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INTRODUCTION


It is unusual for the publisher of a book to provide its preface. Antonia White wanted to write a new introduction to the three books – The Lost Traveller, The Sugar House and Beyond the Glass –  which complete the story she began in her famous novel Frost in May. Now eighty years of age, and a novelist whose small output reflects the virulent writer’s block which has constantly interrupted her writing life, she preferred to talk to me. For though separated by age, country of birth and nationality, we share a Catholic upbringing which has been a dominant influence on both our lives. What follows is based on a long conversation I had with Antonia White in December 1978, and on the many times we’ve talked since Virago first republished Frost in May earlier that year.


‘Personal novels,’ wrote Elizabeth Bowen in a review of Antonia White’s work, ‘those which are obviously based on life, have their own advantages and hazards. But we have one “personal” novelist who has brought it off infallibly.’ Antonia White turned fact into fiction in a quartet of novels based on her life from the ages of nine to twenty-three. ‘My life is the raw material for the novels, but writing an autobiography and writing fiction are very different things.’ This transformation of real life into an imagined work of art is perhaps her greatest skill as a novelist.


 Antonia White was the only child of Cecil Botting, Senior Classics Master at St Paul’s School, who became a Catholic at the age of thirty-five taking with him into the Church his wife and seven-year-old daughter, fictionalised as ‘Nanda’ in Frost in May. This novel is a brilliant portrait of Nanda’s experiences in the enclosed world of a Catholic convent. First published in 1933, it was immediately recognised as a classic. Antonia White wrote what was to become the first two chapters of Frost in May when she was only sixteen, completing it sixteen years later, in 1931. At the time she was married to Tom Hopkinson, writer, journalist and later editor of Picture Post.


‘I’d written one or two short stories, but really I wrote nothing until my father’s death in 1929. I’d worked in advertising all those years, as a copywriter, and I’d done articles for women’s pages and all sorts of women’s magazines, but I couldn’t bring myself to write anything serious until after my father died. At the time I was doing a penitential stint in Harrods’ Advertising Department … I’d been sacked from Crawfords in 1930 for not taking a passionate enough interest in advertising. One day I was looking through my desk and I came across this bundle of manuscript. Out of curiosity I began to read it and some of the things in it made me laugh. Tom asked me to read it to him, which I did, and then he said “You must finish it.” Anyway Tom had appendicitis and we were very hard up, so I was working full time. But Tom insisted I finish a chapter every Saturday night. Somehow or other I managed to do it, and then Tom thought I should send it to the publisher – Cobden Sanderson – who’d liked my short stories. They wrote back saying it was too slight to be of interest to anyone. Several other people turned it down and then a woman I knew told me that Desmond Harmsworth had won some money in the Irish sweep and didn’t know what to do with it … so he started a publishing business and in fact I think Frost in May was the only thing he ever published … it got wonderful reviews.’


Between 1933 and 1950 Antonia White wrote no more novels. She was divorced from Tom Hopkinson in 1938, worked in advertising, for newspapers, as a freelance journalist and then came the war. Throughout this period she suffered further attacks of the mental illness she first experienced in 1922. This madness Antonia White refers to as ‘The Beast’ – Henry James’ ‘Beast in the Jungle’. Its recurrence and a long period of psychoanalysis interrupted these years.


‘I’d always wanted to write another novel, having done one, but then you see the 1930s were a very difficult time for me because I started going off my head again. After the war and the political work I did I was terribly hard up. Then Enid Starkey, whom I’d met during the war, suggested to Hamish Hamilton that I should have a shot at translating and they liked what I did. After that I got a number of commissions and I was doing two or three a year but I was completely jammed up on anything of my own, though I kept on trying to write in spite of it. I always wanted to write another novel, and I wanted this time to do something more ambitious, what I thought would be a “proper” novel, not seen only through the eyes of one person as it is in Frost in May, but through the eyes of the father, the mother and even those old great-aunts in the country. Then suddenly I could write again. The first one The Lost Traveller took the longest to write. I don’t know how many years it took me, but I was amazed how I then managed to write the other two [The Sugar House and Beyond the Glass]. They came incredibly quickly.’


In 1950, seventeen years after the publication of Frost in May, The Lost Traveller was published. In it Antonia White changed the name of her heroine Nanda Grey to Clara Batchelor. ‘Of course Clara is a continuation of Nanda. Nanda became Clara because my father had a great passion for Meredith and a particular passion for Clara Middleton (heroine of The Egoist). Everything that happened to Clara in The Lost Traveller is the sort of thing that happened to me, though many things are changed, many invented. I wanted The Lost Traveller to be a real novel – Frost in May was so much my own life. So I changed her name …’ In every other respect this novel begins where Frost in May ends. It is a vivid account of adolescence, of the mutual relationships of father, mother and daughter as Clara grows to maturity and comes to grips with the adult world.


‘When I finished The Lost Traveller I thought of it as just being one book, and then suddenly I felt I wanted to write another one about my first marriage. That was The Sugar House, which I think is much the best of the three. In it I see Clara’s relationship with Archie (her husband) entirely through the eyes of one person, as in Frost in May – I think that suited me much better.’


The Sugar House was published in 1952 and takes Clara through her first love affair, work as an actress and a doomed first marriage. Unsentimental, often amusing, it is unusual for its moving description of a love between a man and a woman which is not sexual but which is nevertheless immensely strong.


Two years later Antonia White completed the story of Clara’s young life in Beyond the Glass.


Carmen Callil, Virago, London, 1979


Antonia White died on 10th April, 1980
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The train call for the Number One Company of A Clerical Error was for nine o’clock. At half-past eight Clara Batchelor had already been sitting for a considerable time in the Refreshment Room at King’s Cross spinning out cups of tea and trying not to turn her head hopefully every time the door swung open. Stephen Tye had promised, if he could possibly manage it, to come and see her off. He would be off on his own first tour next week, and, having failed to get into the same company, it might be months before she saw him again.


‘I shall make inconceivable efforts to break away,’ he had said at lunchtime as, perched on stools in a crowded bar, they gulped beer and sandwiches in the brief space between his two rehearsals. ‘I’d cut the whole thing if this chap who wants me to have a drink hadn’t some sort of pull with the management. You do understand, dear girl?’


Naturally, Clara had understood. For several months the main object of her life had been to understand, comfort and amuse Stephen Tye. This excuse was, at any rate, reasonable. For three weeks the two of them had been no longer acting students but professionals. And, of all the new batch who in that summer of 1920 had begun to haunt agents’ offices, Stephen could least afford to miss any chance. He was thirty, far older than the other ex-officers who had used their gratuities to train at the Garrick School of Drama. Though his age gave him great prestige in Clara’s eyes, he himself was sensitive and occasionally morose about it. He was fond of exaggerating Clara’s youth and treating her as if she were a schoolgirl instead of just turned twenty-one. Whenever she tried to claim any experience of life he would say inaccurately: ‘You were in the nursery when I was mouldering in a Flanders dug-out.’


Since Clara was in love with Stephen Tye, she found it wiser not to argue with him. Above all, she tried never to make a fuss however much he teased her, patronised her, missed appointments, or turned up late in various stages of drink; wildly gay, pugnacious or suicidal. It was the war that had made Stephen drink, and, though she hated to see him drunk, she took it as a sign that he was more sensitive than other people and felt a respectful pity. She knew that Celia, the wife some years older than himself, who had died in the ’flu epidemic of 1918 had been in the habit of making fusses. Clara was sure that the faint hope of Stephen’s asking her to marry him depended on her being as unlike Celia as possible.


As she sat forlornly, trying not to watch the buffet clock and see how few minutes she would be able to snatch with him, she almost hoped he would not come. Try as she would, she could not help feeling hurt. How terrible if, from sheer tension, she were to make a fuss at the last moment. Better to lose her farewell kiss (he had, after all, kissed her very sweetly in the bar at lunchtime) than spend the long night journey to York tormenting herself for having said the wrong word or used the wrong voice or look.


Already, at distant tables, she could see some of the members of the Clerical Error company. There were the two elderly ones, Merton Mordish who played the heavy comic and Millicent Cooke who played the spinster aunt, deep in conversation. No one could have mistaken Merton Mordish, with his mane of grey hair, his wide hat and his caped ulster, for anything but an old actor. Even the way he slammed down his tankard and threw back his head as he drank suggested ‘business’. Millicent Cooke, whom the whole company instinctively addressed as Miss Cooke, looked more than ever like a real spinster aunt as, wearing a raffia-trimmed hat and a suit obviously knitted by herself, she sipped her tea with her prim unpainted mouth. At another table, alone, sat Maidie Spencer who played the bigger of the two girls’ parts and who was to be Clara’s room-mate. Under a black velvet hat with a stiffened lace brim, Maidie’s wide blue eyes were scanning the room as if in search of someone. Terrified that she should see her and come over, Clara bent down and pulled out of her suitcase the Herrick that had been Stephen’s parting gift and propping it open against the tea-pot, she kept her face well hidden and hoped that her new hat and coat would act as a disguise.


Her anxiety now became acute. She dared not raise her head to look towards the door for fear of catching Maidie’s eye. Yet, if Stephen were to come in, he would not know her new clothes either. He might waste some of those ebbing minutes searching for her. He might even give up and go away.


Without raising her head she managed to glance sideways into the steamy mirror behind the counter. Each time the swing-door was pushed open she could see the face of the newcomer dimly reflected. But it was never the narrow high-nosed face of Stephen; that face so easy to pick out at a distance because of its bleached pallor and hair so fair that it looked almost white. Her own reflection, at that odd angle, looked like a stranger’s. She could see little but her anxious eyes and two tufts of fair curls pulled forward on either cheek under the small unfamiliar hat. Her cheeks were still pink enough to need no rouge and her hair, though darker than in her teens, still bright enough for enemies to accuse her of peroxide. Stephen was fond of studying their two reflections in bar mirrors. ‘The sun and moon,’ he had said once: another time, when he was feeling morose, ‘the milkmaid and the ageing Pierrot’.


 She stared into the mirror, as if by sheer force of will she could conjure the beloved face into it like a girl on All Hallow E’en. Her first sight of Stephen had in fact been almost like an apparition. She had gone one evening into the rehearsal-room at the Garrick, believing it to be empty as it was almost dark. Just as she was about to switch on the light she saw a man’s face reflected in one end of the long ballet practice mirror which took up the whole of one wall. She stood, frightened yet fascinated, half convinced she was seeing a ghost, for she could not make out anyone in the room itself. The narrow white face under the thin crest of hair almost as pale in the dimness, appeared to be suspended in the air. Then two long hands appeared, gesticulating, and she realised that the man in the mirror was wearing a black doublet and hose which, in the dusk, made his body almost invisible. She watched for a minute or two while the face and hands performed over and over again the same series of movements with very slight variations. By now she had realised that the reflection must have an original but that the real person was screened from her by a curtain. But already she had felt so strangely drawn to the face in the mirror that when, a few days later, she recognised it in the students’ canteen, she was already half in love with Stephen Tye.


It was not till some time after they had become an acknowledged and almost inseparable pair that she had asked him what he had been doing at that moment.


‘Rehearsing Biron. Love’s Labour’s Lost. I’m not worried about my voice. I can get most of the effects I want with that. But I need a lot of practice for gesture and facial expression. I must have looked slightly insane, mopping and mowing at my own reflection. I keep it up for an hour sometimes till I get what I want.’


‘But you get what you want in the end?’ she had asked earnestly.


He had laughed the musical, slightly ironic laugh she was to come to know so well.


 ‘As a stage character, yes, on the whole. In private life, by no means invariably.’


Much later she had ventured to ask him when he had first noticed her. He considered, with his head on one side and one pale eyebrow cocked.


‘Let me see now. Such a momentous occasion should not call for a great effort of memory. But ’pon my soul it does. I think you must just gradually have impinged upon my consciousness till I was aware of a certain hiatus when you weren’t about.’


Looking at the buffet clock and seeing how little hope she had left, she sighed. Already, absent from him only a few hours, she was conscious, not of a ‘certain hiatus’ but an enormous void. She wondered how she could possibly endure weeks, possibly months of separation.


Suddenly a large lace-brimmed hat blocked her view of the mirror and two large, angry blue eyes flashed accusingly at her.


‘There you are, you silly Wurzit,’ exclaimed Maidie Spencer. ‘What the hell are you doing, sitting there as pop-eyed as a ventriloquist’s dummy?’


‘I … I was waiting for someone,’ Clara stammered.


‘Well, he’s left you in the lurch, old dear. And you’ll get left in the lurch if you don’t stir your stumps. Our train’s been in five minutes. Everyone but you is aboard and Lister’s fuming. I signed on in this show as leading ingénue not as a bloody nursemaid.’
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Clara sat crushed between two other members of the company in the middle of the seat of their reserved compartment. The lights were dimmed and she was the only one left awake. A heavy head lolled on each of her shoulders so that she could hardly move her own. Occasionally she dozed for a few moments only to be woken up by a crick in her neck or cramp in her legs. Though it was an August night and the carriage was stuffy, her feet were so cold that she wished that, like the others, she had brought a rug or a shawl or even a newspaper to wrap them in. They had chattered and played nap till midnight; then one by one, heads had sagged, eyes shut and mouths opened till the smoky air was filled with uneasy sighs and snores.


Maidie had cursed her soundly for making them too late to snatch corner seats. She had taken the cursing meekly, realising that it would be rash to quarrel on the first night with someone with whom she would have to share a room for months.


Clara, who had never shared a room with anyone, was by no means sure that she wanted to share one with Maidie Spencer. At one moment Maidie would be so refined that Clara felt she could never live up to such respectability; the next she would swear like a coster. Sometimes she behaved like a convent girl carefully guarding her modesty at a wild party; at others her great blue eyes would glitter knowingly as she egged on the men to outdo each other in dirty stories and found a double meaning in the most innocent remarks.


In three weeks of rehearsing that aged farce A Clerical Error, Clara had seen the theatre from an angle very different from that of the Garrick School of Drama. Never at student rehearsals had a producer addressed Clara as ‘You bloody little cow’ or shouted ‘Walk to that chair, damn you. Don’t teeter as if you thought your drawers were coming down.’ There had been moments when she had felt like walking out and never coming back. It was not as if she had always set her heart on being an actress. She had gone to the Garrick just as she had gone, at seventeen, to be governess to the Cressetts simply because someone else had suggested it and she had been anxious for a change. Her father had been strongly against it as, at the time, he had been against the other plan. Both times her mother had backed her up. In the end he had become reluctantly reconciled to the idea. As she had paid her own fees by writing slick short stories and advertisements, an aptitude she had discovered during a penitential year of war-work in a Government office, he could make no practical objection. Later, when he had come to some of the Garrick student shows and discovered that two of the actors on the staff had been at Cambridge with him, he had gone so far as to admit that the profession appeared to be becoming almost respectable.


As she studied the unconscious faces of the people who were to be her only companions for months, she realised that his worst fears would have been confirmed. The grey-haired Miss Cooke, sleeping composedly in her corner with a rosary twisted round one hand and a book on landscape gardening on her lap, was the only one to whom she would have dared introduce him. James Munroe, the elderly-looking young man with the frightened expression who never swore and never gave her beery kisses in the wings might have passed muster till he opened his mouth and piped ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m shore.’ But what would Claude Batchelor think of Brett Wilding, the rather more than middle-aged lead with his dyed hair so ingeniously pasted over the top of his head to hide the bald patch, his stock, his pointed shoes and his absent way of squeezing Maidie and herself every time he caught one of them alone? Lister, the stage-manager, looked like a racing tout and swore like a sergeant; Sam Brilliant, the A.S.M., was pure Commercial Road. She glanced down at the heads, one sleek and dark, the other fair and wavy, of Peter Belsize and Trevor Eton, leaning so heavily against her shoulders. She rather liked this preposterous pair, partly because they never tried to make love to her, partly because they had been kind and covered her mistakes in the first alarming days of rehearsal. Nevertheless their behaviour puzzled her as much as their strange, synthetic accents; a compound of cockney and stage public school spoken in a high-pitched lilt. They called each other: ‘Peter dear’ and ‘Trevor dear’ and criticised each other’s clothes in minute detail. During the first part of their journey, they had sat side by side manicuring each other’s nails. Then, as they grew sleepy they had asked Clara to sit between them. ‘We’ll protect your virtue, dear. You don’t mind if we use you as a pillow?’


Peter had said, rather unexpectedly: ‘Like Alice with a queen on each shoulder,’ and Trevor had giggled. ‘Naughty, naughty.’ Maidie had giggled too and then had asked, ‘Who’s Alice when she’s at home? A fairy?’ Whereupon they had all three giggled again and Clara had thought it diplomatic to giggle too. There were many occasions in the Clerical Error company when Clara was extremely vague as to what the joke, if any, might be. She found it safest to take her cues for laughter from Maidie so as not to risk being thought stand-offish.


As the train wheels turned in her weary head and the sparks flew past the window crowded with dim, sprawling reflections, she seemed to be embarking on a dream rather than a new life. The sense of isolation she always felt on railway journeys was emphasised by her being the only person awake. Already Stephen seemed remote, almost unreal. Her mind slipped back to other journeys; to a particular journey with her parents to Paget’s Fold, the cottage where they always spent the summer holidays. She had been fifteen then … a child as it seemed to her from the huge distance of six years. War had been declared while they were down there, but that was not her most vivid memory of that August. She remembered a hot day alone on the downs and a sudden, intense desire to find a companion, a lover with whom she could share her most absurd and secret thoughts. No one had appeared but a horrible, red-faced man as old as her own father who had leered at her and called her ‘Missy’. Her thoughts grew scrappier and scrappier till, cold and cramped as she was, she fell into a doze. Only a second later, it seemed, she was awakened by a smart kick on her ankle.


‘Rise and shine, old dear,’ said Maidie’s voice. ‘We’re nearly there.’


Clara blinked at her with aching eyes. ‘It’s on—only about two, isn’t it?’ she yawned miserably.


‘It’s four a.m. and raining like hell,’ said Maidie briskly. She looked incredibly fresh as, with a hatpin between her white teeth, she powdered her nose and tidied her hair. Having tied a scarf over it before she went to sleep, the smooth plaited shells needed only a pat before she skewered on the lace-brimmed hat at a smart angle. In a few seconds she was gloved, shod, buttoned and preened till she was as neat as a doll just unwrapped from tissue paper. Struggling to her feet, Clara caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her face was pale and sticky; there was a smear of soot on her nose; her hair hung in limp tangles under the crushed hat that had slipped over one ear. For the first time she was glad that Stephen was not in the same company. There was nothing of the milkmaid or the pink-tipped daisy about that reflection. Before she could attempt any repairs, she was pushed from the mirror by Peter Belsize.


‘My dear, I look like the morning after the night before. Trev, you don’t know how lucky you are not having to shave twice a day.’ He felt his blue chin anxiously. ‘I’m positive I’ve got a spot coming.’


Clara, who had never seen men wake from uncomfortable sleep at dawn, was relieved to see that they looked worse than she did. The older ones, with their faces sagging in pouches, seemed to have aged overnight; even Peter and Trevor had jaundiced eyes and a leaden tinge. The train drew into the station; the yawning actors huddled into their coats and began to pull down their suitcases. Clara half expected one of the men to help her with hers but none of them offered a hand. It was Maidie who helped Miss Cooke with her heavy old-fashioned bags.


At last the whole company stood yawning and shivering on York platform. In the murk under the sooty roof on which the rain drummed steadily, it was hard to realise that it was half-past four on a summer morning. Everyone was longing for a cup of tea, but no buffet was open at that hour.


Dismissed with a call for half-past two on the stage, the actors scattered in twos and threes. Clara, lugging two leather suitcases, found it hard to keep up with Maidie who carried only an oilcloth hold-all and an umbrella. The rain poured steadily on Clara’s unprotected hat and hair and sent cold trickles down her neck. After what seemed to her miles of wet grey streets, she panted:


‘Is it much further? Perhaps we could get a taxi.’


‘Taxi,’ snorted Maidie. ‘If my screw won’t run to taxis, yours certainly won’t. Unless you’ve got private means, Lady Clara Vere de Vere.’


Clara was silent. She had four pounds in her bag; all that was left of her last cheque for a set of face-cream advertisements. Apart from that she had only her salary of three pounds a week. Out of that she would have to pay ten per cent to her agent and all her expenses except railway fares. Expenses included not only food and lodgings but the shoes and stockings she wore on the stage, make-up and tips to the theatre staff.


‘Five bob every bloody week to the dresser,’ Maidie had warned her. ‘A bob to the callboy. And if you’re wise, you’ll slip the baggage man half a crown now and then. Otherwise you may find your heavy stuff getting left behind.’


Clara became so absorbed in alarming mental calculations that she almost forgot the rain and the ache in her arms. Blind to the beauties of York she staggered along with her heavy cases till at last Maidie stopped in front of a shabby house in a back street.


The bell was answered at last by a woman who seemed surprised to see them and kept repeating:


‘Ah tell you, ah never got postcard. Ah’m full up back and froont.’


To Clara’s surprise, Maidie merely said, in her most refined voice: ‘Sorry to have troubled you, Mrs Canning. There must be some mistake.’


Not till they were halfway down the street did Maidie begin to curse volubly.


‘Old bitch bloody well had got it an’ all. But you daren’t get on the wrong side of landladies. Never know when you might play their town again. The girl who gave me this ad said Canning’s place was clean. More than you can say for some of them.’


She stood in the rain, consulting a map, while Clara, thankful to drop her luggage for a moment, admired her competence.


‘The boys gave me a couple of ads. We’ll try those. Where the hell are we? Micklegate … Blossom Street … at least we don’t have to cross that bloody river again.’


Even Maidie’s spirit began to flag when Park Street and South Parade turned out also to be full up. A Chu Chin Chow company which was playing at the other theatre had arrived the night before and snapped up all the good lodgings. Her pink mouth was drooping and her doll’s face looked washed out under the black lace brim which was losing its crispness in the damp.


‘Nothing for it, Vere. We’ll just have to ask wherever we see a card.’


They tramped on in silence. Maidie’s patent shoes were splashed with mud. Occasionally she stumbled from tiredness and swore, but without conviction, as her ankles twisted on her high heels. The first house that displayed an ‘Apartments’ card between its lace curtains was also full up. The landlady of the second, though they begged and pleaded, was resolved that never again would she take in actresses.


‘I’m fed oop with you professionals,’ she said, crossing her arms and eyeing them with implacable disapproval. ‘Smoking in bed an’ all and wanting hot water all hours of the night for what purpose I don’t know.’


As they started off again, Clara began to get a kind of moral second wind. The fact that Maidie, who was always extremely tart about people who did not use their handkerchiefs, was sniffing, could only mean that she was on the verge of tears. This unexpected weakness made Clara feel protective.


‘Look here, Maidie,’ she said. ‘I’ve got four pounds in my bag. Let’s go to a hotel … just for today. I mean … on me of course.’


Maidie said quite meekly, ‘Decent of you, Vere. But never say die, as the monkey said.’


Suddenly she stopped. ‘Nothing for it old dear. We’d better pray to St Joseph.’


Clara was startled.


‘Why … are you a Catholic then?’


‘I should bloody well think I am,’ said Maidie indignantly.


‘I’m sorry … I didn’t know.’


‘All the women in the company are R.C. thank God.’


‘How did you know I was?’


‘Don’t ask silly questions. Get busy with St Joseph,’ ordered Maidie. She stood still, shut her eyes tight, and Clara saw her pink lips move. She was so fascinated by the sight that her own prayer was so vague as to be negligible.


‘Come on,’ said Maidie, snapping her eyes open again. ‘He’ll find us something. Never failed me yet. I warn you it won’t be the Ritz. Hasn’t got modern ideas, the dear old Wurzit. But it’ll be something.’


Sure enough, the very next landlady, who looked a good-natured slattern, could take them in. By now Clara was so exhausted that she would have been grateful for a heap of straw. She could have wept on the landlady’s slack bosom as she heard Maidie say they would like to go to bed at once please as they had to rehearse in the afternoon.


‘You’ll ’ave to wait a bit, dears,’ said the landlady. ‘The beds isn’t made yet. The two other young ladies only went off by the early train. Sit down and make yourselves at ’ome and Florrie’ll make you a nice cup of tea.’


The strong leaf-speckled tea sweetened with condensed milk tasted better than anything Clara had ever drunk. Her aching head cleared; she began to take in her surroundings and even to feel a thrill of adventure. For the first time in her life, her parents would not even know her address and this gave her a delicious sense of freedom. The dingy surroundings were to become so familiar that, after a few weeks on tour, Clara had the impression that, though towns changed, landladies sitting-rooms remained the same. There were always round tables with red or green serge cloths, aspidistras, photographs of seaside towns in plush frames and, in lucky weeks, a tinny, yellow-keyed piano.


Maidie was in bloom again after her tea. Even her lace hat seemed to have revived like a watered flower. She wandered about the room making unflattering comments on the photos of the landlady’s relatives and running a critical finger over the tops of furniture.


‘You could write your name in the dust, and her lace curtains are filthy,’ she said. ‘Pity she’s not a Yorkshire woman; they’re ever so clean and they give you butter, not marge. Not used to this kind of thing, are you, Vere?’


‘Oh well – it’s rather what I expected.’


‘I don’t know what my mother would say if she saw some of the places we have to live in.’


Maidie sat down again after having dusted the chair with her handkerchief.


‘We have some really beautiful furniture at home,’ she went on in her most genteel voice. ‘Antique. My mother always dusts it herself. She says you simply can’t trust maids nowadays. She’s ever so particular. And I take after her. That’s why I wanted to room with someone refined. My mother would have kittens if she knew what common girls there are in the profession.’


‘Did she mind your going on the stage?’ Clara ventured.


‘She’d ever so much rather I’d been a music teacher. But Mr Finkelmann – he’s a great friend of the family – persuaded her that I ought to train for ballet. I sing too – mezzo-soprano. I was on the road for two years in The Maid of the Mountains playing the soubrette.’


‘Is musical comedy what you like doing most?’


‘I’d prefer opera. Think dear … I might have been billed as the only Mimi with genuine T.B. Had to put in six months in a san. Only a spot. I’m all right now. But I’m not allowed to dance for a year.’


‘You’re awfully young. You’ll soon get back.’


‘Twenty-three,’ said Maidie. ‘No chicken for a dancer. Specially when you’re out of practice. I’ve been on the stage since I was fifteen.’


Clara sighed.


‘I envy you. I wish I could do one thing and do it really well.’


‘You’re ever so brainy though, aren’t you? The boys told me you have things printed in the papers. True? Or s’only a rumour?’


‘Only advertisements and rather silly short stories.’


‘They pay you for them?’


‘Why, of course.’


‘Then they must be quite snappy. Honestly, Vere, I can’t make you out.’


‘What’s so puzzling?’


‘If you can make good money just sitting on your fanny writing whatever comes into your head, why on earth did you go on the stage?’


Clara mumbled something about experience. Maidie took her up sharply.


 ‘Some people might call it taking the bread out of other girls’ mouths.’


‘Hang it all. I took a training course. And paid for it.’


‘You’d have learnt more playing the hind legs of a donkey.’


‘No doubt,’ said Clara, yawning.


Maidie snapped: ‘If you’re going to yawn in my face, you might at least say “Pardon”. Not to mention putting your hand in front of your mouth. I thought you’d been decently brought up.’


Luckily the landlady arrived before they both lost their tempers. The prospect of a few hours’ sleep was so delicious to their edgy nerves, that Maidie even squeezed Clara’s arm as they went upstairs.


They were shown into a dismal bedroom. Clara was relieved to find that, at least, there were two beds. She was careful to offer Maidie first choice. The sheets looked suspiciously grey and the mattress sagged like a hammock but at least it was something on which to lie down and sleep. Clara hastily pulled off her clothes, instinctively remembering the convent technique of ‘undressing with Christian modesty’ and plunged into bed. Through her half-closed eyes she could see Maidie’s pink mouth pursed in disapproval as she surveyed the clothes flung in an untidy heap on a chair. Maidie shook out her skirt, brushed her coat and carefully folded each of her garments before she put on a virginal nightdress of white lawn threaded with blue ribbons.


‘I didn’t think you’d be so untidy, Clara,’ she said reproachfully. ‘Still, I’ll forgive you this once. You look bloody tired, poor kid. Got that fed-up, blank and far from home feeling?’


‘Mmm,’ murmured Clara, conscious of nothing but overwhelming drowsiness.


‘Nighty night and sweet dreams.’


Maidie was half in bed when suddenly she leapt out again and fell on her knees.


‘Oh damn,’ she exclaimed. ‘Forgot to say my night prayers. S’pose they count when you go to bed in the morning?’


Clara opened her eyes guiltily, trying to pull herself out of the exquisite gulf of sleep, to do the same. She kept them open just long enough to see Maidie with her long gold plait and her long white nightgown, her eyes closed in an expression of such spotless piety that she looked exactly like Little Eva before her lids dropped like plummets and she remembered nothing more.


Not long afterwards she awoke with the certainty that someone was sticking pins into her. She sat up, ungluing her eyes with difficulty, to feel new and sharper jabs.


‘Maidie!’


‘What the hell’s the matter with you?’


‘I think I’m being bitten.’


In a moment Maidie was out of bed and pulling back Clara’s sheets.


‘If it’s bugs,’ she said authoritatively, ‘we move. If it’s only fleas, wet soap will fix them.’


Luckily it was fleas. Maidie handsomely stood by, directing Clara’s unskilled manoeuvres with a damp cake of soap.


‘Live and learn, as the monkey said,’ she observed as she returned to her own bed. ‘You said you wanted a spot of experience, didn’t you?’
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The first night of playing in a real theatre to a real audience had an almost miraculous effect on Clara’s spirits. From the moment she found a telegram from Stephen stuck in the cracked mirror of the dressing-room, the blight that had settled on her since she had left London, lifted. Even the most seasoned actor is excited on an opening night, even if it is only the opening night of a tour. Clara felt a passion of gratitude to Stephen for his telegram, not only because it contained the magic word ‘love’ and a hope that their companies might coincide some week, but because it made her feel like a real actress. Everyone in the company had telegrams; Maidie, half a dozen, and the lead so many that Merton Mordish swore that he must have sent them himself.


‘Pathetic,’ he said, as he came into the girls’ dressing-room and presented them with a bottle of Guinness with a gesture which converted it into champagne. ‘He’s signed them Matheson Lang, and Godfrey Tearle and Gladys Cooper, and the Lord knows who. Poor old Brett.’ When the callboy banged on the door, shouting ‘Overture and Beginners, please,’ letting in the faint sound of an orchestra playing ‘Take a pair of Sparkling Eyes’, Clara began to shiver with delicious apprehension. She shivered so much that she dropped blobs of eyeblack on her newly madeup face and had to begin all over again. When, after what seemed only a few seconds, the callboy knocked again and yelled ‘Curtain Up’ excitement gave place to panic. She would never be made-up in time for her entrance.


As she fumbled frantically with hare’s foot and wet white she made an appalling discovery.


‘Maidie,’ she cried. ‘I can’t go on.’


Maidie clapped her hand over Clara’s mouth.


‘Don’t shout. Curtain’s up. They’ll hear you in front.’


Clara muttered: ‘Maidie … I’ve forgotten all my lines.’


Maidie removed her hand from Clara’s mouth and deftly rearranged her hair.


‘Then make ’em up as you go along.’


‘But …’


‘You’ll be O.K. once you’re on. It’s only stage-fright. Everyone gets it.’


‘I’ve never felt like this before,’ said Clara in a hoarse whisper. She was now convinced that her voice had gone as well as her memory.


‘Well, you’ve never played to a real house, have you? Cheer up, kid. We’re on together most of the show. I’ll pull you through. You look a picture and that’s all they care about.’


Somehow she found herself standing in the wings at the right moment, though with an agonised conviction that the words she could hear being spoken on the stage bore no relation to the play they had been rehearsing. Her knees were trembling so much that when her cue came Lister had to push her on. However, the moment she found herself on the stage, her legs carried her to the right place and she heard herself say her entrance line in a clear, composed voice.


For the rest of the evening she thoroughly enjoyed herself. The stale, creaking old farce suddenly came to life. Even its dreary jokes seemed witty when they were greeted with a roar of laughter from the tiers of pale masks in the darkness behind the glare of the floats. The first time one of her own lines was interrupted by one of those roars she was panic-stricken. Soon she began to sense when the laugh would come and pause for it.


Her scenes with Maidie went better than she had ever imagined possible. She knew she was not doing too badly from the fact that Maidie risked one or two unrehearsed pieces of ‘business’ and she found herself playing up to them. At the end, Lister thrust the two of them on for a curtain call of their own and the claps and appreciative whistles, though Clara knew she had only a small share in them, were the most intoxicating sounds she had ever heard. Almost more intoxicating were Lister’s slap on the back in the wings and Maidie’s, ‘Not half bad for a beginner, Vere. You might make an actress yet.’


During the next few weeks, Clara became accustomed to a diet of sausages, strong tea and grilled herrings, to having a perpetual smear of blue on her eyelids and to never feeling properly washed or groomed. She could not acquire Maidie’s technique of ‘living in a suitcase’ yet always appearing perfectly neat and fresh. Her own were overloaded with second-hand books she could not resist buying and which crushed her clothes and seduced her from ironing them. She became used to sitting up all night in trains and playing nap at dawn in station waiting-rooms. She even became used to seeing her own name in print coupled with such phrases as ‘sprightly performance’, ‘promising newcomer’ and ‘vivacious freshness’ in the Tuesday editions of provincial papers. At first she was interested in each new town and would explore its streets and even take a bus into the country outside. But soon, like the others, she no longer bothered to find out more than the shortest way from that week's digs to that week's theatre. Except for the long letters she wrote to Stephen and which he quite frequently answered and the postcards she occasionally scribbled to her parents in return for their faithful weekly budgets she was quite cut off from the outer world. Maidie curbed her natural extravagance so successfully that she just managed to make both ends meet on her salary. Only once or twice did she reluctantly force herself to dash off a few pieces of copy to mollify the advertising agents with whom she dared not break completely in case she suddenly found herself out of work.
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