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Joyce Cary

Robert Quick, coming home after a business trip, found a note from his wife. She would be
back at four, but the children were in the garden. He tossed down his hat, and still in his dark
business suit, which he disliked very much, made at once for the garden.

He had missed his two small girls and looked forward eagerly to their greeting. He had
hoped indeed that they might, as often before, have been waiting at the corner of the road, to
flag the car, and drive home with him.

The Quicks' garden was a wilderness. Except for a small vegetable patch near the pond, and
one bed where Mrs. Quick grew flowers for the house, it had not been touched for years. Old
apple trees tottered over seedy laurels, unpruned roses. Tall ruins of dahlias and delphiniums
hung from broken sticks.

The original excuse for this neglect was that the garden was for the children. They should do
what they liked there. The original truth was that neither of the Quicks cared for gardening.
Besides, Mrs. Quick was too busy with family, council, and parish affairs, Quick with his
office, to give time 1o a hobby that bored them both.

But the excuse had become true. The garden belonged to the children, and Quick was even
proud of it. He would boast of his wild garden, so different from any neighbour's shaved
grass and combed beds. It had come to seem, for him, a triumph of imagination; and this
afternoon, once more, he found it charming in its wildness, an original masterpiece among
gardens.

And, in fact, with the sun just warming up in mid-May, slanting steeply past the trees, and
making even old weeds shine red and gold, it had the special beauty of untouched woods,
where there is still, even among closely farmed lands, a little piece of free nature left, a
suggestion of the frontier, primeval forests.

A bit of real wild country, thought Quick, a townsman for whom the country was a place for
picnics. And he felt at once released, escaped. He shouted, "Hullo, hullo, children.'

There was no answer. And he stopped, in surprise. Then he thought, They've gone to meet
me — I've missed them. And this gave him both pleasure and dismay. The last time the
children had missed him, two years before, having gone a mile down the road and lain in
ambush behind a hedge, there had been tears. They had resented being searched for, and
brought home; they had hated the humiliating failure of their surprise.

But even as he turned back towards the house, and dodged a tree, he caught sight of Jenny,
lying on her stomach by the pond, with a book under her nose. Jenny was twelve and had
lately taken furiously to reading.

Quick made for the pond with long steps, calling, 'Hullo, hullo, Jenny, hullo’, waving. But
Jenny merely turned her head slightly and peered at him through her hair. Then she dropped
her cheek on the book as if to say, 'Excuse me, it's really too hot.'

And now he saw Kate, a year older. She was sitting on the swing, leaning sideways against a
rope, with her head down, apparently in deep thought. Her bare legs, blotched with mud, lay
along the ground, one foot hooked over the other. Her whole air was one of languor and
concentration. To her father's 'Hullo' she answered only in a faint muffled voice, 'Hullo,
Daddy'.

"Hullo, Kate.' But he said no more and did not go near. Quick never asked for affection from
his girls. He despised fathers who flirted with their daughters, who encouraged them to love.
It would have been especially wrong, he thought, with these two. They were naturally
impulsive and affectionate — Jenny had moods of passionate devotion, especially in the last
months. She was growing up, he thought, more quickly than Kate and she was going to be an
exciting woman, strong in all her feelings, intelligent, reflective. 'Well, Jenny,' he said, 'what
are you reading now?' But the child answered only by a slight wriggle of her behind.

Quick was amused at his own disappointment. He said to himself: 'Children have no manners
but at least they're honest — they never pretend.' He fetched himself a deck-chair and the
morning paper, which he had hardly looked at before his early start on the road. He would
make the best of things. At fifty-two, having lost most of his illusions, he was good at
making the best of things. It's a lovely day, he thought, and I'm free till Sunday night. He
looked round him as he opened the paper and felt again the pleasure of the garden. What a
joy, at last, to be at peace. And the mere presence of the children was a pleasure. Nothing
could deprive him of that. He was home again.

Jenny had got up and wandered away among the trees; her legs too were bare and dirty, and
her dress had a large green stain at the side. She had been in the pond. And now Kate
allowed herself to collapse slowly out of the swing and lay on her back with her hair tousled
in the dirt, her arms thrown apart, her small dirty hands with black nails turned palm
upwards to the sky. Her cocker bitch, Snort, came loping and sniffing, uttered one short bark
and rooted at her mistress's legs. Kate raised one foot and tickled her stomach, then rolled
over and buried her face in her arms. When Snort tried to push her nose under Kate's thigh as
if to turn her over, she made a half kick and murmured, 'Go away, Snort.’

"Stop it, Snort,’' Jenny echoed in the same meditative tone. The sisters adored each other and
one always came to the other's help. But Snort only stopped a moment to gaze at Jenny, then
tugged at Kate's dress. Kate made another more energetic kick and said, 'Oh, do go away,
Snort.'

Jenny stopped in her languid stroll, snatched a bamboo from the border, and hurled it at
Snort like a spear.
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The bitch, startled, uttered a loud uncertain bark and approached, wagging her behind so
vigorously that she curled her body sideways at each wag. She was not sure if this was a new
game, or if she had committed some grave crime. Jenny gave a yell and rushed at her.

She fled yelping. At once Kate jumped up, seized another bamboo and threw it, shouting,
“Tiger, tiger.'

The two children dashed after the bitch, laughing, bumping together, falling over each other
and snatching up anything they could find to throw at the fugitive, pebbles, dead daffodils,
bits of flowerpots, lumps of earth. Snort, horrified, overwhelmed, dodged to and fro, barked
hysterically, crazily, wagged her tail in desperate submission; finally put it between her legs
and crept whining between a broken shed and the wall.

Robert was shocked. He was fond of the sentimental foolish Snort, and he saw her acute
misery. He called to the children urgently, 'Hi, Jenny — don't do that. Don't do that, Kate.
She's frightened — you might put her eye out. Hi, stop — stop.’

She turned round, aimed a pea-stick at him and shouted at the top of her voice, 'Yield,
Paleface. Jenny at once turned and cried, 'Yes, yes - Paleface, yield.' She burst into a shout
of laughter and could not speak, but rushed at the man with the rake carried like a lance.

The two girls, staggering with laughter, threw themselves upon their father. 'Paleface -
Paleface Robbie. Kill him - scalp him. Torture him.'

They tore at the man and suddenly he was frightened. It seemed to him that both the
children, usually so gentle, so affectionate, had gone completely mad, vindictive. They were
hurting him, and he did not know how to defend himself without hurting them, without
breaking their skinny bones, which seemed as fragile as a bird's legs. He dared not even push
too hard against the thin ribs which seemed to bend under his hand. Snort, suddenly
recovering confidence, rushed barking from cover and seized this new victim by the sleeve,
grunting and tugging.

'Hi," he shouted, trying to catch at the bitch. 'Call her off, Kate. Don't, don't, children.’ But
they battered at him, Kate was jumping on his stomach, Jenny had seized him by the collar
as if to strangle him. Her face, close to his own, was that of a homicidal maniac; her eyes
were wide and glaring, her lips were curled back to show all her teeth. And he was really
strangling. He made a violent effort to throw the child off, but her hands were firmly twined
in his collar. He felt his ears sing. Then suddenly the chair gave way - all three fell with a
crash. Snort, startled, and perhaps pinched, gave a yelp, and snapped at the man's face.

Kate was lying across his legs, Jenny on his chest; she still held his collar in both hands. But
now, gazing down at him, her expression changed. She cried, 'Oh, she's bitten you. Look,
Kate.' Kate, rolling off his legs, came to her knees, "So she has, bad Snort.’

The girls were still panting, flushed, struggling with laughter. But Jenny reproached her
sister, 'It's not a joke. It might be poisoned.'

'T know.' Kate was indignant. But burst out again into helpless giggles.

Robert picked himself up and dusted his coat. He did not utter any reproaches. He avoided
even looking at the girls in case they should see his anger and surprise. He was deeply
shocked. He could not forget Jenny's face, crazy, murderous; he thought: Not much affection
there - she wanted to hurt. It was as if she hated me. ]

It seemed to him that something new had broken into his old simple and happy relation with
his daughters; that they had suddenly receded from him into a world of their own in which he
had no standing, a primitive, brutal world.

He straightened his tie. Kate had disappeared; Jenny was gazing at his forehead and trying to
suppress her own giggles. But when he turned away, she caught his arm, 'Oh Daddy, where
are you going? :

*To meet your mother - she must be on her way.'

'Oh, but you can't go like that - we've got to wash your bite.'
"That's all right, Jenny. It doesn't matter.'

'But Kate is getting the water - and it might be quite bad.'

And now, Kate, coming from the kitchen with a bowl of water, called out indignantly, 'Sit
down, Daddy - sit down - how dare you get up.'

She was playing the stern nurse. And in fact, Robert, though still in a mood of disgust, found
himself obliged to submit to this new game. At least it was more like a game. It was not
murderous. And a man so plump and bald could not allow himself even to appear upset by
the roughness of children. Even though the children would not understand why he was upset,
why he was shocked. ‘

“Sit down at once, man,' Jenny said. 'Kate, put up the chair.'

Kate put up the chair, the two girls made him sit down, washed the cut, painted it with
iodine, stuck a piece of plaster on it. Mrs. Quick, handsome, rosy, good-natured, practical,
arrived in the middle of this ceremony, with her friend Jane Martin, Chairman of the Welfare
Committee. Both were much amused by the scene, and the history of the afternoon. Their air
said plainly to Robert, All you children — amusing yourselves while we run the world!

Kate and Jenny were sent to wash and change their dirty frocks. The committee was coming
to tea. And at tea, the two girls, dressed in smart clean frocks, handed round cake and bread
and butter with demure and reserved looks. They knew how to behave at tea, at a party. They
were enjoying the dignity of their own performance. Their eyes passed over their father as if
he did not exist, or rather as if he existed only as another guest, to be waited on.

And now, seeking as it were a new if lower level of security, of resignation, he said to
himself, 'Heavens, but what did 1 expect? In a year or two more I shan't count at all. Young
men will come prowling, like the dogs after Snort — I shall be an old buffer, useful only to
pay bills.’



The ladies were talking together about a case — the case of a boy of fourteen, a nice
respectable boy, most regular at Sunday school, who had suddenly robbed his mother's till
and gone off in a stolen car. Jenny, seated at her mother's feet, was listening intently, Kate
was feeding chocolate-roll to Snort, and tickling her chin.

Quick felt all at once a sense of stuffiness. He wanted urgently to get away, to escape. Yes,
he needed some male society. He would go to the club. Probably no one would be there but
the card-room crowd, and he could not bear cards. But he might find old Wilkins in the
billiard room. Wilkins at seventy was a crashing, a dreary bore, who spent half his life at the
club:; who was always telling you how he had foreseen the slump, and how clever he was at
investing his money. What good was money to old Wilkins? But, Quick thought, he could
get up a game with Wilkins, pass an hour or two with him, till dinner-time, even dine with
him. He could phone his wife. She would not mind. She rather liked a free evening for her
various accounts. And he need not go home till the children were in bed.

And when, after tea, the committee members pulled out their agenda, he stole away.
Suddenly, as he turned by the corner house, skirting its front garden wall, he heard running
steps and a breathless call. He turned, it was Jenny. She arrived, panting, holding herself by
the chest. 'Oh, I couldn't catch you.'

*What is it now, Jenny?".
‘I wanted to look — at the cut.’
Robert began to stoop. But she cried, No. I'll get on the wall. Put me up.'

He lifted her on the garden wall which made her about a foot taller than himself. Having
reached this superior position, she poked the plaster.

"I just wanted to make sure it was sticking. Yes, it's all right’

She looked down at him with an expression he did not recognise. What was the game,
medical, maternal? Was she going to laugh? But the child frowned. She was also struck by
something new and unexpected.

Then she tossed back her hair. 'Goodbye.' She jumped down and ran off. The man walked
slowly towards the club. No, he thought, not quite a game - not for half a second. She's
growing up - and so am 1.
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