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‘J’éprouvais un sentiment de fatigue profonde à sentir que tout ce temps si long non seulement avait sans une interruption été vécu, pensé, sécrété par moi, qu’il était ma vie, qu’il était moi-même, mais encore que j’avais à toute minute à le maintenir attaché à moi, qu’il me supportait, que j’étais juché à son sommet vertigineux, que je ne pouvais me mouvoir sans le deplacer avec mol.


‘La date à laquelle j’entendais le bruit de la sonnette du jardin de Combray, si distant et pourtant intérieur, était un point de repère dans cette dimension énorme que je ne savais pas avoir. J’avais le vertige de voir au-dessous de moi et en moi pourtant, comme si j’avais des lieues de hauteur, tant d’années.’


Marcel Proust




Part One




Chapter 1


(Outside The Door)


 


I made up my mind that I would not see Iris Allbright again, not after so many years. I do not like looking back down the chasm of the past and seeing, in a moment of vertigo, some terror that looks like a joy, some joy crouched like a terror. It is better to keep one’s eyes on the rock-face of the present, for that is real; what is under your nose is actual, but the past is full of lies, and the only accurate memories are those we refuse to admit to our consciousness. I did not want to see Iris; we had grown out of each other twenty years ago and could have nothing more to say. It might be interesting to see if she had kept her looks, if she had worn as well as I had; but not so interesting that I was prepared to endure an afternoon of reminiscence for the possible satisfaction of a vanity.


Also, she had had only one brief moment of real importance in my life, which was now shrivelled by memory almost to silliness. I doubted whether she herself would remember it at all. I would not see her; I had made up my mind.


But it was not so easy. Iris was determined that I should visit her, now she had returned to Clapham, and to this end kept up a campaign of letters and telephone calls. Didn’t I want to talk over old times? If not, why not? She was longing to tell me all about her life in South America, all about her marriage, her children, her widowhood – didn’t I want to hear? She was longing to hear all about me. (‘How you’ve got on! Little Christie!’) I couldn’t be so busy as to be unable to spare just half an hour. Why not this Wednesday? Or Wednesday week? Or any day the following week? She was always at home.


I began to feel like the unfortunate solicitor badgered with tea invitations by Armstrong, the poisoner of Hay. Knowing that if he accepted he would be murdered with a meat-paste sandwich, in constant touch with the police who had warned him what his fate was likely to be, he was nevertheless tortured by his social sense into feeling that if Armstrong were not soon arrested he would have to go to tea, to accept the sandwich, and to die. It was a hideous position for a man naturally polite and of good feeling.


My own position was in a sense more difficult, for no one was likely to arrest Iris Allbright, and I felt the time approaching when I must either bitterly offend her or go to Clapham. In the end I went to Clapham.


I took a certain pleasure in seeing the neighbourhood again. I was born near the Common. I had memories of crossing it on cold and frosty mornings on my way to school; of walking there on blue and dusty summer evenings in the exalted, painful insulation of first, childish love-affairs. I could see the island on the pond, cone-shaped, thick with sunny trees, on which the little boys ran naked, natural and Greek after swimming, until the borough council insisted on bathing drawers. I could see the big field by North Side, the boys and girls lounging in deck-chairs, playing ukeleles as the sun fell into ash and the new moon hardened like steel in the lavender sky; the field behind the Parade, with little low hawthorn hills, where less innocent lovers lay locked by night.


I had not been there since the war.


Now, on that Sunday afternoon in October, I saw it changed, my world laid waste. There were allotments in the big field; the scrawny, shabby cabbages shrivelling on their knuckly stems; tangles of weed lying over the broken earth like travellers thirst-ridden in the desert crawling towards a water-hole. Here and there were tin huts, lop-sided, peeling in the sun; and the row of high houses stretching from Sisters Avenue to Cedars Road had the shabby sadness of women too discouraged to paint their faces or get out of their dressing-gowns. And there were letting-boards. I could not remember anything being to let in my day.


The impression I had of it all was violent, too Gothic to be true – only true, perhaps, in relation to my romantic memories; but I felt depressed, a stranger there myself, and wished again that I had not yielded to Iris’s importunities.


She was living on the second floor of a block of mansion flats, built of liver-coloured brick, and roofed in some approximation to château style. The turrets gleamed damply, like gun-metal, on the light-blue sky, and the glazed laurels flashed red and white below in the refracted light from the cars and buses. It was noisy on that corner, as I had remembered it; but far dustier – unless the dust were on the lens of my own memories. I went into the dankness of the tiled hallway, which was like the entrance to a municipal swimming baths, and in the aquarian gloom searched for her name on the Ins and Outs board, faintly hoping that by some accident I might find her proclaimed ‘Out’ and so have an excuse for going away again.


Iris Allbright. Iris de Castro she was now. She was in.


As I climbed the first flight of stairs I heard a gramophone playing in one of the flats, playing a tune of twenty years ago. I stopped, so certain only Iris could still preserve this record that I wondered for a moment if she were not living on the first floor after all. The world shifted in place and time; I stood against the wall, hearing that tune, seeing nothing but the downward breadth of my own pink dress. He was coming to me now across the slippery floor. I pretended not to know it. I heard Iris humming the words of the song in her small, light, penetrating voice. Every thread in my dress was sharp and separate, each with an individuality of its own. I noted the design of the weaving.


‘Shall we dance this?’ he said, and I looked up, and Iris was answering him. ‘No, no; I’m tired. You dance this with my friend.’ ‘I’m not dancing this one,’ I said airily; ‘I’ve laddered my stocking. I want to stop before it goes any further.’ He did not seem to hear me. Iris gave her little shrug, accompanied by the lifting of the right corner of her mouth, the sloping down of her left shoulder. She stepped into his arms and went off as if a breeze had lifted her from her feet. But this had not been her moment of importance, not this one at all.


The world shifted again with a rush of chilly air and set me down on a stair in a dark hallway, above a green-tiled well. I went on upwards and stood before her door. Through the landing window I could see a boy and girl lolling against the railings of the Common, staring at each other. A bus came along. He gave her a kiss and ran for it. She waved after him, until there was only dust to see and the resettling of the plane trees. Then she went back to the railings and sat there, despondent. She raised her hand, let it fall to her side; it was a kind of rehearsed gesture, designed to convince her of her own sadness.


I rang the bell, and at once heard steps along the hall. Between my ringing and the opening of the door lay the whole of my youth.




Chapter 2


I was out of love: it was insufferably sad. Leslie and I sat on the river’s brink, Leslie having no idea of my state of mind. He was in one of his sophisticated moods, conceited, reminiscent. ‘I couldn’t care for Mabel after that,’ he continued. ‘I pride myself on being broad-minded, but it was too much. Now it’s all merely a part of my past.’


Leslie was seventeen.


It was a freckled, fleecy day, with small clouds like strips of cotton wool running across the bright-blue sky, and the spring wind rattling the leaves. Leslie wore brown-and-white shoes, with Oxford trousers of a purplish shade, which were the fashion that year.


‘There are sides of life I hope you will never know, Christine,’ said Leslie. His handsome nose, which was rather too long, had caught the sun. His thick, matted ginger hair had caught it also, and the heated brilliantine was giving it a green appearance. ‘Little Christine,’ he added, on one of his chest notes. He put his arm round me, then withdrew it as though I had burned him. I asked him what the matter was.


‘I felt I had no right to touch you with such ideas going through my mind.’


‘What ideas?’ But I did not really want to know. My head ached. I was tired of Richmond. I longed to get on the bus and go home, let myself in quietly without disturbing my parents and go to my own room, which would be very cool and rather dark. I should have to tell him in a letter; I had not the courage to speak.


‘I heard something pretty shocking the other night. I ran into Dicky Flint.’


Leslie made a flinching gesture, probably suggested by Dicky’s name. He passed a hand over his eyes. He said in a bass whisper, ‘Do you know, there’s a brothel in Balham?’


I was six months older than he and had read more. I said I had always imagined there might be several.


Leslie leaped to his feet and clenched his hand upon his breast. He was breathing hard. He was not very tall.


‘Now what’s the matter?’


‘To hear such things – from your little lips!’


He presented his profile to the light. A little taken off the nose and added to the chin, and he would have been as fascinating as he thought he was. Even so, he was better-looking than the sweethearts of most of my friends, and I had been deeply flattered when he had first singled me out at the grammar-school dance, for in those days I was far from pretty, and self-conscious about my bust. I had let him kiss me in the gloom of the marquee, and afterwards we had danced in a dream on the square of grass lit by the headlights of the cars parked around it. We had fallen wildly in love. By the time my friends had made me fully aware that Leslie had an ominous mother and was commonly regarded as a little touched I was too deeply involved to break away, and certainly too proud to give my friends the satisfaction of seeing me do so. I believed Leslie could be reclaimed, that he could have sense knocked into his head. I comforted myself by thinking that he only seemed stupid because he was intellectual; he walked about at week-ends with a volume of Nietzsche under his arm. But our affair had now endured nearly eight months, and I knew that Leslie was irreclaimable.


‘Oh, don’t be silly.’


He looked bitter. He was busy working up a little quarrel, which he was prepared to lead into a lyric reconciliation. He said nothing. I picked daisies and began to make a chain. They looked charming in my green lap, and I was wearing green shoes to match, which was a fashion so unusual that other girls stared at me in envy. They were linen shoes, and I had painted them with oil-colours; the idea was taken from Little Women, and I was always afraid someone else would copy it.


Giving up any hope of making me speak first, Leslie dropped on to one knee at my side and laid his hand on my shoulder. He stared at me gravely, with an effect very slightly astigmatic. ‘You are so small,’ he said, using his chest notes again, ‘and so pure. I don’t want the world to touch you. I don’t want to think of you as – a Mabel.’


‘You couldn’t,’ I said; ‘my legs are the right length.’


Leslie said, ‘Pshaw’, a word he had read in a book and pronounced exactly. ‘Little one,’ he added. His lip drooped.


‘Let’s go back. Do you mind? My head aches.’


‘Lie in the long grass and I will stroke it away.’


I told him I really would like to go home, and I sucked in my cheeks a little to make myself look wan. He was very disappointed, for our recent Saturdays at Richmond had been rather chilly and wet, and this was the first fine day. ‘I wanted to take you on the river.’


This increased my determination to go home. I had once let Leslie row me before, and it was a humiliating memory. We had set out with difficulty, as he had been unable to.leave the bank till the man pushed him out with a boathook. He had then zigzagged down with the tide, catching crabs frequently, and banging into other skiffs; we had been shouted at. This had gone on for about an hour. When we turned back I realised that the wind was hard against us, and that, with Leslie’s frantic tacking, we should never get back to our base before nightfall. ‘Let me row,’ I had pleaded, but he had only bulged his eyes at me sternly and informed me that he did not treat his women like that. We had been battling for about an hour, not infrequently accompanied by shrieks of derision from other boaters, when it occurred to me to ask him if he had ever rowed before. ‘Once or twice,’ said Leslie with such little breath as he had left. He looked as if he might have a stroke.


‘Where?’


‘The pond on Clapham Common.’


When we reached the boathouse it was almost dark. The man with the boathook, who had to drag us in, was furious. Leslie was almost in tears, and I was actually so.


‘I couldn’t let you row me today,’ I told him now; ‘it would make my head a hundred times worse.’


‘Well, then,’ said Leslie, ‘come home and have tea at my place. My mater’s at Auntie’s. We’ll be by ourselves.’ He gave me a soft, suggestive look. ‘My kisses will cure you,’ he murmured in my ear. His breath smelled of jam.


It was only because I no longer loved Leslie that I assented to this compromise ending to our day. I did not want to hurt him more than I must, and he was miserable enough already. I had begun to realise for the first time that rejecting love, if not so painful as having it rejected, has a shame and an anguish of its own. ‘All right. But I won’t be able to stay long. And don’t let’s make love this evening – let’s just be nice and friendly with each other.’


‘Make love’ in those days did not mean what it appears to mean now. When boys and girls in their teens spoke of love-making they meant kissing, and little more.


‘I will cherish you,’ said Leslie with a strange, episcopal air, helping me to my feet. He picked up the daisy-chain that had dropped from my lap, looked at me meaningfully, pressed it to his lips and stowed it away in the vee of his Fair Isle pullover. He was not, I noted with some satisfaction, wearing the pair of brown-and-white shoes he had bought to go with his sporting attire, as I had condemned them and, after a long tussle of our wills, had forced him to hide away.


When we reached the row of houses in which he lived, on the outskirts of Tooting Bec Common, the light was falling into the ruddiness of a fine evening. The wind had ceased. The red bricks glowed rose red, and over the chimneys the sky was clear as water.


His house was the fourth in the row, a six-roomed villa with a green gate and a hedge of yellow privet.


‘We’ll pretend it’s our own little home,’ said Leslie. ‘ “Just tea for two, and two for tea”,’ he sang softly, as he put his key in the lock.


But he was wrong, for as we stepped into the fusty little passage we heard his fierce mother roar out, ‘Whaur hae ye been, ye silly swine?’


Leslie stopped and shivered. ‘To Richmond, of course, Mater,’ he cried in a light, rippling voice. ‘I told you. Where we always go.’


She came stamping out at us, square and red, her eyes flashing. She had just had a permanent wave, and her black hair looked like a woollen hat. ‘Is that ye, Chrristine? If ye’ve come for tea, ye’re too late the noo. As for ye, Leslie, I asked ye to go and get Feyther’s harrp from the shop, and hae ye done it?’


Leslie’s father was a harpist in a cinema orchestra and expected to be out of work soon, since the first talking pictures had just been shown in London. He was a shadowy little man, with Murillo eyes and reddish hair that lay back in sticky quills, like the feathers of a sparrow.


‘His new harrp! That he bought wi’ his ain insurance money!’


She turned to me. ‘Come on in, then, since ye’re here. Why dinna ye tell this silly swine to heed what his mither tells him?’


‘I was going to get his harp,’ Leslie cried; ‘that’s why I brought Christine back early. I meant to get it.’


His mother had by now herded us into the parlour, where there was just about enough room for three persons and the furniture. ‘I should think ye were, kenning that he’s got his puir foot in plaster! Gallivanting, that’s all ye care aboot. But then,’ she added, in a nasty tone of maternal pity, ‘ye’re only a silly bairn still, though ye talk big to the lassies.’


‘Oh, Ma!’ Leslie shouted and rushed upstairs to his bedroom, where he slammed the door. He had done this once before since I had known him, on another occasion of his mother’s tormenting, and I knew he was going to have a cry.


My head was aching badly now. I should have liked to go home there and then, but felt my duty was to Leslie, to comfort him as best I could; my heart was far more wrung than if I had still been in love with him, when I should merely have been enraged. Anyhow, his mother did not mean me to leave. She had, after all, a pot of tea that was still hot; and she liked me, as she seemed to like all young women, on the grounds that because they were all too good for Leslie they must therefore all be creatures of special quality. She fetched me a cup and sat down to talk to me. Her talk turned entirely on Leslie’s shortcomings; her resentment went back to his babyhood, when, apparently, he had invariably been sick after his bottles. Her accent had become far less Scottish, so much so that I began to wonder whether she had really spent her youth North of the Border. Leslie showed no signs of reappearing, so after half an hour or so of her displeasing reminiscences I made it plain to his mother that I was expected at home.


I had barely gone five yards along the street when I saw Leslie coming from the opposite direction. He was pushing a big gilded harp that was mounted on a wheeled platform, rather like the pedestal of a toy dog. His head was high, and he was whistling with piercing nonchalance. As I came nearer I observed that his face was a little swollen; but the smile with which he greeted me was bland. He stopped, giving a backward jerk to the harp, which had run along a little way on its own.


‘I do hope Mater hasn’t been wearing you out! She’s absurd today, isn’t she?’ He glanced at the harp. ‘I thought I’d pop along and get this for the Pater, just to save fuss.’


Two little boys on the other side of the street pointed and giggled. Leslie flushed. ‘One would look quite ridiculous with this thing if one cared one way or another.’


‘Not at all,’ I said.


‘Dignity is something one has or hasn’t. If you have it you don’t mind what you do. “The morality of masters and the morality of slaves.” Nietzsche.’


‘Leslie,’ I said, ‘your mother sounds so much more Scotch when she’s angry. Was she born in Scotland?’


‘By sheer chance, no,’ he replied, lifting his eyebrows and looking seriously down upon me. ‘She was born in Bungay. But her ancestry goes back and back. Back to the Stuarts,’ he added in a hush.


‘Give us a tune, mister!’ one of the little boys sang out.


Leslie flushed again. ‘Well, I’d better roll the damned thing in or Mater will be batey. She never forgets the days when we had servants, you know.’


I walked back with him to his gate.


He wedged the harp with a stone, so that it could not roll. ‘A sad day for us, little one. One memory the fewer.’


‘There’s always next week,’ I said, and felt a pang of despair, as I had intended that there should be no more next weeks with Leslie.


‘Kiss me.’


‘Not in the street. If your mother—’


‘The Mater has a soft heart underneath. She’s romantic, really, when you get to know her.’


‘Silly swine!’ said his mother from the doorway. ‘D’ye want the wurrld to see ye, standing there like a great gaby? Bring that thing inside!’


‘Coming,’ said Leslie. She retreated. He looked at me, his pale-blue eyes begging me not to despise him. I put my arms around his neck and kissed him heartily, paying no attention to the renewed jeers of the little boys or to the harp that had lurched away from the stone and was stuck in the privets.


Leslie held me for a moment, encircled. ‘Yes,’ he said weightily, ‘you love your man. You are that kind of woman.’


His mother began to hammer on the window-pane, and I went home.




Chapter 3


Iris Allbright was one of those ‘best friends’ sought by plain girls in some inexplicable spurt of masochism, feared by them, hated by them and as inexplicably cherished. She was abnormally pretty; she never went through the stage of childish or adolescent lumpishness, but was always delightful in shape and calmly aware of her own destiny. She was vain and rapacious. Having all the admiration, she could not bear for a jot of it to be diverted, however momentarily, elsewhere. We sealed our friendship in our first term together at school. It was to be our last together also, for I stayed on, preparing myself for a career of business or, if I proved unexpectedly brilliant, school-teaching; and Iris went off to a school for theatrical children at Dulwich, where desultory lessons were given in the morning and the pupils sang, declaimed, mimed, or pirouetted in tutus for the rest of the day.


Like others of her temperament, she passionately desired affection of all kinds. She needed little children to crow at her, dogs to lick her hands. From the age of twelve she had little love-affairs with boys, still in short trousers, from the grammar school; if there were no boys about she would divert her flirtatious glances to me, press her sweet-smelling, honeysuckle cheek against mine and beg me to assure her that I would never abandon her for another best friend. As we grew older, as we went walking together on the Common in the soft Sunday afternoons to meet our lads of the moment, my thraldom to her, and my desire to be rid of her for ever, seemed to increase in exact ratio one to the other. My most pleasurable secret fantasy was to imagine myself at her graveside, weeping bitterly because one so gentle and lovely should have died so young.


She spoiled everything for me. If a youth showed the slightest interest in me she exerted every ounce of her charm to draw him to herself. We used to go out with pairs of lads who were also ‘best friends’, one conspicuously more attractive than the other. Iris at once took the handsomer for herself, assuring me that the other was supremely fitted for me, because he was clever and so was I, and that she could foresee a lifetime of intellectual harmony ahead of us. If this clever boy accepted his rôle as plain best friend (male) destined for plain best friend (female) and even began to show some admiration for me, Iris would not rest until she had got him away from me, at the same time keeping a firm hold upon her original choice. If there were two apples and two to share them, she considered it a fair distribution for her to have both.


And yet, in a way, I loved her. By flirting with me occasionally in lieu of anybody better she forced me into a kind of masculine, protective rôle. It was unnatural to me and I tried to resist it; I wished to be feminine as she; yet sometimes I felt I was beginning to walk with a sailor’s roll.


Her femininity was absolute as that of pink roses in a basket tied with pink ribbons. She could wear dresses with flounces and floral patterns, saxe-blue ribbons fluttering from picture hats. Once I bought a bright-green hat of dashing cut, the sort I imagined Iris could not wear, and in it attended a rendezvous with our partners of the day.


‘Oh, isn’t that the most gorgeous tata!’ Iris exclaimed in her popular baby talk. ‘And it suits you marvellously. Doesn’t it suit her, Roger? Peter thinks you look Ooh, so bootiful!’


The boys grinned noncommittally.


‘Do let me try it, Christie, please – please – please! Just for once!’


Snatching it off my head, she went to the looking-glass and arranged it very carefully on her own. She pouted at her reflection. ‘No, it’s not for me! It’s Christine’s ownest hat. I look a hag. I look like a horse.’


‘You look marvellous,’ said Roger throatily, and of course she did. His throat contracted. Iris gave him a gentle flip on his nose.


‘You know I don’t.’


‘Yes, you do.’


‘Peter knows I look like a horse! Don’t I, Petey?’


‘You look all right,’ he muttered, as throatily as Roger.


‘There! Petey knows. He knows a haggy old horse when he sees one. Christie shall have her property back again.’


And, taking off the hat, she rammed it back on my head, slightly sideways. I adjusted it, my fingers trembling. I believed it made me hideous. She had spoiled it for me and I never wore it again.


Yet . . . yet . . . As I say, in a fashion I loved her. She had secrets with me that she whispered in my ear, tantalising the boys by glances from her steel-bright, fanshaped eyes. When she had a cold she liked me to sit at her bedside, stroking her hand or her brow. And she used often to say, ‘There’s nobody like you, Christie; nobody but you understands me. And you’re the very first person in my heart.’


But when I fell in love for a little with the oafish Peter she abandoned Roger at once in order that I should no longer enjoy what could never be the prerogative of a plain ‘best friend’. She made me bitterly unhappy, and when in a dream I stood again at her graveside I gave a harsh laugh and said, ‘Ashes to Ashes.’


Leslie was the only lad she was unable to charm. From the first moment he had eyes only for me. Iris tried all her devices – the teasing ones, such as tweaking his tie out and asking him for a tiny snip of it as a present; the sultry ones, such as turning her back on him and sighing on a long ripple; the malingering ones, such as pretending to turn her ankle and asking him to rub it for her. He remained impervious; perhaps, I sometimes thought, in the hard hours of my disillusionment, because he was touched. I could not believe any perfectly sane person could prefer me to Iris.


Nevertheless, the dogged calf-love of Leslie was the supreme turning-point of my youth, and it broke my enslavement to my beautiful friend. Now that I was loved, I began to look more comely. I was relaxed by confidence; I started to buy, without any feeling of making myself ridiculous, softer and paler dresses. I walked more naturally. I danced better. I began to make fewer and fewer appointments with Iris; and perhaps she did not much mind, for her own young men, reassured by the fact that somebody, even poor Leslie, could regard me with unswerving devotion, gradually came to pay me small attentions that Iris found it imprudent for them to spare.


On the evening that I left Leslie to the harp I returned to find Iris on my doorstep. I had not seen her for a month or so; she greeted me with one of her moist open kisses dropped upon my cheekbone. ‘You horrible old stranger, you! You might have been dead for all I knew. I thought I’d come and rout you out.’


Dressed in a blue that was softened almost to violet by the light of the falling sun, she looked so charming that passers-by slowed their pace to stare at her. Sensitive to their admiration, she extended her arm to me at full length, jingling half a dozen blue and pink glass bangles, fashionable at the time. ‘Tinkle, tinkle, tinkle! Do you like them or do I look like a Christmas tree? Darling, I’ve been knocking and banging for hours, and not a sound from anyone.’


I guessed that my father and my Aunt Emilie must have gone to the cinema together. She was not really my aunt, but his second wife: the designation was simply one she thought suitable for my use.


‘I expect they’re both out.’


‘Oh, goody!’ said Iris. ‘I know Aunt E. heartily disapproves of me. She thinks I’m one of those fast actresses.’


In reality, Aunt Emilie did not think of her at all; she thought of no one but my father, for whom she had a humble, stupefied, worshipping love. She had been my mother’s friend, a confirmed spinster as she supposed; and to be sought in marriage even by a man who simply needed her in order that his comforts should be uninterrupted and myself taken off his hands seemed to her a miracle and would always seem so. For his part he was mildly fond of her and of me, kind to us both, taking without giving, but taking so gracefully that his thanks seemed largesse in itself. He was a retired civil servant augmenting his pension now by letting the two top floors of the large Victorian house on the extreme edge of the Common, in the borough of Clapham and not of Battersea by the width of a street. When my grandfather bought the house in 1886 the neighbourhood had been much favoured by professional men in some way or other connected with the theatre. At that time the south side of Battersea Rise had consisted of open fields, a few hawthorns, and sheep safely grazing. He had bought his own house chiefly for the view, but within ten years the view had been obliterated by a sudden seepage of lower middle-class houses and shops, and within another ten the seepage had streamed down through stratas of villa and potential slum to the very edges of the river. My grandfather, for twenty years first violin in the orchestra at His Majesty’s Theatre, never quite lost heart, and to the end he kept our household as lavish and Bohemian in tone as it was in the days of his prosperity, simply observing to my father during his last and fatal illness, ‘When I am gone you can take lodgers in the upper part. But be sure I’m dead first.’


Although my father, Aunt Emilie and I had to live on the ground floor and semi-basement, the house itself had a touch of old splendours – a faded Morris wallpaper still evocative of peacocks and the gold of Danäe; the drawing-room chandelier with three lustres missing, which had been used in one of Tree’s productions; a late-Regency mahogany sideboard, massive and simple, adorned only by a wreath of carved laurels; and the black and tarnished Japanese kakemonos, souvenir of a visit to San Francisco, that concealed a bad patch of cracked plastering in the upper hall.


To my friends it all seemed imposing and a little irritating. It makes no one popular to trail the least wisp of bygone glory while being hard up; modest as my life now was, I found a certain compulsion to depreciate the little I had.


‘Come into the barracks, anyway,’ I said to Iris, ‘and we’ll make ourselves some tea or something.’ I took her in by the door of the semi-basement, grumbling all the while about the house being far too big for comfort.


‘But, darling, you can breathe!’ Iris protested. ‘When I got back home after the theatre I felt I was in a little furlined box.’ She had just fulfilled her first engagement as a chorus-girl in a musical comedy at the Winter Gardens.


She grew mysterious. Why did I think she had come right over from Winchester Gardens to call on a grump like me? What had I done to deserve the treat that she might, if I behaved myself, offer me? I certainly didn’t deserve nice, loyal friends who were always fussing themselves to please me.


The long and short of it was that she wanted me to go to a dance at Hammersmith with herself, her new young man, and her young man’s oldest and dearest friend. ‘Victor says Keith is absolutely charming, and he was absolutely crazy that I should find him a really gorgeous partner. So I thought of you.’


‘The blind date’, the acceptance of an invitation from a partner unknown, was a new amusement that had just come to England from America. I had never tried it myself, and was not eager to do so. (I was conservative in many things.) But Iris was insistent, and at the first sign of opposition from me she began to wheedle in her old, maddening and undermining fashion. ‘Victor has wonderful taste in other men, and if he says Keith’s all right you can take it that he is. And you’ll ruin my poor little pleasure if you say no.’


I think I might, all the same, have said no had not Iris added, ‘I’m sure your Leslie can spare you for one night.’


I remembered, then, that I was to be free of Leslie, free for myself, to choose or to refrain from choosing, free from fret and pity and the need for concealment of a mood. This seemed to me so delightful, this new freedom upon the threshold of any adventure or none at all, that I suddenly saw Iris’s plan as a delightful one, which for myself would be a secret celebration. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘When is it?’


‘There!’ she exclaimed. ‘I knew you’d come through. I knew you’d never let me down and make me miserable.’ Satisfied, she began to discuss what we should both wear, and I kept to myself the belief that my father might be persuaded to buy me a new dress. I could buy nothing yet for myself because, though I had left school, I was still at a secretarial training college. She picked up one of my aunt’s fashion papers (which my aunt read fervently, though with no intention of acting upon the advice given) and began to study some drawings of evening dresses, but was diverted by the picture of a somewhat overweight baby with eyes like dark and constant stars, who was staring up into the tender face of a photographer’s model unlikely to be his mother.


‘That’s what I want!’ Iris said explosively. ‘Nobody knows how I feel inside. I don’t want to be on the stage. I want to get married and have a dear little baby just like that, all to my own. I’d like to have four or five babies – yes, I would, and don’t look so cynical!’


It was many years before her own life proved the truth of what she had said. Though confident of her own beauty, she was miserably lacking in confidence where her talent was concerned, miserably badgered by her ambitious mother to a goal she felt she had no hope of attaining. (‘One day, Iris, I shall see my daughter’s name in lights.’) For all her scalp-hunting, which alienated her women-friends more and more as time went on, she was sexually cold; her deepest instincts were maternal ones, and she was afraid that she would never be able to satisfy them. (‘You don’t want to marry too young if you want to keep your figure. There’s plenty of time for all that.’) When Iris stopped in the street to moon over a baby in a perambulator she did so with all the grace and public prettiness of an actress posing for her picture; yet she was genuinely moved, as by nothing else on earth.


Not realising all this, however, I made no comment upon her stated ambitions, but asked her more about the dance. It was, she said, the annual dance given by Victor’s sports club; it was to be held on Saturday week; we would find our own way to Hammersmith tube station, and the boys would pick us up in a taxi.


‘Oh dear!’ I protested. ‘I hate those things where you carry your shoes in a bag. It looks awful.’


‘Well,’ said Iris reasonably (in some ways she was more reasonable than I and, though I did not guess it, less ambitious), ‘I suppose we’ll have to wait a bit before we really get the men with cars.’


‘You do, sometimes.’


‘Oh, stage-door johnnies, in Mother’s antiquated phrase. But then, they’re not often serious.’


‘Is Victor?’


‘For the moment,’ said Iris, with a curious convulsion of her cheeks that she called ‘dimpling’ and was the least effective of her facial devices, ‘for the moment. He’s got such lovely brown eyes, and sometimes I melt. . . . I don’t believe you melt, Christie.’ I thought bitterly that I melted more often than she knew, but had come to conceal these moments lest she be tempted to remove the object of my melting.


‘I shouldn’t tell Leslie about this jaunt,’ she said. She added, with one of her meaningless adjectives, ‘He’ll only be oofy.’




Chapter 4


It is the little meannesses of our lives that plague us most. For one thing, we can bear to take them out and look at them. Few of us are strong enough, or silly enough, not to suppress the memory of our major crimes against ourselves or our fellows. The small meanness, the small chicanery, looks fairly harmless, coiled up at the bottom of the Pandora’s box which is our past; it is only when, lured by this apparent guilelessness, we take it out into the light that it sinks its fang in us, and we bleed, and we are poisoned.


It torments me now to remember how I got rid of Leslie.


My original intention, sprung to mind at Iris’s last remark, had been mean enough. I had intended to ignore her advice, tell him about this dance and my interesting unknown partner, take advantage of the quarrel he would certainly provoke and dismiss him for ever. What I actually did was worse.


Mabel, of whom Leslie had spoken on the river-bank in such ominous terms, was not, as one might have thought, a Messalina or Thaïs. She was a rather stunted little girl with beautiful vacant green eyes, who had walked the Common with Leslie that previous summer. She was a typist in a local candle-factory, five years older than he and something of a favourite with his mother. For the latter had a soft spot for people who were frightened of her, and Mabel was so frightened that she never spoke to her except to admire her wildly and at random in a scarcely audible whisper. She was an excellent dancer, as Leslie was too; and they had twice won the Yale Blues competition at the Rosebud Hall in Brixton.


Mabel’s claim to exciting wickedness in Leslie’s imagination was the fact that at eighteen she had married a works foreman of forty-five, had discovered that her marriage was bigamous and had run away from him. Leslie used to refer to her in an awed whisper as a divorcée, thinking I had not heard the true story; and he suggested that she had once consoled herself by taking a series of lovers. This, however, his mother had pooh-pooh’d. ‘The puir girl, she’s as straight as a die. Once bitten, twice shy. An’ she’s no Venus de Milo, at that.’


Leslie’s romance with Mabel had ended, as I well knew, shortly before his romance with me had begun; and I also knew that despite his pride in having had for his sweetheart a woman so much older than he (‘a woman of experience,’ he had said darkly, with the astigmatic look) he had lost all trace of interest in her. The only times he seemed to see her now were at the rare dancing competitions at the Rosebud Hall, at which she still partnered him; there was one due on the Monday week that followed Iris’s visit to my house.


I spent the next Saturday with Leslie. Luckily it was raining, so we only went to the pictures. I made myself behave affectionately as ever, though now he seemed to me a stranger standing behind a wall of glass, someone I did not recognise and who had nothing to do with me at all.


On the Monday I went with him to the dance. We were well chaperoned at these little dances, for his mother always accompanied us, each time in some new and spectacular dress she had made for the occasion. She was a professional dress-maker, and an adept in salvaging just so much from her customers’ materials as would make a blouse or a trimming for herself. Though Leslie would admit it only grudgingly, she was a superb natural dancer, and, if he had bothered himself to teach her the new steps, would have out-danced any young girl in the room. As it was, she had to content herself with the one-step and an ‘old-time’ waltz for which she was always sought by the M.C., a glossy, stout, smiling, bad-tempered little man called Wilkinshaw. It was Mabel who, generously, used to upbraid Leslie for not encouraging his mother’s talent, and reproach him for glaring at her when she insisted on taking part in the Paul Jones. ‘I know my own business,’ Leslie would say grandly (but not within his mother’s range of hearing), ‘and it’s not becoming for a woman of her natural dignity.’


The Rosebud Hall was built out on some waste ground behind a row of villas. The entrance, surprisingly enough, was actually through one of these houses, and the cloakroom was a converted scullery. House and hall were owned by Mr. Wilkinshaw, who had made quite a commercial success of his dances for years: he provided nothing but a three-piece band, and received a percentage from the café several doors down the street, where the boys and girls went in the interval for light refreshments.


The hall was graceless and gloomy, and the few paper-chains did little to mitigate the effect; but the floor was superbly sprung, and more than one young couple hoping for a professional career in ballroom dancing had done their first serious practising on it. When I had first been in love with Leslie that love had given the hall an Arabian Nights charm of its own, turning to gold dust the perfectly prosaic dust that lay on the window-ledges and the rungs of the chairs; now, in disenchantment, I saw it differently: saw, with a curious crystal prescience, that from this world, the world of Leslie, Mabel and Mr. Wilkinshaw, I must move onwards and far away. I had already deserted it in spirit as I should desert it in time; the knowledge made me both arrogant and ashamed.


Mabel, sitting at my side, looked from me to Leslie’s mother and back again with her breathless, humble gaze. This was the interval before the competition began, and Leslie had retired to change, rather pompously, into some shoes he had bought for this event alone. ‘You both look so smart tonight! I wish I had your dress-sense.’


‘A lass like yersel’ shouldna wear hrred,’ said Leslie’s mother, ‘any colour but hrred. Ye’re too peaky.’


‘Leslie said I was peaky.’


‘Fine worrds from him, the silly fule! And me always on tae him aboot apeerients.’


He came gliding back to us across the floor, self-conscious cynosure of eyes. He was a champion, and he knew it.


‘Not nervous, Mabel? Shall we go in and win?’


‘I’d feel better if we really practised,’ she said, looking down at her short, broad, nimble feet. ‘The others do. I felt shaky last night.’


‘You were smooth enough then,’ Leslie replied. ‘Just rely on me now, and remember, keep smooth – smooth.’


Mr. Wilkinshaw came into the centre of the floor, held up his hand to a roll of drums. The competition was announced. Leslie bowed to Mabel, who stood up with the electric nervousness of a new recruit, but who, the moment she was in his arms, took on the mask of a bland, blank professionalism.


While they danced, while they were proclaimed the winners, while they were clapped, cheered, presented with a certificate by Mr. Wilkinshaw’s wife, years ago a British Amateur Champion, I evolved my shabby plan for escape.


It was understood, after these dances, that Leslie should see me home. We started off towards our tram, pursued by objurgations from his mother that he should not be late, that he should put on his clean socks next morning, and that he should not expect her to call him a dozen times to his breakfast. I suggested to him that we should walk the last part of the way. I had been speaking little and had already made him uneasy.


We walked across the Common. A light drizzle was falling, and the sparse lamps along the path were only the cores of larger, iridescent moons made of mist and gaslight. I said lightly, ‘So you’ve been seeing Mabel again.’


‘Seeing Mabel? Of course I have! I saw her tonight.’


‘And last night.’


He paused, then said, ‘I only looked in on her for a practice.’


‘You didn’t tell me.’


‘What chance did I have? I’ve hardly seen you alone—’


‘We’ve been dancing together.’


‘And, anyway, it didn’t strike me as being of the slightest importance. Mabel is nothing more to me than a partner.’


I told him not to lie to me; that I knew he had returned to her; that his concealment of the Sunday practice had proved it; and that I never cared to compete with anyone. He might have Mabel. For us, things were at an end.


‘Silly little girl,’ said Leslie on a deep, terrified note of tenderness. He stopped and tried to embrace me.


I pulled free of him and walked on. I recognised my own deceit and was ashamed of it. But subduing this shame was a strange pride at having fought my conscience and conquered it. The need to be free was like some violent physical pressure inside of myself; I felt the constriction from my heart to my throat. I could hardly breathe for it. I went on talking, more wildly as I went on. I could not bear lying, bear suppression. I hated dishonesty. I had seen that they were in love with each other, and for all I cared they could go on being so.


‘You’re mad, you’re mad!’ cried Leslie. He stopped me forcibly this time, holding me beneath a lamp. I saw the drizzle glistening like sugar on his hair, his forehead, on the ridge of his long nose. His eyes were open and lost, the rainy lashes sticking out from the lids like chevaux de frise. Then he said fatally, ‘I can hardly help it if she’s in love with me. That’s not my fault.’


This evidence of a conceit that could override even the instinct to be silent in moments of danger (Mabel was not in the least in love with him, as well I knew) downed the last spurt of my conscience and sent it into a coma from which it was not to awaken for some years to be. I told him there was no need to discuss the matter further. We had come to the end – I had realised that for a long time, and so had he.


Nothing can be crueller than very young men and women when they fall out of love, nothing crueller nor more unimaginative. Much later in my life, when I lost a lover, I was to remember how Leslie had lost me, and to be moved painfully by pity for him and disgust for myself.


But this bursting desire for freedom gave me authority. I told him he must go away now, that I should make my way home alone.


‘But you can’t, not across the Common, not at this time of night! There are all sorts of bad types lying in wait.’


‘I’ll risk them,’ I said and broke into a trot.


The drizzle changed suddenly into torrential rain. Instead of following the path, I cut into an open field, black as pitch, and ran straight on, guiding myself by the blur of lamps along West Side. Leslie lost sight of me. I heard his voice calling, panicked and desolate. ‘Christie! Don’t be so silly! Come back! What your father would have to say—’ It passed into a trail of sound, a faint horizontal across the vertical bars of the rain, a sound far off, already being sucked down into the years; and then there was nothing at all but the hiss and patter of the night, the chattering of the trees under the punishing spouts of the sky.


The wet grass soaked into my stockings, the edge of my skirt; the soles of my shoes made a suck and a flap as I ran. The coolness was strange and delicious, and so was the dark. I was free at last, light as air. I might have been running barefoot in the surf of some marvellous sea, along the edge of a land where nobody knew me and I knew nobody. For those few moments in the long field, no one knew where I was, no one in the world. I was to have that sensation of absolute freedom many times more in my life. Once, (I remember) after a period of stress and misery, I was walking in Gray’s Inn Road, where some mere accident had taken me, and I had thought, No one can get at me. No one can write me a letter, telephone me, even guess at where I am. Here, in this London street, not two miles from my home, I might be in the deserts of Asia for all they know. And with that thought the bonds of the world had fallen from me and I had known a lightness and joy that was like rising from some crippling illness to discover that limbs would obey the will, were mastered, and were whole.


Yet it was, I think, something more than the exaltation of freedom which took me so strongly that wild wet night, in my eighteenth year. It was the knowledge that I had found the power to reject; that I need not simply take, in gratitude, what I was given. Later in my life I was to need a love so violently that I could fight for it with that strength which can throw pride overboard without a qualm; as if it were puerile and degraded; and could find courage in the memory that I had made my own choices in the past, and that therefore, if this love refused to come my way, I might find some sort of peace in accepting the rough justice of heaven. But that is another story, and not one I care to remember. As I say, it is the small things that plague us most, simply because we have the sense to keep the greater ones under lock and key.




Chapter 5


I was born two years before the First World War, at the end of my grandfather’s days of prosperity. My earliest memories are connected with shortness of money. For instance, there was a big doll displayed at Evans Auction Rooms on which I had set my heart, and my mother promised that she would go and bid for it. She returned from the sale sad-eyed and empty-handed. ‘But I was glad I didn’t get it, darling, because I felt that doll had an evil face.’ She looked pathetically into my eyes, as if begging me to be convinced. And then there was the great debate as to whether or not we should have the house wired for electricity, which ended in the curious compromise of wiring the first two floors and, leaving the upper two to gas. ‘A pound a point, remember; a pound a point,’ said my father, stamping this phrase on my memory with a dark magic it has never lost.


When my grandfather died we found that he had left nothing but the house; and so the stream of lodgers (tenants, we called them) began: Mr. Cosgrave, who was removed hurriedly by night in an ambulance within a week of his arrival, on the suspicion that he had sleeping sickness; Mr. and Mrs. Leake, who were run to earth by the genuine Mrs. Leake and assaulted by her in our own hall; Mr. Smith and his sister, who left us, fortunately, a month before they were prosecuted for the dissemination of pornography through the mails; young Mr. Hope, who drank; and old Mrs. Thomson, whom we all disliked and whom I scared into giving notice by writing ‘The Sinn Feiners are coming!’ on the lavatory wall. (My mother assured her that there were no Sinn Feiners in Clapham and that this was a childish trick of mine, but Mrs. Thomson insisted on leaving that same day, muttering as she tottered away with her suitcase, ‘No child of nine could have spelled it, no child could have spelled it.)


That was the kind of traffic likely to occur in those days, if you let rooms furnished. It was far too easy for people to rush in and rush out; and though we always took references, these had usually been written by the lodger’s close relations, if not by the lodger himself.


I loved my mother, a sad, fretful, affectionate woman who had enormous dreams for me. She spoke of them seldom, but looked them all the time. I was bowed by the weight of her hope. It was she who ran the house, my father and the lodgers; all the cares were hers. When she was brought down by pleurisy, which turned to double pneumonia, she looked at me in anguished surprise. ‘But I can’t die! No one else is fit to manage.’


I was fourteen then, and when she was gone I believed I could never be happy again.


She was right in believing that no one else was fit to manage. I was too young and my father too disinterested. He looked rapidly around for a wife who would manage everything, and rapidly married Emilie, who had been a tower of strength, as my father put it, right through my mother’s illness and afterwards. ‘Or perhaps one ought, to say,’ he remarked, giving his strange, half-hitched smile, ‘a cottage of strength. Your Aunt Emilie is too small to remind one of towers.’
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