Go to sleep, Miss Smar—or make a drawing—here's a penciled can use Mumma
account book.”

Through the rain we heard Jo creak over the bogrdirthe next roo—the sound of a
door being opened+then shut tc

“It's the loneliness,” whispereHin.

“One hundred and twentiwe different ways—alas! my poor brother

The kid tore out a page and flung it at

“There you are,” she said. “Now | done it ter spfamma for shutting me up 'ereith
you two. | done the one she told me | never ought tlone the one she told me st

shoot me if | did. Don't care! Don't car

The kid had drawn the picture of the woman shoogihg man with a rook rifle and th
digging a hole to bury him i

She jumped off the counter and squirmed about offltioe biting her nails

Hin and | sat till dawn with the drawing beside us. Thm ceased, the little kid fe
asleep, breathing loudly. We got up, stole ouhefwhare, down into the paddock. W¥
clouds floated over a pink s—a chill wind blew; the air smelled of wet grassstlas we
swung into the saddle Jo came out of the w—he motioned to us to ride «

“I'll pick you up later,” he shoute

A bend in the road, and the whole place disappe
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