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            A Trap to Catch a Gazelle
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         It was near the top of The Times Personal column:
         

         
            Calling Moll Byblow, the Mouse and the Gazelle. Madam Lily de Luxe reminds you of a long-standing luncheon engagement, at one p.m. next Thursday. The window table is reserved. Do not fail. This may be the last reunion.

         

         I read it on Saturday morning, Lilian having sent me a cutting from Friday’s Times. (She’d repeat the advertisement up to the morning of the lunch party.) I felt sure that Molly, too, would have received one. I rang her up and found she had.
         

         I said, ‘What did you think of it?’

         ‘Darling Lilian being a wee bit hot-making, perhaps?’

         Lilian would never have permitted herself such a dated expression. Molly would barely know it was dated – and certainly would not mind.

         ‘More than a wee bit, surely.’

         ‘Still, I couldn’t care less. Hardly anyone but ourselves will remember the old names now. And they just might fetch Zelle. None of Lilian’s dignified reminders ever have.’

         ‘Probably Zelle never saw them, though she did sometimes read The Times; also Dracula and the Bible.’
         

         ‘That’s more than I have. Of course you’re coming on Thursday?’

         ‘I suppose so, or Lilian will never forgive me. But it’s a bit of an effort.’

         ‘Quite time you made one,’ said Molly. ‘We haven’t met for ages. If you drive, be sure to park the car outside the West End. We always do now.’

         ‘Me, too – not that I’ve been up this year. Molly, how long is it since you saw Lilian? Is she all right?’

         ‘Of course she is. I had tea with her the week before last, when I went up to the dentist, and she looked blooming. Why wouldn’t she be all right?’

         ‘I just thought – well, it worried me that she put in “This may be the last reunion.”’

         ‘Oh, that’s just an extra effort to attract Zelle,’ said Molly. ‘Lilian couldn’t be better – anyway, physically; mentally she’s a bit peculiar and one can’t altogether blame her, the life she leads now. And all this nostalgia for the past …’

         I said I sometimes suffered from that myself.

         ‘But you, dear child, have so many pasts and anyway you seldom talk about them. Lilian focuses on that one little period when we knew Zelle, and this last year she’s never stopped talking about it, sort of putting it through a fine sieve.’
         

         ‘Have you ever discovered why?’

         ‘Well, she did once try to explain but I can’t go into that now. This call’s costing you money.’

         ‘I don’t mind. What did she say?’

         Molly, addressing shouting children and barking dogs, all of whom I could hear, said: ‘Quiet, fiends!’ in a tone which neither expected nor got results. Then she told me she couldn’t remember what Lilian had said – ‘Probably because it didn’t make sense. Anyway, don’t worry. She’ll be all right once the reunion lunch is over.’
         

         ‘Thank God she only holds them every five years.’

         ‘Oh, I quite enjoy them. Now will you excuse me? There’s a dogfight starting and childfight. They’ll probably end in a foursome. I must dash.’
         

         Never had I seen Molly so much as hurry, let alone dash.

         I considered telephoning Lilian to let her know she could count on me, then decided a postcard would do. Telephone calls to Lilian were apt to prove ruinous. And I’d some more telephoning to do. If I had to go to London I must make good use of the trip.

         On Thursday I woke to find a perfect September morning, summer with the first gentle hint of autumn, exactly the wrong day to be away from the country. I would have gone for an enormous walk – except that, while in the bath, I saw exactly how to finish the book I was writing, after being stuck for weeks; though as things turned out, I doubt if I should have walked or written, because during breakfast I suddenly knew how to paint the view framed by my open window. I had been threatening to paint for months, sometimes seeing myself as a primitive, sometimes as an abstractionist. Today the primitive mood was in the ascendant. I saw the white fence, with flat flowers against it, and the grey lane on top of the fence, with a flat child cycling along it, and the green field on top of the grey lane, with flat cows against it, and a blue sky on top of the green field, with flat white clouds. I knew not only the whole of the composition but the actual brush strokes I would use. So eager and confident was I that, on my way to London, I stopped at the first little town and laid in a stock of paints – oils; I had once tried water colours and they ran about too much.
         

         Regret at leaving the country lasted as long as the country lasted. Then, as usual with me, the pull of London began, growing stronger whenever I drove through places where there were fairly large shops. It would be pleasant to do some shopping in the afternoon if Lilian would permit it. Not that I hankered to buy anything in the shops I was passing. I just wanted to paint them, particularly the gaudiest clothes shops; I got the chance to study one while I was held up by traffic lights. But could paint simulate the astonishingly vivid dyes now popular? Perhaps I could achieve a kaleidoscopic effect with dots, dashes, triangles of colour; a little Klee-like? I had stopped being a primitive. Then, in the outer suburbs, I gave up my mental painting, needing to concentrate completely on my driving; it was nearly a year since I had coped with so much traffic.

         As always I had allowed myself two hours to reach St John’s Wood, where I usually left my little car. Today the drive had taken longer. And it was some time before I could find anywhere to park. Then I took a taxi to the hotel.

         Molly and Lilian were there ahead of me, talking to the head porter. I saw them before they saw me and, as so often before, felt a pang because they looked older than my mind’s-eye picture of them. Then they became the no-age, or all-ages, of friends one has known from their youth. Now, as then, Molly looked large, beautiful and placid. Now, as then, Lilian looked slight, beautiful and anything but placid. When alone with Lilian I thought of her as tall; next to Molly she seemed barely of medium height.
         

         ‘Dear child, you get smaller and smaller,’ said Molly, turning to envelop me in an embrace.

         ‘You’re late,’ said Lilian, before offering her cheek to be kissed. I was one of the few people she kissed in return.

         ‘No luck with Zelle, I suppose?’

         ‘Oh, there’s time yet.’ Lilian’s tone sounded defensive. ‘Actually, I’ve one of my “feelings” that she’ll come today.’

         ‘And we all know dear Lilian’s “feelings”,’ said Molly. ‘Count on them and they let you down. Jeer at them and they come true. Could we eat? I’m ravenous.’

         Lilian had a last word with the head porter. ‘You’ll be on the look-out for our friend? She’s very fair.’

         ‘How do you know she’s still fair?’ I asked as we walked towards the restaurant.

         ‘Oh, that colour of hair looks fair even when it’s turning grey. She’d only need a fair rinse.’

         If there is any grey amidst the night-black of Lilian’s hair only she and her hairdresser know about it. There really is no grey amidst my unspectacular mouse-brown. I often remind myself that does not prove I am young for my age.
         

         Lilian, her mind like mine still on hair, went on, ‘Isn’t that the perfect hat for Molly? Exactly the right shade.’

         It was a close-fitting cap of russet velvet leaves.

         ‘Well, I like to pretend I’m still a red-head,’ said Molly. ‘But the tide of white flows in.’

         ‘You’re a fool to let it,’ said Lilian.

         The restaurant always looked to me just as on our first visit; beautiful, formal, dignified yet light-hearted, gleaming with silver, damask and glass, and flooded with light from its tall windows. Beyond them stretched the park, where the grass was still dried by summer, the trees still in full leaf, though the autumn seemed just a little nearer here than it had seemed in the country.
         

         We were shown to our usual window table. Our reception conveyed that we were honoured guests of many years’ standing and that this was an important occasion. The table was laid for four and our waiter made no attempt to remove the setting we did not need. Five years before he had been prevented from doing so by the head waiter, who had told him another lady was expected. As I sat down I mentally counted up how many times Zelle’s place had remained unoccupied.

         It was no use hoping for a menu. Lilian would have ordered the lunch in advance and it would be an exact replica of our first lunch. Smoked salmon would be followed by chicken and chicken by a pudding of extreme richness which Lilian – though often slimming sternly and unnecessarily – would finish to the last mouthful. It was as well she did not know what vintage of champagne we had originally drunk as she could hardly have gone on repeating it throughout the years. She settled for the same name.
         

         I began a normal conversation with Molly but was cut short by Lilian.

         ‘You’re not to talk about the present. You’re to think yourselves into the past – so that the past becomes the present. I’m twenty-three, Molly’s twenty-one. And you, Mouse, are eighteen.’

         ‘Must you call me Mouse?’
         

         ‘I must for today. And I always think of you as Mouse. What have you against it?’

         ‘I never felt it particularly suited me. And as one grows older, comic nicknames seem a bit ridiculous. Anyway, they’re dead out of fashion now.’

         ‘Since when have you cared what was in fashion or out?’

         Come to think of it, what name did I most recognise as mine? Certainly not my real, much too long Christian name; though for years now I had nagged Molly and Lilian to use it, or corruptions of it. And I could remember at least half a dozen nicknames, acquired at different periods of my life. But was there any name more ‘me’ than any other? I found myself accepting ‘Mouse’ – for today, anyway. Lilian’s mood was catching.

         She was determinedly recreating the past. Unable to remember much that had been said at the first lunch, she was inventing what might have been said. This presented difficulties, seeing that she and I had then been keeping our innermost thoughts to ourselves. So had Zelle. Only Molly had been hiding nothing, and she’d been too happy to feel the need to talk of her happiness.

         I have a better memory than Lilian has (though hers is no slouch, nostalgia and memory being blood brothers) so I helped her out. I was beginning to feel very sorry for her; there could be little doubt that Zelle was not going to turn up. Again and again poor Lilian looked at her watch and then, entreatingly, at the door. Already we were finishing the smoked salmon.

         Molly, eating her last slice of brown bread and butter, said, ‘Whatever happened to Veda bread? Do either of you remember it?’
         

         What joy for Lilian, a new-minted bit of nostalgia! The three of us at once pooled our memories of Veda bread. I said, ‘You two fed it to me the first night I spent at the Club. Wonderful! But even better when we could toast it.’

         ‘How did we toast it?’ said Lilian. ‘There were no gas fires in our cubicles.’

         ‘It was later, after Zelle came. There was a gas fire in her room. Oh, Molly, I have such a vivid mental picture of you kneeling in front of it.’

         ‘So have I, now,’ said Lilian.

         ‘I wonder why they stopped making Veda,’ said Molly, ‘and when they stopped. Funny, I can’t remember when it vanished from my life.’

         Lilian’s dark eyes, so often restless, had a visionary stillness. I guessed she was seeing Zelle’s attic at the Club. After a moment she said, ‘That was our last meeting with Zelle, at one of those Veda toast sessions. Oh, dear!’ She looked at her watch again, then shook her head sadly. After that she obviously accepted the fact that Zelle was not coming and the conversation was allowed to drift from the past into the present.

         For a while we chatted casually. This was pleasant enough but not particularly interesting as none of us had any important news to tell. Half my mind was occupied in wondering why, among the many women I had met, they had remained my closest friends. It was not merely a matter of affection; I had felt affection for many friends, both men and women, and yet let them drift out of my life. Was it Lilian’s tenacity that held us together? It seemed to me that the tenacity was the result, not the cause, of the mysterious fixative in our friendship. And there was no doubt that the little period of summer months which so obsessed her had been of the utmost importance to our lives; to Zelle’s too, surely, yet for her the fixative had not worked.
         

         I was thinking of this, gazing across the park and giving little attention to Molly and Lilian, who were now exploring one of my least favourite subjects: their recent minor ailments. They then drifted into a discussion of the blatant sexual laxity of present-day youth. I was about to join in by reminding them there had been as much laxity in our own youth, if rather less blatancy – and blatancy could be equated with honesty – when I noticed an odd-looking woman seated on one of the park chairs some thirty yards away. Her crouched figure suggested old age; and her clothes, of extreme shabbiness, were at least two decades out of date. One could see little of her face as a battered hat came down to her ears, a mangy-looking bit of fur rose up to them, and in between fur and hat was a large pair of steel-rimmed spectacles. She was knitting something only recognizable as grey. I found myself reminded of the crones said to have sat knitting round the guillotine during the Reign of Terror.
         

         She looked up – straight at me, it seemed – then quickly looked back at her knitting. I felt ashamed to be finishing an enormous lunch when there were still women as poor as that around. Should one go out and present her with a few bob? But perhaps she was merely eccentric; would a real down-and-out be knitting? I had another look at her, rather a longer one. It would have been even longer if Lilian had not asked what I was staring at.
         

         I said – absurdly keeping my voice low, ‘Now listen carefully and, whatever I say, don’t look out of the window. There’s a woman in the park who just might be Zelle. Lilian! I told you not to look!’
         

         ‘Well, she couldn’t possibly have seen a flicker of a glance like that,’ said Lilian. ‘Anyway, I only saw an old woman.’

         ‘She’s not a normal old woman. She’s an absolute crone – and surely there aren’t any real crones nowadays. I just thought Zelle might have dressed up. You’d better have a real look now but be prepared to look away if she looks up.’

         Lilian did it very cleverly. She got a handkerchief out of her bag and dabbed her nose, while taking a number of swift looks rather than a long one. Then she said: ‘Zelle couldn’t be as awful as that, however hard she tried. And there are still crones. I saw one the other night, after coming out of a theatre. She was huddled in a doorway, asleep. I put some money beside her without waking the poor old girl.’
         

         I said, ‘Well, this woman can’t be quite broke or she wouldn’t have chosen a chair she’ll have to pay for sitting on. There are plenty of free benches. And why is she sitting facing us? There aren’t any other chairs facing this way.’

         Molly was delving in her outsize handbag. She said she had exactly what was needed – ‘My tiny pair of opera glasses.’

         I stopped her hastily. ‘If you look at her through those you’ll scare her even if she isn’t Zelle. Just take a casual glance.’

         ‘Without some kind of glasses I’d barely see the park, let alone anyone in it,’ said Molly. ‘But I’ll be crafty.’ She took a shopping list from her bag. ‘Now, I’ll pretend I’m reading this but I’ll use my long distance lenses and really look over the top of it.’
         

         This complicated operation took some minutes. Then Molly reported she was on my side. ‘That crone’s too croney to be true. And she’s taking a suspicious interest in us. I saw her look up – twice.’

         Lilian said, ‘Wouldn’t it be ghastly if it’s Zelle and she’s not in disguise – if those clothes are the best she’s got? That coat, with those square shoulders, has been a good one. She might have saved it from her better days. Suppose she’s sunk to the depths? She’d never let us know, not after the way things ended.’

         ‘Well, anyway, I don’t see what we can do,’ said Molly. ‘Either it isn’t Zelle, or it is and she doesn’t want to meet us – in which case we can hardly rush out and force ourselves on her.’

         I suggested one of us should walk past the woman quite casually.

         ‘You do it,’ said Lilian. ‘Zelle would be more willing to meet you than us. It was you she left the note for. Oh, God, she’s moving. We’re too late.’

         I sprang up. ‘Perhaps I can overtake her.’

         ‘You’ll have to run,’ said Lilian. ‘She’s walking fast.’

         It is not the kind of hotel one runs in, but I ran – along the corridor, across the hall and out into the street, then back along the front of the hotel until I could turn into the park. The woman was a considerable way ahead of me but I thought I could catch her if I ran full tilt. The distance between us was narrowing when she looked over her shoulder at me and then herself began to run. That settled it for me: she must be Zelle. I tried to increase my speed – how many years was it since I had run like that? Zelle’s legs were longer than mine but she wasn’t running as fast as I was. I should catch her—
         

         Then she reached an exit from the park. I followed her through it only in time to see her getting on a bus.

         A cruising taxi slowed up beside me. As I opened its door the driver said, ‘Thought you might need me. Saw you sprinting.’

         I jumped in and said, ‘Follow that bus!’ It sounded so melodramatic that I felt I’d better explain. ‘There’s someone on it I want to catch, a friend I’ve lost touch with.’

         The driver said the bus would probably get held up at the next traffic lights and so should we. ‘Do you want to get out then and jump on it?’

         Did I? No, I couldn’t talk to Zelle amidst other people. I said I wanted to follow the bus until my friend got off it. ‘And then we’ll follow her and I’ll make up my mind what to do. What I want most is to find out where she lives. I’m not really sure I ought to rush at her. You see, she was running away from me.’

         He was a kind man and quick on the uptake; I always seem to get nice taxi-drivers. He asked if my friend was the old girl he’d seen hop on the bus – ‘Looked as if she’d come down in the world, and that can make people touchy.’

         ‘Exactly. So it might be wiser to write to her rather than force her to talk to me now.’

         ‘Hope the bus doesn’t get through traffic lights where I get held up.’

         By good luck that never happened; and in not much more than five minutes Zelle got off the bus and turned into a street lined with expensive flats.
         

         ‘Now we’ve got to be clever,’ said the driver. ‘If she knows we’re following her she might give us the slip. Lucky there are no shops round here where she can go in at one door and out at another. That’s the way you lose them.’

         I asked if he often had to follow people and he said quite a lot of it had come his way. ‘Usually detectives following husbands or wives – though sometimes wives do their own sleuthing. Needs a bit of knack when you’re following someone who’s walking or they spot you. I don’t think your friend has yet, still we’d better pull up and let her get ahead.’

         He waited until she turned the next corner, then drove on quickly. When next we caught sight of Zelle she was crossing a well-kept old square. I said, ‘Surely she can’t be as poor as she looks if she lives near here? Not, of course, that I can be sure she’s going home.’ I’d only just thought of that.

         ‘Anyway, there’s a street of tenement flats behind this square,’ said the driver. ‘She might be making for that. Yes, I bet you she is.’ Zelle had left the square and turned a corner. ‘Not sure she didn’t catch sight of us then – see her look over her shoulder? We’ll have to hurry now or we may lose her.’

         When we followed her round the corner I saw that, as so often in London, a shabby district was embedded in the heart of an expensive one. The tenement flats occupied land which must by now be fabulously valuable. We were just in time to see Zelle go in at a doorway.

         ‘Now we’ll go past and you can get the number,’ said the driver. ‘And then I’ll take you into the next street and you can make up your mind what you want to do.’
         

         The block of flats Zelle had entered was of red brick with yellow facings, dark now with London soot. I looked at the windows, hoping to spot some touch of individuality which might indicate where Zelle lived but the curtains were of an almost uniform drabness. This was no slum but, to me, it was more depressing than one. There is often a touch of drama, even gaiety, in the life of a teeming slum; here there was only a grim, grubby respectability.

         I noted the doorway Zelle had entered, and saw that it served eight flats. If I wrote to her it might not matter that I did not know the number of her flat. But it now struck me that I did not even know her present name – most likely she had married. And even if my letter reached her she might ignore it. The only certain way of getting in touch with her was to enquire at each of the flats until I found her. Was I going to?

         The taxi-driver, having turned the next corner, had pulled up and sat patiently waiting. I tried to think things out. Zelle had not wanted to meet us. She had run away from me. But might she not feel differently after even a few minutes’ conversation? And surely we ought to help her? I still had a hope that she might be in disguise – that mangy-looking fur was a bit too fantastic – but she could hardly be well off if she lived in this dreary place. I could only do a little for her myself but Molly and Lilian could afford to do plenty. And Lilian desperately longed to see her. Yet somehow …

         One thing I was sure of: I must not let Lilian know where Zelle could be found without Zelle’s permission. But suppose she would not give it? Could I face telling that to Lilian – and withstand her demands? Or could I, having talked to Zelle, lie and say she had escaped me? My thoughts went on and on, considering possibilities. And always I was conscious that the girls were waiting at the hotel. ‘The girls’ – absurd phrase for us now but it still came naturally to me. And for an instant I saw us as we had been when we first lunched at that window table, with Zelle as hostess. So soon after that the break with her had come. Had she felt bitter? Perhaps she still did. But she had come to have a look at us.
         

         It was no use. I should never make up my mind while the driver sat waiting, tactfully silent though he was. Besides, the steadily ticking-up meter was unnerving. Just across the road was a café, a poor little place but it would do to think in, over a cup of coffee. I paid off my kind driver.

         ‘Bet you look her up in the end,’ he said. ‘After all, she can only show you the door. Still, if the old girl ran away from you….’ He shook his head. ‘Pride can mean a lot to people, all the more when they’re poor. Did you know her well?’

         ‘Very well, but not for long and it’s a long time ago.’

         And had I really known her well? I found myself wondering, while I waited for my coffee. Certainly not in the way I had known Molly and Lilian. Of course I had known them earlier, months before that July day when we all, so unexpectedly, met Zelle…. Retrospection beckoned but was rebuffed; no doubt my problem was rooted in the past but it would have to be decided in the present – and quickly. And anyway, I didn’t approve of retrospection; hadn’t for years. Why exactly? Because it led to nostalgia? Or was my disapproval really funk? Some day I must find out.
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         On my first night at the Club I sat up in bed and wrote in my journal:
 
         
            I am here at last! I arrived this afternoon, at Marylebone Station so I only had a short taxi drive – I wished it could have been longer as it was thrilling to be driving through London all on my own. And it was such a lovely day. The trees here are further out than they are at home. Home! I haven’t one any more. That thought doesn’t make me feel sad. It makes me feel wonderfully free.
 
            This morning, because of my trunk, I had to take a taxi all the way to Manchester and we went past the house that was my home for fifteen years. I really think I should have been happier there these last months than at a dreary boarding house, but everyone said I must not stay on there alone. Already the new tenants are in, and someone was standing by the French window where Aunt Marion so often sat. There were still some late daffodils on the lawn. I always loved the garden – and the house, too. I used to think it an old, romantic house though it is really only Victorian. As we left it behind this morning I felt a pang for the past, but long before we got to the station I was again looking forward to the future.
            
 
            This Club – But before I describe it I want to pay a sort of goodbye tribute to Aunt Marion, to record my loving thanks for all she did. Looking after me ever since my parents died must have meant sacrifices, especially as she kept trying to save money out of her annuity so that she could leave me some. (Since I last wrote here I have heard I shall have about forty pounds a year.) I particularly want to thank her for taking me to so many theatres – in Manchester and on our wonderful trip to London when I was twelve – and for never discouraging me from going on the stage. Of course, she loved acting herself and only gave up her amateur work because of her heart, which was weak long before she let me know about it. I suppose I ought also to thank her for paying for the secretarial course she persuaded me to take as an insurance against failure. (I WILL NOT FAIL.) I hope she never knew how much I disliked the training – and I wish she could know that I loyally stayed on for three whole months’ to finish it. Well, thank you and good night, dear Aunt Marion, and when I make a success it will be in your honour as well as for my own.
            
 
            Now about this Club. It is rather a handsome building with a lot of heavy stonework; large and square, at a corner – quite an old house, I think. I had booked a room but there was some muddle and I had to sit in the hall while the receptionist tried to telephone the housekeeper, who couldn’t be found. Two girls came downstairs and the taller – she must be quite six foot – looked at me through a lorgnette (I never saw a young girl use one before) and said, ‘Do I understand that this small creature is bedless? If so, there is an empty cubicle in our village.’ (I found that by ‘village’ she meant one of the groups of cubicles into which some of the big rooms are divided.) The receptionist, who was very busy because she had to cope with all the incoming telephone calls, asked if I would take the cubicle just for one night, so I said I would. But I think I shall stay on in it because I like it very much and it is cheaper than a room.
            
 
            It is almost private as the partitions are solid and go up to within a foot or so of the ceiling. And I have a good big cupboard, a washstand combined with a dressing-table which has long drawers, a folding table and a chair. There is a large window (some of the cubicles don’t have windows) and from my bed I can see tall trees in the quite large Club garden. You would hardly know you were in London except when you see the tops of buses above the high garden wall.
            
 
            I am alone in this ‘village’ at the moment as I have come to bed early. Molly Lorimer, the tall girl I met in the hall, told me that this is mainly a theatrical village and I must not mind if people come to bed late and talk into the small hours. I shall quite like that, if they talk about the theatre. Molly and the girl who was with her, Lilian Denison, are in musical comedy. Glorified chorus, Molly said, but Lilian said they had small parts. They were very fashionably dressed, in shapeless clothes that barely covered their knees. I think this is an ugly fashion. Anyway, Aunt Marion said I ought to have a style of my own and I shall always strive for one.
 
            Though Molly and Lilian were extremely kind – they gave me tea in the Club lounge and I had dinner with them – I doubt if they will become real friends of mine as they are not interested in serious acting. After they had gone to their theatre I met someone who will be more important to me. She spoke to me when I was sitting alone in the lounge. Her name is Evangeline Esmond and she has played leading parts – I can’t think why I have never heard of her. She was surprised that I wasn’t going to train at some school, and when I told her I couldn’t spare the time or the money, she offered to coach me and said she would only charge me half price as she was sure I had talent. I explained that my aunt had taught me voice production but Miss Esmond still thought I needed tuition – she said she could give me introductions but only if she had trained me. I told her about the introduction I had brought with me and she said, ‘Oh, my dear child, you’ll never get work at the Crossway Theatre without training. I happen to know Rex Crossway very well indeed.’ Perhaps I will afford myself a few lessons with her but I shall try on my own first.
            
 
            Now I am going to put the light out and think. Someday this journal entry will bring back how it felt to be me, at eighteen, on my first night alone in London.

         
 
         But does it? Yes, perhaps the scribbled words do make me feel a little nearer to the girl who wrote them. But as regards actual facts, the entry mentions only a fraction of what I remember. How could I have dealt so cursorily with that first entrance of Molly and Lilian?
 
         They stood on the stairs looking down on me, two streaks of beige from the crowns of their felt hats to the toes of their glacé kid shoes. The hats were cloches which came down so low that it was only later I learned that Lilian was dark, with a sleek shingle, and Molly a red-head, who wore her hair in a plaited coronet. (She thought, rightly, that a shingle would make her head seem too small for her height; and apart from that, few women would have cared to sacrifice such magnificent hair.) Both girls were strikingly pretty, Lilian with a gardenia-like sophistication and Molly with a milkmaid freshness.
         
 
         Why were they so kind to me? Later, I asked them and Molly said: ‘You looked so funny and pathetic – a sort of Little Black Riding Hood.’
 
         I wore a circular black cape and a black straw hat that resembled a coal-scuttle bonnet – placed well back on my head to show the thick brown fringe of my childish, straight, bobbed hair. My dress was pale grey, tight-bodiced and full-skirted. Not for me nude-looking stockings. Mine were grey and my black shoes had cut-steel buckles. I was, I believe, quite nice looking, though slightly too strongly featured for a girl of my tiny physique – not that this worried me. When I studied my face in a dressing-table glass I knew I could play Lady Macbeth; when I pranced in front of a long glass I felt I should make an ideal Puck. I was thankful for such versatility, both of talent and appearance.
         
 
         After it had been decided I should take the vacant cubicle Molly said: ‘Lilian, I think we should now give this little person tea. Come, child.’
 
         I never found Molly’s manner of speech patronising or affected. It seemed somehow suitable for her height and the superb way she carried herself. And I was, from the first, conscious of her kindness of heart.
         
 
         She put one finger on my shoulder and piloted me into the lounge. It was a long, cream-painted room with tall, window-seated windows looking onto the garden. The curtains were broadly striped in violet and magenta. Cream cane chairs were grouped around red lacquer tables. There was a grey carpet. I was used to old-fashioned furnishings, my aunt having made few changes in those she had inherited from her parents, and it was some little while before I realised what a beautiful room the Club lounge was.
 
         Tea was brought by a maid wearing a rose-pink uniform and mobcap. There were watercress sandwiches. ‘Watercress is stimulating,’ Molly pronounced, and I have felt well disposed to watercress ever since. Why do I only remember things that were said by Molly? I can’t believe that Lilian wasn’t holding her own in the conversation. Ah, now it comes back to me: Lilian asked questions. No doubt she was placing me, and also noting Molly’s reactions to me. Lilian was always something of a suit-follower; or rather, a suit-improver, clever at building up on other people’s ideas.
         
 
         I can see her clearly as she was that day in the lounge, with her eyes, too dark to be called blue, nickering backwards and forwards between Molly and me. Lilian’s eyes were astonishing. They were rather small but she habitually kept them so wide open that they seemed enormous. And they shone; they were the only eyes I ever saw that really deserved to be called starry. Her features were all charming but it was those shining, wide-open eyes that were Lilian.
         
 
         Molly’s grey-blue eyes really were large but she seldom troubled to open them fully. And her short-sightedness gave them a vague look. She used a lorgnette because spectacles both spoilt her appearance and hurt her babyish nose. Her whole face suggested that of a particularly beautiful baby – increased to a size suitable for a six-foot woman. I once told her I could imagine her being pushed along in a giant perambulator, benignly cooing at admiring passers-by. She said, ‘Oh, lovely – but I couldn’t be bothered to coo. I’d just drift into a lovely sleep.’
 
         Did we find out much about each other at the first meeting or only by degrees? Like myself, they were orphans. Molly’s mother had been a Gaiety Girl, her father an officer in the regular army whose family had always ignored Molly and her mother; though they did now give Molly a small allowance. Lilian’s father had been a bank manager in a London suburb. Molly had been on the stage for two years, Lilian for nearly four. They had always played in West End musical comedy.
 
         After tea we went to my cubicle and I unpacked my trunk, which was then taken to a box-room. Molly and Lilian left me on my own until they took me down for an early dinner. The dining-room, under the lounge, looked out onto a flagged area with the garden above it and only the tables near the windows were still in full daylight. We sat at the longest of these and at first had it to ourselves. Then an elderly woman joined us, looked at me, sniffed and said: ‘Foreign bodies around this evening.’ Lilian remarked coolly, ‘This is a friend of ours who will be sitting here.’ The elderly woman then gave me a cheerful grin and chatted pleasantly. Only when I had been at the Club some days did I fully realise how lucky I was to be sponsored in the dining-room. New members were usually scared away from favourite tables, to sit humbly at a draughty table near the door, known as the Lost Dogs’ Home.
         
 
         I doubt if dinner was really good; Club meals were apt to be a bit meagre. But it was pleasantly served on brightly decorated earthenware, and our nice, pink-uniformed waitress was said to get specially good helpings for her tables. I enjoyed everything and had become quite friendly with the elderly woman before we finished eating.
 
         Molly and Lilian then hurried off to their theatre. I had coffee in the lounge, studied the Stage, and was firmly talked to by Evangeline Esmond – who turned out to be one of the Club bores; her triumphs, when not fictitious, had all been in long ago No. 3 touring companies and she now eked out a small income by giving lessons. With me, first impressions have so often been wrong ones.
         
 
         I then went to bed, wrote in my journal, and slept until nearly midnight. I woke to see light above the partition between my cubicle and Molly’s and to hear her say: ‘Do you think that small mouse will be asleep?’ Then there was a thump, as if someone had dropped something heavy, and a voice I did not know said, ‘Blast!’ after which Lilian said: ‘Well, she’ll be awake now, all right.’ A moment later there was a tap on my door.
 
         ‘Pray, Mistress Mouse, are you within?’ said Molly, thus presenting me with my nickname – perhaps suggested by my smallness; no one could have thought me timid. I leaned from my bed and undid the catch of my door. Then Molly came in and switched the light on.
         
 
         ‘Ah, good child, you sleep with your blind up and your window open. That’s a great help to those of us who don’t have windows. Are you hungry?’
 
         ‘I am,’ said the voice that had said ‘Blast’.
         
 
         ‘You shall have something in a minute, Frobisher,’ said Molly. ‘Do you like Veda bread, Mouse? It’s the mainstay of village life as it keeps fresh so long.’
 
         I had never tasted Veda bread. I said I would like to.
 
         ‘Cut some, will you, Lilian?’ called Molly, sitting down on my bed. ‘And don’t overdo the butter as it’s a trifle high.’
 
         I said I’d understood from the Club prospectus that one must not bring food into cubicles.
 
         ‘Oh, that!’ said Molly scornfully. ‘Though they do get slightly peeved if one cooks cabbage on the landing gas-rings. Well, child, did you have a pleasant evening?’
         
 
         During the next few minutes she undeceived me about Evangeline Esmond, concluding, ‘Sorry as I am for the poor old thing, we can’t have you wasting your money, can we?’
 
         Lilian was heard calling, ‘Coming over, Frobisher!’ before throwing nourishment over a cubicle partition. Then she came in with some thick slices of brown bread and butter. The bread was malty, almost sticky, and seemed to me marvellous. And the occasion had charm for me, suggesting ‘tuck in the dorm’. Happy though I had been with my aunt and at my high school, I had sometimes hankered to go to a boarding school.
 
         ‘How’s that bed?’ asked Lilian. ‘Some of them are terrible.’
         
 
         I said mine seemed all right. I had not yet begun to mind what beds were like.
 
         ‘My friend Madam Lily de Luxe is a trifle fussy,’ said Molly. (So Lilian must already have had her occasionally used nick name. Molly’s came later, on a never-to-be-forgotten occasion.)
 
         ‘You must be thinking we look ghastly,’ said Lilian and explained that they seldom bothered to put their full off-stage make-ups on after taking their stage make-ups off. ‘It’s such a waste of time when we’re coming home on a dull bus.’
         
 
         I asked if they ever went out to supper with admirers who waited at the stage door.
 
         ‘You’ve been reading about the days of the Stage Door Johnnies,’ said Molly. ‘Nobody waits outside our stage door but sentimental girls and kids wanting autographs.’
 
         From the landing came a shout of ‘Kettle boiling!’
 
         ‘That could be ours,’ Lilian said, and went to investigate. I learned that kettles queued up for gas-rings; an owner, removing a boiling one, would replace it with the next in the queue. Lilian returned to say their kettle had just been put on, so they went to undress while it boiled.
 
         Shortly after that, a deep voice said: ‘My God, Frobisher, how that man kissed me in the taxi!’
 
         Molly shouted: ‘Kindly moderate your language, Macgregor. We have an innocent young mouse in our midst.’
 
         ‘Oh, sorry, infant,’ called Macgregor. ‘But anyway, you won’t stay innocent long, not in this village.’
         
 
         I said, ‘Oh, don’t worry about me. I’m quite unshockable.’ And I believed it to be true. Aunt Marion, a great admirer of Shaw – many of her triumphs in amateur theatricals had been as Shavian heroines – had brought me up on what she considered emancipated lines. Had I presented her with an illegitimate baby she would have uttered no word of reproach. But flippancy about sex had never come my way and when it did – there was a good deal of it at the Club – perhaps I was, at first, a little shocked; or to say the least of it, astonished, particularly by the fact that girls I took to be living perfectly respectable lives could regale each other with highly indecent stories. Macgregor, a dab-hand at these, was said to have a private line to the Stock Exchange.
         
 
         The sixth occupant of our village soon arrived and joined the Frobisher-Macgregor conversation. She was addressed as Lofty, short for Loftus. I was to find that most Club members were called by their surnames, or abbreviations of them. But Molly and Lilian were called by their Christian names and I, from the first, was ‘Mouse’.
 
         Molly soon came in for my tooth mug and brought it back filled with tea. She then went to drink her own tea in bed. Conversation continued until she called: ‘It’s time we all went to sleep. Mouse, you should brush your teeth after that bread and butter. You have good teeth and should take care of them.’
 
         I got up and did as I was told, and heard Molly and Lilian also busily brushing. Then Molly called: ‘And in case you have need, there is a lav. just across the landing. In this village we only use our pots in emergencies.’
 
         When I came back, Molly and Lilian had put their lights out but the others were still talking loudly.
         
 
         ‘Friends, I should appreciate silence,’ called Molly.
 
         There were groans from Frobisher, Macgregor and Lofty but they did slightly lower their voices; and before long, they too put their lights out. I remember thinking it was strange to be sleeping so close to other people. Except during a few of our holidays I had never shared a room even with my aunt. I also remember thinking that I would describe the recent conversation in my journal. But I never did; the journal was in for a period of neglect. Had I written in it the next day, should I have recorded that I now thought Molly and Lilian would become real friends of mine? I doubt it. I think we slid into close friendship so easily that I never noticed it was happening.
 
         No one in the village snored. It seems to me that no one so much as turned over in bed. Perhaps the six of us slept the profound sleep of youth; or perhaps it was just that the depth of my own youthful sleep blanketed out all sound.
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         I was awakened at nine-thirty by the clatter of crockery in the next cubicle: a maid was bringing Molly her breakfast in bed. Remembering, from the Club prospectus, that breakfast in the dining-room was served only until nine-forty-five, I sat up and wailed that I should never get down in time.
         

         ‘Of course you won’t,’ said Molly cheerfully. ‘Darling Charlotte will bring you something.’

         Darling Charlotte was heard saying she would do no such thing. She then informed me that breakfast in bed had to be ordered the night before. ‘You need to write your name in a book, miss.’

         ‘But she didn’t know that,’ Molly explained. ‘And you’ll want to help her, because she’s a poor small mouse in mourning for her aunt.’
         

         I wasn’t. Aunt Marion had disapproved of mourning.

         Charlotte then told me she would see what she could do. ‘But it’ll only be toast and marmalade – it’s too late for a fried egg. Tea or coffee, miss?’

         I chose coffee and thanked her profusely. While she was gone I went along to the lavatory and saw, as I passed between the two rows of cubicles, that Frobisher, Macgregor and Lofty were already out of the village. (Frobisher was a music student, the other two were out-of-work actresses. Of course I eventually met them face to face but I always knew them better by their voices than their faces.) Lilian, seeing me through her open door and across her breakfast tray, asked me to notice if there were any finished-with trays already put out on the landing from which I could glean any unwanted pieces of toast. She said hers were unusually thin. I found three pieces and brought them back to her. She was looking very decorative in a blue chiffon bed-jacket.
         

         ‘One piece for me, one for Molly and one for you,’ she said, giving me her sudden, wide smile that was almost a grin. That smile did a lot for Lilian.

         When I took Molly her piece I found her wrapped in a fleecy white shawl. That was when I first saw her as an enormous baby.

         Soon after I got back to bed Charlotte brought my breakfast. She was a tall, boney Cockney to whose angular features the Club mobcap was most unbecoming. Though always very kind to me, her real devotion was reserved for Molly, who treated her with bullying affection and usually called her either ‘my faithful serf’ or ‘darling Charlotte the Harlot’, both of which names appeared to give great pleasure.

         Breakfast trays came up on a service lift but had to be carried some distance. I don’t recall feeling guilty that mine was carried by a woman about three times my age. And I feel sure Charlotte did not mind, though she didn’t get the sixpence charged by the Club for the service. Neither did she get tips; giving them was against Club rules. I fear most of us took the almost invariable kindness of Club servants completely for granted.
         

         After breakfast I was initiated into the never-ending Battle of the Bathroom Door. There were plenty of ‘cold bathrooms’ where there was hot and cold water in the wash basin but only a cold tap for the bath. Access to cold bathrooms was free, but one could only get into a ‘hot bathroom’ by putting tuppence into a slot-machine on the door. Molly believed cleanliness should be free, always left bathroom doors open, and took advantage of any she found open. Lilian, while admitting the Club’s right to charge, objected to paying for baths which often turned out to be tepid. She went in for complicated mental bookkeeping and could be heard saying, ‘The bathroom door owes me three tuppences from last week,’ and so on. This might have indicated acute honesty on her part had she ever failed to take a free bath if she could get one. I adopted Molly’s system and never closed a bathroom door behind me – any more than, throughout my life, I have ever deliberately closed the door on leaving a pay-lavatory.
         

         My bath that day was certainly tepid, but even had it been hot I should have spent little time in it as I had plans for the morning. While reading the Stage, the previous evening, I had discovered that a new play was being cast at the Crossway Theatre. I intended to hurry there and present my introduction.
         

         It had been given to me by my aunt not long before her death. Some five years earlier, when Rex Crossway had brought his company to Manchester, she had met him at a lunch given in aid of some charity and made such an impression that he had driven out to our suburb to have tea with her. (She was an unusually pretty woman.) When I got back from school – late, after a music lesson – he had just left, and I well remember taking deep sniffs of the air he had so recently breathed and patting the back of the chair where, my aunt assured me, his head had rested. She looked very bright eyed when she told me how interested he had been in her amateur acting; he had said she must come and see him if ever she went on the professional stage. I think she might have been tempted to, had not her heart trouble already begun though I did not know this until much later.
         

         When she handed me the letter of introduction she said, ‘I think I can, without flattering myself, feel sure he will remember me.’ Although she smiled, as if with pleased reminiscence, it was a deeply sad moment, for we both knew the letter would only be presented after her death.

         Before going to my bath I had told Molly and Lilian about the introduction and my determination to deliver it that morning. Lilian at once said, ‘Wait! Couldn’t you afford yourself one smart outfit before you try to see Rex Crossway?’

         Molly squashed this. ‘Smart clothes wouldn’t suit her as well as her own do. She needs to be original.’

         Lilian considered this idea, then made it her own and began improving on it. ‘Then she should be even more original. Let me see all your clothes, Mouse.’ She opened my cupboard door.

         My aunt, too, had favoured originality for me, though, paradoxically, the word had often meant for her that my clothes should be like somebody else’s. I had a taffeta dress with a fichu said to be ‘like’ Marie Antoinette, and a high-waisted  chintz dress ‘like’ Kate Greenaway girls. My black cloak worn without a hat (over party dresses) was ‘like’ a conspirator; worn with my straw bonnet it was ‘like’ Jane Eyre; accompanied by a small black tricorne hat it became ‘like’ Dick Turpin. Then there were my ‘Studio’ frocks. (Neither my aunt nor I had ever set foot in anyone’s studio.) These were of excessively bright colours. Everything was well made; my aunt had employed a good dressmaker. But nothing bore any resemblance to what was being worn in the middle nineteen-twenties. Lilian, inspecting an orange wool dress intended to be worn with an emerald shawl, had remarked, ‘Seriously, Molly, if she goes out in that she’ll get mobbed.’
         

         By the time I got back from my bath the girls had decided that the black cloak and grey dress in which they had first seen me would be best for my onslaught on Mr Crossway. ‘But I’ve cheered things up a bit,’ said Lilian. She had taken a small pink feather from one of her own hats and pinned it on to my coal-scuttle bonnet. It looked like a pink question mark.

         I wore my best pale grey suede gloves and carried a handbag made of black velvet trimmed with cut steel. This had a draw-string like a work-bag and could, if swung when it contained a good supply of coppers, have proved a formidable weapon. I also had a grey umbrella which had been my aunt’s. She had been a tall woman and it was a tall umbrella – unusually so, with its length increased by the ivory shepherd’s crook which formed its handle. I thought highly of this umbrella. Molly admired the handle through her lorgnette and then we all went downstairs and out to the bus stop.
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