
VIRGIN SOIL

THE bridegroom is waiting in the hall; with a trifle
of impatience he is tracing the pattern of the
linoleum with the point of his umbrella. He curbs
it and laughs, showing his strong white teeth at
a remark of his best man; then compares the time
by his hunter with the clock on the stairs. He is

I florid, bright-eyed, loose-lipped, inclined to stout-
ness, but kept in good condition; his hair is crisp,
curly, slightly grey; his ears peculiar, pointed at
their tops like a faun's. He looks very big and
well-dressed, and, when he smiles, affable enough.

Upstairs a young girl, with the suns of seventeen
summers on her brown head, is lying with her face
hidden on her mother's shoulder; she is sobbing
with great childish sobs, regardless of reddened
eyes and the tears that have splashed on the silk
of her grey, going-away gown.

The mother seems scarcely less disturbed than
the girl. She is a fragile-looking woman with
delicate fair skin, smoothly parted thin chestnut
hair, dove-like eyes, and a monotonous piping
voice. She is flushing painfully, making a strenu-
ous effort to say something to the girl, something
that is opposed to the whole instincts of her life.
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She tries to speak, parts her lips only to close
them again, and clasp her arms tighter round the
girl's shoulders; at length she manages to say
with trembling, uncertain pauses:
, You are married now, darling, and you must

obey'-she lays a stress upon the word-' your
husband in all things-there are-there are things
you should know-but-marriage is a serious
thing, a sacred thing '-with desperation-' you
must believe that what your husband tells you is
right-let him guide you-tell you--'
There is such acute distress in her usually un-

emotional voice that the girl looks up and scans
, her face-her blushing, quivering, faded face. Her
eyes are startled, fawn-like eyes as her mother's,
her skin too is delicately fair, but her mouth is
firmer, her jaw squarer, and her piquant, irregular
nose is full of character. She is slightly built,
scarcely fully developed in her fresh youth.

,What is it that I do not know, mother? What
is it? '-with anxious impatience. 'There is some-
thing more-l have felt it all these last weeks in
your and the others' looks-in his, in the very
atmosphere-but why have you not told me before
-1-' Her only answer is a gush of helpless
tears from the mother, and a sharp rap at the
door, and the bridegroom's voice,with an impera-
tive note that it strikes the nervous girl is new to
it, that makes her cling to her mother in a close,
close embrace, drop her veil and go out to him.
She shakes hands with the best man kisses the. 'girl friend who has acted as bridesmaid-the

wedding has been a very quiet one-and steps
into the carriage. The Irish cook throws an old
shoe after them from the side door, but it hits the
trunk of an elder-tree, and falls back on to the
path, making that worthy woman cross herself
and mutter of ill-omens and bad luck to follow;
for did not a magpie cross the path first thing this
morning when she went to open the gate, and
wasn't a red-haired woman the first creature she
clapped eyes on as she looked down the road?

Half an hour later the carriage pulls up at the
little station and the girl jumps out first; she is
flushed, and her eyes stare helplessly as the eyes
of a startled child, and she trembles with quick run-
ning shudders from head to foot. She clasps and
unclasps her slender, grey-gloved hands so tightly
that the stitching on the back of one bursts.

He has called to the station-master, and they go
into the refreshment-room together; the latter
appears at the door and, beckoning to a porter,
gives him 'an order.
She takes a long look at the familiar little

place. They have lived there three years, and
yet she seems to see it now for the first time; the
rain drips, drips monotonously off the zinc roof,
the smell of the dust is fresh, and the white pinks
in the borders are beaten into the gravel.
Then the train runs in; a first-class carriage,

marked (engaged,' is attached, and he comes for
her; his hot breath smells of champagne, and it
strikes her that his eyes are fearfully big and
bright, and he offers her his arm with such a
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curious amused proprietary air that the girl shivers
as she lays her hand in it

The bell rings, the guard locks the door, the
train steams out, and as it passes the signal-box, a
large well-kept hand, with a signet ring on the
little finger, pulls down the blind on the windowof
an engaged carriage.

Now as she sees it a feeling of remorse fills her
heart, and she thinks of the mother living out her
quiet years, each day a replica of the one gone
before,and her resolveweakens; she feels inclined
to go back, but the waning sun flickers over the
panes in the window of the room she occupied as
a girl. She can recall how she used to run to the
open window on summer mornings and lean out
and draw in the dewy freshness and welcome the
day, how she has stood on moonlight nights and
danced with her bare white feet in the strip of
moonlight, and let her fancies fly out into the
silver night, a young girl's dreams of the beautiful,
wonderful world that lay outside.
A hard dry sob rises in her throat at the

memory of it, and the fleeting expression of soft-
ness on her face changes to a bitter disillusion.
She hurries on, with her eyes down, up the neat

gravelled path, through the open door into the
familiar sitting-room.
The piano is open with a hymn-book on the

stand; the grate is filled with fresh green ferns, a
bowl of late roses perfume the room from the
centre of the table. The mother is sitting in her
easy chair, her hands folded across a big white
Persian cat on her lap; she is fast asleep. Some
futile lace work, her thimble, and bright scissor
are placed on a table near her.
Her face is placid, not a day older than that

day five years ago. Her glossy hair is no greyer,
her skin is clear, she smiles in her sleep. The
smile rouses a sort of sudden fury in the breast of

Five years later, one afternoon on an autumn
day, when the rain is falling like splashing tears
on the rails, and the smell of the dust after rain
fills the mild air with freshness, and the white
chrysanthemums struggle to raise their heads from
the gravel path into which the sharp shower has
beaten them, the same woman, for there is no
trace of girlhood in her twenty-two years, slips
out of a first-class carriage; she has a dressing-
bag in her hand.

She walks with her head down and a droop in
her shoulders; her quickness of step is due rather
to nervous haste than elasticity of frame. When
she reaches the turn of the road, she pauses and
looks at the little villa with the white curtains and
gay tiled window-boxes. She can see the window
of her old room; distinguish every shade in the
changing leaves of the creeper climbing up the
south wall; hear the canary's shrill note from
where she stands.

Never once has she set foot in the peaceful1ittle
house with its air of genteel propriety since that
eventful morning when she left it with him; she
has always framed an excuse.
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the woman standing in her dusty travelling cloak
at the door, noting every detail in the room. She
throws back her veil and goes over and looks at
herself in the mirror over the polished chiffonnier
-scans herself pitilessly. Her skin is sallow with
the dull sallowness of a fair skin in ill-health, and
the fringe of her brown hair is so lacking in lustre
that it affords no contrast. The look of fawn-like
shyness has vanished from her eyes, they burn
sombrefully and resentfully in their sunken orbits,
there is a dragged look about the mouth; and the
keynote of her face is a cynical disillusion. She
looks from herself to the reflection of the mother,
and then turning sharply with a suppressed excla-
mation goes over, and shaking the sleeping woman
not too gently, says:
, Mother, wake up, Iwant to speak to you! '
The mother starts with frightened eyes, stares

at the other woman as if doubting the evidence of
her sight, smiles, then cowed by the unresponsive
look in the other face, grows grave again, sits still
and stares helplessly at her, finally bursting into
tears with a

I FIo, my dear, FIo, is it really you?'
The girl jerks her head impatiently and says

drily:
I Yes, that is self-evident. I am going on a long

journey. I have something to say to you before I
start! Why on earth are you crying? '
There is a note of surprised wonder in her voice

mixed with impatience.
The older woman has had time to scan her face

and the dormant motherhood in her is roused by
its weary anguish. She is ill, she thinks, in
trouble. She rises to her feet; it is characteristic
of the habits of her life,with its studied regard for
the observance of small proprieties, and distrust of
servants as a class, that she goes over and closes
the room door carefully.
This hollow-eyed, sullen women is so unlike the

fresh girl who left her five years ago that she feels
afraid. With the quiet selfishness that has char-
acterised her life she has accepted the excuses her
daughter has made to avoid coming home, as she
has accepted the presents her son-in-law has sent
her from time to time. She has found her a
husband well-off in the world's goods, and there
her responsibility ended. She approaches her
hesitatingly; she feels she ought to kiss her, there
is something unusual in such a meeting after so
long an absence; it shocks her, it is so unlike the
one she has pictured; she has often looked for-
ward to it, often; to seeing Flo's new frocks, to
hearing of her town life.

IWon't you take off your things ? You wil1like
to go to your room? '

She can hear how her own voice shakes; it is
really inconsiderate of Flo to treat her in this
strange way.

IWe will have some tea,' she adds.
Her colour is coming and going, the lace at her

wrist is fluttering. The daughter observes it with
a kind of dull satisfaction, she is taking out her
hat-pins carefully. She notices a portrait in a
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velvet case upon the mantelpiece; she walks over
and looks at it intently. It is her father, the
father who was killed in India in a hill skirmish
when she was a little lint-locked maid barely up
to his' knee. She studies it with new eyes, try-
ing to read what man he was, what soul he had,
what part of him is in her, tries to find herself by
reading him. Something in his face touches her,
strikes some underlying chord in her, and she
grinds her teeth at a thought it rouses.

, She must be ill, she must be very ill,' says the
mother, watching her, ' to think I daren't offer to
kiss my own child ! ' She checks the tears that
keep welling up, feeling that they may offend this
woman who is so strangely unlike the girl who
left her. The latter has turned from her scrutiny
of the likeness and sweeps her with a cold criticis-
ing look as she turns towards the door, saying:

'I should like some tea. I will go upstairs and
wash off the dust.'

Half an hour later the two women sit opposite
one another in the pretty room. The younger one
is leaning back in her chair watching the mother
pour out the tea, following the graceful move-
ments of the white, blue-veined hands amongst the
tea things-she lets her wait on her; they have
not spoken beyond a commonplace remark about
the heat, the dust, the journey.

'How is Philip, is he well? J The mother
ventures to ask with a feeling of trepidation, but
it seems to her that she ought to ask about him.

, He is quite well, men of his type usually are: I
may say he is particularly well just now, he :las
gone to Paris with it girl from the Alhambra! J

The older woman flushes painfully, and pauses
with her cup half way to her lips and lets the tea
run over unheeded on to her dainty silk apron.

, You are spilling your tea; the girl adds with
malicious enjoyment.

The woman gasps: "Flo, but Flo, my dear, it is
dreadful! What would your poor father have
said! no wonder you look ill, dear, how shocking!
Shall I-ask the vicar to-to remonstrate with
him?--'

,My dear mother, what an extraordinary idea!
These little trips have been my one solace. I
assure you, I have always hailed them as lovely
oases in the desert of matrimony, resting-places
on the journey. My sole regret was their in-
frequency. That is very good tea, I suppose
it is the cream.'

The older woman puts, her cup on the tray
and stares at her with frightened eyes and paled
cheeks.

, I am afraid I don't understand you, Florence.
I am old-fashioned '-with a little air of frigid
propriety-' I have always looked upon matri-
mony as a sacred thing. It is dreadful to hear
you speak this way; you should have tried to save
Philip-from-from such a shocking sin.'
The girl laughs, and the woman shivers as she

hears her. She cries-
, I would never have thought it of Philip. My
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poor dear, I' am afraid you must be very
unhappy.

'Very,' with a grim smile," but it is over now,
I have done with it. I am not going back.'

If a bomb had exploded in the quiet, pretty
room the effect could hardly have been more
startling than her almost cheerful statement. A
big bee buzzes in and bangs against the lace
of the older woman's cap and she never heeds it,
then she almost screams:

'Florence, Florence, my dear, you can't mean
to desert your husband! Oh, think of the dis-
grace, the scandal, what people will say, the '-with
an uncertain quaver-' the sin. You took a solemn
vow, you know, and you are going to break it--'

, My dear mother, the ceremony had no meaning
for me, I simply did not know what Iwas signing
my name to, or what I was vowing to do. I
might as well have signed my name to a docu-
ment drawn up in Choctaw. I have no remorse,
no prick of conscience at the step I am taking;
.my life must be my own. They say sorrow
chastens, I don't believe it " it hardens embitters', ,
joy is like the sun, it coaxes all that is loveliest
and sweetest in human nature. No, I am not
going back.'

The older woman cries, wringing her hands
helplessly:

'I can't understand it. You must be very
miserable to dream of taking such a serious step.'

'As I told you, I am. It is a defect of my
temperament. How. many women really take
the man nearest to them as seriously as I did! I

think few. They finesse and flatter and wheedle and
coax, but truth there is none. I couldn't do that,
you see, and so Iwent to the wall. I don't blame
them; it must be. so, as long as marriage is based
on such unequal terms, as long as man demands
from a wife as a right, what he must sue from a
mistress as a favour; until marriage becomes for
many women a legal prostitution, a nightly de-
gradation, a hateful yoke under which they age,
mere bearers of children conceived in a sense of
duty, not love. They bear them, birth them,
nurse them, and begin again without choice in
the matter, growing old, unlovely, with all joy of
living swallowed in a senseless burden of reckless
maternity, until their love, granted they started
with that, the mystery, the crowning glory of their
lives, is turned into a duty they submit to with
distaste instead of a favour granted to a husband
who must become a new lover to obtain it.'
'But men are different, Florence; you can't re-

fuse a husband, you might cause him to commit. ,sm.
'Bosh, mother, he is responsible for his own

sins, we are not bound to dry-nurse his morality.
Man is what we have made him, his very faults
are of our making. No wife is bound to set aside
the demands of her individual soul for the sake
of imbecile obedience. I am going to have some
more tea.'
The mother can only whimper:
, It is dreadful! I thought he made you such

an excellent husband, his position too is so good,
and he is so highly connected.'
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, Yes, and it is as well to put the blame in the

right quarter. Philip is as God made him, he is
an animal with strong passions, and he avails
himself of the latitude permitted him by the laws
of society. Whatever of blame, whatever of sin,
whatever of misery is in the whole matter rests
solely and entirely with you, mother '-the woman
sits bolt upright-' and with no one else-that is
why I came here-to tell you that-I have pro-
mised myself over and over again that I would
tell you. It is with you, and you alone the fault
lies.'

There is so much of cold dislike in her voice that
the other woman recoils and whimpers piteously:

IYou must be ill, Florence, to say such wicked
things. What have I done? I am sure I devoted
myself to you from the time you were little; I
refused-dabbing her eyes with her cambric hand-
kerchief=-' ever so many good offers. There was
young Fortescue in the artillery, such a good-
looking man, and such an elegant horseman, he
was quite infatuated about me; and Jones, to be
sure he was in business, but he was most attentive.
Every one said I was a devoted mother; I can't
think what you mean, 1--'

A smile of cynical amusement checks her.
, Perhaps not. Sit down, and I'll tell you.'
She shakes off the trembling hand, for the

mother has risen and is standing next to her, and
pushes her into a chair, and paces up and down
the room. She is painfully thin, and drags her
limbs as she walks.

I I say it is your fault, because you reared me a
fool, an idiot, ignorant of everything I ought to
have known, everything that concerned me and
the life I was bound to lead as a wife; my phy-
sical needs, my coming passion, the very meaning
of my sex, my wifehood and motherhood to follow.
You gave me not one weapon in my hand to
defend myself against the possible attacks of man
at his worst. You sent me out to fight the biggest
battle of a woman's life, the one in which she
ought to know every turn of the game, with a
white gauze '-she laughs derisively-' of maiden
purity as a shield.'

Her eyes blaze, and the woman in the chair
watches her as one sees a frog watch a snake when
it is put into its case.
. I I was fourteen when I gave up the gooseberry-
bush theory as the origin of humanity; and I
cried myself ill with shame, when I learnt what
maternity meant, instead of waking with a sense
of delicious wonder at the great mystery of it.
You gave me to a man, nay more, you told me to
obey him, to believe that whatever he said would
be right, would be my duty i knowing that the
meaning of marriage was a sealed book to me,
that I had no real idea of what union with a man
meant. You delivered me body and soul into
his hands without preparing me in any way for
the ordeal I was to go through. You sold me for
a home, for clothes, for food; you played upon
my ignorance, I won't say innocence, that is
different. You told me, you and your sister,
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and your friend the vicar's wife, that it would
be an anxiety off your mind if I were comfortably
settled--'

'It is wicked of you to say such dreadful
things!' the mother cries, 'and besides '-~ith a
touch of asperity-' you married him willingly,you
seemed to like his attentions--'
, How like a woman! What a thorough woman

you are, mother! The good old-fashioned kitten
with a claw in her paw! Yes, I married him
willingly; I was not eighteen, I had known no men;
was pleased that you were pleased-and, as you
say, I liked his attentions. He had tact enough
not to frighten me, and I had not the faintest con-
ception of what marriage with him meant. I had
an idea '-with a laugh-' that the words of the
minister settled the matter. Do you think that if
I had realised how fearfully close the intimacy
with him would have been that my whole soul
would not have stood up in revolt, the whole
woman in me cried out against such a degradation
of myself?' Her words tremble with passion,
and the woman who bore her feels as if she is,
being lashed by a whip. 'Would I not have
shuddered at the thought of him in such a rela-
tionship ?-and waited, waited until I found the
man who would satisfy me, body and soul-to
whom I would have gone without any false shame,
of whom I would think with gladness as the father
of a little child to come, for whom the white fire
of love or passion, call it what you will, in my
heart would have burned clearly and saved me

from the feeling of loathing horror that has made
my married life a nightmare to me-ay, made me
a murderess in heart over and over again. This is
not exaggeration. It has killed the sweetness in
me, the pure thoughts of womanhood-has made
me hate myself and hate you. Cry, mother, if you
will ; you don't know how much you have to cry
for-I have cried myself barren of tears. Cry over
the girl you killed '-with a gust of passion-' why
didn't you strangle me as a baby? It would have
been kinder; my life has been a hell, mother-I
felt it vaguely as I stood on the platform waiting,
I remember the mad impulse I had to jump down
under the engine as it came in, to escape from the
dread that was chilling my soul. What have these
years been? One long crucifixion, one long sub-
mittal to the desires of a man I bound myself to
in ignorance of what it meant; every caress ,-
with a cry-' has only been the first note of
that. Look at me '-stretching out her arms-
, look at this wreck of my physical self; I wouldn't
dare to show you the heart or the soul under-
neath. He has stood on his rights; but do you
think, if I had known, that I would have given
such insane obedience, from a mistaken sense of
duty, as would lead to this? I have my rights
too, and my duty to myself; if I had only recog-
nised them in time.'
, Sob away, mother j I don't even feel for you-

I have been burnt too badly to feel sorry for
what will only be a tiny scar to you; I have
all the long future to face with all the world
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against me. Nothing will induce me to go
back. Better anything than that; food and
clothes are poor equivalents for what I have had
to suffer-I can get them at a cheaper rate. When
he comes to look for me, give him that letter. He
will tell you he has only been an uxorious husband,
and that you reared me a fool. You can tell him
too, if you like, that I loathe him, shiver at the
touch of his lips, his breath, his hands; that my
whole body revolts at his touch; that when he
has turned and gone to sleep, I have watched him
with such growing hatred that at times the tempta-
tion to kill him has been so strong that I have
crept out of bed and walked the cold passage in
my bare feet until I was too benumbed to feel any-
thing; that I have counted the hours to his going
away, and cried out with delight at the sight of the
retreating carriage! '
, You are very hard, Flo; the Lord soften your

heart! Perhaps '-with trepidation-' if you had
had a child--'
, Of his-that indeed would have been the last

straw-no, mother.'
There is such a peculiar expression of satisfaction

over something-of some inner understanding, as
a man has when he dwells on the successfulaccom-
plishment of a secret purpose-that the mother
sobs quietly, wringing her hands.
, I did not know, Flo, I acted for the best; you

are very hard on me !'

Later, when the bats are flitting across the moon,

and the girl is asleep-she has thrown herself half-
dressed on the narrow white bed of her girlhood,
with her arms folded across her breast and her
hands clenched-the mother steals into the room.
She has been turning over the contents of an old
desk; her marriage certificate, faded letters on
foreign paper, and a bit of Flo's hair cut off each
birthday, and a sprig of orange-blossom she wore
in her hair. She looks faded and grey in the silver
light, and she stands and gazes at the haggard face
in its weary sleep. The placid current of her life
is disturbed, her heart is roused, something of her
child's soul-agony has touched the sleeping depths
of her nature. She feels as if scales have dropped
from her eyes, as if the instincts and conventions
of her life are toppling over, as if all the needs of
protesting women of whom she has read with a
vague displeasure have come home to her. She
covers the girl tenderly, kisses her hair, and slips a
little roll of notes into the dressing-bag on the
table and steals out, with the tears running down
her cheeks.
When the girl looks into her room as she steals

by, when the morning light is slanting in, she sees
her kneeling, her head, with its straggling grey
hair, bowed in tired sleep. It touches her. Life is
too short, she thinks, to make anyone's hours
bitter; she goes down and writes a fewkind words
in pencil and leaves them near her hand, and goes
quickly out into the road.
The morning is grey and misty, with faint yellow

stains in the east, and the west wind blows with a
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melancholy sough in it-the first whisper of the
fall, the fall that turns the world of nature into a
patient suffering from phthisis-delicate season of
decadence, when the loveliest scenes have a note
of decay in their beauty; when a poisoned arrow
pierces the marrow of insect and plant, and the
leaves have a hectic flush and fall, fall and shrivel
and curl in the night's cool; and the chrysanthe-
mums, the 'good-bye summers' of the Irish
peasants, have a sickly tinge in their white. It
affects her, and she finds herself saying: 'Wither
and die, wither and die, make compost for the
loves of the spring, as the old drop out and make
place for the new, who forget them, to be in their
turn forgotten.' She hurries on, feeling that her
autumn has come to her in her spring, and a
little later she stands once more on the platform
where she stood in the flush of her girlhood, and
takes the train in the opposite direction.


