SHORT STORY

MARRIAGE IN HASTE

HERE had been a frost that

morning, but now it was past

noon and the sun, shining
strongly, had drawn all sharpness
from the clear, still air.

“Hi, Dad, look at the beach, Look at
ihe beach, Dad!” the c¢hildren shouted
from the back seat.

“Dad used to live here once, don’t
forget,” Edith said.

Arnold slowed so that they could see
better through gaps in the sprawling
pohutukawas at the edge of the road.
The autumn had been like this just be-
fore he had left here 15 years ago, he
remembered. The spell of calm fine
weather had not broken by early win-
ter, and the last time he had passed
the beach, travelling the other way, the
sun had struck sparkles from the sea as
it did to-day.

Edith wished the children could have
had a run on the sand. But she knew
Arnold wanted to push on. Difficult
driving lay ahead, on the steep twisting
road beyond the next township—the one
Arnold had lived in for a while years
ago—and he wanted to get the worst of
it over in daylight.

She was enjoying the trip, seeing new
places, having a holiday from house-

work. Not that holidays were at ail im-
portant to her. She was much too
happy at home. All the things she most
wanted to do she could do best there—
quiet, simple things, reading and sew-
ing and gardening and planning for the
welfare of Arnold and the children,

THE car climbed a hill and turned a

corner and they could see the town-
ship below. Funny to think that when
Arnold had lived in one of those houses
he hadn’t even known she existed. . . .
The winter he had left here she had
already been at Green’s Corner Drapery,
in the town 20 miles from her father's
farm, for six months. Her mother had
found her the job. “You'll never meet
anybody stuck here on the farm. You
don’'t want to be an old maid like Aunt
Cissy, do you?” Indeed she didn't.
She was too inexperienced and unthink-
ing to realise that there might be more
desirable and dignified forms of spin-
sterhood than Aunt Cissy’s. Her aunt
was unhappy when she lived alone, and
when she stayed with her relations most
of them shamelessly made use of her.
Her health was poor, her eyes were
often red, her manner either aggrieved
or deprecating.

But not wanting to be like Aunt Cissy
hadn’t prevented Edith from hating the
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drapery job and the boarding-house she
had to stay in; even the week-ends at
home were spoilt by her mother so ob-
viously hoping to hear she had ‘“met
somebody.” One stinging winter after-
noon she walked from work feeling more
miserable than usual. She could feel the
hot itch of incipient chilblains on her
fingers. There would be shepherd’s pie
and bottled plums and watery custard
for dinner—Monday’s menu. Afterwards
the three old ladies would pull their
armchairs close round the fire and Edith
would have to say she was quite warm
enough and si¢ on the sofa with her
{feet going numb. One of the two old
bachelors would sit beside her and tell
her stories of old days which grew to
him more absorbing and remarkable
with each telling, though to her with-
out interest or reality. After she went
to bed she would stay cold half the
night, because the two kettles on the
side of the fire held just enough water
for the old ladies’ hot-water bags, and
she was too much in awe of the land-
lady to use the gas.

As she reached the boarding-house

gate that afternoon a young man who
had been walking behind her in the
early darkness stepped forward to open
it and to introduce himself as a fellow-

boarder who had arrived during the
week-end . . .. At dinner he sat next
to her, and before the end of the meal
asked her if she would go to the pic-
tures with him.

T seemed extraordinary to Edith now

to remember that six weeks later,
when Arnold proposed to her and she
accepted him, she still felt nothing

(continued on next page)
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