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The weather was ideal for a garden party. Windless, warm, the sky without a cloud. The gardener was mowing the lawns and sweeping them. Daisies seemed to shine. As for the roses, they are the only flowers that impress people at garden parties.
They were still having breakfast when the men came to put up the marquee.
“Where do you want them to put the marquee, mother?” Meg asked.
“My dear child, it’s no use asking me. I’m determined to leave everything to you children this year. Forget I am your mother. Treat me as a guest.”
But Meg could not possibly go and tell the men what to do. She was drinking her coffee, and she was too lazy to go and talk to them.
“You’ll have to go, Laura; you’re the artistic one,” she said.
Laura flew away, still holding her piece of bread-and-butter. She loved arranging things. She always felt that she could do it better than anybody else.
There were four men working. They were carrying big tool bags. Laura did not want to eat her bre-ad-and-butter in front of them, but there was nowhere to put it, and she could not throw it away. She blushed as she came up to them.
“Good morning,” she said, copying her mother’s voice.



		The Garden Party
Katherine Mansfield



		
			[image: ]
		

	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
But that sounded fearfully, and she was ashamed.
“Oh, have you come for the marquee?” she asked, like a little girl this time.
“That’s right, miss,” said the tallest of the men, smiling. “That’s about it.”
His smile was so friendly. She looked at the others. They were smiling, too. “Cheer up,” their smile seemed to say. They were really nice workmen.
“Well, what about the lily-lawn?”
She pointed to the lily-lawn with the hand that didn’t hold the bread-and-butter. They turned and stared in the direction.
“I don’t like it,” said one of the workmen. “It’s not visible enough. We must put it somewhere else.”
“A corner of the tennis court,” she suggested. “But the band’s going to be in one corner.”
“Are you going to have a band?” asked another workman. He was scanning the tennis court.
What was he thinking?
“Only a very small band,” said Laura.
“Look here, miss, that’s the place,” said the tall one. “Against those trees. Over there. That’ll
do fine.”
Against the karakas? Then people could not see the karaka-trees. They were so lovely with their leaves and yellow fruit. The marquee must not hide them.
It must. The men already started to make the place.
“Laura, Laura, where are you? Telephone, Laura!” a voice cried from the house.
“Coming!”
In the hall, her father and Laurie were brushing their hats ready to go to the office. Laura ran at Laurie and gave him a small, quick hug.
“Oh, I love parties,” she said. “Do you?”
“Rather,” said Laurie’s warm voice, and he hugged his sister, too. “Run to the telephone, old girl,” he said.
“The telephone. Yes, yes; Kitty? Good morning dear. Come to lunch? Do, dear. Delighted, of course. It will only be sandwiches and what’s left over. Yes, isn’t it a perfect morning? One moment, hold the line. Mother’s calling.”
And Laura sat back.
“What, mother? Can’t hear!”
Mrs. Sheridan’s voice came down the stairs.
“Tell her to wear that sweet hat she had on last Sunday,” she said.
“Kitty, mother says you should wear that sweet hat you had on last Sunday. Good. One o’clock.
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Bye!”
Laura hung up the phone. She listened to the voices in the house. All the doors were open. The house was alive with soft, quick steps, and running voices. She heard Sadie’s voice.
“I’m sure I don’t know. Wait. I’ll ask Mrs. Sheridan.”
“What is it, Sadie?” Laura asked.
“It’s the florist, Miss Laura.”
It was, indeed. There were pots full of pink lilies.
No other kind. Nothing but lilies.
“Oh, Sadie!” said Laura. “It’s a mistake. Nobody ordered so many. Sadie, go and find mother.”
At that moment, Mrs. Sheridan joined them.
“It’s quite right,” she said calmly. “Yes, I ordered them. Aren’t they lovely? I saw them in the shop’s window.
I thought they were perfect for the garden party.”
“But I thought you didn’t want to interfere,” said Laura.
The florist’s man was still outside at his van. He carried more lilies.
“Put them on both sides of the porch, please,” said Mrs. Sheridan. “Don’t you agree, Laura?”
“Oh, I do, mother.”
In the drawing-room Meg, Jose, and little Hans managed to move the piano.
“Now, we should put this sofa against the wall and move everything out of the room except the chairs. Don’t you think?”
“Quite.”
“Hans, move these tables into the morning-room,” Jose said. “One moment, Hans…”
Jose loved giving orders to the servants, and they loved obeying her.
“Tell mother and Miss Laura to come here at once.”
“Very good, Miss Jose.”
She turned to Meg. “I want to hear what the piano sounds like in case they ask me to sing
this afternoon.”
Meg started to play the piano. Jose started singing when her mother and Laura came in.
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“I have a great voice, don’t I, mummy?” she asked.
But Sadie interrupted.
“What is it, Sadie?”
“Madam, the cook has a question. Have you got the flags for the sandwiches?”
“The flags for the sandwiches, Sadie?” asked Mrs. Sheridan. “Let me see. Tell the cook that I’ll let her have them in ten minutes.”
Sadie left the room.
“Now, Laura,” said her mother, “come with me into the morning-room. I’ve got the names somewhere. You’ll have to write them out for me. Meg and Jose, go upstairs right now and get dressed. Do you hear me, children? Jose, when you go into the kitchen, check the cook. I’m terrified of her this morning.”
Jose got dressed and went into the kitchen.
“These are the best sandwiches I’ve ever seen,” said Jose. “How many kinds are there,
cook? Fifteen?”
“Fifteen, Miss Jose.”
“Well, cook, congratulations.”
The cook smiled at her.
“Godber’s has come,” said Sadie. She saw the man pass the window.
Godber’s were famous for their cream puffs. The family always ordered from them; nobody thought of making them at home.
“Bring them in and put them on the table, my girl,” ordered the cook.
Sadie brought them in and went back to the door. All of them agreed that the puffs looked
very attractive.
“Have one each, my dears,” said the cook. “Your mother won’t know.”
Oh, impossible. It was too early to eat puffs.
“Let’s go into the garden, out by the back door,” suggested Laura. “I want to see the marquee. The workmen are such nice men. They are placing it.”
But the cook, Sadie, Godber’s man, and Hans blocked the back door. There was something wrong.
“What’s the matter? What’s happened?”
“There’s been a terrible accident,” said the cook. “A man died.”
“A man died! Where? How? When?”
“You know all those little cottages below here, miss?” said the Godber’s man. “Of course you know them. Well, there’s a young man living there. His name is Scott. He fell off his horse and hit the back of his head. Killed.”
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“Dead!” Laura shouted.
“They were taking the body home as I came up here. He’s left a wife and five little children.”
“Jose, come here,” said Laura, and she dragged her out of the kitchen. “How are we going to
stop everything?”
“Stop everything, Laura!” cried Jose. “What do you mean?”
“Stop the garden party, of course.”
“Don’t be so absurd, Laura. Of course we can’t stop it.”
“But we can’t have a party when a man near us is dead. And just think of what the band would sound like to that poor woman.”
“Oh, Laura. I’m as sorry as you, but we can’t stop it.”
“I’m going to tell mother,” said Laura, and she went to her mother’s room.
“Mother, can I come in?” she asked.
“Of course, child. What’s the matter? Why do you look so pale?”
“Mother, a man is dead,” began Laura.
“Not in the garden?” her mother said.
“No, no!”
“Oh, I was afraid!”
“But listen, mother. We can’t have our party, can we? They are nearly our neighbours. They will hear us.”
Her mother behaved like Jose. She did not take Laura seriously.
“My dear child, we’ve heard about it by accident. We should still have our party, shouldn’t we?”
Laura had to say “yes” to that, but she felt that it was wrong.
“I think it’s heartless, mother.”
“Darling, this hat is yours. It’s too young for me. Look at yourself! You look beautiful.”
“But, mother,” Laura started again.
“You are being very absurd, Laura,” said Mrs. Sheridan angrily. “We can’t spoil everyone’s enjoyment.”
“I don’t understand,” said Laura, and she quickly left the room and went to her bedroom.
“Is mother right?” she thought. “Am I being absurd?”
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Just for a moment she thought about the poor woman and her children. She felt sorry for them.
Lunch was over by half-past one. The band arrived by half-past two. Laura wanted talk to Laurie about the accident.
“Laurie!”
“Hello! Oh, Laura, you look beautiful. What a great hat!”
“Is it?”
She smiled at Laurie, and she didn’t talk to him after all. Soon after that, people began to come. The party started, and everybody enjoyed themselves.
Laura helped her mother with the goodbyes.
“Never a more delightful garden party....” “The greatest success....” “Quite the most....”
Laura stood next to her mother until it was all over.
“All over,” said Mrs. Sheridan. “Let’s go and have some fresh coffee. I’m exhausted. Yes, it’s been very successful. But, oh, these parties!”
“Have a sandwich, daddy,” said Laura.
“Thanks,” said Mr. Sheridan. “I think you didn’t hear about the accident.”
“My dear, we did,” said Mrs Sheridan. “Laura wanted to cancel the party.”
“Oh, mother!” Laura said.
“It was horrible,” said Mr. Sheridan. “The young man was married. He had five children.”
Suddenly, Mrs. Sheridan had an idea. There were all those sandwiches, cakes, puffs, and other food on the table.
“Let’s make up a basket,” she said. “Let’s send that poor woman some of this good food. Laura, get me the basket!”
“But, mother, do you really think it’s a good idea?” asked Laura.
“Of course! What’s the matter with you today?”
Laura ran for the basket. After Mrs. Sheridan filled it, she turned to Laura.
“Take it yourself, darling,” she said. “Wait, take the lilies, too.”
It was getting dark as Laura shut their garden gates. She was going down the hill when she suddenly stopped. She stopped for a minute. She looked up at the sky.
“Yes, it was the most successful party,” she thought.
Were the people looking at her? They were.
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It was a mistake to come. Should she go back now?
No, too late. This was the house. Laura was nervous.
“Is this Mrs. Scott’s house?” she asked a woman.
“It is, my dear,” said the woman.
Laura walked up the tiny path and knocked.
“I’ll leave the basket and go,” she thought.
The door opened. A little woman in black looked at her.
“Are you Mrs. Scott?” asked Laura.
“Walk in, please, miss,” the woman said.
“No, I don’t want to come in,” said Laura. “I only want to leave this basket. Mother sent…”
“Step this way, please, miss,” the woman said.
Laura followed her. She found herself in a little kitchen. There was a woman sitting by the fire.
“I’m her sister, miss,” said the woman.
“Oh, please don’t disturb her,” said Laura. “I only want to leave…”
At that moment, the woman by the fire turned round. She looked terrible.
“All right, my dear,” she said. “I’ll thank the young lady.”
“Come on, this way,” said the woman in black.
Laura only wanted to get out. The woman opened a door. She walked into the door and saw the dead man.
“Don’t be afraid, miss,” the woman said. “Come along, my dear.”
There was a young dead man on the bed. Laura began to cry. She found her way out of the door and left the house. At the corner, she met Laurie.
“Is that you, Laura?”
“Yes.”
“Mother was getting anxious. Are you okay?”
“Yes, quite.”
“You’re not crying, are you?”
“No.”
She was. Laurie put his arm round her shoulder.
“Don’t cry,” he said in his warm voice. “Was it awful?”
“No,” said Laura. “It was simply marvellous. But Laurie… Isn’t life…”
But she couldn’t go on. No matter. He understood.
“It is, darling,” said Laurie.
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