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L@J Text A

Miss Brill

Katherine Mansfield

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'—Miss Brill was glad that she had decided
on her fur. 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. Miss Brill put up her hand and touched her fur. Dear little
thing! It was nice to feel it again. She had taken it out of its box that afternoon, shaken out the
moth-powder, given it a good brush, and rubbed the life back into the dim little eyes. “What has
been happening to me?” said the sad little eyes. Oh, how sweet it was to see them snap at her
again from the red eiderdown! ... But the nose, which was of some black composition, wasn’t at
all firm. It must have had a knock, somehow. Never mind—a little dab of black sealing-wax
when the time came—when it was absolutely necessary... Little rogue! Yes, she really felt like
that about it. Little rogue biting its tail just by her left ear. She could have taken it off and laid it
on her lap and stroked it. 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. It was like someone
playing with only the family to listen; it didn’t care how it played if there weren’t any strangers
present. 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.

Only two people shared her “special” seat: 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 Miss 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. Perhaps they would go soon. Last Sunday, too,
hadn’t been as interesting as usual. An Englishman and his wife, he wearing a dreadful Panama
hat’ and she button boots. And she’d gone on the whole time about how she ought to wear
spectacles; she knew she needed them; but that it was no good getting any; they’d be sure to
break and they’d never keep on. And he’d been so patient. He’d suggested everything—gold rims,
the kind that curved round your ears, little pads inside the bridge. No, nothing would please her.
“They’ll always be sliding down my nose!” Miss Brill had wanted to shake her.

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.
And sometimes 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—Miss 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.
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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. A cold, pale nun hurried by. A beautiful woman came
along and dropped her bunch of violets, 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! Miss 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 Miss Brill wondered, the ermine toque
turned, raised her hand as though she’d seen some one else, much nicer, just over there, and
pattered away. And the band changed again and played more quickly, more gayly than ever, and
the old couple on Miss 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 Miss 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 English pupils how she spent her
Sunday afternoons. No wonder! Miss Brill nearly laughed out loud. She was on the stage. She
thought of the old invalid gentleman to whom she read the newspaper four afternoons a week
while he slept in the garden. She had got quite used to the frail head on the cotton pillow, the
hollowed eyes, the open mouth and the high pinched nose. If he’d been dead she mightn’t have

noticed for weeks; she wouldn’t have minded. But suddenly he knew he was having the paper
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read to him by an actress! “An actress!” The old head lifted; two points of light quivered in the
old eyes. “An actress—are ye?” And Miss Brill smoothed the newspaper as though it were the
manuscript of her part and said gently; “Yes, I have been an actress for a long time.”

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 Miss Brill that in another moment all of them, all the whole company, would begin
singing. The young ones, the laughing ones who were moving together, they would begin, and
the men’s voices, very resolute and brave, would join them. And then she too, she too, and the
others on the benches—they would come in with a kind of accompaniment—something low, that
scarcely rose or fell, something so beautiful—moving... And Miss Brill’s eyes filled with tears
and she looked smiling at all the other members of the company. Yes, we understand, we
understand, she thought—though what they understood she didn’t know.

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, Miss Brill prepared to
listen.

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

“But why? Because of that stupid old thing 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 fu-ur which is so funny,” giggled the girl. “It’s exactly like a fried whiting.”

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

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

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 today she passed the baker’s by, climbed 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. The box
that the fur came out of was on the bed. She unclasped the necklet quickly; quickly, without
looking, laid it inside. But when she put the lid on she thought she heard something crying.

1. Jardins Publiques /&%, #H*41 9515 public gardens.
2. the Season i ) & LS
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3. A Panama hat (toquilla straw hat) is a traditional brimmed straw hat of Ecuadorian origin.
4. X HL[) The Brute —i& AR, —HIRME S AT, —HAES AiE.
5. ma petite chere J& L5, “FE/NOH” BFEE, —M2S LR Lt

- I About the Author

Kathleen Mansfield Murry (1888—1923) was a prominent modernist writer of short fiction
who was born and brought up in colonial New Zealand and wrote under the pen name of
Katherine Mansfield. At 19, Mansfield left New Zealand and settled in the United Kingdom,
where she became a friend of modernist writers such as D.H. Lawrence and Virginia Woolf. In
1917 she was diagnosed with extrapulmonary tuberculosis, which led to her death at the age of
34. Her stories often focus on moments of disruption and frequently open rather abruptly.

This short story is taken from The Garden Party and Other Stories.

IT Questions for Discussion and Debate

1. What can you infer from the passage about Miss Brill?

2. As either the boy or girl at the end of the story what would you have done if you’d noticed the
elderly woman heard what you said?

3. What are the themes of the story?

4. What can we do about the loneliness of the aged?

5. How many times has the word “cupboard” been repeated? What is the significance of this
metaphor?

III Structure and Rhetoric

1. How does the author begin the story? What kind of effect does this beginning have on its
readers?

2. What point of view is used in telling the story?

3. What is the overall tone of the story?

4. What other rhetorical devices does the author employ in this story? Explain with examples.

IV Paraphrasing

Use your own words to explain the sentences without changing their original meanings.
1. Never mind—a little dab of black sealing-wax when the time came—when it was absolutely
necessary.

2. For although the band played all the year round on Sundays, out of season it was never the
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same.

3. 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.

4. 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!

5.No doubt somebody would have noticed if she hadn’t been there; she was part of the
performance after all.

V Word Study

Explain in English the underlined words in the sentences and substitute them with words of

similar meanings.

1. Little rogue! Yes, she really felt like that about it. Little rogue biting its tail just by her left ear.

2. Now there came a little “flutey” bit—very pretty!—a little chain of bright drops.

3. ...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.

4. She hurried on the almond Sundays and struck the match for the kettle in quite a dashing way.

5. She unclasped the necklet quickly; quickly, without looking, laid it inside.




L@J Text B

The Standard of Living

Dorothy Parker

Annabel and Midge came out of the tea room with the arrogant slow gait of the leisured, for
their Saturday afternoon stretched ahead of them. They had lunched, as was their wont, on sugar,
starches, oils, and butter-fats. Usually they ate sandwiches of spongy new white bread greased
with butter and mayonnaise'; they ate thick wedges of cake lying wet beneath ice cream and
whipped cream and melted chocolate gritty with nuts. As alternates, they ate patties’, sweating
beads of inferior oil, containing bits of bland meat bogged in pale, stiffening sauce; they ate
pastriesl, limber under rigid icing, filled with an indeterminate yellow sweet stuff, not still solid,
not yet liquid, like salve that has been left in the sun. They chose no other sort of food, nor did
they consider it. And their skin was like the petals of wood anemones, and their bellies were as
flat and their flanks as lean as those of young Indian braves.

Annabel and Midge had been best friends almost from the day that Midge had found a job as
stenographer with the firm that employed Annabel. By now, Annabel, two years longer in the
stenographic department, had worked up to the wages of eighteen dollars and fifty cents a week;
Midge was still at sixteen dollars. Each girl lived at home with her family and paid half her salary
to its support.

The girls sat side by side at their desks, they lunched together every noon, together they set
out for home at the end of the day’s work. Many of their evenings and most of their Sundays
were passed in each other’s company. Often they were joined by two young men, but there was
no steadiness to any such quartet; the two young men would give place, unlamented, to two other
young men, and lament would have been inappropriate, really, since the newcomers were
scarcely distinguishable from their predecessors. Invariably the girls spent the fine idle hours of
their hot-weather Saturday afternoons together. Constant use had not worn ragged the fabric of
their friendship.

They looked alike, though the resemblance did not lie in their features. It was in the shape of
their bodies, their movements, their style, and their adornments. Annabel and Midge did, and
completely, all that young office workers are besought not to do. They painted their lips and their
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nails, they darkened their lashes and lightened their hair, and scent seemed to shimmer from them.
They wore thin, bright dresses, tight over their breasts and high on their legs, and tilted slippers,
fancifully strapped. They looked conspicuous and cheap and charming.

Now, as they walked across to Fifth Avenue® with their skirts swirled by the hot wind, they
received audible admiration. Young men grouped lethargically about newsstands awarded them
murmurs, exclamations, even—the ultimate tribute—whistles. Annabel and Midge passed
without the condescension of hurrying their pace; they held their heads higher and set their feet
with exquisite precision, as if they stepped over the necks of peasants.

Always the girls went to walk on Fifth Avenue on their free afternoons, for it was the ideal
ground for their favorite game. The game could be played anywhere, and indeed, was, but the
great shop windows stimulated the two players to their best form.

Annabel had invented the game; or rather she had evolved it from an old one. Basically, it
was no more than the ancient sport what-would-you-do-if-you-had-a-million-dollars. But
Annabel had drawn a new set of rules for it, had narrowed it, pointed it, made it stricter. Like all
games, it was the more absorbing for being more difficult.

Annabel’s version went like this: you must suppose that somebody dies and leaves you a
million dollars, cool. But there is a condition to the bequest. It is stated in the will that you must
spend every nickel of the money on yourself.

There lay the hazard of the game. If, when playing it, you forgot and listed among your
expenditures the rental of a new apartment for your family, for example, you lost your turn to the
other player. It was astonishing how many—and some of them among the experts, too—would
forfeit all their winnings by such slips.

It was essential, of course, that it be played in passionate seriousness. Each purchase must be
carefully considered and, if necessary, supported by argument. There was no zest to playing it
wildly. Once Annabel had introduced the game to Sylvia, another girl who worked in the office.
She explained the rules to Sylvia and then offered her the gambit “What would be the first thing
you’d do?” Sylvia had not shown the decency of even a second of hesitation. “Well,” she said,
“the first thing I’d do, I’d go out and hire somebody to shoot Mrs. Gary Cooper, and then...” So
it is to be seen that she was no fun.

But Annabel and Midge were surely born to be comrades, for Midge played the game like a
master from the moment she learned it. It was she who added the touches that made the whole
thing cozier. According to Midge’s innovations, the eccentric who died and left you the money
was not anybody you loved, or, for the matter of that, anybody you even knew. It was somebody
who had seen you somewhere and had thought, “That girl ought to have lots of nice things. I'm
going to leave her a million dollars when I die.” And the death was to be neither untimely nor
painful. Your benefactor, full of years and comfortably ready to depart, was to slip softly away
during sleep and go right to heaven. These embroideries permitted Annabel and Midge to play
their game in the luxury of peaceful consciences.



Midge played with a seriousness that was not only proper but extreme. The single strain on
the girls’ friendship had followed an announcement once made by Annabel that the first thing she
would buy with her million dollars would be a silver-fox coat. It was as if she had struck Midge
across the mouth. When Midge recovered her breath, she cried that she couldn’t imagine how

Annabel could do such a thing—silver-fox coats were so common! Annabel defended her taste
* with the retort that they were not common, either. Midge then said that they were so. She added
that everybody had a silver-fox coat. She went on, with perhaps a slight toss of head, to declare
that she herself wouldn’t be caught dead in silver fox.

For the next few days, though the girls saw each other as constantly, their conversation was
careful and infrequent, and they did not once play their game. Then one morning, as soon as
Annabel entered the office, she came to Midge and said she had changed her mind. She would
not buy a silver-fox coat with any part of her million dollars. Immediately on receiving the legacy,
she would select a coat of mink.

Midge smiled and her eyes shone. “I think,” she said, “you’re doing absolutely the right
thing.”

Now, as they walked along Fifth Avenue, they played the game anew. It was one of those
days with which September is repeatedly cursed; hot and glaring, with slivers of dust in the wind.
People drooped and shambled, but the girls carried themselves tall and walked a straight line, as
befitted young heiresses on their afternoon promenade. There was no longer need for them to
start the game at its formal opening. Annabel went directly to the heart of it.

“All right,” she said. “So you’ve got this million dollars. So what would be the first thing
you'd do?”

“Well, the first thing 1’d do,” Midge said, “I’d get a mink coat.” But she said it mechanically,
as if she were giving the memorized answer to an expected question.

“Yes,” Annabel said, “I think you ought to. The terribly dark kind of mink.” But she, too,
spoke as if by rote. It was too hot; fur, no matter how dark and sleek and supple, was horrid to the
thoughts.

They stepped along in silence for a while. Then Midge’s eye was caught by a shop window.
Cool, lovely gleamings were there set off by chaste and elegant darkness.

“No,” Midge said. “I take it back. | wouldn’t get a mink coat the first thing. Know what I’d
do? Id get a string of pearls. Real pearls.”

Annabel’s eyes turned to follow Midge’s.

“Yes,” she said, slowly. “I think that’s a kind of a good idea. And it would make sense, too.
Because you can wear pearls with anything.”

Together they went over to the shop window and stood pressed against it. It contained but one
object—a double row of great, even pearls clasped by a deep emerald around a little pink velvet
throat.

“What do you suppose they cost?” Annabel said.




“Gee, [ don’t know,” Midge said. “Plenty, I guess.”

“Like a thousand dollars?” Annabel said.

“Oh, I guess like more,” Midge said. “On account of the emerald.”

“Well, like ten thousand dollars?” Annabel said.

“Gee, I wouldn’t even know,” Midge said.

The devil nudged Annabel in the ribs. “Dare you to go in and price them,” she said.

“Like fun!” Midge said.

“Dare you,” Annabel said.

“Why, a store like this wouldn’t even be open this afternoon,” Midge said.

“Yes, it is so, t00,” Annabel said. “People just came out. And there’s a doorman on. Dare
you.”

“Well,” Midge said, ‘but you’ve got to come, too.”

They tendered thanks, icily, to the doorman for ushering them into the shop. It was cool and
quiet, a broad, gracious room with paneled walls and soft carpet. But the girls wore expressions
of bitter disdain, as if they stood in a sty.

A slim, immaculate clerk came to them and bowed. His neat face showed no astonishment at
their appearance.

“Good afternoon,” he said. He implied that he would never forget it if they would grant him
the favor of accepting his soft-spoken greeting.

“Good afternoon,” Annabel and Midge said together, and in like freezing accents.

“Is there something—?” the clerk said.

“Oh, we’re just looking,” Annabel said. It was as if she flung the words down from a dais.

The clerk bowed.

“My friend and myself merely happened to be passing,” Midge said, and stopped, seeming to
listen to the phrase. “My friend here and myself,” she went on, “merely happened to be
wondering how much are those pearls you’ve got in your window.”

“Ah, yes,” the clerk said. “The double rope. That is two hundred and fifty thousand dollars,
Madam.”

“I see,” Midge said.

The clerk bowed. “An exceptionally beautiful necklace,” he said. “Would you care to look at
it?”

“No, thank you,” Annabel said.

“My friend and myself merely happened to be passing,” Midge said.

They turned to go; to go, from their manner, where the tumbrel’ awaited them. The clerk
sprang ahead and opened the door. He bowed as they swept by him.

The girls went on along the Avenue and disdain was still on their faces.

“Honestly!” Annabel said. “Can you imagine a thing like that?”

“Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars!” Midge said. “That’s a quarter of a million dollars




